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0. Introduction 

0.1. Prologue: A Lesson from Little League 

 It was a beautiful day for little league baseball on St. Simons Island, Georgia.  

Hot, but just overcast and breezy enough to take the edge off.  Two men—well, 

6th grade boys—were on base.  The pitch was right where I wanted it. I swung, 

and everyone everywhere heard the most glorious pling!, the sound that only 

occurs when an aluminum bat perfectly strikes a baseball.  The line drive barely 

went 15 feet high, but it shot over the left-center fence and, as I like to remember 

it, across the street where it rested among the majestic, mossy oaks that always 

line up to watch the games at Mallery Park.  I was ecstatic.  My teammates 

surrounded home plate, waiting to congratulate me.  As I entered the throng, I 

picked up the bat, stepped over home plate, and continued to celebrate in the 

dugout.  Until…until I heard those heartbreaking words: Batter out! 

 It turns out that I’m an accomplished athlete.  I accomplished something that 

virtually no competent athlete in the history of the world has ever accomplished.  

I hit the ball over the fence in fair play, scored two runs, and yet somehow failed 

to get the home run.  When I said I stepped over home plate, I meant it.  I stepped 

over it.  Not on it.  (This was an early warning sign that I was destined for a career 

as an absent-minded professor.)  And, if you don’t step on home plate, you don’t 

get the home run.  You get called out and cry in the dugout like a middle-school 

boy who just had his dream ripped from his grasp. 

 I had always watched home runs with a spectator’s awe, the sort of detached 

admiration in which you assume that such feats will never apply to you and so 

never bother to think them through.  I knew the rules of baseball reasonably well.  

Had I ever bothered to think through what the rules of baseball imply about such 

feats, I would have concluded that one must step on every base and home plate to 

score the home run.  But I never bothered to think through the rules.  In my 

spectator’s awe, the running around the bases always seemed like a victory lap.  A 

celebration.  And maybe that’s true as far as it goes.  But running around the bases 

is also a necessary part of the home run itself. 

 Sometimes we don’t put 2 and 2 together.  Sometimes things can be obvious 

upon reflection but they aren’t obvious because we don’t reflect.  This book, 

especially the first couple chapters, is sometimes little more than the reflection 

needed to make obvious conclusions obvious.  We ethicists frequently talk about 

weighing reasons, the force of reasons, one reason’s being stronger than another, 

and so on.  But there has been little systematic reflection on what this metaphorical 

talk implies or what the relation is between the metaphor of a reason’s weight and 

the metaphor of a reason’s force.  As we’ll see in the first two chapters, many 

criticisms of the weight metaphor result from not thinking the metaphor through.  

 If you want to make sure that you aren’t missing anything about the rules for 

baseball, there is a single place you can go: the rulebook.  Wouldn’t it be nice if 

there was a single place that philosophers could go to understand the “rules” for 

weighing and weighting reasons?  A single place that has thought through the 

metaphors well enough that it provides you with everything you need to know to 



8 

 

use or criticize them effectively.  That’s one thing this book aims to be, especially 

through Part I. 

 

0.2. The Issues of Weighing and Weighting Reasons 

 Implicit in this first aim is both a subject matter and a methodology.  The first 

aim is to be a relatively comprehensive treatment of certain general issues, 

weighing and weighting reasons, from a methodology that takes the metaphorical 

talk to be illuminating.  Chapter 1 clarifies and defends this ‘minding the 

metaphor’ methodology.  Here I want to clarify the general issues of weighing and 

weighting reasons.  These general issues can be characterized independently of 

the metaphors, and a variety of methodological perspectives can be brought to 

bear on them, including perspectives that take the metaphorical talk to be 

misleading or unhelpful. 

 It appears that a lot of things matter for what to do, such as promises, rights, 

wellbeing, and so on.  It also appears that a lot of things matter for what to believe, 

such as what perceptual experiences you have, what the prior probabilities are, what 

the experts say, and so on.  When a lot of things matter for what to do or believe, the 

result doesn’t have to be chaos.  These things might interact in a systematic way to 

provide you with some all-things-considered, or all-in, guidance about what to do or 

believe. 

 An account of weighing reasons is, roughly, an account of how what matters 

interacts in a systematic way to determine what to do or believe.  Such accounts 

abstract away from what matters and how much it matters.  By itself, an account of 

weighing reasons is like an equation where none of the variables (the things that matter 

and how much they matter) have been specified.  This equation might reveal general 

structural features of, e.g., morality or rationality, but the equation/structure by itself 

cannot tell us what to do or believe. 

 When the book is focused on weighing rather than weighting reasons, it is 

generally focused on clarifying how opposing considerations (e.g., the reasons for φ 

and the reasons for some alternative) systematically interact to determine a normative 

status, such as permissible, impermissible, or supererogatory.  Yet chapter 2 concerns 

two other two kinds of systematic interaction: how an individual consideration’s 

weight might itself systematically result from context, and how the weights of 

individual considerations for an option systematically aggregate to determine the total, 

combined weight for that option. 

 An account of a consideration’s weight is, roughly, an account of how much some 

consideration (e.g., rights) matters compared to other considerations (e.g., wellbeing).  

By itself, an account of weighting reasons gives us the values of the variables without 

giving us the equation to plug them into.  It tells us how much each consideration 

matters individually, but it does not tell us how the weights of these individual 

considerations interact to give an overall verdict about what to do or believe.  We don’t 

get all-in guidance on what to do or believe until we combine an account of how 

considerations are weighed with an account of how weighty the various considerations 

are. 

 These distinct issues are nonetheless closely linked.  For example, a primary way 

to test an account of weighing reasons is to see whether it can be combined with some 
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plausible account of weights to deliver plausible all-in guidance.  After all, we care 

about weighing reasons partly because we want to understand what, e.g., morality tells 

us to do.   

 As I’ve characterized the two issues, a book on weighing and weighting 

reasons will inevitably concern both normative and meta-ethics.  Normative ethics 

is, roughly, systematic theorizing about what morality, rationality, prudence, etc. 

tell us to do or aspire to.  Metaethics is, roughly, systematic theorizing about the 

assumptions of normative ethical theories.  Insofar as we are investigating the 

weights of reasons, we are doing normative ethics and, more specifically, we are 

trying to determine which things matter for what to do.  Imogen has a cool iPhone, 

and you really want it.  You shouldn’t steal her phone, in part because her right to 

her own property matters more—it outweighs—the fact that you want it.  Such 

normative ethical concerns are a focus of Part III. 

 Most of the book focuses, not on what the weights of reasons are, but on how they 

are weighed.  This issue is more metaethical.  A model of weighing reasons, by itself, 

takes no stand on what morality tells us to do.  Nor does it take a stand on which things 

matter or how much they matter to morality’s guidance.  It is concerned with how 

morality must be structured to be in the business of giving this sort of guidance at all, 

or at least how morality must be structured when multiple things matter to its guidance 

(see §1.2 for why this caveat matters).  Structural issues are arguably metaphysical 

ones, but they are distinct from the more traditional metaphysical issues about 

morality, such as whether it exists, whether it is objective, and whether it is non-

natural.  Weighing reasons falls under a subbranch of metaphysical issues we can call 

structural metaethics, the subbranch that concerns the structure of normativity and 

normative perspectives. 

 Since the book’s focus is on weighing reasons, it is not directly concerned with 

moral epistemology.  For example, it is not primarily concerned with how we know 

what’s right/wrong, what our moral reasons are, or the methodology to be used when 

doing ethics.  Nonetheless, the book needs to say something about these issues if it 

aspires to be a comprehensive rule book for weighing and weighting reasons.  In this 

vein, I provide an account of how we often know what the weights of reasons are 

(§2.6) and a piecemeal methodology for evaluating models of weighing reasons (e.g., 

§2.7, §4.6). 

 

0.3. The Aims of the Book 

 In total the book has five aims.  The first, as I mentioned already, is to provide 

a relatively comprehensive treatment of the issues of weighting and especially 

weighing reasons, and to do so by taking the metaphors of weighing reasons seriously.  

I think the metaphors of weight and weighing provide pretty good guidance as to how 

reasons function and interact.  But, even if you disagree with me on this point, the 

approach can still be illuminating.  Carefully examining the metaphors can help us 

understand the ways they mislead us.  Chapter 1 defends this methodology and uses it 

to foreshadow some main conclusions of Part II.   

 The aim at comprehensiveness does mean that some sections delve into nitty-gritty 

details that can be skipped without losing the main narrative.  I try to indicate those 

sections when they arise. 
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 The book’s second aim is largely completed in Part II and chapter 9.  ‘Single 

Scale’ is my name for the model that comes most easily to mind when folks think 

about weighing reasons.  The second aim is to show that Single Scale should be 

replaced with a model of weighing reasons that uses more than a single scale.  I 

argue that the fundamental truths about weighing reasons are determined by a  

‘Dynamic Scale’ model that has a scale for each alternative.  The more alternatives 

there are, the more tedious it can be to apply this model.  Hence, I tend to focus 

on a Dual Scale model that always uses two scales.  Part II explains why Dual 

Scale is superior to Single Scale.  Chapter 9 explores the difference between 

Dynamic and Dual Scale, and it reinforces the problems with relying on Single 

Scale.  

 Of course, no one will care about Dual Scale or the nuances of weighing 

reasons if these things aren’t useful.  The book’s third aim, and the goal of Part 

III, is to apply the insights in the first two parts of the book to resolve a variety of 

ethical puzzles concerning the full range of permissible options and 

supererogation (roughly, going beyond the call of duty in a morally good way) 

 The final two aims of the book are themes throughout, and they concern a 

certain distinction.  When we think through the metaphors of weight and weighing, 

we’ll see that reasons have at least two weight values.  A reason’s justifying weight 

is how good the reason is at making acts permissible/okay.  A reason’s requiring 

weight is how good the reason is at making permissible acts required.  This 

distinction is important, because some reasons are better at making acts 

permissible than making them required.   

 Suppose that, on a given occasion, you could do more good in the world by 

donating some of your money to an effective charity rather than using it to buy 

yourself a nice dinner out.  You are not required to do the most good in this case.  

It would be ok to eat out and it would be ok to send the money to an effective 

charity.  Neither action is required.  Why?  The self-interested benefits of eating 

out (it’s enjoyable!) are better at making the act permissible than making it 

required.  Self-interested benefits have more justifying than requiring weight. 

 By saying that self-interested reasons have more justifying than requiring 

weight, I thereby endorse Weight Pluralism, i.e., that reasons have at least two 

weight values and these two values aren’t always equivalent.  Reasons are multi -

dimensional.  The alternative, Weight Monism, holds that reasons have just a 

single weight value.  Reasons are one dimensional.  There is just the weight of 

reasons.  Before I wrote this book, I thought Weight Pluralism was the runaway 

winner in this debate.  So, I was puzzled by how much of the ethics literature 

seems to assume Weight Monism even when the authors were clearly aware of 

Weight Pluralism.  If Pluralism is the runaway winner, then why did so many 

authors stick with Monism? 

 I found two partial answers to this question.  The first is that I realized 

(sometimes thanks to referee 2) that the distinction between justifying and 

requiring weight needed further development and defense.  It wasn’t obvious, for 

example, how to apply the distinction to cases in which you have more than two 

options (see §4.1.3 and chapter 9).  Nor was it immediately obvious how the 

justifying/requiring weight distinction mapped onto the reason for/against 
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distinction (see ch 5).  Worse still, I discovered that there were some unanswered 

objections.  Most importantly, a phenomenon associated with incommensurable 

goods—what I call the normative significance of small improvements—seems to 

give the distinction fits (chs 6 and 7). 

 The book’s fourth aim swings for the fence (if I connect, I’ll try to remember 

to step on home plate this time): develop and defend Weight Pluralism so that, 

when you add this book to the existing literature, the debate between Weight 

Monism and Pluralism will be completely one-sided.  The existing literature—

including the work of Josh Gert, Patricia Greenspan, Margaret Little, Coleen 

Macnamara, Daniel Muñoz, and Doug Portmore, to name just a few—already 

contains promising arguments for Weight Pluralism.   

 The existing arguments usually amount to some case or normative phenomena 

that Weight Pluralism explains better than Weight Monism.  I discuss many of 

these cases, in part to have a comprehensive case for Weight Pluralism.  To 

minimize redundancy, I usually discuss such examples only when I have some 

further aim in mind.  Here are a couple examples.  It is widely acknowledged that 

supererogation poses a problem for Weight Monism, assuming that it exists.  I 

show that it poses a problem for Single Scale models of weighing reasons even if 

it doesn’t exist (chs. 3-4).  Muñoz uses the All or Nothing Problem as an argument 

for Weight Pluralism.  I use it in this vein as well; however, I also use it to explore 

whether there is a third weight value (commending weight), give an account of 

‘ought’, and defend Right > Wrong, the idea that permissible acts are bet ter than 

their impermissible alternatives. 

 To the extent that I add new arguments to support Weight Pluralism, it is 

largely in connection to explaining why Weight Pluralism is better than a version 

of Weight Monism that appeals to incommensurability or Chang’s notion of parity 

(chs 6, 7).   My other contributions to the case for Weight Pluralism largely emerge 

out of grounding it in a systematic treatment of weighing reasons.  This systematic 

treatment addresses (I hope) all previously unanswered objections that Monism is 

better than Pluralism.   

 There is one caveat to the goal of making the case for Weight Pluralism 

completely one-sided.  If you think morality (or rationality) demands that you do 

the best that you can, then you can get by without appealing to Weight Pluralism. 

The do the best views have an attractive simplicity and impressive explanatory 

power; however, they don’t fit well with our intuitions about the full range of 

permissible actions.  It is permissible to buy yourself dinner out even though you 

could do even more good by sending the money to an effective charity.  If you 

take that idea seriously, then it’s false that you are always (morally) required to 

do the best that you can.  The fourth aim, more precisely, is that adding this book 

to the existing literature makes the debate between Monism and Pluralism 

completely one-sided given that our intuitions about which actions are permissible 

are on the right track.  Once you allow that we often have a wide range of 

permissible options, it is inevitable that we must appeal to reasons that are better 

at making acts permissible than making them required (i.e., reasons with more 

justifying than requiring weight).  
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 In the end, though, I don’t think that the apparent problems for the 

justifying/requiring weight distinction are the main reason that ethicists tend to 

assume Weight Monism.  The main reason is that ethicists who are aware of the 

distinction often don’t know how to think with it.  It is one thing to be able to rattle 

off the difference between justifying and requiring weight.  It is another to be able 

to apply it.  In conversation, ethicists will emphatically tell me that they reject the 

justifying and requiring weight distinction and yet, when they present their own 

explanation of the full range of permissible actions, they commit themselves to 

the distinction in different terminology.  They are aware of the distinction but 

don’t understand it well enough to apply it to their own views , much less apply it 

in novel ways.  The fifth and final aim is to help ethicists think with the justifying 

and requiring weight distinction well enough that they can apply it to resolve 

ethical puzzles themselves.   

 If you are reading this book (thanks, you are amazing!), you have a choice to 

make.  You probably planned to start at the beginning and read through until you 

finish, become too bored to continue, or the zombie apocalypse occurs.  That could 

be a good plan, depending on how much you prefer normative ethics (systematic 

theorizing about what morality and rationality tell us to do and aspire to) to 

metaethics (systematic theorizing about the assumptions of normative ethical 

theories).  Starting at the beginning and reading through is a good plan if you like 

metaethics or you don’t mind metaethics when you know that there is a normative 

payoff in the offing.   

 For those who want to do as little metaethics as possible, then the most minimal 

plan would be to read §1.3 and then chapters 6, 7, and 8.  A more moderate plan 

would involve: 

Chapter 1: just read §§1.3-5, which clarify the justifying/requiring weight 

distinction and introduce Single and Dual Scale. 

Chapter 2: this chapter is heavy on metaethics and can be saved for last; 

however, I recommend reading this chapter eventually if you aren’t 

already familiar with how the context sensitivity of weight can explain 

normative phenomena. 

Chapter 4: this is a deeper dive into Dual Scale, which largely develops the 

justifying/requiring distinction into a complete model of weighing 

reasons.  This chapter includes discussions of satisficing (choosing an 

option because it is good enough), supererogation (going beyond the call 

of duty), and prohibition dilemmas (all options are impermissible).  

§4.2.3 and the final two sections, 4.5-6, can be skipped. 

Chapters 6 and 7: The simplest Weight Monist views are incompatible with 

the full range of permissible actions.  We must pay the price of 

complication.  Weight Monists try to complicate the single weight 

relation by allowing weights to be vague or on a par, where parity is a 

fourth comparative beyond the traditional three (<, >, =).  These 

particular complications can’t get the job done.  The Weight Pluralist’s 

complication can explain the normative phenomena they explain and 

more besides.  If you don’t want to complicate normative theory beyond 

what is necessary, you should prefer Weight Pluralism. 
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Chapter 8: this chapter applies Dual Scale to resolve the All or Nothing 

Problem, it explains how one permissible action (the supererogatory one) 

can be morally better than a permissible alternative, and thus explains 

why what we ought to do need not always be what we are required to do.   

It also explains why Right > Wrong, i.e., why permissible actions are 

always better than their impermissible alternatives.  

Chapter 9: Normative ethicists will have interest in Kamm’s Café or Kid 

Case (§9.1.3), so reading through §9.1 may be worthwhile.  Unless you 

like nerding out on the intricacies of modeling requirement when there 

are more than just a few options, then you should skip the rest of the 

chapter 9. 

Chapter 10/Conclusion: I would read the whole thing (it’s very short), 

especially §10.2.   

This reading plan will give you the central elements of my model of weighing 

reasons and how that model can be applied to resolve ethical puzzles.  It will spare 

you the extended discussion of what the metaphors of weight and weighing 

amount to (§§1.1-2); why we should carefully unpack these metaphors (§1.6); my 

extended attack on Single Scale (ch 3, 9.4); my account of the relation between 

reasons for and against (ch 5); and some of the finer details of and arguments for 

Dual Scale (e.g., §4.5-6, §5.6, and §§9.2-3). 

 

0.4. Some Comments on Complexity 

 The idea at the heart of this book sounds simple: reasons are weighed to 

determine what to do.  But it’s not as simple as it sounds.  At some point in the 

book, everyone is going to wonder whether the complexity is worth it.  I address 

this worry at the very end of the book (§10.2), but it is worth addressing it here 

too. 

 Most of the book’s complexity is conceptual, and almost every ethicist is 

committed to this complexity.  The do the best views are, for example, committed 

to the conceptual distinction between justifying and requiring weight whether they 

realize it or not.  The conceptual complexity provides a neutral playing field that 

allows us to properly assess the merits of competing normative theories .  It also 

provides a model of weighing reasons that won’t risk distorting the very 

phenomena it is used to model.  Even proponents of the simplest views should 

appreciate such benefits. 

 Still, my normative views have more moving parts than the do the best views 

which generally make permissibility a function of some single factor.  Such views 

hold that ‘justifying weight’ and ‘requiring weight’ are two different ways to refer 

to the same moving part (e.g., net pleasure).  I hold that justifying and requiring 

weight are different moving parts, and so my view is more complex than theirs.  

The greater complexity is, in my view, an overall virtue.  It allows my normative 

views to make much more reliable predictions about which actions are 

permissible. 

 A college wide receiver’s speed, strength, and catching ability are conceptually 

different attributes, and they are all relevant to how the receiver would perform in 

the professional ranks.  No one who understands how these attributes affect a 
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receiver’s performance would claim that they can be reduced to a single factor .  

For example, no professional scout would claim that receivers who are equally 

fast are also equally strong and equally good at catching the ball.  Such a claim 

runs contrary to what we observe when we watch receivers play.   

 Likewise, no one who understands how a reason’s justifying and requiring 

weight affect deontic status will claim that a reason’s justifying weight is always 

equal to its requiring weight.  At least, no such person will make such a claim 

without radically revising our intuitive sense of which actions are permissible.  

I’m not after the simplest normative theory I can find.  I’m after the simplest 

normative theory that doesn’t require radical revision in our intuitive judgements 

about which actions are permissible.  If the arguments of §2.3, Part III, and §9.1 

are on the right track, then the simplest such theory will have lots of moving parts.  

But lots of moving parts doesn’t mean an absence of systematicity.  Part of the 

point of having a detailed model of weighing reasons is to structure the moving 

parts so that we can better understand their systematic interaction.   

 The best scout is not the one with the simplest theory about which receivers 

perform best in the professional ranks.  The best scout is the one who best 

understands how the many relevant factors systematically interact to affect a 

receiver’s performance.  The best normative theory—whether it is mine or some 

other—is the one which best represents the many relevant factors and how they 

systematically interact to make acts permissible (required, supererogatory).  Even 

if my normative theories are wrong-headed, this book still provides a framework 

that you can take with you.  I hope it helps you better understand the systematic 

interaction of the (morally and/or rationally) relevant factors, whatever you take 

them to be.  
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Chapter 1: Minding the Metaphors of Weight and Weighing 

1.1. Weight and Weighing 

 

1.1.1. The Basic Metaphors 

 In case you haven’t noticed, ethical theory is steeped in two related metaphors: 

reasons have weight and reasons are weighed on a balance scale to determine an act’s 

deontic status (e.g., whether the act is permissible, impermissible, or required).  These 

metaphors model the relation of reasons to deontic status on the physical weight of 

objects and weighing such objects on a (double pan) balance scale.  Start with weight.   

 Physical weight is gradable and explanatory.  It hurt when I dropped my laptop on 

my toe, but not when I dropped my pen on my toe.  Why?  The laptop weighs more 

than the pen by a wide margin.  If reasons have weight, then they are both gradable 

and explanatory.  Javon promises his friend to drive him to the airport.  It would be 

permissible to cancel at the last minute if he has to rush his child to the hospital.  It 

would be impermissible to do so if the gas would cost two cents higher than expected.  

Why?  Saving his child’s life is weightier as reason than an additional cost of two 

cents.  More specifically, saving the life is weighty enough to justify breaking the 

promise and an additional cost of two cents is not.   

 The balancing metaphor further specifies exactly what a reason’s weight explains, 

and how it explains it.  In the abstract, there is no competition or opposition between 

the weights of different objects.  The laptop weighs more than the pen, but, in the 

absence of some special context, those weights don’t oppose or compete and the laptop 

doesn’t win anything.  The balance scale provides a special context in which weights 

do oppose or compete.  It provides a special context in which weights behave like 

vectors, like they have both magnitude and direction.  If you put the laptop on the left 

pan and the pen on the right, their weights are in direct competition.  They push the 

pans in opposing directions.  The laptop’s weight pushes the left pan down and the 

right pan up.  The pen pushes the right pan down and the left pan up.   

 The relative weight of physical objects determines which, if any, of the two pans 

is lower than the other.  The left pan is lower than the right, because the laptop is 

weightier (i.e., the laptop pushes the left pan down harder than the pen pushes the left 

pan up).  The relative weights of the reasons for an action and its alternative(s) 

determine whether it is permissible.  If I surreptitiously swipe Sam’s snack, I will feel 

a little happier but would violate Sam’s right to his own snack.  It would be 

impermissible to swipe the snack, because Sam’s right to his snack is weightier as a 

reason than the small increase to my happiness.  More specifically, it is impermissible 

to swipe the snack because my reason to do so is outweighed by the reason to do 

something else. 

 The language of one reason outweighing another and of “the balance of reasons” 

generally invoke the metaphors of weight and weighing.  Such language is ubiquitous 

in ethical theory.  This book is about these metaphors, what we can learn from them, 
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and how we can apply them to resolve ethical puzzles.  It arose out of my own 

confusion.  

 My previous work on satisficing (roughly, rejecting the better for the good enough) 

made certain assumptions concerning how reasons are to be weighed.  When I tried to 

articulate these assumptions to myself, I realized how little I understood the metaphors 

of weight and weighing.  No worries, I thought.  Given how ubiquitous these 

metaphors are, surely someone else would be able to explain them to me.  

Disappointment ensued.  Neither proponents nor critics of the metaphors seemed to 

understand them any more than I did.  Disappointment turned into opportunity.  The 

opportunity for this book.  Whether we use or reject the metaphors of weight and 

weighing, we should understand them first.  We may find, as I argue in this book, that 

we can construct a promising model of how reasons interact to determine deontic 

status simply by cashing them out carefully.  Let’s continue this careful cashing out. 

 Actual balance scales have physical limitations and proper conditions for use.  The 

laptop might not push its pan lower than the pen’s pan because the scale is rusty or 

cleverly manipulated with magnets.  If you put an elephant on the left pan and a tiger 

on the right pan, things will end badly for the scale…and for you.  The metaphors of 

weight and weighing ignore such complications by focusing on an ideal scale in ideal 

conditions.  An ideal scale can weigh any object(s) with physical weight against any 

other(s) and is sensitive to any difference of weight.  The ideal context screens off any 

explanation of the relative heights of the pans besides (i) the starting positions of the 

pans, and (ii) the relative weights of the objects on the pans.  It is usually assumed that 

the two pans of the balance scale begin at the same height, which indicates that the 

scale is neither biased toward the left pan nor the right.  We will revisit this assumption 

in §3.2, but I work with it until then.  Given an ideal context (and a non-biased starting 

position), there is no difference in the relative heights of the pans without a difference 

in the relative weight of the objects on the pans. 

 When we use balance scales to model how reasons determine deontic status when 

there are only two options, one pan represents an act, φ, and the other pan represents 

the alternative, ~φ.  Deontic status is assigned on the basis of the pans’ relative heights, 

and so also on the basis of the relative weights of the reasons for φ (the reasons on the 

φ pan) and the reasons for ~φ (the reasons on the ~φ pan).  A common view is that φ 

is permissible just when the reasons for φ are at least as weighty as the reasons for ~φ.   

 Given the balancing metaphor, then, there is no difference in deontic status without 

a difference in the relative weights of the reasons for and against φ.1  If today swiping 

the snack is impermissible (Swipe) and tomorrow kissing the cook is permissible 

(Kiss), then there is some difference in the relative weights of the reasons in those two 

cases.  We previously noted that Swipe is impermissible because the reasons for Swipe 

(small increase in my happiness) are less weighty than the reasons against Swipe 

(violating Sam’s right to his own snack).  Perhaps Kiss is permissible because the 

 
1 It should go without saying that not just any difference between relative weights is relevant to deontic 

status.  It would be boring if my reasons to eat spinach today were a little weightier than my reasons to 

eat lettuce.  It would be amazing if my reasons to eat pie on pi day were π as weighty as my reasons to 

not do so.  But such differences are irrelevant to deontic status, except insofar as they may or may not 

count as reasons for φ or ~φ.  It is only quantitative differences between the reasons for φ and ~φ that 

determine deontic status, such as that the reasons for φ are equally weighty, weightier, or less weighty 

than the reasons against φ. 
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reasons for Kiss (the cook is my wife and she just asked for a kiss) are weightier than 

the reasons against Kiss (the dog will get jealous that I’m kissing her rather than him—

true story, by the way). 

 

1.1.2. The Metaphors and Contemporary Ethical Theory 

 The aptness of the weight and weighing metaphors is not trivial.  For one thing, a 

normative perspective need not assign deontic status in virtue of how some relevant 

reasons interact.  The US legal system is a normative perspective insofar as it issues 

verdicts of permissible (legal) and impermissible (illegal, prohibited).  It is legally 

permissible to drink alcohol if you are 21 but not if you are 20 (sorry sophomores!).  

Yet the legal deontic status of an act is not, at least not normally, a function of reasons.2  

Lawmakers presumably weigh reasons when deciding whether to set the drinking age 

at 21 rather than 18.  Yet once they make 21 the law, reasons play no role in making 

it illegal for my sophomores to join me for a dram of whiskey (I didn’t really want to 

share anyway).  All that matters is whether a law, or a rule, was broken or not.  The 

metaphors of weight and weighing aren’t apt when we talk about the deontic verdicts 

of the US legal system, and we don’t talk like they are either. 

 Yet many of us do talk as though weight and weighing are apt metaphors when we 

consider the normative perspectives of morality and (practical) rationality, where 

rationality is the unique normative perspective that has final authority over what to do 

and aspire to.3  (There is debate about whether morality and rationality are the same 

thing, i.e., whether morality has final authority over what to do and aspire to.  For the 

purposes of this book, I am neutral on this issue.) 

 A natural thought is that what I ought to do morally or what I ought to do (period) 

is determined by the relative weights of the reasons for and against the acts that are 

available to me.  But this natural thought is not trivial either.  One way to deny its 

triviality is by insisting on certain fancy views about what reasons are.  Given a fancy 

view of reasons, it might turn out that the things that get weighed to determine what is 

im/permissible don’t count as reasons.  For the purposes of this book, however, I don’t 

care whether the things that get weighed are always best thought of as reasons.  The 

idea of weighing considerations or weighing pros and cons works just as well for my 

purposes.  For now, just think of reasons as those things that get “weighed” to 

determine what is im/permissible.  I’ll say more about how I’m using the term ‘reason’ 

in §§1.2-1.3. 

 I deny the triviality of the natural thought in a different way.  It isn’t trivial insofar 

as the metaphors of weight and weighing suppose that morality and/or practical 

rationality have a certain structure.  Standard rule utilitarianism makes morality like 

the US legal system.  The interaction of reasons doesn’t determine whether your act is 

morally (im)permissible.  All that matters is whether, e.g., the rule or moral code that 

 
2 Perhaps an exception is that weighing reasons determines which law trumps the other when two laws 

disagree about whether φ-ing is permissible.  Where are the jurisprudence scholars when you need 

them? 
3 What I say in this book is neutral on whether morality and practical rationality are objective or 

subjective.  Roughly, if what we know can affect what our reasons are from these perspectives, then 

they are subjective.  They are objective otherwise.  The structural features that I’m interested in are 

separate from whether and how our knowledge affects which things are reasons. 
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brings about the best consequences, were it universally followed, permits or prohibits 

the act in question.4 

 Act utilitarianism is, however, a perfect example of how morality is structured if 

the weight and weighing metaphors are apt.  Consider (hedonistic maximizing) act 

utilitarianism, the view that says φ is permissible just when φ causes at least as much 

net pleasure as ~φ, where net pleasure is just pleasure – pain.  This claim is not stated 

in terms of the relative weights of reasons (or, if you prefer, the relative weight of 

considerations), but it entails such a claim.  Pleasures and pains are “weighed” to 

determine which acts are im/permissible.  The pleasure caused by φ functions as a 

reason for φ and the pain caused by φ functions as a reason for ~φ.  (It is reversed for 

~φ: the pleasure caused by ~φ functions as a reason for ~φ and the pain caused by ~φ 

functions as a reason for φ.)  The more significant the pleasure/pain, the weightier the 

reason.  So understood, if φ causes at least as much net pleasure as ~φ, then the reasons 

in its favor are as least as weighty as the reasons for ~φ.  Given act utilitarianism, then, 

relative weights determine deontic status even if proponents of act utilitarianism don’t 

use the terms “weights” and “weighing”.  (See Gert 2004a: 73-7 and Berker 2007: 117 

for similar takes on act utilitarianism.) 

 Decision theory (aka: expected utility theory) is normally couched in terms of 

expected utility rather than the weights of reasons.  Titelbaum (2019: 200, 210) infers 

that the truth of decision theory would threaten the aptness of the weight and weighing 

metaphors.  This inference is mistaken.  Decision theory is a perfect example of how 

rationality would be structured if the metaphors of weight and weighing are apt.  It is 

compatible with different views about which things are reasons or which things get 

weighed, but the simplest suggestion is that the expected utilities are themselves the 

reasons (cf. Sher 2019).  Expected utilities represent a potential outcome’s probability-

adjusted value (the value of some potential outcome multiplied by the probability of 

its occurring).  Decision theorists think that a bird in the hand can be better than two 

in the bush.  More precisely, they think that a guaranteed small good can outweigh a 

more significant but highly unlikely good. 

 (Maximizing hedonistic) act utilitarianism assumes that reasons are just pleasures 

and pains.  The more significant the pleasure (pain), the weightier the reason.  A 

(hedonistic) decision theory might claim that reasons are the expected utilities of 

pleasures and pains.  The greater the expected utility (which takes into account both 

the significance and probability of the pleasure/pain), the weightier the reason.  Instead 

of putting the pleasures and pains themselves on the pans, you put their expected 

utilities on the pans.  φ is permissible just when the reasons in favor of φ (the total 

expected utility of φ) are at least as weighty as the reasons on the ~φ pan (the total 

expected utility of ~φ).5 

 
4 Perhaps standard rule utilitarianism and/or the US legal system just entail a very uninteresting balance 

scale model.  If φ is in accordance with the relevant rule, then that fact goes on the φ pan, making φ 

permissible.  If φ breaks the relevant rule, then that fact goes on the ~φ pan, making φ impermissible.  

The more that the weight and weighing metaphors are apt for standard rule utilitarianism and the US 

legal system, the more plausible it is that the weight and weighing metaphors are apt for morality and 

rationality. 
5 Alternatively (and probably preferably), if we appeal to the sort of holism explained in chapter 2, the 

decision theorist can say that potential pleasures and pains are still the reasons that go on the pans, but 

their weights are attenuated when it is less than certain that they will occur.  The weight of the pleasures 
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 I assume that weight and weighing are apt metaphors for morality and practical 

rationality.  (In addition to what I say in this chapter, I provide an additional reason to 

think the metaphors are apt in §7.3.3.)  If the metaphors of weight and weighing are 

apt for morality and practical rationality, then reasons interact to determine deontic 

status (contra, standard rule utilitarianism) and the best way of cashing out these 

metaphors is a contender for the best model of how reasons determine deontic status. 

 It is also common to assume that the weight and weighing metaphors apply to 

epistemic rationality—e.g., that what you ought to believe is determined by the relative 

weights of reasons.  I set epistemic rationality aside for the purposes of the book.  As 

the above suggests, I think most (but not all) prominent positions in ethics are 

compatible with the aptness of the metaphors even when they don’t explicitly invoke 

them.  In contrast, reliabilism, epistemic virtue theory, and proper functionalism are 

all widely endorsed in epistemology, and I’m not sure that any of them fit well with 

the aptness of the metaphors.  I want to focus on ethics where the metaphors have the 

best chance of being apt, and I save discussion of weighing reasons in epistemology 

for another occasion.6 

 

1.2. Weights and Weighing as Functional Structure 

 This book is about the structure of morality and rationality, given that the 

metaphors of weight and weighing are apt.  It is not about deliberation or how we 

ought to decide what to do.  I do not assume that proper deliberation requires that one 

engage in some activity of weighing reasons.  Insofar as deliberation is an act, it is 

subject to moral and rational norms just like any other act.  Still, we might wonder: if 

morality has a balance scale structure—if “morality weighs reasons”—should our 

deliberative activity reflect that structure, i.e., should we weigh reasons in our 

deliberations?   

 When you face a difficult and life-changing decision, it makes sense to spend a 

few days writing out all the relevant reasons and then weighing them in your 

deliberations.  But it would be silly to go through this process every time you consider 

having a second cup of coffee.  I do not need to deliberate to tell that it would be a bad 

idea to take a pellet gun and shoot the annoying neighborhood children who have, yet 

again, begun loudly playing in my backyard without permission.  I think we rarely 

need to deliberate by engaging in some activity of weighing reasons.  In any event, 

deliberation is separate from what I’m talking about in the book.  (See Cullity 2018 

for discussion of how what I’m talking about might be relevant to deliberation.)  

Whenever I talk about the weight and weighing metaphors, they are to be understood 

as claims about the structure of a normative perspective, such as morality, rationality, 

or the US legal system. 

 Normative perspectives take certain inputs (e.g., reasons, whether a law was 

broken) and output verdicts of permissible or impermissible.  (Strictly speaking, a 

normative perspective might only issue verdicts of better/worse to actions, but I 

assume that morality and rationality are deontic insofar as they assign im/permissible 

 
and pains would then mirror their expected utility.  This holist decision theory would be a second way 

to show that decision theories have the structure that makes the metaphors apt. 
6 For some discussion of how the ideas of this book relate to epistemology, see my 2024a and 2024b. 
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to actions.)  They are functions in the sense of having inputs and associated outputs.7  

Different normative perspectives can have different functional structures.  Consider an 

analogy.  Put certain things in either of two vending machines, and it will give you a 

coke.  Nonetheless, they may be structured to take different kinds of inputs.  One might 

take only coins and the other only credit cards.  Or they may take the same kinds of 

inputs but be structured to give you the coke via very different causal processes—

imagine that Rube Goldberg invented one of the two vending machines (i.e., imagine 

the causal process is unnecessarily and comically complex).  Functional structures 

determine what kinds of inputs matter and how those inputs give you the output.  

 To say that the weight and weighing metaphors are apt for a certain normative 

perspective is to make a claim about that normative system’s functional structure.  It 

is to say that the normative system takes certain things as inputs (the weights of 

reasons) and goes from inputs to deontic outputs in a specific way (in virtue of the 

relative weights of those reasons).  The US legal system seems to lack this structure.  

It doesn’t (normally) take reasons as inputs, and it doesn’t weigh reasons to determine 

what’s permissible.  I assume that the metaphors of weight and weighing apply to both 

morality and rationality, and so I assume that they have much functional structure in 

common.   

 If morality and rationality share the same functional structure, they still might be 

distinct normative perspectives—i.e., morality may fail to be the normative 

perspective that has final authority over what to do—if they assign weights differently.  

For example, morality might assign less weight to self-interested reasons than 

rationality, and so those perspectives may disagree about whether it is permissible for 

me to spend my summer salary on a new car rather than an effective charity.  Such a 

disagreement between morality and rationality would be a substantive normative 

disagreement rather than a structural one.  They determine deontic status in the same 

way, by weighing the reasons for and against; they just disagree about which things 

are reasons or how weighty certain reasons are.  (When I use examples of some 

normative phenomena or take a stand on how to weight reasons, I generally have in 

mind how morality weights reasons.  The main exception is that my potential examples 

of prohibition dilemmas are generally more promising as rational rather than moral 

dilemmas.) 

 Where there is functional structure, there are things with functions, or roles to play, 

in a larger system.  The legislative branch has a function in the larger US government: 

it makes the laws.  The executive branch has a distinct function: it enforces those laws.  

Reasons—or whatever we want to call the things that get weighed—have their own 

role to play within morality and rationality.  They push an act toward 

(im)permissibility, i.e., they make an act (im)permissible in the absence of sufficiently 

weighty countervailing considerations.8  If there is such a thing as a disabler, then it 

 
7 See Dorsey (2016, ch 1) for development of this basic idea. 
8 A couple clarifications.  First a caveat: derived reasons are reasons in virtue of their relation to basic 

or non-derived reasons; they explain or push an act toward a deontic status only in a derived way.  I 

usually ignore them because they make no difference to an act’s deontic status, as we’ll see in §2.5.1.  

Second, my definition amounts to an explanatory role approach to defining reasons.  Standard 

explanatory approaches assume that there must be a single kind of thing that (non-derived) reasons for 

always explain.  Fogal and Risberg (2023) provide the most sophisticated defense of such a view.  I can 

tweak my view to fit Fogal and Risberg’s framework; however, my working view is that reasons for 
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too will have a characteristic functional role, roughly, preventing something that 

would ordinarily be a reason from being a reason in the context at issue.  The 

arguments of this book assume bare functionalism about normative perspectives, the 

claim that normative perspectives have functional structure and that normative 

concepts (e.g., reasons and disablers) have associated functional roles in that structure. 

 I’m not sure that the weight and weighing metaphors make sense outside of bare 

functionalism.  If these metaphors aren’t claims about the functional structure of a 

normative perspective, then I don’t what they are (at least not when they are 

understood as claims about a normative perspective rather than as claims about 

deliberation).  I hold, then, that bare functionalism is built into the weight and 

weighing metaphors and so doesn’t need separate defense.   

 When writing this book I found it convenient to go beyond bare functionalism and 

assume conceptual functionalism, which adds that many normative concepts, such as 

reasons and disablers, are defined by their functional roles.  One might think, for 

example, that the executive branch is, by definition, that branch which enforces the 

US laws.  Likewise, I work with the idea that a reason is, by definition, to be something 

that pushes an act toward (im)permissibility.  This idea can be a source of versatility 

and frustration.  It is versatile insofar as it takes no stand on the metaphysics of reasons.  

It is compatible with the idea that reasons are normatively fundamental entities 

(Schroeder 2021), that they are always values (Maguire 2016), that they boil down to 

fittingness (McHugh & Way 2016), and so on.  You tell me which things you think 

play the relevant systematic role, and that turns out to be your account of which things 

are reasons, as I’ve defined ‘reasons’.  That’s why, in §1.1.2, I said that claims about, 

say, expected utility end up entailing claims about reasons. 

 This versatility can be frustrating if you don’t think ‘reasons’ is best defined by 

certain roles in making things permissible and impermissible.  Just remember that, for 

the purposes of this book, I don’t care about the label ‘reasons’.  I care about the 

structure and the relevant functional roles.  What is most helpful about the metaphors 

is that they can be a springboard for systematic theorizing about such functional 

structure.  Ideally, the minding the metaphor methodology will help you think directly 

about this structure and understand it well enough that you will eventually no longer 

need the metaphors.  

 Functional role concepts come cheaply.  You can just define a ‘schmiggle’ as the 

unique thing which wiggles everyday and twice on Tuesday, and voila! you have a 

new concept.  But not all functional role concepts refer or are interesting.  I take it that 

‘schmiggle’ fails to refer because there is no single thing that wiggles in the relevant 

way, and even if there is, nobody gives a flying flip about it.  The minding the 

metaphor methodology is in the service of developing a functional structure.  There is 

a risk—especially if views like rule utilitarianism or error theory are true—that this 

structure fails to refer to any genuine normative reality.  But I take it that this structure 

is at least interesting because, as I argued in §1.1.2, something like this structure is 

arguably implicit in most ethical theories. 

 
need not always explain some specific kind thing; they need only play a specific explanatory role in 

fixing deontic status.  This latter explanatory role approach may be behind Broome’s talk of ‘weighing 

explanations’ (Broome 2013: 52), but there are some differences between our accounts of reasons 

(§3.1). 
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 I work with conceptual functionalism because of how tractable it makes the 

relations between normative concepts.  It makes it very easy to see what follows by 

definition and what doesn’t.  Titelbaum (2019: 194, including nt 5) is willing to assume 

bare but not conceptual functionalism.  He is willing to assume that normative 

concepts have associated functional roles but not that these roles define those concepts.  

This might lead to some disagreement about which truths are true by definition, but 

that’s it.  For example, I argue that it is true by definition that every reason for φ is a 

reason against some alternative (§5.1).  Titelbaum’s reluctance to assume conceptual 

functionalism may lead him to wonder whether the claim is true by definition; 

however, his reluctance will give him no reason to deny that the claim is true, i.e., that 

every reason for φ is a reason against some alternative.  I find it convenient to work 

with conceptual functionalism, but bare functionalism is all I need. 

 Functionalism in ethics is often associated with naturalism, and more specifically, 

the Canberra Plan.  The US legal system specifies the definitional role of the US 

President.  To find the US President, we identify the thing in the natural world that 

plays that role.  The Canberra Plan says the same thing holds for figuring out which 

things are reasons.  First, you first define the functional role of reasons.  Then just find 

the things in the natural world that (best) play the reason role. (See, e.g., the essays in 

Braddon-Mitchell and Nola 2008, especially their introductory chapter.) 

 The functionalism in this book simply constrains the way that normative concepts 

relate to one another, and it takes no stand on how normative concepts relate to 

naturalistic or non-normative ones.  I do not assume that reasons are fundamentally 

natural things but nor do I assume that they are fundamentally non-natural.  Nor is the 

functionalism in this book intended to constrain our moral epistemology.  I do not 

assume, for example, that to know that R is a reason, you must know what the 

functional role of a reason is.  My kids couldn’t tell you what the functional role of a 

reason is.  Yet they seek out and bring to my attention every conceivable reason for 

the claim that they should be given even more tech time each day.  (If they had to 

choose between another moment on their devices and my life, I’m not sure I would 

make it.) 

 

1.3. Two Functional Roles of Reasons 

 A number of theorists hold that oughts and requirements are distinct.  Perhaps you 

ought to complete the referee report this week even though you are only required to 

submit it next week.  Perhaps you ought to stay an extra 10 minutes to continue helping 

a student even though you already did what you were required, namely help them 

during office hours.  I discuss weighing reasons for oughts and supererogation in 

chapter 8.  Until then, I’m focused on how to weigh reasons for permissibility and 

requirement.   This work will help us build up to accounts of ought and supererogation, 

as they have a deontic component that concerns permissibility and requirement (an 

option’s being morally permissible but not required) and a relative ranking component 

(e.g., an action’s being morally better than some permissible alternative or, in the case 

of ought, better than all alternatives). 

 I said that to be a reason is, by definition, to be something that pushes an act toward 

(im)permissibility.  Notice that there are two different functional roles here, pushing 

an act toward permissibility and pushing an act toward impermissibility.  Following 
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my dear colleague Josh Gert (2003, 2004a, 2007, 2016), I use the terms ‘justifying 

weight’ and ‘requiring weight’ to track these two roles, respectively.  This distinction 

is central to the book.  Part II largely just provides a formal characterization of the 

distinction that is independent of the metaphors, and then it unpacks the functional 

structure that emerges from it.  Part III applies the distinction to explain certain 

puzzling normative phenomena.  For the moment, let’s just try to get an intuitive grip 

on what it amounts to and how justifying and requiring weight interact.  (If you already 

accept the justifying/requiring weight distinction and find yourself getting annoyed by 

my way of characterizing it, you might consider reading §3.1.2 before continuing.  The 

differences between characterizations usually don’t matter, but they sometimes do.) 

 A reason’s justifying weight is how good the reason is at making an act 

permissible.  The better it is at making an act permissible, the harder it pushes the 

act toward permissibility.  A reason’s requiring weight is how good the reason is 

at making a permissible act required.  Permissible acts are required when the 

alternative is impermissible, when it is ok to do the act and not ok to do anything 

else.  Hence, the better a reason is at making an act required, the harder it pushes 

the alternative toward impermissibility.  (As we’ll see in the next section, we can 

use the terminology of justifying and requiring force if you prefer.  The metaphors 

of weight and force get at the same thing.) 

 These characterizations imply that justifying and requiring weight oppose to 

determine whether an act is permissible.  To be sure, there is no interesting opposition 

between the justifying and requiring weight for the same option, φ.  A reason’s 

justifying weight for φ is how hard it pushes φ toward permissibility.  A reason’s 

requiring weight for φ is how hard it pushes the alternative, ~φ, toward 

impermissibility.  Hence, justifying and requiring weight for φ push different things 

(φ/~φ) in different directions (permissible/impermissible). 

 In contrast, justifying weight for φ and requiring weight for ~φ push the same 

thing, φ, in different deontic directions.  A reason’s justifying weight for φ is how hard 

the reason pushes φ toward permissibility.  A reason’s requiring weight for ~φ is how 

hard the reason pushes φ (i.e., the alternative to ~φ) toward impermissibility.  It is this 

competition that determines whether φ is permissible: φ is permissible just when the 

justifying weight for φ is at least as great as the requiring weight for ~φ. 

 This criterion for permissibility won’t be useful unless we can tell how much 

justifying and requiring weight reasons have.  How do we do that?  Consider an 

analogy.  A player’s performance in some sport might depend on both his upper and 

lower body strength.  We measure a player’s lower body strength by asking how much 

weight can be on the bar and the player still squat it?  We measure a player’s upper 

body strength by asking how much weight can be on the bar and the player still bench 

press it?  These questions provide us with an easy way to measure how much stronger 

a player’s lower body is than their upper body.  We determine how much weight he 

can squat and then we keep taking weight off the bar until he can bench press it too.  

Perhaps a first player can squat 500 pounds but can press only 250 pounds.  His lower 

body is about twice as strong as his upper body.  (This same strategy leads us to 

conclude that different players can have different proportions of lower and upper body 

strength.  A second player’s upper body might be almost as strong as his lower body, 

squatting 500 and pressing 400 pounds.) 
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 Just as some players have more lower than upper body strength, some reasons 

have more justifying than requiring weight, i.e., some reasons are better at making 

acts permissible than making them required.  The proportion of a reason’s 

justifying and requiring weight allows us to track just how much better.  Let’s 

revisit an example from §0.3.  The self-interested reason that you would enjoy it 

makes it permissible to eat out, even though you could do even more good by 

donating the money to an effective charity.  Suppose that the charity feeds hungry 

children from developing nations.  Now ask two questions (cf. Gert 2016: 158): 

How many children could you otherwise feed and it still be permissible to 

eat out? 

How many children could you otherwise feed and it still be required to eat 

out? 

The answer to the first question tells us how good self-interested reasons are at 

making acts permissible, and so it tells us how much justifying weight they have.  

The answer to the second question tells us how good self-interested reasons are at 

making (permissible) acts required, and so it tells us how much requiring weight 

self-interested reasons have. 

 We can do a lot of good by giving to effective charities, so self-interested 

reasons have to be really good at making acts permissible (cf. §6.1.2).  

Presumably, it is permissible to eat out even if you could otherwise feed 5 hungry 

children for a single meal.  Yet you are hardly required to eat out in such 

circumstances.  You do nothing wrong if you donate to feed those hungry children.  

You are not even required to eat out if you could otherwise feed a single hungry 

child.  This simple example suggests that self-interested reasons have at least 5 

times more justifying weight than requiring weight.  They are good at making acts 

permissible but bad at making them required. 

 How bad are self-interested reasons at making acts required?  Some ethicists 

think that self-interested reasons have no capacity to make actions (morally) 

required at all.  If you had to choose between eating out on this occasion and 

burning the money in your fireplace (which you wouldn’t enjoy as much), they 

think it would be morally permissible to burn the money.  I often work with this 

position because it is simple and popular.  But, in §7.6.2, we’ll see that self-

interested reasons must have some ability to make acts required (have at least a 

little requiring weight) to account for certain normative phenomena. 

 Those who explicitly allow reasons to have more justifying weight than requiring 

weight include Archer (2016); Gert (2003, 2004a, 2007, 2016); Little & Macnamara 

(2017, 2020); Massoud (2016); Muñoz (2021); Muñoz & Pummer (2022); Murphy 

(2017: ch 3); Portmore (2008, 2011); Tucker (2017, 2020, 2022a-c, 2023a); and 

Whiting (2022: ch 3).  Others make the same distinction in different terminology.  

‘Prerogatives’ and ‘mere permissions’ are common ways to refer to things with 

justifying but no requiring weight.9  Those who, in some terminology or another, allow 

justifying weight to outstrip requiring weight include Greenspan (2005); Hurka and 

Shubert (2012); and Scheffler (1982: ch 3). 

 
9 Agent-neutral value may serve as another way to talk about things that can justify but not require (see 

§6.2.2n9). 
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 The distinction between justifying and requiring weight can sound like a 

dramatic departure from the most straightforward ways of unpacking the weight 

metaphor.  There is just one kind of physical weight, so it may seem that reasons 

can’t have two weight values.  These impressions are understandable  but mistaken.  

We’ll see that the justifying/requiring weight distinction is built into the 

metaphors of weight and weighing, as well as other common metaphors. 

 

1.4. A “Forceful” Model of how Reasons Interact 

1.4.1. Other Metaphors for how Reasons Interact 

 Weight and weighing are not the only metaphors used to understand the interaction 

of reasons.  Other common metaphors include a reason’s force, pressure, support, 

strength, or power.  Some philosophers tentatively suggest that force provides a better 

metaphor than weight (e.g., Hawthorne & Magidor 2018: 134; Fogal & Risberg 

2023: 70-1).  Does it matter which of these metaphors we mind?  Not really.  In 

this section, I argue that my main conclusions don’t depend on some idiosyncratic 

features of the weight and weighing metaphors. 

 My view is that these other common metaphors pick out essentially the same 

functional structure as weight.  In a way, a reason’s force is the master metaphor.  You 

put an object on the φ pan.  Its weight just is its downward force or pressure on that 

pan.  The strength or power I exert on an object is the force I bring to bear on it.  You 

should feel free to focus on whichever of these metaphors you find most useful.  I’ll 

just explain why I focus on the metaphors that I do.   

 I rely most directly on the metaphors of weight, force, and pressure (or pushing).  

I generally ignore the metaphors of support, strength, and power.  Consider support.  

Reasons oppose, and it is nice to have a metaphor, such as a balance scale, that can 

illuminate this opposition.  The metaphor of a reason’s providing support (e.g., Fogal 

and Risberg 65)—is less illuminating in this respect.  Two objects, A and B, can both 

be supported.  But it is not obvious how to imagine the physical support for A as 

opposing the physical support for B.10 

 I ignore the metaphors of strength and power, because they have an additional 

connotation that makes them better for some applications than others.  There is no 

question as to whether the object’s weight exerts force on the pan.  Yet, if I have the 

strength/power to push a pan down, there is still a question as to whether I exert that 

force.  If we are trying to model claims about reason-possession, the metaphors of 

 
10 Similar points explain why it isn’t natural to use the metaphor of reason’s mass, even though the 

physical weight of an object is tightly tied to its mass (and the mass of surrounding objects).  Mass does 

not provide a natural illustration of how reasons oppose or compete.  The technical description of how 

masses behave goes something like this: things with mass attract each other, becoming friends, until so 

many friends congregate together that they collapse in on each other, igniting into a humongous, flaming 

ball of fury that incinerates anything within a million miles.  There is a lesson to be learned here—don’t 

have too many friends lest you become a flaming ball of fury—but it doesn’t have anything to do with 

how reasons determine deontic status.  Yes, there are contexts in which masses oppose, e.g., when 

placed on opposite pans of the balance scale.  Yet they are also contexts in which it is more salient and 

accurate to say that weights or forces oppose.  For example, if you take a balance scale into outer space, 

the items on the two pans will both be weightless even if they have different masses.  The pans of the 

balance scale are at equal height (thus measuring the equal weight of the two items) rather than one pan 

being lower than the other (as it would if the scale were measuring unequal masses). 
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strength and power are handy.  Perhaps possessed reasons for φ are reasons that have 

the strength or power to push φ toward permissibility and actually exert that 

power/strength, they actually push φ toward permissibility.  In contrast, perhaps 

unpossessed reasons for φ have the strength/power to push φ toward permissibility but 

that strength/power is not exerted on φ.  I ignore unpossessed reasons, because they 

make no difference to an act’s deontic status.  A reason has to exert force or pressure 

to (partly) explain why an act has the deontic status it does. 

 

1.4.2. From Single Vector Sum to Dual Vector Sum 

 The next section introduces the model of weighing reasons that structures the rest 

of the book.  In the rest of this section, I explain the book’s model of weighing reasons 

in terms of the (master) metaphor of force.  I include this discussion for two reasons.  

First, some philosophers have found the ideas of the book more intuitive when I 

explain them in terms of force and vector sums.  Second, contra Hawthorne & Magidor 

(2018: 134) and Fogal & Risberg (2023: 70-1), I show that the metaphors of force and 

weight take us to the same basic view about how reasons (considerations, pros and 

cons) interact to determine deontic status.  You may prefer to skip the rest of this 

section if you are already happy with metaphors of weight and weighing and, more 

specifically, the justifying/requiring weight distinction. 

 Forces push particles around, and forces oppose when they push the same particle 

in opposite directions.  Suppose that a particle is stationary and then one force pushes 

it down and the other force pushes it up.  After taking into account these forces, which 

direction is the particle moving?  Up, down, or still stationary?  Well, that depends on 

the relative forcefulness of the upward and downward forces.  In other words, it 

depends on the value of the net downward force, or the downward vector sum: the 

downward force – the upward force.  If the downward force is more forceful than the 

upward one, the particle goes down; if the two forces are equally forceful, then the 

particle is stationary; and if the downward force is less forceful, then the particle goes 

up.  In short, the interaction of opposing forces determines the overall direction of a 

particle’s movement. 

 The metaphor of a reason’s force holds that, likewise, the interaction of opposing 

reasons determines an action’s overall deontic status.  Let a single particle represent 

an option φ.  It begins in a stationary state.  In the physical 

world, forces can be exerted on an object in any direction: up, 

down, left, right, backwards, forwards, and everything in 

between.  When we are concerned with how a reason 

determines whether an act is permissible, only two directions 

matter.  The reasons for φ (Rφ) push φ down toward 

permissibility and the reasons for ~φ (R~φ) push φ up toward 

impermissibility.  The vector sum of the downward force 

determines the deontic status of an act.  We’ll assume that φ is 

permissible just when it is stationary or going down, and that it 

is impermissible just when it is going up.  This gives us the 

Single Vector Sum model (cf. Ross 2002: 29 and Berker 2007: 

122-3).  If you rely on the metaphor of force, this is probably 

the model that you work with in your head. 
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 Some permissible acts are also required, where φ is required exactly when both φ 

is permissible and the alternatives are impermissible.  If morality requires you to keep 

your promise, it is permissible (ok) to keep the promise and impermissible (not ok) to 

break it.  How can we model a requirement to φ using forces and vector sums?  One 

way is to introduce a second particle, ~φ, that gets pushed around by the same reasons, 

the reasons for φ and ~φ.  The reasons for ~φ push ~φ down toward permissibility.  

The reasons for φ push ~φ up toward impermissibility.  φ is required just when φ is 

stationary or going down and ~φ is going up.  Dual Vector Sum is the idea that two 

vector sums, one for φ and one for ~φ, represent the full deontic status of φ (e.g., 

whether φ is not just permissible but also required).  If you rely on the metaphor of 

force, I recommend that you work with this model. 

 Notice that, on Dual Vector Sum, the upward 

and downward forces play two distinct functional 

roles in fixing φ’s deontic status.  A reason’s 

justifying force for φ is its downward force on φ, 

making φ permissible (as long as the opposing 

reasons don’t push φ up more forcefully).  A 

reason’s requiring force for φ is its upward force 

on ~φ, making ~φ impermissible (as long as the 

opposing reasons don’t push ~φ down at least as 

forcefully).  The distinction between justifying 

and requiring force is not a distinction between 

fundamentally different kinds of forces.  It is just 

a difference of direction.  Justifying force always 

pushes something down toward permissibility 

and requiring force always pushes something up 

toward impermissibility.  (In §5.1, we’ll see that 

the reason for/against distinction specifies which 

option is pushed in the relevant direction, φ or 

~φ.11) 

 You might wonder whether the move from 

Single Vector Sum to Dual Vector Sum was really necessary.  Single Vector Sum can 

hold that φ is permissible but not required just when it remains stationary, and it is 

required just when it is moving down.  So Single Vector Sum can distinguish between 

acts that are merely permissible and those that are also required.  So why switch to 

Dual Vector Sum? 

 In the abstract, forces on one particle tell us nothing about forces on another 

particle.  Yet when we are using force and vector sums to model deontic status, there 

must be some connection between the forces on φ and ~φ.  If φ is required, then ~φ is 

impermissible and so ~φ must be going up.  Hence, even if Single Vector Sum is, by 

itself, adequate to represent requirement to φ, it still entails a second vector sum 

concerning ~φ.  Dual Vector Sum just makes this second vector sum explicit.  It is just 

Single Vector Sum applied to both φ and ~φ at the same time.  Single Vector Sum 

 
11 Here’s the summary in terms of weight (rather than force).  Justifying weight for φ pushes φ toward 

permissibility, and justifying weight against φ pushes ~φ toward permissibility.  Requiring weight for 

φ pushes ~φ toward impermissibility and requiring weight against φ pushes φ toward impermissibility. 
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entails Dual Vector Sum, and so Dual Vector Sum can’t be less plausible than Single 

Vector Sum.   

 In contrast, any model that represents requirement on a single vector sum is less 

plausible than Dual Vector Sum.  I push up on Baby Benji to carry him and down on 

his balloon that I don’t want to fly away; however, I push Baby Benji up a lot harder 

than I push the balloon down (what has he been eating!?).  If I’m exerting force on 

two objects, there’s nothing about force per se that requires that I push down on the 

first only as hard as I push up on the second.  The forces on two objects are, in general, 

independent variables: you can’t calculate the 

value of one from the value of the other.   

 If we allow justifying and requiring weight 

to be independent variables, then both φ and 

~φ can go down.  Suppose that the reasons for 

φ have 50 units of justifying force for φ but 0 

requiring force for φ whereas the reasons for 

~φ have 5 units of both justifying and requiring 

force for ~φ.  This example is illustrated by the 

diagram to the right.  φ’s direction is 

determined by the competition between the 

justifying force for φ and the requiring force 

for ~φ.  50 units of justifying force for φ is 

greater than 5 units of requiring force for ~φ, 

so φ will be permissible (go down).  ~φ’s 

direction is determined by the competition 

between the justifying force for ~φ and the 

requiring force for φ.  5 units of justifying 

force for ~φ is greater than 0 requiring force 

for φ, so ~φ will also be permissible (it also will go down).   

 If you model requirement on a single vector sum, you must deny that both φ and 

~φ can go down at the same time.  On such a model, the directions of φ and ~φ are 

inversely related.  If φ is going down, then it is required.  If φ is required, then ~φ is 

impermissible and, therefore, must be going up.  The underlying problem is that, if 

you model requirement on a single vector sum, you are committed to holding that 

justifying and requiring weight are dependent variables: you can calculate the value 

of one from the other.  This is a controversial normative judgment about the forces of 

reasons. 

 The simplest way for justifying and requiring weight to be dependent variables is 

for them to always be equal (a reason always has the same amount of justifying and 

requiring weight); however, they will be dependent variables as long as justifying and 

requiring weight always come in the same proportion (e.g., reasons always have twice 

as much justifying as requiring weight).  In other words, if you try to model 

requirement on a single vector sum, you are committed to Single Proportion (first 

pass, force version): a reason’s downward justifying force on φ and its upward 

requiring force on ~φ always come in the same proportion.  

 If you use a single vector sum to model the full deontic status of φ (e.g., whether 

it is required), you have some explaining to do.  You are committed to Single 
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Proportion, which cannot be derived from the metaphors of force or vector sums.  If 

anything, these metaphors suggest that Single Proportion is false.  You need an 

argument for Single Proportion.  In contrast, Dual Vector Sum does not depend on a 

controversial normative judgment like Single Proportion.  It can represent requirement 

whether or not Single Proportion is true.  If you want to use vector sums without 

potentially distorting the normative phenomena that you use them to model, then you 

must use Dual Vector Sum. 

 

1.5. The Dual Scale Model of Weighing Reasons 

 

1.5.1. From Single Scale to Dual Scale 

 The weight and weighing metaphors just are the force and vector sum metaphors 

applied to the balance scale context.  I tend to use the weight/weighing metaphors, in 

part, because this specific context makes it easier to visualize two features that 

emerged in our discussion of force and vector sums.  First, balance scales provide a 

context in which it is natural to focus on forces in only two opposing directions, up 

and down.  Second, balance scales illustrate how forces on φ can thereby be forces on 

~φ:  a reason for φ’s weight on the φ pan is just the downward force on the φ pan and 

the upward force on the ~φ pan. 

 If truth be told, however, the main reason I focus on the weight/weighing 

metaphors, rather than the force/vector sum metaphors, is stylistic and rhetorical.  The 

phrase ‘weighing reasons’ is familiar and easily brings to mind the book’s subject 

matter.  This is especially useful when my family and friends work up the courage to 

ask me what my book is about.  I tend to say that the book develops and defends the 

idea that what we should do is determined by weighing the reasons for and against an 

action.  Then an amazing thing happens: my family and friends actually understand 

what I’m talking about.  They can even see why such a book might matter.  Were I to 

talk about vector summing reasons or some such, they would become even more 

convinced that philosophers are totally useless people. 

I argued in the previous section that, if we use vector sums to model how reasons 

determine deontic status, then we should use two vector sums.  In this section, I 

establish the parallel claim which will structure the rest of the book: if we use balance 

scales to model how reasons determine deontic status, we should use two balance 

scales.  On the standard balance scale model, the reasons for φ (Rφ) go on one pan and 

the reasons for ~φ (R~φ) go in the other. The 

relative weights, as indicated by the relative 

heights of the two sides of the scale, determine the 

deontic status of the act.  This model, Single Scale, 

is not by itself a complete normative theory.  

Among other things, it must be combined with a 

function that assigns relative weights to deontic 

status.  For the moment, assume that φ is 

permissible exactly when the reasons for φ are at 

least as weighty as the reasons for ~φ and that φ is 

required exactly when the reasons for φ are 

weightier than the reasons for ~φ. 
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Recall that, if you use Single Vector Sum to model both whether φ is permissible 

and whether it is required, then you assume Single Proportion, roughly, that all reasons 

have the same proportion of justifying and requiring weight/force.  Single Scale 

proudly illustrates this assumption, for the balance scale creates a context in which the 

reasons for φ push the φ pan down toward permissibility (have justifying weight) only 

in proportion to how they push ~φ up toward impermissibility (have requiring weight). 

 To reject Single Proportion is to deny that reasons always come in the same 

proportion of justifying and requiring weight.  For example, the standard account of 

supererogation (the standard account of going beyond the call of moral duty) holds 

that altruistic reasons have both justifying and requiring weight and self-interested 

reasons have only justifying weight.  When values don’t always come in the same 

proportion, they are independent variables.  If justifying and requiring weight are 

independent variables, then Single Proportion is false and Single Scale can’t model 

the full range of normative phenomena. 

 The underlying problem isn’t the image of the scale, but the image of a single 

scale.  To represent justifying and requiring weight as independent variables, we need 

(at least) two scales.  But before I present this model, I need to explain one more term, 

‘commitment’.  If your only goal in life is to eat every rock that you find, I might hold 

up a rock and remark that your aim commits you to eating this rock.  I am not 

necessarily implying that eating the rock is the right thing to do, but only that your 

stupid aim makes not eating the rock a wrong thing to do.  In this sense of commitment, 

φ is a commitment just when every alternative is impermissible.  If you can be 

committed to eating this rock without it being permissible to do so, then you are in 

what is often called a prohibition dilemma (both φ and ~φ are impermissible). 

 For now ignore prohibition dilemmas and note that commitment to φ is what you 

add to a permission to φ to make φ required.  It is permissible to use some money to 

go out to eat tonight, but you aren’t required to do so.  For it is also permissible to 

donate that money to an effective charity.  Permissible acts are required exactly when 

all other alternatives are impermissible, exactly when φ is a commitment.  A 

permission to φ + a commitment to φ (i.e., ~φ is impermissible) = a requirement to φ. 

 Dual Scale uses one scale to determine whether φ is permissible and another to 

determine whether φ is a commitment (whether ~φ is impermissible).  The two scales 

work together to tell us whether φ is required.  Permission Scale holds, roughly, that 

φ is permissible just when 

the justifying weight for φ 

(JWφ) ≥ requiring weight for 

~φ (RW~φ).  Commitment 

Scale holds, roughly, that φ 

is a commitment (~φ is 

impermissible) just when 

the requiring weight for φ 

(RWφ) > the justifying 

weight for ~φ (JW~φ).  

 Dual Vector Sum 

modeled requirement to φ 

by applying a single vector sum to both φ and ~φ at the same time.  The same principle 
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applies to Dual Scale at least in two option cases.  Commitment Scale is just 

Permission Scale as it applies to ~φ.  You can see this if you look again at the 

illustration of Dual Scale.  Commitment Scale is the mirror image of Permission Scale 

after swapping φ and ~φ: after the swap, the left side of Permission Scale is the right 

side of Commitment Scale.  In two option cases, then, Dual Scale models requirement 

by applying Permission Scale to both φ and ~φ at the same time.  (For reasons that 

will become clear in chapter 9, this does not hold in cases with more than two options.  

In such cases, the Permission and Commitment Scales will be distinct.)   

 Most of this book focuses on how to model permissibility and/or requirement in 

pairwise choices, choices between exactly two options.  Almost any real-life choice 

will have more than two options.  But no matter how many options there are, we’ll see 

that permissibility and requirement still boil down to what happens in pairwise 

competitions (§4.1.3, §7.6.1, chapter 9).  Once we understand all the complexities of 

weighing reasons for a single pairwise competition, it will be much easier to 

understand weighing reasons for any number of options.    

 

1.5.2. Dual Scale Cannot be Less Plausible than Single Scale  

 While Dual Scale can represent justifying and requiring weight as independent 

variables, it can also represent them as dependent variables.  If you think Single 

Proportion is true, then you just assign the same number to a reason’s justifying and 

requiring weight.  This will make Dual Scale’s deontic verdicts extensionally 

equivalent to those of Single Scale (§4.2.1).  The only difference between Single and 

Dual Scale is that Single Scale makes a controversial, substantive normative judgment 

about the relation between justifying and requiring weight (Single Proportion) and 

Dual Scale doesn’t. 

 You might think that Single Scale avoids the distinction between justifying and 

requiring weight, and so still comes out more plausible.  This is incorrect.  The weight 

metaphor entails the conceptual distinction between justifying and requiring weight.   

 Justifying and requiring weight are not different kinds of weight.  Think about the 

single kind of physical weight.  You put my laptop on the left pan and its weight pushes 

the left pan down and the right pan up.  One kind of physical weight can push different 

pans in different directions.  Likewise, a single kind of normative weight can push 

different options in different deontic directions.  Justifying weight for φ pushes φ 

toward permissibility.  Requiring weight for φ pushes ~φ toward impermissibility.  

Your promise to read a paper—or my book!—pushes reading it toward permissibility 

(has justifying weight for reading) and not reading it toward impermissibility (has 

requiring weight for reading).  In the absence of sufficiently weighty countervailing 

reasons, you are required to keep your promise. 



33 

 

 We can easily map justifying and requiring weight onto the diagram of Single 

Scale.  The left side of Single Scale represents the permissibility of φ as a competition 

between justifying weight for φ and requiring weight 

for ~φ.  The right side represents the permissibility of 

~φ as a competition between the justifying weight for 

~φ and the requiring weight for φ.  The bar between 

the left and right sides is what forces the left pan to go 

down only insofar as the right goes up, and so what 

forces justifying and requiring weight to come in the 

same proportion.   

 Now compare the map of justifying and requiring 

weight onto Single Scale with the diagram of Dual 

Scale.  Permission Scale represents the same 

competition as the left side of Single Scale (JWφ vs 

RW~φ).  Commitment Scale represents the same 

competition as the right side of Single Scale (JW~φ vs 

RWφ).  The only difference is that there is no bar 

between the Permission and Commitment Scales that forces justifying and requiring 

weight to be dependent variables.  The only difference between Single and Dual Scale 

is that only Single Scale takes a substantive, controversial stand on the relation 

between justifying and requiring weight.  Therefore, Single Scale entails Dual Scale 

and Dual Scale cannot be less plausible than Single Scale. 

 Minding the metaphor leads us to Dual Scale in two option cases, because Dual 

Scale uses one permission scale for each alternative, φ and ~φ.  To apply this same 

sort of reasoning in cases with more than two options, we’ll need one permission scale 

per alternative, giving us a “Dynamic Scale” model.  If there are three options, we’ll 

need three permission scales.  If there are 100 options, we’ll need 100 permission 

scales, one for each option.  Each permission scale tells us whether its option is 

permissible, and an option is required just when it is the only permissible option.  

When there are more than two options, Dynamic Scale is what follows from minding 

the metaphors.  Dual Scale is a simplification that can reduce computational 

complexity: it allows us to get by with only two scales no matter how many alternatives 

there are (ch. 9).  For now, just ignore the difference between Dual and Dynamic 

Scale.12 

 Whether you want to use the force metaphor or the weight metaphor, we get the 

same moral for how reasons determine deontic status, at least for two option cases.  If 

Single Vector Sum is true, then so is Dual Vector Sum.  If Single Scale is true, then 

Dual Scale is true.  And if you try to model both permissibility and requirement on a 

single vector sum or a single scale, you have some explaining to do.  You are assuming 

that Single Proportion is true, even though there is nothing about force, and so nothing 

about weight, which would lead us to expect it to be true.  It has to be defended 

independently of these metaphors.  (Chapter 3 confirms the point in this section 

without assuming the aptness of the metaphors.) 

 
12 When we get to cases that involve more than two options, the individuation of options will be salient. 

See §2.1 and especially §5.4 for my account of option individuation and how it relates to weighing 

reason. 
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 Why assume that justifying and requiring weight always come in the same 

proportion come what may?  Why not start off with Dual Scale (Dual Vector Sum), go 

look at the full range of normative phenomena, and see whether there are any 

normative phenomena that are incompatible with Single Proportion.  If there are, stick 

with Dual Scale.  If there aren’t, then you have a good reason to endorse Single 

Proportion.  A good reason for Single Proportion won’t disprove Dual Scale (or 

Dynamic Scale), but it will justify your reliance on Single Scale.  For the conjunction 

of Dual Scale and Single Proportion gives us Single Scale.  But here is the thing: I bet 

that once you start thinking with Dual Scale, you will find Single Proportion (and so 

Single Scale) increasingly dubious. 

 

1.6. Metaphor Mongering or Minding the Metaphor? 

 The general issue of weighing reasons is just the question of how normatively 

relevant considerations systematically interact to determine an all-in normative verdict 

(§0.2).  We can approach this issue from a variety of methodological perspectives, 

such as measurement theory, decision theory (e.g., Sher 2019), or nonmonotonic logic 

(Horty 2012: ix).  Every methodology has its limitations, and it may take multiple 

methodologies working together to fully unpack what it is to weigh and weight 

reasons.   

 A key feature of the book’s methodology amounts to minding the metaphors of 

weight and weighing, i.e., unpacking these metaphors and then explaining what 

account emerges of the relation between reasons and deontic status.  There’s no 

guarantee that what emerges from this methodology will be worth the paper it’s printed 

on.  Nonetheless, I argue that the account that emerges, Dual Scale, is plausible and 

worth serious consideration.  It is admittedly unusual for a philosophy book to be so 

devoted to minding a metaphor.  Some of you are bound to worry that this 

methodology is some sort of problematic metaphor mongering in disguise.  I have five 

replies to this understandable concern. 

 

 First, the most common ways of understanding how reasons interact to determine 

deontic status are by appealing to the weight, force, pressure, support, strength, or 

power of reasons.  These metaphors are ubiquitous, and they converge on essentially 

the same account of how reasons determine deontic status (§1.4.1 above).  When our 

common ways of talking converge on the same or similar idea, it is typically 

worthwhile to flesh the idea out and see whether it is worth exploring further.  

 

 Second, the metaphors of weight and weighing are not, in general, well understood.  

Criticisms of these metaphors (almost?) always result from not sufficiently 

understanding them.13  For example, Hawthorne & Magidor give the following 

counterexample to the additive aggregation principle they take to be built into the 

weighing metaphor: 

if you like red items, then the fact that an item is bright red might be a reason 

(of a certain strength) for you to buy it, and the fact that it’s red might also be 

a reason (of a certain strength) for you to buy it. But the strengths of the two 

 
13 This includes the criticisms from Dancy (2004), Drai (2018), Snedegar (2018), Hawthorne & Magidor 

(2018: 133-5), and Titelbaum (2019), all of which I discuss at various places in the book. 
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reasons do not add up (you don’t have twice as much reason to buy it because 

it’s both red and bright red).  (133-4) 

Notice that this counterexample attacks a type of additive aggregation that is 

disanalogous with physical weight.  Physical weights are not additive no matter how 

they are individuated.  The total weight of my phone and my phone’s processor is not 

the sum of their individual weights.  For you would double count the weight of my 

phone’s processor.  If we take the weight metaphor seriously, we should hardly be 

surprised that the total weight of it’s red and it’s bright red is not the sum of their 

individual weights.  I have already addressed some other misunderstandings from 

critics of the metaphors, e.g., that decision theory is incompatible with the metaphors 

(§1.1.2) and that the force metaphor has different implications than the weight 

metaphor (§1.4).  I address a range of other such misunderstandings in chapters 2 and 

5. 

 Those who endorse the metaphors aren’t much better.  Reliance on the metaphors 

of weight and weighing is far more ubiquitous than reliance on the distinction between 

justifying and requiring weight.  Yet we’ve already seen that the metaphor of weight 

entails the conceptual distinction between justifying and requiring weight (§§1.4-5).  

My impression from talking to ethicists is that they do not, in general, recognize this 

entailment. 

 Other ethicists may endorse the conceptual distinction but assume that Single 

Proportion is too plausible to deny.  This would explain why so little of the ethics 

literature relies on the distinction between justifying and requiring weight.  If they 

aren’t independent variables, then the distinction won’t be particularly useful for 

explaining normative phenomena.  But why does Single Proportion seem too plausible 

to deny?  There are certainly reasons to reject it: this book will show that we can 

resolve a range of otherwise puzzling phenomena by denying it.  And arguments for it 

are very hard to come by.14  In §4.6, I submit that its widespread acceptance is due to 

an implicit—but mistaken (§1.5)—assumption that the metaphor of weighing reasons 

entails Single Scale. 

 Arguably, then, ethicists often don’t have a deep understanding of these metaphors.   

Whether we endorse or reject them, we should first understand the best way of cashing 

them out.  The only way to get such understanding is to mind the metaphors. 

 

 Third, minding the metaphors allows us to avoid obscurantism.  If you mind them, 

you can convert them into a testable philosophical hypothesis about how reasons 

interact to determine deontic status.  You identify structural features of physical weight 

and then reformulate them for the weight of reasons.  By explicitly formulating these 

features, you bring them into the open to be tested using the normal methods of 

philosophy.  Admittedly, you can give an account of weighing reasons without using 

 
14 You can argue for Single Proportion by arguing first for, say, maximizing act utilitarianism.  Then 

you can point out that such a view is true only if Single Proportion is true.  A limitation of such 

arguments is that they don’t explain why philosophers continue to find Single Proportion plausible even 

after abandoning maximizing act utilitarianism.  Tenenbaum (2007: 162–174) and Cullity (2018: 431, 

nt 9) give the best direct arguments for something like Single Proportion that I’m aware of.  I address 

Tenenbaum’s argument in my 2017: 1375, nt 16.  I address Cullity’s objection in chapter 7. 



36 

 

the metaphors at all (§0.2).  But how can we tell that ignoring the metaphors is better 

than minding them, if we’ve never consider what theory results from minding them?  

 Perhaps the clearest case of metaphor mongering would be using the metaphors 

without ever minding them.  If the metaphors are inapt, then their continued usage may 

obscure the normative phenomena.  Indeed, I argue that an implicit commitment to 

Single Scale—to a certain mistaken way of unpacking the metaphors—has made it 

hard for philosophers to see that a range of normative views even make sense, 

including supererogation, the existence of merely justifying reasons, and dilemmas 

(§§3.3, 4.3).  By the end of this book, it will be so obvious to you that these ideas make 

sense that it would be hard to understand why folks found them so mysterious in the 

first place, were it not for the mystery being caused by an implicit commitment to 

Single Scale. 

 

 Fourth, by minding the metaphors, the resulting account of weighing reasons is 

motivated by analogical reasoning.  The weight of physical objects and reasons are 

both gradable and explanatory.  The weight of two objects can combine to have an 

overall weight, and likewise the weight of two reasons can combine to have an overall 

weight.  The weight of my laptop and the weight of my pen oppose when you put them 

on different pans of a balance scale.  Likewise, reasons for φ oppose reasons for ~φ 

(1.1.1).  These structural similarities make it plausible that the behavior of physical 

and normative weight will share other similarities too.  Furthermore, we know that 

objects have weight and can be weighed.  To the extent that weighing reasons shares 

significant structural features with weighing objects, we know that those structural 

features make sense or are possible. 

 Of course, analogical reasoning can take us only so far.  This analogical reasoning 

suggests the model, Dual Scale.  Part II arrives at the same model by appealing to a 

formal characterization of justifying and requiring weight and standard philosophical 

methodology used to explore conceptual connections.  Part III provides further 

confirmation by considering how well it handles a range of otherwise puzzling 

phenomena, such as supererogation (§4.2, chapter 8), the Justification Intransitivity 

Paradox (ch 7, §9.1.3), the normative significance of small improvements (ch 7), and 

the All or Nothing Problem (ch 8). 

 In principle, we could disconfirm the model by showing that there is some behavior 

of reasons (alternatively: considerations, pros and cons) or their interaction with 

deontic status that fits poorly with the metaphors.  Many argue that there is some such 

disconfirming behavior.  For example, the balance scale metaphor is thought to be 

incompatible with holism (the context sensitivity of weight) and certain kinds of 

reasons against.  I show that these thoughts are mistaken, and arguably arise out of 

misunderstanding the metaphors of weight and weighing. 

 Analogical reasoning is always slippery.  Analogies always have disanalogies.  If 

there weren’t disanalogies, it wouldn’t be an analogy but an identity.  The hard part is 

figuring out which disanalogies are salient or relevant or would count against the 

aptness of the weight and weighing metaphors.  Proponents and critics of the 

metaphors are likely to disagree about whether and how much a disanalogy counts 

against the aptness of the metaphors.  But we should respect one general rule: a 
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disanalogy is salient to the extent that it is connected to whatever is driving the alleged 

analogy.   

 What’s driving the analogies with weight and weighing, as I develop them, is just 

the way that weights function on balance scales in everyday contexts.  For the purposes 

of this book, then, the salience of a disanalogy is determined, not by what physicists 

have to say about the nature of weight, but the way that weights function in these 

balance scale contexts.  A disanalogy between physical and normative weight provides 

less disconfirmation when it concerns abstract physics than when it concerns everyday 

reflection on balance scales.  This cuts both ways.  A similarity also provides less 

analogical support when it emerges out of abstract physics than balance scales. 

 You don’t need a PhD in physics to understand the idea that reasons are weighed 

to determine what to do.  That’s a good thing.  It allows people with humble 

backgrounds in physics—people like me, your friends and family, many world 

leaders—to gain a basic understanding of how reasons interact to determine what to 

do.   

 Consider two potential disanalogies and how they might bear on the aptness of the 

metaphors.  The first is that an object’s physical weight is a function of its mass, but a 

reason’s weight is not a function of anything analogous to a reason’s mass.  If this 

potential disanalogy is genuine,15 I don’t think it counts much, if at all, against the 

aptness of the metaphor.  The relation between mass and weight is more a product of 

physics than everyday reflection on balance scales. 

 The second potential disanalogy is that the weight of reasons is not additive in the 

way that physical weight is additive.  This potential disanalogy would be a much 

bigger problem for the aptness of the metaphors than the first.  For the second 

disanalogy shows that a salient feature of our everyday understanding of weight is 

disanalogous to the weight of reasons.   

 This second potential disanalogy is, indeed, the most challenging alleged 

disanalogy between physical and normative weight.  Physical weights aggregate by 

addition and there are a number of alleged counterexamples to the claim that the 

weights of reasons aggregate in a parallel way.  Many of these counterexamples, like 

the red/bright red case above, fail because they attack a kind of additive aggregation 

that doesn’t even apply to physical weight.  When we pay attention to the way in which 

physical weight is additive, we’ll discover some general strategies for addressing 

alleged counterexamples (§§2.4-5).   

 These strategies address every alleged counterexample that I’m aware of, but we 

all know the ingenuity of philosophers with an axe to grind.  New cases will be 

devised, and I wouldn’t be surprised if a new case proves fatal.  So I need a Plan B 

that strips Dual Scale down to what’s essential, and additive aggregation is not 

essential.16  But Plan B is plan b for a reason: the more significant disanalogies there 

 
15 I doubt that the disanalogy is genuine, as the notion of ‘presumptive weight’ from §2.2 seems to be 

an analogue of mass.  Just as the physical weight of an object is determined by its mass and context 

(e.g., whether it is in your living room or in outer space), the weight of a reason is determined by its 

presumptive weight and context (conditions and modifiers). 
16 Plan B also drops talk of “reasons for φ” (count noun) and sticks with talk of “reason for φ” (mass 

noun).  If nothing else, this will discourage Titelbaum (2019), Fogal (2016), and Fogal & Risberg 

(forthcoming) from sending me hate mail. 
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are for physical and normative weight, the less my model is motivated by analogical 

reasoning. 

 Maybe it’s still hard for you to see how any self-respecting analytic philosopher 

would rely on a metaphor to support their view; that’s the sort of mischief Continental 

philosophers get themselves into.  We needn’t battle this out (or malign our 

Continental colleagues).  If you take the metaphors as mere illustration of my views, 

then we lose some analogical support and thereby have less reason to believe that Dual 

Scale is true.  No worries.  Once you see everything that Dual Scale can do and 

understand the conceptually necessary ways in which justifying and requiring weight 

interact, you still will have plenty of reason to take it seriously.  

 

 Finally, recall that the metaphors are most useful as a springboard for systematic 

theorizing about the functional structure of normative perspectives (§1.2).  Minding 

the metaphors is, in my hands anyway, largely an attempt to uncover the structural 

features that are shared by many normative theories.  If these metaphors aren’t apt, 

then, say, morality doesn’t have the structure that many of us take it to have. 

 Perhaps maximizing act utilitarianism and standard decision theory are 

normatively inadequate for some reason or another.  Perhaps they are too demanding 

or don’t allow enough flexibility for reasonable differences in risk aversion or 

whatever.  They nonetheless seem to be paradigms of a well-structured normative 

theory.  They are structurally sound.  In fact, they share exactly the same (functional) 

structure, the structure we have referred to metaphorically as weighing reasons or 

considerations on a balance scale (§1.1.2).  I know of no better way to talk about this 

shared structure than one of our familiar metaphors (weight, force, pressure, support, 

strength, power). 

 The more important point, though, isn’t about our talk.  If the metaphors of weight 

and weighing aren’t apt, then morality does not have the functional structure that 

maximizing act utilitarianism and expected utility theory assume that it has.  It would 

turn out that these theories have structural problems after all.  That would come as a 

shock to both proponents and critics of these theories. 

 Maximizing act utilitarianism and expected utility are perfectly intelligible 

normative theories even when they don’t explicitly invoke the metaphors of weight 

and weighing (or force, support, etc.).  We don’t always need these metaphors to 

articulate a specific normative theory.  But they are useful when we articulate the 

general structure we expect from normative theories of morality and practical 

rationality.  If the metaphors aren’t apt, our widely shared expectations of which 

normative theories are structurally sound need heavy revision.  Rule utilitarians might 

survive unscathed.  Most of the rest of us would need to rethink how we structure our 

normative theories. 

 

 The next chapter continues a theme that emerged in this one: by carefully cashing 

out the metaphors of weight and weighing, we’ll see that critics tend to misunderstand 

them.  I will address two general questions.  How, if at all, do we make scale-based 

models compatible with Dancy-style holism, i.e., the idea that a reason’s weight is 

context sensitive?  Second, what sort of additive aggregation principle is built into the 

metaphors and is that principle as dumb as its critics take it to be? 
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