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Disciplining Strong Realism
Matjaž Potrč
Reasons for moral action cannot come from the cognitive stuff, but rather from objectively existing facts. This view leads to strong realism, where no dependency on cognition is involved into reasons entering moral judgment. Strong realism criticizes weaker realism as this last one buys response-dependency. This is correct from the immediate common sense point of view, with its criticism of the skeptical position. Strong realism needs to be disciplined though from the point of view of transglobal objective phenomenology constituted environment. Strong realism then disguises itself as happening in a common sense compatible local direct realist environment, whereas the response-dependency skeptical position operates in the global environment.
1. Reasons for moral action cannot come from the cognitive stuff, but rather from objectively existing facts.
Here is a position involving reasons for moral action, illustrated by an example. Giving a reason that I helped the lady because I intended to do so and I believed this to be a morally appropriate way of proceeding may seem commendable. But actually it is not. For this puts my reason to act under the guiding power of my cognitive estimations and capabilities. And these cannot figure as the right stuff for an appropriate moral action. Consider that the only proper reason for me to help her is the objective fact that she is in distress, or in a position that needs my engagement. This is opposed though to taking my cognitive reasons, such as my desires or wishes, as reasons for moral action. Now, one may claim that just objective facts cannot be the appropriate reasons for moral action, for the agent needs to engage himself to be commendable in respect to his moral choices. To this, the just considered position may reply that such an engagement, while it is indeed needed for a virtuous character to be there, does not provide an appropriate moral reason to such a supposedly virtuous person. Moral reasons may only be objectively existing facts, and not the cognitive stuff, such as someone's intentions, wishes or desires. The moral agent should take objectively existing facts to be his reasons for moral action in a given situation. Proceeding from these, he will then engage himself to act in their support in the case where he is a morally virtuous person. 


This is roughly the position defended by Jonathan Dancy in his book on moral practical reality (2000). We read the book and we became suspicious that one simply cannot take facts to be ultimate practical reasons. So we proposed to extend the environment in which moral reasons become efficacious by introducing practical contexts (Potrč-Strahovnik, 2004). Now we have something more to say about these contexts, by assigning to moral reasons an appropriate environment where they can be effective, distinguishing between local, global and transglobal environments. We believe that the objectivity of facts as moral reasons is appropriate for moral reasons indeed, but we do not think that the objectivity in question is best put into action in the surrounding where common sense delivers reasons in a direct manner, despite that we recommend the pursuit of common sense. Such common sense direct pursuit in delivering moral reasons, we think, should be disciplined though, by an account which puts its aspirations in an appropriate – transglobal – environment.
2. The objective facts reasons supporting view leads to strong realism, where no dependency on cognition is involved into reasons entering moral judgment.
We have sketched the view according to which moral reasons are independently existing objective facts, and not some agent's cognitive states such as his wishes or desires. Actually, the view applies its treatment to beliefs as well, for what one believes may after all be wrong, not true to the facts. This is thus a realist proposal which criticizes the broadly construed Humean approach in its account of providing moral reasons. Humeans namely think that desires and beliefs are reasons for moral action. Humeans distinguish themselves from actually not taking someone's beliefs to be ultimate reasons for moral action. The ones that take beliefs to be reasons for moral action are called cognitivists, due to the fact that beliefs are cognitive experiences. In opposition to these, Humeans may be called noncognitivists, for they think that noncognitive states, such as desires, wishes or commands, deliver appropriate reasons which lead to moral action. Now, Humeans are also anti-realists or irrealists, for they hold it that the objective reality is not really important for reasons. This is in opposition to non-Humeans which are realists and think that there does exist such an independent reality, namely the mind-independent facts. Realists are cognitivists because they think that beliefs to which they subscribe guide moral judgments in direction of facts. There thus exists a semantic assumption (Horgan-Timmons 2006) which takes cognitivist beliefs' main job to consist in description of facts. So cognitivists are realists. Now, our just discussed view is realist as well, but in order to differentiate it we may call it strong realism, because according to this view, facts alone are important as reasons for action, without that any cognitive acts would be apt to figure as reasons. In this respect a strong realist takes these facts to be the only appropriate reasons involved into moral judgment. But as we are dealing with moral judgment, there may be the involvement of cognitive states, such as beliefs or even wishes or desires, without though that these would figure as reasons, but rather as their cognitive support only, as the cognitive support which is instrumentally there in helping reasons to be effective, for a virtual moral agent. Indeed there has to be a moral agent around in order for moral judgment and its related moral action to occur. But reasons, the story goes, are to be searched for on the side of really existing facts only. So moral reasons do not depend on cognition, although there may be some help from cognitive states in the moral agents' activity of pursuing these independently existing moral reasons.
3. Strong realism criticizes weaker realism as this last one buys response-dependency.
There is not only strong realism available though. For there is weaker realism as well. It is a realism because it buys the existence of objective moral properties, which may perhaps also be called moral facts. These properties are there in the world, existing independently of cognizers, but they get dispositionally activated as these agents enter into contact with them. In other words, the weaker realism buys objective moral properties, but it also buys their secondary property nature, thus the dependency upon moral agent's cognitive activity for their entering onto the stage. Even as such a position of secondary qualities like response-dependency is realist in the sense of recognizing these independently existing moral facts, the very matter of their response-dependency pushes it into an anti-realist camp. 


A strong realist criticizes this intrusion of anti-realist cognitive elements into the realist picture. He claims that the position is incoherent. You cannot be both realist and build upon cognition in the sense of response-dependency or whatever. If you are realist, you need to be strong realist, or nothing. But then, you will just accept facts as reasons for moral action. Weak realist position cannot stand the proof of realist facts figuring as moral reasons. Ultimately, it will need to boil down to strong realism, which is a coherent position. So the argument goes. 
4. Criticism of the response-dependent realist view is correct from the immediate common sense point of view, with its distrust of the skeptical position.

Notice now that the weak realism, because it constitutively introduces cognitive response into the realm of objectively existing facts – to be able to act as reasons these facts thus need a cognition based effort – is actually a form of anti-realism. Anti-realism will namely claim that there is ultimately no objective reality in the pure factual sense, since the response-dependency is needed for such a presumed reality to be activated. But if there is no ultimate moral reality or facts, this amounts to the skeptical anti-realist and preferably non-cognitivist position.


Skeptical position is in struggle with the common sense view though, which recommends us to accept the independently existing factual reality. Common sense is building upon a direct relation to independently existing reality. Its distrust of skeptical position seems to be well taken. 
5. Strong realism needs to be disciplined though from the point of view of transglobal objective phenomenology constituted environment.
We have the following situation. There is common sense based direct realism, and in the now discussed shape it is a strong realism. And on the other hand we have a seemingly realist response-dependency position that actually approaches skepticism, because of its cognition bound recognition of reasons: pushing it further will result in pilling off the realist surface and in its landing upon the irrealist ground. We think that strong realism is on the right track, because it honors the common sense. Yet its direct embracing of factual realism, in the sense of truth as direct correspondence, we think, needs to be disciplined. We opt for realism. But we also think that realism's objectivity is to be appropriated not in a direct, but in an indirect manner, say under the construal of truth for moral reality as as a venue in indirect correspondence. If we take some moral reasons, such as myself being under obligation to do this or that, they may well have a naturalized basis. Yet they become reasons as they are taken as being important by a moral agent, and this succeeds in what we call the transglobal environment. This is the narrow phenomenology-constituted environment. It may be illustrated by the phenomenological (Husserlian) bracketing of naturalist facts so that they appear under the narrow phenomenology involving perspective, which is both objective and qualitatively phenomenological. Facts only have their reason-providing role in such environment. It is strange that this was not widely acknowledged in discussion of moral judgments. The reason may be that realists just considered objectivity to be a case of naturalistically or otherwise directly obtainable facts, and that anti-realists just denied these to figure as reasons. But nobody was really considering reaching to the transglobal objective environment where moral reasons actually are forthcoming. This is obvious from the phenomenological arguments, which leads from the qualitative experiences involved into moral judgment to the metaphysical conclusions. Consider that reality of facts experienced in moral judgments is objective, indeed, but in the phenomenology constituted transcendental, and not in a naturalistic environment. Phenomenology (perhaps Husserlian) effectuates this move from the naturalist to the transcendental environment by proposing to put the naturalist attitude into parentheses. This is also how we should proceed in order to give a plausible account of factual objectivity residing in moral judgment. Moral realism does not aim at the naturalist factuality, although non-moral properties may be admitted by it, as a subvenient basis of moral facts or properties. Factuality of real moral reasons needs to discipline this factual basis in direction of the experienced qualitative phenomenological world. Phenomenological argument then comes back to its natural environment, from its former direct realism and irrealism embracing exclusivist opposition.
6. Strong realism then disguises itself as happening in a common sense compatible local direct realist environment, whereas the response-dependency skeptical position operates in the global environment.
Strong realism happens in a common sense compatible local environment, where reasons are directly obtained. The response-dependency realist position though operates in a skeptical antithetic environment. The synthesis comes at the stage where direct common sense strong realism is disciplined by the naturalism bracketing narrow qualitative and constitutive phenomenological environment. This is the environment where we believe moral reasons are located. The too simple oppositions between realism and anti-realism is disciplined as it is taken to a new qualitative narrow level.
Literature
Dancy, J. (2000) Practical Reality. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dancy, J. (1986). Two Conceptions of Moral Realism. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society suppl. vol. 60: 167-87.

Horgan T. and Timmons, M. (2006). Cognitivist Expressivism. In T. Horgan and M. Timmons, eds. Metaethics After Moore. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

McDowell, J. (1985). Values as Secondary Qualities. In T. Honderich, ed. Morality and Objectivity. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

Potrč, M. (Forthcoming). Phenomenological Argument Reappropriated.

Potrč, M. and Strahovnik, V. (2004) Practical Contexts, Frankfurt: Ontos Verlag.
