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I. Introduction
In a dense and fascinatingarticleof some ten years ago, ToomasKarmo
adds his voice to the chorusof philosopherswho deny the possibilityof
soundly deriving 'ought' from 'is.'1Accordingto Karmo,no derivation
containing an ethical conclusion and only non-ethical premises can
possibly be sound, where 'sound' describesa deductively valid derivation all of whose premises are true. He also suggests that the only valid
derivationsof 'ought'from 'is' will be trivialones. His argumenthas, to
my knowledge, gone unrebutted;on the contrary,it has won recent
endorsements,some philosophersevidentlybelieving thathe has finally
put to restthe issue of the logicalautonomyof ethics.2Againstthattrend,
I intendto rebuthis argument,bothby falsifyingthe taxonomyon which
his argumentrelies and by offering a nontrivialand potentiallysound
'is'-'ought'derivationof my own.

1 'SomeValid(butno Sound)ArgumentsTriviallySpanthe "Is"-"Ought"
Gap/ Mind
97 (1988):252-7;subsequentreferencesto this articlewill give page numbersonly.
Othermembersof thechorusincludeE.J.Borowski,'MoralAutonomyFightsBack/
55 (1980):95-100;I. L. Humberstone,'FirstStepsin PhilosophicalTaxonPhilosophy
12 (1982):467-78,and 'A Studyin Philosophical
JournalofPhilosophy
omy/ Canadian
Studies83 (1996):121-69;andCharlesR.Pigden,'Logicand
Taxonomy/Philosophical
the Autonomyof Ethics/ Australasian
67 (1989):127-51;as well
Journalof Philosophy
as many of the authorscited in KaiNielsen, 'On Derivingan Ought from an Is:A
32 (1979):487-514;487 n. 1.
RetrospectiveLook/ ReviewofMetaphysics
2 Forexample,Humberstone,'A Study':'As Karmoshows, . . .no sound arguments
with [only]non-ethicalpremiseshave an ethicalconclusion'(152).
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II. Karmo's Taxonomy

Karmoconsidersthe following derivationof an ethicalconclusionfrom
two allegedly non-ethicalpremises:3
(Al) Everythingthat Alfie says is true.
(A2) Alfie says that it ought to be the case that everyone is sincere.
Therefore:
(A3) It ought to be the case that everyone is sincere.
He concedes that A2 is a non-ethicalpremise and that A3 is an ethical
conclusion, but, he says, whether Al is or is not an ethical premise
depends on the contingentmatterof whetherAlfie has, in fact,asserted
any ethical sentences:if Alfie has, then Al is an ethical premise, since
anyone who accepts Al is committed,knowingly or not, to the truthof
at least one particularethicalsentence.4As Karmohimselfputs it, if Alfie
has in fact assertedsome ethicalsentenceor other,then Al is an ethical
sentencebecauseits truthor falsity'turnson a substantiveethicalmatter'
(255).
As we will soon see, Karmo'staxonomyof ethicalsentencesdepends
cruciallyon the notion thatsome sentencesareonly contingentlyethical.5
One could, of course, rejectthat notion, but even granting it one can
falsify the taxonomy. He develops the notion as follows. Considerthe
set U containing all and only the uncontroversiallyethical sentences,
those sentencesthat would be classifiedas ethicalsentencesby all sides
in the debateover the logicalautonomyof ethics.6AlthoughKarmodoes

3 Page 253.The numberingof the steps is mine.
4 In conformitywith Karmo'susage, I will be using the expression'ethicalsentence'
ratherthanwhat Karmo(252n. 3) concedes'mightseem morenatural/ the expression 'ethicalproposition.'
5 Accordingto Karmo,'the debate[overthe logicalautonomyof ethics]has suffered
froman apparentassumptionthatif thereis a coherentnotionof being-ethical,then
[being-ethical]is [a noncontingentproperty]of sentences,ratherthan[acontingent
one]' (252). He cites Humberstone's'FirstSteps' as also recognizingthat some
sentencesare only contingentlyethical(252n. 2).
6 He gives these examples.'Itought to be the case thatall New Zealandersare shot'
is, he says, uncontroversiallyethicaland, indeed, 'ethicalin every possibleworld.'
'EverythingthatAlfie says is true'and the compoundsentence'Eithertea drinking
is commonin Englandor it ought to be the case that all New Zealandersare shot'
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not make the supposition explicit, for the sake of simplicity let us
suppose thatthe membershipof U is fixed acrossall possible worlds (or,
more properly,that acrossall possible worlds U is the set picked out by
the description 'the set containing all and only the uncontroversially
ethicalsentences').
The next step in the development of his taxonomyis the notion of an
'ethicalstandard/ about which Karmosays this:
[T]heethicalstandardsubscribedto by a personis completelydeterminedonce it
is determinedwhat truth values he assigns to all uncontroversiallyethical sentences.. .. We takeit thatjustas some one possibleworldis the actualworld,so some
one ethical standard is the correctethical standard.When people simply say,
"SentenceS is true",we takethemto mean"Sis truein the actualworldwith respect
to the correctethicalstandard".Whenpeople simply say, "Sis truein world w", we
takethemto mean"Sis truein w with respectto the correctethicalstandard"(254).

An ethicalstandard,then, is any complete- and presumably,although
Karmo does not say, consistent - assignment of truth-values to the
members of U, the uncontroversiallyethical sentences. The final two
statementsin the quoted passage are peculiar,since they do not specify
that S is an ethicalsentence;instead, they implicate the correctethical
standardin the assertion'S is true' regardlessof S's status as ethical or
non-ethical.But let that pass. No doubt one could also raise questions
about Karmo's rather thin conception of ethical standards, but his
accountends up failingeven if we granthim that conceptionas well.
Now for the relevant taxonomy. Karmostipulates that 'we define a
sentenceS to be ethicalin a world w just in case S is truein w with respect
to one ethical standard,and false in w with respect to another ethical
standard'(254).So S is an ethicalsentence in a world w if and only if at
least one ethical standard(call it 'E')assigns S the value 'true'in w and
at least one other ethical standard(call it 'E")assigns S the value 'false'
in w. Karmoevidently does not requirethat either E or E' be the correct
standard(in the actualworld or in any otherworld);a differencein the
truth-valuesassigned to S by E and E'in w is necessaryand sufficientfor
S's being ethical in w '[n]o matter what is, in fact, the correctethical
standard- whether E, or E', or something else altogether'(255). If S

are not uncontroversiallyethical;they are, he says, ethical in some worlds and
non-ethicalin others(254-5).
7 EvenKarmo'sally Humberstonethinksthat 'furtherdiscussionof what [Karmo's]
"ethicalstandards"are and preciselyhow they work is called for' ('A Study,'156).
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should be a noncontingentlytrue, noncontingently ethical sentence,8
then,for Karmo,the correctethicalstandard- suppose it is E - assigns
S the value 'true'in every world, and, also in every world, at least one
otherethicalstandardE' assigns S the value 'false';E' will, of course,be
an incorrectstandardin every world, but some ethical standardneeds
to differfromE in its assignmentof truth-valueto S in a world w in order
for S to be an ethicalsentencein w.
Again, the basic idea is that the truth of an ethical sentence depends
on what the correctethical standardis, while the truth of a non-ethical
sentence does not so depend. If Alfie has asserted some uncontroversiallyethicalsentenceor other,then anyonewho assentsto 'Everything Alfie says is true' is 'himself taking on an ethical commitment
(whether he is aware of this or not)' (255). One may doubt whether
Karmo'staxonomy captures the idea of 'taking on an ethical commitment.' Consider, for instance, a sentence that conjoins an uncontroversially ethical clause and an uncontroversially non-ethical
falsehood:'Capitalpunishmentis morallywrong, and Montrealis south
of New York.' I would classify that sentence as ethical: anyone who
assents to the sentencetakes on two commitments,one of them ethical.
Inspiteof thatcommitment,though,Karmo'staxonomyhas the sentence
come out non-ethical,since the sentence is (actually)false regardlessof
what the correctethicalstandardis. But I'm inclined to let that peculiar
resultpass, too.
Karmo'saccounthas two further,more important,peculiarities.9According to the account,any sentence S is ethical provided at least two
ethicalstandardsdifferon the truth-valueof S. Butethicalstandardsare
themselves defined - 'completelydetermined'- by their assignment
ethical sentences. If ethical
of truth-valuesto all the uncontroversially
standardsare nothing more or less than complete (and consistent)assignments of truth-valuesto all of the uncontroversiallyethical sentences, then they need not say anything about the truth-values of
sentences that are merely ethical without being uncontroversiallyso.
But, for Karmo, a sentence counts as ethical - never mind uncontroversiallyethical - if and only if two ethical standardsdiffer on its
truth-value,and thus he ends up assimilatingthe class of ethical sen-

8 Karmosays nothing to rule out sentenceshaving both of those properties,but it
seems to me he has to rule them out, for reasonsI give in note 24. In any event, my
argumentrequiresthatI deny the existenceof any such sentences a denialwhich,
I arguebelow.
in
as
that
is
context,
contentious,
dialecticallylegitimate
although
9 I thankan anonymousrefereefromthisjournalfor suggestingthatI confrontthese
peculiaraspectsof Karmo'saccount.

This content downloaded from 129.173.72.87 on Wed, 11 Dec 2013 15:31:34 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

Closing the 'Is'-'Ought' Gap 353

tences to the class of uncontroversiallyethicalsentences:a sentencewill
turn out to be ethicalif and only if it is uncontroversiallyso.
His account thus risks giving away the game. First, if only uncontroversiallyethicalsentencesareethicalat all, then the anti-autonomist's
putative 'is'-'ought'derivation,such as the derivationI give below, will
contain only non-ethicalpremises:its premises will not, of course, be
ethical sentences - the anti-autonomist,one party to
uncontroversially
the controversy, denies that they are ethical - and so, on Karmo's
account,they will not be ethicalsentencesat all.Second,some of Karmo's
remarkssuggest that every uncontroversiallyethical sentence is noncontingentlyethical,ethical in every possible world. Although he does
not explicitly say that 'the uncontroversiallyethical sentences' rigidly
designates the set I have labeled 'U,' he does classify the sentence 'It
ought to be the case thatall New Zealandersare shot' as 'ethicalin every
possibleworld' (254),and thatsentenceis also one he gives as an example
of the uncontroversiallyethical.Butif 'ethical'turnsout to mean 'uncontroversiallyethical/ and if 'uncontroversiallyethical'turns out to mean
'noncontingentlyethical,'then therewill be no room in Karmo'staxonomy for contingentlyethical sentences after all. As damaging as these
featuresof his accountappearto be, however, it would be too quick to
dismiss his accounton the basis of them.Thecriticismsthatfollow, then,
will not turn on his having assimilated the ethical to the uncontroversiallyethical.

III. Karmo's Reasoning

Relying on his taxonomy,Karmogives the following reasoningfor the
claimthatany derivationof an ethicalconclusionfromentirelynon-ethical premises must be unsound. Suppose there is a world w in which a
truesentenceS(n+ 1)is both ethicaland soundly derivablefrom,because
it is entailedby, the true sentencesSI throughSn.
[S]ince all of SI, ...,Sn are true in w - that is, are true with respect to the correct
ethical standard E - S(n + 1) is true in w with respect to E. If S(n + 1) is to be ethical
in w, then there must be some alternative ethical standard E' with respect to which
S(n + 1) is false in w. Since replacing E with E' changes the truth value of S(n + 1) in
w, and since S(n + 1) is entailed by SI, . . ., Sn, replacing E with E' changes the truth
value in w of at least one of SI, ..., Sn; so at least one of SI, ..., Sn is ethical in w
[256-7].

Thus, he concludes, any derivation of an ethical conclusion is either
unsound or else infectedwith at least one ethicalpremise.
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IV. A Counterexample
Karmo'sreasoning runs aground, however, for his taxonomy fails to
reckonwith a certainkind of sentence which, given non-question-begging assumptions, can be shown to be, when standardly construed,
non-ethicalin at least one world even though it satisfies his conditions
for being an ethical sentence in every world. The sort of problemI will
point out is hardlyuniqueto Karmo'staxonomy;it confrontsanyoneelse
who argues that sound 'is'-'ought' derivations are impossible. Such
derivations are indeed possible, and the following derivation, I will
argue, is one example:
(Bl) Some ethicalsentences,standardlyconstrued,are true.
(B2) Eitherno ethical sentence, standardlyconstrued,is true, or torturingbabiesjust for fun is morallywrong.
Therefore:
(B3) Torturingbabiesjust for fun is morallywrong.10
This derivationis obviously valid, since it relies on nothing more than
disjunctive syllogism.11The conclusion, B3, is an ethical sentence if
anything is, and on Karmo'scriteriait counts as an ethical sentence in
every world: in any world at all, B3 (taken as having its standard
meaning)gets assigned 'true'by at least one ethicalstandardand 'false'
by at least one other.(Thelatterethicalstandardmay be outrageous,but
Karmoseems to allow that there are ethical standardsto which no one

10 From B3 we can, I take it, deduce an explicit 'ought'-conclusion, e.g., the conclusion
'One ought not torture babies just for fun/ To those who object that B3 isn't explicitly
an 'ought'-conclusion and that it doesn't straightforwardly entail one either, I offer
a modified version of my derivation that produces an explicit 'ought'-conclusion
without sacrificing plausibility in the premises:
(Bl) Some ethical sentences, standardly construed, are true.
(B2*) Either no ethical sentence, standardly construed, is true, or one ought not
torture babies just for fun.
Therefore: (B3*)One ought not torture babies just for fun.
11 The logical form of the derivation is 'cp;~(pv \j/;therefore, \j/.' So-called 'relevance'
logicians notoriously contest the validity of disjunctive syllogism, but even a
relevance logician (who doubts that disjunctive syllogism is an exceptionless rule)
should see nothing wrong, as regards relevance, in my particular use of disjunctive
syllogism. More to the present point, I doubt that anyone believes in the logical
autonomy of ethics principally because she is suspicious of disjunctive syllogism.
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would seriously subscribe.) Thus, on Karmo's account, the premises
cannot both be true unless at least one of them is an ethical sentence.
But neither premise is an ethical sentence. Taking the premises in
reverse order, I can show that B2 is (at least possibly and probably in
fact) a non-ethical sentence by first proving a lemma and then conjoining
the lemma with an obvious truth. Let 'ethical nihilism' (hereafter, 'EN')
stand for the first disjunct in B2 - the thesis that no ethical sentence,
standardly construed, is true. Karmo explicitly assumes that the parties
to the debate over the autonomy of ethics are construing sentences as
having their standard meanings (255), a sensible and crucial assumption
that I too am making. He wants the assumption to be understood even
where it is not otherwise explicit (ibid.), and so do I. Consider, then:
Lemma:

B2 and EN are both true in at least one world.

Proof.

Therefore:

(a)

OEN

(b)

D(EN=>B2)

(c)

(Ocp& D((p3 \|/)) 3 0(q>& \|/)

(d)

0(EN & B2)

[assumption]

Premise (a) assumes the logical possibility of EN - in other words,
the logical possibility that every standardly construed ethical sentence
is false.12While I think that EN is false (otherwise I wouldn't consider a
sound derivation of an ethical sentence feasible), I will assume that EN
is logically possible. I recognize the contentiousness of
assuming the
contingent falsity of EN, but I hasten to point out that the assumption
begs no relevant questions in my dispute with Karmo and his fellow
ethical autonomists. The most interesting arguments for the
logical

12 Thoseattractedto ethicalnoncognitivism
will objectto my rephrasingENin this
On the noncognitivistview, an ethical sentence, such as B3, can fail to beway.
true
withouttherebybeingfalse,sinceon thatview ethicalsentences
typicallylackeither
of the two classicaltruth-values.It is obvious,however,fromKarmo'stalkof true
and falseethicalsentencesthathe meansto set aside
noncognitivism,at leastforthe
purposeof demonstratingthe logicalautonomyof ethics.Perhapssettingit aside is
one intendedeffectof his stipulationthatwe construesentences,
includingethical
sentences, 'with their standardmeanings' (255):it seems fair to say that ethical
noncognitivismconstruesthe meaningsof ethicalsentencesin a nonstandardway
or, perhaps,thatnoncognitivismconsidersthe standardway of construingethical
sentences(i.e.,as typicallytrueor false)not to be the best way of
construingthem.
In any event, I join Karmohere in settingnoncognitivismaside.
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autonomy of ethics, including Karmo's,do not conclude that sound
derivations of the ethical from the non-ethical are impossible on the
groundsthatevery standardlyconstruedethicalsentenceis false or that,
standardlyconstrued,some ethicalsentencesare noncontingentlytrue.
On the contrary,the most interestingargumentsfor autonomyconclude
that sound derivationsof the ethicalfromthe non-ethicalareimpossible
even if some standardly construed ethical sentences are true and
whether or not any such sentences are noncontingentlytrue. It is these
argumentsthat I am opposing here.To put it anotherway, if EN is true,
then there is no ethical sentence that can serve as the conclusion of a
sound derivation,in which case the ethicalautonomistwins the debate
by uninterestingdefault:because there are only false ones, ethical sentences turn out not to be soundly derivablefrom any kind of sentences.
So naturallyI have to assume the falsity of EN; what is more, I have to
assumeits contingentfalsity.Again,however,no one concernedto argue
for ethical autonomism in an interestingway will deny me those assumptions.
Accordingto premise (b), EN entails- i.e., strictlyimplies - B2:EN
materiallyimplies B2 in every possible world. Assuming, with Karmo,
thatentailmentis a relationbetween sentences,premise(b) is correct:B2
is just the disjunctionof EN and B3,and 'D((p3 (cpv \j/))'is a logicaltruth
for any sentencescpand \j/.So EN entails B2.
Premise(c),expressedhereas a schema,is a theoremof every standard
system of modal logic:if thereis a world in which (pis true,but no world
in which <pis true while \\fis not, then there is a world in which both (p
and \\fare true. The conclusion, (d), follows straightforwardlyfrom the
premises,although for brevity I have left out the subconclusions.
So B2 and EN are both true in at least one world. But it follows from
the express terms of EN ('No ethicalsentence.. .is true')that
(C) No sentenceis both an ethicalsentenceand a truesentencein any
world in which EN is true.
Conjoining the lemma and principle C, we get the result that B2 is
non-ethicalin at least one world: there is a world in which both B2 and
EN are true,but that can be so only if B2 is non-ethicalin that world.
The fact that B2 is non-ethical in at least one world immediately
falsifies Karmo'staxonomy of ethical sentences,for his taxonomy classifies B2 as an ethical sentence in every world. Recall that B3 is a
noncontingently ethical sentence, since in any world at all B3 gets
assigned 'true'by some ethicalstandardand 'false'by some other:in any
world at all, there is an ethical standardE that forbids torturingbabies
just for fun and another(admittedlybizarre)standardE' that explicitly
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ButB2is the disjunctionof EN and B3,and in any
permitssuch torture.13
at
all
E
world
assigns B2's second disjunct(and thus B2 itself) the value
'true'while E' assignsboth of B2'sdisjuncts(andthus B2itself)the value
'false.'
Surely,moreover,there is such a thing as the 'nihilisticethical standard/ the standard that assigns 'false' to every member of the set U of
uncontroversiallyethical sentences.14The nihilistic ethical standard is
allowed for by Karmo'sdefinition of an ethical standardas a complete
(and consistent)assignment of truth-valuesto the membersof U: why
couldn'tthatassignmentgive the value 'false'to all such sentences?One
might reply that some pairs of ethical sentences,such as
(B3) Torturingbabiesjust for fun is morallywrong
and
(D) Torturingbabiesjust for fun is not morallywrong,
are logical contradictories,in which case no consistentethical standard
could assign them both the value 'false.' But this reply equivocates on
the interpretationof 'not morally wrong' in D. If we read 'not morally
wrong' as 'morally permissible' (i.e., having the moral property of
permissibility),thenboth B3and D areethicalsentences,but they arenot
contradictories:since, I am assuming, EN is logically possible, thereis a
possible world in which B3 is false and in which D, read as attributing
moral permissibilityto baby torture,is also false. If, on the other hand,
we read D as a wide-scope negation - i.e., as ~B3 - then of course B3
and D are contradictories,but D is not then an ethical sentence, for
reasonsthat will emerge shortly.
Thus, given the logical possibility of EN, there seems to be no reason
to deny the existence of the nihilistically ethical standard. But, if so,
Karmo's taxonomy again makes B2 noncontingently ethical. In any
world at all, the nihilistic standard assigns B2's nihilistic first disjunct

13 Surelywe do not requirethatany genuineethicalstandardbe defensible;
otherwise,
the phrase 'defensibleethical standard7would be redundant(which it isn't), and
'indefensibleethicalstandard'would be a contradictionin terms(whichit isn't).At
any rate,Karmodoes not seem to requireit;one of the ethicalstandardshe discusses
requiresthe shootingof all New Zealanders(254-6).
14 A remarkof Humberstone'ssuggests thathe allows for the nihilisticethicalstandard: he mentions an ethical standard 'accordingto which killing is not wrong
(perhapsbecausenothingis)' ('A Study,'157).
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(and thus B2 itself) the value 'true' while a non-nihilisticstandardthat
permits torturingbabies just for fun assigns both of B2's disjuncts(and
thus B2 itself) the value 'false.'
Worse yet, given the existence of the nihilistic ethical standard,
Karmo'staxonomy makes thesis EN itself an ethical sentence in every
world: EN gets assigned 'true'by the nihilistic standardand 'false' by
every non-nihilisticstandard.But, again on the assumption that EN is
logicallypossible,EN is a non-ethicalsentencein at least one world and,
very likely, in every world. Assuming it is logically possible, EN is a
non-ethical sentence in at least one world, since if it were an ethical
sentencein every world it would be truein no world. Moreover,it seems
likely that, regardlessof its truth-value,EN has one status or the other,
ethicalor else non-ethical,acrossall worlds. Unlike premise Al, 'Everything that Alfie says is true,' whose propositionalcontent (when Al is
standardlyconstrued)varies with the content of Alfie's utterances,EN
is a negated existential quantification whose propositional content
(when EN is standardly construed) does not vary across worlds (although its truth-valuedoes); also in contrastto Al, in acceptingEN one
does not run the risk of committingoneself to the truth of some uncontroversiallyethical sentence. Therefore,EN's status as ethical or nonethicalshould not vary acrossworlds. If so, then EN is not just possibly
but necessarilya non-ethicalsentence.
Thus, Karmo's taxonomy incorrectlyclassifies both B2 and EN as
noncontingentlyethical.B2and EN are at least possibly non-ethical,and
EN is very likely non-ethical in every world. In both cases, we have
reasonto rejectKarmo'smethod of classifyingethical sentences.
Given my ambitions,though, I need to show more. In orderto maintain that I have given a sound 'is'-'ought'derivation,I need to show that
premise B2 is not just possibly but actuallynon-ethical.The only way I
can see of doing so is to rebut the best availableversion of the contrary
view: the version accordingto which, if premise Bl is in fact true, then
premiseB2is in factethical.15Accordingto thatversion, B2is a non-ethi-

15 I thankDavid Robbforpressingthis versionof the contraryview. Someof Karmo's
remarkshintat somethinglikethis version.Inthe contextof my disjunctivepremise
B2,considerthis remark,applied to a differentdisjunctivepremise:'[T]hedisjunctive premissis ethicalin w. (Thedisjunctivepremisshas a false firstdisjunctin w.
Consequently,its truthor falsityin w turnson [the truthof its second disjunctand
thus on] the question whether the correctethical standardprescribesor, on the
contrary,refrainsfromprescribingthe exceptionlessshootingof New Zealanders)'
(256).Karmo'sproblem(and the reasonhe cannotconsistentlyacceptthis version
of the contraryview) is that he does not reckonwith a disjunctivepremiseone of
whose disjunctsis EN itself.
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cal sentence(and a true one) in any world in which its firstdisjunct,EN,
is true, and B2 is an ethical sentence (whetheror not a true one) in any
world in which EN is false. The underlyingreasoningis this:in a world
in which EN is true, the truth of B2 does not turn on the truth of any
non-nihilisticethicalstandard,and so B2 is non-ethicalin such a world;
in a world in which EN is false, B2'struthdoes turnon the truthof some
non-nihilisticethicalstandard,and so B2is ethicalin such a world. If this
version of the contraryview is correct,then I cannotmaintainboth that
Bl (i.e., the negation of EN) is in fact true, as it must be if my derivation
is sound, and that B2is in factnon-ethical,as it must be if my derivation
lacks any ethicalpremises.
Notice, first of all, that Karmogets no help from this version of the
contraryview, because he cannot consistentlyaccept it. His taxonomy,
again, even though it makes some sentences only contingentlyethical,
makes B2 noncontingently ethical: in any world there is an ethical
standardE, whether or not correct,that forbidstorturingbabiesjust for
fun and anotherstandardE',whetheror not correct,that permitsit. In a
world in which EN is true,both E and E' are incorrectstandards,but, on
Karmo'staxonomy,in orderfor B2 to be an ethical sentence in a world
it sufficesthatE and E' differon the truth-valueof B2in thatworld, even
if neitherE nor E' is correctin that world. Thus, for Karmo,B2 is ethical
even in ethicallynihilisticworlds - those worlds in which, accordingto
the contraryview I'm now examining,B2 is non-ethical.
But how do I reply to the contraryview if it relies on a taxonomy of
ethical sentences differentfrom Karmo's?That depends on the taxonomy. Thecontraryview seems to rely on a taxonomyaccordingto which
(F) (pis an ethicalsentencein a world w if and only if EN is false in w
and at least two ethicalstandardsdifferon the truth-valueof cpin
w.
Principle F, however, has the unwelcome consequence that B3 is an
ethicalsentenceonly in worlds in which EN is false. But surely B3 is an
ethical sentence - though not, of course, a true sentence - even in
worlds in which EN is true. Suppose, instead, that this version of the
contraryview rests on a logically weaker taxonomic condition that is
merely sufficientfor a sentence'sbeing ethicalin a world:
(F*) (pis an ethicalsentencein a world w if (butnot only if) EN is false
in w and at least two ethicalstandardsdifferon the truth-valueof
(pinw.
F* avoids the problem encounteredby F, but it runs into two others.
Given the existenceof the nihilistic ethical standard,F*entails that EN
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itselfis an ethicalsentencein any world in which EN is false:in any world
w, including any world in which EN is false, the nihilisticethicalstandardassigns EN the value 'true'while any non-nihilisticstandardassigns
it 'false.'F*,then, has EN come out ethicalin any world in which EN is
false, a result that createstwo problems.
First,if EN is an ethicalsentencein any world in which it is false, then
whenever EN is false it is false by its ownlights:whenever EN is false, it
is exactlythe kind of sentencethatEN saysis false.Surelythereareother
ways for EN to be false; surely there are worlds in which EN is false
without belonging to the very class of sentences that EN itself says are
false, but any such worlds are ruled out by F*.
The second problem is worse. As I have already argued, EN is noncontingentlynon-ethical:because it is logically possible EN is non-ethical in at least one world, and its status as ethical or non-ethicaldoesn't
vary acrossworlds. If so, then F*entails that EN is necessarilytrue, i.e.,
false in all the worlds (namely,none) in which EN is an ethicalsentence.16
But the consequencethat EN is necessarilytrue contradictsmy assumption that EN is contingentlyfalse, and, more importantly,it is a consequencethatthe defenderof F*will not want to accept.IfEN is necessarily
true, then F*vacuously entails that any sentence is an ethical sentence,
since the antecedent'if EN is false' becomes impossibleto satisfy.If, on
the other hand, we disallow vacuous entailmentsand apply F*only to
worlds in which EN is false,then F*will never apply at all. In eithercase,
F*cannot form the basis of a sound taxonomyof ethicalsentences.
Thus, principlesF and F*both have unacceptableconsequences.But
one or the otherof them seems presupposedby the best version of what
I've been calling 'the contraryview,' the view accordingto which premise B2is in fact an ethicalsentenceif premiseBl is in facttrue.I consider
myself to have rebutted,then, the best version of the contraryview and,
with it, the contraryview itself. So I tentativelyconclude that B2 is not
just possibly but actually non-ethicalregardlessof the truth of Bl. I'll
give one furtherreason for that conclusion in the course of discussing
Bl.
Theclassificationof Bl is even harderto nail down. Giventhe existence
of the nihilistic ethical standard,Karmo'staxonomy classifies Bl as an
ethicalsentence,but that is hardly a threatto my 'is'-'ought'derivation,
since I have shown Karmo's taxonomy to have unacceptableconsequences.

16 F*has the consequenceD(~EN z>(EN is an ethicalsentence)),which implies DEN
when conjoinedwith the result,D~(EN is an ethicalsentence),for which I argued
earlier.

This content downloaded from 129.173.72.87 on Wed, 11 Dec 2013 15:31:34 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

Closing the 'Is'-'Ought' Gap 361

Karmo observes that his taxonomy has what he calls an 'appealing
feature': 'if it makes a sentence S ethical at a world w, then it makes the
negation of S ethical at w also' (257 n. 7). We have seen, however, that
this feature of his account is entirely unappealing. Sentence B3, for
example, is a noncontingently ethical sentence on Karmo's view as well
as my own. However, by an analogue of the lemma I proved earlier, the
negation of B3 i.e., 'It is not the case that torturing babies just for fun
is morally wrong' - is non-ethical in at least one world. Since EN is
logically possible, and since EN necessarily implies ~B3, there is a world
in which EN and ~B3 are both true. According to principle C, however,
no sentence is both true and ethical in a world in which EN is true. So
~B3 is provably non-ethical in at least one world even though its negation, B3, is ethical in every world. Because Karmo's taxonomy is thus
flawed, I won't use it here to take the easy way out, which would be to
argue that, since the negation of Bl - i.e., EN - is non-ethical in every
world, Bl itself must be non-ethical as well.17
Fortunately, though, there are other reasons for classifying Bl as
non-ethical. Our partitioning of ethical and non-ethical sentences
should, among other things, capture the distinction between sentences
that are merely about morality (and thus aren't ethical sentences) and
sentences that are genuinely of, or belong to,' morality (and thus are
ethical sentences). Contrast, for instance, the conclusion of my derivation, B3, with the sentence
(G) Morality often goes by the label 'ethics.'
While, intuitively, B3 is a sentence of morality, G is a sentence merely
about morality. One way of capturing this distinction is to require that
any genuinely ethical sentence entail that a given moral property (such
as moral Tightness or wrongness) is possessed by at least one object (a
person, action, event, institution, or whatever). Thus:
(H) cpis an ethical sentence only if it is impossible for (p,standardly
construed, to be true unless a given moral property (such as moral
Tightness or wrongness) is possessed by at least one object.18

17 As recentlyas 'A Study/ HumberstoneexplicitlyendorsesKarmo'sfalseconclusion
(whichHumberstonecalls 'a pleasantfeature')that 'the class of statementsethical
(or,equivalently,non-ethical)in a world is closed undernegation'('A Study/ 152).
18 To put it symbolically,cpis an ethicalsentenceonly if (3x)D((pz>(Mx& (3y)(Hyx))),
where ''Mx"abbreviates"x is a moral property,"and "Hyx"abbreviates"y possesses (property)x."Thevariablex rangesover moralpropertiessuch as Tightness,
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Admittedly, H is not a definitionof 'ethical sentence/ It is just a
necessary condition that any ethical sentence must satisfy and not a
sufficientcondition that makes ethical any sentence satisfying it. Moreover, in order to avoid an infinite regress,we may have to take something,perhapsthe notionof a moralproperty,as primitive,as undefined,
but then any (finite)conceptualanalysis must take something as primitive. Given those caveats, however, I think that H will get us what we
want: it leaves B3 with a chance of being ethical, since B3 satisfies the
condition,but it makes each of EN, Bl, and B2 non-ethical.Neither EN
nor Bl nor B2entailsthata given moralproperty,such as moralTightness
or wrongness, is possessed by some objector other:EN manifestlydoes
not; B2 does not, since it can be true in virtue of the truthof EN; and Bl
does not, since to say that Bl is true is not to commit oneself to the
instantiationof a givenmoralproperty(only, at most, to the instantiation
of some moral propertyor other).
Given the distinction between sentences of and sentences merely
aboutmorality,this is perhaps the best place to address one final objection to my claim that premise B2 is actuallynon-ethical.19
Accordingto
the objection,there are two intuitively compelling reasons why B2 is
actuallyan ethical sentence:(i) the truth-valueof B2 depends on what
the correctethicalstandardis (i.e.,whetherthat standardis the nihilistic
one, or instead a non-nihilistic standard forbidding baby-torture,or
instead a non-nihilisticstandard permittingbaby-torture);and (ii) B2
tells us about the moral structure of the world. As a matter of fact,
though, neither reason is compelling. Reason (i), although it is a true
statement,is just the reason given by Karmo'staxonomy,which taxonomy demonstrablyfails to demarcatethe ethical from the non-ethical.
Reason (ii), on the other hand, would be a good reason if only it were
true, but (ii) is false: B2 does not tell us anything about the moral
structureof the world.
Perhapsan analogy can show why it does not. Let 'astrologicalnihilism' stand for the thesis that no distinctively astrological sentence,
standardlyconstrued,is true.I myself am an astrologicalnihilist;I think

wrongness,obligatoriness,permissibility,justice,injustice,and so on;y rangesover
such objectsas individualpersons, action-types (suchas lying or killing), actiontokens (such as particularlies or killings),institutions,practices,customs,and the
like. This formulaspecifiesa necessaryconditionand not, of course,a definition,
but thatway it avoidsdefiningeveryimpossiblesentence,including"2+2=5," as an
ethicalsentence.
19 Theobjectionis a familiarone, but I owe it in this particularformto an anonymous
refereefromthis journal.
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thatthereareplenty of true sentencesabout astrologybut, as a matterof
contingent fact, no true ones that belong to, or are distinctively of,
astrology.Now considerthe sentence
(J) Either no distinctively astrological sentence, standardly construed,is true,or the Sun sign underwhich one is borninfluences
one's personality.
As an astrologicalnihilist,I believe thatJis true,becauseI believe its first
disjunctis true.Do I think thatJ tells us anythingabout the 'astrological
structure'of the world? No; I don't think there is any such structurein
the firstplace forJto tell us anythingabout.Instead,J tells us something
about the 'structureof astrology/ about the way the astrology game is
played:namely, that among the best candidatesfor astrologicaltruth,if
there were any such truths,is the sentence 'The Sun sign under which
one is born influencesone's personality';among distinctivelyastrological sentences,that sentence is logically so weak that it would be true if
any astrologicalsentence were true. To assert J is to assert something
about astrology, not to assert something astrological;the truth of J is
entirelycompatiblewith, because it is entailedby, astrologicalnihilism.
ButJ is, of course,analogousto B2 in all the relevantrespects:B2 tells us
nothingaboutthe moralstructureof the world,becauseB2is compatible
with EN, the thesis that the world has no moral structure- no moral
facts,no moralproperties- for us to be told anythingabout.
If all of the foregoing is right, then the ethical conclusion B3 follows
validly fromthe non-ethicalpremises Bl and B2,in which case Karmo's
thesiscommitshim to the claimthatat leastone of thosepremisesis false.
Butbecausehis originalargumentrelieson a taxonomythat simply gets
it wrong, his originalargumentfor the falsity of one or both of Bl and
B2 won't work. We need, then, some otherargumentfor the conclusion
that the conjunctionof Bl and B2 must be false, and Karmoprovides
none. It is hard to see how one could argue that the conjunctionmustbe
false, since it seems hard enough to argue that the conjunctionis in fact
false:Bl and B2 are surely not incompatible,and each of them strikesat
least me as plausible in its own right.20Indeed, I have deliberately

20 Thesecondpremiseof my derivationbecomeseven moreplausibleif we replaceit
with
(B2**)Eitherno ethicalsentence,standardlyconstrued,is true,or torturing
babiesjust for fun is presumptively
morallywrong,
since even those hedonisticutilitarianswho allow for 'utilitymonsters'can accept
B2**.
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worded Bl and B2 so that they are logical subcontraries:compatible
sentencesnot both of which canbe false.The less plausibleyou consider
one of those two premises, the more plausible you must consider the
other;you cannotconsiderthem both implausible.21
Granted,again,the
ethicalnihilistconsiderstheirconjunctionfalsebecauseshe considersBl
false;but, as I said before, the ethical nihilist regardsthe autonomism
debate as uninteresting- she thinks that the non-existenceof sound
'is'-'ought'derivationsis alreadyestablishedby the truthof nihilism.
So Karmo'sargumentno longer proves the impossibilityof a sound
'is'-'ought'derivation.Moreover,the title of his articlesuggests thatany
valid 'is'-'ought'derivationwill be trivial,a suggestion I also promised
to rebut.22My derivationis nontrivialboth logically and ethically.It is
logically nontrivial unless somehow every application of disjunctive
syllogism is logicallytrivial.I do not maintainthatB3is noncontingently
true and so automaticallyentailed by any premises.23On the contrary,
in orderto prove the lemma,I have to assume that no ethicalsentenceis
noncontingentlytrue.24Nor do I maintainthat Bl or B2 is impossibleor
that they are incompatible;on the contrary,as I've said, I thinkthey are

21 RegardingBl (i.e., ~EN) as (probably)false commitsone to the (probable)truthof
B2(i.e.,ENv B3),andregardingB2as (probably)falsecommitsone to the (probable)
truthof (~EN & ~B3)and thus, of course,to the (probable)truthof Bl. By contrast,
however, regardingBl as (probably)true does not commit one to the (probable)
falsity of B2, and regardingB2 as (probably)true does not commit one to the
(probable)falsityof Bl.
22 I say 'suggests7becauseKarmodoes not argueforthetrivialityof all valid 'is'-'ought'
derivations.
23 On the classicalconceptionof validity (accordingto which a derivationis valid if
and only if it is impossiblefor its premisesall to be trueand its conclusionfalse):(i)
any derivation with logically impossible or mutually inconsistentpremises is
classicallyvalid,no matterwhatits conclusion;(ii)any derivationwhose conclusion
is noncontingentlytrue is classically valid, no matter what its premises (and
classicallysound providedonly thatits premisesaretrue).My derivationis classically valid, but not in eitherof those trivialways.
24 For this reason,and in order to steer clear of a logically trivialderivationof the
ethicalfrom the non-ethical,I have not used the following, even quicker,way of
rebuttingKarmo:if, as some philosophersmaintain(e.g., JudithJarvisThomson,
'The No Reason Thesis/ SocialPhilosophy& Policy7 [1989]:1-21;9), there are
noncontingentlyethical, noncontingentlytrue sentences, then those ethical sentenceswill be triviallyderivablefromany sentencesat all - and soundly (though
often only trivially)derivablefrom any true sentencesat all, including any true
non-ethicalsentences.
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both quite plausible.In any event, I do not hold that Bl and B2 trivially
entail B3 in virtue of entailingany conclusionat all.
The derivationis also ethicallynontrivial.One might well use it, as I
have used it, to try to convincea non-nihilisticethicalskepticto abandon
herunstableepistemologicalposition.25Thenon-nihilisticethicalskeptic
allows that Bl may be true,but she characteristicallyinsists that no one
knows the truthof B3 or, for that matter,any otherethicalsentence.My
(knowablyvalid) derivationcan be used to persuadeher of the implausibilityof thatview: since neitherpremiseBl nor premiseB2is an ethical
sentence, her ethical skepticism, as such, gives her no reason to deny
anyone knowledge of those premises;but then, assuming that she accepts the closureof knowledge underknown logical entailment,she has
no reasonto deny anyoneknowledge of the ethicalconclusion,B3- and
there goes her ethicalskepticism.I think it is fair to classify as ethically
nontrivialany derivationthathas the prospectof overturningnon-nihilistic ethicalskepticism.
If I am right, then I have given a logically and ethically nontrivial,
potentially (indeed, I think, probably) sound derivation of an ethical
conclusion from two non-ethicalpremises. If it is even possible that I
have done so, then Karmo'sthesis cannotbe correct,and ethicalautonomism more generallyis in trouble.26
Received:January,1997
Revised:June, 1997

25 In my forthcomingpaper'MoralSkepticismTotters/
26 For helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper, I am grateful to my
colleaguesat DalhousieUniversity,to two anonymousrefereesfrom this journal
and, as always,to RohanMaitzen.Researchfor this paperwas partiallysupported
by a generousgrantfromthe Facultyof GraduateStudiesResearchDevelopment
Fundat Dalhousie.
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