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Normativity is an indispensable concept in metaethics, as well as in all practical philosophy,
because we act according to norms and we must be able to give rational reasons for why we choose
to act according to certain norms. Elisabeth Ventham, writing in Ethical Theory and Moral
Practice, noted that normativity seems to refer to something that is explicitly not physical and
“spooky”. In Normative Reasons from a Naturalistic Point of View, Marko Jurjako tries to
demystify the concept and to explain it in naturalistic terms. We must be able to fit the concept into
a metaethical ontological framework and argue for either subjectivist (internalist) or objectivist
(externalist) positions of our understanding of normativity, a distinction delineated by Derek Parfit
in 2011. In contrast to Parfit’s objectivism, the thesis of Jurjako’s book argues that a subjectivist
view of normative reasoning is easier to defend.

“Objectivists contend that the fact that something counts in favor of believing or doing
something is a completely objective and mind- or response-independent truth. Subjectivists
contend that truths about normative reasons are determined in relation to some facts about agents,
such as their desires, preferences, motivations, values, beliefs, and so on” (68). Naturalistic views
of normativity are most likely subjectivist, Jurjako contends. “Subject-based theories align more
congruently with a naturalistic perspective that emphasizes the interconnectedness of human
experience and cognition with the world” (37). This is so, because what confers normativity is
“judgment-dependent”. But what is naturalistic about subjectivism? Isn’t it true that it misses the
basis of reliable natural processes which are there in natural physiological processes? The relation
counting in favor of can be explained by ... examining the interaction between the rational agent’s
structure and the environment she is situated in” (50). On the other hand, objectivists contend that
there is an objective fact which confers ethical value as a basis for norms, e.g., the avoidance of
pain in oneself and others. Objectivism is not wholly compatible with naturalism, Jurjako contends,
because we tend to think of motivation for normative action in terms of the accessibility of the
judgment by rational agents. In other words, when we consider normativity, we have
understandable conventions and convictions which we follow in a rational process, and not a basis
for norms in physiological processes or in the proper functioning of physiological processes.

Further, we have to distinguish between (1) response-dependent conceptions (a property of
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moral worth is thus induced by another property, as newly discussed by David Yates), and (2)
ethical reasoning which depends on objective structures, e.g., reliable processes in the brain or
mind-independent reasons that are merely subjectively value-laden. The term “response-
dependent” was first introduced by Mark Johnston (1989) to denote concepts which “... exhibit a
conceptual dependence on or interdependence with concepts of our responses in certain specified
conditions.” So, the value-fact which is motivating moral norm need not be an undisputed fact but
can be understood as induced from the subject’s judgment.

An ontology for normative rationality might be rational understandability, as we have it, for
example, in the rule of universalizability or in the rules for Discourse Ethics, or in the Golden Rule.
Ontology might in this way be called naturalistic, which means in this publication that the
motivation for action comes from fundamental processes of reasoning, and not from physical
processes. Normally we have a different understanding of naturalism in ethics: moral properties or
facts are normally reducible or derivable from physical properties, which would imply that moral
progress depends on progress in the natural sciences. It might be true that this ethical naturalism
fails (see Parfit), as it can be shown that ... natural-moral identity claims are substantive rather
than trivial, and therefore moral claims concern a different kind of fact than natural claims.” The
present book offers us an alternative account of naturalism. Jurjako advocates a naturalistic view
called response-dependent subjectivism in his conceptual grasp of normativity of action. Subject-
based accounts of normative reason are, for the Jurjako, more plausibly called naturalist accounts.
But now the “natural processes” that are the basis of reasoning are reasoning (judgment) processes
which, of cause, depend on the subject’s environment. So, here we are not talking about
fundamental mental computational processes as understood by hard science.

For Jurjako, it is important that normative reasoning is a non-circular concept. The task is to
explain the understanding of normativity in the most straightforward and plausible way.
Respondent-dependent subjectivism of normativity seems to be the logically correct result. Ideal
constructions must be possible, because idealizations help to avoid errors and there is always the
possibility of error because in the object of reasoning, appearance and reality are two different
things. Jurjako says it might be wrong to suppose that idealization is implemented to give us a clear
view of the (objectivist) target properties (as a tracking function of facts). Nevertheless, appearance
might be different from the reality of the metaphysically idealized property and idealization of the

desire might thus help. Enoch’s bad press for idealization in subjectivist theories might be flawed,
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he says, and at the same time he concedes that “idealization procedure intended to track normative
reasons is not entirely independent of the tracking process” (64). The idealization of a condition
might not be able to give an improved reason for valuing the target property on the objectivist
account. But it works well for subjectivism. An actual procedure on the way to normativity can be
corrected by ideal constructions (i.e., by conceptions of what we would desire if we were rational).

While the argument for self-reflective reason seems to be a viable and a traditional way of
understanding how we come to conceive normativity for our action, and an unusual way of how to
understand naturalism, the account given might not give enough credit to the objectivist view
which is equally natural and naturalistic. However, one must understand the European author’s
conviction that there is no alternative to self-reflective reason (determination through a self-
conscious process of reasoning). Jurjako’s view is basically a modernist conception (as promoted
by the European Enlightenment Movement) and it is in accordance with the famous German
philosopher’s (Immanuel Kant’s) dictum that the task of the day is to overcome one’s self-inflicted
immaturity. He writes, “I argued that reasons can be explained in terms of the faculty of reason and
the principles that govern it” (173). Objectivism about (mind-independent) values, it is true, is less
attractive considering the author’s love for the method of Socratic Dialogue. So, in the end,
universalizability and normativity require absolute pellucidity of the argument and therefore, one
can argue together with the reviewed publication, transparent subjectivist reasoning is a fine

strategy for understanding normative ethics.
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