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Voorwoord 
 
 
 
Dit proefschrift gaat over de ‘gezond verstand’ moraal, of de dagdagelijkse moraal 
zoals onze zuiderburen het ook wel aanduiden. Eén ding staat als een paal boven 
water: er zijn weinig mensen die zoveel woorden besteden aan wat voor velen zo 
vanzelfsprekend is, en wat in het dagelijks leven nauwelijks articulatie behoeft. Voor 
hen is het wellicht opmerkelijk dat ik een uitgebreide analyse heb gemaakt van deze 
gangbare moraal, die ik aanduid als commonsense moraal. Dat betekent overigens 
niet dat ik een inventarisatie of uitputtende bespreking over alle aspecten van 
commonsense moraal heb gemaakt in dit proefschrift. Er valt nog zoveel meer te 
zeggen over commonsense moraal dan ik hier doe. Ik richt mij op een specifiek 
debat dat handelt over de grenzen die aan morele plichten zouden moeten worden 
gesteld en waarin de status van commonsense opvattingen ter discussie staat. Met 
andere woorden, de dagelijkse moraal wordt geanalyseerd in een filosofische 
context. Door een filosofisch debat aan te gaan, heb ik mijzelf tegelijkertijd enigszins 
buiten de onbesproken vanzelfsprekendheid van die commonsense moraal 
geplaatst. Dit is in zoverre jammer dat ik niet altijd uitgebreid met eenieder over de 
inhoud van het proefschrift kon spreken. Het is tegelijkertijd een voordeel, omdat 
anderen dan collega’s mij voortdurend hebben uitgedaagd in gangbaar Nederlands 
te vertel-len wat ik deed en daarmee uit het filosofisch jargon terug te keren naar de 
taal die door niet-filosofen ook herkend wordt. De thematiek van dit proefschrift heeft 
mij ook gestimuleerd om de relevantie met de praktijk keer op keer te zoeken. Voor 
mij is dit proefschrift dan ook ontstaan in confrontatie met de praktijk, hoewel het 
praktische soms ver te zoeken is in deze verhandeling.  
In plaats daarvan is het met name een theoretische discussie geworden, waarin 
begrippen als actor-relativiteit centraal staan. Dit begrip intrigeerde mij al tijdens mijn 
studie, en destijds werd ik door mijn begeleider, Theo van Willigenburg, uitgedaagd 
om mij daar meer in te verdiepen. Na mijn studie heb ik me vooral in de toegepaste 
ethiek verdiept. Ik ben Marcel Verweij nog steeds dankbaar dat wij samen een 
project hebben uitgevoerd waarin ik alle vrijheid heb gekregen om ideeën voor een 
proefschrift uit te werken. Hij is degene die mij weer (terug)bracht op het spoor van 
commonsense moraal. We ontdekten dat veel preventievraagstukken vraagstukken 
over redelijkheid opwerpt, die nog nauwelijks onderwerp van discussie zijn geweest. 
Geringe deelname van individuen aan preventieactiviteiten, maar ook de weging 
voorafgaand aan de introductie van een nieuwe preventieactiviteit dwingt ons na te 
denken wat een redelijke eis is die aan individuen gesteld mag worden. Personen 
kunnen soms op goede gronden weigeren mee te werken aan een screening, 
vaccinatie of leefstijlverandering wanneer dit vanuit hun perspectief te veel van hen 
vraagt. Ik gebruik in dit proefschrift de casus van een griepprik voor hulpverleners in 
instellingen als voorbeeld, die, hoewel weinig controversieel onder het grote publiek, 
wel stof tot discussie opwerpt binnen instellingen. Marcel heeft mij mogelijkheden 
laten zien om de relevantie van ethische theorievorming voor toegepaste 
vraagstukken opnieuw te ontdekken.  
 
Dit proefschrift is niet volgens ‘het boekje’ tot stand gekomen. Nadat ik in 1996 was 
afgestudeerd ben ik voornamelijk met losse onderzoeksprojecten aan de slag 
gegaan in plaats van een aio of oio traject in te gaan, mede doordat deze niet 
beschikbaar waren. Door korte onderzoeksprojecten uit te voeren heb ik het terrein 
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van de toegepaste ethiek verkend en ben ik van een theoreticus een ethicus 
geworden. Ik heb veel geleerd bij het Centrum voor Bio-ethiek en Gezondheidsrecht 
waar ik in dienst was. Niet alleen leerde ik hoe over vraagstukken in de 
gezondheidszorg werd nagedacht en gesproken, ook leerde ik lesgeven aan diverse 
opleidingen binnen en buiten de universiteit en leerde ik zorginstellingen beter 
kennen door trainingen aan ethische commissies te geven of er ook zitting in te 
nemen. Ik ben nog steeds van mening dat een academicus, en zeker een ethicus in 
opleiding, dergelijke ervaringen met de praktijk nodig heeft wil zij überhaupt een goed 
ethicus te worden. Ik hoop in ieder geval voldoende bagage te hebben opgebouwd 
om in die praktijk mijzelf van nut te maken. Tegelijkertijd moet ik ook bekennen dat ik 
het proefschrift nooit had kunnen afronden binnen deze, toch al behoorlijke, termijn, 
als ik niet op een bepaald moment tijd had kunnen vrijmaken om al mijn aandacht 
aan het schrijven van een manuscript te kunnen geven. Het in 2003 nieuw opgerichte 
Ethiek Instituut aan de Universiteit Utrecht bood mij die kans wel. Ik dank het 
management dan ook voor de vrijheid die ze me gegeven hebben om mijn werktijd 
geheel aan de dissertatie te besteden.  
 
Een voorwoord is in de praktijk altijd een nawoord, en terugblikkend op het 
proefschrifttraject zie ik vooral vele gezichten voor mij van mensen die mij hebben 
geïnspireerd en gestimuleerd. Ik ben een slechte collega geweest de afgelopen 
jaren, door regelmatig met een ‘aha’ of een afwezige blik een gesprek af te doen 
wanneer ik in gedachten alweer een volgende alinea of zin aan het schrijven was. Ik 
wil dan ook alle collega’s van het Ethiek Instituut bedanken voor hun begrip als ik 
kortaf of afwezig ben geweest, maar ook voor de vele bemoedigende woorden die ik 
van ze heb gekregen.  
Ik wil met name Robert Heeger, mijn promotor en Marcel Verweij, mijn co-promotor, 
bedanken voor hun oneindige geduld met mij. De vele ergernissen die ze moeten 
hebben gehad terwijl ze lappen tekst doorworstelden, waarin structuur en juist 
taalgebruik soms ver te zoeken was, maken mij soms beschaamd. Op een of andere 
manier hebben ze toch steeds door de woordenbrij kunnen heenkijken en mij de weg 
gewezen naar een beter betoog. Alles wat nog aan dat betoog mankeert, wordt meer 
veroorzaakt door mijn haast het proces af te ronden dan door hun grondigheid en 
opbouwende kritiek.  
Ik wil Frans Brom bedanken voor de inspirerende gesprekken die wij tussen de 
bedrijven door hebben gehad over de thematiek van dit proefschrift. Een enkele 
opmerking of vraag van Frans was vaak voldoende stof tot nadenken. Ik wil Niels 
Nijsingh, Jan Vorstenbosch, Ineke Bolt en Annemarie Kalis bedanken voor de 
geweldig inspirerende sessie die we hebben gehad toen we de hele concepttekst 
hebben besproken. Marcus Düwell is de katalysator geweest voor het 
proefschriftproces. Op de juiste momenten heb ik een bemoedigende blik gekregen 
en heeft hij mij ingewijd in de procedures van het proefschrifttraject. Mijn gebrekkige 
gevoel voor regels en procedures heeft hij ruimschoots gecompenseerd.  
Wie mensen bedankt, loopt altijd het risico personen te vergeten die net zo 
inspirerend en stimulerend zijn geweest voor mij en mijn werk. Niet genoemd worden 
betekent niet dat hun hulp minder belangrijk is geweest. Allen bedankt! Toch wil ik tot 
slot niet voorbij gaan aan degenen die op de achtergrond het dichtst bij mij staan. 
Tim houdt me al jaren met beide benen op de grond, iets wat ik nodig heb. Wilco en 
Jeroen hebben mij gestimuleerd om dit boek snel af te ronden, zodat mama tijdens 
het luiers verschonen of het spelen met jullie niet meer hoeft na te denken over 
passages uit het proefschrift. Mijn ouders hebben mij geleerd iedere ‘grootse’ 
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prestatie te relativeren tot proporties die met andere onderling vergelijkbaar wordt. 
Een proefschrift is een mooie prestatie, maar dat geldt net zo goed voor vele andere 
dingen in het leven, zoals een zwemdiploma, een geslaagde buurtactiviteit of een 
afgeronde verpleegkundige opleiding. Hieruit blijkt nog eens duidelijk dat de waarde 
van zo’n prestatie misschien wel het grootst is vanuit het perspectief van de persoon 
die ze ambieert! 
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Chapter 1 Reasonableness Claim; An introduction to the thesis 
 
 

Lower nodded, and sighed heavily. 
 ‘I tell you, Cola, if I should die tomorrow,  

you have my full permission to anatomise me.  
Why it causes such upset I do not know.  

After all, they’re buried eventually, aren’t they?  
What does it matter how many pieces they’re in,  
as long as they die with the blessings of religion.  

  Do they think the Good Lord is incapable  
of reassembling them in time for the Second Coming?  

I replied that it was the same in Venice;  
for whatever reason, people did not like the idea of being cut up,  

whether they were dead or alive. 
Ian Pears, An Instance of the Fingerpost, 1997: 58 

 
 
1 The object of this thesis 

 
Each day we are confronted with multiple responsibilities, duties and obligations. 
Watching the news, we are told that the United Nations reproach Western countries 
for reacting too slowly to prevent devastating effects of famine in Niger. Journalists 
accuse the Dutch of inconsistency and acting on a double standard: huge amounts of 
money were donated after the tsunami, while Paki-stanis suffer at least as much from 
the devastating effects of the earthquake. And non-profit organizations argue that we 
should help immunize children worldwide. These examples only concern our duties 
to the distant needy, but we are also confronted with multiple choices and 
responsibilities for our near and dear ones. As a young working parent I am trying to 
balance my duties towards my employer with the responsibility of caring for my child. 
I also weigh and juggle my social responsibilities towards friends and family, asking 
myself whether I should visit them, or would an occasional phone call suffice when I 
am working hard to finish my PhD thesis? Again, on a different level, when shop-ping 
in the supermarket I am confronted with my responsibilities for animal welfare and 
environmental health when I have to choose between buying meat from the bio-
industry or so-called biological products.  

Each of us can surely add many examples of duties and responsibilities that 
confront us. On different levels and in different roles we face such decisions. As 
citizen I can be confronted with responsibilities regarding the prevention of some 
disease; as manager of a pharmaceutical company I can be confronted with the 
responsibilities of my company to contribute to ban AIDS worldwide,1 and as school 
teacher I have a responsibility to be aware of the symptoms of child abuse among my 
pupils. In the many roles we have within society we are confronted with situations 
involving a moral appeal and we have to decide whether we consider that appeal 
justified and will act upon it. One of the interesting things about such deliberation is 
that in ordinary life many people make use of some implicit notion of what would be a 
reasonable request. That is, they will waive some responsibilities as being too much 
for them, because they consider it beyond the line of duty. A good example of what 
                                                 
1 Van den Hoven (2006a). 



12 

people generally consider unreasonable is the suggestion that, if we really want to 
relieve world poverty, we should donate our salary to charity. None are likely to take 
this suggestion seriously, let alone act upon it.  

What we can learn from this example is that people do not only hold some 
implicit notion about what would be a reasonable demand, but that this notion is also 
widespread among people. For example, if an elderly woman stumbles and falls and 
I, as a young and healthy person, refuse to help because ‘that would be asking too 
much’, I will be criticized by others. In other words, some concept of reasonableness 
seems to be shared and embraced by a larger number of people. This is illustrated 
by the fact that people can justify themselves to others with reference to this notion. 
We can say ‘this would be unreasonable’, without further explanation. To say that 
something is a widely shared belief that goes without saying is to assert that 
something is a commonsense belief or conviction. Examples of commonsense 
beliefs, i.e. beliefs that need no further explanation and are widely shared, are ‘killing 
is wrong’ and ‘people ought to keep their promises’.  

In this study I am especially interested in those shared beliefs that we call our 
commonsense moral beliefs and I will focus on the way the notion of reasonableness 
is conceived and used from this commonsense moral perspective. I explore what 
possible justifications can be given to support the intuitive and often implicit 
judgement that something is ‘beyond the line of duty’. That is, it is not only interesting 
to explore what possible and different meanings the notion of reasonableness can 
have, but also what justificatory reasons can be given for judgements that are based 
on this notion. Are people justified to say that something is ‘out of league’ or ‘too 
much to ask’? 

I argue that there are at least two claims in support of judgements about the 
reasonableness of moral demands.  

First, agents can argue that a demand is beyond the line of duty, because 
such a demand would jeopardize their ability to lead their own life, plan their own 
projects or care for their loved ones. Should I in fact donate my entire salary to 
relieve world famine I would be unable to make a living of my own, unable to take 
care of my family and friends, and that is considered unrea-sonable. It is a 
commonsense belief that agents should be able to have their own life, make their 
own choices and be able to care for their near and dear ones.   

Secondly, agents can argue that something is beyond the line of duty when it 
involves actions that we generally disapprove of. To require an agent to intentionally 
hurt another person, or to lie and cheat, even if there are reasons that support such 
actions, is considered counterintuitive from a commonsense moral perspective. Put 
simply, the thought is that we cannot expect agents both to agree upon the widely 
shared belief that lying to someone is wrong, and at the same time expect them to lie 
on occasion.  

These two claims are not only present in our daily-life reasoning, but are 
object of philosophical dispute as well. There is a tradition in which both claims about 
the (un)reasonableness of moral demands are put to the test and these 
commonsense ideas about reasonableness are used to confront ethical theories with 
possible unreasonable demands they impose on agents. A good example is Bernard 
Williams’s critique of act-utilitarianism. Utilitarian theories, he says, have alienating 
effects on agents, because they require them to distance from their personal 
concerns and projects. A deeper layer behind this critique, however, is the claim that 
we should ascribe more status to our commonsense beliefs and convictions. Williams 
therefore argues that it is important for agents to be able to have ‘ground projects’, 
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which reflects one of the above common-sense claims about reasonable demands. 
In other words, those who set out to defend these two commonsense claims about 
reasonableness also defend a specific view about its status in ethical theory, namely; 
that commonsense moral beliefs have to be accounted for. This debate has become 
known as the debate on the limits of morality. Let me sketch the core characteristics 
of this debate and argue why I consider it fruitful both to engage in this debate as well 
as to move beyond it.  
 
2 The debate on the limits of morality  
 
The core claim in the debate on the limits of morality is that we should honour some 
limits to the demands that morality can impose on individuals. More speci-fically, the 
notion of limits refers to the counter-intuitive and unreasonable consequences of 
normative theories. In other words, the focus of the debate is on critical review of 
specific ethical theories and not on what type of demands one can make on agents, 
like a demand to kill another person or to donate one’s entire salary to relieve world 
poverty. I will, without going into detail, sketch the core characteristics of this debate 
and show why these are problematic. 

First, the debate on the limits has become known as a critical review of 
consequentialism and ignores that other ethical theories can be involved in the 
debate as well. The explanation for this focus is that Williams, known for his critique 
on act-utilitarianism, is one of the philosophers who set the stage for the debate on 
the limits of morality. It has led others to think that the whole debate is actually a 
debate between consequentialists and its critics, and that common-sense morality is 
best characterized as an anti-consequentialist viewpoint. This, however, suggests 
that our commonsense beliefs and intuitions could never fit within a consequentialist 
framework. This statement is too bold, because conse-quentialism does at least rest 
on one important commonsense intuition, which is that the consequences of one’s 
action are morally relevant. 

It is problematic to view the debate confined to a critique on consequen-
tialism, because, as I will show, the debate is not restricted to this type of ethical 
theory. We should therefore broaden the scope and be open to the thought that other 
ethical theories can be addressed on the (un)reasonableness of certain moral 
demands.  

Secondly, the debate on the limits of morality is often seen as a debate about 
the conflicting or tenuous relation between our personal interests and our impartial or 
moral interests.2 This is because the underlying commonsense beliefs are supported 
by reasons that derive from the agent’s point of view.  

With respect to the first commonsense claim: ideas about the importance to 
agents to give priority to one’s own projects and commitments are often justi-fied by 
making reference to the value that agents attach to them. It can be of great 
importance to you to apply for a position as a professor or to volunteer to preserve 
nature. The fact that it concerns a project that an agent has a specific interest in 
makes it more relevant from his perspective. The second common-sense claim is 
also supported by a direct reference to the agent, because the claim that we cannot 
impose unlimited demands on agents is based on the idea that there is a maximum 
of sacrifices that agents can bear. Thus, it is not strange that people tend to conceive 
the debate as a conflict between our personal and moral interests.  

                                                 
2 I will set aside for the moment debates about (im)partiality of the moral point of view.  
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We should notice, however, that this view rests on two important presup-
positions that are not accepted by all, and that can be distracting to the debate. It 
presupposes for example that two distinctive viewpoints can exist; a personal and a 
moral viewpoint. Not all share this view, and it would exclude possibly important other 
viewpoints from the debate. For example, partial moral theories will not encounter 
conflicts between the personal and the moral, because they simply take the personal 
as a starting-point for moral deliberations. But that does not imply that the 
commonsense claims for reasonable morality will not apply to partial moral theories. 
On the contrary, I will show that they do. Another pre-supposition is that the two – 
presumably existing – distinct viewpoints can be in conflict and competition. This is 
certainly not widely embraced. As many people see it, the demands of morality 
always have superior authority over our personal interests; hence, the conflict is only 
apparent. To others, the presupposition is wrong, because they are convinced that 
morality and our personal viewpoint go hand in hand in many ways. Therefore, to 
presuppose that these viewpoints necessarily conflict and compete will possibly 
exclude too much from the debate and narrow it without warrant. 

I will also argue that it is too simplistic to conceive the debate as a conflict 
between interests, because closer analysis of the commonsense perspective will 
show that the claim that it is important to lead one’s own life does not only refer to a 
person’s interests. The commonsense claim also refers to a critical reflection of 
ethical theories that will lead to negative effects on an agent’s integrity and moral 
agency or that ignore essential characteristics of our human nature. 

Thirdly, the debate on the limits of morality is conceived as a debate about the 
status that we should ascribe to our commonsense beliefs and intui-tions, and there 
seem to be two viewpoints on this issue. First, one can view commonsense beliefs as 
a necessary starting-point that should be accounted for in ethical theory. Second, 
one can view commonsense beliefs as pre-theoretical, non-coherent and 
untrustworthy beliefs and intuitions that stand in need of correction. In the debate on 
the limits of morality we encounter both views, and they are often static viewpoints. 
The positions in the debate are fixed and advocates and critics of commonsense 
beliefs cannot compromise. I will show that both views are based on a different 
understanding of what commonsense morality is and what it contains. I believe that 
the polarization is unwarranted and that we should instead try to develop a view on 
commonsense morality that better fits our daily moral practices. This alternative view 
will also lead to a different understanding of the status of our commonsense moral 
beliefs.  

I have sketched three core aspects in the current debate on the limits of 
morality and pointed out what is problematic about each of these aspects. The point 
is that the debate is on the whole too narrowly conceived and does no justice to the 
core of the commonsense critique. Moreover, most authors in the debate do not even 
bother to critically analyse what the core of the common-sense beliefs is and how 
best to interpret the commonsense critique. They simply assume the three 
characteristics as I described them. 

I therefore claim that we should broaden the scope of the debate and start with 
an inquiry into the actual content of the core of the commonsense beliefs and its 
critique in the debate. Closer analysis will show that we can discuss the issue of 
limits of morality in various ways. The debate can encompass issues about 
substantive judgements, like ‘x is an unreasonable demand’ as well as issues on a 
meta-ethical level about the domain and stringency of moral frameworks. In my view, 
broadening the scope will show how intriguing debates about the limits of morality 
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can be, because they touch upon several basic issues in moral philosophy. These 
issues all seem to be captured under the general heading of the commonsense claim 
that moral demands have to be reasonable, a claim that I will refer to as the 
Reasonableness Claim. 
 
3 The Reasonableness Claim 
 
The Reasonableness Claim is a means to return to the basic ideas and beliefs 
underlying the current debate on the limits of morality and leave behind those 
aspects of the debate that have led us astray. The notion of reasonableness is at the 
origins of the debate, because ethical theories were criticized exactly because they 
lead to unreasonable demands on agents. I consider it therefore fruitful to return to 
this notion and analyse how we can best understand its content from a 
commonsense moral perspective.  

 A focus on commonsense morality combines two aims. It will help me as I 
explore in what ways people in daily life make use of the implicit notion of 
reasonableness and it embeds this exploration in a philosophical context. The use of 
a Reasonableness Claim helps to express this embedment in the philosophical 
debate on the limits of morality, because it contains both the notion of 
reasonableness and the aspect of a claim. In other words, I attempt to explore not 
only in what ways we can conceive the notion of reasonableness, but also what 
claims are made about the reasonableness of moral demands. The Reasonableness 
Claim can therefore, roughly, be considered as a claim that the demands of morality 
have to be reasonable. This claim implies that ethical theories need to respect some 
limits to what can be appropriately and acceptably demanded of moral agents. These 
limits are determined by what we view as a reasonable demand from a 
commonsense perspective and refer to the two components that are frequently 
discussed in the debate on the limits of morality. This leads to the following – working 
– definition of the Reasonableness Claim. 

 
Reasonableness Claim: from a commonsense moral perspective moral 
demands, duties and obligations have to remain reasonable to agents. They 
can neither require them to bring too many sacrifices, nor expect them to forgo 
their personal interests altogether. Ethical theories therefore have to respect 
limits to what can be appropriately and acceptably be demanded of moral 
agents.   
 

There are some clear advantages of this approach to the debate.  
First, it helps us to take a new angle in the current debate on the limits of morality, 
which can bring forth new and fresh insights. Few have made explicit what the 
commonsense moral critique actually refers to and what the core of the critique 
contains. Most of the literature simply takes for granted that a) two commonsense 
claims are at the heart of the debate on the limits of morality, and b) that this debate 
is embedded in a consequentialist framework. To return to the basic ideas of 
commonsense morality helps us broaden the scope of the debate. I show that issues 
of reasonableness appear in many different ethical theoretical frameworks, and 
involve more than e.g. a defence of options and constraints – two consequentialist 
notions dominating the current debate on the limits of morality. Broadening the scope 
will show more clearly that the debate on the limits of morality is at the heart of some 
widely and hotly discussed issues in moral philosophy, like issues of demandingness 
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of moral theory, the authority of morality and the priority and status of personal 
projects and commitments. In other words, to broaden the scope of the debate helps 
to hook on to other philosophical debates, which can lead to new insights and 
arguments in the current debate on the limits of morality.   

A second advantage of formulating a Reasonableness Claim is that the notion 
of reasonableness is open to various interpretations and allows for several types of 
debate. Until now, the commonsense critique in the debate on the limits of morality is 
often conceived as a defence of mainly two claims: a claim that agents should be 
allowed to give priority to their personal interests and a claim that there are some 
types of demand agents should not be confronted with. In Chapter 2 I show that for 
some it is obscure what combines these two claims; some seek the overlap in a 
notion of agent-relativity. In my view they are combined by the notion of 
reasonableness. It would be unreasonable to require burdensome or even immoral 
actions from agents, and it would be unreasonable to deny them some moral leeway 
to live their own life. Thus, to define the debate as a claim for reasonableness is to 
focus on a unifying notion in the debate, and it can be a useful point of reference 
when we get lost in details. A Reasonableness Claim also leaves open whether the 
commonsense critique is directed at certain moral demands, at specific ethical 
theories, or at meta-ethical presumptions about ethical theories. The formulation of a 
Reasonableness Claim allows for the possibility that the debate touches upon all of 
these issues. My purpose in this study is to get grip on the content and most 
plausible interpretation of the Reasonableness Claim rather than to limit this claim in 
advance.  
 
4 The notion of reasonableness 
 
So far, I have argued that I want to get grip on the content of the notion of 
reasonableness as if this notion is not already embedded in current debates, both in 
daily life and in moral philosophy. At this point I offer a brief sketch of some aspects 
of the notion of reasonableness that are familiar to us and in what ways 
reasonableness is conceived in current philosophical debates. I do so to explain why 
we still need to get more grip on the content of the notion of reasonableness in the 
debate on the limits of morality.  

In daily life ‘reasonableness’ has different meanings. One can say that 
someone is a reasonable man, or that there was reasonable doubt about his guilt, or 
that I paid a reasonable price for that piece of art. These are different uses of the 
same notion and we could describe different conditions on which judgements of 
reasonableness are based. Reasonableness can refer to facts or shared standards 
of evaluation among people; it can express that we have no clear-cut picture of the 
best decision; it can refer to some compromise: ‘this is a reasonable request’ can 
imply that it a fair request under the circumstances, or the best possible compromise.  

If we regard these different meanings of reasonableness on a different level, 
we see that these notions all have in common some implicit idea of publicity or 
shareability of information. One cannot make up a standard of one’s own, or 
determine that someone is a reasonable man, without actually being able to share 
this view with others. In other words, the notion of reasonableness is not free floating, 
but depends on the standards, norms or customs prevalent within a particular 
context. These standards determine the boundaries of what can be considered as 
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reasonable.3 This does not imply however that the stan-dards on which we base our 
judgements of reasonableness are static. On the contrary, people can, within 
boundaries, disagree about what would be reasonable. In fact, over time our very 
concept of ‘reasonable’ may alter. In Jane Austen’s days ‘a reasonable man’ evoked 
a picture different from what it does now. 

The different meanings of reasonableness can be helpful in our moral 
deliberations, but only to a limited extent. If we want to analyse why a commonsense 
claim is made that something is unreasonable, we could try to understand what 
standard, norm or shared view is referred to. To consider the claim justified, however 
we also need to understand why this norm is so important. This calls for a different 
type of analysis: philosophical exploration. 

The notion of reasonableness appears in recent work by W.M. Sibley, Thomas 
Nagel, John Rawls and Tim Scanlon. According to Sibley,4 reasonableness involves 
two characteristics. First, a reasonable judgement requires that we have to see a 
particular matter from the other person’s point of view in order to see how each will 
be affected by possible alternatives. Secondly, we must be prepared to be 
disinterestedly influenced in the process of reaching a decision. Thus, to be 
reasonable involves more than taking the other person’s point of view; it further 
requires that we aim at some shared agreement and are able to rely on a shared 
body of information. This overlaps with the way Scanlon interprets reasonableness:  
 

it is a notion that is closer to the idea of a shared body of information and the 
general concerns and commitments people share than the way we usually use 
the notion of rationality. By claiming that people have to be reasonable, we say 
that there is reason to take their interests into account given the supposed aim 
of reaching agreement of finding a course of action that everyone will be 
happy with.5  

 
Scanlon argues that the notion of rationality has recently been too much interpreted 
as ‘what most conduces to the fulfilment of the agent’s aims’.6 Instead, the notion of 
reasonableness is more in line with the basic idea of rationality, which is that a 
person presupposes a certain body of information and a certain range of reasons 
which are taken to be relevant, and goes on to make a claim about what these 
reasons, properly understood, in fact support.7 

These characteristics are valuable and can be useful to our debate, because 
they describe the preconditions of reasonableness. Lacking, however, is an analysis 
of the substantive conditions when and why something is considered (un)reasonable 
and whether such judgement is justified. My focus will be primarily on these 
questions and that is what the Reasonableness Claim refers to. In other words, my 
study primarily involves a substantive debate about what is conceived as reasonable 
and how this is supported with arguments from a commonsense perspective. 

                                                 
3 Kumar (2001a): 151. 
4 Sibley (1953).  
5 Scanlon (1998): 171. 
6 Ibid: 192. 
7 Much can be said about the relation between the rational and the reasonable. Rawls and Sibley argue that these 
notions are not synonymous. The rational refers to the deliberation about the ends of agents and how best to 
achieve these, while the reasonable is more concerned with ‘the moral sensibility that underlies the desire to 
engage in fair cooperation as such, and to do so on terms that others as equals might reasonably be expected to 
endorse’ (Rawls (1996): 51). Gaus is more sceptical about such distinctions between the rational and the 
reasonable and he rejects the distinction. (Gaus (1998)). For the purpose of my thesis, it is not necessary to take 
sides in this debate.  



18 

Therefore, an analysis of the preconditions of the notion of reasonableness itself will 
not be very helpful, although it plays a role in the background of the debate. Instead, I 
focus on the question why some requests on agents are considered ‘out of limits’ and 
whether we can find some rationale to support this commonsense moral belief. That 
will be the focus of an analysis of the Reasonableness Claim.  
 
5 An outline of the argument of this thesis 
 
Before we can start analysing the content of the Reasonableness Claim, we need to 
get a better understanding of the core ideas of commonsense morality in the way that 
it is presented in the debate on the limits of morality.  

In Chapter 2 I sketch how commonsense morality is generally presented in the 
debate on the limits of morality and why this debate is caught up in a consequentialist 
framework that ultimately does no justice to the core of our commonsense beliefs 
and intuitions. The debate has become too narrowly conceived as a defence of 
options and constraints, and the failure of this defence is due to the narrow 
interpretation of the commonsense claims in the debate. I will suggest that we should 
therefore return to the core ideas of commonsense morality, in order to be able to 
determine what status the Reasonableness Claim aims for.  

I will present three different ways how commonsense morality can be 
perceived, two of which appear prominently in the debate on the limits of morality. On 
the first view, our commonsense beliefs and intuitions are conceived as pre-
theoretical or popular beliefs of groups within society, that need to be reflected upon, 
revised and corrected. They are sympathetic first prin-ciples, or ad hoc reactions to 
situations, but not really trustworthy. On a second view, commonsense morality is 
seen as rooted in reliable and possibly even universally accepted truths. 
Commonsense beliefs like ‘do not kill’ and ‘keep your promises’ are considered as 
the basic premises for moral deliberation that every serious moral agent has to 
embrace, or that are even innate to human beings. In this view, commonsense 
morality is considered as the undisputed authority for moral agents.  

I favour neither of these views, and develop a third way to describe 
commonsense morality. In this third approach our commonsense beliefs and 
intuitions are fundamental convictions that people share within particular 
communities and that for many go without saying, but that are not beyond criticism or 
scrutiny.  

These three views do not only vary in content about what can count as a 
commonsense moral belief, but more specifically they differ about the status of such 
beliefs. The status of our commonsense beliefs is one of the core issues in the 
debate on the limits of morality and I end the second chapter with the hypothesis that 
people ascribe to one of the following views on the Reasonableness Claim: it can 
either be 1) a defence of moderate morality, arguing that morality should never be 
too demanding on agents, or 2) a defence of agent-centred morality, arguing that 
morality has to represent the nature of human beings adequately. I place the debates 
recounted in Chapters 3 to 7 – where I discuss the underlying claims of the 
Reasonableness Claim – against the back-ground of this hypothesis. 

In Chapter 3, I focus on the question what will be too demanding on agents. 
When do we say that something is too burdensome, and therefore unreasonable? 
Here I take up the philosophical discussion known as the ‘demandingness debate’ 
and explore what the commonsense stance in the debate will be. I present four 
arguments why certain demands and obligations can be(come) too burdensome for 
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agents. I suggest that these arguments urge us to accept a broader notion of what 
can be conceived as a ‘cost to the agent’. Cost to the agent involves more than an 
effect on an agent’s well-being and a conflict with an agent’s personal interests; it can 
also refer to the ability to live a good and worthwhile life without the burden of 
endless demands. I will show that when we confront these arguments with three 
fundamentally different ethical theories – an act-consequentialist, a contractualist, 
and a feminist ethics of care – all these theories are vulnerable to issues of over-
demandingness, although they will not all give rise to the same issues and to the 
same extent.8 The fact that such different ethical theories give rise to questions about 
the reasonableness of moral demands supports the commonsense claim that 
burdens to agents are relevant, hence makes it more plausible to accept ‘cost to the 
agent’ as a relevant normative factor.  

In Chapter 4 there is a puzzling and apparent conflict of commonsense 
convictions about the moral relevance of numbers. On the one hand, commonsense 
morality holds, like non-consequentialist views, that we should reject the possibility of 
aggregating or summing up the benefits or burdens across agents and assign moral 
relevance to this sum. On the other hand, commonsense morality also firmly holds 
the belief that if unequal numbers of people face equal harms, we are morally obliged 
to help the greater number. In light of the different views that philosophers can have 
of our commonsense beliefs, one could argue that these conflicting views are a good 
example of the inconsistency or our commonsense beliefs. However, there is another 
possibility that I examine in this chapter, which concerns the question whether some 
rationale can be given to defend both views. Interestingly, Scanlon’s contrac-tualism 
holds exactly the same view on the relevance of numbers as com-monsense morality 
does and in his recent What we Owe to Each Other he presented a Tie-breaker 
Argument to support the thought that when equal harms befall unequal numbers, the 
numbers will tip the balance. I analyse this argument and the criticism it evoked to 
see whether commonsense morality can embrace it. 

The underlying idea of this analysis is that if we can provide some rationale for 
this intriguing commonsense perspective, this will support the idea that 
commonsense moral beliefs are fundamental convictions that need to be accounted 
for in ethical theory. To some, this chapter may seem like a distraction from the 
overall argument, but this is not true, and I will show the relevance of this debate to 
the issue of demandingness at the end of the chapter.  

The fifth and sixth chapters deal with another important issue pertinent to the 
Reasonableness Claim. This concerns the view that agents should be allowed to give 
priority to their personal interests. I will refer to this as the Priority Claim and argue 
that, even though its intuitive appeal may be strong, it is actually a vague and 
ambiguous argument. I use the same three ethical theories that I analysed in the 
third chapter to show that the Priority Claim is interpreted in different ways in these 
theories and gives rise to several, possibly different philosophical debates, varying 
from a claim that the domain of morality should be limited, allowing for other 

                                                 
8 I will address these particular three ethical theories for the following reasons. First, act-consequentialism is an 
ethical theory that is at the core of the traditional debate on the limits of morality, and for this reason cannot be left 
out. Contractualism is explicitly presented as an alternative to consequentialism that will do more justice to our 
commonsense beliefs. This theory is not only radically different from consequentialism, but because of this claim 
about commonsense morality also interesting for the analysis of the Reasonableness Claim. Thirdly, I choose to 
address a completely different theoretical perspective, which is found in care ethics, because this perspective 
seems to express in a radical way the commonsense claim that agents should be able to give priority to their 
personal interests, and this view is fundamentally different from both contractualism and act-consequentialism. I 
will argue more in detail why I choose these three theories in Chapter 3, Section 5. 
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considerations to prevail in practical reasoning, or that morality should necessarily 
account for the personal interests of agents (i.e. a claim for partial morality). These 
are different debates that can lead to different views on the Reasonableness Claim. 
For example, those who hold that morality is necessarily partial, will be sceptical 
about attempts to define a universal and impartial morality, and will possibly 
uncritically accept the claims that agents make from their personal perspective. This 
leads to a different debate than when we argue that the domain of morality should be 
limited in order for our personal preferences to prevail in practical reasoning. In the 
latter, the Priority Claim will be precluded from our moral deliberations, while this is at 
the core of the defence of partial morality.  

The important question is whether there is one interpretation of the Priority 
Claim that we should favour. To answer that question, I suggest that we focus on 
what is considered as essential or fundamental to the personal perspective that helps 
us explain what is thought to be ‘at stake’ in the Priority Claim. Three notions appear 
to be essential to this viewpoint. These are a person’s autonomy, a person’s integrity 
and the caring commitments agents have.  

Chapter 6 relates these three notions to the philosophical distinction that is 
often made between a moral and a personal viewpoint. If the notions of autonomy, 
integrity and care are essentially related to one’s personal point of view, we need to 
consider how a personal and a moral viewpoint are related and possibly intertwine. I 
sketch a classical dichotomy, in which morality is thought only to address our other-
regarding interests, while the personal only concerns our self-regarding interests. I 
argue that this classical picture is a distorted view of our moral practice. Instead, we 
can choose either of two strategies to escape this dichotomy. We can ‘empower’ the 
personal point of view, leaving undisturbed the idea that different viewpoints exist 
and have different content, or we can critically review the meta-ethical assumptions 
behind our ideas about the moral and the non-moral.  
The strategies allow for different plausible interpretations of the Priority Claim, 
because it proves to depend on the theoretical position one takes in the debate. It 
turns out that among plausible interpretations of the Priority Claim some hold that 
personal interests are acceptable within the moral domain while other, no less 
plausible, interpretations hold that they are not. 

I will further argue that we also need to take into account what substantive 
judgements people actually make and what reasons they provide for these 
judgements to others. I argue that we can divide our personal interests into three 
different categories, each expressing what kind of appeal these reasons make on 
others than the agent. I will distinguish private, legitimate and valid reasons to show 
how agents attach different importance to their judgements and (are willing to) justify 
their judgements in different degrees to others. This will lead to weaker and stronger 
interpretations of the Priority Claim. For example, agents do not want to justify 
themselves for their favourite food, colour, religion or lifestyle, nor do others generally 
require them to explain themselves for such choices. But some judgements matter to 
agents, like one’s commitment to care for one’s terminally ill mother or one’s choice 
to become a vegetarian. With respect to the Priority Claim we could say that agents 
are simply justified to give preference to their valid personal interests, while they may 
be expected to set aside their personal interests more easily when they concern 
private reasons. Moreover, the type of reasons that is presented to support a 
judgement based on an agent’s personal interests will involve different theoretical 
interpretations of the Priority Claim. A valid personal interest may strive to be 
accepted as a rele-vant moral consideration, while a reason based on a private 
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personal interest will not make that claim. At the end of the chapter, I therefore 
conclude that a more diverse picture of the Priority Claim emerged, and that it is not 
right to claim that commonsense morality aims at partial morality or at a defence of 
agent-relative reasons only. Other interpretations remain plausible, without leading 
us to the conclusion that anything goes.  

In Chapter 7, the final chapter, I bring the different debates together and show 
what picture of the content of the Reasonableness Claim emerges. I argue that both 
the demandingness debate and the debate about the Priority Claim plead in favour of 
a human morality, that allows agents to combine the different aspects they value in 
their practical reasoning, or even within a moral frame-work. Thus, agents should be 
able to lead authentic and autonomous lives and to care for their loved ones within a 
moral community, and they must be willing to transcend their private perspective and 
relate to others in respectful and meaningful ways. Human agency is at its best when 
agents can combine those aspects of life that are truly important to them. I will hold 
this resulting picture of the Reasonableness Claim against characteristics that have 
been traditionally ascribed to the commonsense stance in the debate and consider 
what this picture implies for further debate, both in moral philosophy as in applied 
ethics.  
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Chapter 2  Commonsense morality 
 
 
 

The question is that of what role common sense might have in philosophy. 
Part of the answer, …is that the common sense truths of  

non-philosophers might well play a considerable role –  
although only a fanatic would claim that such truths exhaust philosophy,  

that (philosophers) have a lot to fear from my mum.  
But over and above that, what does a philosopher need with common sense?  

Brian Grant, 2001:206 
  
 
1  Introduction 
 
If it is true that the Reasonableness Claim rises within a debate in which the status of 
our commonsense moral intuitions and beliefs is questioned or not appropriately 
accounted for, then we need to know what the core of commonsense morality is and 
what its main characteristics are. Thus, only when we know more about 
commonsense morality –at least with respect to the debate in which commonsense 
moral beliefs are presented - will we be in a better position to apprehend what the 
Reasonableness Claim is about. For some, it is strange to analyse what 
commonsense morality is and what its main characteristics are, because it concerns 
a perspective that for many goes without saying. Some have argued that it is a 
difficult, even impossible task to try to define commonsense morality. Instead, 
commonsense morality is often seen as  
 

a conviction so widely shared in our culture, and so deeply entrenched, that 
outside of philosophy it is scarcely ever articulated, let alone explicitly 
challenged.9  

 
Commonsense morality seems the default moral position of people that is not 
something we generally tend to analyse and discuss.  

On the other hand, our commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions are at the 
core of the dispute of the limits of morality and this fact simply begs for an articulation 
of the commonsense moral perspective. After all, if commonsense morality strongly 
opposes the effects of certain ethical theories, and claims that their demands are 
unreasonable, then we must know why this is put forward from this perspective. 
Therefore we need to know more about the core ideas of commonsense morality.  

These conflicting views are challenging. Can we describe the characteristics of 
a view and yet avoid the pitfall that ‘to argue for a common sense view would defeat 
the purpose of it’,10 or ‘to define it may be a self-defea-ting enterprise like codifying 
an ideology of that anti-ideology, conservatism’?11 The fact that commonsense 
morality is used and characterized in the debate on the limits of morality enables us 

                                                 
9 Scheffler (1992): 122. 
10 Grant (2001): 193. 
11 Coady (1995).  
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to say at least something about it and explore how it is presented. Therefore, if we 
can narrow our scope and try to define how commonsense morality appears in the 
debate on the limits of morality, we will avoid the difficult and probably impossible 
task of defining commonsense morality in all its aspects.  

This chapter has the following structure. I will first argue that, with respect to 
the debate on the limits of morality, commonsense morality has become too much 
entangled in a consequentialist framework, which complicates the correct 
interpretation of commonsense beliefs and intuitions. In my view, this does no justice 
to the commonsense perspective and we should reject the notions of options and 
constraints that currently dominate the debate. I will address this in Section 2.  

My second claim is more general: the status that is ascribed to commonsense 
moral beliefs and intuitions is a caricature of what commonsense morality actually 
stands for. To support this argument, I will sketch two ways in which commonsense 
moral beliefs and intuitions are conceived in the debate on the limits of morality, and 
more generally appear in philosophical literature as well. The first is that they concern 
our pre-theoretical intuitions, part of our bourgeois or folk morality, that need to be 
corrected in a process of philosophical deliberation (i.e. by ethical theory). The 
second is that commonsense morality contains a set of authoritative norms that all 
morally serious persons share and that are undisputed.  
In my opinion, both views are distortions and we should instead accept a third view 
that I will develop in Section 3. The third view holds that commonsense morality is 
not best described as a set of static norms and convictions, undisputed and 
authoritative, nor as the incoherent whims of agents. Instead, commonsense morality 
expresses convictions, beliefs and intuitions that are shared by commu-nities and 
that are basic to our moral deliberations and agency, without being immune to 
critique or changes. I will argue that if we accept this view, this will have major 
consequences for the way we conceive the Reasonableness Claim.  

Finally, I introduce a hypothesis that seems to be underlying the 
commonsense claim for reasonable morality. In the debate on the limits of morality 
some seem to hold the view that commonsense morality ultimately aims to defend a 
moderate morality; others that commonsense morality ultimately aims to defend a 
partial or agent-centred morality.  
 
2 Commonsense morality and the debate on the limits of morality 
 
In the debate on the limits of morality, commonsense morality is presented as the 
view that steps into the breach for the individual perspective of moral agents. 
Commonsense morality is said to defend the view that agents should not do any 
moral overtime, first by being able to pursue their own interests, and not be 
confronted with unreasonable moral demands. Commonsense morality may roughly 
be considered as the agent-friendly viewpoint that criticizes all ethical theories that 
will be too harsh on agents. Theories can be harsh in two ways: they can deny 
agents the ability to pursue their own projects and the importance of special relations, 
or they can ignore the burden certain demands impose on moral agents. This basic 
thought of commonsense morality is often captured in a defence of options and 
constraints, notions that I will explain below.  

The focus on the agent-friendly viewpoint is often considered to present a 
deontological, or at least a non-consequentialist perspective. A good example of 
such a deontological characteristic is that agents are not expected to breach rules, 
even when they can benefit a greater number of people. This position on rules 
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certainly seems to apply to commonsense morality in the debate on the limits of 
morality. Another example why commonsense morality seems an anti-
consequentialist viewpoint is that it sharply criticizes consequentialism for ignoring 
important aspects of human life; aspects that are better reflected in a commonsense 
moral viewpoint. Although there is much overlap between commonsense morality 
and a deontological viewpoint, they must not be equated. Moreover, if we conceive 
the debate on the limits of morality only as a debate between consequentialists and 
its critics, in which commonsense morality is pictured as anti-consequentialist, this 
will obscure what commonsense morality generally stands for and narrows the 
debate to a – in my view technical – defence of options and constraints.   
 
2.1 A defence of constraints and options  
 
Why is commonsense morality in the debate on the limits of morality often equated 
with a defence of options and constraints, and what do these notions stand for?  

First, constraints refer to the commonsense conviction that some actions are 
simply morally wrong, and cannot be required from agents. For example, the killing of 
another human being is morally wrong, and this puts an absolute constraint on our 
actions. This commonsense belief is often confronted with an act-utilitarian 
perspective that does not reject the thought that, on some occasions, the killing of 
someone is morally acceptable if that can lead to a greater benefit for many. The 
idea that we negotiate such basic moral rules, or even calculate benefits against 
burdens is considered as a highly counterintuitive position. Therefore, commonsense 
morality claims that we must respect limits to what can be demanded from agents. It 
is interesting though, that commonsense morality does not primarily support this 
claim with reference to a deontological rule, i.e. that we have to obey a rule no matter 
the consequences, but instead introduces an ‘agent-centred’ argument. According to 
commonsense morality it would be too burdensome on agents to be confronted with 
specific requests. In other words, killing another human is not only wrong because it 
would harm another person, but it will also harm the agent. Morally, the agent is a 
wrongdoer, and this weighs heavily upon him.  

A constraint against killing is not the only limit that is defended against 
consequentialism. Other constraints concern not harming another, not lying or not to 
break promises, and the like. Not every constraint claims an absolute limit in the 
sense that there can never be exceptions to the general rule that one must avoid 
such actions. Cases of self-defence or to tell a white lie can be acceptable, within 
limits. However, the core idea of each constraint remains that we must respect limits 
to the type of demands that can be required from agents.  

Secondly, commonsense morality is also presented as the view that defends 
the existence of options. Options express the commonly shared idea that people 
must be able to live their own life and make their own choices and, more importantly, 
be allowed to give priority to these choices and plans. It is a commonsense moral 
belief that it is part of our human nature to want to be able to give preference to the 
ones we care about and stand in a special relation with.12 For example, it is widely 
accepted that parents should take care of their children and be allowed to spend time 
with them. It is important to people to care for their loved ones and if this conflicts 
with the demands that one is confronted with from a moral perspective, it is harsh to 
forgo these loving commitments. This view strongly opposes the consequentialist 
                                                 
12 Notice that within a consequentialist framework the priority that agents want to give to their loved ones is often 
conceived as wanting to give disproportionate attention to one’s loved ones. 
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view that agents must be willing to forgo their personal interests in favour of stringent 
moral demands. Agents, commonsense morality says, should not be denied to put 
such personal interests first. In the debate on the limits of morality, however, the idea 
of options has been more narrowly interpreted as a permission to pursue one’s own 
interests, and this interpretation already limits the number of possibilities to give 
priority to one’s own interests and loved ones. Being permitted to pursue some of 
one’s own interests implies that some moral leeway is created, within the boundaries 
of an overall framework, which is consequentialism. More speci-fically, only those 
options will be allowed and accepted that can stand up to the morally better 
alternative, and hardly any personal interest will survive this test. Thus, by definition, 
options can only occasionally outweigh our moral demands. I will show in the next 
section why the pursuit of options is confining to the Reasonableness Claim.  

I should mention a second interpretation of options that is not considered at 
the core of the debate on the limits of morality, but nevertheless also expresses the 
basic thought that agents must be allowed to make up their own mind. 
Commonsense morality has a third important critique of consequentialist theories: 
these theories cannot account for heroic or altruistic actions. It is a widely held 
commonsense belief that not all moral choices are obligatory, but that some are 
extra-ordinary and agents can freely choose to perform or pursue them. Donating 
one’s kidney during life to a sibling, or devote one’s life to shel-ter the homeless is 
considered noble, but not one’s moral duty. Such actions require devotion and often 
involve great sacrifices in amounts of time, energy and money on the part of agents; 
they are optional rather than mandatory sacrifices.  
 
2.2 Options and constraints entangled in consequentialist debate 
 
The defence of both options and constraints hampers the criticism of 
consequentialism undertaken from a commonsense moral perspective. The 
existence of options and constraints is defended in reaction to the negative effects of 
consequentialist theory. However, as I will show in this section, the notions of options 
and constraints cannot be separated from a consequentialist framework. This 
obscures the core of commonsense beliefs and intuitions and turns the debate into a 
technical defence.  

I will make use of Shelly Kagan’s discussion of the defence of options and 
constraints to support my claim. Kagan has analysed the debate on the limits at 
length in The Limits of Morality and I consider his account representative for a 
consequentialist view on the debate of options and constraints.13  

According to Kagan, commonsense morality has to agree with some essential 
premises, premises that are consequentialist in character. It is an essential premise, 
in Kagan’s view, that one takes a stance on moral obligations and the promotion of 
the good. Roughly, three perspectives can be distinguished.14 The first is the 
extremist view that holds that we should always promote the good. Accordingly, we 
should accept the fact that moral obligations outweigh other duties and 
responsibilities. Second, there is a minimalist view that denies the obligation to 
promote the good, hence that moral obligations in general cannot exist. And third, 
there is an intermediate position held by the moderates, who accept the general idea 
that we should promote the good, but who deny that moral duties always outweigh 
other considerations. In this view, the good must not be promoted at all costs, as 
                                                 
13 Kagan (1989).  
14 Ibid: 1-46. 
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extremists would have it. Kagan argues that the commonsense perspective is 
uncomfortable with both extremism and minimalism. Commonsense morality must 
accept the moderate position. 

The acceptance of this premise, Kagan continues, leads to a second premise 
that must be embraced. Those who accept that the good must be promoted in some 
way, have to acknowledge a pro tanto reason to promote the good. To say that 
something is a pro tanto reason is to say that it is at least always a morally relevant 
consideration that we need to support and promote, but this reason is not decisive in 
all cases. A pro tanto reason can be outweighed by other considerations. This does 
not imply that the pro tanto reason bears no weight in this case, and is discarded, but 
that it is outbalanced by other reasons. In other words, a pro tanto reason continues 
to have its initial force; it is overruled rather than abolished. Commonsense morality 
is at least committed to accept this pro tanto reason, hence to accept that, in 
principle, there is always a reason to choose the action that will best promote the 
good.  

These two premises highly influence the debate on the limits of morality, 
because commonsense critique always has to be measured against the background 
of the acceptance of a pro tanto reason to promote the good. Notice that 
consequentialist theories have less difficulties to accept the extremist view and will 
argue that the pro tanto reason will always override other reasons, because the pro 
tanto reason supports actions that will lead to the best possible state of affairs. Those 
who hold a moderate view, like commonsense morality, face the difficulty of 
presenting convincing arguments why the pro tanto reason will be outweighed by 
other reasons. It is an extremely difficult task to argue why we should depart from the 
pro tanto reason, because it continues to exert its appeal. Moreover, it is not only a 
consideration that is present in the back-ground, but is also – implicitly – considered 
as the most rational choice. Thus, the defence of options and constraints is not only 
bound to these premises, but we have to be able to provide very good reasons why 
we should want to ignore our responsibilities to the promotion of the good. And, 
according to Kagan, we must come to the conclusion that such justificatory reasons 
can hardly be found. Thus, even if we have initial sympathy for our commonsense 
moral intuitions, we’d better change our intuitions. For example, one’s sympathy for 
an agent’s own life and projects can be touching, but on the balance of reasons it is 
hard to see why this should prevail above the good that can be established. This is a 
key question to Kagan: Why should we want to favour a lesser state of affairs to 
honour an individual’s interests? Shouldn’t we e.g. gather as many potential organ 
donors as possible, because this helps us to save lives of people? And shouldn’t we 
be prepared to sacrifice some privacy in order to fight terrorism? In other words, 
while commonsense morality can bring forward sympathetic concerns, these will 
simply be outweighed by the greater benefit that can be achieved.  

This type of reasoning will result if we accept the pro tanto reason to promote 
the good. And this type of reasoning is typical for consequentialists, but not for non-
consequentialists. Therefore, if commonsense morality accepts the premises that 
Kagan suggests, the debate is captured in a consequentialist framework. Accepting 
Kagan’s premises will lead to the situation that each defence of an option or a 
constraint has to be able to provide reasons that can outweigh the pro tanto reason 
to promote the good.  

This complicates the defence of options and constraints. The only constraints 
that seem acceptable within this framework are those that do not conflict with the pro 
tanto reason. Thus, only if a constraint would lead to better overall consequences, it 
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would be acceptable from a consequentialist perspective; if not, then we must justify 
why the pro tanto reason is outweighed.  

With respect to the defence of options, the pro tanto reason is even a more 
complicating factor. Since an option creates some moral leeway for agents to 
perform non-optimal actions, consequentialists frequently tend to use a rhetorical 
argument and ask why such an option would ever be justified if there is a better 
alternative available. Can it ever be rational to choose a non-optimal act? In this way, 
the defence of options is frustrated from the beginning and this has two important 
consequences for the defence of options. First, in the defence of options one mainly 
focuses on those options that are highly important to agents, i.e. which show that 
something is lost or ignored if agents are not allowed to pursue their own interests. 
This narrows the number of possible options. Secondly, one can question whether 
this adequately represents our common-sense convictions, as Michael Slote also 
points out that agents also may have an interest to have a lazy afternoon. Leasure 
time cannot be accepted as an option within this consequentialist framework.15  

One could object that Kagan’s view is not representative to the debate on the 
limits of morality, because he uses the unfamiliar notion of a pro tanto reason. I 
disagree with those critics, because the pro tanto reason expresses a teleological 
viewpoint that is underlying a consequentialist view; hence underlies the debate on 
the limits of morality. In other words, the idea that we ‘have to promote the good’ is a 
dominant concept in the debate, and this is clearly shown in the fact that hardly 
anyone has actually defended an option to have some leasure time like a lazy 
afternoon: it is difficult to give a rationale why someone is morally blameless in the 
choice of doing nothing rather than doing some good. More often, therefore, in 
defence of options and constraints only those considerations are brought to the fore 
that make explicit what is important to agents. These often involve the importance to 
have projects of one’s own and freedom of choice, and one’s commitment to one’s 
special relations. In other words, the defence of options is supported by the view that 
the lack of such alternative choices would have huge implications for moral agency 
and motivation. This is an implicit acknowledgement of Kagan’s premises.  

We can conclude that the debate on the limits of morality, when conceived as 
a defence of options and constraints, is complicated from the start. Moreover, the 
debate is in danger of turning into a technical argument. First, Kagan insists that 
options cannot be defended adequately without the acceptance of some notion of 
constraints, thus we first need to find some rationale in defence of – some – 
constraints before we can adequately defend options at all. Options that would not be 
limited by constraints could open the door for immoral options. Sadistic intentions 
and plans for example should not be defended by the notion of an option. Secondly, 
the debate has focused on the defence of specific options and constraints, but an 
overlapping general frame-work is hard to defend. Thirdly, the defence of specific 
options and constraints is complicated by the fact that each rationale in defence of it 
can either permit or forbid too much. It has led critics to the conclusion that if a 
rationale cannot even be given for a specific constraint or option, a general 
framework will certainly not be justifiable.  

The current debate is inadequate from a commonsense moral perspective. It 
simply will not do if only some or very specific options or constraints can be 
defended. Consider that the acceptance of a constraint against lying will not be very 
helpful if agents are still confronted with moral demands that require them to kill, 

                                                 
15 Slote (1985). 
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cheat or break promises. And to be allowed to give priority to one’s personal interests 
only if they can stand up over against the morally better alternative, will be too 
meagre a defence of the importance of one’s personal interests.  

Kagan’s analysis in The Limits of Morality is thorough and appealing. He 
discusses several of the possible rationales to establish specific options and 
constraints, and rejects them all. Until now, there are no good examples in the 
literature that present a successful defence of options and constraints.  

Basing myself on the analysis of the current debate, I propose to reject the 
notions of options and constraints as a primary focus of the debate on the limits of 
morality. In my view, we should instead turn to the more general claims that are 
made from a commonsense perspective and initially inspired the debate on the limits 
of morality. That is why I introduced the Reasonableness Claim in the previous 
chapter. We should turn to the content of the claims that are made from a 
commonsense moral perspective and not to some technical defence of options and 
constraints. Moreover, by turning to a substantive analysis of the Reasonableness 
Claim we will see that the two components of this claim even intersect with the 
distinction of options and constraints. The first component of the Reasonableness 
Claim is that some requirements on agents are too burdensome, i.e. over-
demanding. This idea of over-demandingness involves argu-ments that are used in 
defence of both options and constraints. I will address this in Chapters 3 and 4. The 
second component of the Reasonableness Claim is that agents should be given 
enough latitude to make their own life plans, care for their loved ones, give priority to 
their moral responsibilities in ways they consider best, and this is put forward as the 
Priority Claim. This is a broader claim than the straitjacket of a defence of options. I 
consider this issue in Chapters 5 and 6. 

What I have argued so far is that the failure in the matter of options and 
constraints is not surprising, because of the preconditions of the debate. These 
preconditions mainly concern the underlying teleological assumption, i.e. that we 
always have to promote the good. There are other assumptions complicating the 
debate. Kagan argues that commonsense morality only advocates absolute 
constraints, i.e. to constraints that lead to clear prohibitions on our actions. But we 
can seriously doubt whether commonsense morality really advocates only absolute 
constraints, because our commonsense moral views are often more complex and 
diverse than Kagan pictures them. Moreover, it might very well be that there is no 
widespread agreement within our commonsense moral beliefs how stringent and how 
absolute constraints should be. Therefore, it is likely that Kagan’s claim expresses 
his perception of morality rather than a clear common-sense viewpoint. Morality, in 
his view, should be coherent and rationales should adequately justify our judgements 
under all circumstances. We can expect him to be sceptical of commonsense 
morality from the start, because in his view it is an incoherent viewpoint. However, 
this is not the only way commonsense morality is perceived, and a shift in focus on 
commonsense morality can also help us shift the angle from the debate that is 
dominated by consequentialism and turn it into a more general debate on the content 
or the reasonableness of moral demands on agents.  
 
2.3  Agent-relative morality 
  
Let us return to the debate on the limits of morality. I said that commonsense morality 
is mainly described as a view that steps into the breach for the individual agent and 
defends two claims. The first claim was that agents should not be committed to do 
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moral overtime and should be allowed to pursue their own interests. The second 
claim is that agents cannot be confronted with certain (types of) requests, because 
they are too burdensome on them. Commonsense morality is viewed, in both claims, 
as a perspective that is agent-relative. Thomas Nagel argues that the two claims 
‘cover much of the territory of unreflective bourgeois morality.’16 In this section I 
inquire what the notion of agent-relativity refers to. I limit myself to the way this notion 
has been used in the current debate on the limits of morality.17   

What does agent-relativity roughly refer to? Jonathan Dancy has made an 
attempt to describe the basic idea of agent-relativity, which I find useful as a first 
sketch of the agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction.  

 
I motivate the idea of an agent-relative reason in the following way. I have a 
personal project, which is to write a very good book on ethics. This is very 
important to me; it informs and gives sense to a central decade in my life. But I 
know that in some sense it does not matter much whether I succeed or fail. 
The world will not be much the richer for my success, nor much the poorer for 
my failure. It is hard to express this point uncontentiously, but there is 
enormous pressure to say something like ‘it doesn’t really matter’ or ‘it doesn’t 
objectively matter’ whether I succeed or fail. But it matters very much to me. 
We might try to say there is great value for me if I succeed, but it is not really 
important whether I succeed or not. Now the point here is that I know both 
these things. I know that it matters to me very much and that it doesn’t really 
matter as much as it matters to me.… Neither idea is a distortion of the 
other…. I think everyone who has a personal project will feel this tension. 
What is more, it is a tension which remains even when I recognize that it does 
matter (‘objectively’, ‘really’) whether those who have projects succeed in 
them. Each success is of value, but its value is as nothing compared to the 
value to the person whose project it is.. .. It does demand care in the juggling 
of demands on my time and energy and my right to ignore those demands on 
occasion to pursue my own project.18 

 
Dancy clearly argues that the perspective that one has in a situation will lead to a 
different evaluation. Agent-relativity expresses the importance of the value attached 
to one’s interests from a personal perspective and claims that this perspective can be 
as important as an outsider perspective. This has led to the agent-relative/agent-
neutral distinction: the perspective one takes will influence in our moral deliberations 
what weight one gives to values, reasons, and particular aims.  

One of the problems of this distinction, however, is that it has been described 
and defined in multiple ways, which is not only confusing the debate, but also leads 
to a difference in focus. The agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction has been 
critically reviewed, possibly due to the lack of unity of the concept. To give an idea of 
the diversity of the notion; some argue that the distinction applies to values, others 
argue that it refers to reasons or theories. For some, agent-relativity involves that the 
agent is a source of reasons or values, while for others the distinction mainly 
expresses a difference in binding force of reasons for agents. Thus, the scope of the 
distinction can differ from an epistemological one to a principle-based or perspective-

                                                 
16 Nagel (1986): 166. 
17 I will address the distinction more critically in Chapter 7 and determine what interpretation best suits the 
Reasonableness Claim. 
18 Dancy (1993): 188-9. 
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based difference.19 It will be obvious that the plausibility of the distinction and the 
willingness to accept it depends on the claims that one makes with the distinction. I 
will not explore all possible interpretations here, but instead focus on the most 
frequently used interpretations in the debate on the limits of morality so far.  

Nagel is one of the ‘founding fathers’ of the agent-relative/agent-neutral 
distinction and one of the first philosophers who was involved in the debate on the 
limits of morality. According to Nagel, a reason is agent-relative when it includes an 
essential reference to the person who holds it. In contrast, agent-neutral reasons do 
not include such a reference.20 For example, I can have an agent-relative reason to 
support a sick friend, to climb the Kilimanjaro21 or write a PhD thesis. To Nagel it is 
clear that agent-relative reasons can only be fully appreciated from the perspective of 
the agent whose reason it is. This does not imply that these reasons are unintelligible 
to others, but that they are better appreciated from the perspective of the person 
whose reason it is. To support this view, Nagel argues that all agent-relative reasons 
must have an agent-neutral component, i.e. they must have some impersonal 
value.22 This implies that others can understand and grasp another person’s ambition 
to climb the Kilimanjaro or become a pianist, without actually sharing that ambition. 
The neutral perspective lacks the desire for the satisfaction of these ambitions and 
desires, i.e. will lack action-guiding force. 

Why would the commonsense moral perspective be viewed as agent-relative? 
I already pointed out that the commonsense perspective is considered as the 
viewpoint that steps into the breach for the individual, claiming that agents should not 
be morally overloaded; they should be able to live their own life, and they cannot be 
expected to carry out actions that involve the breaching of moral rules. These claims 
are often supported with arguments that are directly related to the effects that moral 
demands will have on agents. To give an example, the claim that agents should not 
be confronted with specific moral demands like killing another human being, can 
easily be supported by a deontological argument that there is a moral rule that 
forbids killing. However, commonsense moral arguments in the debate on the limits 
of morality refer to the burdensome effects of such choices on agents: the choice 
would turn someone into a bad person and that is wrong too. This focus on the effect 
on agents fits very well with the agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction, because this 
distin-ction is construed to point out the difference in weight that will be given to 
considerations when one holds a particular perspective. It differs, in other words, 
whether one is an actor or an outsider. This focus in the debate is characteristic to 
the commonsense perspective. The agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction reflects 
our ordinary thinking best, because it reflects the nature of persons: if people would 
not be allowed to give (some) priority to these agent-relative reasons, this would take 
away one’s pleasure in life, but it would also lead to a life ‘of hardship, self-denial and 
austerity...and this is a faulty human ideal.’23 As Williams argues 
 

An individual agent is identified with his actions as flowing from projects and 
attitudes which in some cases he takes seriously at the deepest level, as what 
his life is about…it is absurd to demand of such a man…that he should just 
step aside from his own project and decision…to neglect the extent to which 

                                                 
19 Ridge (2005). 
20 Nagel (1986): 152. 
21 Ibid: 168. 
22 Ibid: 170. 
23 Kagan (1989): 360. 
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his actions and his decisions have to be seen as the actions and decisions 
which flow from projects and attitudes with which he is most closely identified. 
It is thus, in the most literal sense, an attack on his personal integrity.24 

  
This explains why commonsense morality is considered as a viewpoint that 
embraces the agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction, and in the defence of options 
and constraints supportive arguments are based on the notion of the agent-relativity 
of reasons. 
 
The defence of options and constraints is often supported by agent-relative 
arguments. In order to see how they are linked we can point at the types of agent-
relative reasons that Nagel distinguishes, because these fit with the notion of options 
and constraints.25 First, there are reasons of autonomy that stem from the desires, 
projects, commitments and personal ties of the individual agent. Secondly, there are 
reasons of deontology that stem from the claims of other persons not to be 
maltreated in certain ways, and more particularly, that agents not maltreat others 
themselves. Deontological reasons limit what we are permitted to do in the service of 
either impersonal or autonomous reasons.26 Thirdly, there are reasons of obligation; 
these stem from the special obligations we have towards those we are closely related 
to: parents, children, spouses, siblings, fellow members of a community or even a 
nation. The reasons of deontology are the basis for the defence of constraints, while 
reasons of autonomy and reasons of obligation primarily support the defence of 
options.  

In the debate on the limits of morality, different philosophers have contributed 
to the refinement of these agent-relative reasons, and they have all presupposed that 
these reasons are basic to the defence of options and constraints. I will mention two 
influential contributions to the debate. Kagan argues that options can consist of three 
different kinds of aims, instead of the two reasons that Nagel distinguishes. Options 
can derive from interests that concern my own welfare, the welfare of others or of 
projects to which I am committed.27 He also refines the notion of constraints: 
constraints are not only based on reasons of deontology, but also on the special 
commitments, obligations and duties a person has towards others, and his projects 
and plans.  

Slote also refines the framework of options and constraints. He argues that 
there are not only agent-favouring permissions, i.e. permissions that refer to the idea 
that agents are allowed to devote much time and energy to their own interests, but 
there are also agent-sacrificing permissions. These options refer to the free choice of 
individuals to sacrifice their own interests for the sake of others. 

 
What is ordinarily considered morally forbidden to us are acts of killing or 
harming others in the name of overall good consequences: no similar 
restriction is usually (in secular contexts) thought to exist with respect to things 

                                                 
24 Williams (1973): 116. 
25 Nagel (1986): 164-188. 
26 Ibid: 176 (common moral intuition recognizes several types of deontological reasons – limits on what one may 
do to people or how one may treat them. There are the special obligations created by promises and agreements; 
the restrictions against lying and betrayal; the prohibitions against violating various individual rights, rights not to 
be killed, injured, imprisoned, threatened, tortured, coerced, robbed; the restrictions against imposing certain 
sacrifices on someone simply as means to an end; and perhaps the special claim of immediacy, which makes 
distress at a distance so different from distress in the same room).  
27 Kagan (1989): 3. 
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that one may do to oneself in the interests of impersonal overall optimality, and 
this asymmetry is very difficult to account for or justify in ordinary moral 
terms.28  

 
The close relation between the agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction and the 
defence of options and constraints is problematic for several reasons.  

First, the defence of options and constraints runs the risk of being confused 
with the defence of the agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction. Although the two go 
hand in hand, they are not the same. However, for some, an attack on the agent-
relative/agent-neutral distinction is equal to a rejection of the claim that morality has 
to make reasonable demands on agents. For example, some critically reject the 
agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction, because constraints are supposed to apply to 
each moral actor and not only to some, and this conflicts with the idea of agent-
relativity. Problematic about this critical remark is that a specific interpretation of the 
agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction is addressed here, rather than the idea behind 
a defence of constraints. This is not fair to the commonsense perspective. Moreover, 
as I already mentioned, there are several interpretations of the agent-relative/agent-
neutral distinction, and one should be willing to consider each of them before 
rejecting the distinction altogether. Let me, in order to illustrate this, point to Gerald 
Postema’s account of agent-relativity. He shows how easily different notions get 
mixed up and lead to the wrong conclusions.  

For Postema, the distinction between agent-relative and agent-neutral reasons 
is exclusively concerned with its scope and not its epistemic status: 
 

when we say a consideration is a reason for a particular agent, we might 
mean, rather that it is (truly) a reason for this agent, while at the same time not 
a reason for some other agents. Such reason would be relative in scope, but 
not (necessarily) in epistemic status.29  

 
There are – at least – two ways to make a distinction based on its scope.  
The first marks ‘a distinction in substantive moral theory concerning the scope of the 
application of reasons.’30 He defines this as outcome-centred or agent-centred 
reasons. This distinction in scope is frequently equated with a debate between 
consequen-tialism and deontology, because a deontologist will claim that I should 
prevent a harm, not just anybody, and therefore it is important to take the perspective 
of the individual into account. From a consequentialist perspective, this is not 
considered most relevant: what we aim at is the best possible state of affairs.  
A second distinction in scope is a meta-ethical distinction that marks a difference in 
scope of the practical force of reasons. It concerns the way reasons are binding upon 
agents, depending upon their deliberating position. The injunction that parents should 
care well for their children is deliberator neutral, while agent-centred. An outcome-
centred reason can also be deliberator relative, like the reasons to prevent an 
influenza outbreak is a deliberator-relative reason for health-care workers who are 
offered immunization.31  

Postema argues that much of the confusion about the agent-relativity of 
constraints – whether they are agent-relative at all – is supported by a specific 

                                                 
28 Slote (1985): 2. 
29 Postema (1998): 447. 
30 Ibid. 
31 In Chapter 3§4.2 I will discuss this case. 
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interpretation of the distinction, which is that agent-relative reasons are neces-sarily 
personal, hence not shareable, while constraints refer to universally applicable 
prohibitions. This argument fails, according to Postema, because ‘it confuses an 
agent-centred restriction on action with a deliberator-relative reason.’32  

A second problem we encounter when the defence of options and constraints is 
so closely related to the agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction that scepticism about 
the distinction will more easily lead to a rejection of the commonsense claims in the 
debate as well. We must realize that these are not necessarily the same. The 
defence of options and constraints is one way to account for commonsense critique 
of consequentialist theories, but not necessarily the only way that commonsense 
moral beliefs can be accounted for. One of the objectives of the present study is 
precisely to find out whether there are plausible ways to defend an agent-relative 
commonsense critique in the debate on the limits of morality other than by means of 
a defence of options and constraints. For this, we need to get more grip on the 
general characteristics of commonsense morality, a view that is not imprisoned in a 
consequentialist framework and that does not rely on notions of options, constraints 
or pro tanto reasons. 
 
3 Commonsense morality and our ordinary thinking 
 
Commonsense morality represents our ordinary thoughts, intuitions and beliefs. This 
implies, first, that it cannot represent the thoughts of a single individual, but the views 
and beliefs that are commonly held, shared and widely accepted. These include 
general ideas how we should behave and what moral rules we should obey, rules 
and ideas that are undisputed to many. Rules like ‘keep your promises’ ‘do not kill’ 
‘treat others well’ and so on are widely embraced and part of the moral background 
of agents.  

Although for some ideas it seems to go without saying that they are accepted 
by many, there is an ongoing and critical debate about commonsense morality. For 
example, does the expression that something goes without saying imply that these 
norms are actually shared by all agents, or is it only a normative claim, implying that 
everyone should embrace them? Or, with respect to its content, are those beliefs that 
are presented as commonsense moral beliefs really undisputed, like the belief that 
one should keep one’s promises or not lie? The most important debate with respect 
to commonsense morality, however, con-cerns the status and authority that we 
should ascribe to these beliefs and intuitions: are they of undisputed authority to us 
or do they only reflect our basic first reactions to particular situations that can be 
incoherent and wrong, hence not trusted on all occasions? Especially this latter 
question – What moral weight we should give to our commonsense beliefs and 
intuitions? – is important in the debate on the limits of morality. Depending on our 
presumptions about the status of commonsense morality we are inclined to give 
more or less credit to the Reasonableness Claim.  

I think that, roughly, we can distinguish two different foci on our commonsense 
beliefs, which are both presented in the debate on the limits of morality. I will 
describe these two views, and develop a third alternative. I will sketch the two 
different ways commonsense morality is interpreted as two extremes that clearly 
oppose each other, in order to make clear what different status is involved in either 
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view. The first is to view commonsense morality as uncorrected folk morality, the 
second to view commonsense morality as a body of self-evident truths.  
 
3.1 Uncorrected folk morality 
 
Some view commonsense morality as uncorrected folk morality, the non-theoretical 
morality of lay people or bourgeois morality,33 because these ideas are available for 
those without special training or credentials.34 Commonsense morality involves 
norms like ‘it is wrong to kill another human being’, ‘we must respect another 
person’s autonomy’ or ‘one should keep one’s promises’. These norms function like 
first premises in our daily practice. Important to this view is that these pre-theoretical, 
or non-theoretical ideas are conceived as a collection of beliefs that are incoherent 
and conflicting, that need to be scrutinized in a process of ethical deliberation. It is 
the task of moral theory to refine and improve our commonsense attitudes. After all, 
on second thought it might prove that a specific rule does not apply, or that it is 
outweighed by other considerations. As Brian Grant notices, if commonsense 
morality is understood as the unreflected pre-theoretical viewpoint, ‘even a brief 
conversation with a philosopher [must] make someone abandon the dictates of 
common sense, or at least, go beyond them’35 Although not widely embraced, this 
view is – either implicitly or explicitly present in the work of analytic philosophers like 
Kagan. They consider our commonsense beliefs, worthwhile as they may be, as pre-
theoretical beliefs, to be a possibly inconsistent viewpoint that needs to be 
scrutinized.36  

 
Ordinary morality judges our lives morally acceptable as long as we meet its 
fairly modest demands. It is not surprising that this view should be so widely – 
and uncritically – held: it is not pleasant to admit our failure to live up to the 
demands of morality. But the truth remains that we are morally required to 
promote the good and yet we do not. Faced with this realization what we must 
do is change: change our beliefs, our actions, and our interests. What we must 
not do – is deny our failure.37  

 
3.2 Self-evident truths 

 
This first view can be contrasted with another, in which commonsense morality is 
considered to express authoritative and self-evident truths. This view was strongly 
held by the eighteenth-century Scottish common sense ethicists, and more 
specifically by Thomas Reid.  

For Reid, commonsense morality is directly related to our human capacity of 
conscience, because conscience is an original and natural power of the mind, 
common to all human beings. Commonsense morality is the collection of self-evident, 
immediately intuited first principles. These judgements are trustworthy, because they 
derive from a natural power that all humans possess.  
For Reid our commonsense convictions express moral truths and when these conflict 
with our philosophical ideas it is philosophy that needs revision.  
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W.D. Ross, who is generally regarded as the philosopher who most accurately 
reflects on commonsense morality, is also conceived as an intuitionist. He holds that, 
once we have achieved an appropriate stage of moral development or maturity, we 
intuit our general moral obligations.38 Ross has become widely known for his 
introduction of the notion of prima-facie duties. He is an advocate of the view that 
commonsense beliefs are self-evident and trustworthy. He argues,  
 

I would maintain, in fact, that what we are apt to describe as ‘what we think’ 
about moral questions contains a considerable amount that we do not think 
but know, and this forms the standard by reference to which the truth of any 
moral theory has to be tested, instead of having itself to be tested by reference 
to any moral theory. I hope that I have in what precedes indicated what in my 
view these elements of knowledge are that are involved in our ordinary moral 
consciousness. [italics added MvdH]39  

 
… the moral convictions of thoughtful and well-educated people are the data 
of ethics just as sense perceptions are the data of a natural science …. the 
existing body of moral convictions of the best people is the cumulative product 
of the moral reflection of many generations, which have developed an 
extremely delicate power of appreciation of moral distinctions; and this the 
theorist cannot afford to treat with anything other than the greatest respect.40  

 
Ross is convinced that commonsense morality expresses moral knowledge, because 
beliefs can be true or false and are not the by-product of wishes, hopes and fears. 
They have true authority to be carried out in practice.41 Moreover, commonsense 
beliefs uncover the system of ‘moral truths, as objective as all truths must be, and 
whose implications we are interested in discovering.’42 Therefore, for Ross, like Reid, 
the verdicts of the moral consciousness of people are the foundation on which 
theorists must build.  

These ideas about the self-evidence of our commonsense moral beliefs and 
intuitions are still in vogue among philosophers. Two of the most well-known 
examples are the work of Bernard Gert and of Tom Beauchamp and James 
Childress. They differ from Ross and Reid where these hold that these intuitions are 
innate, but they embrace the thought that our commonsense intuitions are of 
undisputed authority. Beauchamp and Childress argue that common morality 
consists in a set of undisputed norms that is the basis for our moral life. Their 
authority is undisputed in the sense that they bind all persons in all places: they are 
universal and basic to moral life itself.43  

 
it is an institutional fact about morality, not merely our view of it, that it contains 
fundamental precepts. These fundamental precepts alone make it possible for 
persons to make cross-cultural judgements and to assert firmly that not all 
practices in all cultural groups are morally acceptable.44 
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In other words, to claim that common morality is normatively binding enables us to be 
critical towards practices that are morally wrong or beliefs that are false. Therefore, 
we must distinguish sharply between common morality and customary morality. 
However, to consider commonsense morality as a normative claim does not rule out 
the possibility that people actually share these norms.  

Gert defines common morality as the only solid basis we have for our moral 
conduct: it is the set of rules that we actually share. 
 

…the moral system that thoughtful people use, usually implicitly, when they 
make moral decisions and judgements. It is the only guide to behaviour 
affecting others that all rational persons understand and upon which can all 
agree…while not providing a unique solution to any genuinely controversial 
moral issue, it allows for morally acceptable procedures for settling all 
controversial issues.45  

 
The existence of common morality is supported by the widespread agreement 
on most moral matters by all moral agents. Insofar as they do not use any 
beliefs that are not shared by all moral agents, they all agree that killing, 
causing pain or disability, or depriving freedom or pleasure to any other moral 
agent is immoral unless there is an adequate justification for doing such an 
action. Similarly, they all agree that deceiving, breaking promises, cheating, 
breaking the law and neglecting duties also need justification in order not to be 
immoral. There are no real doubts about these matters…. In addition to 
general agreements about the kinds of actions that are immoral unless 
justified (violations of moral rules) and the kinds of actions that are often 
morally good (acting on moral ideals) there is also agreement about some 
essential features of an adequate justification. There is universal agreement 
on what counts as adequate justification for one person to break a moral rule 
also counts as a justification for all other persons when violation has all of the 
same morally relevant features.46  

 
Gert too claims that common morality is universal and binding upon all rational 
agents.  

These four philosophers all represent the view that our commonsense moral 
beliefs have undisputed authority. They differ about the origins of this authority, from 
one’s innate capacity to be guided by one’s conscience or being raised and educated 
in a moral society, to the only rational guidelines that people actually share. But the 
status they ascribe to commonsense morality is similar: it is a necessary starting-
point for ethical theory. Theories need to be revised if they conflict with 
commonsense morality. The contrast with the first view on commonsense morality 
will be clear, and the consequences for the debate on the limits of morality as well, 
since both viewpoints mainly differ about the status that should be ascribed to 
commonsense morality. If such completely different viewpoints on commonsense 
morality are common, this urges us to critically analyse the ways commonsense 
beliefs are actually described in the debate on the limits of morality. It is likely, is it 
not, that opponents and advocates of the commonsense perspective hold a different 
view on commonsense morality? Or we could critically review the way commonsense 
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morality is pictured in both views. Is their presentation rather like a caricature? Do 
they present commonsense morality adequately?  

I am not satisfied with the two views that appear in current literature, both with 
respect to its content and its status. Commonsense morality does not only involve 
abstract norms like ‘do not kill’ and ‘never break promises’ nor is it a matter of self-
evident truths or untrustworthy principles.  

My problem with the first view is that the status of our commonsense moral 
beliefs is underestimated. Why should they always be corrected or set aside when 
some ethical theory advances a different judgement? To accept the first view would 
lead to a generalization of our commonsense beliefs as an individual’s ad-hoc or gut 
feelings. This is not the way ‘we’ generally conceive our commonsense beliefs, 
because they are not similar to popular ideas or emotional feelings.  

Troubling about the both views is that the content of the set of norms that 
commonsense morality captures may be too narrowly conceived compared to the 
way ‘we’ conceive commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions in daily life. If 
commonsense morality only involves general norms that can be universally held, we 
somehow lose touch with daily-life decisions in which we also recognize other widely 
believed and trusted norms and beliefs. Troubling about the second is that if our 
commonsense beliefs are self-evident truths, this clearly contrasts with the fact that 
on many fundamental issues our views have changed over the last centuries, like on 
slavery, apartheid, the equality of men and women and our treatment of animals and 
nature. If these fundamental convictions are excluded from the commonsense norms, 
then the commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions are a rather hollow barrel that 
hardly seems useful to our daily-life decisions. This is not the way ‘we’ conceive 
commonsense morality in practice.  

Therefore I will formulate a third view on commonsense morality, a view that 
should fit our daily moral practices better.  
 
 3.3 Fundamental convictions  
 
This third view seeks a middle ground between the idea that our commonsense 
beliefs and convictions are not trustworthy and the idea that they are self-evident and 
authoritative for all moral agents. Moreover, commonsense morality involves more 
than general and abstract norms like ‘do not kill’ and ‘keep your promises’. It also 
involves beliefs like ‘agents should be able to lead their own life’ and ‘some actions 
are heroic’ and ‘one has the obligation to help another unless the cost to oneself is 
too great’. These beliefs are of a category different from the abstract norms that 
many refer to. I think that in daily life, people can rely upon ideas about mutual aid 
and supererogation in similar ways as they can rely upon the abstract norms like ‘do 
not kill’. Moreover, I think that commonsense morality also refers to actual beliefs that 
are widely accepted within particular societies like ‘donating blood or organs after 
death is altruistic’ or even (and this may be a typical Dutch commonsense belief) 
‘people should be allowed to request euthanasia.’ When particular beliefs go without 
saying, i.e. are widely shared and are basic premises for our attitudes and policies 
towards specific issues, they can be conceived as commonsense moral beliefs.  

My suggestion has important implications. I do not only propose to broaden 
the scope of commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions and allow that it contains 
more norms and rules than we initially thought. I further suggest that we have to 
accept that commonsense moral beliefs are not necessarily universally shared, and 
that commonsense views can differ between societies, cultures and traditions. This 
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implies that I depart from the idea that commonsense morality can only involve static 
normative beliefs and intuitions. Notice, however, that there is an important difference 
between allowing for diversity in commonsense beliefs between societies and 
cultures and opening the door to every possible belief that is widely shared. That is, 
not every actually shared belief, i.e. descriptively shared belief, is a commonsense 
belief. Thus, an opinion poll right after the funeral of Pope John Paul II showing the 
discontent of the Dutch majority about the fact that the royal family did not attend the 
ceremony does not count as a commonsense moral belief, but is merely a populist 
opinion that was widely shared at that moment. Commonsense morality, in my view, 
is neither normative only nor descriptive only; it is a combination of both. An 
important condition to be fulfilled if a belief is to count as a commonsense belief is 
therefore that it is not only widely shared, but that it functions de facto as a central 
moral belief that people rely upon. A commonsense belief is a conviction that would 
be worthy enough to pass on through generations. An opinion poll often expresses 
our contemporary feeling or attitude, not a fundamental belief that we want to pass 
on to our children.  

Thus, to say that commonsense moral beliefs express fundamental 
convictions is to say that (1) they are entrenched in our moral framework and have 
been passed on through generations, hence survived the ravages of time, (2) they 
can function as basic premises in our moral practices that other beliefs, policies and 
practices rely on and (3) they express the legitimate expectations within particular 
moral practices, i.e. they express norms that go without saying. Another way to 
characterize commonsense morality is to say that they express our considered moral 
judgements.  

I already suggested that the belief that organ donation is an altruistic gift to 
others could be a commonsense belief. Notice that this belief is mainly present in 
Western countries. In Japan, in contrast, people are strongly opposed to organ 
donation after death and do not share the view that organ donation after death is 
something altruistic.47 In Western countries, however, the idea of altruism is 
embedded in a tradition in which blood donorship and donating one’s dead body to 
scientific research is also considered as a gift to others. Moreover, this idea of 
altruism is often a basic premise in government policies towards organ donation, 
insisting upon the free assent of agents. Therefore, the default view in society can be 
that donation is a gift, and this supports the view that this is a commonsense belief: it 
goes without saying.  

At this point it might be objected that, if we accept cultural diversity in our 
commonsense beliefs, we also add a component of contingency, because norms and 
beliefs can change. This is not problematic in my view, as long as our chan-ging 
commonsense beliefs still meet the conditions that I have defined. Organ donation is 
a good example of such changing views, because it is not impossible that our beliefs 
about organ donation will change. And recently the growing number of people on 
waiting lists and the increasing chances of medical success put pressure on the 
notion of altruism. As long as organ donation is considered an extra-ordinary gift, as 
something that cannot be legitimately expected from other people, and when this is 
an important consideration for organ donation policy, this will frustrate the harvesting 
of organs. Even though the notion of altruism is now deeply entrenched in our 
thinking about organ donation, it is not impossible that, due to changing 
circumstances, new technological opportunities and the growing need for organs, we 
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will be stimulated to rethink the basic moral premises of this practice. Our 
commonsense beliefs towards organ donation can change, maybe in favour of some 
ideas of fairness and recipro-city.48 But this will take time, because a fundamental 
conviction does not change overnight, and people have to learn to accept newly 
gained beliefs as a new default moral position. What is important to the debate on 
organ donation is that those who criticize our commonsense beliefs as outdated and 
in need of correction, should beware that they not implicitly presuppose the first view 
on commonsense morality, i.e. that commonsense morality expresses unreliable, 
uncritical intuitions, because that would certainly do no justice to the way people feel 
justified to act upon their commonsense beliefs.  

One possible critical objection to this third view is that I am mixing things up. 
Beauchamp argues that current morality is not the same as common morality.49 
Thus, non-universal beliefs and convictions, like the notion of altru-ism, are part of 
what he considers as particular moralities.  
 

Common morality contains only general moral standards that are 
conspicuously abstract, universal and content-thin, particular moralities 
present concrete, non-universal and content-rich norms. These moralities 
implement the many responsibilities, aspirations, ideals, attitudes and 
sensitivities that spring from cultural traditions, religious traditions, professional 
practice, institutional rules, and the like.50  

 
I disagree with his view, because we must not ignore that many of our substantive 
claims in daily life often go without saying and are basic premises for our moral 
practices. I think that norms like ‘treat animals well’ and ‘organ donation is altruistic’ 
are more deeply entrenched in our practices than norms about self-binding contracts 
of psychiatric patients, or the moral status of advance directives – examples of 
current or particular morality that Beauchamp uses.  

If my third view on commonsense morality is plausible, this has implications for 
the status, scope and authority of commonsense morality and for the way we best 
interpret the Reasonableness Claim. Our commonsense atti-tudes would neither be 
considered as ‘truths’ we simply have to account for in ethical theory, nor as pre-
theoretical intuitions that always need to be corrected. Rather, commonsense 
morality would express our considered judgements that are trustworthy in daily 
practice, but not beyond criticism. Some of our commonsense beliefs can change, 
hence are contingent, others will probably be passed on for a long time to come. 
What they all share is that they are fundamental to our moral practices and are part 
of our default moral position. This third view, in other words, seems to leave room for 
debate about the status of specific commonsense moral intuitions and beliefs, 
contrary to the other two views on commonsense morality. This can be fruitful for a 
discussion of the content of the Reasonableness Claim. 
 
4 Commonsense morality as self-standing theory? 
  
Before we can finally address the content of the Reasonableness Claim, there is one 
further issue that we need to consider. So far, I have shown that commonsense 
morality is a perspective that is presented in philosophical debates as a possible 

                                                 
48 Den Hartogh (2003). 
49 Beauchamp (2003). 
50 Ibid: 261. 



41

point of reference, or even as a necessary starting-point for ethical theory, but never 
as an ethical theory in its own right. Some, Gert and Beauchamp and Childress for 
instance, have recently attempted to formulate such a self-standing ethical theory. If 
the Reasonableness Claim is about how our commonsense moral beliefs and 
intuitions are accounted for in various ethical theories, and if it turns out that the 
status which is ascribed to these beliefs in different ethical theories is often not 
adequate or appropriate – should we then accept commonsense morality itself as 
constituting a theoretical system, i.e. as a self-standing moral theory? I disagree with 
this view, but I will describe one such example in order to explain this. I will show that 
commonsense morality as theory will not escape the problems of the status and 
plausibility of our commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions, even if we have to admit 
that some ethical theories are better equipped to account for our commonsense 
moral beliefs than others.  
 
I select Beauchamp and Childress’s example of Common Morality Theory as an 
example of commonsense morality as theory for two reasons. First, they develop 
ideas of a Common Morality Theory in a process of different editions of their 
Principles of Biomedical Ethics in which they refine ideas about principles for medical 
ethics practice. It is interesting to see why they develop ideas about such a theory. 
Secondly, they do not develop some abstract theory about common morality, as Gert 
does in my opinion, but start from the daily practice of medical ethics and deliberate 
about moral guidelines and strongly held norms within that practice. Their view could 
be an example of good practice, showing how actually shared beliefs and intuitions 
can be comprehended in a philosophical framework. What do they consider 
characteristic of their approach? They describe it as follows.  

First, the basic premises of common morality and the morality shared in 
common by the members of a society are the necessary starting-point for ethical 
deliberation. In other words, they do not appeal to some principle of rationality or to 
some natural law of special moral sense of human beings. To say that commonsense 
morality is a necessary starting-point implies that they sceptically review each ethical 
theory that cannot account for the judgements that derive from this viewpoint, instead 
of the other way round.  

A second characteristic is that the basic principles – principles of non-
malevolence, respect for autonomy, justice and beneficence – of common mora-lity 
must be discussed, refined, balanced and interpreted in order to apply them to actual 
cases. Common morality necessarily contains a plurality of principles, because this 
fits with our daily life experiences of conflict and complexity.  

Thirdly, the Common Morality Theory Beauchamp and Childress arrive at is 
based on a combination of a coherence method (i.e. the method of reflective 
equilibrium) with a principle-based ethics. The advantages of such an approach is, 
according to them,   
 

that it allows us to rely on the authority of the principles in common morality, 
while incorporating tools to refine and correct lack of clarity and to allow for 
additional specifications of the principles. As ethical reasoning progresses, the 
insights gathered along the way form a body of more specific guidelines 
(specifications of the principles). This way of understanding how to specify 
general principles is consistent with the claim that sound moral reasoning can 
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occur at any level of generality and can motivate revisions of ethical belief 
either ’upward’ or ‘downward’ [i.e. inductive or deductive].51 

 
Their approach encounters several critical objections, to which they respond in the 
fifth edition of their book. 

First, one could object that the Common Morality Theory is no more than a 
systematizing of our unquestioned common moral beliefs and convictions. According 
to Beauchamp and Childress, this is a misconception of common morality, because it 
is exactly an important function of common morality ‘to provide a basis for the 
evaluation and criticism of actions in countries and communities whose customary 
moral viewpoints fail to acknowledge basic principles.’52  

Secondly, one can be sceptical about the demand that commonsense beliefs 
have to be our starting-point for ethical deliberation. They reply that one can be 
equally sceptical about the opposite approach: Why should a unified moral theory be 
more successful?  

A third problem touches upon the question of coherence: Why do Beauchamp 
and Childress think that our incoherent, complex and conflicting common moral 
opinions can be made coherent? Even if their Common Moral Theory aims to reach 
coherence, there is no guarantee whatsoever that it will be established.  

A last critical comment is related to this: we can doubt whether it is appropriate 
to consider their approach as an attempt to arrive at moral theory. Is it really a theory 
they develop, or is it rather a method of moral reflection and construction? These last 
two critical remarks are less easy to answer. There is absolutely no guarantee that 
Beauchamp and Childress’s account will be more accurate in daily practice or will 
lead to better judgements about right and wrong. Moreover, the third and fourth 
comment cannot be separated from the second, i.e. why we should take 
commonsense morality as our starting-point. To give a central place to our 
commonsense beliefs and intuitions is to attribute a particular status to them, but one 
could also choose another starting-point. It does therefore not seem self-evident that 
commonsense beliefs are a necessary starting-point for ethical deliberation.  

Reviewing the critical comments levelled at Beauchamp and Childress’s 
theory of common morality, I note that similar questions arise when we try to 
determine how commonsense morality is accounted for in several ethical theories 
and philosophical debates. It therefore does not seem a solution to try to develop a 
self-standing moral theory based on our commonsense beliefs and intuitions, instead 
of confronting several ethical theories with our commonsense beliefs and intuitions. 
In both ways, we will meet the same critical remarks. 

I favour the view that we should not develop a self-standing commonsense 
moral theory. There are two additional reasons in support of this view. First, until now 
the debate on the limits of morality is not an attempt to arrive at commonsense moral 
theory, but to critically review ethical theories that fail to account for important 
commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions. I do not want to depart from that tradition, 
partly because the content of the Reasonableness Claim will become clearer in the 
confrontation with specific ethical theories. Secondly, almost every ethical theory 
presumably means to reflect our moral practices adequately, and as such wants to 
take into account our commonly held beliefs and intuitions. If we would start to 
develop a self-standing commonsense moral theory this would be a direct rejection of 
all other ethical theories, because they would then certainly have failed to account for 
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our commonsense beliefs in any adequate way. I do not want to defend this view, as 
I am convinced that most ethical theories can successfully account for at least some 
of our commonsense convictions and intuitions.  
      
5 Commonsense morality and the Reasonableness Claim; A claim for 

moderate or agent-centred morality? 
 
In this chapter, I have mainly done two things. First, I have commented on the current 
debate on the limits of morality and shown that some of the conditions narrow the 
debate. I have argued that it is too much entangled in a consequentialist framework 
and focused on a defence of options and constraints. Secondly, I have sketched 
three different ways to view commonsense morality and showed how a different 
status is ascribed in each of these views. Now it is time to (re)turn to the core of the 
study, which is to get grip on the content of the Reasonableness Claim. If 
commonsense morality is not a moral theory in its own right, but a perspective that 
can be confronted with several ethical theories, what will be our focus if it is not the 
defence of options and constraints? And what can we learn about the status of 
commonsense moral beliefs and convictions when we explore the Reasonableness 
Claim?  

At several points, both in this and the previous chapter, I argued that 
commonsense morality is considered to defend two claims in the debate on the limits 
of morality. The first is a claim about what priority agents can give to their own 
interests. The second is a claim as to what sort of demands may justifiably be made 
on agents; some demands are simply ‘out of limits’. The Reasonableness Claim, I 
suggested, is a sum of these two claims, and instead of narrowing the discussion to 
the defence of options and constraints, we should analyse what both of these claims 
actually contain and imply. Both claims touch upon two more broadly discussed 
issues in philosophy. The first is a debate on demandingness, expressing the 
commonsense belief that agents cannot be expected to bring overwhelming 
sacrifices to promote some moral good. The second is a debate on whether and to 
what extent agents should be allowed to prioritize the pursuit of their own interests. 
The issue of priority is discussed in several philosophical debates, and I will cumulate 
these debates in a general commonsense claim that I will refer to as the Priority 
Claim. 

Both claims will be discussed in confrontation with several ethical theories. 
These theories will all presuppose a different moral status of our commonsense 
moral beliefs and convictions. Moreover, we can even expect that from a 
commonsense perspective itself a specific status can be aimed at. How ethical 
theories view the status of commonsense morality and what commonsense morality 
aims at can be summarized in a hypothesis about the Reasonableness Claim. This 
hypothesis is that commonsense morality is ultimately either a defence of moderate 
morality or a defence of agent-centred morality.  

Moderate morality expresses the idea that, in normal circumstances, morality 
can never require huge sacrifices from agents. In the literature I find several 
examples of this view. Liam Murphy for example holds that commonsense morality 
expresses our normative status quo and that, with respect to the demandingness 
debate, it is quite content with this position. According to him a moderate view 
defines away demands that, for those of us who are fairly well off in current 
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circumstances, are typically not that great, and counts as demanding only those 
principles we do not currently observe.53  

The view that the Reasonableness Claim is ultimately a claim for agent-
centred morality is also supported by current literature. Samuel Scheffler is one who 
argues that some moral theories tend to be too confining to agents; instead, morality 
should be motivationally accessible for normal human agents. Williams also seems in 
favour of an agent-centred morality, when he argues that it is important for an agent’s 
integrity that he is allowed some ‘ground projects’ in his life. These ground projects 
are not only important because I choose them voluntarily, but because they are part 
of who I am. The claim that commonsense morality is ultimately an agent-centred 
position fits with the view of commonsense morality as agent-relative. 

The two views lead to a difference in focus. Reasonable demands are on the 
moderate view not extreme and do not require huge sacrifices from agents, while 
reasonable demands in the agent-centred view only involve demands that a person 
is motivated to, even if they require extreme sacrifices. There is no way to determine 
in advance whether one of these views on the Reasonableness Claim is true and 
should be favoured. As the proof of the pudding is in the eating, we can only say 
what truth is in the hypothesis after we have analysed the different debates that are 
part of the Reasonableness Claim.  
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Chapter 3  Demandingness of morality 
 
 
 

Some people think – and some great philosophers have held – 
that the demands of morality, properly understood, coincide  

with the requirements of an enlightened self-interest.  
For such people the most important questions about  
the relationship between morality and the individual  

concern the proper understanding of morality’s demands,  
the individual interests and the character of the coincidence between them. 

For those who view morality and 
 the interests of the individual as capable of diverging,  

a different set of questions arise. 
     Samuel Scheffler, 1992: 3  

 
 
1 Introduction 
 
In my childhood my parents used to tell me that if I did not eat my meal properly, they 
would send it to the hungry children in Africa. This parental maxim was meant to 
show me how well off I was: while many children were starving I complained that I 
didn’t like the taste of my food. In a world where poverty and misery exist on such a 
vast scale, we are often confronted with the huge gap that exists between the haves 
and the have-nots. This inequality leads us to discuss our responsibilities towards the 
distant needy and towards those whose basic interests are at stake: shouldn’t we 
take responsibility and make at least an attempt to help the suffering? The question 
of our responsibility to those in need is not only a practical issue but also a 
philosophically important one. Some, like Peter Singer, argue that we have a moral 
duty to aid the distant needy, and that this can involve great sacrifices from us. His 
argument is addressed to those who contribute next to nothing to relieve poverty and 
famine. As he sees it this is a moral wrong. From a commonsense perspective such 
a stringent and far-reaching moral obligation is denied and it is claimed that our moral 
duties cannot require endless and great sacrifices from agents. This commonsense 
claim, however, stands in need of philosophical argumentation and it is interesting 
and intriguing to analyse what limits to our moral duties can be accepted, i.e. what 
justificatory reasons can be given to support this commonsense view against radical 
views like those of Singer. This issue is widely discussed in what has become known 
as the Demandingness Debate. 

There is widespread disagreement in this ongoing debate whether we need to 
respect limits to the sacrifices we can impose on agents and what these limits might 
be. More radical viewpoints point out my far-reaching moral responsibilities, based on 
analogy. Singer was the first to present a simple structured argument, based on the 
‘Life Saving Analogy’ to argue for such a stringent moral obligation.54 If we agree that 
saving a child’s life at the cost of a wet suit is morally obligatory, we can accordingly 
also point at our moral responsibilities to the distant needy. Why should dying from 
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famine or poverty be different from this Child-in-the-Pond-Case? Both cases are 
supported by the same moral principle, which is that  

 
if it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without thereby 
sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought morally to do 
it.55  
 
Some, like Garret Cullity, argue that this duty of beneficence is even theory 

independent, i.e. does not assume any specific ethical theory like cones-quentialism, 
hence cannot be limited to one framework.56 In other words, this moral duty applies 
in all circumstances and people will always have a moral duty to aid and benefit 
others when this will be at little cost to them as agents: not helping is morally wrong. 
This claim is often supported by making reference to the impact of relatively small 
contributions to aid organizations: if a donation of  €25 can help save lives of people, 
why not also consider contributing another €100? One of the strengths of this 
argument is that there is much truth in the claim that most Western people can, and 
probably should, do more to relieve the suffering in the world, and a donation of a 
€100 will still be a relatively small offer. In other words, the prima facie argument 
presented by Singer has a strong appeal.  

On the other hand, most of us also agree that our contribution must be 
somehow limited. For example, it would be absurd to expect individuals to donate 
their entire salary to relieve world poverty. Commonsense tells us that the demands 
of morality have to remain reasonable, and that the limits of what can reasonably be 
expected from agents will be reached long before they face severe injuries or 
penalties as a result of compliance.57 Based on this idea of reasonableness, agents 
simply cannot be expected to bring huge sacrifices. This commonsense idea about 
limits to the demands on agents is one of the pillars of the Reasonableness Claim. 
This claim has two important aspects. First, at some point moral demands are no 
longer reasonable. Second, beyond some limit, it would be wrong to impose further 
demands on agents, wrong also to expect them to meet such demands. This second 
aspect implies that an overload on agents must be conceived as a relevant moral 
consideration. These two aspects are at the core of the commonsense claim in the 
debate on the limits of morality and I will conceive the ’Commonsense Claim about 
the Demandingness of morality’ (CCD) as follows: 
 
CCD: moral obligations are over-demanding if they require burdens and sacrifices 
from agents that go beyond what is, from a commonsense moral perspective, 
conceived as reasonable, and would lead to ‘cost to the agent’. ‘Cost to the agent’ 
therefore is a relevant moral consideration. 
 
Although the CCD can count on intuitive support in our daily moral practices, it is a 
problematic stance in the philosophical debate. For some, it is beyond dispute that 
morality is essentially demanding on agents, and in this respect the commonsense 
claim is either an irrelevant claim or an unjustified critique of morality. Those who 
consider the claim irrelevant point out that it is unfair to accuse an ethical theory that 
there exists a difference between theory and daily practice; if few agents live up to 
moral expectations, this is not to be seen as a weakness of a theory. Others argue 

                                                 
55 Ibid: 230. 
56 Cullity (2004): 32. 
57 Cullity (2004): 72. 



47

that this commonsense claim is the denial of moral responsibility altogether. Neither 
view, however, interprets the common-sense claim correctly. Commonsense morality 
does not deny the possibility of moral demands and obligations, but instead holds an 
intermediate position between the view that morality may never impose demands on 
agents and the view that morality can impose endless or extreme demands on 
agents. The CCD focuses on those sacrifices that lead to an overload on agents, i.e. 
on burdens that will no longer be considered reasonable. This claim is highly relevant 
to the relation between our daily practice and theoretical judgement, because it can 
indicate that our theoretical framework misinterprets our commonly held beliefs and 
intuitions. This is exactly what is expressed in the CCD: our commonsense beliefs 
and intuitions about burdens and sacrifices seem to conflict with moral demands that 
derive from specific theoretical frameworks, and from a commonsense perspective 
arguments are brought to the fore why some requests are unreasonable and too 
demanding on agents. The aim of this chapter is to explore the content of this notion 
of reasonableness in the context of the debate and analyse whether the 
commonsense claim is plausible.  

Some are sceptical about such an analysis of the content of the CCD. Peter 
Unger is convinced that the commonsense critique of over-demandingness is only a 
‘cover-up’ for our present laziness and passive attitude towards the needy: we 
postpone global issues because it suits us well.58 In these radical views 
commonsense morality only expresses that we are satisfied with the current status 
quo, because, although people are convinced that  

 
they should ‘do something’ to alleviate severe suffering, such as that caused 
by famine… there is certainly no agreement about the extent of this obligation 
to promote the well-being of total strangers… and people are quite content 
with this uncertainty.59 
 
 As Unger and Murphy see it, the CCD is merely a claim for moderate morality 

that allows the well-off to continue their convenient life-style. Less radical 
philosophers also express doubts about the plausibility of the CCD. First, it is 
obscure what the focus of the demandingness debate is: is the critique aimed at 
specific ethical theories or is it opposed to specific moral demands? Secondly, it is 
not clear where to locate the problem of demandingness: is it a problem of morality 
and ethical theories, is it a motivation problem of agents or is it an unwelcome 
consequence of our non-ideal world? Thirdly, even if we go along with the idea that 
some demands can be too burdensome on agents, we face the difficulty of how to 
determine what will be over-demanding. It is hard to establish an objective measure 
or standard and this leads to scepticism about the CCD in general. These sceptical 
arguments will be addressed and refuted at several points in this chapter. 
 
The outline of this chapter is as follows. First, I will briefly describe some 
characteristics of the current demandingness debate and argue that it is often 
conceived too narrowly. For example, some look upon the debate primarily as a 
rejection of consequentialism. In the literature we find evidence that other ethical 
theories, like contractualism, can be at least as demanding as consequentialism. 
Because of the traditional focus on consequentialist theories, the CCD itself is also 
interpreted too narrowly. Some tend to think that the CCD is only a claim that agents 
                                                 
58 Unger (1996).  
59 Murphy (2000): 3.  
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should be allowed some moral leeway to make up their own mind, contrary to the 
demands of morality. I will point out that the CCD involves more and other aspects 
that can lead to an overload on agents and we can only do full justice to the claim if 
we broaden the scope of the debate. Secondly, I will present four arguments that 
express the content of the CCD: the Lead-my-Own-Life Argument, the Special 
Relations Argument, the Frustration Argument and the Morally Distasteful Actions 
Argument. Thirdly, if we accept that that these four arguments rightly point at different 
aspects of overload to agents, this urges us also to rethink the notion of ‘cost to the 
agent’. Cost to the agent has so far been primarily understood in terms of the effects 
on an agent’s well-being: this notion must be interpreted more broadly to do justice to 
the core of the four arguments.  

Next, both as an illustration and support for these four arguments, I will 
present three different ethical theoretical perspectives to show how issues of over-
demandingness appear within these frameworks. I will analyse three fundamentally 
different ethical theories: an act-consequentialist perspective, Scanlon’s 
contractualist theory and a feminist ethics of care perspective. The main rationale 
behind these three theories is that if different theories are somehow vulnerable to 
issues of over-demandingness this supports the view that we must broaden the 
scope of the demandingness debate and accept a broader notion of ‘cost to the 
agent’. This is also an indirect support for the CCD. In the last section I will address 
the question as to what the consequences will be for the demandingness debate and 
the notion of reasonableness.  
 
2       Characteristics and critics of the demandingness debate 
 
In this section I describe some important characteristics of the demandingness 
debate. I will argue that the debate is often conceived too narrowly and interpreted 
too simplistically.  

The demandingness debate originates from a critique on consequentialist 
theories. In the literature we frequently encounter three different ways is which it is 
pointed out that consequentialist theories can impose obligations on agents that are 
too demanding. First, act-utilitarianism will impose great burdens on agents, because 
they require agents to alienate from their ground projects and make them into ‘a 
channel between the input of everyone’s projects, including their own, and an output 
of optimific decision.’60 Such alienating effects are burdensome when they obstruct 
agents in caring for their own projects and plans. Moreover, it is a loss of their 
integrity. Secondly, consequentialist theories often require agents to maximize the 
good61 and this will have the effect that agents must always strive to ‘do good’ and be 
preoccupied with their moral responsibilities. In daily life, however, agents also care 
about matters other than their moral responsibilities and to obligate them to focus on 
moral responsibilities exclusively is asking too much. Thirdly, consequentialist 
theories are often ignorant about the importance of special relations to agents 
because they require an impartial and, in the eyes of critics, impersonal weighing of 
reasons. Being expected to forgo one’s caring commitments in favour of some 
obligation to a stranger is considered to be too burdensome.  

These critical reviews of consequentialism have led some to think that the 
demandingness debate is actually a dispute between consequentialists and their 
critics. Also, the several criticisms have been interpreted as arguing in favour of so-
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called options, i.e. that agents must be allowed some moral leeway to live their own 
life and give preference to their caring commitments, because the burdensome 
effects on agents – i.e. the notion of ‘cost to the agent’ – are mainly referred to in the 
defence of options.62 I will show in this chapter why the demandingness debate is at 
loggerheads with the traditional distinction between options and constraints: if we 
accept that some moral demands will be too burdensome on agents, it is wrong to 
impose them, and we have to accept ‘cost to the agent’ as a consideration that 
constrains the range of possible actions, rather than as leading to occasional 
permission to pursue one’s own interests, commitments and projects.  

I will show that the demandingness debate applies to ethical theories other 
than consequentialist ones as well – and probably to all ethical theories. Williams 
already pointed out that Kantian theories can suffer from the same ‘weaknesses’ as 
act-utilitarian theories do,63 and Elisabeth Ashford recently argued that contractualist 
theories could be at least as demanding as consequentialism.64 Moreover, those 
recent contributions to the demandingness debate already seem to accept that we 
must conceive demandingness more broadly. An important implication, however, is 
that we must also be aware of consequentialist influ-ences on the debate. We are 
easily tempted to copy the critique on consequen-tialism and apply this to other 
ethical theories. We also tend to conceive the notion of ‘cost to the agent’ only in 
terms of the effects on an agent’s well-being, but this can be accused of being a 
teleological notion that leaves no room for other interpretations. It can therefore be 
refreshing to analyse the commonsense perspective on demandingness more closely 
and try to understand the core of the CCD to broaden the scope. We must be open to 
the thought that in other ethical theoretical frameworks, other interpretations of ‘cost 
to the agent’ can be found as well, and that they can lead in different ways to an 
overload on agents.  

A second characteristic of the debate is the ongoing issue of what complaints 
about burdensome demands are aimed at. Is it a critique pointed at specific ethical 
theories, does it concern the motivations of agents to act morally, or does it address 
our current world in which not everyone complies with moral demands?65 For 
example, sceptics can easily point out that we live in a world in which poverty and 
misery exist on a scale so vast, and the gap between the well-off and the needy is so 
great that the demands upon us are endless. It is therefore wrong to blame an ethical 
theory for requiring agents to make huge sacrifices, when it is actually the current 
state of the world we live in that confronts us with great misery. In an ideal world, 
things would be different.  

This sceptical remark has great intuitive plausibility. We cannot deny that our 
actual world is not ideal. However, I will argue that this does not excuse us from the 
task to consider whether we should, within the context of the non-ideal world, accept 
at least some limits to the sacrifices we can impose on agents. This is what the CCD 
suggests.  

Another sceptical remark concerns the motivation of agents. It is suggested 
that the demandingness debate is really an issue of compliance of moral agents with 
their responsibilities. A complaint that agents are overloaded by their responsibilities 
is actually due to the fact that not everyone does his fair share. That is, if every moral 
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64 Ashford (2003). 
65 Murphy (2000): 5; Cullity (2004): 90. 
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agent would contribute, the burdens per capita would decrease. This argument 
frequently appears in the debate, and is a denial of the CCD. Without having to 
address the often complex issue of fairness, we can answer this sceptical remark 
with at least the following response: it is naïve to think that misery exists on a static 
scale which, though vast, can ultimately be relieved. Unexpected catastrophes are 
suddenly upon us, leading to a dynamic picture of needs and responsibilities. Thus, it 
is misguiding to suggest that agents are unwilling to do their share, hence that we 
face a motivational problem and not a theoretical problem.  
 

This non-compliance argument, however, involves another aspect. Murphy 
argues that non-compliers will sooner complain about the burdens of morality, and 
this should make us sceptical of the issue of over-demandingness. The 
demandingness debate is, in this view, an unjustified conflict of interests. What is 
presented as too demanding only expresses that there is a gap or conflict between 
the interests of the individual and that of one’s moral responsibilities. Those who are 
well off are quicker to complain, because they have much to lose. But are they 
justified in their complaint? When someone fails to contribute and his responsibilities 
are pointed out to him, he cannot simply say that this will be ‘too much’ for him. 
Usually, we have little sympathy for ‘free riders’. Moreover, is a complaint justified 
when the sacrifice is small in relation to his well-off position? We must be cautious 
then, Murphy argues, about claims of over-demandingness.66  

It is true that the demandingness debate is frequently presented as a conflict 
of interests. I will argue in Section 3 that the CCD involves more than a conflict of 
interests and that we cannot dispose of the demandingness debate by simply 
considering it as an unjustified conflict of interests. I will show that other notions, like 
an agent’s integrity and moral agency, are at stake in the demandingness debate. 
Moreover, these notions must also silence the sceptical remarks that combine the 
argument of a conflict of interests with the presupposed motivational problem of 
agents. According to these sceptics, agents who bring their personal interests more 
in line with our moral interests, are less likely to experience something as ‘too 
demanding’. Notice that a die-hard act-utilitarian will not consider huge contributions 
to relieve world famine as too burdensome, but as something we are simply 
supposed to do.  

Based on the four commonsense arguments that I present, I hope to show that 
the commonsense perspective weakens this argument as well. Most of us do not aim 
to live like Florence Nightingale or to become a saint. Further, the four arguments 
show that, even if agents are willing to comply with the demands of a specific ethical 
theory, they may end up feeling bound in ways that weigh heavily upon them, and 
that it is therefore unreasonable to do away with the CCD with the argument that 
agents simply have to change their personal interests.  

To summarize, I have described some of the core characteristics of the current 
demandingness debate – the consequentialist focus, the assumed conflict of interest, 
the focus on agents, theory or practice – and some of the sceptical views that are 
based on these characteristics that try to weaken the issue of over-demandingness. I 
also made some suggestions how these characteristics are confining or misguiding 
and that we should broaden the debate in order to appreciate the core of the critique 
of over-demandingness better. In the next section I will turn to the commonsense 
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perspective on demandingness and present four different ways in which the CCD can 
be supported. 
 
3 The commonsense claim of over-demandingness (CCD)  
  
In this section I will focus on substantive arguments in support of the CCD. Some, 
like Cullity, argue that there is no clear commonsense perspective on what will be too 
demanding and that this obscures the claims in the demandingness debate.67 I agree 
that the commonsense perspective presents no clear-cut picture of the demands that 
are acceptable and the demands that are ‘out of limits’, but this does not make it 
impossible to characterize some substantive ideas about the contours of great 
burdens to agents. I will therefore present four different ways in which the 
commonsense view does point at the burdensomeness of moral demands to agents 
and present these as arguments in support of the CCD. The four arguments are 
based on the different ways the commonsense moral perspective is presented in the 
debate on the limits of morality: I will respectively call them the Lead-my-Own-Life 
Argument, the Special Relations Argument, the Frustration Argument and the Morally 
Distasteful Actions Argument.  
 
3.1 Lead-my-Own-Life Argument 
 
The core idea of the Lead-my-Own-Life Argument is that morality is too demanding 
on agents if it seriously conflicts with one’s individual interests, one’s own life plans 
and projects. It is a firmly held commonsense belief that agents need not lead a life of 
self-denial, but must be allowed to make their own choices, pursue their own 
projects, and be authentic and autonomous persons. The Lead-my-Own-Life 
Argument covers a wide range of choices, commitments and concerns that are 
related to an individual’s interests, identity and integrity. In other words, we should 
conceive a person’s interests not only as one’s own choices, desires or plans, but 
also as those projects, plans and commitments that are considered important to an 
agent’s life, that build one’s identity. Williams argued that not being able to care for 
certain ground projects is directly related to an agent’s integrity, because ground 
projects express what people truly care about, and distinguish our life from that of 
others.68 It is part of our human nature, not just an aspect of personal autonomy that 
we care about having a life of our own.69  

This Lead-my-Own-Life Argument is frequently used as a means to criticize 
theories as too demanding, as when an act-utilitarian takes for granted that an agent 
must offer his salary in order to feed the hungry. Notice that this argument does not 
support the view that every conflict with one’s own interests will be objectionable. On 
the contrary, the argument suggests that there is a limit beyond which an agent’s 
own (way of) life is jeopardized. Notice also that this is still a vague claim, and that it 
is sometimes harder to complain about a specific moral demand that it will jeopardize 
one’s own life than it is to complain about the conditions of specific ethical theories 
that would have agents ignore the importance of having a life of their own. That 
explains why the consequentialist framework is frequently accused of being too 
demanding: it requires an attitude that alienates agents from their own life, their 
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choices and ground projects. To chide specific ethical theories for being too 
demanding, is not the same as rejecting these theories altogether.  

The Lead-my-Own-Life Argument is a first reply to sceptics who argue that the 
demandingness debate only expresses a conflict of interests, because the argument 
points out why a person’s own interests should be taken seriously. It is not that 
agents only want to lead convenient lives and therefore reject stringent moral 
demands. What builds their identity is part of their integrity. Hence agents may be 
justified in objecting to burdensome effects of the moral demands that are imposed 
on them.  

The Lead-my-Own-Life Argument can also stand up against the sceptic who 
argues that in our current non-ideal world we simply have to accept huge sacrifices. 
The ability to lead one’s own life is not some Western luxury only, but a necessary 
condition of moral agency. Not being able to have one’s own plans and ground 
projects is a serious attack on one’s integrity and authenticity. It is a firmly held 
commonsense belief that also applies in our current non-ideal world; even within the 
boundaries of our non-ideal world we should respect the importance of a person’s 
own interests. 
 
3.2 Special Relations Argument 
 
A second way in which the commonsense perspective claims that moral obligations 
can be(come) too demanding on agents involves the importance of special relations.  
One’s close and intimate relations to family, friends, children and colleagues often 
have a distinctive status in our daily deliberations. These relations lead to important 
and binding commitments and expectations, because agents take an interest in the 
well-being of the persons they are closely related to. It is a commonsense belief that 
such relationships are good and worthwhile and that it is only natural that agents tend 
to care more for and want to give disproportionate weight to the expectations and 
commitments they have regarding their loved ones. Accordingly, this argument 
claims that agents should be enabled to have special relations and to act upon the 
binding commitments involved in these relations. Thus, when an ethical theory 
requires agents to consider the interests of their loved ones and those of strangers 
as equal, this is not only counter-intuitive, but burdensome, because one is required 
to take up an attitude in which one’s concerns for loved ones cannot be given extra 
consideration. But the Special Relations Argument also holds for demands of ethical 
theories that require agents frequently to forgo the legitimate expectations that derive 
from one’s close relationships with others. If agents are not able to act upon the 
concerns and commitments of their special relations, this is burdensome to them as 
well, certainly when they hold that caring for one’s loved ones is a good thing. Not 
being able to ‘invest’ in these special relations would be devastating to agents: it 
would jeopardize the ability to be a friend, parent, partner, colleague and so on. It 
would affect agents as persons.  
Moreover, for many it is only natural that one’s concerns for one’s loved ones prevail 
above other considerations. Williams’s example of the Burning House Case is 
illustrative for this belief.70 According to him it is absurd to require a husband to justify 
himself to others why he would save his wife and not some stranger. Williams argues 
that this would be ‘one thought too many’ because it should suffice to say ‘she is my 
wife’. We should therefore distrust all ethical theories that require further justificatory 
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reasons, or even ask agents to balance one’s personal commitments against other 
commitments (such as one’s moral duty), because being required to neglect one’s 
commitment to these ‘significant’ others will be felt like wronging another person to 
whom one stands in a close relation and this is certainly burdensome to agents.  

The Special Relations Argument shows more clearly why it is wrong to 
conceive the demandingness debate as a conflict of interests only. Our commitments 
to others involve other-regarding reasons: we are concerned for another person’s 
well-being and not because it will benefit my own interests. A parent cares for the 
child, not because it makes her ‘feel good’. Similarly, a friendship involves deep 
concerns for the well-being of one’s friend, not for oneself. One could object that 
these other-regarding concerns could still be conceived as part of one’s own 
interests, but that would expand the concept of interests so much that it becomes 
unlikely that the critic can maintain that the demandingness debate involves 
unjustified conflict of interests only. The Special Relations Argument points at an 
important aspect of our humanity, which is the ability to enter into and maintain caring 
relations, relations that involve commitments and concerns for concrete others.  
 
3.3 Frustration Argument 
 
A third way in which moral demands can become too burdensome on agents 
involves a cumulative argument. We can expect serious moral agents to be prepared 
to make sacrifices to do ‘the right thing’. But, certainly in our non-ideal world, we can 
also face innumerable moral demands on agents that require enormous efforts. We 
simply cannot pursue them all. It is a commonsense belief that we must respect 
some limits to the number of efforts that one can expect from agents: Florence 
Nightingale and saints are not considered as good role models for us. This is 
because we consider an endless flow of demands, responsibilities and expectations 
as counter-productive. Being confronted with endless demands can result in a feeling 
that one can never relax, that we should use up every available minute in good works 
and can lead us to think that our contribution is but a drop in the ocean. Endless 
demands can even lead to more frustrating effects like becoming indecisive or 
indifferent about one’s actions, because it does not seem to matter what one will 
actually contribute: it will never be good enough. These frustrating effects can be 
highly burdensome to agents and even jeopardize their moral agency. After all, why 
should we bother about morality if nothing we do will make a difference? Therefore, 
we should set some limits to the cumulative effects of burdens and accept that 
agents cannot make endless contributions.  

This type of burdensome effects is not widely recognized. Moreover, many 
agents are often too willing to do their share in good works and are therefore 
vulnerable to be exploited. Nevertheless, this argument warns us to be sceptical 
about ethical theories stacked with demands and responsibilities, because the 
moment that agents will experience the accumulation of burdens as too demanding, 
we can only in retrospect conclude that we should have limited their responsibilities.  

Consider the following illustration to make this somewhat abstract argument 
more concrete. The responsibilities of health-care professionals can be unlimited: the 
task of health-care workers in a nursing home is to look after the health and well-
being of their patients, but this can be done in multiple and possibly endless ways 
and one could devote much time and energy to care for the residents. After all, care 
involves more than basic caring activities like the washing, dressing, giving medicine 
and bringing meals to patients, but also requires them to be attentive to their needs, 
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take them for a walk, or take time to talk. In daily practice however, work-loads are 
heavy, small budgets lead to a continuous shortage of staff and many people are on 
waiting lists to be accepted in nursing homes. In short, reality confronts them with 
needs that cannot be met. Moreover, increasing knowledge on health-compromising 
factors also urges them to take up new responsibilities, like preventive measures. In 
analogy with the endless demands to provide health-care, the Frustration Argument 
pays attention to the possible burn-out effects on agents when they face endless 
moral responsibilities.  

An important restriction to the Frustration Argument must also be mentioned. 
The commonsense argument does not entail the thought that an accumulation of 
burdens can never be justified. Sometimes we simply cannot escape our 
responsibilities. Some moral demands put stringent demands on us, e.g. when 
someone’s life is at stake. Thus, I am under no condition allowed to complain that my 
clothes will get wet or that I already did my fair share if I continuously encounter 
drowning children in ponds.71 The life of a child is far more important than the burden 
of a wet suit, even if I were to get wet on a daily basis. The Frustration Argument 
does not apply to these life-threatening situations, but is relevant in others. We can 
come to a point that we will no longer consider it reasonable that I have to contribute 
still more.  

This argument also refutes the sceptics who argue that the demandingness 
debate is nothing but an unjustified conflict of interests. It is hard to see how 
frustrating effects that can seriously jeopardize one’s moral agency only represent 
one’s own interests. The argument also opposes the sceptic who considers the 
demandingness debate as a problem of our non-ideal world. Even in a non-ideal 
world, this argument suggests, there are limits to what one can expect from moral 
agents, simply because they cannot be moral Atlases.  
 
3.4 Morally Distasteful Actions Argument72 
 
A fourth way in which agents can claim that moral demands can be too demanding 
concerns those actions that we generally consider as wrong or inappropriate. The 
Morally Distasteful Actions Argument refers in two different ways to the over-
demanding effects of requirements on agents.  

First, commonsense morality holds norms like ‘do not kill another human 
being’, ‘keep your promises’, ‘do not cheat’ and so on. These norms express what we 
consider morally wrong and therefore as constraints on our actions. Notice that the 
commonsense moral perspective does not only hold that actions of killing and 
stealing are immoral because they will wrong another person, but also because these 
actions have burdensome effects on agents. Perpetrators of such actions are known 
as bad people.  

This argument does not only refer to extreme situations and actions, such as 
inflicting bodily harm or death, but also to daily life situations in which we are  at 
times faced with a choice to lie, or break a promise. How the breaking of generally 
accepted norms can be burdensome to agents can be seen in the follo-wing 
example. A colleague did not want to want to give away that his boss would receive a 
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royal decoration, but was bothered by the dishonesty he had resorted to (he faked an 
e-mail from an important professor in order to arrange a meeting). He discussed his 
‘uneasiness’ with us at lunch. Although he seemed completely justified in his ‘white 
lie’ he felt awkward about it. Thus, the Morally Distasteful Actions Argument does not 
only refer to extreme cases, but points out that every action involving the breaking of 
a generally accepted norm is burdensome to agents. I do not suggest that all moral 
agents should feel awkward about telling white lies, but that agents can be so 
affected. We can expect that the more serious the conflict, the greater the burden. 
From a positive angle, we could argue that such feelings of ‘awkwardness’ are 
appropriate, because they show that the agent conceives these norms as serious 
constraints on his actions, and that we should truly worry if agents had no second 
thoughts at all when confronted with a choice to break such rules.  
 

There is a second way in which issues of morally distasteful actions arise. 
People can be confronted with choices that they generally do not want to be 
confronted with, and we should be reluctant to put agents in such positions. Extreme 
examples of such situations will be choices that agents simply cannot possibly make, 
like a woman in Sophie’s Choice73 who has to decide which of her children will be 
allowed to live, and which has to die. But less extreme cases can also easily be 
pointed out, like situations in which future parents are confronted with offers of 
prenatal diagnostics or in which members of an ethical committee are faced with 
having to advise on research proposals of friends. Such choices can be burdensome 
to agents. They do not want to be exposed to them, and there are cases that they 
feel they should not be faced with at all – Sophie’s harsh moral dilemma for instance 
– because such choices have profound impact on one’s life. The case of the agent in 
the ethical committee shows that being forced to choose in favour of a friend or to 
remain impartial in one’s advice is difficult to agents as well, and for this reason we 
should try to avoid the (number of) occasions that we ever face such choices. The 
Morally Distasteful Actions Argument, then, points at the effects on agents when they 
are required to perform actions or make choices we generally consider immoral. We 
want our choices for action to be restricted such that we will not have to face 
dilemmas in which we are required to break generally accepted norms. From a 
commonsense perspective it is stressed that agents will consider themselves as bad 
persons and they may no longer consider themselves as good moral agents. 
Therefore, we should limit the type of demands that can be imposed on agents.  

Notice that this argument is traditionally conceived as an argument in defence 
of constraints, and that I present it as one of the considerations in the 
demandingness debate.   

This argument can certainly be held against the sceptics who point at our non-
ideal world or assume that the debate is merely a conflict of interests, because there 
is no plausible way in which morally distasteful actions can be conceived to refer to a 
person’s own interests or at some non-ideal world that we simply have to face. It is 
not primarily an agent’s own interest not to hurt or harm another human being and to 
break moral rules, nor does the context in which we live give us a direct justification 
to break such rules in order to establish some good.  
 

                                                 
73 Based on the novel and movie Sophie’s Choice. Recently, in medical ethics, the case of a Siamese twin raised 
a lot of dispute. The parents were compared with Sophie because they too were confronted with the choice of 
sacrificing the life of one of their children to save the other. Their refusal to decide was based on their religious 
conviction. 
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3.5 Summary 
 
In this section I presented four arguments to help us understand the commonsense 
point of view in the demandingness debate. These arguments represent substantive 
ideas on what must be accepted as burdensome to agents and these ideas support 
the CCD.  First, demands will be unreasonable, from a commonsense perspective, if 
agents are forced to lead a life of self-denial, not only because we cherish individual 
autonomy, but also because being denied a life of one’s own will affect our identity, 
authenticity and integrity. Secondly, demands are unreasonable if agents on account 
of them are forced to neglect the commitments that derive from special relations. 
Being required to bracket one’s commitments as well as continuously being required 
to give equal weight to considerations regarding one’s loved and strangers is 
counter-intuitive and neglects the importance of these relations to human beings. 
Thirdly, demands will be unreasonable if they are part of an endless flow of 
responsibilities and expectations. Burdens can cumulatively become too demanding 
on agents. And lastly, some actions are considered ‘out of league’; either because 
they are wrong or confront agents with choices they would rather not make, or are 
impossible for them to make. The effects of such actions have a huge impact on 
them as persons, and this can be unreasonably burdensome.  

It is important to notice that these arguments express substantive claims and 
do not aim to settle under what conditions a particular demand will actually be too 
demanding, nor that these arguments can be viewed as justificatory reasons for the 
CCD. That is, I did not address the question of standards by which we can measure 
demands, nor whether we need to interpret them as aggregative or iterative74 or 
should set absolute limits beyond which no demands can be imposed or cumulate 
one’s losses to a certain extent.75 Instead, I focused on the substantive losses that 
agents can be confronted with and the impact this can have on their view of the good 
life and moral agency.  

These substantive arguments, although presented as arguments supporting 
the CCD will not suffice as a justification. That is, acknowledgment that it is important 
for agents to lead their own life is not sufficient reason to reject over-demanding 
requests on agents. We will need further arguments to support the claim that we 
should respect limits to the demands we can impose on agents, arguments that can 
be based on these four arguments. A first attempt to arrive at such a justification is to 
turn to the notion of ‘cost to the agent’.  
 
4 Cost to the agent 

 
It is important to realize that the arguments I presented only sketch the rough 
contours of a substantive claim, but that this is not yet a justification for its moral 
relevance. The moral relevance is expressed in the CCD, which is a normative claim, 
because it states that these four arguments urge us to set limits to the demands we 
can impose on agents. This normative claim is expressed in the notion of ‘cost to the 
agent’. Roughly, it states that burdens to agents are morally relevant and that 
burdens to agents can possibly block, outweigh, override or weaken an agent’s other 
considerations, or even one’s moral demands.76 In other words, ‘cost to the agent’ as 

                                                 
74 Cullity (2004): Chapter 5. 
75 Murphy (2000): 20. 
76 This is somewhat cryptic, but in Chapter 6 it will be shown that there are great differences between the 
viewpoint that burdens to agents are part of one’s personal point of view, and the viewpoint that they are part of 
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a normative notion focuses on the impact of sacrifices agents are required to make 
and urges us to take these into account in our moral deliberations: it is a relevant 
normative factor. The CCD can be inter-preted as a claim that ‘cost to the agent’ 
must be accepted as a self-standing normative factor. This claim is not undisputed 
and is one of the topics in the debate on the limits of morality.77 As a self-standing 
normative factor ‘cost to the agent’ could be a decisive factor, i.e. it could block or 
outweigh all other considerations. This differs from the view that cost to the agent is a 
relevant consideration, one of the considerations in a deliberation process carrying 
greater or lesser weight.  

Below I recount the dominant view on ‘cost to the agent’ and, with refe-rence 
to the four commonsense arguments, show why and how we should broaden the 
scope.  
 
4.1 A broad concept of ‘cost to the agent’ 
 
The notion of ‘cost to the agent’ is mainly used within the context of the debate on the 
limits of morality, and more specifically with regard to the defence of options. As a 
result, burdens to agents are often conceived as detrimental to their interests. But 
this is a very limited concept of ‘cost to the agent’ and does not fit with the four 
arguments that I described in the previous section. The frustrations of agents, being 
seriously jeopardized as a moral agent, or being confronted with awkward choices 
and situations, cannot be captured under the heading of thwarted interests. The four 
commonsense arguments urge us to accept a broader view on cost to the agent. 
This broader view should include the effects on agents when they are confronted with 
endless requests or with morally awkward situations and the burdensome effects 
when being required to ignore one’s special relations.  

We face another difficulty in dominant views on cost to the agent. The notion 
of ‘cost to the agent’ is frequently conceived as the effect on an agent’s well-being. 
Murphy argues that this is even a necessary limitation of the notion, because it 
involves burdens to agents, and not burdens in general. If we accept his 
interpretation, this implies that the frustrating effects on agents and the burdens of 
being forced to take morally awkward decisions must be considered in terms of 
effects on an agent’s well-being. I think that such an interpretation of cost to the 
agent will narrow the core of the commonsense claim and fail to do justice to the 
arguments that I presented. After all, the effects of the Frustration Argument can 
have a deeper impact than on one’s well-being only: it can affect one’s moral agency.  

Moreover, I argued that the Lead-my-Own-Life Argument also involves 
aspects of integrity and identity, and it can be questioned whether these can be 
captured under the heading of well-being. It is true that well-being is a broad concept 
that can cover different ideas. Well-being is frequently conceived as how well off a 
person will be in terms of quality of life, material prosperity or social status. Some 
argue that we can define some objective list of goods by which we can measure 
one’s well-being, while others hold that the fulfilment of one’s desires will determine 
one’s degree of well-being. Thus, it could be argued, broad interpretations of well-
being could cover the different commonsense arguments. Still, I am not convinced 

                                                                                                                                                         
the moral viewpoint. In the first view, these cost can possibly block our moral demands – a view that is e.g. 
shared by Postema (1998) -, in the second, cost is (but) one of the considerations that is relevant for our moral 
judgement.  
77 See for a detailed argumentation on a sceptical stance towards the notion of cost to the agent: Kagan (1989): 
Chapter 7. 
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that the notion of well-being will be able to do justice to all aspects described in the 
four arguments, and we should be prepared to have a broader view on the concept of 
cost to the agent that will present its content best.  

Some did consider expanding the notion of ‘cost to the agent’. According to 
Kagan, ‘cost to the agent’ can be interpreted in many ways, varying from ‘my being 
cut off from resources that influence my well-being’ to ‘everything that influences my 
choices’. It will be obvious that ‘the broader our conception of what is to count as a 
sacrifice, the more far-ranging the options that will be generated.’78 I suggest that we 
accept as broad a concept of ‘cost to the agent’ as will be necessary to cover the four 
commonsense arguments in the demandingness debate. Thus, ‘cost to the agent’ 
should account for claims about one’s autonomy and ability to lead one’s own life, 
about one’s special concerns for one’s loved ones, about the frustrating effects of 
cumulative burdens and about the actions one generally avoids or rejects because 
they involve awkward decisions and actions.  

There is one important complicating factor in defining how to conceive ‘cost to 
the agent’. The perspective on what can be burdensome to agents will vary with 
different ethical theories. In a consequentialist framework, which is the traditional 
setting for the debate, ‘cost to the agent’ has been mainly considered as an effect on 
an agent’s well-being. We will see a different view on ‘cost to the agent’ emerging in 
a contractualist theory or in feminist ethics of care. An agent’s integrity, authenticity 
and identity will be seen in a different light in each of these theoretical perspectives. It 
seems that we cannot simply establish a well-defined concept of ‘cost to the agent’ 
that is theory-independent. Even though I argue that we should be open to a broad 
view of ‘cost to the agent’ in order to cover the four different arguments, it might well 
turn out that this leads within a consequentialist perspective to an argument in favour 
of a broad view on well-being, while in a contractualist view a different interpretation 
of ‘cost to the agent’ can be accepted. In the next sections, I will show different 
interpretations of ‘cost to the agent’ in several ethical theories to illustrate this point. A 
case study provides a vivid example.  
 
4.2 Case: influenza immunization for health-care professionals in nursing 

homes79 
 
It is commonly recommended that elderly people and people with specific health risks 
be immunized during the influenza season. The immunization of nursing home 
residents is therefore standard policy in almost all Dutch nursing homes.80 But 
immunization of residents is not the only means to provide optimal protection against 
the flu. Recently, several studies show that health-care workers can also contribute 
to the protection of residents. Health-care workers can easily introduce and spread 
viruses in institutions. If we take into account that vaccination of the elderly is less 
effective than it is for healthy people, the idea that optimal protection, i.e. ‘herd 
immunity´, can be achieved best if health-care professionals, too, are immunized is 
strongly supported. Therefore, recently it has been stressed that health-care 
professionals also need to accept immu-nization. In practice, though, compliance is 
still very poor. Suppose that we deliberate whether to prescribe mandatory 
immunization for health-care professionals. Would this be a reasonable demand?  
I will present some considerations that can be brought forward as possible 

                                                 
78 Kagan (1998): 166. 
79 Van den Hoven & Verweij (2003); Verweij & Van den Hoven (2002).   
80 Verweij & Van den Hoven (2005). 
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arguments in defence of the unreasonableness of such a request. I do not mean to 
suggest that we should consider the request as unreasonable in advance. Obviously, 
there are considerations in favour of making it mandatory as well.81 I leave those 
aside.  

First, health-care professionals can object to the procedure that is involved in 
immunization. To many people injection is unpleasant, and side-effects of vaccination 
may occur. Generally though, these side-effects are negligible or, at most, relatively 
small.  

Secondly, we may wonder whether accepting a vaccine that solely aims to 
protect the health of residents is comparable to taking hygienic measures like 
washing one’s hands. One way to argue that these procedures clearly differ, hence 
that immunization is possibly ‘one bridge too far’, is to point out that vaccination is a 
procedure that intervenes with one’s bodily integrity in a way that hand-washing does 
not. Surely, immunization is a more invasive action. Health-care workers can 
consider it ‘too much’ when they are required to be immunized against the flu in order 
to protect others. Bodily integrity involves several aspects: it expresses the right to 
one’s own body, and a prohibition for others to harm a person’s body. It also 
expresses the respect we (need to) have towards the privacy of a person’s body: we 
cannot commandeer another. Even if we do not (intend to) harm another, we still 
need to respect that a person’s body is not our property and we cannot expect 
someone to be immunized for another’s sake.  

Thirdly, one can object that the boundaries between one’s private sphere of 
life and one’s profession will fade away when immunization is part of one’s 
professional responsibilities. One cannot leave one’s immunization behind at work, 
and one cannot neglect one’s personal concerns about influenza when deliberating 
about the question whether to be immunized. A health-care worker who does not 
mind to have the flu now and then – a brief spell off duty – suddenly has to decide 
whether she really wants to reduce the chance to become ill. Then too, is mandatory 
immunization not disrespectful to health-care professionals, because we would make 
‘instrumental use’ of their body in order to protect frail residents?  

Fourthly, costs can go beyond ‘cost to the agent’ as well. Mandatory 
immunization can change our profession such that responsibilities and demands 
have a negative effect. Health-care workers may argue that new ideals and norms 
arise that may be wholly different from when they first entered the profession. They 
may no longer agree upon its terms, of feel alienated from their original motivation to 
want to care for others. To illustrate this argument: conditions of efficiency and cost-
effectiveness have become highly relevant in current health-care practices, while 
these conditions where not at the forefront some decades ago. Health-care 
professionals therefore sometimes complain about the way they have to be able to 
statistically measure the quality of care. The request of immunization is the result of 
increasing knowledge of health-compromising factors, and an important shift in 
health-care from curing activities to prevention. Health-care workers can argue that 
disease prevention can be done in multiple ways and that it is rather arbitrary, and 
therefore possibly unreasonable, to demand immunization. Extra vitamins or 
sufficient nutrition and exercise could also lead to great benefits for residents, and 
one could choose to optimize nutrition instead of requiring immunization.  
  

                                                 
81 Van den Hoven & Verweij (2003). 
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5 Three ethical theoretical perspectives and the demandingness debate
  

 
For several reasons I want to confront the four commonsense arguments that I 
presented in Section 3 with specific ethical theories. First, I consider it important that 
we do not aim to develop a self-standing commonsense moral theory that can 
account for the four commonsense arguments. Rather, we have to analyse how our 
commonsense intuitions and beliefs are accounted for within ethical theories. This is 
in line with the traditional debate on the limits of morality, in which commonsense 
moral intuitions are used as a means to criticize conse-quentialist theories. It also 
supports the view that ethical theories are necessarily related to our commonsense 
moral beliefs. To what extent ethical theories do account for commonsense beliefs is 
a different matter. 

Secondly, I will show that the notion of ‘cost to the agent’ depends on the 
theoretical perspective: it will lead to a specific interpretation of what can be 
considered as burdensome to agents.  

Thirdly, I will present three fundamentally different ethical theories to show that 
the demandingness debate does not only concern consequentialist theories, but is 
also highly relevant with regard to other ethical theories.  

The three theories I have in mind are the act-consequentialist perspective, a 
contractualist framework, and a feminist ethics of care perspective. Why did I choose 
these three normative theories? It seems an obvious choice to analyse an act-
consequentialist perspective, because this theory is at the origin of the debate on the 
limits of morality. It is therefore interesting to confront this theory with the four 
arguments and show why the traditional debate on the limits of morality confines the 
demandingness debate. I present Scanlon’s contractualism as a second theoretical 
perspective82 and as a clear alternative to consequentialism. Moreover, because 
Scanlon claims that his theory accounts for our widely held commonsense intuitions it 
is interesting to explore whether his framework yields a different view on ‘cost to the 
agent’ and on the four commonsense arguments.  

As a second alternative to the act-consequentialist perspective I present a 
theoretical perspective that strongly opposes the impartial and alienating effects on 
agents that consequentialist theories can have. A clear example of such a position is 
found among feminist philosophers who developed an ethics of care. This 
perspective too will lead to a different view on ‘cost to the agent’ and the four 
commonsense arguments.  

My analysis of these three ethical theoretical perspectives is meant to serve 
four purposes. First, these theories will help to get better grip on the content of the 
four arguments in Section 3, because they offer a context in which these arguments 
are embedded and interpreted. Secondly, the theoretical perspectives will illustrate 
how the commonsense claim of demandingness (CCD) is under-stood. Thirdly, I will 
show how ‘cost to the agent’ can be formulated differently in these theoretical 
perspectives: a consequentialist will be mainly focused on the effects on an agent’s 
well-being, a contractualist will focus on the effects of how people relate to each 
other, and a care ethicist will focus on the effects of caring commitments and 
relations of agents. Fourthly, I will argue that this urges us to accept a broad notion of 
‘cost to the agent’.  

                                                 
82 I will not only make use of Scanlon’s publications on contractualism but also of what Kumar calls a 
‘consensualist theory’: this is an elaboration of the Scanlonian contractualist position, and for convenience I will 
treat them as exchangeable. 
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The strategy is as follows. First I present a brief description of the relevant 
characteristics of each theory in connection with regards to the demandingness 
debate and show what perspective this theory has on the influenza immunization 
case. Next, I address the four commonsense arguments separately and analyse how 
they are interpreted, refuted or accounted for and what picture of ‘cost to the agent’ 
emerges. In Section 9 I draw some conclusions about the CCD, based on the 
analysis of these ethical perspectives.  
 
6 Act-consequentialism  
 
The debate on the limits of morality starts as a critique of consequentialist theories, 
more specifically of act-utilitarian theories. In this section I highlight some 
characteristics that are of special importance to the demandingness debate.  
 

I should explain why I decided to focus on act-consequentialism and not on 
the more traditional act-utilitarian theories. Consequentialism is a theoretical 
perspective, which holds that the primary morally relevant factor is the consequences 
of one’s actions. Notice that what may count as consequences can be interpreted 
very broadly and depends on the specific consequentialist framework at hand. Act-
utilitarianism, on the other hand, more narrowly conceives consequences as 
whatever contributes to the best state of affairs, and often more specifically as 
whatever contributes to overall well-being or happiness. I decided to focus on act-
consequentialism, because I think that much of the critique levelled at act-
utilitarianism generally holds for all act-consequentialist theories. The critique does 
not necessarily hold for all consequentialist theories, as e.g. rule-consequentialism 
can have some very distinctive characteristics that ‘escape’ the critique brought 
forward in the debate on the limits of morality.  

One reason why act-consequentialism should be our focus is based on 
Kagan’s distinction between the factors and foundations of a theory.83 According to 
Kagan one is a consequentialist on a factorial level when one holds that the 
goodness of outcomes is the sole relevant normative factor. On the other hand, 
foundational consequentialism is the view that the ultimate justification for normative 
factors lies in an appeal to the overall good, to what is good from an impersonal or 
impartial point of view. The factorial and the foundational can be separated and need 
not go together: Act-utilitiarians combine the two, but an indirect consequentialist 
does not.  

The result of this distinction is, according to Kagan, that it allows 
consequentialist theories to ‘mimic’ other types of ethical theories, for example by 
allowing deontology at a factorial level, in order to incorporate or circumvent the 
critique aimed at act-utilitarian theories. Thus, a consequentialist can acknowledge 
that some of our actions should be restrained, and that we should never allow the 
Chopping of Chuck, where a bystander is killed to save the lives of 5 patients by 
using his organs.84 In the debate on the limits of morality this is a strategy frequently 
used by consequentialists to account for the commonsense critique: to allow for 
(some) constraints and options. Notice, however that these theories remain 
consequentialist on a foundational level, i.e. they insist that we always have to 
promote the overall good. Thus, the Chopping of Chuck can be accepted as immoral 

                                                 
83 Kagan (1998): 213-19. 
84 Origins of this case unknown. Harris uses a similar example, without giving Chuck a name in his ‘Survival 
Lottery’ (1999). 
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and as morally ‘out of league’, but at the same time we still have to promote the good 
within the limits that we accept at the factorial level. 

If I were to focus the debate on an act-utilitarian perspective only, I would not 
be able to address these indirect types of consequentialism and consider whether the 
commonsense arguments in the demandingness debate also apply to these theories. 
We would simply be silenced by these foundational consequen-tialist views, while I 
want to show that issues of over-demandingness still arise within these theories. I will 
show that the ‘vacuum cleaner strategy’, which is to absorb each critical remark and 
construe a different type of consequentialist theory to incorporate the critique, will not 
suffice.85 Instead, a focus on act-consequentialism will help to describe some of the 
main characteristics of consequentialism that are truly troubling to the commonsense 
moralist with regard to the issue of demandingness.  
 
6.1    Impartial benevolence and the principle of maximization 
 
Two characteristics of consequentialism are of special interest to the demandingness 
debate: the condition of impartial benevolence and the principle of maximization.  

The condition of impartial benevolence is related to the initial and attractive 
idea of consequentialism that good outcomes are worth striving for. The condition of 
impartial benevolence is based on the idea that kind, humane and benevolent people 
generally want ‘to do well’. Hence, a theory that aims at the promotion of ‘the good’ is 
appealing, especially when it aims to benefit all people equally without favouritism. In 
an ideal situation the preferences of all people will be satisfied, but in reality this is 
not likely to occur. Therefore, we should aim at the best possible satisfaction of 
preferences, which has to be established in an impartial way to guarantee equal 
treatment of all. The con-dition of impartial benevolence focuses on the equal 
treatment of preferences, while the principle of maximization is a means to achieve 
the best possible satisfaction of these preferences.86 Both conditions are important 
pillars of consequentialist frameworks, and both have been the butt of acrimonious 
criticism.  

The condition of impartial benevolence is criticized because it requires agents 
to take a detached viewpoint from which they must deliberate, implying that they 
have to neglect, ignore or bracket their personal commitments and concerns. Such a 
viewpoint, it is frequently argued, is too far removed from one’s personal outlook on 
the world. It can cause agents to feel alienated, and does no justice to the special 
relations and commitments they have. People are simply not able to judge things 
from a same viewpoint in an equal way. When we add to this requirement the 
principle of maximization, agents are required to forgo their personal interests 
altogether and pursue those actions that will lead to the best overall outcome. 
Moreover, in some consequentialist views, especially those that combine a factorial 
and a foundational consequentialism, it will not be ruled out from the beginning that 
agents may be expected to perform actions we generally consider immoral or cause 
them to neglect their special relations. This principle of maximization is often 
supported by the acceptance of what is called aggregation, which allows calculating 

                                                 
85 McNaughton & Rawling (1991): 168. McNaughton and Rawling argued that ‘whenever an opponent of a 
particular consequentialist theory asserts that existing consequentialist theories have ignored some value, the 
consequentialist can meet the challenge by simply sucking the alleged value into what we might call the 
consequentialist vacuum cleaner. The consequentialist could thus construe the proponent of constraints as 
claiming that certain kinds of acts, such as lying, or killing the innocent, are intrinsically bad, independently of the 
badness of their usual consequences.’  
86 Kymlicka (2002): 12. 
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the interests, i.e. burdens and benefits among individuals, into a supposedly morally 
relevant sum. I will discuss the issue of aggregation in Chapter 4.  

When facing the condition of impartial benevolence and the principle of 
maximization, we can easily see what the commonsense arguments that I presented 
in Section 3 object to, because they focus on the negative consequen-ces of these 
conditions. However, it also seems that, sometimes, the common-sense critique is 
directed at specific interpretations of both conditions, inter-pretations that do not 
always do justice to the consequentialist perspective, according to its defenders. 
Consider that the condition of impartial benevolence is often interpreted as a 
condition that one has to become impersonal, and neglect all personal and human 
interests whatever. Impartiality however need not be that radical, and some argue 
that it can also be interpreted as the equal treatment of the accumulative interests of 
each individual, implying that each individual will still recognize some of his interests 
in the collective goal(s) that will be aimed at impartially.  

The same seems to hold for the maximization principle. According to Will 
Kymlicka, advocates and opponents of the principle seem to use two different 
concepts of the maximization principle. In a first interpretation, the maximization 
principle is used as a standard to aggregate an individual’s interests and desires: the 
(possibly) conflicting interests of individuals are given equal consideration and we 
simply decide to support as many interests as possible. The maximization principle is 
then a ‘side product’ of the egalitarian standard of consequentialism. In a second 
interpretation, maximizing the good becomes a goal in itself, because we consider it 
our duty to bring about valuable consequences or worthwhile states of affairs. The 
second view is also described as a teleological view on maximization. Williams’s 
criticism for example is that within act-utilitarianism the primary bearer of value is ‘the 
best state of affairs’ and as a result, utilitarianism is  
 

basically indifferent to whether a state of affairs consists in what I do, or is 
produced by what I do. It makes people into channels between the input of 
everyone’s projects, including his own, and an output of optimific decision; but 
this is to neglect the extent to which his actions and his decisions have to be 
seen as the actions and decisions which flow from the projects and attitudes 
with which he is most closely identified. It is thus, in the most literal sense, an 
attack on his integrity.87  

 
In the second view, the maximization principle will lead to a more abstract and 
impersonal evaluation of the overall or moral good compared to the first view. 
According to Kymlicka the second interpretation stands the first interpretation on its 
head. In the first view, maximizing is an egalitarian expression, while in the second 
view maximizing is the primary aim. The second interpretation is somewhat bizarre 
because generally we owe duties to other people, and not to some impersonal goal, 
while this is what the second interpretation suggests.88 The first interpretation may fit 
better with the original ideas of consequentialism, while the second is most used by 
its critics. Kymlicka’s distinction can be helpful in our analysis of the commonsense 
arguments. 
 

                                                 
87 Williams (1973):116-7. 
88 Kymlicka (2002): 32-7. 
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6.2 Influenza immunization from an act-consequentialist  
perspective 

 
Let us apply the general act-consequentialist perspective on the influenza 
immunization case.89 Our primary focus will be the outcome of our actions, but this 
can still be interpreted very broadly. In reality, mainstream consequentialists tend to 
narrow ‘consequences’ to considerations of well-being. If we apply this to the 
influenza immunization demand on health-care professionals, we will probably focus 
on the following aspects. If we consider the great benefits residents can have from 
the immunization of health-care professionals, this is an important reason that can 
weaken other considerations. Thus, the negative experience of immunization, i.e. the 
discomfort and possible side-effects of vaccination do not seem to be considerations 
that can outweigh this benefit. Even other considerations, such as the effects on 
one’s bodily integrity or the fading away of boundaries between one’s private and 
personal life can be taken into account, but always have to be weighed against the 
positive effects for residents. Frankly, hardly any consideration will pass this test, 
because the best overall outcome seems to support (mandatory) immunization. 
Some conside-rations may not even be appreciated or considered as relevant from a 
consequentialist perspective, like the consideration that we cannot simply 
‘commandeer another’s body’. Notice that it matters whether one is a 
consequentialist at the foundational or factorial level, because on the foundational 
level one can accept every possible consideration as relevant and eligible to be 
weighed against the overall good, while on a factorial level, we will be more inclined 
to focus on effects on one’s well-being only. 
From a consequentialist perspective all considerations of ‘cost to the agent’ will easily 
be outweighed by the benefits for residents. Thus, arguments like ‘respec-ting one’s 
bodily integrity’ or ‘not making instrumental use of health-care professionals’ are 
easily outweighed by the greater good, i.e. to protect residents from bad 
consequences of influenza. We could argue that such a treatment of ‘cost to the 
agent’, i.e. that it can be accepted as some sort of consideration, but unable to block 
or outweigh other considerations, is a rejection of the notion of ‘cost to the agent’, 
because it will not be accepted as a self-standing normative factor.  
 
6.3  Lead-my-Own-Life Argument 
 
It will be clear by now why act-consequentialists must face commonsense criticism 
with regard to the Lead-my-Own-Life Argument. It is interesting to analyse how this 
criticism is dealt with, because this tells us more about the way ‘cost to the agent’ is 
interpreted. I will focus on two strategies that frequently appear in the debate.  

A first strategy is that consequentialists argue that the commonsense critique 
in the demandingness debate is perfectly compatible with the general 
consequentialist framework and that the critique misinterprets the (flexibility of the) 
consequentialist framework. Why would consequentialism deny agents the 
opportunity to lead their own life? Consequentialists have no problems at all with this 
striving as long as it does not conflict with the central idea that we have to promote 
the good. In two ways the commonsense claim can be incorporated. First, we can 
accept that leading one’s own life is part of the overall good that we try to pursue. 
Secondly, we can consider the ability to lead one’s own life as a good means to 
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achieve the overall good. In the second way, pursuing one’s own life will indirectly 
promote the good, while the first considers one’s own life as valuable in itself. Notice 
that the characteristics of the consequentialist framework remain the same and one 
is still required to maximize the good, hence is expected to set aside one’s personal 
interests when an alternative action will better promote the good. Moreover, we can 
doubt whether the concept of ‘consequences’ is indeed as flexible as the strategy 
suggests, because in practice only particular consequences are accepted – only 
negative effects on one’s well-being can count as ‘cost to the agent’. It is therefore 
unlikely that this strategy will silence the commonsense critique.  

A second strategy is to try to incorporate the commonsense critique and make 
some adjustments to the consequentialist framework. I will describe two examples of 
this strategy. The first is a well-known hybrid theory, as presented by Scheffler; the 
second a position-relative consequentialist view developed by Douglas Portmore. 
Notice that both use the terminology of options and constraints.  
 

Scheffler90 presents a hybrid consequentialist theory that allows for the 
existence of options, but not of constraints. That is, this theory allows that agents 
pursue their own projects and plans, but does not accept some general constraints 
on our actions. He proposes that we should accept the following option (i.e. agent-
centred prerogative): I must promote the best overall outcome if and only if the non-
optimal outcomes of my own interests do not exceed the sacrifice in promoting the 
good. 
 

A plausible agent-centered prerogative would allow each agent to assign a 
certain proportionately greater weight to his own interests than to the interests 
of other people. It would then allow the agent to promote the non-optimal 
outcome of his choosing, provided only that the degree of its inferiority to each 
of the superior outcomes he could instead promote in no case exceeded, by 
more than the specified proportion, the degree of sacrifice necessary for him 
to promote the superior outcome. If all the non-optimal outcomes available to 
the agent were ruled out on these grounds, then and only then would he be 
required to promote the best overall outcome.91  
 

Scheffler defines a standard that must help us determine what will be an acceptable 
option: the amount of sacrifice required in the optimal action must be more costly 
than the agent’s efforts to pursue the non-optimal ends. This strategy is illustrative of 
many consequentialist attempts to incorporate the commonsense critique: it allows 
agents to live their own lives and pursue their own goals, but the consequentialist 
framework clearly limits the number of possibilities. Minimal adjustments are made to 
the consequentialist framework, because the general conditions continue to apply in 
all but the highly exceptional cases in which options are accepted. 

Scheffler’s framework is of interest for another reason: he explicitly accepts a 
broad concept of well-being, because he also includes psychological effects as ‘cost 
to the agent’.92 Thus, he explicitly allows a broader interpretation of ‘cost to the agent’ 
than effects on one’s well-being only – or when he conceives psycholo-gical effects 
as part of our well-being, he holds a broad view on well-being. Nevertheless, even 
though Scheffler is open to a broader interpretation of ‘cost to the agent’ he confines 
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the debate by focusing on a defence of options. After all, options are the inferior 
alternative that agents are permitted to pursue, as long as it does not seriously 
jeopardize the consequentialist framework. The result is that this hybrid theory can 
still be very demanding to agents: it lacks sensitivity as to how important certain 
goals and commitments are to agents and cannot discriminate between agents. The 
conditions of maximizing the good and impartial benevolence still apply, agents are 
still expected and required to forgo some of the goals and commitments they cherish 
deeply.  
 
Portmore has suggested a different type of consequentialism. His position-relative 
consequentialism claims to account for agent-centred options, constraints and 
supererogatory actions. Position-relative consequentialism accepts that the value of 
an outcome depends on the position of the evaluator: it matters whether one is an 
actor or a bystander and this should be accounted for morally.93 Consequentialism 
can deal with some form of agent-relativity, based on the different weight that is given 
to considerations from each perspective. Portmore’s theory remains consequentialist 
in the sense that we cannot vary among agents within a specific perspective. In other 
words, if one takes the perspective of an agent, then his decision should be morally 
guiding to all agents in similar situations. In other words, it still leads to a fixed view 
on what will be morally best. Secondly, it is not possible to pursue every interest a 
person desires. Portmore argues that we must distinguish between moral value and 
overall value of actions or states of affairs. Our personal plans and commitments 
generate non-moral reasons that can outweigh or override our moral reasons, 
because the overall value can support my choice to pursue my own plans. This is 
conditioned by the following rule: an act is morally permissible if and only if there is 
no other available act that would produce what is, from the agent’s position, a better 
state of affairs in terms of both moral value and overall value.94  

Portmore’s account seems more sensitive to an agent-relative perspective in 
that he accepts that the evaluator’s perspective in a situation is morally relevant. 
There are also some important disadvantages in his framework that lead to 
unreasonable demands on agents. Only a limited number of options can be 
permitted, and one’s personal interests can only refer to non-moral considerations. I 
also argued earlier that a defence of options confines the commonsense claim and 
the limitation to non-moral considerations may do no justice to the fundamental 
aspects of the Lead-my-Own-Life Argument: it seems to ignore why the ability to 
pursue one’s own goals and projects is so important to people.  
 
Can these strategies meet the critique expressed in the Lead-my-Own-Life 
Argument? Both strategies take seriously the commonsense claim that it is important 
for agents to fulfil their own interests, and they adjust the consequentialist view in 
such ways that this is made possible. Agents can pursue their own goals, plans and 
have a life of their own. They seem to acknowledge that this is part of our human 
nature and should come to expression in an ethical theoretical framework. An 
important weakness of both accounts however is that agents are allowed to pursue 
these goals in a limited number of ways only, and this may still do no justice to the 
fundamental impact that restraints on leading one’s own life can have. That is, 
allowing pursuit of some of one’s own interests can be insufficient to protect one’s 
integrity or authenticity. As a result, both theories could still be too demanding on 
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agents. The fact that these theories remain consequentialist and expect agents to 
maximize the good supports this conclusion, because not only is there a continuous 
appeal to pursue the morally preferable alternative above one’s personal interests, 
which maximizes the good most, but one’s personal interests must also be able to 
compete with the morally preferred action. Sometimes, these may seem 
incommensurable to agents, and it will be hard to refute one’s moral obligations. But 
if this is expected over and over again, agents will lack sufficient opportunity to lead 
their own life and be their own person.  

Both alternatives fail to meet the commonsense critique. Moreover, being 
allowed some options can be mere eyewash if it leaves intact the consequentialist 
structure that was problematic in the first place. That is, if the theoretical structure of 
consequentialism will more easily lead to heavy burdens on agents, burdens that 
also involve alienation from one’s personal projects and preferences, then the 
chance that some options will sufficiently meet the commonsense critique will 
decrease. Notice that I do not conclude that it is impossible to meet the critique within 
a consequentialist framework; rather, we must have a critical attitude towards the 
alternatives referred to above. 
 
6.4 Special Relations Argument  
 
Perusing the consequentialist answer to the Special Relations Argument we find that 
the strategies and responses are similar to those in relation to the Lead-my-Own-Life 
Argument. The critique of the second commonsense argument in the demandingness 
debate applies in a similar way to the consequentialist structure. Agents can be 
allowed some leeway to give priority to their special relations by means of 
establishing some options within the consequentialist framework. This can still be 
disturbing to agents, because one’s special obligations to one’s loved ones do not 
always allow weighing against other obligations. For many of our commitments to 
others, we simply give preference to our loved ones, and do not even want to justify 
ourselves any further than by making a reference to the intimacy of the relation: she’s 
my friend, he’s my partner, he’s my colleague and so on. If the maximization principle 
and the condition of impartial benevolence continue to dominate the framework, 
issues of over-demandingness will still arise because we are forced to give high 
priority to these conditions. Within the boundaries of the conditions of impartial 
benevolence and maximization agents will never be justified to care for their own 
loved ones, but instead what could be accepted is that agents in general should be 
allowed to care for their loved ones. Thus, I might have to forgo my own 
commitments if others will establish more good when they will be allowed to give 
priority to their loved ones. This is still a troubling conclusion to commonsense 
moralists, because one simply cannot ignore the importance of special relations to 
oneself.95  

Nor will it suffice if we accept special commitments as cases of ‘blameless 
wrongdoing’, as Parfit once defined it. The notion of blameless wrongdoing is a 
means to accept the importance of special relations to others as exceptions to the 
consequentialist rule, because of the importance of these relations to human beings. 
It means that failures to comply with a maximizing principle as formulated in 
consequentialism will not be held against agents, because one is sympathetic to the 
motives agents provide to explain their non-compliance.96 What is extremely 
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bothering, though, is that this notion of blameless wrongdoing does not truly accept 
the importance of these relations. By describing them as acts of ‘wrongdoing’ we 
evaluate these commitments as necessary concessions to the frailty of human 
nature, not as commitments and concerns that are good and worthwhile to pursue 
and to cherish.  

We can therefore doubt whether the commonsense argument of special 
relations will be adequately accounted for within the act-consequentialist perspective 
as long as the condition of impartial benevolence and the maximization principle 
apply.  
 
6.5 Frustration Argument 
 
It seems harder to address the Frustration Argument, because this argument focuses 
on the intra-personal accumulation of burdens that can lead to frustrating, 
demotivating and disinterested reactions of agents, and can frustrate them to a point 
that they no longer want to be a moral agent. It is harsh, though, to argue that 
consequentialism has no eye for these effects. Even Jack Smart, who presented 
himself as a straightforward utilitarian, argued that agents are always allowed to 
relax. He wrote: ‘Maybe relaxing and doing few good works today increases threefold 
our capacity to do good works tomorrow.’97 Commonsense critics could retort that 
this is a way of glossing the high expectations still laid on agents and the great 
sacrifices imposed on them.  

In some ways, act-consequentialism does account for these frustrating effects, 
even within the non-ideal world in which we face great suffering, because it is not 
unusual to turn to ideas of fairness to argue why moral demands will not exceed a 
certain limit. Ideas of fairness express the thought that we should divide the total 
amount of good that needs to be done with the number of agents available, and that 
each can be expected to perform an equal and fair part. Beyond this, we cannot 
expect agents to contribute.  

Others who sympathize with the motivational problems of agents argue that 
we should accept some limits to the burdens we can impose on them, because the 
capacities of ordinary men are limited. Again others have redefined the maximization 
principle to an optimizing or satisficing principle, which requires agents to contribute 
only until burdens to agents will be greater than expected benefits of their actions (= 
optimizing) 98, or until we achieve minimal satisfactory results (= satisficing).99 So why 
would we expect that the Frustration Argument applies to act-consequentialism?  

Replacing the maximization principle with an optimizing or satisficing principle 
can still be very demanding. As Cullity argued, contributing until ‘another increment 
would itself be large enough sacrifice to excuse my [contribution] is still a severe 
demand’.100 Murphy also agrees that the optimizing principle is very demanding for 
agents. Moreover, as I pointed out before, the idea of fairness does not reckon with 
lived reality in which misery is dynamic and chronic and it may therefore be very 
demanding on agents to be expected to contribute until we achieve optimization. 
Maybe we can escape the stringency of consequentialist demands when we accept a 
broader notion of ‘cost to the agent’, because then agents can urge a variety of 
reasons that could outweigh our duty to promote the good. This would imply, 
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however, that within a consequentialist framework we have to accept a broader view 
on cost than the effects on an agent’s well-being only.   
 
6.6 Morally Distasteful Actions Argument 
 
Consequentialist frameworks that accept aggregation are especially vulnerable to the 
fourth argument of commonsense critique. Aggregation refers to the idea that the 
number of people affected by one’s actions, and the benefits or burdens that will 
befall this number is morally relevant and can be summed. Combined with the two 
conditions of impartial benevolence and the maximization principle, this leads to the 
view not only that consequentialism wants us to achieve the best possible outcomes, 
but also that, the greater the number of people benefiting from one’s actions, the less 
relevant how these benefits are achieved. If the killing of one human being can save 
human lives, this is the morally right, and therefore required action.                                                   

This led to famous examples like the case of Jim and the Indians,101 or the 
Chopping of Chuck. The commonsense perspective rejects the dilemmas presented 
in these cases, because it is immoral to expect agents to wrong others. Moreover, 
the commonsense perspective differs from other non-consequentialist perspectives 
in that it also points out that these dilemmas are burdensome to agents. Thus, we are 
not only wronging other people, but it will harm the agent as well.  

It is hard to see how act-consequentialists can escape the critique that is 
presented in this argument, because being required to maximize the good and to 
focus on outcome of actions, if combined with an aggregative principle, will easily 
lead to comparisons as are made in the case of Jim and the Indians or in the 
Chopping of Chuck. Of course, a consequentialist may be willing to accept some 
constraints on our actions, especially if this will lead to better overall consequences, 
but when much benefit or harm is at stake, the consequentialist will also consider it 
immoral to neglect the effects on a great number of people. Suppose that my killing a 
cruel dictator can lead to the rescue of an entire nation; does this bear no moral 
weight at all? That is why several consequentialists in the debate on the limits of 
morality have stressed that it will be very unlikely to accept an absolute constraint on 
our actions, adding that a deontologist and commonsense perspective defend that 
we must.  

 
6.7  Summary 
 
In this section, I discussed the consequentialist perspective and analysed how the 
CCD, in particular with regards to the four arguments, is interpreted and accounted 
for. Since the consequentialist perspective is at the origins of the debate on the limits 
of morality it was to be expected that the commonsense arguments that I distilled 
from the literature all apply to act-consequentialism. The different strategies that are 
frequently used by consequentialists to respond to the critique fall short, mainly 
because on a foundationalist level the revised consequentialist frameworks remain 
essentially consequentialist, i.e. they still demand that the condition of impartial 
benevolence and the maximization principle be applied in our moral deliberations.  

Concerning the notion of ‘cost to the agent’ we can notice three things. First, it 
is common to conceive ‘cost to the agent’ as effects on an agent’s well-being only. 
This seems too narrow an interpretation if we compare these to the four 
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commonsense arguments. Moreover, a focus on the effects on an agent’s well-being 
will support the view that the demandingness debate is ultimately a conflict of 
interests between one’s personal outlook and the moral demands one is confronted 
with. I rejected this view in Section 2. Secondly, it is not impossible to accept a broad 
concept of ‘cost to the agent’, that goes far beyond traditional perceptions of material 
and psychological personal well-being. As a ‘vacuum cleaner’ a consequentialist can 
accept anything that will influence the best outcome. But this does not yet lead to a 
better apprehension of the commonsense arguments. As long as consequentialist 
theories hold on to conditions like that of impartial benevolence and the maximization 
principle, agents can be required to forgo their special relations, the importance of 
their own interests and to neglect frustrating effects of a continuous flow of moral 
demands, and this may ultimately do no justice to the core of the commonsense 
arguments. This is related to a third aspect with regard to the notion of ‘cost to the 
agent’. Consequentialist theories will be less disposed to accept ‘cost to the agent’ as 
a self-standing normative factor, but only as one of the possibly relevant 
consequences that have to be balanced in our deliberations. Thus, the burdensome 
effects on agents will be but one consideration that can be outweighed by others; 
such as considerations that support the maximization principle. We can observe this 
effect in the traditional defence of options, because options are only accepted within 
the framework in which a foundationalist consequentialism is embraced.  
 
7 Contractualism 
 
Scanlon presented his contractualism as an alternative to consequentialist theories; it 
rejects the leading consequentialist thought that values always have to be 
promoted.102 He also explicitly argues that his framework accounts for our 
commonsense moral intuitions. This seems promising for the commonsense 
perspective in the demandingness debate, because it would imply that 
contractualism can acknowledge the burdensome effects to agents in the same way 
as I presented them in the four arguments. I will describe some of the characteristics 
of this framework before I discuss what perspective contractualism offers on the 
demandingness debate.  
Scanlon’s contractualism focuses on the somewhat limited moral domain of 
‘obligation’. The central question to determine what we owe to others is what can be 
justified to them. He argues that justification is a central notion, because agents want 
to justify their reasons to others and others require agents to account for their 
actions. The notion of justification therefore expresses an attitude of respect to others 
as persons and can be our guide in the search for moral principles for the general 
regulation of the social world. According to Scanlon, we will come to accept those 
principles that others cannot reasonably reject.103 These principles will set the 
standard for what we can legitimately expect from each other.  
This idea of reasonable non-rejectability leads to the following characteristics. First, 
the idea of reasonable non-rejectability can best be established if we only allow 
individuals to participate in the deliberation process, rather than groups on behalf of 
individuals. This is also referred to as the Individualist Restriction. It will guarantee 
that each individual has her own say in the process. This Individualist Restriction 
conflicts with the idea of aggregation, a notion that allows for the accumulation of 
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benefits and burdens among individuals. Aggregation is therefore rejected by 
contractualists.  
It is also important to notice that individuals are not required to adopt some 
hypothetical viewpoint, but are fully aware of their position in society, their interests, 
concerns, projects and desires. As a result, an agent’s personal interests are part of 
the deliberation process.104  
Secondly, the notion of reasonableness is extremely important. Reasonableness 
involves that our considerations have to be transparent or public, not the private and 
intimate thoughts of individuals. In other words, whether a consideration will be 
accepted as reasonable depends on a shared body of information that others can 
and will accept. Reasonable non-rejectability can only be based on what Scanlon 
calls generic reasons. The range of generic reasons is very broad, because they 
cover amongst them considerations of well-being, choice and non-arbitrariness.105 
For something to be a generic reason, it is important that others can recognize these 
reasons.  

Contractualism can be considered as a fundamentally different way to 
conceive our moral duties; hence it can lead to a different stance in the 
demandingness debate. We can expect that contractualism will be less demanding 
on agents and that some of the commonsense arguments will not arise within a 
contractualist framework, because of the more sympathetic stance this view has 
towards an agent’s interests and personal concerns and commitments. This, 
however, is a misleading conclusion and I will show that it is plausible that 
contractualism will be over-demanding in important respects.  

Contractualism has a perspective on the notion of ‘cost to the agent’ different 
from that of the consequentialist framework.106 To give an impression, I start with the 
contractualist view on the case of influenza immunization.  
  
7.1 Influenza immunization from a contractualist perspective  
 
The core concern of contractualism is the relation of mutual respect among people. 
This leads to a difference in focus compared with the consequentialist perspective. It 
can be disrespectful to persons to ignore the effects on a person’s bodily integrity 
and as such this could give rise to a generic reason to reasonably reject a principle 
that would allow us to neglect one’s bodily integrity and the importance of consent. 
The same goes for considerations that involve fading boundaries between one’s 
professional and private life. If we are no longer obligated to respect such 
boundaries, agents have no say in what they can consent to or are prepared to 
accept as their responsibility. Responsibilities can simply be imposed on them. We 
must not only take into account the disrespectful aspects of our considerations to 
specific individuals but also consider what effects accepting such considerations will 
have on the general regulation of our behaviour in society. Do we want to live in a 
society that allows us to impose duties on others without their explicit consent? The 
fact that contractualism could accept these considerations as morally relevant 
already indicates that it accepts a broader notion of ‘cost to the agent’, because 
these considerations do not refer to an agent’s well-being alone. 
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Contractualism is also sensitive to the frustrating effects on agents of the 
burdens of cumulative responsibilities and duties and is susceptible to considerations 
of health-care workers concerning the endless flow of responsibilities they can be 
confronted with. Kumar describes the case of a frustrated academic to illustrate this: 
when an academic is continuously confronted with requests of a colleague to give 
comments on a draft of a paper, this may become burdensome, even if the actual 
request is not very deman-ding.107 After all, it takes only a few hours to read the 
manuscript and comment on it. But if this request is made on a regular basis it 
hampers teaching and research activities. The accumulation of burdens, then, can 
constitute a generic reason. In a similar way, health-care professionals can face 
innumerable responsibilities in such ways that they can no longer function properly 
as health-care worker. Contractualism could accept this as an important 
consideration, as long as this consideration does not apply to cases in which another 
person’s basic interests are at stake. When someone’s life is at stake, Kumar argues, 
it may not be appropriate to complain about the accumulation of burdens. Thus, as to 
the Life Saving Analogy, when I happen to be confronted with drowning children over 
and over again, I cannot complain that it will be too much for me to save yet another 
child. When we apply this to the influenza immunization case, it will depend on the 
question whether the basic interests of residents are at stake. Thus, if influenza is 
life-threatening to residents, and if there are convincing reasons that the 
immunization of health-care workers will prevent deaths among residents, this 
consideration cannot generate a generic reason.  

The contractualist approach to the influenza immunization case considers 
different reasons to be morally relevant. Let us turn to the four commonsense 
arguments to see what the contractualist view is concerning the demandingness 
debate in general.  
 
7.2 Lead-my-Own-Life Argument 
 
In this section I will show why contractualism both seems to respect the importance 
to agents to lead their own life and can lead to demanding requests on agents, 
expecting them to forgo these interests altogether.  

The Individualist Restriction, a core notion of contractualism, stresses that 
individuals should have their own say in a moral deliberation process, and that we 
cannot simply impose duties on agents without their consent. Thus, the golden rule 
that we can only accept those principles that no-one can reasonably reject 
guarantees that each individual will accept such a principle. Moreover, individuals are 
allowed to be fully aware of their actual concerns and commitments, and as such can 
fully express the importance of specific commit-ments, concerns and plans that build 
their own life. It seems that this indivi-dualist focus of contractualism will prevent 
more easily that agents will be ‘worn out’ by moral demands, because individuals will 
only accept those principles that account for the considerations underlying the Lead-
my-Own-Life Argument. Also, from a contractualist perspective it is insisted that our 
respect for others as persons will lead to the acceptance of considerations like 
offering people a choice of their own, and allowing them to lead their own life.  

Still, there is an important consideration that can lead us to a less sympathetic 
view, i.e. that contractualism can be over-demanding on agents too, and can instruct 
them to forgo their personal plans and commitments in order to fulfil one’s moral 
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obligations. Ashford and Jay Wallace both give arguments for this view.108 In this 
section, I will mainly focus on Ashford’s argument. According to her, the Individualist 
Restriction is not only sympathetic to the agent’s perspective, but can also lead to 
extreme demands on agents. Notice that this restriction prescribes that individuals 
can only complain on their own behalf. Thus, individuals can ‘block’ or ‘veto’ a 
proposed principle if they can bring forward considerations that can be accepted as 
generic reasons. If this is true, then it becomes hard to refute the idea that someone 
who is worse off in a situation can always have a reasonable complaint against any 
principle that will not lead to his or her benefit. This seems most true for agents 
whose basic interests are stake: it seems reasonable to reject any principle that will 
not lead to one’s saving: why should I accept a less demanding principle if that will 
certainly lead to my death? The consequence of this will be that for those who are 
better off, they may have no choice but to accept a highly demanding principle, 
because worse-off people have a generic reason to block each moral principle that 
will not lead to their saving. Ashford argues that this notion of basic interests does not 
only apply to a crisis like the drowning of a child in a pond, but also to chronic poverty 
and famine: as long as one’s basic interests are at stake, the argument applies.  
As a result, the number of occasions that agents who are best off may be expected 
to forgo their personal interests and face huge sacrifices will increase dramatically. 
Hence, one’s own life can be jeopardized and contractualism can be as demanding 
as consequentialism and agents will be left few opportunities to lead their own life.  

Ashford seems to have pinpointed a weak spot in the contractualist 
framework. Rahul Kumar for example admits that the basic interests of individuals 
must have high priority in our deliberations: it can be inappropriate and disrespectful 
to ignore another person’s basic interests. A life is certainly more important than the 
ability to make one’s own choices! But this is not all that can be said about the basic 
interests’ argument. Kumar also argues that a person’s basic interests will not always 
be sufficient ground to create a generic reason that will silence other considerations. 
He discusses several hypothetical cases of Geoff and Allie in which Geoff might lose 
his arm or Allie her life. Suppose that Allie makes instrumental use of Geoff’s arm by 
hiding behind Geoff’s back in order to protect herself from a fierce dog bent on killing 
her. In this case, Kumar argues, it is not unreasonable for Geoff to complain about 
the loss of his arm, because being offered a choice of one’s own is morally relevant. 
It would not only be disrespectful to Geoff as a person, but a society in which we 
need not ask people’s consent can be conceived as highly disrespectful to others as 
persons. Kumar formulates it in the following way. 
 

It is reasonable for people to want to have sufficient control over the course of 
their lives that they are able to make and execute plans, and to some extent 
have the course of their lives dictated by the choices they make. A principle 
requiring one to intervene at significant cost to oneself, in order to save 
another from a greater cost whenever one is in a position to do so, would 
seriously jeopardize this important interest.109 

 
Still, even if not every appeal to a person’s basic interests is sufficient to ground a 
reasonable complaint, we are left with a number of situations in which the basic 
interests of agents are at stake, and the best-off may be urged to forgo their own 
interests. Kumar and Scanlon are willing to admit that our obligations towards the 
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worse-off urge us to do more than we currently do,110 and that it is difficult to 
establish what level of sacrifice is required from a contractualist perspective.111 This 
supports Ashford’s argument, because it confirms the idea that the worse-off can 
block candidate principles that will not lead to their saving. Accordingly, agents may 
be confronted with high expectations and this can jeopardize their ability to lead a life 
of their own.  

There are two ways in which Ashford’s conclusion could be weakened. First, 
we can doubt whether a contractualist deliberation process allows individual agents 
to actually veto or block candidate moral principles, or that the number of complaints 
is somehow balanced. Scanlon is rather vague about the deliberation process that 
will lead to the acceptance or rejection of a proposed principle. He does not say that 
each generic reason will automatically be decisive. If this would be the case, this 
would support Ashford’s argument. If not, it is obscure how we should weigh different 
generic reasons against each other. The fact is that Scanlon is quite vague about this 
and only formulates a general moral principle. We can find some support for an 
alternative conclusion in that Scanlon explicitly mentions that he does not support the 
idea that we should necessarily give priority to the worse-off, but that the balancing 
procedure as such will determine what will be morally acceptable to all.112 Ashford’s 
argument simply presupposes that we must give priority to the worse-off.  

Secondly, Ashford builds her argument on considerations of well-being only, 
while Scanlon explicitly states that other considerations can also lead to generic 
reasons. If we hold a broader concept of what can count as a generic reason, this 
opens the possibility that individuals can reasonably reject a moral principle on other 
grounds than considerations of well-being only. Kumar’s example of Geoff and Allie 
is a good example of this contractualist view, because Allie’s argument that her basic 
interest is at stake can be countervailed by other considerations.  

An important advantage of Ashford’s argument is that, even if her radical 
conclusions can be toned down, we can raise some serious doubts about the initial 
view that contractualism is most sympathetic to the individualist perspective. This 
sympathy does not extend to the uncritical acceptance of the importance of leading 
one’s own life, and one’s ability to pursue one’s own interests can be seriously 
jeopardized by moral principles that cannot reasonably be rejected within a 
contractualist framework. As a result, agents can be left with few opportunities to 
pursue their own projects and plans, and this could jeopardize their ability to have a 
life of their own. Wallace arrives at a similar conclusion, based on the fact that the 
contractualist framework seriously constrains agents, i.e. agents are expected to 
comply with those principles that no one can reasonably reject.113 I will discuss his 
arguments more in detail in Chapter 6, because Wallace bases his argument on the 
claim that agents should be allowed sufficient opportunity to lead their own life, which 
is the second component of the Reasonableness Claim.   
 
7.3 Special Relations Argument 
 
Contractualism does not have to distinguish between our general and special 
obligations. Kumar says: 
 

                                                 
110 Kumar (2001a): 110; Scanlon (1998): 225.  
111 Scanlon (1998): 225. 
112 Ibid: 223-9. 
113 Wallace (2002). 
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The duties we owe to family members require no special explanation in 
consensualism114, as what we owe to each other is said to be determined by 
the character of the relationship we have with others, not by how much we can 
do to promote well-being by treating that person in one way rather than 
another.115  

 
The claims individuals have on others vary with the character of the relationship that 
is involved: our obligations to friends are different from our obligations to strangers, 
simply because these relations involve different aspects. Friendships involve aspects 
of intimacy and loyalty. When a friend calls on me to help him move to his new home, 
I will be inclined to act upon this request more readily, because my close relation to 
my friend leads to different expectations than I would recognize towards strangers. 
Being unkind and unhelpful to a friend can therefore be more harmful than being 
unkind to a stranger. This does not imply however that the needs of strangers will 
carry no weight at all and can easily be discarded. We also stand in relations of 
mutual respect with strangers, but in a different way. There is no question about our 
duty to save a drowning child, but it is less obvious that I offer my spare time to help 
complete strangers move to their new homes.  

The characteristics of the relationships that agents have with people are 
simply morally relevant, and this explains why Williams’s argument in the Burning 
House Case is justified and a man is allowed to save his wife. The contractualist 
framework agrees with Williams’s conclusion:  
 

For pointing out the relationship between himself and the person he saved, he 
draws attention to a principle that no one could reasonably reject that governs 
relations of that kind. The character of the relationship between husband and 
wife is what does the justificatory work here.116   
 

Does this imply that the Special Relations Argument will not arise within 
contractualism? Does it mean that contractualism will not lead to great burdens on 
agents that involve this specific argument? Kumar’s argument seems to support this 
conclusion, but I think it is a bit too hasty. There are three possible indications that 
agents may still be required to forgo their responsibilities to special relations.117  

First, it is important to realize that contractualism is concerned with a restricted 
moral domain: it defines the minimal standard of obligations that we have to others. 
Many of our caring relations involve considerations, concerns and commitments that 
surpass the ‘required minimum’: e.g. taking care of my child involves more than a 
responsibility for its nutrition, nourishing and education. But if contractualism only 
sets out to define our minimal obligations to others, how can it possibly account for 
the responsibilities and caring commitments that derive from our special relations? 
Would these not be beyond the range of contractualism? Scanlon seems to support 
this conclusion when he argues that it is inappropriate to settle the virtues of true 
friendship by determining what we owe to our friends. But once we accept the view 
that contractualism cannot possibly settle all our moral responsibilities to friends, it 
becomes possible that our contractualist obligations can conflict with our 
responsibility to a friend. And if such conflicts can occur, how are we to decide what 

                                                 
114 For the use of consensualism instead of contractualism see note 29. 
115 Kumar (2001a): 90. 
116 Ibid: 95. 
117 Ibid: 81-5. 
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considerations should prevail? Kumar’s account of consensualism seems to want to 
cover a wider range of responsibilities to others than just our minimal duties and 
obligations. His account could therefore be interpreted as a way out of this dilemma, 
implying that in his framework such conflicts would be solved. It would certainly 
explain why he explicitly mentions that consensualism does not need to distinguish 
between our special obligations and our general obligations to others. It is strange, 
however, that Kumar does not mention whether he departs from Scanlon’s view in 
this respect, because his consensualism seems in all respects a more detailed 
description of the contractualist framework that Scanlon presented.118  

A second reason why the contractualist framework could still be highly 
demanding on agents is related to the idea that contractualism involves an 
agreement as laid down in a contract. It is difficult to conceive of our commitments to 
our loved ones as contractual agreements. Caring and loving relations also involve 
important aspects like trust, and a contract may not adequately recognize and honour 
the importance of trust in relationships. This concern about the contractual aspect of 
the framework can be somewhat diminished by the following consideration. Notions 
like trust are not preliminary excluded from contractual relations. When I send a 
package to someone, based on a commercial transaction, there is no need to write 
down that it needs to be handled with care: we can simply assume this. We can 
therefore trust that the package delivery service will take good care of my goods. 
Thus a contractual relation can also involve notions of trust. In a similar way we can 
argue that our caring commitments to our loved ones can be accounted for in 
contractualism. An important question remains, however, whether our commitments 
can be accounted for adequately, or only to a certain extent. This leads us back to 
the first critical comment, the issue of minimalization. 

A third critical remark involves the thought that contractualism can only accept 
expectations as legitimate that people consciously agree upon. Many of our special 
relations also involve unconscious expectations. Suppose that my partner and I both 
have full-time jobs. Now and then one of us decides to take some time off to surprise 
the other, e.g. do some special cooking. It is not that we have consciously agreed 
upon such surprise dinners; thus, I cannot explicitly expect ‘a special gesture of some 
sort, but may come to feel, in the absence of such a gesture, somewhat neglected for 
reasons that are difficult to explain.’119 It is unclear whether contractualism can 
account for these unconscious expectations, even if Kumar suggests that there is no 
cause to doubt that contractualism, too, can accept these unconsciously agreed 
expectations.  

We can conclude that the contractualist framework does not in itself require 
agents to deny or ignore the importance of one’s commitments to one’s loved ones. 
Kumar explicitly states that it is part of the framework in what type of relation we 
stand to other persons, and this will lead to different legitimate obligations towards 
our loved ones compared to those towards strangers. The commonsense views 
about the importance of our commitments and concerns for our loved ones seem in 
this respect to be accounted for in contractualism. In connection with the notion of 
‘cost to the agent’ the contractualist framework seems to agree that being required to 
measure one’s commitments to friends and strangers with equal impartiality and to 
be forced to forgo one’s commitments to one’s loved ones implies a cost to the 
agent. There are some ways, however, in which agents can still face conflicts 

                                                 
118 Part of the reason that we are left in the dark could be that Kumar based his book on earlier works of Scanlon 
and not on the more recent What we Owe to Each Other.  
119 Kumar (2001a): 84. 
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between one’s commitments to one’s loved ones and to strangers that can be(come) 
too burdensome. I pointed at three different critical remarks that we can direct to the 
contractualist perspective.  

Still, the number of occasions that issues of over-demandingness will rise with 
respect to this argument will be more rarely than in a consequentialist framework.  
 
7.4  Frustration Argument 
 
In the discussion of our case study I indicated that contractualism is open to the 
accumulative effects of burdens to agents. The Frustrated Academic is illustrative for 
this type of considerations. I also pointed out that the Frustration Argument is not 
always appropriate. It does not apply when someone’s basic interests are at stake. 
What we were unable to determine so far is when an appeal to one’s basic interests 
is appropriate, because the case of Geoff and Allie, as discussed with respect to the 
Lead-my-Own-Life Argument showed that not every appeal to this argument is 
sufficient to establish a reasonable rejection against a proposed moral principle. 
Thus, in a number of instances, we are allowed to bring considerations to the fore 
that express the frustrating effects of a continuous flow of moral responsibilities. We 
can conclude that contractualism is open to the commonsense considerations that 
are expressed in this argument and as such accepts that frustrating effects on agents 
must be accepted as ‘cost to the agent’.  
 
7.5  Morally Distasteful Actions Argument 
 
Contractualism is also more open to considerations that are related to the Morally 
Distasteful Actions Argument. The focus of contractualism on mutual respect renders 
it susceptible to considerations that people generally reject as ‘morally distasteful’, 
like cheating, lying and intentionally hurting others, because they are disrespectful to 
others as persons. Agents can also reasonably reject actions that involve ‘neglect of 
one’s bodily integrity’ as we saw in the case of influenza immunization. The 
disrespect to others that is expressed by these actions constrains our actions. Notice 
that the reason why we should reject such actions is mainly based on the disrespect 
we show to others, and is not based on the burdensome consequences to agents. 
Hence, the contractualist framework allies more with deontological reasons to 
support the rejection of morally distasteful actions than it embraces the 
commonsense viewpoint. The result will be, however, that contractualists will be 
reluctant to accept morally distasteful actions, hence the commonsense claims will 
also less easily rise.  

There might be exceptions, though. The contractualist is, like the 
consequentialist, also not willing to accept absolute constraints.120 We may 
encounter situations in which agents can face actions that do involve morally 
distasteful actions and to which no other reasonable alternative may be available. We 
can imagine extreme cases in which we face such enormous disaster for humanity 
that it may not be appropriate to hold on to a constraint on our actions to lie, cheat or 
intentionally hurt another person, because not to do so would be even more 
disrespectful to others as persons. According to Kumar we could imagine a situation 
in which it is more disrespectful to object to killing one human being rather than not 

                                                 
120 I have some doubts about such absolute constraints. The contractualist, however, is unwilling to accept such 
absolute constraints, while a commonsense moralist might still be inclined to defend them with respect to the 
Morally Distasteful Actions Argument. 
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trying to save many others by killing someone.121 This is intriguing, because 
contractualism fervently rejects aggregation. How can he still argue that we might be 
confronted with situations in which not saving many others will be more disrespectful 
than refusing to breach a moral rule? I will address this exceptional type of cases in 
Chapter 4.  
 

In general, we can conclude that contractualism will respect similar limits to 
our actions as the commonsense perspective favours with respect to the Morally 
Distasteful Actions Argument. This does not necessarily imply that contractualism 
also embraces the thought that it is (highly) burdensome to agents to perform such 
actions. Instead, when we accept that agents can be expected to comply with morally 
distasteful actions contractualism will mainly focus on what type of (dis)respect is 
expressed to others as persons.  
 
7.6 Summary 
 
The primary focus of contractualism is on relations of mutual respect between 
people. We can only accept those principles that no-one can reasonably reject, i.e. 
that are justifiable to each individual who partakes in the deliberation process. From 
the contractualist perspective, a broader range of considerations can be accepted as 
‘cost to the agent’, because not allowing people a choice of their own, or simply 
ignoring their bodily integrity – considerations that were mentioned in the case of 
influenza immunization – can be highly disrespectful to people, and this is not the 
way we want to relate to them. Moreover, a more detailed analysis of the four 
commonsense arguments showed that the contrac-tualist perspective is more 
susceptible to the considerations that support these arguments. A contractualist 
accepts the importance of agents to lead their own life and the constraints we should 
accept in order to avoid actions generally considered ‘morally distasteful’. A 
contractualist recognizes the cumulative effects of sacrifices to agents, and accepts 
that this can be a morally relevant consideration that can lead to the reasonable 
rejection of new responsibilities. In different ways, the contractualist framework 
seems more open to the CCD, and acknowledges the burdensome effects of these 
considerations to agents.  

This does not imply, however that contractualism cannot be demanding on 
agents. On the contrary, with respect to the four arguments I pointed out that the 
sacrifices that can be expected from agents can still be extremely burdensome. 
Moreover, Kumar explicitly distinguishes between the demanding-ness of moral 
theory and the commonsense claim that we should accept some constraints and 
options within a moral framework.122 Contractualism - and consensualism - therefore 
do not eschew great burdens on agents, as long as all individual moral agents can 
reasonably accept them. What is striking in this picture is that contractualism 
explicitly wants to account for our commonsense moral beliefs, but can still lead to 
commonsense critique with respect to the issue of demandingness.  

I will analyse another ethical perspective to see whether the CCD applies 
there too. 
 
 
 
                                                 
121 Kumar (2001a): 146-8. 
122 Ibid : 77-8. 
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8 Feminist ethics of care perspective  
 
The third ethical theory I mean to analyse is known as an ethics of care perspective. 
Notice that no single ‘ethics of care’ exists, but that there is a wide range of theories 
presented under this heading that combines important feminist characteristics. An 
ethics of care perspective is often presented as an alternative kind of moral 
deliberation that shifts our perspective on morality radically, but that can also be 
applied within several ethical theoretical frameworks. I will treat a collection of views 
that go under the heading of an ethics of care in this discussion as expressing one 
unified perspective, because I am mainly concerned with what binds all these 
different perspectives rather than with what distinguishes them. Ethics of care 
perspectives all hold that care is a central moral notion, and related to this central 
moral notion several important overlapping characteristics can be distinguished. The 
ethics of care perspective can serve as a good alternative to the two ethical 
perspectives discussed above, because it explicitly criticizes the idea of an impartial 
moral perspective. In contrast, an ethics of care stresses the importance to agents to 
live an actual and concrete life, in which they face duties and responsibilities that are 
not only pressing on them, but that they also consider good and worthwhile. This 
view shows overlap with the initial critique that is given from a commonsense 
perspective and makes it interesting to see what alternative an ethics of care 
perspective can provide with respect to the demandingness debate. I will describe 
some main characteristics of this perspective and show that this perspective also 
leads to a different concept of ‘cost to the agent’. Then I will argue that an ethics of 
care can also be highly demanding on agents.  
 
8.1    Care: contextual and non-analytic approach  
 
Traditionally, care is often an object rather than a subject of philosophical analysis. 
To consider care as an object, we address dilemmas and questions that are 
embedded in a context of care, but we hardly ever analyse the concept of care itself, 
let alone consider our caring commitments as our basic moral practice. In this 
respect an ethics of care is unique, because it ascribes a central place to the notion 
of care. Care ethicists hold that care should be accepted as a central moral notion, 
because care is what moves people, what stimulates them to act, and from which our 
legitimate expectations to others derive and are negotiated. It is therefore important 
to pay attention to the different aspects that are involved in care, like the commitment 
and responsibility people have and feel towards others, but also for aspects of 
vulnerability and power. The fact that for many people caring for others is such a 
great part of their life urges us to accept care as part of our human existence. Closer 
analysis of care will therefore enable us to get a better understanding of our moral 
practices.  

It is intriguing that an ethics of care is developed within a feminist perspective, 
because traditionally women tended to be negatively associated with their caring 
commitments: the traditional role and social status of a woman was defined by her 
caring commitments to others. Thanks to Carol Gilligan, however, it is shown that a 
more positive interpretation can also be given to the notion of care and this made it 
possible to develop a framework that conceives care as a central moral notion. 
Gilligan showed that especially women tend to reason morally in a different ‘voice’ 
than most male respondents do: women seem to focus more on the maintenance of 
specific relations and try to estimate the consequences of one’s actions for one’s 
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relations to others, while men are more tempted to focus on issues of moral rules and 
justice.123 She described the women’s voice as an ‘ethics of care perspective’ in 
which we simply hold a different view on moral judgements. 
 

The picture of moral judgement has shifted from one in which the agent goes 
about life applying a battery of moral injunctions... –simple rule-like directives, 
capable of yielding clear moral verdicts through derivations of practical 
reasoning – to a view in which the task is more like a complex process of 
interpretation, articulation, and fine-grained, imaginative, discriminating 
perception.124  

 
Gilligan made a descriptive analysis, in which she found two different moral voices 
that refer to different ways of moral reasoning. Other academics have developed 
these findings into an ethics of care, i.e. they have formulated a normative framework 
based on these descriptive data. To conceive care as a primary moral notion implies 
that we have to acknowledge that morality and moral deliberation take place within 
dynamic practices in which the concrete attention to persons is of utmost importance. 
It is also important to learn more about the different aspects, customs and habits that 
are involved in the balancing of our moral responsibilities in caring practices, 
because this can have profound consequences for our normative theory.125 Notice 
that the notion of care is not necessarily restricted to one’s loving relations. Instead, 
we can hold a broad definition of care, as Tronto and Fischer do.  
 

[Care is] a species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, 
continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible 
That world includes our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which 
we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.126  

 
An important consequence when we consider care as the central moral notion is that 
we must be sensitive to context. Instead of requiring agents to abstract and take an 
impartial perspective, we must focus on actual and lived experiences of care and 
analyse what characterizes these relationships. We must also reckon with the 
possibility that we cannot even generalize between different caring relations, but that 
each caring commitment has its own specific characteristics. We cannot generalize 
between the expressed wishes of a child, a young working adult and a demented 
person, even if they all have in common that they express the concrete needs and 
desires of persons, because closer analysis will show us possibly many differences 
between these uttered wishes and our evaluation of them.  

In consequence of the necessary focus on context, an ethics of care 
perspective rejects conditions of universality and impartiality for moral deliberations.  
 

Various themes weave in and out of these leading and guiding images of the 
impartial viewpoint: disengagement or detachment; absence of interaction and 
dialogue as a part of deliberation; unilateral decision-rendering; the picture of a 
moral problem as a case to be closed or an instance to be disposed by a 
decision or verdicts…. If disengaged, solitary reflection is sometimes a 

                                                 
123 Gilligan (1982).  
124 Carse (1998): 159. 
125 Walker (2003): xviii. 
126 Tronto (1993):103. 
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powerful source of clarity in moral appreciation, it is sometimes an extremely 
effectively blind. Reflective withdrawal may close out input, appeals and 
invitations to reconsider which are not already standard in the reflector’s 
repertoire.127  

 
Note that care ethicists do not deny the possibility of universality and 

impartiality altogether, but they do hold that these conditions should not be a 
necessary starting-point for our process of moral deliberation.128  

Another implication of the contextual approach is that this perspective is 
essentially open to the dynamics of our practices. Some present care as an ongoing 
process in which the needs of people, the competence to give and take care and the 
responsibilities involved continuously change and are (re)negotiated between people. 
This supports the view that if care is a central moral notion, this involves specific 
moral values that are related to the caring processes. Tronto for example considers 
attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsivity as central moral values of 
care.129 

Some care ethicists argue that these characteristics will lead to a radical shift 
in our moral perspective. Instead of focusing on detachment and trying to find 
universal agreement, we must conceive morality in a completely different way. Tronto 
argued that it will lead to ‘a radical transformation in the way we conceive of the 
nature and boundaries of morality’130 and Walker shaped the contours of an 
‘alternative epistemology’ from a feminist ethical perspective.131 Recently, the sharp 
edges of the debate seem to vanish a little. Carse is one who takes a milder stance 
towards analytic philosophy and argues that while impartial reasoning may alienate 
and distract, it can also guard us from fixations and distortions of feelings and 
prevent us from parochialism in which our small worlds of interests and narrow 
horizons will be decisive. 132  

Will an ethics of care perspective lead to a less demanding ethical theory? 
Some might expect this, because this perspective is sensitive to the critique of 
alienation and detachment. However, I will show in the rest of this section that a 
partial ethics of care perspective can be at least as demanding as an impartial 
consequentialist perspective. This is explicitly stated by Kymlicka, who argues that 
 

Both utilitarians and care-ethicists face the problem of ‘unlimited 
responsibilities’ for moral agents. …The agent’s decisions become a function 
of all the satisfactions which he can affect from where he is: and this means 
that the projects of others, to an indeterminably great extent, determine his 
decision, leaving little room for the independent pursuit of his own desires and 
convictions.133 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
127 Walker (2003): 46-7. 
128 Walker (2003); Carse (1998). 
129 Tronto (1993): Chapters 4 and 5. 
130 Tronto (1993): 3. 
131 Walker (2003): 71-84. 
132 Carse (1998): 154. 
133 I owe Kymlicka (2002) for his analysis of feminist ethics. 
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8.2 Influenza immunization from an ethics of care perspective 
 
An ethics of care perspective leads to a different view on what is burdensome to 
agents. Based on the general characteristics of an ethics of care, it will be stressed 
that decisions about mandatory immunization of health-care workers cannot be 
conceived as a single, context-isolated decision. We have to realize that this decision 
is embedded in a context in which work loads are high and health-care workers are 
doing everything they can to guarantee at least the basic care to residents. 
Frequently, media report that nursing homes have a hard time to give all residents 
daily – or even weekly – showers or to dress them properly.134 Within such a context 
it can strike health-care professionals as an absurd request to require their 
immunization to prevent cases of the flu within the nursing home. On the other hand, 
if an outbreak of influenza will disturb the fragile balance of organized care within the 
institute, since ill residents require extra care, this is also relevant within this same 
context. Moreover, during the influenza season absenteeism due to illness will rise 
among health-care workers as well, which means that fewer personnel have to take 
care of more residents. Either way, the context in which a choice of immunization of 
health-care workers is discussed is highly relevant. Within this context we can 
acknowledge some considerations as extremely important, like not stimulating that 
the boundaries between one’s private life and one’s profession fade away, when 
health-care workers can easily suffer burn-out due to heavy workloads. 

On a more general perspective, a care ethicist wants us to focus not on this 
single issue and the ‘right decision’ with respect to an immunization request, but 
would have us turn to underlying questions of responsibilities and ideas about good 
care. An immunization request can seem rather arbitrary and uncalled for when basic 
care cannot be properly given, or when residents remain mostly indoors. Thus, if the 
management of an organization puts much emphasis on the immunization of health-
care workers, this may be counter-intuitive from a care ethics perspective, and 
neglect the truly important question, i.e. what good care for residents should involve. 
Notice that when small budgets are spent on vaccines instead of on extra personnel, 
this may lead to criticism from health-care workers, and we can seriously wonder 
whether care will benefit more from the immunization of residents than from a larger 
staff. 

A care ethicist is less likely to refer to considerations like ‘violating one’s bodily 
integrity’ or ‘inconvenient experience of immunization’ as such, because these 
considerations focus too much on the single decision at hand, as well as that these 
considerations are not familiar within a perspective focused on caring relations. As a 
result, the care ethics perspective will lead to a different view on the influenza 
immunization case and highlight other considerations as morally relevant. It also 
involves another view on what is burdensome to agents. ‘Cost’ cannot be isolated 
case by case, but has to be conceived in a broader context, in which ideas about 
responsibilities and ideas about good care are confronted with the actual practice.  

In the next sections, I revisit the four commonsense arguments, and show that 
when we apply the general framework of an ethics of care to the demandingness 
debate, an ethics of care perspective can be extremely burden-some to agents, even 
if this is not yet evident from the analysis of our case of influenza immunization. 
 

                                                 
134 Much debate arose in the Netherlands when it became publicly known that some nursing homes introduced 
so-called ‘pyama days’ for residents, in order to reduce the workload for health-care workers. Residents were not 
dressed during these days.  
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8.3 Lead-my-Own-Life Argument  
 
Kymlicka holds the somewhat bold statement that an ethics of care is at least as 
demanding to agents as an act-utilitarian perspective. Upon analysis he turns out to 
be right.  

According to Kymlicka, both an ethics of care perspective and a utilitarian 
perspective ground their moral claims in what he calls ‘subjective hurt and happiness’ 
rather than for example an objective notion of fairness. An ethics of care focuses on 
the satisfaction of needs of others and a utilitarian on the satisfaction of happiness. 
Both notions can be pursued endlessly and thus an ethics of care can require agents 
to sacrifice their personal interests and possibly even lead to self-sacrifice if one 
seriously strives to meet all the needs that one is confronted with. Why would an 
ethics of care lead to the self-sacrifice of care-givers? The fact that care is our central 
moral notion implies that being attentive to the needs of others is a moral quality of 
agents and failure to see and meet the needs of others will be morally reproachful. In 
other words, self-sacrifice is not some possible negative side-effect of a caring 
process, but can be an inherent part of an ethics of care. When people are 
encouraged to care for others, people are also encouraged to enter into and maintain 
caring relations. As a result, people may not only be stimulated to offer much of their 
time and effort to care for others, but they also become vulnerable for the exploitation 
of their caring activities: After all, when failing to care is seen as morally 
reprehensible and ending a caring relationship can be considered as ‘a diminishment 
of the ethical ideal’,135 this stimulates agents to maintain relationships even if one 
wants to opt out of that relationship. Some argue that this negative consequence can 
result in Noddings’s account of an ethics of care. She explicitly argues that ‘how good 
we become (as moral agents) depends in part on how well others receive what we 
do’; in other words: ‘the one caring might see her moral worth as wholly depending 
upon her capacity to care for others, or contingent upon being in relations.’136 Some 
have therefore concluded that an ethics of care is actually self-defeating.137   

The problem of possible self-sacrifice is by now widely acknowledged as a 
serious problem that an ethics of care perspective confronts, and care ethicists try to 
deal with it. Tronto says: 

 
some people make greater sacrifices of themselves than do other people; 
some will even sacrifice too much. Part of this moral problem is exacerbated 
by the fact that those who are most likely to be too self-sacrificing are likely to 
be the relatively powerless in society. Often, because people who care 
become enmeshed in the caring process, the great moral task is not to 
become involved with others…but to be able to stand back from ongoing 
processes of care and ask, ‘What is going on here?138  

 
As a response to the critique, some care ethicists point out that exploitation could be 
prevented if we add care for oneself as an important aspect to our notion of care. 
Others suggest that care-givers must be able to distance themselves in some ways 
from the caring relationships that they are involved in. Consider the example of a 
mother who is so much involved with caring for her handicapped child that she is 
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unable to see what would be the best housing for her. She keeps insisting that her 
daughter should take residence in a semi-autonomous institution, while her daughter 
actually needs 24-hour surveillance.139  

If agents are unable to step back from their particular involvement in a 
relationship, they can become so much entangled that they even come to rely on the 
concept of being needed by others. This is what Hoagland calls ‘enablement’: care-
givers can become fixated about the idea of being needed. She describes the 
example of people who care for alcoholics: one can be so caught up in the care for a 
drunk that one no longer wants the abuse to stop.140 Or consider this in a most 
extreme example, in which people who suffer from the Münchhausen-by-Proxy 
Syndrome batter their children in order to be able to care even better for them. In 
other words, care must not turn into choking love.  

An important remark regarding the fact that care ethicists are aware of the 
dangers of self-sacrifice and stress the importance of being able to care for oneself 
and to distance oneself from one’s caring commitments is that these ‘solutions’ are in 
one way also problematic to an ethics of care. The reason is that this perspective is 
traditionally reluctant to accept notions of autonomy and detachment. Thus, care for 
oneself implies a concept of oneself, one’s identity and autonomy, while most 
concepts of autonomy are criticized for being too isolated from the social life and the 
relations that people have with others. Thus, if an ethics of care wants to incorporate 
some idea of ‘care for oneself’ this might imply accepting some idea of autonomy as 
well. Accordingly, we see recent attempts to develop some relational concept of 
autonomy as an alternative to the dominant concepts of autonomy that are rejected 
from this perspective.141 

We can state that an ethics of care perspective can be highly demanding on 
agents, because the emphasis that is laid on the notion of care stimulates agents to 
estimate caring relationships highly and possibly even to continue in relationships 
that exploit them. To consider care as our central moral notion implies that not caring 
for others and not seeing to their needs is morally blameworthy. Care for others can 
therefore lead to the self-sacrifice of agents, and this can be highly burdensome to 
them. It will get in the way of care for their own projects and concerns. Comparing the 
act-consequentialist perspective and care ethics we find that the opposite of 
alienation and detachment can also lead to great burdens on agents.   
 
8.4   Special Relations Argument 
 
We can expect that a partial ethical perspective avoids the commonsense critique 
that it is burdensome to agents to forgo their special concerns and commitments. 
Indeed, an ethics of care will not lead to issues of demandingness based on this 
argument. Rather the opposite is true. Because of its partial focus on actual caring 
commitments, some argue that an ethics of care will lead us to neglect our duties to 
strangers. Since our relationship with strangers is not rooted in commitment we may 
be inclined to favour those with whom we actually have specific relationships. And 
this can lead to parochial morality. 
 

                                                 
139 With thanks for this real-life example from a member of an ethical committee. 
140 Hoagland (1991). 
141 Recently, several attempts have been made to develop alternative concepts of autonomy. See Mackenzie & 
Stoljar (2000). 
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8.5 Frustration Argument 
 
An ethics of care can also lead to burdens that fall under the Frustration Argument. 
Being expected to meet the possibly endless needs of others can be highly 
frustrating to care-givers. Tronto pointed out that an overload on care-givers can 
make them angry and enraged, like the nurse who had no time for a lunch break, but 
was continuously required to take care of her patients.142 However, we need not 
conclude that an ethics of care overlooks these negative consequences. The fact that 
a care perspective focuses on contexts of care renders it sensitive to an 
accumulation of burdens, as I showed in the discussion of the influenza immunization 
case. From an ethics of care perspective it can be pointed out that one cannot simply 
expect agents to go on caring when this will lead to burn-out and when their caring 
responsibilities are somewhat arbitrarily determined. In an ethics of care frustration 
can be a relevant moral consideration. 
 
8.6 Morally Distasteful Actions Argument 
 
Exploitation of care-givers is a bad thing that we should want to prevent. This urges 
us to develop a more critical stance towards the characteristics of our actual caring 
commitments and relationships. As Card says,   
 

Elevating care into an ethical ideal threatens to valorize the maintenance of 
carers of the relationships that ought to be dissolved or those from which a 
carer should be able to withdraw without being in any way’ ethically 
diminished.143  

 
From this view, we can argue that the exploitation of agents is burdensome to them. 
Agents are no longer free participants in such relations, but simply expected to 
contribute to the well-being and needs of others. Many women are often victim of 
such relationships, in which they have no choice but to care for others. It is simply 
their expected social or traditional role. I consider it an interesting ‘supplement’ to the 
commonsense argument of over-demandingness that the exploitation of care-givers 
can be seen as a ‘morally distasteful action’. We should beware of these effects on 
agents and should be reluctant to become involved in unwanted and non-voluntary 
patterns of care, because this negatively influences the self-conception of care-
givers.144 This implies that being exploited must also be considered as a ‘cost to the 
agent’. 
 
8.7  Summary 
 
An ethics of care holds that care should be a central moral notion, and that our moral 
deliberations should not abstract, generalize and universalize from our concrete and 
actual practices, requiring agents to detach from their actual situation. Rather, we 
should take our actual caring practices as starting-point for moral deliberations. To 
consider care as a central moral notion implies that the caring commitments we have 
to others can be good and worthwhile in themselves, and that we can learn much 
about our moral responsibilities if we analyse the characteristics of these relations. In 

                                                 
142 Tronto (1993): 143. 
143 Card (1990): 105. 
144 Bubeck (1995): 256. 
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fact, not being attentive to others and not meeting the needs that one actually 
encounters can be morally reproachful. This perspective seems the opposite of an 
act-consequentialist perspective, and in the case of influenza immunization we found 
that different considerations were brought out as morally relevant.  

Though fundamentally different from an act-consequentialist perspective, the 
care perspective too can be highly demanding on agents. Especially the fact that 
care inherently involves an endless stream of responsibilities combined with the fact 
that caring for others is considered morally best, can lead to self-sacrifice on the part 
of agents, and possibly even to their exploitation. This goes against the 
commonsense view that agents should be able to make their own choices and lead 
their own life. In fact, care ethicists acknowledge these negative consequences and 
they have made several attempts to find a way out of this dilemma. To avoid the 
accusation of working with a self-defeating framework, the notion of care could be 
conceived more broadly, e.g. include care for oneself, or we could turn to some 
concept of autonomy to urge agents to value their own interests more. In a similar 
way the Frustration Argument can apply to an ethics of care, because the continuous 
flow of needs can frustrate agents lead to anger and even rage. Finally, the care 
perspective implies that exploitation of care-givers is a bad thing, a ‘morally 
distasteful action’. It also means that we should consider the exploitation of people as 
a ‘cost to the agent’. And as to the other arguments referred to, we see that an ethics 
of care perspective supports the commonsense view that not being able to lead a life 
of one’s own, i.e. to care for oneself, is a ‘cost to the agent’, and also that being 
confronted with endless requests is highly burdensome to agents.   
 
9 The four commonsense arguments revisited;  

Reasonable demands and ‘cost to the agent’ 
 
After this lengthy discussion of three ethical theoretical perspectives, we can come to 
some conclusions with respect to the demandingness debate. I presented four 
commonsense arguments that support the CCD and that show in what substantive 
ways agents can be confronted with an overload of responsibilities and demands. I 
also argued that these four arguments do not yet suffice to justify any limits to moral 
demands. A first step towards such justification is to accept a concept that includes 
these substantive arguments as a relevant normative factor. This is expressed in the 
notion of ‘cost to the agent’. Next, I presented three ethical perspectives both to 
support the substantive claims that I made with regards to the demandingness 
debate, and to find support for the four commonsense arguments presented in 
Section 3. Moreover, such support would encourage us to accept the notion of ‘cost 
to the agent’ as a relevant normative factor in the demandingness debate, although 
we must conceive this notion more broadly than it has traditionally been done. If we 
summarize the analysis of the three theoretical perspectives, what conclusions can 
be drawn?  

First, it is plausible to accept that several ethical theories can be over-
demanding to agents. Act-consequentialism, contractualism and care ethics can all 
lead to overload on the agent, be it in different ways. Thus, the traditional view that 
the demandingness debate only involves (act-)consequentialist theories is mistaken. 
Moreover, the fact that such fundamentally different views can all be extremely 
demanding to agents makes it plausible either to suggest that demandingness is a 
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theory-independent characteristic of morality,145 that it is simply present within very 
different theories, or that it can arise in each ethical theory that does not adequately 
reflect our commonsense intuitions and beliefs. The fact that both an ethics of care 
and a contractualist view stress the importance of taking commonsense beliefs as 
starting-point, however, supports the idea that demandingness is probably inherent in 
most or all ethical theories.  

Secondly, the various theoretical perspectives clearly differ in the way they 
can be over-demanding to agents. As was to be expected, the general framework of 
act-consequentialism will easily lead to burdensome effects on agents with regard to 
all four of the commonsense arguments. Agents may be expected to forgo their own 
interests and their caring commitments to others, to shoulder cumulative effects of 
burdens and to override even the moral boundaries they generally respect with 
regard to some type of actions, all this in order to pursue the ‘optimal outcome’.  
Contractualistm on the other hand, will mostly lead to burdensome effects with 
respect to the ability of agents to lead their own life. The acceptance of an 
Individualist Restriction can lead to stringent demands on agents. Contractualists can 
also require agents to give preference to their contractualist moral duties above their 
caring commitments, when values and important aspects of these caring 
commitments are not part of the moral domain to which contractualism applies. 
Finally, contractualism does acknowledge that an accumulation of burdens can 
become too costly for agents, hence lead to a generic reason that can reasonably 
reject principles that require agents to contribute even more. This consideration is 
clearly limited however. A frustrated academic can have a justified claim that one’s 
professional functioning is jeopardized, while a frustrated saver of drowning children 
is never justified in letting the next child drown.  

In an ethics of care perspective, the Lead-my-Own-Life Argument and the 
Frustration Argument are most clearly at the forefront of extreme burdens to agents. 
The possibility of self-sacrifice and exploitation of agents is a serious problem for this 
theory and leads us to conclude that an ethics of care can be at least as demanding 
as consequentialist theories. Last, the possibility of exploi-tation urges us to accept 
this as a morally distasteful action as well; it is bad to exploit agents and confront 
them with situations in which they become exploited.  

A possible objection is that merely establishing shortcomings in these 
theoretical perspectives regarding the four arguments is not enough to vindicate the 
CCD.  

It could be a self-fulfilling prophecy to simply take the commonsense point of 
view and point at the ‘failures’ of different ethical theories with regards to the issue of 
demandingness. However, this is not all that can be said in support of the 
commonsense arguments. In the analysis of these three theoretical perspec-tives I 
also showed how some of these commonsense arguments are in fact embraced and 
confirmed from the viewpoint of ethical theories. For example, a contractualist can 
argue why the accumulation of burdens must be considered as burdensome to 
agents, because it is ultimately disrespectful to agents as persons to jeopardize their 
proper functioning. And within all three perspectives it is somehow confirmed that the 
ability to lead one’s own authentic life is important and should be accepted as a 
relevant consideration. Thus, it becomes more plausible to accept the commonsense 
arguments when they are shared by and accounted for in normative theory.  

                                                 
145 Cullity (2004): 30-3.  
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Moreover, thirdly, the fact that there is general agreement that the four 
commonsense arguments cover a range of burdens to agents that are considered 
relevant for our deliberations also supports the CCD, because it makes it more 
plausible to accept the notion of ‘cost to the agent’ as a normative consideration that 
can block, outweigh or override other considerations. Still, the acceptance of ‘cost to 
the agent’ as a relevant normative factor requires a further step in the 
demandingness debate. I argued that an act-consequentialist can easily accept and 
incorporate the commonsense critique, but will not accept that ‘cost to the agent’ can 
be a self-standing normative factor. Instead, cost to the agent must be conceived as 
one of the consequences of our actions that are balanced against other 
consequences. This explains why the burdens on agents can easily be outweighed 
and overridden by other considerations and we can only argue for the acceptance of 
some options in a consequentialist framework. The defence of options can do no 
justice to the core of the commonsense critique and this is one of the reasons why I 
suggested that we should accept ‘cost to the agent’ as a self-standing normative 
factor. ‘Cost to the agent’ must be able to block some alternative ways of action, like 
being expected to kill or hurt someone when this will lead to better overall 
consequences. This does not imply, however that ‘cost to the agent’ must be 
accepted as some absolute constraint on all our actions. It does imply that it is not a 
consideration that can easily be brushed aside. The commonsense perspective in the 
demandingness debate emphasizes that we must respect some limits to the 
demands we can impose on agents, simply because not respecting these limits will 
have huge impact on their lives, on their view of the good life and on their own 
agency. If we accept this claim, we must necessarily also embrace the notion of ‘cost 
to the agent’ as a relevant normative factor. If we do not, we ultimately do not take 
the commonsense claim seriously and may be led to reject the claim of the 
demandingness debate altogether. Notice that this is frequently done by those who 
approach the CCD sceptically and that it is not uncommon to claim that the 
commonsense critique is not a critique of morality or ethical theories as such, but a 
problem that agents have to face. Agents, such sceptics say, simply have to learn to 
deal with the conflicts and burdens that derive from normative theory.  

Fourthly, I hope to be able to avoid the sceptical conclusion that the 
demandingness debate should be rejected altogether, by having found support for 
the view that we should interpret ‘cost to the agent’ more broadly than wonted. 
Sceptics of the demandingness debate usually tend to narrow cost to the agent to the 
effects on an agent’s well-being and conceive the debate as a conflict of interests 
between an agent’s personal outlook and one’s moral demands. I showed that this 
misconceives the commonsense critique and that this explains why a defence of 
options is not sufficient: allowing agents some moral leeway is not enough to silence 
the more fundamental critique that agents can simply be expected to neglect the 
importance of integrity and authenticity. Moreover, contractualists point out that 
mutual respect to persons is an important consideration that supports the view that 
being required to forgo commitments to one’s loved ones or being expected to make 
endless contributions is extremely burdensome to agents. It is hard to conceive the 
Special Relations Argument and the Frustration Argument solely in terms of a conflict 
of interests, or as effects on an agent’s well-being only. In a similar way, an ethics of 
care perspective brings to the fore that the possibility of being exploited or becoming 
too much entangled in a caring relationship should also be conceived as extremely 
burdensome to agents, and we cannot interpret these effects solely in terms of well-
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being, or as conflict of interests, at least if we do not stretch the concept of well-being 
and interests so far that they can capture all these aspects.  

Fifthly, if we accept the plausibility of the four commonsense arguments and 
the CCD, we will have found a first answer concerning the content of the 
Reasonableness Claim. At some point, the burdens placed on agents by moral 
demands can become too great and this urges us to respect limits to the demands 
that can be imposed. What we must conceive as burdensome is expressed in the 
four arguments: the Lead-my-Own-Life Argument, the Special Relations Argument, 
the Frustration Argument and the Morally Distasteful Actions Argument. These 
Arguments support a broad interpretation of ‘cost to the agent’ that must be accepted 
as a relevant normative consideration. The analyses in the present chapter do not yet 
tell us what limits we should accept and how we should measure burdens to agents. I 
consider this as a next step rather than a necessary condition for the importance of 
the demandingness debate: only if we have established what substantive aspects are 
involved from a commonsense perspective, will we be able to determine when and 
how this perspective is done justice and how over-demandingness can be prevented.  
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Chapter 4   Numbers and priority  
 
 

 
Illustrating the absurdity is all that lifeboat cases are good for, 

in my opinion. These cases invite us to imagine situations in 
which we feel forced to make choices among things that 

cannot coherently be treated as alternatives, because their 
values are incomparable. 

         David Velleman, 1999: 374 
 
 
1 Introduction 
 
Our commonsense beliefs about the moral relevance of numbers are ambiguous. On 
the one hand there is the tendency to hold a deontological position, denying any 
moral relevance at all of the number of people involved in a particular situation; 
decisive is the type of action required of agents. This means that we cannot simply 
add the benefits or burdens among individuals and make a judgement based on this 
sum. This position is known as rejecting the possibility of aggregation. On the other 
hand, it is also a firmly held commonsense belief that when equal harms befall 
unequal numbers of people, numbers are the only decisive factor. In this chapter I 
will focus on the question whether it is possible to hold both positions. If not, we can 
reproach the commonsense view for ambiguity and argue that this is a way to try to 
have one’s cake and eat it too. For two reasons, this issue is of great importance to 
the Reasonableness Claim. First, the issue of aggregation is raised in the 
demandingness debate. In this debate, several arguments in favour of ‘cost to the 
agent’ are emphasized from a commonsense moral perspective. Can this argument 
be combined with the other strongly held intuition, i.e. that numbers can be morally 
decisive on some occasions, even if it may require huge efforts from agents? And if 
we accept both views on numbers, will this weaken the commonsense argument in 
the deman-dingness debate? Secondly, if we can find a rationale in favour of this 
apparent ambiguity, then we may also find support for the view that commonsense 
morality expresses our fundamental beliefs rather than our ad-hoc pre-theoretical 
intuitions.146  

The outline of this chapter is as follows. In Section 2 I will describe the 
commonsense view on the relevance of numbers more clearly. In order to find some 
rationale for this apparently ambiguous situation, I will in Section 3 present the 
contractualist view, which is closely related to the commonsense viewpoint. Both 
viewpoints reject aggregation and embrace the view that when equal harms befall 
unequal numbers, numbers must be decisive. In Section 5 I will analyse Scanlon’s 
Tie-breaker Argument and the main objections to it, in order to compare this to the 
commonsense stance in the debate. 
 
 
 

                                                 
146 See Chapter 2, Section 3 for different views on commonsense morality. 
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2  Commonsense morality, aggregation and the moral relevance of numbers  
 

Aggregation involves the idea that the harms and benefits among persons can be 
summed and that this sum carries moral weight. In other words, if some benefit will 
befall not just one or some, but a great number of people, this is morally relevant, 
and we should add the individual benefit of each to count this relevance. Thus, when 
facing the choice of eliminating a dictator in order to save an entire population from 
his cruel actions it is relevant that the ‘sacrifice’ of one person (the dictator) will 
benefit thousands of people. According to this type of reasoning, the killing of the 
dictator can be outweighed by the smaller benefits for a large group of people. This 
aggregative argument can apply to different types of sums: we can compare smaller 
burdens and benefits to larger burdens and benefits, but we can also compare the 
burdens of some to the benefits for many. In the literature we find cases discussing 
the justifiability of letting a person suffer major injuries to prevent thousands to miss a 
football match (Transmitter Case), or to kill one person to prevent thousands from 
getting a mild headache (Headache Case). In other words, the aggregation argument 
‘combines the values of separate morally relevant features into a single value in 
order to determine a comparative relation between the non-singleton sets of these 
features.’147  

The notion of aggregation is intuitively attractive, and few will deny the initial 
appeal it has for us. But it is a different matter whether numbers can be a justificatory 
and conclusive reason. Deontologists generally deny this, while it is not unusual to 
accept the aggregative argument in a consequentialist framework. Within 
consequentialist reasoning, we focus on the outcome of actions and this invites us to 
add up the benefits or burdens among people. In an act-utilitarian perspective for 
example, the relevance of numbers seems obvious, because numbers ‘are a useful 
(or practical) indicator of the amount of good that can be done by pursuing a 
particular course of action, i.e. to benefit the greater number is, in most cases, to do 
more good.’148  

The main reason for rejecting aggregation is that it can lead to counter-intuitive 
results. Non-consequentialists frequently argue that the relevance of numbers is only 
apparent, because we can always point out other considerations that are of decisive 
moral importance. Moreover, bringing the relevance of numbers to the fore can be 
inappropriate in cases where particular considerations are clearly of greater 
importance. For example, deontologists claim that in the case of Jim and the Indians, 
in which Jim faces the choice of killing one Indian to save the lives of ten other 
Indians, numbers appear as relevant, but they are not. It is the choice between killing 
or not killing, not between killing one or killing ten more. The fact that some 
consequentialists tend to describe this case as if the number of Indians involved 
should influence Jim’s decision misrepresents the true moral dilemma in this case. In 
a similar way, it is a wrong suggestion that the Chopping of Chuck could be morally 
justified if a great number of patients could thereby be saved. The killing of an 
innocent visitor to the hospital can never be justified; no matter how many lives it 
would save.  

                                                 
147 Hirose (2004): 66. 
148 Kumar (2001a): 117. 
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In many other situations, like the famous Trolley Cases,149 non-
consequentialists are able to present specific distinctions that, in their view, can help 
us explain why some actions and choices are (not) justified. These distinctions 
involve e.g. the difference between doing and allowing and between intending and 
foreseeing. I will not go into these distinctions, but it is important to notice that these 
debates are related to the rejection of aggregation.  

Commonsense morality also holds the non-consequentialist view on 
aggregation; it rejects aggregation and accepts the moral relevance of the 
distinctions that are generally put forward as an alternative. Notice, however, that 
commonsense morality does not agree with non-consequentialists on at least one 
type of situation, which is when equal harms befall an unequal number of people. 
Suppose that I have to decide whether to rescue one miner from an explosion in a 
shaft, or save a hundred from another shaft, I simply have to save the hundred.150 
The commonsense view holds that in this kind of cases it is not only a relevant 
consideration a greater number of people can be saved, but it should be the morally 
decisive factor. Thus, when equal harms befall unequal numbers, all else being 
equal, then numbers are morally decisive. Let me illustrate this with a famous 
scholarly example that I will use throughout this chapter. 
 
The Rocks Case:151  
On two separate rocks people need to be saved. If an agent is within equidistance 
from both rocks, and the flood is rising quickly, he must decide whom to save. If there 
is only one person A sitting on the first rock while two other persons, B and C are 
sitting on the second rock, it is a commonsense conviction that we have to save the 
greater number, other things being equal.  
 
This is not the only type of situation in which numbers are morally appealing from a 
commonsense perspective. In a second type of cases, numbers are not claimed to 
be decisive, but at least morally relevant. The Case of the Cruel Dictator is a good 
example: the fact that a large population can be saved does make some appeal to us 
and could be taken into consideration when deciding whether to kill the dictator. It is 
much more obscure in these cases what the relevance and weight of numbers will be 
when we contrast them with the first type of situation. Moreover, this second type of 
cases seems to lead to an even more ambiguous position of the commonsense 
perspective, because it denies the clear-cut non-consequentialist response to the 
aggregation argument.  

In this chapter I want to focus primarily on the first type of situation, in which 
numbers are considered morally decisive, and only sneakily preview some possible 
rationale for the second type of cases in the final section. I choose to focus on the 
first type of cases, because our commonsense beliefs are clear about situations like 
the Rocks Case while arguments in the second type of cases become fuzzier. 

                                                 
149 Trolley Cases, introduced by Foot and frequently discussed by Kamm and others, concern cases in which I 
can change the course of a riding trolley, in order to save five people by killing one, or to throw one person on the 
track to stop the trolley and save a number of others. 
150 Kumar argues that this stance in the debate makes commonsense morality an ‘odd man’ in the non-
consequentialist debate, because ‘if there is one feature of common sense morality that it would be very 
convenient for the non-consequentialist to discredit, it is the thought that, at least in some cases, the number of 
people who stand to benefit by one’s choice of action is a relevant consideration for deciding what one morally 
has reason to do’ (Kumar, 2001a: 117). 
151 The discussion of the Rocks Case may seem farfetched and unreal, while commonsense morality is generally 
characterized by its commonality. However, it is sometimes good to abstract from the daily-life reality, in order to 
get a clear picture of those, probably rare, situations in which numbers seem to be the only salient feature. 
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Besides, if we can find some rationale for the first type of cases, this can probably be 
helpful in the other cases as well. In search for some rationale for the commonsense 
stance in the Rocks Case, I turn to the contractualist viewpoint.  
 
3   Contractualism and the relevance of numbers  

 
Commonsense morality is not solitaire in its stance regarding the Rocks Case.  
Recently, Scanlon presented a similar view in defence of his contractualist viewpoint. 
Scanlon explicitly and forcefully rejects aggregation as a typical consequentialist 
characteristic that leads to counter-intuitive results. He defends the view that we 
should save the greater number in the Rocks Case.  

To illustrate why aggregation should be rejected, Scanlon presents the 
Transmitter Case, in which Mr Jones, an electrician, has an accident in a transmitter 
room. Some electrical equipment has fallen on his arm. We cannot rescue him 
without turning off the transmitter for fifteen minutes. At the same time a World Cup 
Match is broadcasted and watched by millions of people. This match will last for 
another hour. Some consequentialists, Scanlon says, would argue that we must 
decide whether to rescue Mr Jones, who is hurt but will not suffer excessively if he is 
not rescued until the match is over.152 Scanlon argues that this dilemma is wrongly 
presented, because small benefits for a majority can never outweigh the harm that 
happens to Mr Jones. Accepting aggregation would tempt us to make such 
comparisons, but they are inappropriate and counter-intuitive. No matter how many 
people will miss the match on television, we must help the trapped and hurt man. 
Scanlon argues that aggregation is never a proper consideration, because it is hard 
to see who or what will enjoy the sum of benefits or burdens: there is no single 
individual who can enjoy the sum of the benefits of the people watching the match, 
there are only a number of individuals missing a match on television.  

This general rejection of aggregation is contrasted by the Rocks Case in which 
Scanlon argues that when equal harms befall unequal numbers, we simply must 
save or benefit the greater number, and he presents the Tie-breaker Argument to 
defend this position. I will analyse this argument and compare it to the commonsense 
viewpoint.  

Notice that it is not coincidental that contractualism holds the same stance in 
the debate as commonsense morality does. As a matter of fact, Scanlon and Kumar 
explicitly argue that they want to account for our commonsense intuitions in their 
contractualist framework.153 This makes it all the more interesting to analyse the 
contractualist argument, because this same argument could be considered a defence 
of the commonsense viewpoint.  
 
3.1 The Rocks Case and the Tie-breaker Argument  

 
Although Scanlon claims that he wants to account for our commonsense beliefs in 
his contractualist framework, this does not automatically explain why he holds the 
view that we should save the greater number in the Rocks Case. Consider that 
Scanlon’s contractualist framework puts great emphasis on the individual 
perspective. It is extremely important that each has a say in a deliberation process. 
Therefore, contractualists allow only individuals to reject or accept moral principles in 
a moral deliberation process and they can do this only on their own behalf. This is 
                                                 
152 Scanlon (1998): 235. 
153 Kumar (2000). 
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referred to as the Individualist Restriction.154 The Individualist Restriction seems 
clearly related to the rejection of aggregation, because the Transmitter Case is 
illustrative of this view: it both explains why each individual should have a say (i.e. Mr 
Jones) and why we should not accept that groups of individuals can bond together 
and present a cumulative argument. The Individualist Restriction can be considered 
as the ‘Golden Rule’ of his framework, because the claim that we have to accept 
those principles no one can reasonably reject is based on this Restriction.  

The most obvious thing to expect is that this same restriction also applies in 
the Rocks Case; other non-consequentialists, too, have consistently applied this idea 
to the Rocks Case. John Taurek and Elisabeth Anscombe for example both hold that 
the Rocks Case is a true deadlock situation. According to Taurek we should flip a 
coin, because it is, from a moral point of view, not worse if six die or only one. People 
face death on either rock.155 According to Anscombe the interests of each individual 
deserve to be taken into account and ‘the thought that the six being grouped together 
makes no difference to the strength of each individual’s claim to be saved. No one of 
them has a greater claim to be saved than any of the others.156  

Scanlon disagrees with this view, and argues that we have decisive reasons to 
save the greater number. How can he defend this view in such a way that it does not 
conflict with the Individualist Restriction? He presents the Tie-breaker Argument as 
an alternative.  
 
The Tie-breaker Argument holds the following view on the Rocks Case: deadlock 
situations only exist when equal harms befall equal numbers. If on each rock one 
individual would face a certain death, this would be a real deadlock situation. In a 
deadlock situation, people have an equal claim, if all other things are equal, on my 
assistance. In the Rocks Case however the presence of a second individual on one 
of the rocks will break the tie, and this third person will outweigh the reasons we have 
for saving the one person on the rock.  
 
Why is the third person a tie-breaker? According to Scanlon, a deadlock exists 
between two persons A and B when I have no specific reason to aid either one of 
them: I am not related to one of them, neither A nor B is a mass-murderer or guilty of 
putting the other person’s life at jeopardy and so on. In all respects we can say that A 
= B. When a third person C enters the scene, the situation changes. It becomes 
difficult to say that while A= B, now also A = B + C. C makes a difference and breaks 
the tie. C could seriously complain if we would still hold that we face a deadlock 
situation. He could complain that his interests were not taken into account, that he 
had no ‘say’ in the decision.157 Therefore, if we are convinced that we face a new 
situation if three persons are involved, we simply cannot conclude that we must turn 
to some fair procedure like flipping a coin, because we have convincing reasons to 
save the greater number.  

Notice that Scanlon only wants this argument to apply to the Rocks Case, and 
not to e.g. the Transmitter Case. How does he prevent this argument to enter the 
slippery slope that leads to the acceptance of aggregation? According to Scanlon, 
the Tie-breaker Argument can only apply to situations in which – roughly – equal 
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harms befall unequal numbers of people. Thus, the moral seriousness people face 
has to be of the same degree. The Transmitter Case does not fall within this range. 
The suffering of Jones is clearly not of the same degree as the people who are 
deprived of watching a game; therefore we cannot apply the Tie-breaker Argument in 
the Transmitter Case.158  
 
 3.2  Objections to the Tie-breaker Argument  
 
In many reviews of Scanlon’s book What we Owe to Each Other the issue of 
aggregation and his presentation of the Tie-breaker Argument is criticized. It has led 
Scanlon to admit in one of his replies to his critics that ‘[I] was under no illusion that I 
had solved the problem of aggregation, and the part of the book devoted to this 
question was the part that seemed to me least satisfactory.’159  

The following objections are brought to the fore and will be addressed in this 
section. First, it is argued in several ways that the Tie-breaker Argument is actually 
an aggregation argument in disguise. Secondly, it is also argued that the Tie-breaker 
Argument should apply to a larger number of cases and that this conflicts with the 
Individualist Restriction. Lastly, it is argued that Scanlon’s argument cannot lead to a 
clear duty to save the greater number, but only shows considerations that speak in 
favour of saving the greater number.  
 
3.2.1  The Tie-breaker Argument is aggregation in disguise  
 
It is frequently argued that the Tie-breaker Argument is actually a form of 
aggregation, and that this leads to serious problems for the contractualist framework. 
This has two consequences. First, Scanlon cannot both reject and accept 
aggregation, and has to revise his viewpoint on the rejection of aggregation. 
Secondly, we can seriously doubt whether the field of application of the Tie-breaker 
Argument can be as limited as he proposes, hence it may lead him to accept 
aggregation altogether and this conflicts with his contractualist framework. To many, 
it seems rather obvious that the Tie-breaker Argument is some variation of 
aggregation, because  
 

one breaks a tie…by adding the claim of the second person in the group of 
two to that of the other person in this group.… It follows from this method of 
tipping the balance that the Kamm-Scanlon argument appeals to reasons 
corresponding to the claims of groups of individuals.160  

 
If these critics are right, Scanlon faces serious problems.  
 Kumar has responded to these critics and argued that it is wrong to consider 
the argument in an aggregative way.161 We are not simply adding a third person’s 
interests to that of another sitting on a rock. Instead, we face a situation in which the 
morally neutralized claims that exist in a true deadlock situation between A and B are 
broken by the presence of another person. This explains why the additional presence 
of C will be the morally decisive factor, because it is C’s legitimate claim to be saved 
that directs me to rescue C. Thus, I have morally convincing reasons to rescue C. B’s 
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‘lucky’ presence on this same rock also makes me save B. According to Kumar we 
are perfectly capable of justifying this decision to A, because we can say that  
 

the full force of your [A’s] claim was taken into account, and was balanced 
against the equal but opposing force of B’s claim to be saved. The force of the 
two opposing claims neutralized one another, leaving C’s claim as the only 
undefeated claim. C’s claim therefore, was decisive on the question what I 
ought to do.162  

 
Presented in this way, the argument can be perfectly combined with the rejection of 
aggregation, because nowhere in the argument, benefits are cumulated among 
persons. Critics may therefore have misinterpreted the Tie-breaker Argument. 
However, this is not all that can be said in objection to the Tie-breaker Argument and 
its possible aggregative aspects. Frances Kamm, who first introduced the Tie-
breaker Argument, has some important comments on the way Scanlon and Kumar 
use it. According to her, they interpret the argument too narrowly and they cannot 
sufficiently account for cases in which we also intuitively believe that numbers are 
morally relevant. Let us analyse her comments to see whether the argument is truly 
as non-aggregative as Kumar and Scanlon suggest. Kamm argues that Scanlon has 
an ‘overly simple presentation’ of the Tie-breaker Argument.163 The way they present 
the argument can make it seem that almost anything can break a tie, because when 
a situation is morally neutralized, even a nose bleed of C could outweigh the life 
threats A and B face. This is a misrepresentation of the argument, because when A 
and B are facing death, the presence of C facing a sore throat is not important at all, 
hence C cannot break the tie in those situations. C’s sore throat is, in other words, 
not transitive to the situation. Scanlon does not distinguish at all between what is 
morally relevant to form a tie and what is morally relevant to break a tie. He only 
addresses what is morally relevant to form a tie, i.e. that people have to face morally 
roughly equal harms.  

Kamm offers the following case to show that this condition does not apply to 
considerations that can break a tie. If person A will become blind, deaf and paralysed 
and B deaf and blind and we add person C who faces paralysis, this person can 
break the tie there roughly exists between A and B.164 Kamm seems right that 
Scanlon does not go into much detail about the conditions of the Tie-breaker 
Argument, but this omission is not yet an argument in favour of the view that the Tie-
breaker Argument is inappropriate or an aggregative argument in disguise.  

Her second argument is more interesting, though. She argues that Scanlon’s 
presentation cannot account for other situations in which we are also intuitively 
tempted to consider numbers relevant. She describes the Rocks 20 -12 Case, in 
which A, B and C face death, but if we save A, he will live for another 20 years, while 
both B and C will only live another 12 years. Scanlon’s framework will lead to the 
conclusion that we have to save A, because A will benefit most from our actions. 
Moreover, ‘Scanlon’s view implies we should save A, …no matter how many others 
we add to the side of B and C who will fare as they would.’165 According to Kamm, 
this is counter-intuitive, and we should give priority to the worse off, implying that we 
must save B and C. We can make a horizontal comparison of benefits which is based 
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on the Tie-breaker Argument: A and B will both benefit at least twelve years, and A 
will benefit another eight years (vertically). The presence of C, who can also live 
another twelve years, will tip the balance in favour of saving B+C.  
 

Giving more priority to the worse off leads one to the conclusion …that at least 
sometimes it is more important to give smaller benefits to a greater number of 
people than to provide a bigger benefit to one person, so long as they will all 
be equally badly off if not helped. Put in Scanlon’s language, C will have a 
bigger complaint if improving A beyond twelve years had priority over C’s 
being saved from death to live twelve years, given that B would also be saved 
to live twelve years.166  

 
The reason why Scanlon must conclude differently, i.e. to save A instead of B+C, is 
that he holds on to the Individualist Restriction and this allows A to reasonably 
complain against any principle that will not lead to his rescue. Moreover, she argues, 
even in cases in which we intuitively are not convinced that we should save the 
greater number, like in the Rocks 30-2 Case, in which A can live another thirty years, 
and a number of people another two years, the adding of a number of people still at 
least weakens the reasons why we have to save the one person on the rock. This is, 
according to her, our commonsense belief, and this is not what Scanlon can account 
for. In both Rocks 20-12 and Rocks 30-2, in his account, we must save the one 
person on the rock. Scanlon does not account for these cases because he rejects 
aggregation and wants to avoid that we end up in the dilemma of the Transmitter 
Case. Interestingly, Kamm does not accept aggregation either, but simply allows a 
broader number of cases to be captured by the Tie-breaker Argument. It becomes 
difficult, however, to see why Rocks 20-12 and Rocks 30-2 would not be(come) an 
aggregative argument in disguise, especially in the Rocks 30-2 Case. Whether it is or 
is not an aggregative argument in disguise, however, in both cases Scanlon seems 
to face a serious problem if he does want to account for our commonsense intuitions 
about these cases.  
 
3.2.2 The Chain Argument shows the failure of the Tie-breaker 

Argument 
 
In a different manner, Alistair Norcross also argues that Scanlon cannot escape the 
acceptance of aggregation. According to Scanlon, the Tie-breaker Argument applies 
to cases in which roughly equal harms befall unequal numbers, and this limitation 
cannot be upheld. According to Norcross, we can always compare harms and 
benefits as long as a sufficient number of people are involved. He calls this the Chain 
Argument. His argument resembles the Rocks 30-2 Case as presented by Kamm. 
According to him, some general trade-off principle applies, which holds that  
 

for any harm x that can befall a person, and any lesser harm y, there is a 
number n such that it is worse that n people suffer y than that one person 
suffers x.167  

 
This is called the transitivity of harms and benefits. If I can compare one year to five, 
and five years to fifty, this also enables me to compare one year as being close 
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enough to fifty years. In Norcross’s view all harms and benefits can be placed in 
some continuum that can be compared to a much greater injury as long as it affects a 
sufficient number of people. The fact that Scanlon does not explicitly argue that for 
moral purposes harms need not be of exactly equal but only roughly equal 
seriousness, leads to the conclusion that Scanlon too must embrace this trade-off 
principle.168 It can lead us to compare apparently incommensurable benefits and 
burdens – like whether the killing of a person is allowed in order to prevent a 
thousand people from getting a headache – in a similar way as it can lead to the 
dilemma in the Transmitter Case.  

Scanlon has responded to this argument and rejects Norcross’s conclusion 
that he has to accept the Chain Argument. He presents two arguments against 
Norcross. First, he appeals to what Williams calls the doctrine of negative 
responsibility – a deontological consideration. According to this doctrine ‘the 
rightness and wrongness of actions depends not only on how people are affected by 
them but also on how these results are brought about.’169 This doctrine explains why 
it is wrong to kill, deceive, stab or abuse people, no matter how large the number of 
people is that would be freed from their headache. Beyond that, this doctrine of 
negative responsibility points out that considerations of well-being are not the only 
morally relevant consideration, something which is presupposed by the Chain 
Argument. The killing of another human being is of a different moral category than 
avoiding a headache and cannot be measured in terms of effects on a person’s well-
being. The difference in moral category between the harms and benefits involved is 
the second response that Scanlon gives to the Chain Argument. We simply must not 
suggest, nor accept that headaches can ever be compared or made comparable to 
killings. They are different moral categories. ‘Headaches are relevant to headaches, 
but not when years of life are at stake.’170  

Scanlon’s response is not surprising, but what remains obscure is why he 
allows the Tie-breaker Argument to apply to roughly equal harms instead of exactly 
equal harms. Moreover, he himself compares the total paralysis of ten people to one 
person’s death, a case in which we according to him should decide to save the 
greater number.171 By making these comparisons, he seems to open the door to 
Norcross’s Chain Argument. And if Scanlon broadens the scope of application of the 
Tie-breaker Argument, it is more plausible that he also wants to account for Rocks 
20-12 as well, which he cannot with the current interpretation of the Tie-breaker 
Argument.  
 
3.2.3  Individualist Restriction or Priority View?  
 
According to Kamm, Scanlon faces serious problems with the Tie-breaker Argument 
because he holds on to the Individualist Restriction. If he would abandon this 
restriction and turn to some Priority to the Worse Off View, he could escape much 
criticism. Derek Parfit agrees: he argues that ‘if Scanlon dropped his Individualist 
Restriction, and developed this alternative, this revision would only add to the 
plausibility and strength of Scanlon’s theory.’172 I will analyse this argument and see 
whether this is a tenable position for a contractualist like Scanlon, because the 
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Individualist Restriction seems to be one of the core ideas of this framework. I will 
examine Parfit’s argument why Scanlon should accept the Priority View instead.  

The Priority View involves the idea that ‘benefiting people matters more the 
worse off the people are to whom these benefits should go.’173 Thus, according to 
this view, it is obvious that in the Transmitter Case Mr Jones needs to be saved, 
because the small benefits for a large number of people cannot possibly outweigh 
Jones’s misery. This view can also account for Rocks 20-12, because it would justify 
the saving of the greater number. If Scanlon is serious about wanting to account for 
our intuitions about the relevance of numbers in particular situations, he should 
therefore accept the Priority View. But accep-tance of the Priority View implies that 
the Individualist Restriction has to be rejected. First, both are methods of balancing 
the weight of reasons. Secondly, the Priority View does not reject aggregation as 
such, while the Individualist Restriction certainly conflicts with aggregation. Parfit 
argues that we should not fear aggregation, because the Transmitter Case is not the 
result of the acceptance of aggregation, but of a lack of distributive principles in many 
consequentialist frameworks.174 It is because act-utilitarians ignore the way burdens 
and benefits are distributed among persons that they will be tempted to argue in 
favour of the millions watching television, not because they allow the possibility to 
aggregate benefits interpersonally. 

Parfit concludes that abandoning the Individualist Restriction is not very 
damaging to the overall contractualist framework, because in his view the core of the 
framework is about reasonable non-rejectability: it expresses the necessity for 
persons to justify themselves to others as individuals, and this idea can remain intact 
even if the restriction is rejected. And this allows accepting the Priority View as a 
better alternative to distinguish between cases in which numbers are or are not 
morally relevant.  

Would Scanlon be tempted to agree with Parfit’s conclusion? With respect to a 
Priority to the Worse Off view, Scanlon had concluded that priority to the worse off is 
only a ‘feature of certain particular moral contexts rather than a general structural 
feature of contractualist moral argument.’175 In other words, he is not much in favour 
of Parfit’s view. Moreover, the fact that the Priority View does not object to 
aggregation as such seems objectionable from Scanlon’s viewpoint. In addition, we 
have no guarantee that the Priority View will be a better means to distinguish 
between cases in which numbers are considered relevant and those in which they 
are not. The Transmitter Case is a clear example of why it is inappropriate to bring 
the relevance of numbers to the fore, while the Rocks Case is a clear example why 
numbers have to be morally decisive. The fact that aggregation is not excluded from 
the start in a Priority View suggests that we cannot clearly make such distinctions. At 
this point it is important to notice that for Scanlon the Tie-breaker Argument is not at 
the core of his framework, and he doesn’t even consider it a typical contractualist 
argument, but as an argument that at least does not interfere with his contractualist 
framework. This too makes it less plausible that he is willing to trade off the 
Individualist Restriction for a Priority View. Thus, we seem to be left with a problem, 
especially when Scanlon also wants to account for situations like Rocks 20-12 or 
Rocks 30-2.176 It seems a challenge for contractualists to develop further arguments 
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within this framework to account for these cases.177 According to Kumar we can only 
‘flag [it] as problem that requires further work and the detailed consideration of more 
examples if progress is to be made towards its resolution.’178  
 
3.2.4  A duty or permissibility to save the greater number? 
 
Recently, Veronique Munoz-Dardé179 argued that the Tie-breaker Argument is 
presented as an argument in favour of a duty to save the greater number, but 
according to her it only leads to a permission to save the greater number. This is an 
intriguing statement and I want to analyse it, because if she is right, the Tie-breaker 
Argument fails.  

Her reasoning follows Anscombe’s argument in the Rocks Case. The most 
important question we have to ask is whether anyone will be wronged when I decide 
to save the one person on the Rock. It would certainly be wrong to remain indecisive 
and do nothing, but the moment that I set out to save at least one person on the 
rocks, it becomes more peculiar that the two others can seriously complain that I 
wrong him or them because I will not save them. There is a difference in Anscombe’s 
argument, between a duty to save and a duty to save you. In the Rocks Case we 
face a duty to save, not a duty to save a particular person. My duty to save is based 
on the human need I am confronted with. This cannot lead to a duty to save the 
greater number, because human need is facing me on both rocks. This is why 
Anscombe concludes that we can choose to save either A or B+C: we are not 
obligated to save the larger number.  

The contrast of Anscombe’s argument with Scanlon’s argument is clear: for 
Scanlon it is the relevance of numbers that is at stake, while Anscombe focuses on 
the human need that has to be met.180 Closer analysis shows that Scanlon does not 
address the question whether the larger number will be wronged when I steer the life-
boat towards A, because his focus is to find a justificatory reason why we have to 
save the greater number. That is why he argues that A cannot reasonably reject that 
he will not be saved, but he neglects the possibility that B+C can neither reasonably 
reject a principle that will require us to save A. Scanlon’s Tie-breaker Argument 
suggests that we have conclusive reasons to save B+C, because C will tip the 
balance. This implies that each ‘additional’ person will provide a reason to be saved, 
hence that these reasons can become a conclusive reason when combined, i.e. by 
juxtaposition. We should reject this view for two reasons.   

The first is that this type of contractualist reasoning ‘seems to assume that there 
is some form of impersonal value in play here which recommends saving the greater 
number. And one might question whether there is any such impersonal value as 
related to quantity.’181 The second is that we must seriously question whether the 
balance must be tipped. The Tie-breaker Argument shows that there are good 
reasons, i.e. the presence of an additional person, to save the greater number, but 
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not that we have a conclusive reason that leads to a stringent duty to save the 
greater number. Rather, it establishes that we are permitted to save the many, and it 
makes it intelligible why we would choose to save the greater number. Notice that 
intelligible reasons only explain why we favour one choice above the other. This 
differs from a conclusive reason, which leads to a clear duty to agents. The Tie-
breaker Argument does not lead to a conclusive argument, but only to a 
consideration in favour of saving the greater number.  
 
4 Contractualism beyond the Tie-breaker Argument  
 
Above, I focused on the contractualist defence of the saving of the greater number 
when equal harms befall unequal numbers. In the objections to this argument, 
several critics have referred to our commonsense intuitions about cases like Rocks 
20-12. Scanlon’s argument cannot account for this type of cases, and he faces a 
serious problem if he holds on to the Individualist Restriction and wants to account 
for these cases as well. Moreover, he may be required to either give a more detailed 
interpretation of the Tie-breaker Argument, avoiding simplification, or to reason why 
this Argument does lead to a clear duty to save the greater number, and not only to a 
permission to save them. Still, on a different level we could argue that Scanlon has 
made at least a first attempt to defend the view that numbers can be morally decisive 
on some occasions without being forced to accept aggregation. The problems that 
his argument encounters need not lead to the refutation of it; they are likely to 
stimulate further analysis.  

A clear advantage of the Tie-breaker Argument is that, if we can accept that it 
differs from an aggregative argument, it is a subtle way to avoid aggregation. It gives 
each person a say in the deliberation process and it clearly explains why we should 
still save the greater number, which fits with our commonsense intuitions about these 
cases. The bottle-neck of the argument remains, however, whether it can truly be 
non-aggregative, and Scanlon is not sure himself whether it is. He does not even 
seem to mind, as long as its domain is limited. And if the argument is an aggregative 
argument after all, we are left in the dark about the contractualist position on 
aggregation. It does seem that contractualism tries to have its cake and eat it too. 
This leads to an unsatisfactory situation that might force us to look for another 
argument that is better able to explain our intuitions about the relevance of numbers 
in the Rocks Case. 

One remark seems important. Scanlon stresses several times that the Tie-
breaker Argument is not at the core of contractualist thinking, and we should not 
exaggerate its relevance, nor the type of situations to which it applies. In most 
situations numbers bear no moral relevance at all, and it is perfectly clear – and 
justifiable to others – why lying, cheating or otherwise harming another person is 
morally wrong: it is disrespectful to other persons to wrong them, and it is not the way 
we generally want to relate to each other. We should keep this in mind when 
discussing the relevance of numbers in some cases and, as Kumar adds, there are 
also many cases in which numbers only seem relevant.182 For example, when I have 
to decide whether I am allowed to lie in order to save the lives of ten people, the 
issue is that lives are at stake, not the number of people involved. I would probably 
also tell a lie to save one person’s life. This remark is important, because it stresses 
that contractualism as a framework is not primarily focused on Rocks Cases and can 
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clearly account for many situations in which we deliberate about our responsibilities 
and duties to others: these are based on reasonable non-rejectability and respect for 
others as persons. The Tie-breaker Argument may not yet be perfect, but it is also 
not at the heart of contractualism. And this allows us to move beyond this argument if 
another one proves to be better equipped to defend our intuitive beliefs about the 
Rocks Case. 

There is a second way in which we might be tempted to move beyond the Tie-
breaker Argument. We can ask whether contractualists like Scanlon and Kumar say 
anything about the second type of cases, in which numbers are morally appealing but 
not decisive. What would a contractualist e.g. say about the Case of the Cruel 
Dictator? This case might resemble the Rocks 30-2 Case that Kamm presented, 
because according to her, the number of people involved must carry some moral 
weight. We noticed that Scanlon could not account for this case. Kumar presents 
another kind of case that can be used as an analogy that could serve as some 
response to the second type of situations. He analyses whether an agent could 
complain when he would be forced, without his explicit consent, to offer an arm in 
order to save the lives of a 1001 people. It could be argued that in this case the value 
of human life itself might be at stake, and this narrows the possibility to object to a 
principle that requires an agent to save the 1001 persons. The value of human life 
can be an influential argument, when we keep in mind what society would result if we 
would not save many people from death at cost of one person losing his arm. We 
might conclude that it is too important to save so many lives at the cost of an arm to 
consider the consent of the individual appropriate. Although Kumar does not present 
this as a conclusive argument in favour of the saving of the greater number, he is 
convinced that ‘some constraints against wrongdoing can be defeated when large 
numbers of lives are at stake, as the value of human life itself will be at stake.’183 

What Kumar suggests is complicated, and requires further analysis because in 
general contractualism will oppose rules that are disrespectful to people. And not 
being able to have a say, in casu to consent, is disrespectful to a person. Also, there 
seems some truth in what Kumar says about disrespect to human life if one 
complains about one’s arm when so many lives are at stake. Kumar therefore adds 
that it is extremely important what the characteristics of a situation are, and under 
what conditions we have to decide whether sacrificing an arm with or without one’s 
consent can be reasonably justified. It seems that even though contractualism does 
say something about the second type of cases, there is no clear-cut argument that 
helps us decide when and to what degree numbers can be relevant. Let us turn to 
commonsense stance in the debate and see how it compares to the contractualist 
position on this point. 
 
5       Commonsense morality, numbers and over-demandingness 
 
For some it may seem like an enormous outflanking movement to have such a 
lengthy discussion about the contractualist Tie-breaker Argument. I discussed this 
argument mainly because contractualism holds a similar view as common-sense 
morality on the relevance of numbers in the Rocks Cases and the rejection of 
aggregation. And in search for some rationale for the apparently ambiguous 
viewpoint of commonsense morality, an analysis of the Tie-breaker Argument could 
be helpful.  
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In my view, the Tie-breaker Argument as such is not refuted, but its scope and 
status is not clear. The Tie-breaker Argument could be a way of reasoning to defend 
the commonsense viewpoint. Moreover, if we turn to the original argument as Kamm 
presented it, it could also account for Rocks 20-12 and possibly even for Rocks 30-2. 
Notice that I do not suggest that the Tie-breaker Argument is the only rationale 
available to commonsense moralists, but that it is certainly a good candidate to 
explain the ambiguous position of commonsense morality on the relevance of 
numbers. I tend to agree with contractualists that we should not exaggerate the 
relevance of this Tie-breaker Argument, because it is meant to explain only a very 
limited number of cases, while on many other occasions other considerations 
certainly prevail. That is why Scanlon stresses the importance of avoiding the 
dilemma of the Transmitter Case, and points out arguments that refer to e.g. negative 
responsibilities of agents. Other things matter as well, and that is why in the debate 
on the limits of morality the commonsense view stresses the importance of 
reasonable demands on agents. More specifically, we saw in Chapter 3 that ‘cost to 
agents’ is considered as a relevant normative factor that cannot be simply 
outweighed by some appeal to the number of people involved. In the demandingness 
debate the four arguments that I presented were meant to show why aggregative 
arguments fail: they ignore the burdensome effects on agents in four different and 
important ways. Still, if the commonsense view also defends the view that numbers 
are morally decisive in some situations and is ambivalent about cases like that of the 
Cruel Dictator, then we may wonder whether this does not weaken the 
commonsense arguments in the demandingness debate. The notion of ‘cost to the 
agent’ suggests that these four arguments can block or outweigh other 
considerations.  

Two comments should be made here. First, I did not settle the issue what type 
of constraints or limits the demandingness claim (CCD) argues for. In several 
different ways we can set limits, and it is not immediately clear what type of limits 
(absolute or relative) would do justice to each of the four arguments. Secondly, 
neither did I suggest that there could not be extreme situations – call them tragic 
situations – in which we may still face extreme and great sacrifices. What is relevant 
is whether we consider these sacrifices from the perspective of either an agent or an 
impartial spectator. Having to decide on an abstract level (as impartial spectator) 
whether a great or a small number has to be saved does seem easier than to expect 
me to be the one who is the agent. If I face the choice of killing a cruel dictator, the 
situation simply changes, because I am expected to act, and this can have 
tremendous effects on an agent. This urges us to be careful when deciding what will 
be the morally best action or decision: we cannot simply calculate and argue that you 
have to kill the dictator, because that would be a too burdensome request: it falls 
within the category of Morally Distasteful Actions as I argued in Chapter 3. But at the 
same time this does not rule out the considerations that e.g. Kumar brought to the 
fore, that the great number of people that can be saved by the tyrant’s death also 
bears some moral relevance. One way to come to terms with situations like these is 
to allow for the possibility of supererogatory actions and to argue that agents are not 
forbidden to perform actions that require huge sacrifices from them, as long as it is 
their own decision. So I can freely choose to liberate the people from the dictator, but 
others should not simply assume I ought to do so.  

Is this a sufficient argument for the commonsense view, or are there also 
considerations that can force us to make huge sacrifices? Could it be inappropriate to 
require that it must be the free choice of agents, i.e. their choice to perform a 
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supererogatory action, when many people face serious harm, such as death? Would 
it not be disrespectful towards those under dictator rule, when I alone am in a 
position to kill him, to insist on these concerns about agent-centred permissions? 
Here we enter a conflicting situation between the claims that are made in the 
demandingness debate and considerations that are brought forward about the 
possible relevance of numbers when great numbers of people face a particular harm. 
I think that the demandingness debate, especially when it concerns actions that 
agents generally consider immoral, like hurting or killing another person, will likely 
lead to almost absolute constraints, in which some notion of agent-centredness is 
extremely important. We simply cannot deny that agents are fundamentally 
influenced by such decisions and actions, and that one must be able to live with 
oneself as a moral agent. Thus, I am inclined to conclude that commonsense 
morality will not go along with Kumar and consider it inappropriate on some 
occasions to bring to the fore the burdens to agents when one has to perform a 
morally distasteful action. Notice that this type of cases clearly differs from e.g. the 
Frustration Argument, in which the saving of many children in the pond at the cost of 
a wet suit can more easily be overruled, and even considered inappropriate when I 
can save, say, a thousand children at the cost of a wet suit every day. Notice also 
that Kumar too agrees that the argument of ‘human value’ cannot be simply applied 
to many cases. Circumstances are of great importance: only when all persons will die 
together, the fact that these deaths were preventable by sacrificing of your arm may 
bear moral relevance and can outweigh (or silence) complaints by the agent. In other 
words, the circumstances we face are crucial for our understanding what the deaths 
of a thousand and one say about the value of human life, and why it is that the same 
implications would not follow if, for instance, a thousand and one perished together 
due to a freak mud slide, or if they occurred all at the same moment, but in different 
places due to unrelated causes.184 This is an important restriction of the argument, 
because it limits the number of situations in which an agent may be confronted with 
huge sacrifices.  

Consider that I can ‘terminate’ the cruel dictator at the cost of my arm, without 
actually having to kill him. Would the sacrifice of my arm be a huge enough burden to 
make a complaint if this would save an entire population? I think it certainly would 
weaken the case for my complaint, like my complaining about a wet suit when having 
to save many children drowning in the pond. And it may leave open the possibility 
that even from a commonsense perspective we can agree that in extreme and rare 
situations insistence on the burdens to agents are inappropriate, i.e. they are 
silenced by the tragedy of other people. But these cases will be extremely rare and 
we may hope that we never encounter them. For our daily practices, however, we 
can stick to the claims that are made in the demandingness debate, as well as that 
we can argue for the moral relevance of numbers in Rocks Cases. ‘Cost to the agent’ 
can be accepted as a serious moral factor that does not have to conflict with those 
situations in which we are convinced that numbers are morally decisive. ‘Cost to the 
agent’ need not even conflict with those cases in which we consider numbers as 
morally relevant, but not decisive, like in the Case of the Cruel Dictator. Only in 
extremely rare and tragic cases commonsense views may be silenced. We can 
doubt, however, whether any ethical theory can ever easily deal with those situations.  
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Chapter 5  The Priority Claim 
 
 

 
Thus loving something – at least as I propose to 
construe the matter – is not merely a matter of liking it 
a great deal or of finding it deeply satisfying, as in 
‘loving’ chocolate ice cream or the piano music of 
Chopin. …That a person cares about or that he loves 
something has less to do with how things make him 
feel, or with his opinions about them, than with the 
moreor less stable motivational structures that shape 
his preferences and that guide and limit his conduct. 

Harry Frankfurt, 1999: 129 
 
 
1  Introduction 
 
Our commonsense ideas about reasonableness involve at least two claims about 
moral demands on agents. The first is a claim about the demandingness of moral 
duties to agents; the second is a claim about the importance of special projects and 
personal interests. In this chapter I will focus on this second aspect of the 
Reasonableness Claim. It is a commonsense belief that agents should be able to live 
their own life and pursue their own projects and ideals, i.e. their own interests. 
Certainly in Western societies this is a commonly held belief and it is embedded in a 
culture ‘that focuses on an ideal of personal authenticity among our highest 
values’.185 People increasingly tend to choose their own way of living, and what was 
obvious in the past (following in the footsteps of one’s father or mother, choosing a 
particular career, having children and so on) is less a matter-of-course nowadays. It 
is therefore not surprising that from a commonsense perspective much emphasis is 
placed on the idea that agents should be enabled to pursue their own projects and 
plans, and have an autonomous and authentic life. In this chapter and the next I 
explore this claim and analyse its implications with respect to the Reasonableness 
Claim. 

Note that the commonsense belief that agents should be able to pursue their 
own plans and projects is in itself not problematic. It becomes an issue when we face 
the consequences and demands of specific normative theories. Suppose, for 
example, that our personal interests conflict with the generally agreed idea that a 
moral obligation applies to all individuals in similar circumstances. In that case 
commonsense will say that this restricts agents too much, and that moral duties must 
not always demand such stringency. A traditional way to interpret this claim is to 
consider it a defence of options, i.e. a claim that agents justifiably pursue their own 
projects, even when faced with a morally preferable action or choice. But this is not 
the only way the commonsense belief can be interpreted. Some consider it as a 
claim that we should reject impartial morality, because the idea that agents must be 
allowed to pursue their own interests conflicts fundamentally with the idea that we 
must give equal consideration to everyone’s interests.  

In the current debate on the limits of morality we encounter these 
interpretations of the commonsense claim amongst others, and this makes us 
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wonder what the commonsense claim precisely aims to achieve. After all, a defence 
of options clearly differs from a rejection of impartial normative theories. It is therefore 
important to know what the commonsense claim about priority to one’s personal 
interests actually intends.  

Further, from a totally different angle we are urged to decide how to deal with 
conflicts between one’s personal point of view and interests and one’s ethical 
viewpoint, because in pluralistic societies we are confronted with a variety of cultures 
and traditions that are unfamiliar and sometimes incomprehensible to many. Debates 
about the success and failure of integration press us to determine what values and 
norms people (should) have in common in a society and to what extent we can 
accept possible differences in norms, customs and beliefs. Many customs and norms 
can conflict and be interpreted quite differently. For example, for a Muslim ritual 
slaughter of sheep is tradition and based on religious beliefs, while to a non-Muslim 
Western person it may seem animal-unfriendly and barbaric. For some Middle-
Eastern groups, casting out or avenging one’s family members is a good thing to do 
when someone has disgraced the family, while from a Western viewpoint it is simply 
considered an inhuman and criminal activity. For Jehovah’s Witnesses it is self-
evident to refuse blood transfusions, while to outsiders this is incomprehensible and 
unacceptable when someone’s life is at stake. We can interpret, from the 
commonsense view that I favour, these different beliefs, traditions and norms as 
expressions of actors to want to lead their own life. Conceived this way, the claim 
that agents should be able to pursue their own projects and plans becomes the more 
pressing, because moral philosophy must deliberate about these differences and 
answer why and under what conditions cultural and traditional diversity is morally 
acceptable.  

Thus while on the one hand the idea that people must be able to lead their 
own life is obvious and may go without saying, we are also pressed to determine how 
to interpret this idea within the context of moral obligations, and the variety of norms 
and beliefs we encounter. And when our commonsense beliefs conflict with our 
normative viewpoint, we are pressed to define how best to interpret the 
commonsense claim that arises. What do we mean exactly when we say that it is 
important that agents pursue their own projects and lead their own life? It can be 
conceived as a claim for partial morality, as a claim for subjectivity or relativity, for 
moral ‘elbowroom’ to agents, or a claim to limit the domain and authority of morality. 
The aim of this chapter is to explore in what different possible ways the general 
commonsense idea about pursuing one’s own interests can be plausibly interpreted. I 
will describe the commonsense claim as a Priority Claim and define this claim in the 
following way. 
 
Priority Claim: commonsense view that it is important for agents to be able to pursue 
their own projects, plans and commitments (i.e. their own interests) in a satisfactory 
way. These interests can block, override or outweigh moral considerations that 
require them to act otherwise, because not being able to pursue one’s own interests 
– sufficiently – is an unreasonable demand on agents.  
 
I will proceed in this chapter as follows. I turn to the three theoretical perspectives 
that I presented in Chapter 3 – an act-consequentialist perspective, a contractualist   
perspective and an ethics of care perspective – to analyse in what different ways 
these theories interpret the Priority Claim. On the basis of this analysis I will argue 
that we should accept a broad interpretation of the Priority Claim in order to do justice 



107

to the core of the commonsense beliefs and intuitions. I will describe three essential 
characteristics that express what substantive ideas underlie the Priority Claim. These 
characteristics are: one’s ability to be an autonomous person; a person’s integrity; 
and the importance of caring commitments. These are fundamental notions that 
express important aspects of our humanity. They explain why from a commonsense 
morality a Priority Claim is put forward.  

Analysis of how the Priority Claim is interpreted in different ethical theories and 
a description of essential characteristics of the commonsense view behind the 
Priority Claim will better equip us to answer the main question, which is what the 
Priority Claim exactly aims to achieve. This will be addressed in Chapter 6. 
 
2 Priority Claim in three ethical theoretical perspectives 
 
In this section, I will show how in the context of several ethical theories the Priority 
Claim has been interpreted in different ways. I will argue that we need not search for 
a best or worst interpretation of the Priority Claim. It is enough to arrive at several 
possible plausible interpretations of it. This urges us to accept a broader view of the 
Priority Claim than has traditionally been done. I will use the same three ethical 
theoretical perspectives as I discussed in Chapter 3.186 
 
2.1 Act-consequentialism  
 
An act-consequentialist view is at the origin of the debate on the limits of morality. It 
is within this view that traditionally the Priority Claim has been perceived as a 
defence of options. That is, the argument that agents must be allowed and enabled 
to make their own choices and follow their own plans is, within the context of moral 
demands, considered as a claim that agents must be given some latitude to pursue 
their own interests. An option, however, is conceived as a justified permission not to 
maximize the good and pursue one’s own interests instead. For three reasons, I 
argued that we should not restrict the debate on the limits of morality to a defence of 
options. First, a defence of options is too much embedded in a debate that is 
dominated by consequentialism. One of the troubling aspects of accepting a defence 
of options is that, as a result of the consequentialist framework in which options are 
embedded, people are permitted to perform non-optimal outcomes. It is not only 
counter-intuitive but also misleading to suggest that pursuing one’s own plans and 
projects and to care for one’s loved ones is less than optimal or that one should 
require permission from some moral authority to act upon reasons that are important 
to people. Agents consider themselves wholly justified to be involved in specific 
goals, relationships and activities that are an important part of their life.187 Thus the 
suggestion that one is permitted to perform non-optimal outcomes disparages the 
importance people attach to these interests. And this leads to a second reason why 
we should not limit the Priority Claim to a defence of options. Options are limited 
permissions that always have to be weighed against the morally better outcomes. If 
some personal interests are extremely important to me, it will not suffice to be 
allowed some moral elbowroom, but I can insist upon a wider recognition of the 
importance of these interests. In other words, the notion of option may do no justice 
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to the content and value of one’s own interests. Thirdly, the defence of options has 
not been very successful so far and it is doubtful whether it ever will be.188  
 There are two other debates within consequentialism, besides the debate on 
options that discuss the importance of agents to pursue their own interests. The first 
is a focus on the question what values can be adequately accounted for, like 
friendship, the other on the question whether agent-relative consequen-tialism could 
do justice to the commonsense claim. I will address both issues. 
 
2.1.1  Consequentialists cannot be true friends 
 
Consequentialists have been accused of not being able to prevent that agents 
alienate from their personal interests, and this has led some to the harsh statement 
that consequentialists cannot be true friends. Commonsense critique, then, aims to 
show that consequentialism is unable to account for some important values, such as 
friendship. I will analyse this claim and see what picture of the Priority Claim emerges 
in this debate.  

Why would friendship be problematic to act-consequentialists and why do 
some hold that consequentialists cannot be true friends? Non-consequentialists 
argue that there is a fundamental problem underlying the consequentialist framework 
that makes it impossible to account for specific values that are highly related to 
individuals and personal appreciation. Let us reconstruct this problem.  

Consequentialism focuses on the outcome of one’s actions and aims to 
achieve the best state of affairs; as a result there is a general indifference as to how 
these results are brought about. Moreover, the principle of maximization requires 
agents to forgo their personal interests whenever the overall good can be promoted 
in a better way. Thus, as was shown in the demandingness debate, consequentialists 
can impose huge sacrifices on agents and leave them few or no opportunities to 
pursue their own interests. Agents may therefore be required to forgo their friendly 
relations and neglect their commitments to a friend if this does not promote the 
overall good. This is not only counter-intuitive to agents, since they cherish and 
appreciate friendships highly, but it is also counter-intuitive to friendship itself, 
because friendship requires commitment and care. It is not problematic to 
occasionally set aside one’s commitment to a friend, but it can jeopardize one’s 
friendship if one is never willing to give priority to one’s commitments to a friend. 
Thus, it can be all right to cancel a meeting with a friend when I have to give first aid 
in a car accident, but when I keep cancelling my meetings with my friend, the 
friendship will suffer as a result. Since this neglect is inherent to act-
consequentialism, we can conclude that the value of friendship cannot be accounted 
for in this framework. Friendship cannot be evaluated as an impersonal value, but it 
involves personal commitment of an agent, a commitment that cannot be reliably 
maintained within a consequentialist framework.189  

It is argued that consequentialists who enter a friendship will do so only as 
long as they are convinced that this will contribute to the overall good, or as long as it 
does not jeopardize the overall good. Hence consequentialists enter friendships for 
the wrong reasons.190 In other words, consequentialist friends have a wrong 
psychological disposition because they do not aim at the good of friendship itself, but 
at the overall good. As a result, a friendship will be ended when this no longer 
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contributes to the promotion of the good. The consequentialist agent will not primarily 
aim to be a good friend, but at maximizing the good, and this is counter-intuitive to 
our concept of friendship.191 In friendship we commit ourselves to others because we 
like them, have much in common, share the same hobbies or ‘connect’ easily as 
persons. Fervent critics therefore conclude that consequentialists can mimic the 
friendship-related behaviour of non-consequentialist agents, but will not be able to be 
true friends.  

This is a serious accusation. The consequentialist camp has tried to rebut. 
Peter Railton presents one of the most influential responses. He argues for a 
sophisticated type of consequentialism that claims to have no problems at all in 
accounting for the value of friendship.192 Even more, he is convinced that 
consequentialism must be able to account for loving relationships, group loyalties 
and spontaneous actions, because they ‘are among the most important contributors 
to whatever it is that makes life worthwhile; any moral theory deserving serious 
consideration must itself give them serious consideration.’193 A sophisticated 
consequentialist can give priority to matters like friendship and one’s family-relations, 
because he deliberates about the best available options from his perspective to 
promote the overall good: being a friend is a worthwhile goal, and if everyone would 
be a good friend, the world would be a better place. Railton’s view is promising, 
because it enables a consequentialist to develop precisely those habits and 
character traits that are necessary to agents who are to take part in and contribute to 
flourishing friendships.  

Critics will not agree with this adjustment of the consequentialist framework. 
They will argue that it still invites agents to enter friendships for the wrong reasons. 
One may still be required to override a friendship when this would serve the greater 
good, and this is counter-intuitive. Friendship must be able to overrule the claim of 
maximization, because  
 

true and good friendships … will have a motivational disposition which 
involves a preparedness to act for the friend, such that the claims of friendship 
will sometimes trump the maximization of agent-neutral value.194  

 
There is an important point that Railton makes, which is that this indirect 
consequentialism does not require agents to directly aim at the overall good. On the 
contrary, we could even aim at the direct opposite and still, unknowingly, promote the 
overall good. He describes the following analogy. Consider that our world would be 
governed by a consequentialist demon, who decides that the state of affairs in the 
world will be best promoted if everyone were a deontologist. Then, in practice, 
everyone will be a deontologist, not a consequentialist. In a similar way, if an indirect 
consequentialist values friendship as good in itself, it is unnecessary to calculate 
when and to what extent that friendship will contribute to the overall good. Thus, even 
if it may seem that the agent would have the wrong psychological disposition, in 
practice this is not the case: only on a meta-level he will remain a consequentialist. 
Railton’s solution is intriguing and puzzling at the same time. Consider that one 
chooses to lead a life disapproved by consequentialist reasoning and unintentionally 
achieves exactly what consequentialism aims at. However, if one is a 
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consequentialist at a meta-ethical level, one can doubt whether one will be a 
‘successful maximizer’ when one aims at the exact opposite and is never required 
valuing other outcomes above friendships.  

Secondly, this type of indirect consequentialism is still an agent-neutral theory 
that does not accept the agent-relative aspect of friendship.195 My friendships have 
value to me, and your friendships to you. When we take an agent-neutral perspective 
on friendship, as consequentialists do, it would be required of an agent  
 

to ensure that all existing friendships flourished, taking no special account of 
the fact that some of those friendships were her own. (Such a person) 
….would be unable to be a friend to anyone because she would be unable to 
express her personal feelings through her actions.196  

 
That is to say, I may be required to give up my friendly relations when this will enable 
another thousand persons to be friends with someone. This completely ignores the 
importance of friendship to me and will not silence the critique levelled at 
consequentialism.  

This discussion on friendship shows an important interpretation of the Priority 
Claim. The claim is here mainly interpreted as an indication that we must not neglect 
important values within an ethical theoretical framework. Values that are expressed 
in friendship are important to people, and if an impartial moral framework will require 
us to ignore these values, this is a serious reason for complaint. Thus, not being 
allowed to enter and maintain relationships that are of great importance to agents, 
such as friendships, is unacceptable from a commonsense moral perspective.  

To conceive the Priority Claim as a defence of the importance of specific 
values to agents is mainly based on two conditions of the act-consequentialist 
framework. The first is the principle of maximization, the second the agent-neutral 
character of the theory. Recently, Portmore made an attempt to define an agent-
relative type of consequentialism in order to account for the importance of personal 
concerns and commitments to agents. I will briefly discuss his view and analyse what 
interpretation of the Priority Claim is involved here.  
 
2.1.2  Agent-relative consequentialism 
 
Portmore defends a position-relative consequentialism that is agent-relative.197 A 
position-relative consequentialist view combines the general consequentialist view 
that the rightness or wrongness of an act is always and solely determined by its 
tendency to produce good or bad states of affairs with evaluator relativism. ‘The 
resulting theory holds that agents ought always to bring about what is, from their own 
individual position, the best available state of affairs.’198 According to Portmore we 
need to distinguish two morally relevant positions in a situation: that of the agent and 
that of a bystander. In this respect his theory becomes an agent-relative theory. Still, 
it remains a consequentialist view, because even though the ranking of states of 
affairs depends on the perspective one has in a situation, this ranking is still fixed to 
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each position.199 Thus, when an agent decides that X will be the best outcome from 
his perspective, then this is the best outcome for all agents in that position.  
An advantage of this type of consequentialism is that it can account for the 
commonsense claim, because it accounts for the moral relevance of the perspective 
that an agent has on a situation. Thus, the interests of agents matter in our moral 
deliberations.  

A second way in which this viewpoint claims to account for the commonsense 
claim is that agents are allowed some options to pursue their own projects and 
concerns. These options are bound by the following conditions. First, personal 
reasons of individuals are necessarily non-moral reasons. Within a consequentialist 
framework we are stimulated to promote and maximize the good. If our personal 
considerations would be part of the moral domain, agents would not be free to 
choose pursuit of their own interests, but would be forced to maximize their personal 
interests. That is why according to Portmore a defence of options can best account 
for the commonsense claim and we must accept that our personal interests must be 
non-moral. The second condition is that options can only be established when moral 
reasons do not have supreme authority. In other words, non-moral reasons can and 
do sometimes override moral reasons. Thirdly, a person is always allowed to do what 
the balance of all reasons (moral and non-moral) supports doing. That is, it is always 
permissible to do what one has most reason to do, all things considered. And last, it 
is always morally permissible to do what the balance of moral reasons supports 
doing.200 

There are several interesting aspects in Portmore’s account that give insight in 
what way the Priority Claim can also be interpreted in a consequentialist framework. 
First, Portmore interprets the Priority Claim as a desire for moral leeway, which can 
be established within a framework of options and constraints. An option, in his view, 
must reflect something important to agents, and not simply one’s desire to have a 
lazy afternoon. In other words, if an agent wants to argue for an option, his personal 
interests must be able to stand up against the morally preferred alternative; they 
must reflect something important. In this interpretation the Priority Claim can only 
defend those personal interests that reflect important aspects of our personal 
viewpoint that can stand up against impartial moral considerations. Secondly, 
according to Portmore these personal interests are necessarily non-moral 
considerations, hence the Priority Claim is supported by a distinction between a 
moral and a personal domain that leads to conflicting interests. As a result, the 
Priority Claim can be supposed to champion the personal viewpoint, criticizing the 
authority and stringency of moral demands and obligations in favour of one’s 
personal viewpoint. This can also lead to the interpretation of the Priority Claim as an 
argument in defence of a critical stance towards the moral domain as such and an 
argument for a broad interpretation of our practical reasoning.  

The first interpretation will stress the importance of specific interests to agents, 
while the second will focus on a meta-ethical debate about the limits of moral 
authority, domain and scope. Both debates are found in the literature, and we are not 
able yet to determine which of these interpretations of the Priority Claim best reflects 
our commonsense beliefs.  

The main ways in which consequentialism interprets the Priority Claim 
otherwise than as a defence of options can be summarized as follows: it is viewed as 
a claim that 1) some values should not be neglected within an impartial ethical 
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framework, 2) agents must be allowed some moral leeway to give priority to their own 
non-moral preferences above the morally preferred action or 3) criticizes the 
authority, domain and scope of morality.  
 
2.2 Contractualism  
 
A contractualist framework offers a different view and different interpretation of the 
Priority Claim. Earlier, we observed that for a contractualist it is extremely important 
that each individual has a say in the deliberation process and therefore this 
framework holds an Individualist Restriction, requiring that agents can only bring 
considerations to the fore on their own behalf. We also noticed that in Scanlon’s 
contractualist view, agents are allowed to be fully aware of their position in society 
and their plans, commitments and concerns. These two conditions might lead to the 
expectation that the commonsense beliefs about the importance of personal interests 
to agents are already sufficiently taken into account in this perspective. With regard 
to the demandingness debate I showed that contractualism does face a possible 
overload on agents, which may leave them few opportunities to pursue their own 
interests. That is why it is interesting to see how a contractualist would interpret the 
Priority Claim.  
 Notice that to contractualists impartiality is an important condition of the 
framework. Impartiality is insisted upon in two ways. First, the claim that we can only 
accept those principles that no one can reasonably reject is a means to establish 
impartiality: if all participants agree upon particular moral principles, this will lead to 
broad public acceptance, and we can expect that all moral agents will comply with 
these principles.  

Secondly, individuals cannot reject principles on just any grounds, but can only 
reasonably reject a principle that is accepted as a generic reason. Generic reasons 
are those that people would agree upon when they are similarly motivated and in a 
similar situation. Private personal reasons will thus be excluded from the deliberation 
process. This condition of impartiality can highlight a different aspect of the 
commonsense perspective. I indicated in Chapter 2 that the commonsense critique in 
the debate on the limits of morality has frequently been interpreted as an agent-
relative perspective, in which one’s personal interests are often conceived as a 
defence of the existence of agent-relative reasons. When a contractualist framework 
will only allow reasons that can be publicly shared, this would trouble some 
advocates of the agent-relative perspective. Some perceive agent-relative reasons 
as reasons that can only be fully appreciated from the agent’s perspective. Thus, 
when agents consider themselves completely justified to pursue their own projects, 
but cannot adequately explain their reasons to others, these interests will not be 
accepted as generic reasons. This could be problematic to those who hold the view 
that commonsense morality defends this view on agent-relativity of reasons. I also 
indicated that there are multiple possible interpretations of the agent-relative/agent-
neutral distinction and that we must not confine the commonsense view on agent-
relativity to this single perspective only. I will return to this issue in the Chapters 6 
and 7. For now, it is important to notice that the concept of agent-relativity could shed 
a different light on the Priority Claim, because if agents are not allowed to justify their 
actions by pointing out what agent-relative considerations they have, the Priority 
Claim can be interpreted as a claim in support of the agent-relativity of reasons.  
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Wallace points at a more general problem of giving priority to one’s own 
interests that is inherent in the contractualist framework.201 His comments overlap the 
critique that Ashford addressed to contractualism, when she argued that 
contractualism can be as demanding as consequentialist theories can be, leaving 
agents few or no opportunities to pursue their own interests. Wallace argues that 
Scanlon’s contractualist framework may be able to guarantee impartiality by requiring 
everyone’s consent and that no one can reasonably reject a proposed principle, but 
as a result, each individual is also expected to comply with the principles no one can 
reasonably reject. And this will lead to a demanding morality, in which agents may be 
left few opportunities to pursue their own interests. Agents are simply expected to set 
aside their personal interests if these interests conflict with one’s contractualist moral 
obligations and this will give rise to what Wallace calls the Priority Problem.  

There is an inherent tension in contractualism that will lead to a different 
interpretation of the Priority Claim compared to consequentialist theories. Contrary to 
consequentialist theories contractualism explicitly takes into account the interests of 
individuals and allows each agent a say in the deliberation process, hence will not be 
as alienating as consequentialist theories have been accused of. But once we have 
agreed upon what moral principles cannot be reasonably rejected by an individual, 
there is an obligation to comply with these principles. But what if these conflict with 
one’s personal interests? Commonsense critique against the contractualist 
framework could point out that agents should be allowed sufficient opportunity to 
pursue their own projects, or that some interests cannot easily be set aside, even 
when we cannot reasonably reject the moral principles that we have deliberated 
upon. The Priority Claim is, in this case, a question of how heavily – or how 
sufficiently – a person’s interests should count, not whether one’s personal interests 
should count at all.  

At one point, Scanlon explicitly seems to address the question what to do if 
one’s personal interests conflict with one’s moral duties. He gives the example of a 
conflict between one’s moral duty and loyalty to a friend. Consider that we are 
confronted with a friend who desperately needs a kidney, because he has serious 
kidney failure. If you are in the position to steal a kidney to help your friend, should 
you do so? Scanlon argues that, obviously, your moral duty not to steal will be 
decisive, and he offers a three-step argument for it. First, the value of friendship does 
not involve stealing for a friend. Secondly, friendship involves recognizing the friend 
as a person with moral standing, as someone to whom justification is owed in his 
own right, and not merely in virtue of being a friend. This constrains us from stealing 
a kidney for a friend. Thirdly, the example shows that values like friendship have a 
built-in sensitivity to the demands of right and wrong. In deciding whether to steal a 
kidney for a friend, it is not the sacrifice of friendship that is at stake, but the more 
general concern that stealing is wrong. Scanlon therefore concludes that the conflict 
between the demands of morality and one’s personal concerns is often more 
apparent than real because of this built-in sensitivity.202 

Wallace points out that this example is ill chosen, because it does not really 
address the question whether agents should be allowed to give priority to their 
personal interests, but instead explains why the moral view is valuable on its own 
terms. Thus, we are still left with a priority issue.203 Further, if this were all that 
Scanlon has to say about the issue, we could conclude that the contractualist 
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framework is not sympathetic at all to the individual perspective, because it requires 
agents to forgo their personal interests and concerns. This would entail a similar view 
on the Priority Claim as we encountered in consequentialism, because the issue then 
becomes whether an agent’s interests are taken seriously at all. 

There is, however, another interpretation of contractualism possible that is 
more sympathetic to the individual’s perspective. Wallace points out that one of the 
leading ideas behind contractualism is that we want to accept those principles that no 
one can reasonably reject, exactly because we find it important to relate to others in 
a respectful way. In this light, we can argue that contractualism is a highly other-
regarding theory that stresses the importance of support for our moral principles 
among real people. And because of this basic idea about our concerns for others as 
persons, we can expect people to comply with the principles we all agree upon. We 
should not have the rigid view that people are obligated to comply with these 
principles, but instead consider that the moral principles reflect what people actually 
cherish and strive for in their relations with others. Hence, we can expect them to 
comply with these principles. According to Wallace, this view on contractualism also 
involves a self-regarding aspect, because moral deliberation will help us to give 
positive value to our own life; it helps us to stand in mutually respecting relations with 
others. Thus, the personal point of view is inherent in the whole contractualist 
framework, and people should be willing to embrace it, because we humans consider 
it important to establish and maintain relations of mutual respect.204  

As noted, the Priority Claim should be interpreted as a question whether one’s 
personal interests will be sufficiently taken into account in the moral framework. 
According to this second view on the contractualist perspective, we should conclude 
that it does.  

Note that this more sympathetic view on contractualism does not rule out the 
possibility that conflicts arise between one’s personal interests and contractualist 
demands. Moreover, the fact that Scanlon’s contractualism only applies to a limited 
domain of morality, a domain in which we decide what our duties to others are, 
allows for multiple opportunities in which we face conflicts between our contractualist 
duties and our commitments to our friends, projects and plans. Thus, from a 
commonsense point of view it could still be argued that issues of priority continue to 
rise, and that we should interpret the Priority Claim as a claim in defence of our 
personal considerations. If these are not sufficiently taken into account, we can take 
it one step further and argue that contractualism is unable to answer for some 
important values that belong to the personal domain. After all, if our commitments to 
friends and plans that are an important part of our own life continuously have to be 
neglected or set aside, this may do no justice to what is important to agents, i.e. to be 
able to give priority to their own interests. Notice that this would lead us back to 
interpretations of the claim we also encountered in the consequentialist debate.  
 
2.3 Ethics of care perspective  
 
A feminist ethics of care perspective offers a different view in the debate, and a 
different interpretation of the Priority Claim. An ethics of care explicitly departs from 
normative theories that require agents to universalize, generalize and take an 
impartial perspective. Instead, accepting care as our core moral concept involves the 
concrete and actual experiences of individuals, their commitments and concerns. 
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This perspective recognizes that each caring relation is unique and cannot easily be 
generalized. Thus, this perspective takes the concerns, commitments and interests of 
individuals as starting-point for our moral deliberations, instead of requiring agents to 
abstract and alienate themselves from these interests. In this respect, ethics of care 
can be considered as a partial moral theory: it does not only reject conditions of 
impartiality, but it also explicitly focuses on the actual interests of agents and the 
concrete commitments they have towards others. Each individual’s moral 
competence is based on the way she derives meaning, value, intelligibility and 
direction from specific commitments in her life.  
Moreover, the way people are situated in the world will also determine their moral 
outlook. Thus, what may seem an appropriate consideration from an outsiders’ 
perspective could be irrelevant or incomprehensible from an agent’s perspective. 
When my friend is moving to a new home, I may consider it only natural to help, and I 
will not even consider going to the beach instead, even on a hot summer’s day. In 
other words, if we take seriously the claim that we should start with our current moral 
practices, we can also understand why it is only natural that people make certain 
choices and feel committed to these choices. Agents simply have a restricted outlook 
on the world and they decide within the context in which they find themselves. We 
have, in other words, a confined and partial view on the world. 
Conceived this way, the Priority Claim is a claim for partial morality, which urges us to 
discuss important normative conditions of ethical theory. These involve debates 
about conditions of impartiality, universality and generality, and the possible dangers 
of partiality as parochial morality.  

To avoid parochialism, an ethics of care could accept some limited or different 
concept of impartiality, as Carse suggested205, or turn to some concept of generic 
features as Walker has suggested. Generic features are, in her view, based on the 
idea that others need to be able to embrace them. She holds that moral reasons are 
generic if they 
 

play a role in human development, meaningful experience, or self-direction of 
the sort that enhances moral performance, or even renders it possible. If one 
could not appeal to the necessary, important, or at least positive roles that 
types of commitments and attachments play in moral formation and cultivation, 
one would have to wonder why anybody should care in a context of moral 
decision about Jeff’s fatherly love or Christine’s political dedication, even 
though Jeff and Christine in fact do. That individuals are gripped by their 
projects and particularities is evident. What is needed is a reason to 
countenance such kinds of motivational currents as legitimate or even 
necessary conduits to a morally good life.206  

 
This idea of generic reasons leads us to a different interpretation of the Priority 
Claim, because it involves a debate about the uniqueness, i.e. agent-relativity of 
reasons. The commonsense claim could therefore also be interpreted as a debate 
about the way personal interests of agents can be both agent-relative, i.e. express 
what is truly important from that person’s viewpoint, and justifiable to others. This is a 
somewhat different focus than to conceive the Priority Claim as a claim for partial 
morality.   
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2.4 Summary 
 
The brief discussion of three ethical perspectives showed that the Priority Claim can 
be interpreted in different ways, which lead to different focuses in the debate and to 
different philosophical analyses.  

The consequentialist debate will either focus on one of four possible 
interpretations. The Priority Claim will be conceived 1) as a claim in defence of 
options, in which 2) options must express our non-moral personal conside-rations; 3) 
as a claim in defence of the view that some important values are ignored within a 
consequentialist framework; or 4) as a claim that we should critically review the 
scope and authority of morality itself and seriously consider that practical reason can 
depart from our moral reasons.  

The contractualist perspective showed that the Priority Claim can also be 
interpreted as a claim that an agent’s personal interests should be sufficiently taken 
into account. The fact that agents can feel forced to forgo their personal interests 
because they are expected to comply with contractualist moral principles, can result 
in such a claim. But if e.g. Ashford is right, contractualism can be highly demanding 
on agents, and as a result agents are forced to neglect their personal interests 
altogether. In this view, the Priority Claim could also be interpreted as a claim that 
ethical theories must be able to account for some important values that belong to the 
personal domain. 

Yet a different interpretation is that the Priority Claim is a debate about the 
agent-relativity of our personal interests. In this view, one’s personal interests may 
not always lead to comprehensible and acceptable reasons to others, i.e. to agent-
neutral or generic reasons, because they can involve elements that can only be fully 
appreciated from the individual perspective. Whether our moral considerations 
should necessarily be at least publicly intelligible is a philosophical issue different 
from the claim that agents’ interests should be adequately taken into account. This 
view is also found in the ethics of care perspective. The Priority Claim can be 
interpreted as a claim for the agent-relativity of reasons. This last interpretation we 
also encountered in the ethics of care perspective. The ethics of care perspective 
also pointed at another interpretation of the Priority Claim, which is that it is a claim in 
defence of partial morality, i.e. as a claim whereby the commonsense view rejects 
impartial, universal and generalizing conditions of ethical theory.  

All these different interpretations are present in the many debates there are 
about the question what priority we should allow agents to give to our personal 
interests. My analysis so far yields no single interpretation that must be favoured 
above the others. In fact, it might be that the commonsense perspective can embrace 
several of these interpretations of the Priority Claim, depending on the context in 
which moral demands are imposed on agents.  

What seems involved in different of the interpretations of the Priority Claim is 
the view that something important is at stake when one refers to one’s personal 
interests. Something is at stake from an agent’s point of view when one is denied to 
pursue one’s own interests. We can try to shed more light on what characterizes 
one’s personal interests in such way(s) that agents will feel that something is lost 
when one is unable to give – sufficient – priority to one’s own interests. I will explore 
this in the next section.  

 
3 The importance of one’s personal interests 
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The Priority Claim expresses the view that one’s personal interests are important to 
agents. It involves the thought that to ignore one’s personal interests or being 
required to forgo them is unreasonable because it would deny the importance of the 
needs, commitments and relationships individuals have. If we want to get more grip 
on the content and most plausible interpretation of the Priority Claim, it is not very 
helpful to analyse how the general commonsense idea that agents should be allowed 
to give priority to their own interests is interpreted in different ethical theories, 
because, as I showed in the previous section, different interpretations of the Priority 
Claim can be found. We can therefore try a different angle and seek to characterize 
the importance of one’s personal interests such that we can understand why it is 
expressed in a Priority Claim. That is, something is apparently at stake to agents, 
and something important will be lost when agents are denied to give – sufficient – 
priority to their personal interests. This will be the topic of this section.  

A first response to the question what is at stake from a commonsense point of 
view that is important enough to formulate a Priority Claim is that our personal 
interests represent important aspects of our human nature and that we simply cannot 
neglect these aspects, because it would be counter-intuitive, or against our human 
capacities and motivation to do so. The appeal to our human nature is frequently 
made in the literature, but it can be interpreted both negatively and positively. 
Negatively, one can allow a correction of moral theory as a bow to human weakness, 
or allow for blameless wrongdoing when human beings tend to be too much 
concerned with partial and parochial considerations. The commonsense moralist 
wants to interpret human nature as a positive aspect of agents, and will point out that 
some aspects are simply part of our ‘condition humaine’, an inherent part of human 
agents. Therefore wanting to pursue one’s own projects will reflect who we are: it is 
part of our humanity. The appeal to our humanity is intuitively attractive, but still 
vague. I will therefore explore three notions that describe what essential aspects of 
our humanity are expressed in one’s personal interests: autonomy, integrity and care.  
 
3.1  Autonomy  
 
In Western societies people attach great importance to the ability to lead one’s own 
life and be an autonomous person. Thus when you point out that it is important that 
you are able to pursue your own interests, because they are yours, you express that 
it is important for you to be able to make your own choices, be your own person and 
express your autonomy. You want to be able to give disproportionate attention to the 
people, choices and objects that are part of what you consider your life: they are your 
family, friends, children and colleagues. But why is one’s autonomy so closely related 
to one’s personal interests? I will discuss two views that plead for a close connection 
between one’s interests and one’s autonomy. Both views mean to represent our 
commonsense views and beliefs.  
 
3.1.1 Nagel’s reasons of autonomy 
 

According to Nagel, the reasons of autonomy stem from desires, projects, 
commitments and personal ties of individual agents, all of which give them reasons to 
act in the pursuit of ends that are their own.207 These desires, projects and 
commitments vary from person to person. This is why Nagel calls one’s reasons of 
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autonomy agent-relative, because ‘their value is conditional on us having a desire or 
interest in it’ (italics added, MvdH).208 Nagel states as given that different agents 
have different goals and desires. The reasons of autonomy include an individual’s 
concerns for other people that reflect the relations with them.  

 
They acquire value only because of the interest we develop and the place this 
gives them in our lives, rather than evoking interest because of their value.209  
 
The necessary connection that Nagel sees between an agent’s interests and 

autonomy has two important aspects. First, for Nagel it is important that agents have 
an actual relation to what they consider to be valuable. This excludes reasons that 
anticipate an interest in the (near) future. This is sometimes considered as a 
weakness of his position, because it does not allow pursuing those interests that I do 
not currently have, but may develop.  

Secondly, to Nagel, our reasons of autonomy necessarily express some 
agent-relative aspect, because they reflect what I take an interest in, and this varies 
among individuals. Hence, only individuals will be able to fully appreciate their own 
interests and the reasons that derive from these interests. This leads him to a debate 
about agent-relativity and the question whether moral deliberation can only involve 
reasons that are public and intelligible to others or could also allow for reasons that 
can only be fully appreciated from the individual’s perspective.  

Nagel’s view on autonomy implies, then, that when an agent will not be – 
sufficiently – allowed to pursue his own projects he will have too few oppor-tunities to 
pursue his own desires, projects, commitments and personal ties, to the detriment of 
his autonomy. Furthermore, because of the fact that others cannot understand what 
these interests mean to him – they have their own projects and desires – it will be 
burdensome to agents to have to forgo these interests, and this pleads for the 
acceptance of agent-relative reasons of autonomy.  
 
3.1.2  Slote on autonomy 
 
Let us contrast Nagel’s view with that of Slote.210 According to Slote it is a 
commonsense conviction that we can pursue whatever interest we have, no matter 
whether we actually have them, and no matter whether they are related to some 
fundamental life-projects.  

For example, if I develop a new hobby, something that I have hardly taken an 
interest in so far, our commonsense view does not oppose this. Similarly, I can 
choose to have a lazy afternoon at home, and not visit my sick mother, volunteer at 
Oxfam or meet students for a tutorial. Commonsense morality generally does not 
exclude such activities, nor considers them as wrong. We should therefore accept a 
broad view on autonomy of individuals and it should be a blanket permission to 
choose ‘any (innocent) project whatsoever’‘211  

Slote’s view of autonomy is embedded in a defence of options and constraints, 
and he stressed that his notion of autonomy will justify a broad range of permissions, 
including both agent-favouring and agent-sacrificing options.  
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Notice that Slote’s account of autonomy will claim much more latitude for 
agents to pursue their own interests. On Slote’s account, everything that agents will 
take an interest in could be considered as sufficiently relevant to establish a Priority 
Claim, or at least, the Priority Claim can express the thought that agents should be 
allowed sufficient opportunity to pursue anything they take an interest in, while on 
Nagel’s account, these reasons of autonomy are related to the actual interests of 
agents. In addition, in Nagel’s view these reasons of autonomy express who I am. 
Last, Slote’s view is not bound to some distinction between agent-relative/agent-
neutral reasons, because he does not claim that the choices of an individual can only 
be fully appreciated from the agent’s perspective. Slote’s view also expresses an 
essential characteristic of a person’s interests, because being deprived of the 
possibility to make one’s own choices and to pursue possibly anything one likes will 
have fundamental impact on our autonomy and agency. It will have consequences 
for what my life will be like, and ultimately also for what person I can choose to be. 
 
3.2 Williams’s claim for integrity 
 
A second way to grasp what is essential to one’s personal interests is to turn to the 
notion of integrity. Williams has emphasized this several times in his critique on 
utilitarian theories.212 According to Williams, when agents are denied sufficient 
opportunity to make their own choices and pursue their own projects and plans – so-
called ground projects – agents will alienate from their own interests, aims and 
commitments and this is an attack on their integrity. A person’s integrity refers to 
one’s identity and the importance of unity in a person’s life. What does this mean? A 
closer analysis shows that Williams’s use of the notion of integrity can be interpreted 
in two different ways.  

First, Williams argues that act-utilitarianism leads to a doctrine of negative 
responsibility, which implies that I am as much responsible for the things that I fail to 
prevent as I am for things that I myself bring about. The result is that this has a 
psychological effect on agents, because one has done something wrong when one is 
not able to prevent a bad thing from happening. This is not only highly demanding, 
but can lead to a gap in one’s self-perception and one’s expected perception of one’s 
moral identity. This is, according to Williams, in the most literal sense a loss of one’s 
integrity.213 This gap also involves motivational problems for agents, because there is 
a different perspective on what one considers important from one’s personal point of 
view and from a moral point of view. We need to notice that this motivational problem 
involves a meta-ethical debate on the internal or external motivation of (moral) 
reasons, in which Williams is an advocate of internalism, a view that holds that there 
must be a necessary relation between one’s moral beliefs and judgements and one’s 
reasons for action. Some could therefore reject his view on integrity with the 
argument that they are not willing to embrace an internalist view on morality. A 
second problematic aspect of this interpretation of integrity is that it seems presented 
as if one can be deprived from one’s integrity. Integrity usually involves something 
like coherence, constancy, genuineness and honesty throughout one’s life: integrity 
is not some good one can obtain, but rather concerns conditions of one’s personality 
that are either manifest or not.214  
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A second way to interpret Williams’s argument about integrity is the following. 
If people are required to offer much time and energy to do what is best from a moral 
point of view, this will require them to abandon the projects and commitments that 
they personally cherish. This is an attack on an agent’s integrity, because  
 

The point is that he is identified with his actions as flowing from projects and 
attitudes which in some cases he takes seriously at the deepest level, as what 
his life is about… It is absurd to demand of such a man, when the sums come 
in from the utility network which the projects of others have in part determined, 
that he should just step outside from his own project and decision and 
acknowledge the decision which utilitarian calculation requires.215  

 
In this view, integrity is involved when one is unable to pursue those projects and 
commitments that build the identity, authenticity and integrity of a person. According 
to Williams, the agent runs the risk of becoming a  
 

channel between the input of everyone’s projects, including his own, and an 
output of optimific decision; but this is to neglect the extent to which his actions 
and his decisions have to be seen as the actions and decisions which flow 
from the projects and attitudes with which he is most closely identified. It is, in 
the most literal sense, an attack on his integrity.216  

 
The ground projects of a person  
 

emphasize the basic importance for our thought of the ordinary idea of a self 
or person which undergoes changes of character, as opposed to an approach 
which …would dissolve the person…into a series of ‘selves’.217  

 
One’s ground projects are not simply the subjective interests or contingent desires of 
an agent, but they constitute one’s life in a more fundamental way: it is what makes it 
my life. Ground projects can be considered as identity-constitutive features and both 
involve self-centred and other-regarding projects, like the preservation of nature, or 
the saving of the orang-utan. They can cover all projects that make people’s life 
authentic and express their identity.  

This second view on integrity expresses more clearly than the first why one’s 
personal interests matter: these interests express what is essential to a person; it 
builds his or her identity. Thus, being denied – sufficient – opportunity to pursue 
one’s own projects and plans is certainly a great loss: it is a loss of one’s integrity.  
 
3.3  The importance of what we care about  
 
A third notion that can express what is at stake in the Priority Claim centres on the 
importance of commitments and concerns agents have, i.e. to understand what 
relevance caring relations have for agents. This third notion is more focused on the 
other-regarding interests agents have, be it that they often involve other-regarding 
interests we have to our loved ones. In the debate on morality the caring 
commitments or special relations of agents are frequently brought forward and I will 
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address two views that address the issue as to why caring commitments are 
important to agents.  
 
3.3.1 Care ethicists on caring commitments  
 
Care ethicists point out that caring is a basic activity for many human beings: the 
majority of humanity gives or receives care on an everyday basis. In other words, 
caring for others is a human activity that is part of our condition humaine, and is 
established in many different ways. Caring activities are not limited to nurturing 
babies or taking care of the old and the sick, but involve all kinds of activities, varying 
from being attentive to one’s partner’s needs, preserving nature or maintaining a 
good friendship. Tronto uses a wide concept of care as 
 

a species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, cont-inue, 
and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world 
includes our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to 
interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.218  

 
To define care broadly does not only claim that care covers a wide range of human 
activities and is a substantial part of everyone’s life, but is also meant to show that 
caring activities are important to many of us in daily life and should receive more 
standing in our moral deliberations. Moreover, caring for others and being committed 
to others is something most of us consider good and worthwhile. When people are 
required to distance themselves from these caring commitments, this denies the 
importance of these activities to people and neglects the fact that an agent’s moral 
focus need not be one of distance and abstractness, but can also be one of concrete 
concern and context-sensitivity. Being attentive to the needs of actual people with 
whom one stands in close relationships, rather than arguing from universal moral 
rules is morally praiseworthy. Thus, caring commitments require an individual, 
contextual and personal approach. This is why it is also pointed out that for many 
people who are involved in caring activities, caring for others has an identity-building 
element: the persons I care for and those with whom I stand in specific relationships 
determine who I am and how I conceive the world around me. To require agents to 
forgo their personal interests would be burdensome to them, and ignore who they 
essentially are as persons.  
 
3.3.2 Frankfurt’s concept of care 
 
Frankfurt denies that care and caring commitments are part of the moral domain. In 
his many writings on the topic, he states that our ‘reasons of love’ are part of the 
domain of ‘acts of love’ and not of our ‘acts of duty’, which is the moral domain. Our 
caring commitments are subject to other important considerations of our humanity, 
and the fact that they are not part of the moral domain, should not lead us to think 
that they have an inferior status. On the contrary, Frankfurt convincingly argues why 
caring commitments are so important to individuals that they prevail in our practical 
deliberations. He distinguishes several characteristics of our caring commitments. 
First, to care about something or someone is, as it were, an investment: you identify 
yourself with what you care about in the sense that you make yourself vulnerable to 

                                                 
218 Tronto (1993): 103. 



122 

losses and susceptible to benefits of what you care about.219 Secondly, some things 
we care about are experienced as necessity rather than under voluntary control. 
 

There are occasions when a person realizes that what he cares about matters 
to him not merely so much, but in such a way that it is impossible for him to 
forbear from a certain course of action…it is apparent to him that every 
apparent alternative to that course is unthinkable.220  

 
He calls it volitional necessity to be necessitated by love, by what we care about, and 
even though this is to a certain extent self-imposed, we cannot bring ourselves to 
overcome the constraint to which we feel subject, because we do not really want to. 
Thus, what we care about is not merely being attracted to someone, or to experience 
certain feelings, but it is connected to our will, in such a way that we are liable to be 
bound by the commitments we have to our loved ones. These necessities constrain 
us from betraying the things and people we care about most and with which, 
accordingly, we are most closely identified. Moreover, the people and projects we 
care about provide us with stable ambitions and concerns; they mark our interests 
and goals, hence provide us with reasons for conduct.  

Thus, according to Frankfurt care is not only fundamental to each human 
individual, i.e. part of our human existence, but our caring commitments are also 
necessitating. More specifically, people can be volitionally necessitated by their 
caring commitments: they could rationally choose otherwise, but they are reluctant to 
do this, because they want to be bound by their caring commitments. Thus, when 
agents are being required to forgo their personal interests and to ignore their caring 
commitments this will ignore that they want to act upon these commitments.221 Seen 
from Frankfurt’s point of view, being required to comply with one’s impartial moral 
duties is to neglect another important domain of our humanity; the domain of love. 
Frankfurt argues that for many individuals it is perfectly reasonable to give priority to 
their reasons of love: without hesitation we act upon our reasons of love.  
 
3.4 Summary 
 
In this section I explored an important presumption of the Priority Claim. Apparently 
the idea that agents should be given enough latitude to pursue their own interests is 
considered important enough to express this in a specific claim. The Priority Claim 
states that something will be lost when we ignore the importance for agents to pursue 
their own interests. I described three different concepts that express this loss to the 
agent: one’s autonomy, one’s integrity and one’s caring commitments.  

One’s autonomy refers, according to Nagel, to the projects and aims that one 
takes an interest in, and because these projects and aims vary among individuals, 
we should seriously take into consideration the importance for agents to pursue their 
own interests. Slote defends a different view on one’s autonomy that is also closely 
related to an agent’s interests. According to him, it is not the agent-relativity of one’s 
projects, but the fact that agents can have an interest in possibly anything, that 
should be honoured. No matter what an agent wants to pursue, to have a lazy 
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afternoon or to volunteer at Oxfam, it is important to be able to pursue one’s own 
interests whatsoever. Both views on autonomy express that agents will lose their 
autonomy when not being allowed – sufficiently – to pursue one’s own interests.  

The notion of integrity is brought forward by Williams and I analysed in what 
way he holds that one’s integrity will be lost. In two different ways the notion of 
integrity appears: with respect to the doctrine of negative responsibility, relating an 
agent’s responsibility to actions he cannot prevent, and to the importance of pursuing 
one’s own ground projects. In the first interpretation agents experience a gap 
between their moral duties and their self-perception, in the second interpretation 
agents are prevented from leading authentic and unique lives. The first notion 
involves a meta-ethical debate on motivation and the existence of internal or external 
reasons for action, while the second builds on the notion of authenticity. The second 
interpretation is less controversial and can more easily be combined with 
commonsense views about the importance of leading one’s own life and pursuing 
one’s own interests.  

Last, the notion of care explains why agents want to stick to their caring 
commitments, and are reluctant to forgo their personal interests. People are involved 
in caring relations and these relations are not only part of our condition humaine, but 
also considered as good and worthwhile. Moreover, care ethicists emphasize that our 
caring commitments build our identity and outlook on the world, and care should be 
accepted as a central moral concept. Frankfurt denies that care is a moral concept, 
but agrees in large part about the importance and relevance of one’s caring 
commitments. People want to be committed to their caring relations, they want to be 
volitionally necessitated, and this explains why it is obvious to many to give priority to 
their caring commitments, instead of to impartial moral duties. Both views, an ethics 
of care and Frankfurt’s view, show that care involves essential and fundamental 
aspects of our humanity and that being expected or required to set aside our 
interests based on these commitments is certainly a loss to people.   

One could object that these three notions cannot be clearly distinguished and 
that they do not only show much overlap, but are equal. Integrity cannot be 
separated from one’s autonomy and could be seen as an aspect or refinement of 
one’s autonomy: my integrity will be jeopardized if I cannot pursue projects that are 
important to me. Care also is supported by ideas about autonomy and integrity: I 
happen to care for the ones I love and cherish, and not being able to live up to my 
caring commitments will jeopardize my integrity. So why should we distinguish 
between these three different notions? I aimed to show that each notion has a 
different focus, rather than argue for some sharp distinction between them. Still, I am 
not convinced that it would be wise to heap them together and consider them to 
express exactly the same. Autonomy can refer to one’s choices, life plans and 
projects, while integrity will point at other aspects involved in the process of having 
one’s own projects, choices and plans. Integrity will emphasize the importance to be 
a unique and authentic person, able to live up to and stand for my choices and life 
plans. Care must be distinguished from both these notions, because it involves other-
regarding concerns agents have, and that are important to them. Not only because I 
choose to care for these people, like one’s friends, but because I happen to love and 
cherish certain people more than I do others. Therefore, I consider these three 
notions to emphasize in different ways, thus have a difference in focus, what is 
important to agents.  
 If we compare these three notions with the different interpretations of the 
Priority Claim that we encountered in Section 2, we still cannot decide what 
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interpretation must be rejected from the start: the Priority Claim can both be 
conceived as a claim for partial morality, because it would reflect upon the essential 
importance of care to agents, as well as that it can be interpreted as a claim for a 
broad interpretation of our practical reasoning, in which our non-moral personal 
interests can stand up or prevail moral considerations. It is unlikely though that each 
interpretation of the Priority Claim will be acceptable: I have so far been sceptical 
about the defence of options, while this is also one of the ways the Priority Claim is 
interpreted. It would be odd to conclude now that it is a plausible view after all. 
Notice, however, that no conclusion can be drawn as yet. I described different ways 
the Priority Claim is dealt with and interpreted in several ethical theories: there is no 
standard or other means to determine at this stage what will be the most plausible 
interpretation. Therefore I turned to the question of what is considered to be ‘at stake’ 
in order to put forward a Priority Claim from a commonsense perspective, and 
addressed three different notions that express what is essential to one’s individual 
interests. Notions of autonomy, integrity and care describe this in different ways, but 
still leave open other important questions. It is for instance not yet clear what status 
the Priority Claim tries to achieve and whether it is a claim that should be settled 
within the moral domain, i.e. that claims a specific moral status for one’s personal 
interests, or that this claim could also involve a debate about the status of our moral 
considerations in practical reasoning. It is possible that the Priority Claim can be 
given different interpretations varying with the ethical theory that our commonsense 
beliefs are confronted with. That is, we can expect that commonsense morality will 
have objections and wishes with respect to a consequentialist theory, different from 
those it will have with regard to an ethics of care perspective. After all, both deal with 
our commonsense beliefs and intuitions in their own distinctive way. 

I think there is some truth in this thought, and this requires us to focus a bit 
more on the debate in which the Priority Claim is involved, to get more grip on the 
content of the claim. One way to do so is to turn to the distinction that is traditionally 
made between the personal viewpoint and the moral viewpoint. Individual interests 
are often conceived as personal interests and distinguished from one’s moral or 
impartial interests and obligations. A better understanding of these two viewpoints 
will help us to get more grip on the content of the Priority Claim. This will be the topic 
of Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 6  Priority to the personal point of view  
 
 
 

A man whose moral judgements always coincided with his interests 
could be suspected of having no morality at all. 

  John Rawls, 1999: 54. 
    
       
1 Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter I introduced the Priority Claim, expressing the commonsense 
view that agents should have room to pursue their own plans and projects and 
commitments (i.e. their own interests) in a satisfactory way, on the argument that 
these interests can override or outweigh (other) moral considerations that demand 
them to act otherwise, because not being able to pursue one’s own interests is 
unreasonable.222  

In two different ways we tried to gain clarity on this broad and vague claim. 
First, an analysis of how this commonsense view is regarded and discussed in three 
different ethical theories showed that different interpretations of the Priority Claim 
emerge, focusing on different philosophical debates. Secondly, an analysis of what is 
considered to be so important that it should sufficiently, or satisfactorily, be taken into 
account showed that three different notions can be characterized as essentially 
related to an agent’s own interests: one’s autonomy, one’s integrity and one’s caring 
commitments.  

Which is the most plausible interpretation of the Priority Claim? Which 
interpretation expresses best what this claim aims to defend? In this chapter I turn to 
assumptions that seem to underlie the Priority Claim in the debate on the limits of 
morality and that are helpful for further analysis. This concerns the assumption that 
an individual’s interests express a personal and partial outlook on the world, while 
morality requires us to take a moral viewpoint. I will analyse a classical dichotomy 
between a personal and a moral viewpoint that explains the rise of the Priority Claim, 
because in this classical view one’s personal interests are necessarily inferior to 
one’s moral duties and responsibilities. There are generally two strategies to escape 
the classical dichotomy and deal with the Priority Claim, each strategy involving a 
(slightly) different interpretation. The first strategy involves an ‘empowerment’ of the 
personal viewpoint against the moral viewpoint. Empowerment is an attempt to 
improve the status of one’s personal interests. A second strategy is to critically 
review the meta-ethical presuppositions about morality, i.e. to analyse its authority, 
domain and scope.  
The two strategies intertwine in important respects, but neither strategy favours one 
particular interpretation of the Priority Claim. I will then argue that we do not only 
need a theoretical outline of the type of claim that is expressed in the Priority Claim, 
but also a substantive analysis of the actual, expressed interests of agents in order to 
determine what status an individual wants to claim for his personal interests. Such a 

                                                 
222 See Chapter 5, Section 1. 
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substantive analysis will be given in the Sections 5-7. An analysis of the dichotomy 
between a personal and a moral viewpoint will be given in the Sections 2-4.  
 
2 A personal and a moral point of view: classical dichotomy 
 
The claim that agents should be allowed to give sufficient priority to their personal 
interests presupposes that in normative theories such priority is insufficiently 
guaranteed. The Priority Claim further clearly states that an agent’s own interests 
should be able to outweigh or override other considerations. This seems to assume 
that one’s personal interests are separated from one’s moral interests and outlook. In 
the literature a personal and a moral viewpoint are often distinguished, each having a 
different content and status. I will describe one dominant picture as a classical 
dichotomy that highly influences the debate on the limits of morality. I will present this 
dichotomy in a somewhat rhetorical way to stress its main characteristics and explain 
how the Priority Claim is fitted into it. A closer look at this dichotomy and the status 
that is ascribed to one’s personal interests in terms of it will help us understand the 
Priority Claim better, and it will help us to find strategies and interpretations of the 
Priority Claim that will be most supported by a commonsense perspective.   

In moral philosophy one often distinguishes between a moral and a personal 
viewpoint. This is supported by the following consideration. Our moral judgements 
and ideas do not aim to express the idea(l) of a single individual, but what is right or 
good for each individual. This requires somehow that agents suspend their individual 
personal outlook and take another person’s conside-rations into account as well. In 
reality we see that agents do take different perspectives. Agents consider other 
people’s interests, because they can recognize the same desires, needs and 
interests and the drive to fulfil these that they have themselves. Such recognition is 
not limited to people we actually know, but agents can recognize interests of distant 
others. That is, they are able to conceive on a more abstract level that other human 
beings can have similar interests and desires as they have. The ability to hold 
different viewpoints has led to the distinction between what is considered one’s 
personal viewpoint and one’s moral viewpoint.  
Different weight is given to considerations from either viewpoint. What seems 
extremely important to me from my personal viewpoint may be less important when I 
take another’s interests into account. Thus, my desire to stay home and have a lazy 
evening watching television is likely to disappear when I hear that my grandmother 
has been taken to the hospital for emergency surgery, because that is far more 
important than my preference to watch television.  

Although it is extremely difficult to define one general moral viewpoint, 
because each normative theory will characterize it in its own way, there are some 
characteristics that frequently appear in different debates and theories that are based 
on the distinction between a personal and a moral viewpoint. I will use Wolf’s 
description of what I consider a classical dichotomy.  

The personal viewpoint is frequently equated with a subjective viewpoint, 
where the subjective viewpoint is often understood as self-centred. The moral 
viewpoint, in contrast, is conceived as non-subjective, not self-centred, and therefore 
more detached from one’s personal outlook on the world. This detach-ment is often 
translated into a condition of impartiality, requiring agents to take other people’s 
interests into account without bias. In a general way, we can define the classical view 
on the moral viewpoint as a requirement that agents have to   
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step back from (their) own personal interests in order to reflect on the equal 
claims of others and appropriately incorporate them in (their) judgements what 
to do.223  

 
We see this picture emerge in different descriptions of moral viewpoints, like in 
Hare’s archangel’s perspective, the perspective of the impartial spectator, or ‘God’s 
viewpoint’, but also in a framework that conceives impartiality as the reasonable non-
rejectability by all participants.  

An important consequence of conceiving the moral and the personal viewpoint 
in this way is that it will lead to a different content and status of each viewpoint. In 
trying to define what is necessary to obtain a moral viewpoint that will establish 
general agreement by all participants or that will guarantee what is unbiased and 
right, the personal viewpoint is sketched as the exact opposite. Thus, when the moral 
viewpoint expresses impartiality, the personal is partial, when the moral expresses 
the objective, the personal the partial or subjective, when the moral focus is on our 
other-regarding considerations the personal relates to our self-centred 
considerations. Further, the moral is generally considered to be authoritative, 
overriding the personal viewpoint, and the personal viewpoint expresses one’s 
biased, non-authoritative view on the world – inferior to the moral. In the literature we 
can find many examples of this moral–personal opposition.  

The general idea that we can distinguish two different viewpoints, each 
expressing its own outlook on the world, and each with its specific status, has come 
under attack. This is where the commonsense perspective enters the fray. Our 
commonsense beliefs about the importance of an agent’s own interests are unhappy 
with the notion that one’s own interests are necessarily inferior to one’s moral 
responsibilities and judgements. Instead, they point out that there are essential 
characteristics related to the individual outlook, characteristics that I described in the 
previous chapter as autonomy, integrity and the importance of caring commitments. 
On the basis of these characteristics we can conclude that the classical dichotomy 
presents a distorted picture of reality and of our moral practices. To view the personal 
only as a perspective that represents our self-centred interests is to draw a parochial 
picture of the personal point of view that does not do justice to how people generally 
perceive the world.  

Wolf strongly criticized the classical dichotomy on three counts. First, one’s 
personal interests are not only self-regarding. Agents can care greatly for the 
happiness of other people. It would be distorting to view these concerns for others, 
and other people’s projects and plans as inferior to our moral considerations, 
because we do not only care for others, but also consider it a good thing to do so. 
The same goes for the projects, plans and aims that are mine: I can care deeply 
about the saving of the orang-utan, or dedicate my life to finding a cure for cancer, 
more than I care for other (objectively) worthwhile projects and plans. These projects 
and plans are not only important from the perspective of the individual, because they 
are the projects that I am dedicated to, but others can agree and admire me for 
having them. They can understand this in a similar way as they can agree on the 
importance of special relations to agents, or the striving of athletes to win a medal at 
the Olympic Games.  

In other words, secondly, the range of activities that are part of one’s personal 
interests is much broader than is classically viewed, and these interests are neither 

                                                 
223 Wolf (1999): 204. 
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wholly self-regarding, nor do they invariably represent one’s subjective desire. 
Instead, they represent good and worthwhile projects and concerns that others can 
agree with. According to Wolf,  
 

the value of these things cannot be cashed out in terms of the subjective 
rewards they offer to agents, yet neither can they be understood in terms of 
their answering the needs or wants of others or as providing a benefit for the 
world.224  
 

Thirdly, every choice agents make is in this dichotomy conceived as a ‘best 
alternative’ that we simply have to pursue. Some even presuppose that agents are 
only interested in optimizing their personal interests, as if they hold some maximizing 
principle favouring their own interests. This does not correspond with reality. 
Generally, people do not feel a duty to stay up late to make birthday decorations for 
their children’s birthday, nor do they feel obliged to work hard on their PhD thesis 
instead of visiting a friend. Neither do we  
 

first ask ourselves what would be most satisfying to us, looking down the list of 
alternatives till we find something suitably worthwhile. Nor do we ask what 
would be the most worthwhile thing to do with our time, searching the list that 
this question generates till we find something sufficiently personally 
appealing.225  

 
The classical picture of a moral viewpoint and a personal viewpoint suggests that 
agents always face duties, either those that are self-regarding or those that are other-
regarding. The best alternative, according to Wolf, is to reject the dichotomy 
altogether and search for a better way to account for the daily practices in which we 
are quite able to distinguish and give priority to different types of concerns.  

If these presumptions underlie the classical dichotomy, this explains why 
commonsense morality puts forward a Priority Claim, because the dichotomy is far 
removed from our common practices. Important aspects of our humanity are 
seriously neglected if our caring commitments to concrete others, our autonomy and 
integrity are brushed aside in favour of some impartial moral viewpoint. But having 
concluded that, where to go from there? There are two strategies available. The first 
is to interpret the Priority Claim as a defence of the view that our personal interests 
should be upgraded in status compared to our moral considerations. I will call this the 
‘empowerment’ strategy. The second strategy is to (de)construct the meta-ethical 
presumptions at work in the debate on the limits of morality. The Priority Claim can 
then be interpreted as a means to (re)negotiate the authority of both personal and 
moral considerations in our practical deliberations. I will discuss both strategies in the 
next sections.  
 
3 Empowerment of the personal point of view  
 
One way to escape the negative assumptions of the classical dichotomy is to 
improve the status of the personal point of view and the interests that are central to 
this perspective. I will illustrate this strategy with two examples of such 
‘empowerment’; one suggested by Nagel and one by Scheffler. The idea of 
                                                 
224 Ibid: 213. 
225 Ibid: 211. 



129

empowerment is that by taking a different stance towards the content and status of 
each viewpoint, this will result in an improvement of the status of our personal 
interests.  

Before going into these proposals and explaining in what ways they can be 
seen as empowerment of the personal viewpoint, I need to address one obvious 
objection that could be made from the start. Some could argue that the status that is 
ascribed to the moral and the personal point of view cannot be separated from a 
normative framework. Hence, the general idea that morality demands that agents 
detach themselves from their situation is a viewpoint that is bound to specific 
normative frameworks. I will immediately admit that each normative framework will 
develop or set its own conditions for the moral viewpoint, but what I stated in the 
previous section is that there is important overlap between different types of 
normative theories, which all require agents to distance from their personal contexts. 
Thus, even though contractualism holds a different view on impartiality compared to 
mainstream consequentialism, there is also important overlap between these views, 
which is captured under the heading of the classical dichotomy. Both theories require 
agents to abstract from their situation and take a different – i.e. moral – viewpoint, 
and both theories assume that one’s moral judgements should have more authority in 
our practical reasoning compared to our personal interests. Thus, for the moment I 
consider myself justified to treat different theoretical perspectives in the same way, 
and analyse how attempts are made to improve the status of one’s personal point of 
view and one’s personal interests.  
 
Nagel’s view in Reasonable Partiality is a good example of such an empowerment 
strategy. He states that the ability to conceive the world from two different viewpoints 
– a personal and an impartial viewpoint226– are both valuable in themselves. To him, 
it is obvious that the personal viewpoint is valuable, because one cannot sustain an 
impersonal indifference to things in one’s life, which matter personally.227 We should 
therefore take the personal standpoint into account and not see this as a ‘capitulation 
to human badness or weakness, but a necessary acknowledgement of human 
complexity.’228 The moral and the personal viewpoint can fundamentally and truly 
conflict, and we can neither expect agents to abandon the particularities that build 
their identity (i.e. that belong to the personal viewpoint) nor reject an impartial moral 
viewpoint, because that would leave us with a multitude of personal perspectives and 
no impartial standard to judge what is preferable or right.  

If we accept that both views can truly conflict, we should not simply prefer one 
above the other, but turn to some fair procedure to decide which perspective should 
be given priority. The procedure requires agents to ‘externalize’ their personal 
viewpoint and account for their judgements and reasons to others, requiring 
justification from each participant in the moral domain. This justification is based on a 
notion of reasonableness: it is what I can affirm that anyone ought to do in my place, 
and what therefore everyone ought to agree is right for me to do. Thus, deciding what 
interests from what perspective should be given priority is not a matter of tossing a 
coin, but should be decided in a fair procedure in which we seek unanimity of all 
participants, and can reasonably agree that an agent can give priority to the own 
                                                 
226 Nagel often uses the notion of impersonal instead of impartial, but seems to mean what I describe as impartial. 
227 Nagel (1991): 11. 
228 It would be interesting to compare Nagel’s view in his ‘The View from Nowhere’ with his opinion in ‘Equality 
and Partiality’, because Dancy had some fundamental critique on Nagel’s position on the moral viewpoint in ‘The 
View from Nowhere’, while Nagel seems to present a much more sympathetic viewpoint in ‘Equality and 
Partiality’. For present purposes, I will set this analysis aside. (See Dancy (1993): Chapter 9). 
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personal interests. Two thresholds limit this search for unanimity. Those who are 
worse off will always have a reasonable claim on others if they will otherwise fall 
below a certain overall threshold of aid. The same goes for individuals who already 
made huge sacrifices: we cannot reasonably expect agents to continue to contribute 
above a particular level of sacrifice, because they must be allowed some personal 
domain.229 It is thus only in an intermediate range that we have to search for 
unanimity.  

Why is Nagel’s view an example of the empowerment strategy? First, he 
clearly states that both viewpoints are important and valuable in themselves. This 
contrasts with the classical dichotomy, in which the moral viewpoint is automatically 
given a superior status. Secondly, Nagel’s turn to a fair procedure is a means to find 
agreement among all participants about the justifiability of giving preference to one’s 
personal viewpoint. Thirdly, this requirement is limited by two important thresholds, 
beyond which individuals are always allowed to give priority to interests that derive 
from their personal viewpoint.  
 
Nagel’s view is but one example of an empowerment strategy and I offer a brief 
description of a second attempt to improve the status of one’s personal interests, in 
order to show that various proposals can be captured under this strategy. Scheffler, 
in Human Morality, developed a moderate view on morality, in which two different 
viewpoints show much overlap: from both viewpoints we can acknowledge the 
importance of specific considerations, even though we can differ on how important 
these considerations should be from either point of view.230 According to Scheffler, it 
is only natural that the viewpoints overlap, because morality must ultimately 
represent a view on how people should live, and this requires us to pay some 
attention to the interests of actual persons in the outline of a normative theory. We 
can also expect a more sympathetic view to moral considerations within the personal 
viewpoint, because individuals are educated and raised as moral agents who agree 
upon and respect moral values and ideals that are part of the moral viewpoint. Thus, 
overlap between the two viewpoints seems obvious. As a result, conflicts between 
the personal and a moral viewpoint will rise less easily, because the viewpoints are 
congruent in important respects. That is, from the moral viewpoint an attempt is 
made to accommodate the personal interests of agents into the moral framework, 
while from the personal viewpoint agents are requested to try to shape their own 
interests in such a way as to avoid conflict with morality. Scheffler’s appeal to overlap 
between both viewpoints is a means to empower the personal viewpoint – at least 
those interests from the personal viewpoint that overlap with the moral viewpoint.  

An important difference vis-à-vis Nagel’s proposal is that Scheffler criticizes 
the traditional picture of the moral viewpoint, while Nagel seems to build on the 
classical picture of a detached and impartial viewpoint. Scheffler argues that the 
moral viewpoint should be a moderate viewpoint, being motivationally assessable for 
ordinary man, and should represent what human beings generally value. He uses a 
meta-ethical distinction to ‘devalue’ the classical picture of the moral viewpoint so 
that it can possibly show congruence with one’s personal viewpoint. Still, this strategy 
is an attempt to ‘empower’ the personal viewpoint, because Scheffler also takes for 
granted that two different viewpoints co-exist, with two different types of 
considerations and standing. Only due to the fact that they can overlap, our personal 
interests can be given more standing. His interpretation of the Priority Claim therefore 
                                                 
229 Nagel (1991): 50-51. 
230 Scheffler (1992): 118-9. 
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does not differ greatly from Nagel’s because agents are allowed to assign priority to 
their personal interests only if these are accounted for in the moral viewpoint.   

Scheffler’s proposal involves some important elements that I consider as a 
second strategy to escape the classical dichotomy, which is to critically review the 
meta-ethical presumptions of the moral viewpoint.  
 
4 Meta-ethical presumptions and the Priority Claim 
 
The second strategy involves a meta-ethical analysis of the conditions that define the 
authority, scope and content of morality, and has consequences for the status and 
authority of our personal interests that can fundamentally change our views of the 
relation between personal and moral considerations and interests. Scheffler has 
made a useful analysis of these three aspects, i.e. its authority, scope and content. I 
describe how he distinguishes them and how we can use them as a means to 
criticize and analyse debates that concern conflicts between the moral and personal 
viewpoint.  
 
4.1 Pervasiveness, stringency and overridingness of morality231 
 
The scope of morality refers to its pervasiveness. Morality is pervasive if no human 
action is immune to moral assessment. Some philosophers deny that morality is 
pervasive, because they consider that some types of actions are beyond the scope of 
morality. Often, the following two types of examples are given. First, there are cases 
that seem too trivial to warrant moral evaluation, like the brushing of one’s teeth or 
donning one’s pyjamas. A second type of cases involves the priority agents are 
allowed to give to their loved ones: one need not provide further moral justification for 
one’s actions, but can simply act upon one’s non-moral reasons. A good example of 
such a consideration is Williams’s argument that it would be ‘one thought too many’ 
to argue why a man would save his wife rather than a stranger from a burning house.  

Morality is pervasive if we cannot rule out from the start which actions are 
beyond moral scrutiny and which not. If for example I continue to brush my teeth 
while a person next to me is choking, and I am the only one who can help, it is 
difficult to argue that the brushing of my teeth is morally irrelevant.232 In a similar way 
we can imagine a situation in which the saving of one’s wife becomes less obvious, 
for example when this will be at cost of the lives of many others. In other words, it 
can depend on the circumstances whether a particular action will become morally 
relevant and open to moral assessment.  

The content of morality refers to its stringency. Stringency concerns the 
strictness of our moral considerations: they are binding in the domain to which they 
apply. In a stringent morality, a moral judgement is a claim, a demand, an obligation 
or duty for the agent and not a thought, responsibility or consideration that we could 
also ignore, reject, or consider outweighed by other considerations. To give an 
example: judging that murder is wrong will put a claim on me that binds me and 
constrains my actions: I will have a strong injunction not to kill another living being. 
This moral rule weighs heavily upon me as an agent.   

Finally, overridingness of morality refers to its authority. This notion is closely 
related to the stringency of morality and as such often confused with it. 
Overridingness, however, concerns the idea that, given an overall verdict about what 
                                                 
231 Scheffler (1992): 25-28. 
232 Borrowed from Scheffler (1992): 23. 
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one morally ought to do, one cannot rationally defy it. Thus, overridingness is the 
claim that it can never be rational knowingly to do what morality forbids.233  
 
The three notions can be combined in various ways, and each combination leads to a 
specific meta-ethical view on morality. This view on morality will lead to different 
suggestions and strategies to argue for the relevance of personal interests to agents. 
For example, someone who believes that morality is stringent and overriding can 
resist the idea that morality is pervasive, because he may feel that the authority of 
morality is so great within its domain that the domain must be limited if people are to 
retain sufficient opportunity to pursue their personal projects and commitments.234 As 
a result, those who hold this view must also believe that our personal projects and 
commitments are necessarily non-moral in order to be able to ‘stand up’ against our 
moral duties. This resembles what Portmore defended in his position-relative 
consequentialism.235 He argued that our personal interests must remain non-moral 
for them to be able to establish an option to pursue one’s own interests. If personal 
interests would be conceived as moral considerations, we would end up with a 
requirement to give priority to our personal interests.236  

Those, however, who are not convinced that morality is stringent, may be 
inclined to argue that morality must be pervasive, and as such must account for our 
personal interests as well. Otherwise, morality would neglect important aspects of our 
humanity. This is what Jollimore argues for in Friendship and Agent-relative Morality: 
friendship should be accepted as a moral value and accounted for in ethical theory, 
because it is an important aspect of our humanity and as such should be 
acknowledged as part of our moral agency.  

The notions of stringency, overridingness and pervasiveness can be very 
helpful for the analysis of the Priority Claim,237 because it helps to explain what 
assumptions are underlying specific ethical theories and normative frameworks and 
make us understand what strategy is available for a commonsense moralist who 
criticizes such theory as lacking sufficient priority for agents to pursue their own 
interests.  

Scheffler’s proposal for a moderate morality develops a view that rejects the 
stringency of morality while explicitly accepting its pervasiveness. As a result, it 
becomes possible for our personal interests to overlap with our moral interests and 
considerations, because in principle every action is open to moral scrutiny. We 
escape the classical dichotomy by adjusting the conditions of morality, i.e. to reject 
stringency and accept pervasiveness, while leaving intact the idea of two distinct 
viewpoints that have a different standing and content. Although I described his view 
as an empowerment strategy – because his proposal retains an existing dichotomy – 
we now see that he also makes use of the second strategy, which is to critically 
review the meta-ethical presuppositions of morality. Follo-wing Scheffler we have 
reasons to interpret the Priority Claim as a claim to change the scope of morality to 
enable congruence with other viewpoints, while leaving intact the different viewpoints 
and their content.  

This brief description of Scheffler’s meta-ethical stance in the debate helps us 
understand what strategies are available to him. We can clearly see a difference with 

                                                 
233 Scheffler (1995): 939. 
234 Scheffler (1992): 26. 
235 See Chapter 5, Section 2 and Chapter 2, Section 6. 
236 Portmore (2003). 
237 The notion is, however not frequently used, and by some skeptically reviewed. See Kamm (1992). 
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Portmore, who insists that our personal considerations should be non-moral. 
Considering that Portmore will probably favour a stringent and overriding view on 
morality, we can only expect him to come to this conclusion. Therefore, a meta-
ethical analysis will help us understand why specific interpretations of the Priority 
Claim are advocated, and stimulate us to ponder whether different interpretations of 
the Priority Claim can co-exist.  

The distinction has another advantage. It can help us determine what 
combinations of these three different notions of stringency, overridingness and 
pervasiveness will be more or less acceptable from a commonsense moral viewpoint. 
We can expect that those theories that will accept all three conditions will certainly be 
criticized and lead to a Priority Claim, because it will lead to a critical evaluation of 
one or more of these notions. It is less clear, however, whether the Priority Claim 
would prefer criticism on the stringency of morality over its pervasiveness or 
overridingness. Different strategies, and thus inter-pretations of the Priority Claim can 
therefore still co-exist. One could deny the pervasiveness of morality and accept the 
other conditions, which would lead to a view that one can give priority to one’s non-
moral personal interests in practical reasoning. One can also deny the stringency of 
morality and hold on to its pervasiveness, arguing that personal considerations can 
on occasion be more binding than one’s impartial considerations. In support of the 
idea that the Priority Claim could criticize each of these notions separately I will 
analyse Frankfurt’s meta-ethical view on morality as an example. He insists that our 
caring commitments have to be non-moral, like Portmore and in contrast to a feminist 
ethics of care perspective, while his view on the importance of care does not seem to 
fit Portmore’s account. Can we explain this with the help of a meta-ethical analysis?  
 
4.2 Frankfurt; why caring commitments are non-moral  
 
In several of his works, Frankfurt describes his view on morality. In an early essay he 
distinguishes three different types of ‘necessities’. There are the (1) necessities of 
ambition and prudence, that are ‘indispensable to the attainment of our settled goals’, 
(2) the necessities of duty, that reflect the imperatives of moral obligation and (3) the 
necessities of love that express the imperatives of what we care about.238 According 
to Frankfurt, a person’s caring commitments do not express merely how things make 
a person feel, or his opinions about them; rather, they evince the ‘more or less stable 
motivational structures that shape his preferences and that guide and limit his 
conduct.’239  
These three necessities constitute distinctive domains that are all part of our practical 
reasoning and are all in their own way normative for agents, i.e. they can lead to 
binding commitments. In moral philosophy, Frankfurt argues, it is mistakenly believed 
that morality should have exclusive authority over other considerations. He writes:  
 

In my opinion, .. the importance of morality in directing our lives tends to be 
exaggerated. Morality is less pertinent to the shaping of our preferences and 
to the guidance of our conduct. It tells us less of what we need to know about 
what we should value and how we should live – than commonly presumed. It 
is also less authoritative.240  
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Frankfurt is convinced that morality cannot answer fully the question how we should 
live, because according to him morality focuses on our obligations, and not on what 
people care about and wholeheartedly love. He argues that those persons who fully 
comply with morality’s demands may not even be admirable, because they can show 
defects in their character or constitution such that they lead lives that no reasonable 
person would freely choose.241 This makes it less plausible that Frankfurt holds the 
view that morality is authoritative and unlimited in scope and must be given priority 
above other considerations. Accordingly, Frankfurt concludes that we simply must 
accept that other things matter to people as well, and people can be committed and 
bound by the claims that caring relations lay upon them. People, Frankfurt says, can  
 

find that other things may sometimes mean more to them, and make stronger 
claims upon them, than either morality or themselves. … In numerous 
contexts, it is both more precise and more fully explanatory to say that there is 
something we care about, or… something we regard as important to 
ourselves.242  

 
Frankfurt holds the view that morality is not overriding, because it can be rational in 
his view to go against one’s moral duties. More specifically, he argues  
 

Although it is widely presumed that moral claims are necessarily overriding, it 
is far from clear that assigning a higher authority to some nonmoral mode of 
normativity must always be – in every circumstance and regardless of the 
pertinent magnitudes – a mistake.243 

 
I also think it is likely that Frankfurt does not conceive morality as pervasive. Two 
reasons support this view. First, Frankfurt clearly distinguishes three domains in 
practical reasoning, each separated from the other, and each having a different field 
of application. Secondly, Frankfurt objects to the suggestion that (some) caring 
commitments should be accepted and accounted for in the moral domain, and he 
explicitly mentions such an attempt by Nagel. Nagel argued that the reasons parents 
have for caring for their children should be conceived as agent-relative.244 In 
Frankfurt’s view, this is another way to argue that they must be part of the moral law. 
Frankfurt argues that the caring commitment of a parent to his child should not be 
part of the moral law, because  
 

parents are generally not concerned for their children out of duty but simply 
out of love; and the love, needless to say, is not a love of duty but a love of the 
children. To account for the necessities and the authority of parental love, 
there is no reason to invoke the moral law.245  

 
Some can doubt whether Frankfurt has a distinct opinion on the pervasiveness of 
morality, because strictly speaking pervasiveness involves an idea about the 
susceptibility of human action to moral assessment. Frankfurt could be silent on the 
topic. I think however that he has a clear opinion about the domain of reasons and 
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considerations that are considered susceptible to moral assessment. Our caring 
commitments can be better explained and interpreted as necessity of love than as a 
necessity of duty. According to him 
 

Authoritative reasoning about what to do and how to behave is not limited to 
moral deliberation. Its scope extends, as I have suggested, to evaluations in 
terms of various nonmoral modes of normativity that also bear upon the 
conduct of life. The theory of normative practical reasoning is therefore more 
inclusive, with respect to the types of deliberations that it considers, than moral 
philosophy.246 

 
It is an interesting question for debate what view Frankfurt has on possible conflicts 
between the ‘necessities of love’ and the ‘necessities of duty’. Interestingly, he does 
not pay much attention to these possible conflicts in our practical reasoning. He only 
gives some hints on his thoughts about such conflicts. Many of these conflicts are 
only apparent, in his opinion, because they rest on two assumptions that can be 
criticized. First, that the authority of morality is superior to that of one’s personal 
interests and secondly, that the alternative, i.e. to allow agents to pursue their 
personal interests, would be to allow people to  
 

greedily permitting oneself to be driven by self-interests… Perhaps they 
assume that when someone is reluctant to submit his behavior to moral 
constraints, it must be that he is motivated by nothing more elevated than a 
narrow desire for some benefit to himself.247 

 
Frankfurt’s meta-ethical view can therefore best be conceived as a view that rejects 
the idea that morality is pervasive or overriding, but embraces the view that morality 
is stringent. The necessities of love are, in his view, best considered as non-moral 
considerations.  
 
When we compare Frankfurt’s view with that of care ethicists, we see that their claim 
is the exact opposite, holding that care should be a central moral concept. Care 
ethicists will probably hold a different meta-ethical view on the scope of morality. 
From a care ethics perspective, morality must be pervasive in order to capture all the 
aspects of our caring commitments. And care ethicists might insist that aspects of 
care should be accepted as moral if they will hold that morality is stringent and 
overriding. Notice that this could be a plausible view as well: a partial morality can 
also do justice to those caring commitments that express important values to agents, 
and express ‘who they are’. The meta-ethical analysis therefore helps us both to 
understand Frankfurt’s view on morality and shows that there can be different 
plausible ways to interpret the Priority Claim.   
 
 This conclusion leaves us with the question whether every interpretation of the 
Priority Claim will do. How can I argue for this view when I also rejected the defence 
of options as doing no justice to our commonsense beliefs? Does the Priority Claim 
not rule out some ways to give leeway to an agent’s personal interests? I mentioned 
above that commonsense morality will at least rule out those ethical theoretical 
perspectives that embrace all three notions, i.e. accept the stringency, overridingness 
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and pervasiveness of morality. Therefore, attempts to improve the defence of 
options, as Portmore’s position-relative consequentialism does, have a great 
disadvantage from the start, because they will only allow accepting priority to some 
personal interests. What the analysis of Frankfurt shows, however, is that the failure 
of the defence of options is not due to the fact that personal interests are necessarily 
considered as non-moral considerations, but rather that some important aspects of 
our personal interests will be neglected when we only focus on a defence of options. 
Frankfurt’s argument about the necessities of love seems convincing and 
sympathetic to our commonsense beliefs, but so does the care ethics perspective. 
Therefore, we simply are not able to rule out that the Priority Claim is either a 
defence of partial morality, claiming that personal interests should be accepted within 
the moral domain, or a defence of non-moral personal interests. Depending on one’s 
meta-ethical view on morality, both can lead to plausible views and can meet the 
Priority Claim.  

There are two reasons supporting the idea that we must be open to the 
thought that different interpretations of the Priority Claim can co-exist. First, it is 
important to allow our commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions to be accounted for 
in different normative frameworks. That is, we can expect each ethical theory to want 
to account for our fundamentally shared beliefs and convictions about moral conduct 
and judgement. No ethical theory has exclusive rights to our commonsense beliefs. 
Thus, different ethical theories will combine ideas about the stringency, 
pervasiveness and overridingness of morality in different ways, and as such develop 
other views on how the personal can be involved in the moral and how to deal with 
conflicts between the personal and the moral. Although it is possible that some 
theories will be better equipped to account for our commonsense beliefs, and some 
may prove to be extremely incompatible with fundamental commonsense beliefs, it 
requires further analysis to decide which theory is the most adequate. But still, this 
analysis might also show that the Priority Claim can be interpreted in different ways. 
A defence of agent-relative reasons can be as successful as Frankfurt’s stance on 
the necessities of love. It could lead to the conclusion that different interpretations 
must be accepted.  

Secondly, it is wrong to conceive our commonsense moral beliefs as static 
and of equal weight. When we consider that agents can have any number of reasons 
for giving priority to their personal interests, we must somehow take this into account 
in the Priority Claim as well. That is, our substantive claims can vary from a defence 
to have a lazy afternoon, to a defence of reasons that reflect one’s integrity. The 
Priority Claim could relate differently to various substantive claims of agents, and it is 
important to distinguish between them. Moreover, if agents give different weight to 
their own personal interests, it might turn out that the priority that is claimed for by 
agents will be of a different degree as well: when essential values are at stake one 
could more easily be justified to give priority to one’s personal interests, while this 
can be less self-evident if it concerns my interest in a lazy afternoon. A substantive 
analysis of an agent’s actual judgements therefore matters greatly, and I will address 
this in the next section.  
 
5  Priority Claim and substantive moral judgements  
 
An agent’s personal interests can function in different ways in our practical 
deliberations. Some of them may express fundamental aspects of our humanity that 
cannot easily be ignored, and will lead to serious conflicts when not sufficiently 
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accounted for. This will lead to a strong interpretation of the Priority Claim. On other 
occasions, however, agents may feel that it is important to have personal interests 
and desires and act upon them, but they may not feel the need to justify these 
interests to others, when they are considered as private choices. Such choices, like 
one’s desire to see a movie or one’s intention to attend an interesting meeting will 
more easily be set aside when an important other consideration, one that requires 
public justification, is also involved. This will lead to a weaker interpretation of the 
Priority Claim. In other words, the conflicts that can arise between one’s personal 
interests and one’s moral responsibilities and duties can be of different degrees. I will 
categorize these different substantive judgements with the help of a distinction 
Postema makes between the privateness, legitimacy and validity of norms and show 
how this can lead to a grading of our personal interests in different types of reasons.  
 
5.1 Postema: transcend to a common morality 
 
Postema’s introduction of the notions of privateness, legitimacy and validity, which I 
will use for further analysis, cannot be properly understood without having knowledge 
of his view on morality. I will discuss the main components of his view and then turn 
to the distinction between these notions that I consider useful for an analysis of 
substantive judgements.  

According to Postema, we should not separate the moral from the personal 
viewpoint, according to each a different content and different standing. Instead, he 
relies on a Humean idea of morality and argues that the moral viewpoint is a 
common, first person plural perspective.248 This common, intersubjective viewpoint 
has the following features. First, a moral point of view is a way of ‘fixing our attention, 
a kind of orientation of reflexive thinking’ rather than a fixed point defined by a theory.  

Secondly, a moral viewpoint helps us to adjust and correct our private 
sentiments, attitudes and passions, but does not require that we leave our private 
viewpoint behind. Instead, to adjust our personal viewpoint is to correct it for short-
sightedness. He compares this with our visual sight: when we see things from a 
different perspective, we have to correct our view for distance, angle and light. The 
same goes for our personal considerations in the common viewpoint: we must 
correct these considerations with regard to certain aspects, while the content of what 
we see remains the same.  

Thirdly, as a result, to take a moral stance is to leave a framework of 
interpretation behind. Instead of ‘stepping back’ from one’s particular personal 
concerns, our frame of reference changes. Fourthly, reflection and deliberation is an 
interactive and intersubjective activity: people are joined together in this perspective 
and they deliberate together about judgements; it is a practice of ‘articulating, 
uttering, and assessing reasons for alternative proposed solutions.’249 Moral 
deliberation is a common enterprise and this requires that individuals transcend their 
personal concerns and interests in such a way that others can share their 
perspective. In the resulting moral point of view no-one’s perspective is privileged: it 
is a perspective that is ‘outside one’s own private perspective, without requiring one 
to abandon one’s perspective and to take that of someone else.’250 Fifthly,251 moral 
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norms can be interpreted in at least two ways. They can, within the moral viewpoint, 
be conceived as legitimate or valid. He distinguishes them as follows 

 
A moral agent can legitimately hold and act upon a norm if and only if she, 
participating with others in a practice of public deliberation and argument 
shaped by the moral point of view, can marshal reasons for the norm which 
she in good faith regards as conclusive all things considered and which other 
participants would at least recognize as relevant and appropriate from this 
similar perspective. A moral norm or judgement can be valid or sound if it wins 
the free assent of all participants in the deliberations based on nothing other 
than the strength of the argument advanced for it.252  

 
Notice that the legitimacy or validity depends mainly on the way the community 
perceives and judges the reasons offered by individuals. Some reasons will be 
accepted as appropriate for that person, but lack a binding force on others (i.e. they 
are legitimate). Other reasons can be accepted by all and embraced as ‘ours’ (i.e. 
they are valid).  

Two aspects are of special interest in connection with the analysis of 
substantive daily-life judgements. The first involves Postema’s idea of 
transcendence. Individuals must be willing to overcome their private situation, without 
having to detach themselves from the values, projects or commitments they cherish 
personally. They enter the moral community and seek acknowledgement and 
justification for their actions and choices and present their reasons for action. This 
idea of transcendence can easily be applied to the Priority Claim, because we can 
expect that commonsense morality is willing to seek acknowledgement and 
justification for the personal interests that agents consider important enough to stand 
up against our non-personal, moral or impartial considerations. Otherwise, the 
Priority Claim would be a claim for egoism or solipsism and escape justification in the 
moral community altogether. The notion of transcendence is especially attractive, 
because it starts from the individual’s perspective and does not require agents to 
abandon their personal interests, but instead to present their views to a moral 
community.  

Secondly, the idea that one’s personal interests have greater weight and can 
justifiably prevail over moral reasons if they belong to a specific category of reasons, 
can be helpful to the analysis of the Priority Claim. In Postema’s view, the community 
is not bound to accept all norms in a similar way, but can accept some norms only to 
a certain degree – those that are legitimate – while fully accepting others – those that 
are valid.  

Against the background of this general description, I will now present my view 
on three categories of reasons and show how this helps us analyse substantive 
judgements we encounter in daily life.  
 
5.2  Privateness, legitimacy and validity of reasons 
 
The basic idea is as follows. Agents do not value all of their personal interests 
equally but value some interests more than others. It could be more important to me 
to raise my children in a safe environment than it is to live close to my job, and it 
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252 Postema (1998): 444. 
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could be more important to me to be concerned for the well-being of my family than it 
is to see the latest Harry Potter movie. Moreover, some of my interests may seem 
trivial to me, like my preference for dark-red clothes, or Italian food, while other 
considerations can represent important values that I cherish. One’s choice to be a 
vegetarian or to live an environmental-friendly life reflect more than one’s personal 
preferences; it is a choice that I can explain to others and probably also want others 
to share with me. As a result, I may be much more willing to set aside some of my 
interests, those that I consider trivial, when moral reasons conflict with my personal 
interests, while I may be inclined to insist upon the relevance of my interests when 
they represent what I value, or what I stand for as a person. Thus, we can say that 
our personal interests are of different weight. This different weight is not primarily 
depending on the context in which we deliberate about these interests, but is based 
on the content of these interests. It is hard to imagine that my personal preference for 
dark-red clothes or Italian food is highly relevant when there are conflicting moral 
reasons, as if it is a crucial interest that simply has to be fulfilled. Thus the substance 
of my interests is of some relevance to the weight that I want to give to them in my 
deliberations. However, if we compare this to someone who only wears durable 
clothing and eats biological food because she is an environmental activist, then her 
interest for clothing and food changes, because it becomes highly relevant to her and 
expresses what she stands for. Does this annul the statement that it is the substance 
of an agent’s interests that can differ in weight? I do not think it does, because an 
important difference between my preference for Italian food and the environmental 
activist’s choice for biological products is that her preference represents an important 
value to her, and a seemingly trivial preference gains importance. In general agents 
attach more importance and give more weight to interests that represent projects, 
plans and commitments that are important to them and represent what they value or 
cherish. Being involved in a friendship or having a steady relationship is to many far 
more important than being able to buy Oilily apparel, to fulfil a life project is more 
important than consuming Italian dishes on a daily basis.  

Note that I take the agent’s viewpoint as starting-point for deliberation. The 
process of evaluation and transcendence starts with the individual and is agreed 
upon by the community in which an agent participates. Others can recognize the 
importance certain projects and commitments have for me, per-haps even adopt 
them, and they can agree that some interests represent rather trivial preferences. 
The community, in other words, can share the thought that different weight must be 
attached to an agent’s personal interests. This is where I side with Postema’s 
account, because his view acknowledges a different degree of justifiability from the 
perspective of the community.  

Secondly, we should note that I focus mainly on an agent’s personal interests 
and not on impartial values or interests that we should all embrace. I focus explicitly 
on those interests that are closely related to the agent’s personal outlook on the 
world, and while some of these interests could represent values that are less 
personal and partial, such as protecting the environment, to the individual who holds 
these values they are of special importance and are given preference above other 
values. Thus, there is an agent-relative aspect involved in the way individuals 
appreciate and value specific interests, because their relevance can differ when 
perceived from an agent’s own perspective.  
 I consider it a dialogical process to decide what weight is appropriate for what 
personal interests. For some interests I may claim that they are personal and private, 
and need no further explanation, while the community in which I participate can 
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require that I account for the actions based on these interests. A sadist enjoying 
animal torture has an interest unacceptable to communities in which animal well-
being is important and a Jehovah’s Witness cannot simply claim a private religious 
faith when he refuses a blood donation that will save his child’s life. The doctor may 
require an explanation. This has consequences for our idea of transcendence. 
Transcendence is not only initiated by the individual, but can also be demanded by 
the community in which one partakes. It implies that a community can expect an 
individual to explain his choices and actions to others and require a justification when 
an agent has given priority to his personal interests. On the other hand, individuals 
can also initiate the process of transcendence and defend publicly why some 
interests are considered as highly relevant from their perspective, and should not be 
ignored from the community’s perspective. It is expressed in the Priority Claim that 
those personal interests that individuals value highly should not be set aside and 
agents should be allowed to give priority to them. This implies that these interests 
can be defended and justified vis-à-vis the community. 

I will distinguish three different categories of reasons.253 The first is the 
category of reasons that require no transcendence of the individual: they are the 
private domain of the agent. The second and third do require this transcendence and 
can lead either to be accepted as legitimate or as valid in dialogue with the 
community. Disagreement about the status ascribed to specific interests stimulates 
further deliberation between the individual and the community about the justifiability 
of the weight that the individual or the community attaches to one’s specific personal 
interests.  
 Again, such judgements have to be seen in context and have to involve 
substantive judgements and reasons of individuals. I will explain the three categories 
in the following sub-sections and illustrate them with two cases.  
 
The first case concerns an elderly woman, who lives alone with her dog. She is 
recently diagnosed as having cancer and, having been presented her treatment 
options, she decides to refuse treatment that involves hospitalization. She refuses 
chemotherapy, because she does not want to abandon her dog, nor put him in a 
kennel. Her physician has great difficulties to accept this as a good reason to refuse 
chemotherapy.254  
 
The second case concerns a discussion with a vegetarian friend. She argues that we 
both share a view on animal welfare that results in being opposed to bio-industry. 
She therefore chooses to avoid eating meat from such industries and to turn to a 
vegetarian diet. She argues that it is inconsistent to agree that animals deserve 
better treatment and that the bio-industry should be banned, while also consuming its 
products. I am reluctant, however, to become a vegetarian and consider it her 
personal choice that I need not embrace.255 
 
5.2.1 Private reasons 
 
Private reasons are those that belong to the intimate, private domain of the individual 
and for which individuals see no need to explain them to others, because they 
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concern choices that are generally conceived as trivial. Private reasons reflect the 
decisions of the individual in which others do not mingle. Although they are 
considered as trivial, it is important to be able to have private reasons and choices. 
Individuals will certainly complain and criticize each attempt to minimize or neglect 
the ability to pursue one’s own preferences and choices. My favourite colour or my 
wish to see the latest Harry Potter movie is not something that is considered as 
highly relevant and able to outweigh or override non-personal considerations. They 
even might be incomprehensible to others.  

The fact that these reasons are seen as private personal choices allows for 
them to be incomprehensible to others. Others need not have to understand why I 
like Italian food most, nor why someone cancels a holiday because his Feng-Shui 
belief predicts a bad vacation.256  

Would some of the reasons we encounter in the two cases sketched above 
belong to the category of private reasons? Consider the vegetarian friend. One could 
argue that one’s life-style or choice to live by a specific principle is a private matter, a 
choice that others need not interfere with, or that individuals have to account for to 
the community. In a similar way as I may choose not to eat marmalade, one can 
choose not to eat meat. Moreover, someone who is a vegetarian can also think of his 
choice as a private matter, one he does not want to explain or justify to others. He 
may know himself well enough to suspect that he will not observe his chosen 
principle as strictly as he might. Thus, when dining in a restaurant, or when staying at 
a friend for dinner, he may choose to eat meat, while at home he generally will avoid 
eating meat. If one is such a part-time vegetarian, who is not very strict about this 
life-style, it could very well be considered as a purely private matter. However, many 
vegetarians will not share this view and do feel the need to live up to some principle, 
and want to justify themselves to others. Moreover, if my friend is a vegetarian, she 
will expect me to honour her life-style and not serve meat when she is my guest. 
From the vegetarians perspective, we can say that when I expect others to take my 
diet into account and respect my principles, my reasons to be a vegetarian need to 
be explainable to others, and have to transcend the personal viewpoint, simply 
because they make an appeal on them.  

In the other case the physician may hold that she must respect the private 
personal reasons of this mentally competent elderly woman. She can come to this 
conclusion even when she does not understand the reasons of this woman, nor 
embraces them as good reasons to refuse cancer treatment. Thus she may feel 
forced to accept the refusal because the woman is obviously not mentally 
incompetent, even though the reasons of the woman are unintelligible and 
unacceptable. This unintelligibility is often conceived as irrationality of the woman to 
refuse cancer treatment for those reasons: if she is mentally healthy, she must be 
irrational. This classification of rational and irrational seems unnecessary if we would 
accept the woman’s reasons as private reasons. Private reasons need no 
explanation nor need others accept them. It would be wrong, however, to accept the 
woman’s reasons supporting her choice as private reasons, because it would confirm 
a rather exclusionary view on reasons as either being right and good for everyone, or 
private and intimate. Moreover, the physician is entitled to some explanation. She is 
the treating physician of this patient and the woman’s refusal of chemotherapy will 
influence her medical treatment options and decisions. Therefore we can expect that 
the physician requires some kind of explanation and demands that the woman makes 
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somehow intelligible why she refuses treatment. In fact, it is highly unlikely that the 
woman feels no need to explain her reasons, because her reasons are different from 
a person who has tossed a coin in order to decide. Her choice can fit her view of life 
or reflect what is important to her. We can therefore expect that both the elderly 
woman and the physician want some explanation for the treatment refusal and this 
excludes the view that the woman’s reasons are private. Instead, they must be 
publicly presented and made intelligible.  

Notice that reasons can only remain private if both the community and the 
individual agent agree that there is no need for transcendence. Due to the fact that 
the community agrees that agents have some leeway to make their own choices, we 
can accept choices like one’s favourite food or one’s hobbies as private choices that 
no one wants to mingle with. Secondly, the intelligibility of private reasons is not 
important. We need not understand the reasons why someone chooses a specific 
hobby, travels all over the world for fun or buys expensive music. We accept that the 
reasons agents act upon are fully their own, and there is no need to understand or 
comprehend the content of these reasons. This does not imply that we are unable to 
understand these reasons; only that there is no need to understand them. We must 
perceive the statement that reasons of one’s own can only be fully appreciated from 
the agent’s perspective in this way.  

The moment we do require some sort of justification, however, intelligibility 
becomes an issue and we enter the public domain. 
 
5.2.2  Legitimate reasons 
 
There are some striking characteristics in Postema’s definition of the legitimacy of 
norms. First, an agent considers himself fully justified to act upon these norms and 
presents these norms to the community. Secondly, the community can recognize 
these norms as relevant and appropriate from the common moral point of view. That 
is, the community can agree that for that person these reasons are conclusive.  

On the basis of these characteristics, we can define a second type of reasons. 
The moment that an individual wants to account for her reasons to the community, or 
the moment that a community requires some sort of explanation from an agent, the 
process of transcendence has begun. If these reasons are made intelligible to others, 
in such ways that others can agree that these are appropriate reasons for that person 
to act upon, without having to embrace them as reasons for everyone, they can be 
considered as legitimate. Legitimate reasons are limited in binding force to agents: 
they are binding and conclusive to some, not to others. Consider an example offered 
by Wolf. One can agree that it is a good thing if a mother stays up late to make a 
Halloween costume for her child, but it is not something that all mothers do or agree 
that they should do. It can be conclusive and binding to those agents, who think this 
is the best way, considered her options, to care for the well-being of her child, while 
others may hold that not all mothers should make a similar effort in order to be a 
good mother.257 Similarly, from the physician’s perspective, representing the 
community to which reasons are made known, there is an intermediate category 
between the apparently excluding categories of private and valid reasons, which is to 
accept reasons as appropriate and relevant to some.  

Notice that it is not the community alone that decides what reasons will be 
accepted as legitimate or valid. I think that many agents are fully aware of the fact 
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that what is binding and conclusive to them may be different for other agents. This 
awareness can explain the commonsense stance in the debate in which the 
relevance of personal interests is stressed, because commonsense morality defends 
the view that some of these interests represent what is truly important to agents, 
without implying that others should embrace these reasons as a universal or general 
rule. The notion of legitimacy can capture this claim.  

The main difference between private and legitimate reasons is that private 
reasons need no justification at all, nor need they be made intelligible to others, while 
legitimate reasons require both. They have to be communicated to others, and others 
must be able to understand them and accept them as appropriate and relevant for 
that individual. Moreover, an individual considers these reasons as conclusive, all 
things considered, that is, an agent can feel herself justified to act upon these 
reasons and as such she can justify her actions to others.258 Contrary to private 
reasons, the community has to respond to the reasons that are presented to them; 
they cannot remain indifferent about these reasons. The main difference with valid 
reasons – which I will explore later on – is that the appeal does not force the 
community to accept the reasons of the agent as sound reasons, i.e. reasons that all 
moral agents necessarily have to embrace. The claim of legitimacy seems more 
modest, which is that the community accepts that those reasons can be appropriate 
and relevant to act upon.  

This can be very helpful for example in the situation of the physician, because 
she can feel entitled to some explanation why her patient refuses chemotherapy. The 
option to accept the woman’s reasons as legitimate opens the possibility for the 
physician to respect the reasons of the elderly women, without having to embrace 
them as good reasons for everyone. She can learn to understand why the woman 
decided this way and evaluate this as an appropriate and relevant reason for her, for 
example when she finds out that she deeply cares for her dog, and cannot stand the 
thought to leave it alone. The physician can agree that for this woman it influences 
her choice for medical treatment. She can come to understand it, without being 
committed to the view that these reasons are good reasons from her own perspective 
as well. In other words, the category of legitimate reasons helps us escape a 
dichotomy between irrational private and rational public reasons. In other words, it 
can help the physician to respect the woman’s choice, and understand how a 
mentally competent woman can make this decision, without having to agree that all 
lonely women with dogs should refuse cancer treatment.  
 
Let us turn to our second example, which is even more interesting in terms of this 
category of reasons. For many vegetarians, their choice to avoid eating meat is a 
matter of principle, like respect for animal welfare. For them, it can be an important 
principle to live by and they want to account for their choice to others, i.e. justify their 
reasons. My vegetarian friend can explain herself to me and make intelligible why 
vegetarianism is an obvious choice to her. I can agree with her that those who want 
to improve animal welfare should avoid eating meat from bio-industries. I can 
consider it as appropriate and relevant reasons to become a vegetarian, and come to 
conclude that she has legitimate reasons to be a vegetarian. Consider that this type 
of choice already entails an appeal to me, because my friend probably does not only 
want to explain herself, but she may also expect me to respect her choice and not 
offer her meat when she stays over for dinner. Notice that reasons can only be 
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legitimate if we can both agree that the reasons she has to be a vegetarian are 
conclusive to her, but not necessarily to me. The moment that my vegetarian friend 
insists upon further discussion with me and tries to convince me that I should 
become a vegetarian too, she will claim that her reasons must be accepted as valid.  
 
5.2.3  Valid reasons 
 
I will consider reasons to be valid if both from the individual and the communal 
perspective there is agreement that the reasons the individual presents are good and 
conclusive reasons for all. This means that valid reasons are decisive and binding for 
agents who accept them and that giving priority to these reasons is justified. Valid 
reasons do not only require justification by being intelligible to others, but also need 
to be shared, i.e. embraced by others. Valid reasons can generally involve ideas 
about justice, fairness, as well as about the value of friendship and the importance of 
caring for one’s loved ones. They concern what we, as a community, find good and 
worthwhile and hold each other responsible for. I will mainly focus on those valid 
reasons that are closely related to an agent’s personal interests.  

Would any of the reasons presented in our two cases aspire to be accepted as 
valid reasons? Let us first consider the vegetarian friend. The moment that my friend 
wants to convince me that the best way to support animal welfare is to boycott the 
bio-industry and become a vegetarian, she can claim validity for her reasons. 
Especially when we both agree that animal welfare is an important issue, she can 
argue that it is inconsistent not to become a vegetarian. Presented this way, my 
friend wants me to share the same moral horizon and accept those reasons as our 
reasons, as reasons that everyone having the same values should embrace and 
accept. However, a reason is not yet valid if my friend presents it as such, but it has 
to be approved from a communal perspective. From the community’s perspective 
other agents have to freely assent that, based on the argument she gives, we must 
all come to the conclusion that vegetarianism is morally necessary when we want to 
support animal welfare. It seems to me that validity can therefore only be decided in 
a dialogical process, and not unilate-rally by either the individual or the community in 
which one partakes.  

In the case of the woman refusing cancer therapy, she will probably not 
present reasons that aim at validity. It is highly unlikely that the woman and the 
physician can both freely assent that for all agents who have a pet they love must 
decide that they should refuse chemotherapy. Even if the woman wants her reasons 
to be accepted as sound, it is not to be expected that from the community’s 
perspective these reasons will outweigh one’s concern for one’s own well-being.  
 
5.3 Some remarks 
 
The three categories of reasons presented above express that in daily life the 
individuals and the community of which they are a part could give different weight to 
substantive considerations and judgements. Personal interests will as a result stand 
up differently against moral reasons. One will be less justified to give priority to one’s 
private reasons when they conflict with moral reasons, while one can be wholly 
justified to give priority to one’s valid reasons.  
        If we accept the different categories of reasons, one of the great advantages of 
this distinction will be that it explains the difference in status that is ascribed to 
specific personal interests in common moral practice, and as such helps us to 
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interpret the Priority Claim better. The Priority Claim will be conceived as a claim that 
important values are neglected if they reflect our valid reasons. It can also be 
conceived as a claim that agents should be enabled to have some private spheres of 
life, being able to make their own choices if they refer to an agent’s private reasons.  
 Accepting the idea that reasons are private, legitimate or valid can be applied in 
different normative theories, and lead to different interpretations of the Priority Claim, 
varying from a defence of partial morality to a defence that the range of practical 
reasons should be conceived more broadly.  

All three categories of reasons are relevant to the Priority Claim. To accept that 
some reasons based on our personal interests must be accepted as valid is another 
way to argue that they reflect what is truly valuable to us, and is considered as 
normatively binding. Thus, agents can give priority to their perso-nal interests if they 
rely on valid reasons. But this does not imply that private reasons are not part of the 
Priority Claim. Even though they might concern rather trivial choices, and need not 
be explained to others; the ability to have moral leeway, some spare time and private 
spheres of life in which one can make up his own mind is also important to agents, 
and reflects upon one’s autonomy and integrity. Being denied the ability to have 
private reasons is objectionable and will lead to a claim for priority to one’s personal 
interests, be it in a different way than with respect to valid reasons.   
       The distinction between legitimacy and validity is intriguing, because both 
notions cover a domain in which intelligibility and justifiability towards a community 
are at stake, and both express what agents cherish and value. The category of 
legitimate reasons is especially relevant, because it sketches an intermediate 
position. This category shows that reasons are neither personal or moral, nor rational 
or irrational, nor binding or optional; in some instances they can be binding to some 
while comprehensible to all. Others might come to agree that for that person, a 
particular reason is a good and conclusive reason, while not being bound to the 
conclusion that this is a universal reason applying to all moral agents. This 
intermediate position of legitimate reasons can be attractive and take the ‘sting’ out of 
many debates on the justifiability of reasons. Moreover, this category of reasons can 
be dealt with in two main ways. First, it could be used in the defence of the agent-
relativity of reasons, arguing that some reasons are only binding to some agents, and 
can therefore best be fully appre-ciated from the agent’s perspective. Secondly, this 
category of reasons could also be used to explain Frankfurt’s stance in the debate on 
the relevance of caring commitments, because they can explain why non-moral 
reasons are binding to agents. The introduction of three categories of reasons, in 
which legitimate reasons are a surplus to traditional debates, can help us broaden 
the scope of debates and stop conceiving reasons as exclusionary categories. 
Instead, the three categories make it possible to accept some kind of continuum, in 
which some of our personal interests can be part of the moral domain, and can be 
accepted within a moral community, while other personal interests are accepted as 
private. Legitimate reasons may either be viewed as cases of ‘reasonable partiality’, 
i.e. reasons that are acceptable to some within the moral commu-nity,259 but they can 
also be conceived as non-morally binding reasons to agents, like Frankfurt’s 
necessities of love. In my view, it will depend on the meta-ethical view one has on 
morality what view on legitimacy will be preferred. Notice that I depart in this respect 
from Postema, who explicitly considers legitimate reasons to be communicated to a 
moral community. In my view, and on the basis of the debate in the previous 
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sections, we can leave open the possibility that legitimate reasons can be non-moral 
as well. 
 
The three categories of reasons also call for some critical remarks, and I will mention 
some of them.  
 First, in contrast to Postema I argue that neither the community nor an individual 
can single-handedly decide what will be an acceptable and justifiable reason. I 
emphasized the importance of dialogue. However, since the distinction between 
legitimacy and validity derives from Postema, who conceives the moral viewpoint as 
a first-person plural, common perspective, this may seem strange. How can we 
separate the individual from the community when she is part of the community? I do 
not suggest that we have to view dialogue or the presentation of the individual’s 
reasons as being opposed to a community or as some tribunal in which a community 
has to decide what is best. Instead, I take this idea of community seriously, but also 
realize that each individual will transcend her personal perspective and present 
reasons that are important from her perspective to the community. This implies that 
we can separate the individual’s view from that of the community, because 
individuals can have interests that must be made intelligible and assessed by the 
public. It is the responsibility of the individual to present reasons in such a manner 
that they reflect the weight that these reasons have in her considerations.       
 Secondly, one can easily object that the distinction between legitimacy and 
validity of reasons is but old wine in new barrels, because we already use the 
distinction between motivating and normative reasons.260 Motivating reasons explain 
our reasons for action, while normative reasons reflect what is the right or morally 
best judgement. I disagree that this distinction is equal to that of legitimacy and 
normativity. Legitimate reasons, too, are normative, i.e. binding and, all things 
considered, conclusive to agents and valid reasons also involve motivating aspects. 
But moreover, it is undecided yet whether legitimate reasons belong to the non-moral 
or moral domain, because this depends on the meta-ethical viewpoints, while the 
distinction between motivating and normative reasons presupposes a particular 
meta-ethical debate on practical reasons. I therefore see no reason to equate these 
distinctions at this stage of the debate. 
      Thirdly, one can object that the three categories of reasons, and especially the 
category of legitimacy, cry out for further explanation. How can reasons be binding to 
some, but not to all? A general characteristic of normative reasons is that if person X 
decides that C is right under circumstances Y, then every other person should in 
similar circumstances come to the same conclusion. We call this the universality 
condition.261 This idea clearly conflicts with notions of agent-relativity or bindingness 
of reasons only to some, and with respect to the normativity of reasons it is frequently 
brought to the fore that reasons can only be accepted as normative if they are public. 
Publicity presupposes that reasons can be shared by others, and legitimate reasons 
are not shared by all. Does this not jeopardize the category of legitimate reasons, 
which are not shared?  
      Lastly, related to this, if we are inclined to accept the three categories of reasons 
as I presented them, this seems to depend on a specific view on morality. It is more 
likely that this view will fit in a Humean, or at least a Postema-type of Humean view, 
than it will fit in a contractualist or consequentialist framework. And if this is true, does 
this not conflict with my claim that our commonsense beliefs should be possibly 
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accounted for in different ethical theoretical frameworks? I will address the third and 
fourth issue in the next section, and argue that we can very well accept a difference 
between intelligibility and shareability and not being forced to accept one specific 
ethical theory.  
 
6 Publicity and intelligibility of reasons  
 
A dominant view in moral philosophy is that a normative reason must necessarily be 
a public reason, i.e. a reason that is – or can be – shared by others. Korsgaard is 
known to defend this position.262 How is this claim related to my distinction between 
categories of reasons? In this section, I will address two questions. First, is my 
distinction of three categories of reasons tenable in light of the debate on publicity of 
reasons? I will show that a specific interpretation of sharing can avoid the problem 
that seems to rise with the statement. Secondly, is the plausibility of the categories of 
reasons not necessarily limited to a particular ethical framework, more specifically a 
Humean view on morality, like Postema’s? I will argue that this is not the case and 
that the idea of giving different weight to reasons, i.e. to accept that they have 
different binding force on agents, is also present in Korsgaard’s account.  
 
6.1 Korsgaard on publicity of reasons 
 
Korsgaard grounds this conclusion on a critical review of the debate on agent-
relativity, more in particular the way Nagel argues for the agent-relativity of reasons. I 
will sketch the argument.  

According to Nagel, individuals have the authority to confer objective value on 
something by desiring, enjoying, or being interested in it. Not every agent will value 
the same things, and there is a great variety among agents about what they take an 
interest in. This leads him to the claim that that we must accept some idea of agent-
relativity, because some values matter only to some agents and can only be fully 
appreciated from the perspective of the agent. Korsgaard objects to the idea that 
agents could be the source of value: something does not become valuable only 
because I take an interest in it. Rather, the variety of what people value must be 
explained in a different way, which is that people have different motives towards 
something that is valuable. Thus, we can accept the agent-relativity of motives, but 
not the agent-relativity of ends or aims. As an illustration, if you want to write so good 
a book on Kant that it will become required reading at universities, it is an agent-
neutral end to want someone to write such a book, and it is an agent-relative motive 
that you want to be the one to write it.  
 

In other words, to have a personal project or ambition is not to desire a special 
object which you think is good for you subjectively, but rather to want to stand 
in a special relationship to something you think is good objectively.263  

 
In a similar way, Korsgaard argues, many reasons that are presented as agent-
relative, like the caring commitments that agents have towards their loved ones, are 
not agent-relative at all but mainly express the special relation that agents have to 
something that they consider good objectively.  
 
                                                 
262 Korsgaard (1996). 
263 Ibid: 288.  



148 

I think that someone should make my darling happy, and I want very much to 
be that someone. Another may have good reasons to encourage me in this. 
But if I try to prevent someone else from making my darling happy or if I 
suppose that my darling’s happiness has no value unless it is produced by me 
that is no longer an expression of love. Again, it is a very familiar perversion of 
it.264 

 
The way people relate differently to something that is good objectively is a good 
means to distinguish between what she calls true ambitions and vain desires, while 
the distinction that Nagel makes allows for almost any desire to be accepted as 
agent-relative. A sado-masochist or a person who is terribly vain may not pass the 
test of objectivity, while the parent wanting to care for his children or the academic 
trying to write a good book on Kant can be accepted as instances of true ambitions. 
True ambitions appeal to others as well, while vain desires should not. Korsgaard 
illustrates this with the vain desire to want one’s statue on the university grounds; no 
one has reason to support one in this desire, while they might have reasons to 
stimulate one to write a good book. 
  Can this distinction also explain the variety in goals and aims that we 
encounter among individuals that do not immediately correspond to an objective 
good? Can we understand, say, why a person’s hobby is important? According to 
Korsgaard we can, because all these activities are at least communicable and 
potentially shareable.265 At least, they are shareable if we accept the view that values 
are intersubjective.  

Intersubjectivity of values implies that values are not real, i.e. already existing 
in the universe and waiting to be discovered, but they are expressions of our own 
distinctively human capacity to take an interest in something from whatever we find 
around us. To share another’s ends, or at least to grant that those ends could be 
shared, is to see them as expressions of that capacity, and so as expressions of our 
common humanity. An intersubjectivist sees the other as human, and therefore 
shares or tries to share the other’s ends.266 Even if we cannot actually share 
someone’s hobbies, we can potentially share them, because we share the same 
human capacities. Moreover, out of respect for our common humanity we can adopt 
another’s ends as our own.  

In two ways therefore reasons must be public, and cannot be agent-relative or 
private. We either share the same objective good and relate to it differently, or we 
can at least both potentially share the same ends because we share a common 
humanity. Notice that Korsgaard uses two different inter-pretations of sharing. In the 
first, we can recognize and share another person’s ends, because these are 
objective and we have reasons to support, promote, or at least not hinder that person 
to try to achieve these ends. Wanting to write a good book on Kant is an example of 
sharing in this first sense. In a second sense of sharing, we adopt another’s ends as 
our own, because they are hers. This type of sharing applies to someone’s hobbies, 
like collecting stamps. Postema calls this type of sharing a bit bluntly a form of 
‘parroting’.267  
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In Korsgaard's view, the fact that we actually or potentially share values and 
ambitions of individuals makes it difficult to argue that some ambitions are so private 
to agents, or conclusive to only some agents that they can be fully appreciated by 
these persons alone. It is simply not the case that some agents have their own 
values that are incomprehensible or cannot be appreciated by others, thus it is wrong 
to suggest that some reasons are only reasons to particular agents. Moreover, to 
accept Nagel’s idea of agent-relativity would conflict with our general idea of 
justifiability of reasons to others, because one can hardly justify to the public those 
reasons that can only be fully appreciated from the individual’s perspective.  

It seems that this perspective on reasons conflicts with the three categories 
that I distinguished, with special relevance for the category of legitimate reasons. 
How can we accept that some reasons are appropriate and conclusive to some 
agents, while not having to be embraced or shared by others? Does this not deny the 
claim that all reasons must be public? I turn to Postema’s interpretation of publicity of 
reasons, and show that we can distinguish the intelligibility from the shareability of 
reasons.  
 
6.2 Postema on publicity of reasons 
 
According to Postema, the distinction between deliberator-relative and deliberator-
neutral norms helps us accept that we need not share – either actually or potentially 
– another person’s reasons in order to accept them as good and conclusive reasons. 
Reasons that are intelligible but not shared can be accepted as legitimate reasons. 
Reasons that are intelligible and shared can be accepted as valid.    
 

One can fully appreciate how some consideration might be a reason for other 
persons, can see how it could be an important or even decisive ground for 
their choices or actions, while acknowledging that the consideration lacks any 
practical force for oneself. Denying that such a consideration has practical 
force for oneself does not commit one to thinking that the others must have 
made a mistake.268  

 
Legitimate reasons fit this picture; they are intelligible to others, but lack binding 
force. For reasons to be accepted as valid, the condition of shareability also applies, 
because such a reason has to be trans-individual; it has to be our reason.  

There are different ways in which reasons can be shared. First, some reasons 
are shared in a convergent way. People can be like-minded, and may happen to 
share a same reason as someone else. This type of sharing is best characterized as 
a coincidental convergence.269 Secondly, there is also a more robust interpretation of 
sharing. ‘A public reason R* is shared in the robust sense that R* is a reason for 
each member in virtue of its being a reason for all.’270 For robust sharing, it is not the 
accidental convergence of reasons, but the fact that it is something that we hold in 
common, something that each of us considers valuable as a member of the group.  
 
Postema and Korsgaard seem to discuss different senses of sharing and publicity. 
Korsgaard discusses the objectivity or intersubjectivity of values, while Postema 
speaks of the binding force of reasons and values on agents. However, what is 
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problematic, or complicating, is that these different interpretations of sharing are 
often mixed up and become intertwined in a debate on the agent-relativity of reasons. 
For example, Korsgaard focuses in the discussion about publicity of reasons on the 
way we can share another person’s ends. Strictly speaking, the examples of writing a 
book on Kant or sharing someone’s hobby say nothing about the binding force of a 
person’s reason on others. However, Korsgaard does conclude that all reasons must 
be public and as such have universal binding force on others. She writes:  
 

Ask yourself, what is a reason? It is not just some consideration on which you 
in fact act, but one on which you are supposed to act; it is not just a motive, 
but rather a normative claim, exerting authority over other people and yourself 
at other times.271  

 
A reason cannot be normative if others cannot share it. This seems a mix-up of two 
different meanings of sharing, as both used by Postema and Korsgaard. Moreover, if 
we take a closer look at Korsgaard’s argument, she also seems to discuss a possible 
difference in binding force of reasons to agents. The ambition to write a good book 
on Kant is not something that everyone has a reason to act upon: it is a specific 
person’s project and only those in close proximity to that person are expected to 
support this ambition, or at least not interfere with that person’s ambitions. For those 
who do not know a person and his ambition, there is no appeal whatsoever! 
Korsgaard introduces a condition of proximity to indicate a difference in the binding 
force of reasons to others. This condition, however, does not primarily refer to the 
objectivity of values, but to the bindingness of reasons to agents, which is the way 
sharing is used in Postema’s account. However, because her argument is focused on 
the objectivity of values and the way we have to be able to share these, i.e. that they 
have to be public, this suggests that reasons must also be binding for all agents. The 
example of difference in binding force is therefore confusing and misleading.  

What does this mean with respect to the three categories of reasons that I 
distinguished? Can Korsgaard uphold that intelligibility and shareability necessarily 
have to go hand-in-hand in order for reasons to be accepted as normative? I think 
that this is only true with respect to her account of sharing, and need not be true with 
respect to the distinction that Postema makes. In other words, when my categories of 
reasons apply to a difference in binding force on agents, we could very well accept 
such a distinction.  

This answers my first question. We can conclude that we can coherently argue 
that the three categories of reasons do not conflict with the claim that reasons must 
be public, as long as we follow Postema’s account.272  

This immediately raises the second question, which is whether we are bound 
to Postema’s view on morality, or more broadly to a neo-Humean view on morality. 
And if this were the case, would this not conflict with my initial claim that our 
commonsense moral beliefs should not strive to become a self-standing theory, but 
must, if possible, be accounted for in different ethical theories? This is a complex 
issue, and I will only give a first initial answer. In three ways, I consider that 
Korsgaard’s account also allows acceptance of different types of reasons that 
express a difference in binding force to agents.  
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First, the introduction of a condition of proximity supports this view. She 
argues that with respect to the ambition to write a good book on Kant 

 
the element in my ambition is ineliminably agent-relative; no one else, except 
possibly my friends, has a reason to care whether I write the book or someone 
else does.273  

 
This seems to me the same as what Postema claims: some reasons are only binding 
on some agents, and will guide their actions. In a way, she therefore also allows for a 
categorization in the manner of Postema. Secondly, Korsgaard uses different notions 
of sharing, which can lead to possibly different reasons to agents. Sharing the same 
objective value differs from adopting another’s ends out of respect for the humanity of 
that person. My reasons to help you finish your book can be different in binding force, 
i.e. they could provide me with reasons of non-interference, while my reasons when I 
have adopted your ends might be equally binding to me as they are to you. We can 
imagine that a different appeal is made on agents, based on the type of sharing that 
is involved. Thirdly, this is even further supported by the fact that Korsgaard 
distinguishes between one’s actually sharing and potentially sharing of each other’s 
ends. This too can lead to a difference in binding force of reasons for agents.  
 
If my assumptions are correct, further analysis could show that in a neo-Kantian 
framework, too, different types of reasons can be accepted, and so explain the 
difference in binding force for agents. I think that it is at least plausible to suggest that 
there is an opening in Korsgaard’s framework to allow for such a distinction. 
Moreover, if a neo-Kantian framework can possibly accept some differences in the 
binding force of reasons, this stimulates us to analyse other ethical theories closer as 
well. For now, it is sufficient to deny the strong claim that the three categories of 
reasons are necessarily limited to a Postema-kind of framework. 
 
6.3 Most plausible interpretation of the Priority Claim  
 
In this Section I introduced the different categories of reasons to show that we cannot 
decide what interpretation of the Priority Claim should be accepted as most plausible 
without taking a closer look at our substantive judgements. The categories of 
privateness, legitimacy and validity were introduced to show that agents in daily 
practice give different weight to their personal interests, and that this difference in 
part depends on one’s substantive judgements. One’s favourite colour or food, or 
ways to spend one’s spare time are relatively arbitrary and trivial choices in the eyes 
of many; they hardly express ‘who I am’ or ‘what I stand for’, while one’s caring 
commitments or one’s principled choice to protect the environment do. It can be 
obvious that valid reasons must be given priority when they conflict with moral 
reasons, while private reasons may be more easily set aside. Thus, the different 
reasons that are given in favour of one’s personal interests can give different weight 
to the importance of priority and differentiate the Priority Claim. I referred to this 
earlier as a weak or a strong interpretation of the Priority Claim.  

The analysis of our substantive judgements helps us to support the conclusion 
so far that different interpretations of the Priority Claim can co-exist. This is because 
all three categories of reasons can be related to different philosophical debates. It is 
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important to have private reasons, but not every private reason will be so crucial to 
agents that they must be able to stand up against moral reasons when they conflict. 
Hence, private reasons could be interpreted as a claim for some moral leeway. 
Legitimate reasons can either be discussed as part of the moral domain or as part of 
one’s non-moral, binding reasons in our practical reasoning. And valid reasons aim to 
be accepted within the moral domain.  

That several interpretations of the Priority Claim can co-exist does not imply, 
however, that anything goes and each interpretation of the Priority Claim will do. 
First, I argued that theories holding a meta-ethical view that accepts the full triad of 
stringency, pervasiveness and overridingness of morality, will proba-bly be rejected 
from a commonsense perspective and lead to strong claims about the importance of 
priority of an agent’s personal interests. Secondly, ethical theories that try to account 
for the Priority Claim in one specific way may still neglect other important aspects 
within the scope of this claim. Thus, although several interpretations and ways to 
meet the Priority Claim can co-exist, this does not lead to the conclusion that 
anything goes or will be sufficient to silence critique. The picture that emerged with 
respect to the priority agents want to give to their personal interests is too complex to 
consider each attempt as suffi-cient. This holds for every ethical theory that deals 
with the issue of priority. Consequentialists confine the claim when they only allow a 
defence of options and constraints, while contractualists may fail to do justice to the 
importance of some personal interests, due to their stringent moral demands on 
agents when certain principles cannot be reasonably rejected.  

To conclude, there is not one best plausible interpretation of the Priority Claim. 
Instead the claim covers a field of considerations in which an agent’s personal 
interests can carry different weight and aim to be justified to others in degrees, as 
well as that it can lead to several philosophical debates. This conclusion clearly 
shows why the traditional debate on the limits of morality conceives the claim too 
narrowly, and does no justice to the variety of considera-tions and sub-claims that go 
under the heading of this broad Priority Claim.  
 
7 Priority Claim and the Reasonableness Claim 
 
The Priority Claim is one of the pillars of the Reasonableness Claim. Where does the 
current analysis lead us?  

First, my analysis shows a more complex picture of the general claim that 
agents must be allowed to give priority to their personal interests. It is neither a claim 
that only appeals to consequentialist theories – seeking a defence of options and 
constraints – or a defence of agent-relativity of reasons. Instead, the Priority Claim 
allows for different interpretations to co-exist. These different interpretations show in 
various ways what will be reasonable or unreasonable. Not being allowed any private 
reasons is unreasonable to agents from a commonsense perspective as well as that 
it is unreasonable to expect agents to forgo reasons they consider as valid and 
derive from what is truly and rightfully valuable to them.  

Secondly, it also appears that a claim for reasonableness is not only direc-ted 
at ethical theory or the moral domain as such, which would be a claim that theories 
have to account for all those considerations that truly matter to agents. Instead, 
reasonableness can also be established in a framework in which the authority of 
morality is not as great as we generally presume, because non-moral considerations 
could be as binding and justifiable to others as moral ones. To discuss a broader 
perspective on practical reasoning could also allow a person to give priority to his 
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non-moral personal interests. I think that the debate in these chapters shows that it is 
not crucial to commonsense morality that the Reasonableness Claim only refers to 
the domain of morality and what should be part of our moral viewpoint. Instead, the 
Priority Claim can be met in different ways.  

The Priority Claim shows clearly that something is at stake to agents if they 
are allowed insufficient priority to pursue their own interests, but, again, this is a claim 
that applies in different degrees. One’s autonomy is at stake in a different way when 
one is not allowed any private reasons, when compared to those reasons that aim to 
be accepted as valid. Both involve notions of reasona-bleness, and both make a 
different claim on ethical theories. Being denied to act upon one’s valid personal 
interests can possibly block or outweigh other considerations, while being denied to 
act upon a specific private reason will not carry the same weight. And this reflects 
upon our ideas of reasonableness in commonsense morality as well: there is not one 
best way to pursue or value one’s personal interests because our ideas about what 
would be reasonable differ. The substantive analysis suggests that this variety in the 
notion of reasonableness is not some weakness of our common moral beliefs, but 
that this simply reflects our common practices. If we accept the variety of claims and 
interpretations that go under the heading of the Priority Claim, we will not only aim to 
accommodate our common practice, but also arrive at a more humane morality, 
reflecting what people truly and rightfully value. 
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Chapter 7  The Reasonableness Claim and beyond… 
 
 
 

There really are human conditions of vulnerability and interdependency,  
of limited awareness and control, of fallible and imperfect insight into human hearts and minds, 

 of having to live in a very particular world at a very particular time 
 with only modest powers of imagination about what other worlds there have been or might yet be.  

These are the conditions no human beings evade,  
nor should moral reflection try to escape or deny them.  

Margaret Walker, 2003: xviii. 
 
 
1 Introduction 
 
This thesis sprang from the observation that in daily life, many people hold an implicit 
notion of what will be a reasonable demand. I argued that people do not only have 
some intuitive ideas about what would be ‘beyond the line of duty’ or an ‘extra-
ordinary demand’, but also consider themselves justified to base their decisions and 
actions upon these ideas. These ideas about what would be (un)reasonable are not 
based on one’s solipsistic ideas and beliefs, but are shared among people. One way 
to clearly see this is that agents appeal to the notion of reasonableness to others; 
saying that something is unreasonable suffices to explain oneself.  

Ideas about the (un)reasonableness of a specific request, action or judgement 
also apply to the moral domain. I argued that here too, people share ideas about 
what would be morally acceptable and what would be morally out of limits. These 
shared beliefs are presented as our commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions and 
they apply to ideas about what moral demands, duties or obligations are acceptable 
to moral agents.  

Commonsense moral views are discussed in a debate that is known as the 
‘limits of morality’. Roughly, the commonsense perspective critically comments on the 
unacceptable conclusions and judgements that specific ethical theories can involve, 
and this is mainly done in two ways. First, it is argued that some burdens will be too 
demanding on agents, hence we must limit the sacrifices one can impose on agents. 
Secondly, it is stressed that agents cherish their personal interests more than some 
ethical theories are willing to acknowledge, and this leads to the claim that agents 
should be allowed to give more priority to pursue their personal interests.  

So far in this debate, it has been hard to adequately defend the commonsense 
moral viewpoint and this has led some to sceptically review commonsense morality 
altogether. I rejected this conclusion and suggested instead that the debate may 
have a wrong focus or misconceive the commonsense moral beliefs. In other words, 
my starting-point in this thesis was that what goes without saying for many in daily 
practice must at least be well presented in the philosophical arena. I therefore 
suggested that we abandon the traditional framework of the debate on the limits of 
morality and start with an analysis of the notion of reasonableness. I defined the 
commonsense stance about the reasonableness of moral demands as a 
Reasonableness Claim, holding the following proposition.  
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Reasonableness Claim: from a commonsense moral perspective moral demands, 
duties and obligations have to remain reasonable to agents. They can neither require 
them to bring too many sacrifices, nor expect them to forgo their personal interests 
altogether. Ethical theories therefore have to respect limits to what can be 
appropriately and acceptably be demanded of moral agents.  
 
The two components that originally appeared in the debate on the limits of morality 
were the starting-point for an analysis of the content of the Reasonableness Claim. I 
analysed two claims: the commonsense claim on demandingness (CCD) and the 
commonsense claim on the priority that agents should be allowed to give to their 
personal interests (Priority Claim). In both debates I argued that commonsense views 
and beliefs expand the traditional interpretation that has been ascribed to 
commonsense morality and that it supports the suggestion that I made at the 
beginning of this thesis, which is that the commonsense view may have not been 
done justice.  
 
In this closing chapter I return to the starting-point of this thesis, and consider what 
we have gained about the content of the Reasonableness Claim. In Section 2 I will 
address what picture of the content of the Reasonableness Claim emerged 
throughout this thesis. Section 3 considers some relevant issues with respect to this 
picture of the Reasonableness Claim. First, what does an analysis of the content of 
the Reasonableness Claim say about its justification? Secondly, does the 
Reasonableness Claim commit us to accept a notion of agent-relativity, as was 
assumed in the traditional debate on the limits of morality? Thirdly, is it true that a 
specific ‘direction of fit’ can be ascribed to this Reasonableness Claim, which is that 
commonsense morality aims either at a moderate or agent-centred morality? Section 
4 deals with the question as to what this picture of the Reasonableness Claim can 
imply for both moral philosophical and applied ethical debate.  
 
 
2 The emerging picture of the Reasonableness Claim 
 
My suggestion to inquire what basic ideas are lying behind the commonsense 
critique on unreasonable consequences of specific ethical theories led to the thought 
that we had to focus on the content of claims on reasonableness and not on some 
technical defence of specific notions. I tried to get grip on this content by analysis of 
two separate debates with respect to ideas on reasonableness: the demandingness 
debate and the debate on what priority agents should be given to pursue their 
personal interests. Before I addressed these debates, I made more plausible the 
hypothesis that in the debates so far commonsense morality has not been 
adequately presented. In this section, I will summarize the main arguments in support 
of this hypothesis and show what picture emerges as reasonable commonsense 
morality.  
 
2.1 Commonsense morality inadequately represented in  

traditional debate 
 
There are two propositions supporting the claim that commonsense ideas have been 
insufficiently captured in the traditional debate on the limits of morality. First, the 
debate is too much embedded in a consequentialist framework. Secondly, the debate 
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is too much conceived in two competing and somewhat caricatured views on 
commonsense morality that presuppose different ideas about the status of these 
commonsense beliefs.  
 
2.1.1 Entangled in a consequentialist framework 
 
Why is the debate on the limits of morality too much embedded in a consequentialist 
framework?  

First, a consequentialist view is a teleological view that expects us to share the 
idea that values always have to be promoted. Kagan called this a pro tanto reason to 
promote the good. When we combine this idea of promoting values with a principle of 
maximization, as is done in act-consequentialist views, we are required to promote 
the good as much as possible. The commonsense perspective is sketched as a view 
that necessarily has to embrace the pro tanto reason to promote the good. As a 
result, commonsense claims that we have to respect limits to moral demands are 
presented as the illogical and irrational choice to prefer a non-optimal action above 
the morally better alternative and it becomes hard to defend these claims against this 
teleological dogma.  

Secondly, the debate on the limits of morality is too easily confused with a 
debate between consequentialism and its critics, or more specifically between 
consequentialists and deontologists. As a result, commonsense morality has been 
ascribed deontological characteristics that it does not hold, hence is misrepre-sented 
in some important ways. The commonsense moral viewpoint, although in most 
respects non-consequentialist, is not equivalent to a deontological viewpoint. This 
was shown in two ways. First, the commonsense stance towards the relevance of 
numbers clearly differs from a classic deontological viewpoint, as I showed in 
Chapter 4. Secondly, commonsense morality is presented as a viewpoint that steps 
into the breach for the agent’s viewpoint, while deontologists are mainly 
characterized as dogmatically defending specific moral rules and values. Thus, with 
respect to the violation of moral rules, a deontolo-gist can suffice to point at the 
negative implications to one’s victims when one breaks such a rule, while the 
commonsense moralist will also point at the negative implications for the agent: an 
agent will become a murderer, wrongdoer, liar and so on. 

Thirdly, the debate is confined by the fact that commonsense beliefs are 
interpreted as a defence of options and constraints. Both notions have been narrowly 
conceived as non-optimal choices that have to be defended against the morally 
better alternative, and can cover only part of the content of the commonsense beliefs 
– as I argued in the Chapters 3 – 6. Moreover, constraints are generally pictured by 
consequentialists as absolute limits on one’s actions and options are seen as 
permissions to give some priority to pursue one’s non-moral interest. Neither 
represents commonsense beliefs adequately: commonsense morality has a more 
diverse view on what type of limits we have to respect concerning the sacrifices one 
can impose on agents; absolute constraints is a too simplistic a picture of our 
commonsense reality. With respect to options, agents are bound and consider 
themselves justified to act upon options to pursue their personal interests because 
these reflect what they consider good and worthwhile. It would be wrong to picture 
them as alternative actions for which they must ask permission first.  
 Fourthly, the consequentialist tendency to present simple and straightforward 
rationales to guide our moral deliberations is also imposed on commonsense 
morality. For example, all constraints are ascribed to be absolute. It is also argued 
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that one rationale must be found to cover both the existence of options and 
constraints, and if this cannot be done, we must question our commonsense 
intuitions. As said before, commonsense morality may be less dogmatic, and less 
unified than the consequentialist expects it to be. This was shown in Chapter 4, 
where I addressed the apparently ambiguous position that commonsense morality 
both rejects arguments of aggregation, i.e. that we are morally allowed to sum 
benefits or burdens among agents and that this sum carries moral weight, while also 
firmly holding the view that in cases where equal harms befall unequal numbers of 
agents, the number of people that can benefit from my action must be decisive. 
 
 
2.1.2 Commonsense beliefs are initially credible but not infallible 
 
Opponents and advocates of the commonsense claims in the debate seem to hold 
mainly two different views on commonsense morality. These do not so much differ 
about the content of our commonsense beliefs and intuitions – i.e. that they reflect 
basic ideas like ‘do not kill’ and ‘keep to one’s promises’ - but mainly about the status 
we have to ascribe to these beliefs and intuitions. Two opposing views appear in the 
literature. In the first view, commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions are not 
conceived as trustworthy, because they are viewed as our ad-hoc and pre-theoretical 
ideas that can be incoherent and inconsistent and stand in need of correction by 
ethical theory. In the second view, commonsense beliefs are considered as 
authoritative and trustworthy, because they express self-evident truths, universally 
accepted norms, or innate intuitions that all rational or conscientious human beings 
(will) accept.  

Neither view is in my opinion a correct presentation of what ‘we’ nowadays 
consider as commonsense moral beliefs and intuitions. Both with respect to its 
content and to the status of commonsense morality a different picture emerges, that I 
formulated as a third view on commonsense morality. With respect to content, I 
argued that context-specific norms like ‘organ donation is a gift to others’ and ‘animal 
torture is wrong’ are part of commonsense beliefs as well, because they reflect 
normative judgements and beliefs that are entrenched in our moral deliberations, that 
have been passed on through generations – hence have survived the ravages of 
time – and function as basic premises in our moral practices that often go without 
saying. This view on commonsense morality allows for culturally bound or time-
limited commonsense beliefs, and it accepts the possibility that different 
commonsense beliefs and commonsense moralities can co-exist. This is important 
for the status of our commonsense beliefs. Although I consider them to be 
fundamental and basic to our moral practices, they are not beyond scrutiny, and can 
alter in the slipstream of history. Our moral beliefs develop and change, but this does 
not make them initially suspect. They guide our moral life, but they express no 
unassailable truths. This in-between view on the status of commonsense morality 
seems a better way to start the analysis of what the notion of reasonableness 
comprehends than the two views that so far are dominant in the literature.  
 
2.2 Reasonableness: four different ways to support the claim that ‘cost to 

the agent’ is a relevant normative factor  
 
The first component of the Reasonableness Claim contained an analysis of the claim 
that some burdens to agents are unreasonable. The commonsense claim in this 
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debate, presented as the CCD, resulted in a claim that in four different ways 
sacrifices can become too demanding on agents: ‘leading their own life’ may be 
jeopardized, ‘to cherish and act upon caring commitments to special relations’ may 
be frustrated, ‘cumulative overload of burdens’ can result in agent frustration or 
indifference, and agents can be confronted with ’humanly impossible choices’. I 
presented them as four arguments that support the idea that if we accept that some 
burdens can be unreasonable from an agent’s perspective, this must lead us to the 
acknowledgment that ‘cost to the agent’ is a relevant normative factor that can 
outweigh or block other relevant considerations.  
 
The plausibility of these four arguments was analysed by discussing a case from the 
perspective of three ethical theories: an act-consequentialist view, a contractualist 
view and a feminist ethics of care perspective. All three theories showed a different 
view on what will be conceived as burdensome to agents and differed in their 
conception of how burdens so conceived ‘fit’ with the arguments that were brought to 
the fore from a commonsense perspective. Even though this does not yet suffice as a 
justification for the acceptability of the four commonsense arguments, it certainly 
does support the idea that we must accept a broader view on ‘cost to the agent’ than 
has traditionally been done.  
 
2.3  Reasonableness: priority to one’s personal interests variable in contexts 

and to different degrees 
 
The Priority Claim addressed another component of our commonsense ideas about 
reasonableness: it is unreasonable to demand that agents forgo their personal 
interests. I showed that this claim can be dealt with and theoretically interpreted in 
different ways. It can be seen as a claim that certain values should be accounted for 
in a moral framework because they represent what matters to people, what people 
consider as good and worthwhile. It can also be seen as a claim that the authority 
and content of the moral domain is but modest, so that our non-moral considerations 
often prevail in practical reasoning. This is mainly depending on the context in which 
commonsense beliefs are discussed: different ethical theories hold different meta-
ethical views on the stringency, overridingness and pervasiveness of morality, and 
may either embrace or reject the idea that two distinctive deliberative viewpoints 
(must) exist. Thus, the original idea that this claim refers either to a defence of 
options, i.e. some leeway to agents to pursue their own personal interests, or to a 
defence of agent-relativity of reasons is not an exhaustive ‘either’-‘or’ way to interpret 
the Priority Claim.  

I further argued that we also have to take into account the substantive 
judgements of people and how agents present their reasons for action or judgement 
to others. These reasons are given different weight in one’s deliberations and are 
related to the type of justification one’s community demands (or should demand). The 
Priority Claim could be a weak claim for some leeway, i.e. to have a private sphere of 
life, in which private reasons need not be explained or even made intelligible to 
others, as well as it could be a strong claim that some personal interests lead to valid 
reasons, expressing what people rightfully value. Either way, both the weak and 
strong interpretation express essential characteristics of an agent’s personal 
interests, referring to the importance of autonomy, integrity and caring commitments; 
hence the different substantive judgements and reasons. Each refers in its own way 
to what would be considered as unreasonable demand on agents. It can be as 
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unreasonable to agents to deny them any private reasons as it is unreasonable to 
expect them to forgo valid reasons in favour of some moral good. 
 
2.4 Emerging picture of the Reasonableness Claim  
 
The view on reasonable morality that evolves from both debates is one of a human 
morality that does justice to what people stand for, care for and are committed to, 
without necessarily denying the relevance of impartial considerations. 
Reasonableness, as conceived within the commonsense moral perspective, is an 
important means for pointing out what the effects of moral theory and moral 
expectations on agents can be: some moral requirements will be too burdensome; 
some moral demands will deny them sufficient leeway to pursue their personal 
interests. This idea of human morality is not, as suggested by some sceptics, a 
defence of some bourgeois, liberal Western way of life in which agents are unwilling 
to comply with any moral demand, but it is a genuine claim that some demands will 
seriously jeopardize important aspects of our humanity; aspects that we generally 
embrace and consider good and worthwhile.  

In the demandingness debate it was emphasized that moral obligations that 
are too demanding can have fundamental impact on agents – on their view of the 
good life, their integrity and their agency. The four arguments showed this. To be 
unabatedly overloaded is morally frustrating for agents. And confron-tation with 
decisions that involve the breaking of moral rules seriously jeopardizes one’s 
functioning as a moral agent.  

The same picture evolved in the discussion on the Priority Claim: agents 
consider something to be at stake when they face ethical theories that require them 
to forgo the importance of commitments to their loved ones, or the relevance of some 
projects that build their identity and are part of what makes it a life of one’s own. 
These aspects need to be taken into account, not only because they matter to 
people, i.e. they have an interest in them, but because these are part of what they 
consider good and worthwhile.  

Some conceive human morality as a claim for partial morality. However, the 
Reasonableness Claim is not committed to one specific ethical theoretical 
framework. We should keep in mind two important characteristics of the 
commonsense moral viewpoint that influences the view on human morality as 
presented in the Reasonableness Claim. The first is that commonsense morality can 
be characterized as a viewpoint that does not commit itself to one specific ethical 
theory, nor strives to be conceived as a self-standing, unified ethical theory. In the 
demandingness debate, for example, we saw that a partial morality, i.e. an ethics of 
care, can be as susceptible to commonsense critique as a highly impartial framework 
like act-consequentialism. Secondly, although commonsense morality is in the 
debate on the limits of morality conceived as a viewpoint that steps into the breach 
for the agent’s perspective, we should not equate this with a partial attitude. 
Commonsense morality does not explicitly reject the importance of general, impartial 
norms. Thus, human morality should not be conceived as a defence of a self-
regarding perspective, but as a claim that we have to combine the different 
considerations that agents consider to be good and worthwhile. As Wolf argues, 
agents are perfectly capable of seeing that sometimes impartial considerations 
involving ideas of justice and solidarity matter greatly and should be given preference 
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above e.g. one’s partial self-regarding considerations.274 The fact that the debate was 
occasioned by a critique on highly impartial theories like act-utilitarianism, led to an 
emphasis in the Reasonableness Claim on personal aspects and interests of agents, 
but this is not the whole picture of commonsense morality.  
 
3 Reasonableness Claim: beyond an analysis of its content 
 
In this section I take up the following questions. First, having gotten grip on the 
content of the Reasonableness Claim, what does this imply for the justification of the 
Reasonableness Claim? Secondly, will this view on reasonableness commit us to 
accept the agent-relativity of reasons in general? Thirdly, can we appoint a specific 
‘direction of fit’ of this claim: does the claim for human morality refer to moderate or 
agent-centred morality as I suggested at the end of Chapter 2? 
 
3.1 Is the claim justified?  
 
In moral philosophy, we aim to analyse what considerations, reasons and 
judgements can be justified, are correct or true. My suggestion to start with an 
analysis of commonsense ideas about reasonableness was meant to shed a different 
light on the possible justification of the commonsense claims in the debate on the 
limits of morality. One reason to do this was that it proved to be hard to defend the 
commonsense view in the debate on the limits of morality. Having broadened the 
scope of the debate and shown what other considerations underlie the notion of 
reasonableness we seem left with the issue of justification.   
 
Some are sceptical about the idea that commonsense beliefs can ever be adequately 
accounted for, and that arguments in support of its content will not suffice. After all, 
we need some rationale or standard to measure the commonsense arguments and to 
decide when a moral obligation will actually be too demanding, or when one’s 
personal interests are seriously jeopardized. Murphy discusses several standards 
and critically rejects them all, because none will suffice as a good starting-point for 
reflection.275 Others hold that any rationale in defence of commonsense beliefs must 
be consistent and coherent.276 Again others argue that the debate should 
concentrate on the illogical consequences of some stances in the debate.277  
 
Are these critics correct? It does seem that an analysis of the content of 
reasonableness can only be the starting-point for further debate about the 
justification of the Reasonableness Claim in the debate, because the analysis does 
not provide answers for specific cases: When will a specific moral demand be 
unreasonable? My focus has been on sketching the rough contours of what is 
conceived as reasonable and unreasonable from a commonsense perspective. But 
although in some specific cases this may not be enough, analysis of the content is 
already a means of justification. With respect to one’s valid personal interests I 
argued that agents are simply justified to act upon these interests, because everyone 
will agree that these reasons are sound. With respect to the demandingness debate, 
                                                 
274 Wolf (1999). 
275 Murphy (2000).  
276 Kagan (1989): 403. 
277 Cullity (2004): 146. He argues that some defense of our commonsense beliefs about what would be an 
unreasonable burden to agents can be found in the concept of beneficence. The Extreme Demand contains an 
untenable view on beneficence.  
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accepting the four arguments implies that agents who appeal to them, justifiably 
refuse obeying a specific moral demand. This does not yet tell us when they are 
justified to appeal to over-demandingness, though, and we need further insight in 
what will actually be too demanding, hence unreasonable, and what not. What the 
analysis of the content of the Reasonableness Claim showed is the initial credibility 
of commonsense moral beliefs with respect to ideas about reasonableness of moral 
demands. It offers no rationale by which to distinguish ‘reasonable’ and 
‘unreasonable’ in specific cases.  

Sceptics suggest that we have to find one rationale, or that such a rationale 
must be predetermined by specific conditions. But since our commonsense beliefs 
cover a broad range of considerations, we must count with the possibility that we 
have to embrace several standards or rationales instead of one. If we take into 
account that some of the sceptics embrace a consequentialist, or at least 
teleological, view on morality, we can expect them to focus on specific conditions and 
standards, while within a different ethical framework other rationales and standards 
could also be accepted. I argued in Section 2.1.1 that to expect a unified rationale 
that applies to all aspects of the Reasonableness Claim is too narrow an 
interpretation of this claim and an attempt to capture commonsense morality within a 
consequentialist framework.  

Instead, if we regard the four arguments that were presented in the 
demandingness debate, we can understand that this can lead to different standards 
or ways to measure (un)reasonableness. One may want to avoid morally distasteful 
actions at all cost, while this will not hold for e.g. the Frustration Argument, because it 
is related to an accumulation of burdens. Therefore, analysis of the content of the 
Reasonableness Claim is a first starting-point to explore in what ways commonsense 
beliefs can be justified in specific cases and within specific ethical frameworks.  
 
3.2 Are we committed to accept agent-relativity? 
 
Commonsense morality, I argued in Chapter 2, is often conceived as a perspective 
that accepts a distinction between agent-relativity and agent-neutrality. I also pointed 
out that this distinction is complex, because it features several types of agent-
relativity, each involving its own difficulties.278 It has led to a critical stance towards 
the distinction, and there is no widespread agreement that we should embrace it. Do 
the results of this thesis imply that commonsense morality must be committed to a 
perspective on agent-relativity? And if so, will sceptics of this distinction be led to the 
rejection of the Reasonableness Claim? The fact that I explicitly built upon an idea of 
agent-relativity to explain the substantive judgements lying behind the Priority Claim, 
by using Postema’s account of agent-relativity, seems to presuppose some idea of 
agent-relativity that distinguishes a meta-ethical difference in the binding force of 
reasons to agents. Do we also have to embrace the agent-relative/agent-neutral 
distinction for other aspects of the Reasonableness Claim and if so, which type of the 
distinction will apply best fit with the analysis in this thesis?  

In this section I will argue that, in retrospect, Postema’s distinction applies very 
well to the entire Reasonableness Claim; the way the commonsense perspective 
steps into the breach for the agent’s perspective is best conceived as explaining a 
difference in the binding force of reasons. I will also argue that this interpretation of 
agent-relativity avoids many difficulties other interpretations generally lead to, thus it 

                                                 
278 See Chapter 2, Section 2.3 for a short introduction on the agent-relative/agent-neutral distinction. 
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may convince some sceptics and does not have to lead to a critical stance towards 
the Reasonableness Claim itself.  
 
To see why Postema’s distinction can be applied to the Reasonableness Claim, I 
return to the basic idea that commonsense morality takes the agent’s perspective. 
What does that mean? Some seem inclined to think that ‘taking the agent’s 
perspective’ is mainly a defence of some liberal-individualistic approach to morality, 
defending the view that individuals must be able to flourish and should be at the 
centre of morality. However, the commonsense stance in the debate is not meant as 
a defence of liberal values, even though one can (continue to) hold that the content 
of the Reasonableness Claim does reflect certain values to which liberals subscribe, 
such as the importance to lead one’s own life.279 Commonsense morality does not 
represent the views of an individual, or the morality of one particular group within 
society. It represents the entrenched moral views, beliefs and intuitions that people 
share in moral communities. These in turn reflect norms and values that moral 
agents within that community have been taught, and will pass on to their children. We 
assume and trust that others accept them as community-shared moral views, beliefs 
and intuitions that ‘go without saying’. Moreover, analysis of the content of the 
Reasonableness Claim revealed diversity such that to insist on liberal values only is 
unwarranted. The claim proved to contain considerations that touch on moral agency, 
integrity and authenticity. 
 In my view, stepping into the breach for the agent’s perspective rather refers to 
the following. The ‘agent’ is a representative person within that community. Not every 
individual’s perspective is a starting-point for commonsense morality, only that what 
is shared among agents. Taking the agent’s perspective is also what separates 
commonsense morality from deontology; the commonsense moral perspective insists 
on the consequences of moral demands to human agents and urges us to accept 
limits to what agents can be reasonably expected to contribute to the moral or overall 
good. It matters whether I am the agent confronted with a choice to lie, steal or break 
a promise, and it matters whether I have to choose between my personal projects 
and commitments to others and my moral responsibilities. This matters, because I 
have a – special – interest in these projects and people.  
 The difference is often explained by the notion of agent-relativity: one’s 
perspective matters morally. However, the moral relevance of one’s perspective can 
still be interpreted in different ways and it has led some to argue that certain interests 
or values can only be fully appreciated from the agent’s perspective, implying some 
epistemological claim on the agent-relativity of values, reasons, interests or aims. My 
claim is more modest. The Reasonableness Claim presupposes agent-relativity as a 
meta-ethical difference in scope of the binding force of reasons, a distinction 
introduced by Postema: ‘agent-relative reasons, on this view, are reasons binding on 
(or rationally to be acknowledged by) only certain deliberators and not others.’280 This 
distinction seems to apply both to the demandingness debate and to the debate on 
the Priority Claim, because what is considered as over-demanding and what is held 
to be of – sufficient – priority for one’s own interests is based on the force reasons 
have from one’s deliberator’s perspective.  
 

                                                 
279 I thank colleagues at Twente University for pointing this out to me.  
280 Postema (1998): 448. 
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To accept agent-relativity as a meta-ethical difference in scope of the binding force of 
reasons to agents helps us escape some highly problematic aspects that are related 
to debates on agent-relativity, involving other interpretations.   
The distinction can apply to theories, values or reasons, to a difference in aims of 
agents, to a difference in scope of application of reasons and to a difference in 
binding force of reasons to agents. Furthermore, the agent-relative/agent-neutral 
distinction is easily conflated with other distinctions, like the internal/external reasons 
distinction, the universal/non-universal distinction or general/non-general reasons 
distinction.281  
 To limit the Reasonableness Claim to one specific interpretation at least 
avoids problems that other interpretations confront. Let me give one example. 
Postema notes two differences in scope as a means to distinguish the agent-relative 
from the agent-neutral. A difference in the scope of the application of reasons is 
mainly used to mark a difference between theories like consequentialism and 
deontology. Consequentialist theories are considered agent-neutral, because they 
provide all agents with similar aims and reasons and these reasons make no 
essential reference to agents. By contrast, an injunction against killing is in a 
deontological framework an injunction that one should not kill: every agent should 
ensure that he or she does not kill the innocent.  
 

Agent-relative reasons,  … include in their full articulation ineliminable 
references to the agent, while agent-neutral reasons don’t. The difference is a 
difference in the content of the reasons.282  

 
Postema characterizes reasons in this interpretation of the distinction either as agent-
centred (= agent-relative) or outcome-centred (=agent-neutral). The Reasonableness 
Claim does not mainly focus on a distinction between ethical theories, nor embraces 
the thought that the debate should focus on a difference between consequentialists 
and deontologists. Neither does it seem to be the case that the Reasonableness 
Claim reflects a difference that is best described as whether a reference is made in 
one’s reasons to the agent. Instead, the commonsense perspective stressed the 
importance and binding force of some reasons to agents in contrast with a 
perspective in which one is not the agent or deliberator. Agents are simply committed 
to people they care for, as well as that they are bound by the moral rules they 
embrace, and they are bound by conditions of human moral agency, involving one’s 
integrity and autonomy to freely assent with one’s judgements and actions.  

Postema’s meta-ethical distinction must also be preferred above 
interpretations that involve an epistemological claim about agent-relativity. The 
Reasonableness Claim does not imply that some reasons are only fully intelligible to 
agents and can only be appreciated from the agent’s perspective, leaving others in 
the dark about one’s motivating reasons,283 but instead mainly points out that some 
considerations have extra relevance and binding force from an agent’s perspective. 
Postema’s account allows for others to perfectly understand an agent’s reasons, 
while not being committed to embrace them and be bound to act upon them, hence 
seems to fit better with the Reasonableness Claim.  

The Reasonableness Claim is also not a claim about the universality or 
partiality of reasons; it is not the case that agent-relative reasons are private property 
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282 Postema (1998): 447.  
283 Endres & Sie (2004). 



165

of some individuals. They concern reasons that are binding to some agents and not 
to others. Note that we should not confuse this with a debate on the universality 
condition that is generally accepted to apply to normative reasons, implying that if 
agent X comes to the conclusion that he should do C, all other agents in similar 
circumstances should also judge that C should be done. Postema’s distinction does 
not touch upon this debate, and the analysis of the Reasonableness Claim does not 
indicate any claims in that direction.  
 
To consider the Reasonableness Claim best represented by a distinction between 
agent-relative and agent-neutral reasons as a meta-ethical difference in the binding 
force of reasons to agents is so far rarely done, and this has repercussions both for 
the debate on the limits of morality and the commonsense stance in the debate. Let 
me therefore address two critical remarks with respect to this distinction.  

First, Ridge argues that Postema makes a distinction that does not apply to 
the traditional agent-relative/agent-neutral debates and that has a different theoretical 
focus.  
 

It is drawn in terms of a relativization to the agent for whom the consideration 
is a reason, but is not drawn in terms of the principle underwriting the 
reason.284  

 
He argues  
 

(u)nlike agent-relativity or agent-neutrality, deliberator relativity (DR) and 
deliberator neutrality (DN) cannot simply be ‘read off’ from an accurate 
statement of the principles themselves. For the DR/DN distinction concerns 
not the question of the form of the principles, but the question of the source of 
their authority, or if one prefers, their ‘force’.285  

 
According to Ridge, what distinguishes an agent-relative distinction from others is 
that it must pass the litmus test to help categorize immediately egoist theories and 
reasons as agent-relative and (act-)utilitarian theories and reasons as agent-neutral. 
The agent-relative/neutral distinction should be one that is useful for framing these 
debates at the outset and not one that we can deploy with confidence only after the 
debates have been settled.286 

If Ridge is correct, then Postema’s distinction cannot properly be accepted as 
an interpretation of the agent-relativity/agent-neutrality distinction.  

This, however, should not bother us. If we accept Ridge’s conclusion we could 
argue that the Reasonableness Claim does not commit us to accept the agent-
relative/agent-neutral distinction at all, while if Postema’s distinction will be 
considered as an interpretation of the distinction, we conclude that it only commits us 
to accept this particular interpretation of the distinction, leaving open for further 
debate whether we also can embrace other interpretations of the distinction.  
 
Secondly, why do I think that the Reasonableness Claim marks a distinction of 
reasons, and not of theories or values, as is frequently done in the debate on the 
limits of morality? Jollimore’s insistence that the reason why consequentialist theories 
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cannot adequately account for friendship only makes sense if we consider the 
distinction to apply to ethical theories.287 Although to Jollimore this interpretation of 
the distinction may have been useful, I am reluctant to accept that the commonsense 
stance in the debate refers to a distinction in theory, because it would exclude certain 
ethical theories as unable to account for commonsense beliefs and intuitions at all, 
and I consider this an untenable position.288 To think of the distinction as applying to 
values would tempt us to conceive agent-relativity as an epistemological claim and 
this is confusing to the debate, because it is very difficult to hold that some values are 
exclusively mine. The main question should not be whether some values are intimate 
and others can be shared, nor whether an agent can be the source of values, but 
rather how we can explain why there is widespread agreement in commonsense 
morality that we should respect limits to reasonable demands on agents, based on 
the fact that agents will otherwise be seriously jeopardized in living a good, 
worthwhile human life. If we consider the distinction to apply to reasons, we will avoid 
these negative consequences. The way agents present reasons for their judgements 
and actions helps us evaluate what weight they give to certain reasons, or in what 
ways they feel obligated and bound by particular considerations. Being committed to 
one’s loved one simply necessitates agents, and also limits their choices of action.  
 
 
3.3 Moderate or agent-centred morality? 
 
In Chapter 2, I presented the hypothesis that the Reasonableness Claim might have 
two foci, each having a different ‘direction of fit’. A claim for reasonable-ness could be 
interpreted either as a striving for moderate morality or a striving for agent-centred 
morality.289 Moderate morality expresses the view that agents can never be expected 
to make huge contributions to morality. Agent-centred morality aims at a morality that 
accounts adequately for the personal projects, concerns and commitments of agents. 
The picture of the Reasonableness Claim as a claim for human morality, taking into 
account the different aspects of what agents in a commonsense moral perspective 
conceive as valuable, good and worthwhile, seems to take the sting out of this 
hypothesis. In this section I will show how and why the hypothesis is false.  
 
First, to picture the Reasonableness Claim as moderate morality could imply a view 
defended in the demandingness debate, namely, that commonsense morality aims to 
defend our bourgeois morality and our convenient Western life. However, the 
Reasonableness Claim does not object to every moral demand that is made on 
agents, but points out that some aspects of our humanity must not be ignored. This 
goes for those aspects that will lead to an overload on agents, as well as those that 
will not sufficiently allow agents to pursue what is important to them, because it 
touches upon their autonomy, their integrity and importance of their caring 
commitments. To view moderateness as minimal morality will therefore not do.  

                                                 
287 Jollimore (2001). 
288 At least, I do not want to exclude the possibility that consequentialism can account for (some) of our 
commonsense beliefs. Perhaps we can think of theories that do not cover any commonsense beliefs whatsoever, 
like a solipsistic theory. I do not have these in mind when I claim that commonsense morality must be possibly 
accounted for in different ethical theories.   
289 We should not confuse the notion of agent-relativity with agent-centeredness. Agent-relativity is a technical 
philosophical term to define a distinction between different types of reasons, values or even aims. Agent-
centeredness, as I use it here, refers to the importance of specific projects, concerns and commitments to agents.  
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Neither is it right to view the Reasonableness Claim as some in-between-
extremes view as Kagan and Scheffler suggested.290 Such a view will either lead to 
the acceptance of a consequentialist framework, as Kagan’s view on moderateness 
presupposes, or it will support the view that commonsense morality always holds the 
middle between extremes. But there is no reason to consider reasonableness to be 
positioned between extremes, because this would encourage views like the classical 
dichotomy between the moral and personal viewpoint, while the debate on the 
Priority Claim showed exactly that such a dichotomy might be left behind.  
 The Reasonableness Claim, if conceived as moderate morality, emphasizes 
that the different aspects of our humanity shape the boundaries of what we consider 
reasonable. Moderateness is a search for middle ground, i.e. the view that morality 
has to account for the motivational accessibility of responsibilities and duties to 
agents. Agents are not unwilling to make sacrifices in striving for some overall good, 
to benefit strangers and act upon other-regarding interests, but one is only willing to 
accept such duties and responsibilities to the extent that one can balance this with 
other important aspects of one’s life, as expressed in one’s autonomy, integrity and 
caring commitments. Or one is willing to accept moral duties as long as the ‘cost to 
the agent’ are not too burdensome on agents. 
 
Secondly, to picture the search for reasonableness as a claim for agent-centred 
morality could be conceived as a claim for parochial or partial morality. The 
Reasonableness Claim is a reaction to those ethical theories that require agents to 
forgo their personal interests for some greater or overall good. Commonsense 
morality and the Reasonableness Claim do not deny responsibilities towards 
strangers or the overall good. Instead, the Reasonableness Claim, when interpreted 
as agent-centred morality, could also best be conceived as a claim for human 
morality.  
 
Thus, the hypothesis that I presented in Chapter 2 proves to be false, because 
analysis of the content of the Reasonableness Claim revealed that each direction 
points at what we conceive as human morality. Still, could we not hold different views 
on what human morality contains: a human weakness to live a life that is more self-
centred than other-regarding (moderateness) or a human tendency to be partial to 
what we love and cherish (agent-centred)? I think that we should be careful not to 
hold too broad a concept of human morality. Our humanity contains many aspects, 
which we, from a commonsense moral viewpoint, are not particularly happy about. 
Human beings prove to be perfectly capable of cruel intentions, racism, ethnic killing 
and so on. The Reasonableness Claim is not meant to support these aspects of our 
human existence and is no blank cheque to kill another human being by reason of 
race or religion. How, one might ask, can we separate these ideas about human 
morality from others, if a Priority Claim emphasizes the importance of pursuing one’s 
personal interests? Does it not open the door to specific cultural customs or 
fundamental beliefs?  

At this point I want to stress that the Reasonableness Claim expresses our 
commonsense morality, even though this Claim is embedded in a specific debate 
about acceptable demands of ethical theories. Our general commonsense moral 
beliefs will limit what the Reasonableness Claim can contain, and prevent that 
vendetta’s will be considered as ‘reasonable’ and acceptable moral action, because 
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they will conflict with generally embraced norms like ‘do not kill’. Thus, the claim that 
agents should be allowed latitude to pursue their own interests is limited by what we 
consider as general guidelines or limits of conduct. Moreover, the fact that 
commonsense morality involves the views shared by a majority must prevent that 
outcast ideas and preferences will be accepted as aspects of human morality.  
 
4 Implications for moral philosophy and applied ethics 
 
At the end of this thesis I want to indicate what implications these conclusions can 
have for the debate on the limits of morality and moral philosophy more in general as 
well as point at the relevance of this thesis for applied ethics.  
 
4.1 Challenges for moral philosophy 
 
First, the analysis of the content of the commonsense stance in the debate on the 
limits of morality, as expressed in the Reasonableness Claim, does not only urge us 
to accept a broader perspective on the content of reasonableness, but also urges us 
to consider how the content of these notions of reasonableness can be 
accommodated or reflected upon in different ethical theories. My analysis of 
fundamentally different ethical theories suggests that other ethical theories, too, be 
explored. How, and to what extent do they accommodate and/or account for our 
commonsense ideas about reasonableness? 
 
Secondly, the suggestion to review other ethical theories should not lead to a specific 
attitude or stance from commonsense morality over against ethical theory. We must 
avoid that the commonsense perspective, and in particular the Reasonableness 
Claim, would primarily function as a critical or sceptical point of reference by which 
ethical theories are measured, or to which ethical theories are placed in opposition. 
Although in many debates on commonsense morality there is an interesting tension 
between commonsense morality and ethical theory, it is wrong to conceive 
commonsense morality as the opponent of ethical theory. It could be a heritage of the 
traditional debate on the limits of morality that commonsense morality and ethical 
theory are sketched as opposite viewpoints. A different stance of commonsense 
morality is also possible. Instead of a critical counterpart, commonsense morality 
might very well overlap with different normative theories and this will change the 
contours of deliberation on reasonableness as well. Instead of critically reviewing the 
unreasonable consequences of ethical theory, our commonsense intuitions should 
guide us to define the boundaries of the reasonable moral demand. In this picture, 
commonsense morality would be the ally of ethical theory rather than its opponent. 

It is not only important to take into account that commonsense morality could 
have a different position towards ethical theory than is presupposed in the traditional 
debate on the limits of morality, but it is also important to conclude that 
commonsense morality and ethical theory will necessarily have to interact. Not only 
will most ethical theories want to account for and capture (part of) our commonsense 
moral beliefs and intuitions, but it seems futile to develop a self-standing 
commonsense moral theory, or to consider our current commonsense moral beliefs 
and intuitions as the only and right normative standard. I argued in Chapter 2 that 
self-standing ethical commonsense moral theories will encounter the same difficulties 
we found within different normative frameworks, hence this will not solve the 
fundamental question of the status of our commonsense moral beliefs. Also, our 
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current commonsense moral beliefs cannot serve as the only standard by which we 
have to judge and deliberate, because not trying to find rationales, and structurally 
analyse, systematize and reflect upon our commonsense moral beliefs will leave us 
with a collection of initial and possibly incoherent beliefs. Even if we embrace the 
view on commonsense morality I presented, its content is not beyond scrutiny and 
may require clarification. Such further explanation, as attempted in Chapter 4 with 
respect to the moral relevance of numbers, will require normative analysis.  
 
Thirdly, the analysis of the Reasonableness Claim may urge us to reconsider other 
preconditions of the current debate on the limits of morality as well. Too often it is 
simply assumed that commonsense critique based on ideas of reasonableness and 
aimed at ethical theories must either lead to a critical review of ethical theory, an 
agent’s moral motivations, or our commonsense moral beliefs. Thus, it is either a 
problem of theory that it cannot adequately accommodate our commonsense moral 
beliefs, a problem of our commonsense moral beliefs that they differ from our ideas 
deriving from ethical theory, or a problem of the agent who faces a conflict of 
interests.291  

One of the problems of this approach is that it can easily lead to a denial or 
postponement of the problem. Those defending a particular ethical theory may 
respond sceptically to the comments from a commonsense moral viewpoint, and can 
deny that it is a problem for ethical theory that in daily life people have difficulties to 
comply with moral demands, or can simply point out that ethical theories are but a 
normative framework, and that reality can differ greatly from normative ideal practice 
in which we define what would be the right thing to do. And those defending a 
commonsense moral viewpoint may in vain try to convince ethical theorists that 
theory should adequately account for our moral practices. Moreover, when we view it 
as a problem belonging to one of these domains, then particular preconditions of 
such domains will be applied to the debate as well. This also explains why 
commonsense morality is often required to provide rationales as if it were a 
consequentialist theory, or why some try to convince us that we will only successfully 
defend commonsense morality if we can show the irrationality or illogical 
assumptions of particular ethical theories.292 

I think that my analysis in this thesis, with its emphasis on the content of the 
Reasonableness Claim, shows a different picture. It weakens the thought that claims 
of unreasonable morality are either a problem of theory, commonsense morality or 
the agent’s motivation. Instead, it shows that what is conceived as reasonable and 
unreasonable does not only refer to fundamental issues we encounter in our moral 
practices, but also that it would do no justice to our moral practice if we simply deny 
that the issue appeals to theory, an agent’s motivation or our commonsense beliefs. 
All three are, and should be, involved and take part in dealing with issues of 
(un)reasonableness.  

Ethical theories cannot ‘escape’ issues of reasonableness. They have no 
choice but to take them into account. Secondly, what is (un)reasonable is not always 
a clear-cut distinction allowing us to use single standards to measure them. Both the 
demandingness debate and the debate on the Priority Claim showed a more complex 
picture of the contours of the (un)reasonable. Thirdly, in daily life our common moral 
practice is also highly influenced by conditions under which we have to make up our 
mind. Facing a catastrophe or extreme situation, agents may judge differently what 
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will ultimately be a reasonable demand on them than they would under normal 
conditions. I mentioned this in the debate on the moral relevance of numbers. We 
can imagine that in emergency situations, a different picture of what may be 
reasonably required from agents can arise. In times of rapidly spreading viruses we 
can expect agents to take extra precautions not to infect others, and we might even 
expect health-care professionals to be put in quarantine, even when this will seriously 
jeopardize their private life. It would be odd to insist that changing thresholds of duty, 
due to specific conditions that we face and dynamic practices we encounter are 
either the problem of ethical theory, our general commonsense moral intuitions, or an 
agent’s motivation. Instead, I think that all three aspects are relevant and that, if we 
seek genuinely helpful guidance in our moral practices, we should develop a more 
integrated picture of the boundaries of the (un)reasonable.  
 
4.2 Challenges for applied ethics  
 
Applied ethics can benefit from the debate on the Reasonableness Claim in – at least 
– two ways.  
 
First, I think that, so far, the notion of reasonableness has not been taken into 
consideration much in applied ethical debate, while in two ways it can be a helpful 
notion in our deliberation process: it can bring considerations to the fore that will 
otherwise be neglected, or shed a different light on some of them. I will illustrate both 
points.  

For example, in public health, the non-compliance of agents is often 
interpreted in terms of irrationality of agents, or with a right to choose to live an 
unhealthy, hazardous life or a life in ignorance – claiming a right not to know. This 
non-compliance is seldom reviewed in terms of reasonableness, while for some 
choices this can be a relevant consideration. Some choices can be too burdensome 
on agents, or can lead to the Priority Claim. Consider the one-child policy in China 
that was introduced in the 1980’s. This policy, meant to prevent further over-
population, has tremendous effects on the country, the wealth of the nation and the 
health and well-being of the Chinese people. This policy is generally conceived as an 
extreme measure. But can we adequately explain why this is such an extreme 
measure if we do not take considerations of reasonableness into account? 
Frequently, an appeal is made to ‘inviolate rights’ of agents, or to generally accepted 
moral norms like respect for an agent’s autonomy.293 If we however would turn to the 
notion of reasonableness, it would be fairly simple to point out that the one-child 
policy is extremely burdensome to agents and that this explains why agents have 
great difficulties to comply with such policies, and why we therefore should respect 
limits to what can be imposed on agents.  

Consider another example. Recently, much debate arose concerning the 
moral duties of pharmaceutical companies to ban AIDS worldwide. Many attempts 
have been made to force pharmaceutical companies to donate drugs to poor 
countries where AIDS threatens the population, not to file patents or enforce them 
legally. In these debates, it is mainly argued that pharmaceutical companies have a 
moral duty to help ban AIDS, but what this duty involves is hardly discussed. 
However, the moment we accept such a moral duty – and some pharmaceutical 
companies do not deny that they could do something to help alleviate the AIDS crisis 
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– the most important question becomes what will be a reasonable contribution on 
their part.294  

The analysis of the Reasonableness Claim can be very helpful in these 
debates, because it can shape the boundaries of these moral duties. It can help 
determine what contribution of pharmaceutical companies can be appropriately 
demanded, and what, on what grounds, could possibly be considered as too 
burdensome. The introduction of the notion of reasonableness can therefore shed 
new light on debates and introduce an instrument to determine the – rough – 
boundaries of our moral responsibilities.  
 
In other parts of the field of applied ethics, it seems that the notion of reasonableness 
is more frequently used, but lacks any content. Policy makers are often confronted 
with issues concerning animal welfare, new technological improvements that lead to 
ethical dilemmas such as xenotransplantation, cloning and embryo-research. For 
policy makers, public opinion matters greatly, and with help of public debates they try 
to set the contours of commonsense morality with regards to a specific topic. Will 
genetically modified food be morally acceptable to the community? Should we 
develop xenotransplantation as a fruitful alternative to organs donated by deceased 
humans? More than once, these debates end with the suggestion that the notion of 
reasonableness, and reasonable acceptability of specific policies and developments, 
is necessary. However, this notion remains an empty shell if we do not specify what 
exactly it means.  

For two reasons, the analysis in this thesis can be very helpful for these 
debates. First, the view on commonsense morality that I put forward can help to 
determine what will be a – sufficiently – trustworthy viewpoint for new and changing 
policies. When trying to determine what conditions for food safety, 
xenotransplantation or cloning will be morally acceptable within the community, we 
need something more than mere public opinion. What we need is a better 
understanding of our commonsense morality. It would require a thorough analysis, 
supported by empirical data, of our commonsense beliefs and intuitions relative to a 
specific issue. In my view, it is possible to inquire into commonsense beliefs at such 
an applied level, as I suggested that our ideas of altruism with respect to organ 
donation are an example of such commonsense beliefs. Inquiry into our 
commonsense moral beliefs could also positively contribute to the debate on 
empirical ethics: it could turn out that empirical ethics must not be led by some 
controversy of theory versus practice. Instead, we must try to find overlapping views, 
like commonsense morality, that represent fundamental beliefs which most theories 
try to account for, while not being static or immune to changing practices. It will lead 
too far to develop any further thoughts here, but in the growing debate on empirical 
ethics, or empirically inspired ethics, the perspective of commonsense morality could 
make a fruitful contribution.  

 
Secondly, when the notion of reasonableness is put forward as a means to solve 
(ethical) dilemmas it is actually suggested that searching for reasonableness is some 
sort of procedure intended to find some middle ground. However, the notion of 
reasonableness offers much more than some sort of procedure. The analysis in this 
thesis showed that there is an important content lying behind ideas of 
reasonableness and that we can at least shape the boundaries of the unreasonable – 
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even though roughly – when discussing important and new policies. It can help us 
determine what would be too demanding on agents, or what would lead to the Priority 
Claim and in what ways. We may develop more content-rich ideas and policies 
concerning what, within certain (moral) communities, will be a morally acceptable 
direction and what we should want to avoid. Finally, it will guarantee public support in 
a more fundamental way than the opinion polls we are confronted with on a daily 
basis watching the news. 
 
Accordingly, I think that this thesis, with its focus on the content of the notion of 
reasonableness does not only make a useful contribution to further theoretical 
debates on the limits of moral demands and possible limits of ethical theories. The 
Reasonableness Claim stimulates us to broaden the scope, based on the idea that 
we should try to capture what will be a reasonable demand on agents. This thesis 
can therefore also be of great help to applied ethical debates and could stimulate us 
to take more notice of notions of reasonableness in our moral deliberations.  
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Samenvatting 
 
 
In het dagelijks leven nemen we veel beslissingen over verplichtingen en 
verantwoordelijkheden op basis van een idee wat redelijk zou zijn. We moeten vaak 
kiezen òf we iets tot onze verantwoordelijkheid of plicht willen rekenen en hoever die 
verantwoordelijkheid of plicht dan zal strekken: eet je biologisch voedsel, wordt je 
vegetariër, geef je mantelzorg aan je buren, je ouders of je partner en zo ja, hoeveel? 
Velen van ons zijn bereid om goede doelen te steunen, maar dit mag niet ten koste 
gaan van je eigen levensstijl. Als iemand je voorstelt om je hele salaris te doneren 
aan goede doelen, zul je deze persoon niet serieus nemen en dat als onredelijk 
terzijde schuiven.  

Blijkbaar hebben we in de praktijk wel een beeld wat redelijk is en wat 
daarbuiten valt en kunnen we dat op allerlei situaties heel goed toepassen. Het lijkt 
vanzelfsprekend om voor familie en vrienden meer over te hebben dan voor 
vreemden, en het lijkt redelijk dat een geringe donatie aan goede doelen kan 
volstaan. Ook is het redelijk te verlangen dat je iemand in nood helpt als dit je relatief 
weinig kost, maar als dit met gevaar voor eigen leven zou moeten, dan kun je dat 
redelijkerwijs van iemand niet verlangen.  

Deze opvattingen van redelijkheid die door grote groepen mensen worden 
gedeeld worden ook wel aangeduid als onze commonsense moraal, en deze 
commonsense moraal is het onderwerp van deze studie. Twee dingen vallen op als 
we discussies over commonsense moraal beschouwen. Allereerst dat commonsense 
moraal niet de ideeën van een enkeling, maar die van grote groepen mensen 
vertegenwoordigt, die voor hen vaak zo vanzelfsprekend zijn dat ze niet vaak 
expliciet benoemd worden. Onze ideeën over redelijkheid kunnen we bijvoorbeeld 
simpelweg beargumenteren door er een beroep op te doen. Het kan volstaan om te 
zeggen: ‘dit is onredelijk’ om ons handelen tegenover anderen te rechtvaardigen.  

Ten tweede is opvallend dat deze commonsense opvattingen in filosofische 
discussies wèl object van discussie zijn, omdat niet bij voorbaat vast staat of deze 
opvattingen juist zijn en of ze de toets der kritiek kunnen doorstaan. Sterker nog, het 
is gebleken dat commonsense opvattingen over de (on)redelijkheid van morele 
plichten zeer lastig te verdedigen zijn. Ik vond dit een interessant spanningsveld, dat 
mij uitdaagde tot een meer diepgaande analyse van commonsense moraal en de 
notie van redelijkheid. Immers, zijn onze commonsense ideeën over moraal onjuist, 
zijn ze verkeerd geïnterpreteerd of onvoldoende tot hun recht gekomen? Mijn 
hypothese is dat dit laatste het geval is, en ik stel dan ook voor om niet langer het 
debat waarin de ‘grenzen van moraal’ worden bediscussieerd te voeren op basis van 
de noties die daarin totnogtoe domineren – die van options en constraints – maar in 
plaats daarvan de notie van redelijkheid zelf centraal te stellen. In een werkdefinitie 
heb ik als volgt een Redelijkheidsclaim geformuleerd:  
 
Het is onze commonsense opvatting over morele plichten en verantwoordelijkheden 
dat ze vanuit een actor-perspectief redelijk moeten zijn. Van actoren kan niet 
verwacht worden dat ze hoge offers brengen om aan hun morele plichten te voldoen, 
noch dat ze hun persoonlijke belangen volledig opzij zullen zetten. Ethische 
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theorieën zouden daarom moeten erkennen dat er bepaalde grenzen aan 
redelijkheid van morele plichten en verantwoordelijkheden moet worden gesteld.  
 
In het denken over redelijke grenzen aan morele plichten zijn grofweg twee claims 
aan te wijzen die beiden een ander aspect van de Redelijkheidsclaim belichten. De 
eerste is dat je van een persoon niet te grote offers mag vragen: er moet een grens 
gesteld worden aan de hoeveelheid tijd, energie, geld etc. die iemand geacht kan 
worden te besteden aan een bepaald doel. Het voert te ver om van iemand te 
verlangen zijn hele salaris te doneren aan de slachtoffers van de watersnoodramp in 
Suriname. Dit zou onredelijk zijn, omdat het dan onmogelijk wordt zelf nog behoorlijk 
rond te komen en een eigen leven te leiden. De tweede claim is dat mensen in 
zekere mate voorrang mogen geven aan hun eigen ambities, persoonlijke relaties, 
plannen en doelen, zelfs wanneer er andere (urgente) morele redenen tegenover 
staan. Veel mensen beschouwen het als vanzelfsprekend dat je soms partijdig bent – 
of zelfs dat je dat moet zijn naar je familie of vrienden.  
 
Het betoog in dit proefschrift bestaat uit twee lijnen. De eerste is om de hypothese 
dat de commonsense opvattingen onvolledig, te eenzijdig of beperkt zijn 
geïnterpreteerd, klopt (Hoofdstuk 2). De tweede lijn is een inhoudelijke analyse te 
maken van de commonsense opvattingen over de (on)redelijkheid van morele 
plichten en ethische theorieën (Hoofdstuk 3- Hoofdstuk 6). Deze analyse laat een 
gecompliceerder en meer divers beeld van commonsense moraal zien.  
Ik zal het betoog hieronder inhoudelijk weergeven aan de hand van stellingen.  
 
1  Commonsense opvattingen over redelijkheid zijn te beperkt  

geïnterpreteerd en worden daardoor geen recht gedaan 
 

De voornaamste oorzaak voor een te eenzijdige weergave en (wellicht) verkeerde 
interpretatie van commonsense opvattingen over redelijkheid is dat deze vooral 
gepresenteerd zijn als kritiek op consequentialistische theorieën. Bernard Williams 
staat bekend om zijn scherpe kritiek op act-utilistische theorieën: deze zouden 
actoren teveel vervreemden van wat wezenlijk belangrijk voor hen is, en wat hen 
persoonlijk raakt. Een consequentialistische theorie stelt actoren niet langer in staat 
hun ‘grondprojecten’ te koesteren en dat leidt tot een aantasting van hun integriteit. 
Daarom moet er paal en perk gesteld worden aan de onpersoonlijke gevolgen van 
consequentialistische moraal. Hoewel vanuit commonsense moraal inderdaad kritiek 
wordt gegeven op consequentialistische theorieën, is het een misvatting te denken 
dat discussie over redelijke moraal alleen een kritiek op consequentialisme is. 
Andere theorieën kunnen, zo betoog ik in dit proefschrift, net zo ‘vatbaar’ zijn voor 
commonsense kritiek als het consequentialisme. Ik illustreer dit met een analyse van 
een contractualistische en een zorgethische theorie naast een act-
consequentialistische theorie. Bovendien ontstaat door de eenzijdige blik op 
consequentialistische theorieën al snel de idee dat commonsense het partijdige en 
persoonlijke verdedigt, tegenover een onpartijdig en onpersoonlijk 
consequentialisme. Dit is onjuist. Toch  worden commonsense opvattingen van 
redelijkheid bijna uitsluitend in debat met consequentialistische theorieën naar voren 
gebracht.  
Daarnaast wordt commonsense moraal voornamelijk geschetst als een verdediging 
van zogenaamde options (opties of keuzemogelijkheden) en constraints (grenzen). 
Options staan voor een zekere vrijheid die actoren moeten hebben om hun 
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persoonlijke belangen voorrang te geven boven andere overwegingen. Constraints 
zijn grenzen die gesteld moeten worden aan het type morele handelingen dat van 
actoren gevraagd kan worden: men kan niet tegelijkertijd een morele regel hoog in 
het vaandel hebben, zoals niet doden van anderen, en deze te pas en te onpas 
schenden.  Hoewel deze noties intuïtief aantrekkelijk klinken, blijken ze in de praktijk 
een te beperkte interpretatie van commonsense moraal te geven. Dit is het gevolg 
van vooronderstellingen in het debat die door het consequentialistisch raamwerk 
worden gedomineerd. Een duidelijk voorbeeld hiervan is de veronderstelling dat wat 
wij waardevol vinden, altijd moeten bevorderen. Kagan noemt dit een pro tanto reden 
om het goede te bevorderen, die volgens hem door commonsense moraal moet 
worden geaccepteerd. Het gevolg hiervan is dat deze teleologische veronderstelling 
de acceptatie van commonsense opvattingen over redelijkheid beinvloedt, omdat het 
de verdediging van options en constraints lastig maakt. Options en constraints 
worden bijna automatisch als ‘second-best’ bestempeld, en ondergeschikt aan de 
moreel betere optie om het goede (zoveel mogelijk) te bevorderen. Dit werkt als 
volgt. De intuïtief sterke claim dat we constraints moeten accepteren tegen het 
schenden van morele regels komt al snel tegenover de redenering te staan dat 
wanneer we meer goeds kunnen bereiken door zo’n regel toch te schenden, we dat 
dan toch moeten prefereren.  Een bekend schoolboekenvoorbeeld is dat je moet 
kiezen of je 1 indiaan doodt zodat tien anderen van een zekere dood worden gered 
(Jim and the Indians Case). Wie de pro tanto reden accepteert kan niet gemakkelijk 
aan de conclusie ontsnappen dat het schenden van een morele regel een beter 
alternatief is, omdat hierdoor meer levens gered worden en dit maakt het lastig om 
een overtuigend argument ter verdediging van constraints te geven. Bovendien geldt 
voor bijna alle constraints dat elke grens die je stelt weer tot belangrijke 
uitzonderingen leidt, omdat een constraint altijd teveel of te weinig kan toestaan. Met 
andere woorden: constraints zijn niet alleen in het licht van de pro tanto reden lastig 
verdedigbaar, ook is het lastig te bepalen wat zo’n constraint precies zou moeten 
inhouden.  
Hetzelfde euvel geldt voor de verdediging van options. De vraag die centraal staat bij 
de verdediging van options is waarom je je eigen belang zou willen laten prevaleren 
boven een moreel beter alternatief. In dat licht is het toestaan van (enkele) options 
een vorm van permissie verlenen om een niet-optimale keuze te maken. Bovendien 
zullen alleen die keuzemogelijkheden die belangrijke persoonlijke zaken 
vertegenwoordigen als option naar voren worden geschoven, en niet, zoals 
sommigen bepleiten, ook een keuze om bijvoorbeeld een luie namiddag te hebben.  
 
Opvallend in het huidige debat is dat, op het moment dat commonsense opvattingen 
niet goed verdedigd kunnen worden tegenover de consequentialistische positie, het 
critici ertoe brengt om te concluderen dat onze commonsense intuïties over 
redelijkheid dus niet kloppen en gecorrigeerd moeten worden. Deze conclusie raakt 
de status die we aan commonsense opvattingen toeschrijven. Het blijkt dat in het 
debat met name twee tegenovergestelde visies aan te wijzen zijn. Allereerst een 
visie waarin men commonsense moraal ziet als ad-hoc of pretheoretische oordelen 
en opvattingen, die inconsistent, incoherent en onbetrouwbaar kunnen zijn. De taak 
van ethische theorie is om deze commonsense opvattingen te analyseren en te 
corrigeren. Een tweede visie die onderliggend is aan het debat is dat onze 
commonsense opvattingen juist zeer betrouwbaar zijn, omdat ze universele of zelfs 
aangeboren waarheden over goed en kwaad reflecteert. Ik presenteer een derde 
visie waarin commonsense opvattingen betrouwbare, maar niet onbekritiseerbare, 
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opvattingen inhoudt: commonsense moraal vertegenwoordigt de vanzelfsprekende 
moraal van groepen mensen. Dit leidt tot een andere status van commonsense 
moraal in het debat, omdat ideeën over redelijkheid niet bij voorbaat worden 
geaccepteerd (visie twee) of bij voorbaat als onbetrouwbaar terzijde zullen worden 
geschoven (visie één) en dit maakt het mogelijk om de verdediging van options en 
constraints opnieuw onder de loep te nemen, en te zien of de gedachten achter deze 
noties plausibel is.  
 
Door een inhoudelijke analyse van commonsense opvattingen over redelijkheid te 
maken wordt duidelijk dat de gedachten die ten grondslag liggen aan de verdediging 
van options en constraints meer divers zijn dan in het huidige debat kan worden 
geaccepteerd. Ik betoog dan ook dat de terminologie van options en constraints moet 
worden losgelaten en dat we beter naar de achterliggende claims kunnen 
terugkeren, zodat we een beter beeld krijgen van wat precies onder redelijkheid 
wordt verstaan.   
 
2 De offers die van een actor gevraagd worden moeten als moreel 

relevante factor worden geaccepteerd.  
 

Een belangrijke commonsense intuïtie is dat je niet oneindig veel van een actor mag 
verlangen, en dat er paal en perk aan morele plichten en verantwoordelijkheden 
moet worden gesteld om te voorkomen dat een actor te zwaar belast wordt. Moraal 
mag best iets van iemand vragen, maar er is een grens waarboven het besteden van 
tijd, geld en energie niet langer redelijk is. Zo wordt iemand die zijn leven wijdt aan 
armoede bestrijding als nobel beschouwd, of iemand die een ander redt met gevaar 
voor eigen leven als een held, maar dit zijn geen daden die wij allemaal zouden 
moeten doen. In een filosofische context wordt in het zogenaamde ‘demandingness 
debat’ geanalyseerd hoeveel je wèl van een actor mag verlangen. Dat dit onderwerp 
van discussie is, heeft mede te maken met de vraag of de kritiek dat sommige 
ethische theorieën teveel van actoren vragen, wel terecht is. Is het niet te wijten aan 
de overvloed aan ellende in de wereld dat er voortdurend een appèl gedaan wordt op 
actoren. Of is het eerder een gebrek aan motivatie van welgestelde actoren om zich 
meer in te zetten voor het moreel goede, en volgen zij in plaats daarvan liever hun 
eigenbelang? Met andere woorden: waarom zou veeleisendheid een manco of kritiek 
op een ethische theorie (moeten) zijn?  

Ik beargumenteer dat er in de commonsense moraal vier argumenten zijn aan 
te wijzen die op verschillende wijze laten zien wat als ‘te belastend’ voor actoren 
wordt beschouwd. Deze argumenten ondermijnen de gedachte dat het onze niet-
ideale wereld of een motivatiegebrek van actoren is dat leidt tot klachten over de 
belasting voor actoren. Ik betoog dat wie deze argumenten accepteert, en van 
mening is dat sommige morele verantwoordelijkheden te ver zouden voeren, een 
notie van ‘cost to the agent’ (‘belasting voor de actor’) als zelfstandige normatieve 
factor moet accepteren, wat betekent dat het een doorslaggevende reden moet 
kunnen zijn om een bepaalde morele keuze uit te sluiten.  

De vier argumenten die dit ondersteunen zijn de volgende. De eerste is het 
‘Eigen Leven Argument’, dat aandacht vraagt voor het belang dat actoren hechten 
aan keuzevrijheid, de mogelijkheid eigen ambities te verwezenlijken en projecten te 
(onder)steunen. Wie geen eigen plannen en doelen kan verwezenlijken, wordt 
aangetast in zijn identiteit en integriteit. Als een actor niet in staat is een (minimaal) 
eigen leven te leiden, zal hij dit als erg belastend ervaren. Het tweede argument heet 
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het ‘Speciale Relaties Argument’. Betrokkenheid bij specifieke personen zoals 
vrienden, familie of kinderen is erg belangrijk voor mensen en van wie verwacht 
wordt de verwachtingen en verplichtingen die met deze relaties gepaard gaan, opzij 
te schuiven of te negeren, vraagt teveel van een actor. Het derde argument, het 
‘Frustratie Argument’, slaat op de gevolgen van een overvloed aan morele 
verantwoordelijkheden. Actoren kunnen moreel overspannen of indifferent worden 
als er voortdurend een beroep op hen wordt gedaan en niets wat zij doen, de nood 
werkelijk lijkt te ledigen. Het vierde argument heet het ‘Immorele Handelingen 
Argument’. Het betreft handelingen die een morele regel zouden schenden of 
handelingen die we als actor doorgaans liever vermijden, zoals 
belangenverstrengeling of onmogelijke keuzen.  
 
De argumenten worden geïllustreerd en meer plausibel gemaakt aan de hand van 
een bespreking van drie ethische theorieën. Daarbij maak ik ook gebruik van een 
casus om te laten zien hoe vanuit een bepaald ethisch theoretisch perspectief heel 
anders aangekeken kan worden tegen wat belastend is voor een actor. Al deze 
theorieën kunnen op hun eigen wijze te veeleisend zijn voor actoren, en dat maakt 
het op zijn minst plausibel dat ‘cost to the agent’  (‘belasting voor de actor’) een 
serieuze morele overweging zou moeten zijn.  
 
3  Actoren hebben een terechte claim dat persoonlijke belangen soms voor 

moeten gaan op morele plichten  
 

De tweede component van de Redelijkheidslaim gaat over de vraag in hoeverre 
actoren voorrang mogen geven aan hun persoonlijke projecten, commitments en 
ambities. Kunnen deze zwaarder wegen dan onze morele verantwoordelijkheden? 
Opvallend is dat iemands persoonlijke ambities, commitments en doelen vaak 
tegenover het morele worden geplaatst, en daarmee ook buiten het morele 
gezichtspunt worden gehouden. Het morele gezichtspunt is dan niet-subjectief en 
niet-persoonsgebonden en zoekt naar wat juist is om te doen, terwijl het persoonlijke 
gezichtspunt subjectiviteit en zelfs egoïstisch eigenbelang wordt toegeschreven. 
Hiermee wordt de status van persoonlijke belangen ondergeschikt gemaakt aan die 
van de morele, en wordt de verdediging van de visie dat een actor hele goede 
redenen kan hebben om zijn persoonlijke ambities voorrang te geven, van tevoren in 
een negatief daglicht geplaatst. Vanuit commonsense moraal wordt echter juist een 
appèl gedaan op het belang voor actoren van dergelijke projecten en speciale 
relaties, omdat ze belangrijke aspecten van het menselijk bestaan 
vertegenwoordigen, zoals de autonomie en integriteit van iemand, en het belang van 
zorgrelaties. Bovendien blijkt uit een analyse van wat ik de Prioriteitsclaim noem dat 
het zeker niet het geval is dat de commonsense claim in het debat voor slechts 1 
interpretatie vatbaar is. In de discussie is deze claim totnogtoe vooral als een claim 
voor partijdige moraal of als verdediging van de actor-relativiteit van redenen en 
waarden wordt opgevat. Actor-relativiteit is de idee dat redenen of waarden soms 
alleen volledig vanuit het perspectief van een actor kunnen gewaardeerd en dat dit 
erkend moet worden binnen het morele domein. Een analyse van dezelfde drie 
ethische theorieën die ik eerder besprak laat zien dat de Prioriteitsclaim ook in een 
bredere context van praktisch redenen kan worden uitgelegd als claim dat de 
autoriteit van moraal kleiner moet worden zodat niet-morele overwegingen op 
kunnen wegen tegen onze morele verantwoordelijkheden. De Prioriteitsclaim kan 
echter ook tegelijk een claim voor partijdige moraal of tot de verdediging van actor-
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relativiteit van redenen leiden. Ik laat vervolgens zien dat het niet verwonderlijk is dat 
diverse interpretaties van de Prioriteitsclaim mogelijk zijn en dat deze elkaar niet 
uitsluiten, omdat in onze dagelijkse moraal actoren zelf ook verschillend gewicht 
geven aan hun persoonlijke belangen. De redenen die zij aanvoeren ter verdediging 
van hun handelingen kunnen van verschillend gewicht zijn en zodoende leiden tot 
een ander soort rechtvaardiging van hun handelen tegenover anderen. Ik 
onderscheid drie typen redenen: private, legitieme en valide redenen. Private 
redenen vergen geen rechtvaardiging tegenover anderen, legitieme en valide 
redenen wel, maar in verschillende gradatie. Een reden is legitiem als anderen deze 
gepast en geschikt vinden voor een handeling van een bepaalde actor, zonder dat zij 
gedwongen worden die reden zelf ook te accepteren als reden voor hen. Voor valide 
redenen geldt dit wel: een reden moet door elke actor worden omarmd als geldige 
reden voor ons handelen.  
 
4 Redelijkheidclaim: moraal moet recht doen aan perspectief van de actor 
 
In het hele debat over de grenzen van onredelijke eisen van moraal neemt 
commonsense moraal het perspectief van de actor in. In het huidige debat wordt het 
daarom wel als een verdediging van actor-gerelateerdheid aangeduid, maar de 
analyse van de inhoud van de Redelijkheidsclaim laat vooral zien dat commonsense 
moraal staat voor ‘menselijke’ of ‘humane’ moraal. Daarmee bedoel ik dat het diverse 
beeld ten aanzien van zowel het demandingness debat alsook ten aanzien van de 
Prioriteitsclaim laat zien dat moraal tegemoet moet komen aan dat wat mensen 
belangrijk en goed vinden. Daarmee wijs ik kritiek van de hand dat commonsense 
moraal vooral een minimalistische of gematigde moraal bepleit, waarin een actor tot 
zo min mogelijk verplicht mag worden. Evenmin is het juist om commonsense moraal 
alleen als verdediging van partijdige moraal te zien, omdat iemands persoonlijke 
belangen niet primair  verwijzen naar zijn egoïstisch eigenbelang, maar naar zaken 
die van wezenlijk belang zijn voor iemand als persoon en als moreel actor, zoals zijn 
autonomie, integriteit en het belang van zorgrelaties.  

De claim voor een redelijke moraal lijkt daarom veel meer die van een humane 
moraal; een moraal die rekening houdt met alle verschillende aspecten die voor 
actoren in hun dagelijks leven van waarde zijn. In de praktijk wikken en wegen 
mensen en maken ze de balans op tussen wat voor hen persoonlijk en wat vanuit 
een meer onpartijdig perspectief belangrijk is. Die balans wordt opgemaakt op basis 
van een notie van redelijkheid, die heel goed tegenover anderen te verdedigen is in 
het dagelijks leven, en ons daarom uitdaagt om ook in normatieve theorieën deze 
notie van redelijkheid beter te verdisconteren.  
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