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1 Introduction

In “What is Moral Relativism?” and “Moral Relativism Defended,” 1 Gilbert Harman, unsurprisingly,

defends moral relativism. His relativism has two components: a substantive claim that different people

are subject to different ultimate moral demands (what Harman calls normative moral relativism) and

a semantic claim about the logical properties of moral judgments (what Harman calls moral judgment

relativism).

In this paper I describe Harman’s argument for normative moral relativism and then describe how

his analysis of certain moral judgments – what he calls inner judgments – follows from it. I then

examine two objections – one from David Lyons and another from Betsy Postow – which I believe

call for the same type of response from Harman. Ultimately, I think their criticisms do damage to

Harman’s view, but not an overwhelming amount.

2 Two Components of Harman’s View

In “Moral Relativism Defended,” Harman presents an argument for normative moral relativism, which

he believes follows from three plausible assumptions about morality: moral internalism, motivational

internalism, and Humean moral psychology. Here’s the argument.

1. Moral Internalism. In order for X to be subject to an ultimate moral demand D, X must have

a practical reason to act in accord with D.

2. Motivational Internalism. In order for X to have a practical reason to act in accord with

D, X must be motivated or capable of being motivated, to act in accord with D, barring some

cognitive defect such as mental illness or ignorance.

3. Humean Moral Psychology. An agent can only be motivated to act in accord with his

current desires, or the desires he would have after engaging in a conservative type of practical

deliberation. There could be two agents, one which is motivated to perform some action and

another which is not.

1Hereafter cited as (Harman What) and (Harman MRD) respectively. See the bibliography for the full citations.

1



Conclusion. Moral demands are relative. There could be two people, one of which is subject to an

ultimate moral demand D and another which is not.

In plain terms, the argument is this: a moral demand is just a practical reason, but since people

differ in their practical reasons, they differ in what moral demands apply to them.

Harman’s analysis of inner judgments proceeds along similar lines, “my thesis is this. “‘Ought (A,

D, C, M)’ means roughly that, given that A has motivating attitudes M and given C, D is the course

of action for A that is supported by the best reasons” (MRD 10). Again, since moral demands for

Harman are just motivating concerns (practical reasons), an inner judgment is just a judgment about

what concerns could motivate the agent being judged. Since motivation is relative to the agent being

assessed, inner judgments must be agent relative as well. For example, it is false to say of a Muslim

that he “ought to go to mass” because such a judgment does not connect with a motivation he has or

could have; a Muslim has no reason to go to mass. Further, if one knew ahead of time that someone

was a Muslim, it would not only be false but disingenuous to say that he “ought to go to mass.”

In summary, for a moral demand to in fact apply to an agent is for the agent to be capable of

being motivated to act in accord with it and so a moral judgment simply claims that the proper

motivation is present. With Harman’s view in place, we can now turn to criticisms of it.

3 Postow’s Criticism

Postow presents a sophisticated argument which is ostensibly directed against moral relativism. I

claim that it fails, but not without leaving a residual worry.

Postow imagines a situation in which an agent believes that there are many well-grounded but

mutually exclusive moral conceptions and yet allies herself with one of them and ignores the rest.

The question on Postow’s mind is: what does it mean to embrace a particular moral theory if one

is swimming in a sea of equally justified alternatives? The answer cannot be that the theory that

the agent selected is justified, or even the most justified, because ex hypothesi they are all, in the

agent’s eyes, equally justified. So, Postow claims that to even have a moral view in the light of equally

well-credentialed competitors requires “some sort of practical commitment to the view” (Dishonest
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46) that is singled out for adherence. 2 In her mind, this commitment is a disposition to offer advice

to others that is consistent with the requirements of the moral view that one accepts. If I believe

lying is wrong, then I must be willing to exhort others not to lie in situations where moral advice is

appropriate. The problem is that such recommendations cannot be sincerely offered if I know that

the person being advised has no reason to heed the recommendation. How could I, in good faith,

counsel someone not to lie if I knew he had no reason to follow the recommendation? Here is the

argument laid bare. 3

1. Practical Constraint. If an agent A holds that several moral views are equally justified, then

holding some moral view Y requires making sincere recommendations based on Y to adherents

of other moral views.

2. Sincerity Constraint. A cannot sincerely make a recommendation to someone that A knows

has no reason to heed it.

3. Moral Outsiders. B, an adherent of moral view Z, has no reason to act in accord with a

contradictory but equally justified moral view such as Y. 4

4. So, A cannot make sincere recommendations to adherents of other equally justified moral views.

Conclusion. So, one cannot hold a moral view if he believes that other moral views are equally

justified.

Before looking at some possible responses to this argument, I want to note one part of the argument

that seems strange to me, but can be easily set right. (3) claims that B has no reason to act in accord

with a rival but equally well-justified moral view Y, but why not? If Y is just as justified as B’s own

moral view (Z), then why aren’t its reasons just as good as those provided by Z? I think the argument

2I use (Postow Honest) for “Toward Honest Ethical Pluralism.” See the bibliography for both of the full citations.
3This reconstruction is my own attempt, but happily, it looks very similar to Postow’s own retrospective interpre-

tation of this argument offered in “Toward Honest Ethical Pluralism.”
4Because I go on to criticize this premise, here is Postow’s exact language. She writes, “But Alice believes that

Bob’s moral theory, which condones and even commands the use of animal products, is equally well-grounded as her

own. Therefore she believes that Bob has no moral reason to abstain from animal products” (Postow Dishonest, 47,

emphasis mine).

3



could be clarified by claiming that it would be dishonest or insincere to advise a course of action that

one does not believe is better than the course of action currently being pursued. Since moral views Y

and Z are equally justified, it would be insincere to recommend that B follow Y over Z. The reformed

argument would look like this:

1. Practical Constraint. If an agent A holds that several moral views are equally justified, then

holding some moral view Y requires making sincere recommendations based on Y to adherents

of other equally justified moral views.

2. Sincerity Constraint. A cannot sincerely make recommendations based on some moral view Y

to someone who is adhering to what A takes to be an equally justified but rival moral system.

3. So, A cannot make sincere recommendations to adherents of other equally justified moral views.

Conclusion. So, A cannot hold a moral view if he believes that other moral views are equally

justified.

I think there is one response to this argument that is available to anyone and two others which

are available to Harman only. I look only at the latter two. 5

For a relativist like Harman, Postow’s argument starts in the wrong place. Relativism does not

commit an agent to believing that several moral views are equally justified and to think that it does

confuses relativism with pluralism. The relativist does not believe that all moral views are equally

acceptable, true, or justified. Indeed, the relativist cannot make sense of speaking about moral views

in such universal terms. Instead, the relativist thinks of moral views as “acceptable to” or justified

for.” A well-worn example makes the point clear. I am a relativist about ice cream flavors. I think

vanilla is good for me, but knowing that you like strawberry, I think strawberry is good for you. If you

ordered strawberry, it would make no sense for me to say “you ought to have ordered vanilla.” As a

relativist in this situation, I do not think that vanilla and strawberry are equally good. I think vanilla

and not strawberry is good-for-me, and as a relativist, I cannot assess goodness without making it

relative to someone.

Additionally, Harman could, in a qualified sense, agree with Postow. Someone who holds a par-

ticular moral view will be disposed to offer advice to those who he believes to have similar moral

5The public argument is in appendix A for optional reading.
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commitments. The agreement is qualified because a relativist could not sincerely give moral advice to

those that he knows are moral outsiders – those who do not share his moral commitments. Whether

the response is adequate depends on what support can be marshaled for thinking that a moral view

must be able to sincerely offer moral advice to all other moral agents and not just ones that are

similar to one doing the evaluating.

Still, even if a commitment to giving sincere advice to all others is not a constraint on having a

moral view at all, it is a familiar part of moral discourse, and Harman has nothing to say about it.

It’s true, ordinary speakers do shy away from making recommendations contrary to a person’s moral

code such as telling a devout Muslim that he “ought to go to mass,” but in other cases judgments

may be knowingly made from the judger’s moral perspective. If there are such cases, then Postow’s

criticism leaves a residual worry.

4 Lyons’ Criticism

David Lyons spends most of his paper discussing appraiser relativism and then turns briefly to Har-

man’s view, which he correctly flags as agent-relative. His argument is that agent-relativism is an

ad hoc maneuver designed to save relativism, which, in its appraiser-relative form, is incoherent.

The conclusion is that because agent-relativism is an ad hoc maneuver, it should not command our

philosophical respect.

So, clearly enough, Lyons argument will turn on whether an agent-relative account of inner judg-

ments is in fact ad hoc, but before turning to this question, I want to signal the convergence of

Lyons’ and Postow’s criticisms. Lyons claims that an agent-relative interpretation of moral discourse

is unsupported by everyday conversation and Postow claims that it is worse than unsupported; it is

contradicted by it.

Are they right? I tend to think so, but defending them requires responding to Harman’s assertion

that our ordinary ways of speaking do respect the agent-relative line he has drawn. His prime example

is inner judgments about Hitler.

We can properly say, ‘Hitler ought not to have ordered the extermination of the Jews,’ if

what we mean is that it ought never to have happened; and we can say without oddity
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that what Hitler did was wrong. Oddity attends only the inner judgment that Hitler was

wrong to have acted in that way. That is what sounds ‘too weak.’ (MRD 7)

But this gets things backwards I think. Talking about the wrongness of the situation or the action of

genocide itself is sanitizing compared to a judgment about Hitler’s action. Saying that the holocaust

should not have happened is mistakes-were-made talk. Of course the holocaust should not have

happened but this draws the focus off of the perpetrators who ought not to have done what they did,

and nothing seems strange or weak about the formulation that connects actor and deed.

Harman then goes on to say that inner judgments about Hitler seem too weak because it feels like

he is beyond the “the reach of moral motivation” (MRD 8), but his motivational obstinacy is what I

would have thought makes him evil, not what makes inner judgments about him sound odd.

5 Conclusion

The objections made by Lyons and Postow come down to a simple, similar point; inner judgments

don’t feel agent relative in many situations. Harman of course has a response, but I think it is

unsatisfactory. Still, all this shows is that Harman’s view is wounded, not that it is dead.
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A The Public Argument Against Postow

The public response to Postow’s argument is to question the motivation behind the practical constraint

(1). Postow says that the condition for holding a moral view in the face of equally justified rivals is

a disposition to make moral recommendations, but it could be something else. For example, why not

say that the right practical commitment consists in allowing one view to be action guiding. In other

words, the agent could concede that all views are equally justified but nonetheless adhere to one of

them. Thus, the conclusion of the argument above is too strong. Willingness to give moral advice

need not be a condition on holding a moral view because this role can be played by a willingness

to let the theory guide one’s action. Still, even if a disposition to make moral recommendations is

not a constraint on holding a moral view, it seems that most moral views should make sense of this

common phenomenon.
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