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Dissertation Abstract
The idea that our fundamental reason for doing something is that it would be good to do was once a
standard (if not default) view, going back at least as far as Plato. But with the development of ethical
naturalism, it has fallen out of favor. Contemporary ethics is now dominated by views that give moral
primacy to natural, non-evaluative properties such as happiness, or extending life. On these views, the
fundamental reason for, say, quitting smoking is not that quitting is good for you, it’s that you’ll live
longer, full-stop. No appeal to goodness is needed. This approach has been popularized by A.C. Ewing,
Elizabeth Anderson, T. M. Scanlon, and Derek Parfit, among others.
My dissertation offers a straightforward argument for the primacy of goodness. I bring together the
Aristotelian idea that virtue requires being motivated for the right reasons with the Socratic view that we
are motivated only by seeing some value in our actions. If these claims are correct, then the proper form
of any moral explanation is that we should do things because they’re good in some way. Both premises
are intuitive, but vulnerable to powerful objections. Thus the first major task of the dissertation is to state
versions of them that can withstand those challenges. To defend the Aristotelian premise, I also argue
against Hume’s rival no ought from is doctrine, showing that it cannot escape a basic dilemma about what
counts as an ought-claim and so it is either false, or irrelevant to ordinary moral discourse.
The second major task is to defuse the chief argument against a value-first theory of reasons. Scanlon
reasons that goodness contributes nothing to our reasons, because natural, non-evaluative properties
already account for any reasons goodness might have given. I show that this style of argument leads
to a regress in which reasons would become impossible to act on, and thus cease to be reasons.
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Opponents of the primacy of goodness appear to confuse two distinct questions: what the most
fundamental reasons are, and the metaphysical grounding of reason-giving properties. Running these
together is a mistake. Pain consists in neurons firing, but that’s no cause to think the fact that someone’s
neurons are firing in a particular way gives a better reason to alleviate their suffering than the pain itself
does. A virtue of my approach is that it keeps these questions separate. Goodness gives our fundamental
reasons, but natural properties explain the ground of those reasons. Minding the difference between these
gives us a new path between the received options: a value-first theory of reasons with Platonic metaphysics
and epistemology (Plato and Moore’s views), modern naturalist theories (Brentano, Ewing, Anderson,
Scanlon, and Parfit’s theories), and Kantian approaches (internalist theories).

