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Autonomust Internalism and the Justification

of Morals

StePHEN L. DARwALL
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN

I. HOW SHOULD WE UNDERSTAND ‘“WHY BE MORAL?’’?

In its philosophically most interesting form, the question, ‘‘why be
moral?’’ seeks a justification for morality. More accurately, it seeks
a showing that morality’s demands themselves justify. It asks, why
should I (or anyone) do what morality demands? What reason is
there to do so? Of course, someone might ask this question as a
simple challenge to point to something that will move him—
something that will make him care. But while that must concern
the moralist, and all of us concerned about morality, this challenge
seems a philosophical threat only if it is relevant to whether moral-
ity can be justified.

There is a truistic sense in which it must be true that moral
demands are justified. They are, we might say, morally justified.
So it is tempting to reply simply, ‘‘because morality demands it,”’
and be done with it. But this response hardly satisifes. Without fur-
ther comment, it is wholly internal to the system of reasons being
questioned. It is no more satisfying a response to the philosophical
request for justification than would ‘‘because etiquette requires it”’
be a satisfying response to the question of why we must abide by
its demands.! In both instances, we want to ask whether considera-
tions internal to a particular system provide any justification other
than truistically, that is, other than within their respective viewpoints.

But by the same token, neither is ‘‘why be moral?’’ most in-
terestingly viewed as a request for justification from within some
other system of reasons or norms, say, those of prudence. Surely
philosophers have attempted to justify morality in this way, but there
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are two reasons why doing so engages a less interesting form of
the question. First, even should it turn out that considerations of
some other sort always dictate doing what morality demands, this
would not constitute a justification of moral demands themselves.?
Second, many of the same philosophical motives that prompt ‘‘why
be moral?’’ should lead us to be similarly questioning of any other
system of considerations and norms. Suppose we had a proof that
moral demands always coincide with considerations of self-interest.
Waiving the concern raised just, would this constitute a justifica-
tion of morality? Obviously, it would do so only if considerations
of self-interest are themselves justifying. Of course, they are truistical-
ly, from the point of view of prudence. But then moral demands
themselves are already truistically justifying. When we ask ‘‘why
be moral?’’ we do not put truistic justification in doubt; rather,
we ask whether morality justifies in some way other than just from
its own point of view. And in this same spirit we may also ask,
‘““why be prudent?’’

So what are we asking with ‘‘why be moral?’’ if we are asking
for justification that is not merely internal to the moral point of
view (so conceived), nor internal to the point of view of considera-
tions of some other kind? The answer, I think, is that we must be
asking whether considerations that present themselves as reasons
from within the moral point of view, indeed as uniquely overriding
reasons, really are reasons. In the same spirit, we might ask whether
considerations of prudence really are reasons. In both cases, a familiar
way of thinking exists in which certain considerations are treated
as providing reasons to act. In asking the question, we step back
from that way of thinking and ask whether the considerations treated
as reasons within it are so in fact. We take the consideration with
the qualifier—moral reasons or prudential reasons—and ask whether
they are reasons, as it were, with the qualifier removed. As I shall
put it, we ask whether they are unqualified reasons, or reasons un-
qualified, though by that we do not necessarily mean either uncon-
ditionally or overridingly. We simply ask whether they are reasons
sans phrase.® Actually, since morality claims decisive authority for
its demands, there are really two distinct questions in its case. First,
do moral demands have any unqualified weight as reasons at all?
And second, if they do, is their weight always overriding?

But what could it mean for something really to be a reason, and
not just from within a given perspective? A reason for acting must
be something an agent can have—something she can grasp, indeed
grasp as a reason and act on. So the contrast between reasons from
within a specific viewpoint and unqualified reasons cannot be a con-
trast between something perspectival and something which isn’t—



AUTONOMIST INTERNALISM 259

like that between apparent and real shape. Considerations from
within a point of view are reasons unqualifiedly only if the point
of view itself makes a normative claim on an agent—if it is one
by whose considerations the agent ought to be guided. And, to an-
ticipate a bit, a rational person will only be able to grasp a con-
sideration’s weight as an unqualified reason if she has available some
standpoint other than the qualified point of view (so conceived) from
which she can appreciate this normative claim—from which she can
judge that she ought to be guided, to some extent or other, by con-
siderations from the more specific point of view.

II. DEFLATIONIST THEORIES OF JUSTIFICATION

Objections of two sorts may be raised to the dialectic thus far. First,
it may be held that justification relative to a point of view is the
only kind of justification there is. If this is so, then any search for
unqualified reasons will be fruitless; there are none. Relativism of
this sort has not, however, proven a very attractive philosophical
position. A second objection is apt to be more appealing. It holds
that, while there is such a thing as unqualified justification, that
is not because some further normative grounding exists for the point
of view relative to which unqualified reasons are justifiers. Rather,
there is a perspective (usually some version of the agent’s own stand-
point) which is justificationally privileged in the sense that being
unqualifiedly justifying s the very same thing as being justified from
that point of view. Thus, it may be held, being justified in view
of the agent’s overall interests, or her present ends, or her informed
desires is what being unqualifiedly justified is.

We can call views of this second sort deflationist theories of un-
qualified reasons or justification. They aim to show how some con-
siderations can make an unqualified normative claim on the agent
from within his own point of view without supposing any normative
backing for the perspective itself. For example, a deflationist in-
strumentalism would hold that being the best means to the agent’s
ends is unqualifiedly justifying, not because he stands under a univer-
sal norm prescribing instrumentally rational conduct, but because
an act’s being unqualifiedly justified just is its being instrumentally
rational. Likewise, informed desire theories of rational justification
may be proposed with deflationary intent. Here again, the idea is
that while the agent’s informed desires make a normative claim on
him and thus create unqualified reasons to act, that is not because
as rational he is bound by a norm prescribing that agents do what
will achieve their informed desires. Rather, unqualified justifica-
tion and its normativity are nothing over and above bearing the
right relation to informed desire.
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Now justification must indeed run out at some point, but it
may be wondered whether deflationist theories do not make it run
out too quickly. According to a deflationist informed desire account,
for example, the question why we should do what we informedly
desire cannot even arise.* That would be like questioning why we
should do what is unqualifiedly justified, and surely that is senseless.
But the first question needn’t seem as senseless to us as the latter.
I know I informedly want something, but that you do too, and we
cannot both have it. Can I not naturally ask whether I am (or any
person would be) justified in taking it? If I can sensibly ask what
the best reasons recommend in such a case, I can do so only by
assuming that being justified is not the same thing as being what
whould realize my informed desire.

But what if deflationism were true? What if being unqualifiedly
justified just were being coherent with the agent’s ends or, more
plausibly, with her informed desires. How then would the justifica-
tion of morality stand? By that I mean less how would morality
fare on that understanding of what it is to be justified; rather, my
question is: how would we regard its faring however it might on
that understanding?

Suppose we become convinced that an act’s being unqualifiedly
justified is the very same thing as its being coherent with the agent’s
present ends. And suppose that what morality demands is frequently
not what would cohere most with these. How then should we regard
the fact that what morality demands is not unqualifiedly justified
on our present understanding of what that is? It is hard to see why
it should pose any new threat at all. We will have presumably already
known that what morality demands is not always most coherent
with the ends agents have. That has never been in dispute. What
we will now be convinced of is that in such situations agents’ flouting
moral demands is unqualifiedly justified. But that does not mean
that these agents have any further justification, other than whatever
justification we have always thought provided by coherence, for
flouting morality. It will not mean that they stand under any norm
of practical reason counselling them to act most coherently with their
ends, and thus counter-morally. Moreover, we will realize that as
far as any norm implicit in coherence itself goes, agents would be
no less justified in simply renouncing offensive ends, and adopting
those more congenial to moral demands.

Or again, suppose that we become convinced that unqualified
justification is the very same thing as being what an agent would
be dominantly moved to do by his informed desires? We will
presumably have always known that the informed desires of some
agents on some occasions would lead them to flout moral demands.
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That has only rarely been in dispute. What we now become con-
vinced of is that this flouting is unqualifiedly justified. But we do
not become convinced thereby that this has any justification we ever
doubted it had. Our conviction has no additional normative force
beyond what we always were willing to think. In both cases what
will have happened is not that we will have come to believe that
considerations provided by the agent’s own ends, or through his
informed desires, have more normative force than we thought.
Rather, what will have happened is that we will have come to think
that unqualified justification has less normative force than we thought.

If this were so, it seems likely we would feel less philosophical
pressure to show that moral demands are unqualifiedly justifying.®
If that is all unqualified justification is, we might think, why does
morality stand in need of its support? There is one reason why we
might still think it does. The reason we seek a showing that moral
demands are unqualifiedly justified is not just to show that people
never have weightier unqualified (and fully normative) reason for
acting otherwise. If deflationism is the truth about justification, then
this will be true by default, since there is no such thing as the fully
normative justification we had supposed there to be. Still, our unusual
understanding of moral demands includes the positive idea that they
do provide fully normative justification.

Now obviously, if deflationism is true, this must be false. Since
I know no way of proving deflationism false, or of proving that
there are fully normative, unqualified reasons, I suggest the follow-
ing strategy. I propose that we help ourselves to the assumption
that it is false, and consider the question of whether moral demands
are unqualified justifiers on that assumption. After all, the assump-
tion that fully normative unqualified reasons exist does not presup-
pose in any obvious way that moral demands are among them. We
could then ask this question: assuming there is such a thing as un-
qualified justification with full normative force, are moral demands
unqualifiedly (and overridingly) justifying in this way.®

In the space remaining, I want to indicate a strategy for ap-
proaching this question. I aim to do so with another question: sup-
posing there is such a thing as unqualified justification, in what
should we take it to consist? I hope to make it plausible that on
one attractive theory of what unqualified justification would consist
in, moral demands (properly understood) might indeed be un-
qualifiedly justifying.

III. INTERNALISM AND THE NORMATIVE

Internalism as a doctrine about reasons has enjoyed significant re-
cent support partly because it provides the hope of capturing the
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idea of normative force consistently with a broadly naturalistic
philosophy. By internalism, I mean the doctrine I have elsewhere
called existence internalism, rather than what I there called judgment
internalism.” Judgment internalism about reasons is the view that
a judgment that a reason exists to do something entails some motiva-
tion in the judge to act accordingly. Existence internalism, on the
other hand, holds that a necessary condition of there being a reason
for someone to do something is his having a motive, although not
necessarily under the circumstances he is presently in. Among ex-
istence internalisms are those we might call constitutive internalisms.
They hold that the motivational condition is not merely necessary;
it is what being a reason consists in.

The deflationist informed desire view is a constitutive internalism,
since it holds that an act’s being rational just is its being what the
agent would be dominantly motivated to do on full and vivid con-
sideration. And, as a deflationist view, it holds that the normative
force of reasons is fully constituted by the motivational pull a con-
sideration exerts when considered in light of knowledge and ex-
perience. Suppose we think of constitutive internalisms as having
the following general form:

p is a reason for S to do A if, and only if, were S to consider p
in the right way he would be given some motivation to do A.

This general formulation does not necessarily aim to reduce the nor-
mative force of reasons to the motivation a consideration itself pro-
vides, in the way a deflationist internalism would. It retains a nor-
mative notion in the idea that reasons are considerations that motivate
when considered in the right way—if you like, as an agent ought
to consider them.

Now even the informed desire view wants to retain the distinc-
tion between e facto motivation and a reason or justification. It does
this by distinguishing between what actually motivates and what
would motivate if the agent were informed, experienced, and vividly
imagining. But it does not conceive of this latter condition in nor-
mative terms. It assumes no burden to argue that this is the way
in which an agent ought to consider candidate reasons, or, a fortiors,
that it is the only way. As a deflationist theory, it rejects any need
of such a premise. A reason just is a fact which would motivate
when considered in this way; its normative force is simply the pull
felt from this point of view.

But, as we saw, we may also want to ask, ‘‘should I do what
I would want most were I to consider things in this way?’’ We
feel this to be a genuine question, and, we may think, if there is
such a thing as fully unqualified justification, there should be an
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answer to it. So we cannot simply accept that candidate reasons,
which motivate on a given way of considering them, are unqualifiedly
justifying—or, a fortiors, that they provide the only unqualified
reasons—without some reason to think that the way of considering
is itself normatively grounded. We need to think that it is a way
in which we ought to be considering things.

IV. AUTONOMIST INTERNALISM

Although philosophers are perhaps most familiar with internalism
in its deflationist versions, driven primarily by philosophical
naturalism, historically there has been another significant source
of support for the idea that the normative must be located within
the will. This is a position that may be called autonomist internalism.
With roots in Stoicism, but beginning in the modern period in the
late seventeenth century, and running through Rousseau and Kant,
this tradition has maintained that a free rational agent can only
be bound by constraints emanating from his own will.® Norms and
justification cannot stand independent of the will, simply confront-
ing it as external constraint; rather, their normativity derives from
self-imposition in the activity of autonomous living. Autonomist in-
ternalists take it that there is a form of practical thinking which
makes autonomy possible, and that unqualified justification derives
from motivation arising when this form of thinking is properly
engaged. Propositions about what a person would be justified in
doing, and hence what he ought to do, are made true by being
realized in autonomous will.

But how are we to conceive of autonomy itself? The root notion
that emerges in the modern period is that autonomy consists in the
self-critical questioning of standards by which to live in search of
unqualifiedly justifying ones and the commitment to live by these.
About this there is general agreement: autonomy requires a capa-
city to step back from current motives and beliefs about justifica-
tion, to evaluate these self-critically, and to guide oneself by motives
and standards one can self-critically and unqualifiedly endorse.

Now a kind of circularity seems involved here, and it is. Un-
qualified justification is what would guide the autonomous agent.
And autonomy itself involves the search for what one can regard
as unqualifiedly justifying. It is no accident that the increasing
tendency in the modern period to think of fundamental questions
of justification as ‘‘autonomous’’ and distinct from, although perhaps
related to, questions of metaphysics, psychology, theology, custom,
and so on, goes hand in hand with the development of conceptions
of the autonomous agent. The very raising of fundamental ques-
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tions of unqualified justification in this way is itself an exercise of
autonomy. What autonomist internalism asserts is that answers to
questions raised through this exercise of autonomy are themselves
realized through autonomous practical thinking.

Unlike deflationist internalisms, autonomist internalism retains
a normative element in its ideal of autonomy. And this is just what
we should expect. We saw in Part II that it seems impossible to
capture the full normativity of unqualified justification which
autonomous practical activity seeks without retaining a normative
element at this point. But how is this ideal to be specified?

Locke described a species of autonomy that is realized in suspend-
ing present desires, examining their objects ‘‘on all sides’’ and being
led thereby to a true view of one’s greatest pleasure (which he believed
to be any rational agent’s final end) in a way that raises the domi-
nant desire to seek it.® Shaftesbury, while no hedonist, also believ-
ed that a person can only be the ‘‘author’’ of his own life by engag-
ing in a ‘‘self-converse’’ that enables him to align present desire
with his own greatest interest.!® More recently, W.D. Falk has defend-
ed an informed desire account of justification motivated by
autonomist internalism and by an ideal of the autonomous agent
as one who lives nonevasively by making motives responsible to
reality as he sees it.!! These form an ordering of ideals of autonomy.
Locke’s agent can step back from present desires, but has no stand-
point to raise the question, ‘‘why should I do what will give me
most pleasure?’’ Shaftesbury’s agent can sensibly ask this question,
but not ‘‘why should I do what is in my interest?’’ Falk’s agent
can ask that, but cannot sensibly raise, ‘‘why should I do what I
will want most when fully informed and mindful of what I know?’’12

In Part II, I suggested that the search for unqualified justifica-
tion drives us to raise questions at each of these levels. It would
seem, therefore, that for an autonomist internalism adequately to
capture the idea of unqualified justification, it will require a less
restricted ideal of autonomy. The autonomous agent must be able
to raise all three of these questions for herself. Now we have an
explanation for why deflationist accounts fail to give unqualified
justification the unrestricted normativity we seek. The search for
unqualified justification is itself an exercise of autonomy through
which we step back, not just from our present ends, but also from
ends we continue to have through knowledge and experience. What
we seek is something that can have a grip on us, not simply within
the standpoints provided by our ends, or our informed desires, or
the various other standpoints we share, through identification, with
others—friends, family, community, and so on. What we seek is
something that can grip us as someone who can raise the very question
we are raising.
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And this suggests a standpoint from which we can grasp our
question. We wonder what grips us from the standpoint of an agent
driven to raise our very question. And autonomist internalism should
answer: what we would grip from that standpoint. Since we seek
norms to guide any such agent, we must ask: what norms would
we will for all from that point of view? But how do we interpret
that? Here I can give only the briefest sketch, but you will recognize
something of its general shape. Since we want to know what we
would will for all from the perspective of an autonomous agent as
such, we might conceive of the relevant standpoint as one that is
impartial between such agents, with a veil of ignorance regarding
more specific features and ends, but with full general information
otherwise. As a basis for this choice we assume we have a govern-
ing interest in a rationally autonomous life, and that this involves,
albeit defeasibly, an interest in pursuing ends and projects that arise
from our own, yet critically informed, standpoints, whatever these
might be. We also suppose that we share a capacity and desire to
constrain our pursuit of individual ends, and of group projects with
which we identify, by principles which we would will for all from
this (impartial) point of view.!®> We then interpret ‘‘What principles
would we will or legislate for all from this standpoint?’’ as ‘‘What
principles would it be instrumentally rational for (any of) us to
choose, from behind a veil of ignorance, motivated by the assumed
ends, to guide the conduct and practical thinking of all (similarly
capable) agents?’’

It seems clear that, for circumstances anything like ours, it would
be rational to choose that agents regard themselves as presumptively
justified in pursuing projects, individual and group, with which they
can critically identify from their own points of view (including as
these are expanded through shared connections to others). But by
the same token, again, for circumstances anything like ours, it seems
clear that it would be rational to choose that agents regard themselves
as bound by principles constraining these pursuits, which are other-
wise presumptively justified, in the common interest. Whatever the
details of such principles, it seems plausible that it would be ra-
tional to choose that agents, in circumstances like ours, take
themselves to be constrained by some conception of moral demand
(as we might call it). This would mean that, not only do moral
demands (suitably conceived) give us unqualified reasons; they give
us overriding unqualified reasons.

A moment to retrace our steps. I first argued that ‘‘why be
moral?’’ is best understood as a question about unqualified justifica-
tion, and, next, that the leading, deflationist, theories of justifica-
tion are implausible as accounts of unqualified justification, but,
then, that even if we were to come to be convinced they are cor-
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rect, that would pose no new philosophical threat to morality. So
I then assumed that deflationist theories are false, and that we should
take it that there is such a thing as fully unqualified justification.
My question then was, what can we reasonably understand un-
qualified justification to be, and, do moral demands provide un-
qualified reasons on this understanding? My answer has been that
unqualified justification is best understood through autonomist in-
ternalism. The very search for unqualified justification is an exer-
cise in autonomy; and the only thing unqualified justification is likely
to be is something we can construct in the course of that search.
Finally, I have claimed that the conception of unqualified justifica-
tion we will then have constructed will be one in which moral
demands do indeed provide unqualified reasons.
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