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I have resisted the temptation to entitle this paper ‘Interpreting Away the 
Challenge from Moral Scepticism Rather than Confronting It’. But it will 
become plain, as I go on, why I was tempted.

A few years ago, in the journal Philosophy and Public Affairs, 
Ronald Dworkin wrote an influential article ‘Objectivity and Truth: You’d 
Better Believe It’1 in which he finally came out of the closet and embraced 
moral objectivity. In his earlier work Dworkin had always maintained at 
least a facade of agnoticism between the competing claims of moral 
scepticism and moral objectivism, alleging his theory of legal interpretation 
and defence of strong judicial review did not pre-suppose the truth of moral 
objectivism.2 In his ‘Objectivity and Truth’ article, however, Dworkin 
mounted a vigorous attack on moral scepticism, labelling “... as bogus ... 
everything ... in the [moral sceptic’s] architecture”, (p. 138)

In what follows I attempt to refute Dworkin’s arguments and 
convince the reader that the case for the truth of moral scepticism remains a 
powerful one. Indeed, despite Dworkin’s prodigious polemical skills the 
position he seeks to repudiate remains remarkably intact. Whatever 
Dworkin thinks you had better believe, moral scepticism poses a powerful 
challenge because it is very likely to be true.

Let me start, then, with an outline of what is in dispute. After that I 
shall turn to a careful analysis of Dworkin’s argument, and show why it 
does not succeed. Some brief concluding remarks will finish this paper.
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What is in dispute

Dworkin has weighed in to the debate over the status of moral evaluations. 
Disputants in this long-standing debate come in all sorts of shapes and 
sizes, rely on a host of different sorts of arguments, and start from any 
number of starting points. But the essential issue over which they argue has 
to do with what is happening when human beings make moral (and by way 
of analogy, perhaps also aesthetic) evaluations. Are evaluations such as 
‘slavery is wicked’ or ‘abortion is wrong’ true (or indeed false)? More 
particularly, in what sense are they (or might they defensibly be understood 
to be) true or false?

Given the vast array of positions on offer, generalisations about this 
debate are difficult; they risk unduly simplifying unusual viewpoints or not 
taking seriously attempts to provide unifying theories. So be it. With those 
risks noted, one can nevertheless helpfully push on and split the disputants 
into two broad camps. On one side of the divide are those who say that 
moral evaluations are at core a function of human sentiments.3 These 
sentiments no doubt respond to and are affected by facts in the external, 
causal world (such as the physically weaker strength of women, say, or the 
perceived benefits of reciprocal co-operation or the observed material 
conditions and social opportunities of minority groups). But the basic point 
is that moral evaluations (e.g., ‘slavery is wicked’) rest on the sentiments 
people happen to have; they are what we might call ‘mind-dependent’ or, to 
be more careful by putting it the other way round, they are not 
‘mind-independent’. There is therefore no external standard—no standard 
external to the sentiments that people happen to have as affected by facts in 
the external, causal world—to which appeal can be made in assessing the 
truth of any moral evaluation.

For present purposes let us call this side of the divide moral 
scepticism. Notice that moral sceptics seem to have nothing to say about the 
content of morality, about which moral evaluations are right and which are 
wrong.4 This will depend upon the sentiments and attitudes the particular

The genealogy of such sentiments—accounts of how they came to be what 
they are for any person—might include reference to shaping by genes, eons 
of evolutionary pressure, social inculcating and convention building, social 
mores that take hold to benefit dominant groups, religion, material benefit, 
anything at all. For our purposes this issue does not matter. Nor does the 
question of the extent to which such sentiments are a production of 
evolution (of nature) or of socialising, education, and culture (of nurture). 
Though they may note which are common and which uncommon or which 
are theirs and which are others’. They may even offer explanations for why
some are common, perhaps relating the most common sentiments to certain 
features of the sort of creatures we humans have evolved to be.
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evaluator happens to have. But these sentiments themselves—that 
affirmative action programs are wrong, for instance—will be neither true 
nor false, just popular or unpopular, mine or yours.

On the other hand, moral sceptics also make a claim about the status 
of moral evaluations. The sceptic says such evaluations cannot be divorced 
from the attitudes and sentiments people happen to have; the evaluations are 
not mind-independent and there is no standard external to people’s 
sentiments against which to gauge5 the rightness or wrongness, truth or 
falsity, of any substantive moral evaluation. This latter averment about the 
status of moral evaluations, a second-order assertion, does make a truth 
claim. It asserts that moral evaluations are either mind-independent or they 
are not, and that the truth of their status happens to be that they are not 
mind-independent.

So we can now see that for the moral sceptic’s side of the divide it is 
important to distinguish first-order, substantive, moral content evaluations 
(call them CC evaluations’) from a second-order, status truth claim (call it 
the ‘S claim’). The moral sceptic says that C evaluations are neither true nor 
false but that the S claim must either be true or false. And he says the truth 
is that moral evaluations are not mind-independent.

Alternatively put, moral scepticism is the view that values—right and 
wrong, good and bad, social norms—are tied to nothing other than the 
contingent and observably varying responses of human beings. 
Mind-independent values, in short, do not exist. Nor is there any logical 
connection or relation between humans and values. The relation depends on 
the way humans happen to be constructed, which could conceivably have 
been otherwise. Indeed, even in terms of how we have been constructed, 
experience shows there to be much dissensus (and certainly no unanimity) 
about valuing over time, place, culture and rank.

On the other side of the debate’s divide are those who reject moral 
scepticism and say that there is some sort of higher, non-contingent,

The moral sceptic, mine at any rate, says both that there is no 
mind-independent rightness or wrongness (an ontological claim) and, as a 
necessary consequence, that one cannot know what is mind-independently 
right or wrong (an epistemological claim). Non-sceptics could accept the 
latter claim (i.e. concede that there is no way to know, or indeed 
demonstrate to others, what the mind-independently right or wrong answer 
is) while rejecting the former. They could say, in other words, that there is 
mind-independent rightness and wrongness, but unfortunately we humans 
cannot know (or demonstrate to others) what it is. Jeremy Waldron makes 
this point well in “The Irrelevance of Moral Objectivity”, in Robert George, 
ed., Natural Law Theory: Contemporary Essays (Clarendon, 1992), 
158-187. This sort of epistemological modesty is possible in non-sceptics, 
but it is not obviously the position Dworkin endorses, as we shall see.
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objectively right (or wrong) quality to morality, to C evaluations. There are 
right answers, in other words, to whether slavery is wicked, abortion is 
wrong, or genocide is evil, and those answers are at some deep level 
independent of the way people now, in the past, or in the future, happen (or 
happened or will happen) to feel about them. The fact a few, some, most, or 
even every living human being today thinks ‘X is wrong’ is not itself 
determinative of whether X is, in fact, wrong. Or so says this side of the 
divide, which we can call moral objectivism.

Again, it is difficult to generalise about the range of moral objectivist 
positions. But as I am concerned in this paper with Ronald Dworkin’s 
defence of moral objectivism, let us be satisfied with his version of this side 
of the divide.

According to Dworkin the moral objectivist rejects the view that 
moral evaluations (those, for example, such as ‘abortion is wrong’) amount 
to no more than “... just venting my emotions or describing or expressing 
my own or anyone else’s attitudes”, (p. 97) On the contrary, the moral 
objectivist accepts a series of “further claims” (p. 97) about her moral 
opinions. She believes her moral opinions:

... are true. They describe what morality, quite apart 
from anyone’s impulses and emotions, really demands.
They are, moreover, really and objectively true. They 
would still be true, that is, even if no one but me 
thought them true—even, indeed, if I didn’t think them 
true. They are universal and they are absolute. They are 
part of the fabric of the universe, resting, as they do, on 
timeless, universal truths about what is sacred and 
fundamentally right or wrong, (p. 97)6

And with that Dworkin writes his fifty page article attempting to demolish 
the moral sceptic’s position, urging that “... if pressed I would insist that, so far as 
they mean anything at all, [the further claims, even “the more baroque 
formulations” of these claims] are true. My realism [what in this paper we are 
calling moral objectivism], that is, knows no bounds.” (p. 128)

Dworkin’s defence of moral objectivism

His argument
Dworkin’s argument is elaborate and polemical. Its basic structure consists 
in bringing together three main lines of thought to support his conclusion

One of Dworkin’s strategies, as we shall see, is to interpret away the 
challenge from moral scepticism—to take these further claims as modifying 
C evaluations rather than as making S claims—and so for him some of these 
further claims are less plausible, or more baroque, than others.
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that moral scepticism is bogus and moral objectivism is true. These three 
main lines of thought are further buttressed by four ancillary lines of 
thought, also used by Dworkin to support his conclusion. Moreover, these 
seven lines of thought overlap and reinforce each other in complicated 
ways. Let us start, therefore, by unravelling these strands.

If Dworkin’s conclusion is (a) that moral scepticism is bogus and 
moral objectivism is true, the three main lines of thought he offers in 
support of that conclusion are these:

(b) External scepticism (scepticism from the outside, observer’s 
vantage) is best understood as internal scepticism (scepticism from 
within, from the participant’s vantage);

(c) The external, physical, causal, scientific world or realm and the 
moral world or realm do not overlap; the latter is not explainable in 
terms of the former. “Morality is a distinct, independent dimension 
of our experience, and it exercises its own sovereignty.” (p. 128);

(d) Most people believe that moral objectivism is true, that there is 
more to wrongness and rightness than the sentiments they, or 
others, happen to have. This face value view—’’that our belief about 
genocide is true and that it describes an objective matter” (p. 93)— 
is very widely held.

We may, at this point, have more success in understanding how 
Dworkin’s argument works, and in disentangling the various lines of 
thought and how they support one another, if we make use of the device of 
a structure diagram.7 In its simplest, most boiled down form, Dworkin’s 
argument can be represented as follows.

b

c V a

d J

Diagram (i)

Such diagrams are largely self-explanatory. Propositions are represented by 
letters, and arrows between letters (as in b —> a) indicate the former is 
thought to give some support to the latter. Of course in reconstructing 
Dworkin’s argument I am not myself asserting there are such supporting 
relationships between the propositions.
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The third main line of thought, (d), appears again and again 
throughout Dworkin’s argument and is put forward as a major support for 
his conclusion. So right near the beginning of his article Dworkin tells us 
that the moral sceptic is sceptical

... not about convictions but about what we might call 
the “face value” view of these convictions.

That is the view you and I and most other people 
have. We think that genocide in Bosnia is wrong, 
immoral, wicked, odious. We also think that these 
opinions are true ... and that people who disagree are 
making a bad mistake, (p. 92)

Then Dworkin tells us that:
If anyone is persuaded to give up the face-value view of 
morality, he must surrender morality along with it. (p.
97)

Later on Dworkin puts the point this way.
People who say that it is unjust to deny adequate 
medical care to the poor do not think that they are just 
expressing an attitude or accepting a rule or standard as 
a kind of personal commitment. They think they are 
calling attention to something that is already true 
independently of anyone’s attitude, including theirs ...
(p. 109)

And later still, an almost imperceptible gloss is added to reliance on “our 
most confident convictions” (p. 87) when Dworkin asserts “If you can’t 
help believing something, steadily and wholeheartedly, you’d better believe 
it .... In the beginning, and in the end, is the conviction.” (p. 118—see too 
p. 125 and p. 135 and of course the title of Dworkin’s article)

The second main line of thought, (c), is crucial to Dworkin’s 
argument. He insists that “nothing in the content of moral ... opinions 
invites or justifies [a best causal explanation of their existence] test.” (p. 
119). He lays down that “non-moral discoveries cannot undermine or 
structurally change morality without morality’s help.” (p. 127) He mocks 
attempts “to stand outside a whole body of belief, and to judge it as a whole 
from premises or attitudes that owe nothing to it.” (p. 88) He re-affirms that 
“[w]e cannot climb outside of morality to judge it from some external 
[moral sceptic’s] tribunal.” (p. 128) In short, he is adamant that “[s]ince 
morality and other evaluative domains make no causal claims ... [causal] 
tests can play no role in any plausible test for them.” (p. 120)

The first main line of thought, (h)9 involves Dworkin in arguing that 
the most plausible version of scepticism is actually the first-order, internal, 
participant’s brand of scepticism, not the external, second-order variety.
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I argue that [second-order, external] skepticism is 
misconceived. Any successful—really, any
intelligible—argument that evaluative propositions are 
neither true nor false must be internal to the evaluative 
domain rather than [externally sceptical] about it. (p.
89)

This collapsing of the sceptical, second-order S claim into a sceptical, 
first-order C evaluation occurs repeatedly and throughout the article under a 
variety of guises. For example,

Someone who believes there is no right answer to a 
particular moral question thinks, then, that no one could 
have a reason of a certain kind for acting or praising or 
condemning in a certain way. (p. 132)

So we can’t convert the further claims from [internal] 
propositions into [external] ones by reading them to 
make metaphysical claims ... (p. 101)

... an argument about the kinds of properties there are 
in the world ... is also an argument about the 
circumstances in which institutions are just or unjust or 
people good or bad and why. (p. 103)

Those are the three main lines of thought relied upon by Dworkin. 
However, proposition (b)—the first main line of thought—soon divides in 
two and a new line of thought or method of argument appears. Let us call 
this (b)2 as it is an off-shoot of (b). Once one has concluded that external 
scepticism is best understood as internal scepticism—that we do best for the 
sceptic by transliterating the S claim into a sceptical (or even nihilistic) C 
evaluation—then the sensible thing to do is to set about interpreting away 
all second-order, external sceptical claims. In other words, one recasts 
claims about status into claims about content. One looks for an 
interpretation of the further claims (set out above8) that turns them into 
positive moral judgments.9 And this is precisely what Dworkin does 
throughout his article. In effect, he simply interprets away the challenge 
from moral scepticism.

This hybrid line of thought, the (b)2 interpreting away of 
second-order scepticism, plays an important reinforcing role throughout 
Dworkin’s argument, as diagram (ii) indicates.

See the main text to footnote 6 above, and the paragraph immediately 
preceding it.
“[C]an we find a plausible interpretation or translation of all of [these further 
claims] that shows them to be positive moral judgments themselves—either 
restatements or clarifications of the original first-order [internal 
propositions]? If we understood them that way, any skepticism about them 
would have to be morally engaged rather than neutral.” (p. 97)
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d b

c a

d

Diagram (ii)
Here are just a few examples of Dworkin’s reliance on (b)i.

It is most naturally understood as meaning not just that 
abortion is always wrong in principle, but that its 
wrongness is never overridden by competing 
considerations, (p. 99)
We do not explain anything when we say that our 
opinions about abortion represent or correspond to 
moral truth ... . the further claims are not meant to 
explain our moral opinions, but only to emphasize or 
clarify or expand their content in the way the natural 
reading of them reports, (p. 108)
[The further claims] are not suitable targets for [moral 
sceptics] because they are combinations of innocuous 
causal reports, on the one hand, and substantive moral 
positions on the other, and they can be attacked only be 
contradicting the latter, (p. 104)
... the most natural reading of all of the further claims 
shows them to be nothing but clarifying or emphatic or 
metaphorical restatements or elaborations of the 
[internal] proposition that abortion is wrong, (p. 97)
Even the deepest skepticism is an opinion about what 
morality demands ... (p. 127)

So much for the main lines of thought. Dworkin also has four 
ancillary strings to his bow which he uses to support his conclusion (a). One 
involves scoffing at, or rubbishing, the notion that any moral objectivist 
could seriously believe there were “some special particles—morons— 
whose energy and momentum establish fields that at once constitute the 
morality or immorality, or virtue or vice, of particular human acts and 
institutions.” (p. 104) Dworkin calls this the “moral-field thesis” (p. 104) 
and notes “that the absurd moral-field thesis is not essential to morality”, (p. 
117—see too p. 105) Nevertheless, Dworkin suggests that the moral 
sceptic’s position boils down to imputing such an absurd view, the 
moral-field thesis, to moral objectivists. Let us call this ancillary 
proposition (e).
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A second ancillary string to the Dworkinian bow is the suggestion that 
moral scepticism is dangerous; it would have potentially ominous 
consequences if ever it were widely accepted. This consequentialist or 
utilitarian point—one which clearly subordinates the issue of truth to the issue 
of best consequences, and which might seem ironic coming from the great 
anti-utilitarian Dworkin—is made openly and explicitly. It is there at the start 
of the article. “[Second-order, external scepticism] is also the most dangerous 
[sort of scepticism]” (p. 89) Likewise, the whole final paragraph of the 
article—what Dworkin specially calls ‘A Pious Hope’—is taken up with 
pointing out the dangers of being seduced by scepticism. Call this ancillary 
proposition (f).

Dworkin’s third ancillary line of thought is the argument that moral 
disputes are only resolved by moral argument, “on the plane of argument” (p. 
127) as it were. This may involve appeals to “objective reason” (p. 126) and 
“acting out of reason” (p. 126) or to “more abstract instincts or convictions”, (p. 
134) But these “convictions or instincts [must lie] within the domain about 
which the judgment is made.” (p. 134) Let us call this ancillary proposition (g).

Finally, Dworkin’s article contains a number of misstatements and 
misleading presentations of the moral sceptic’s position, together with 
overdone polemicism and ad hominem style attacks.10 These can all be 
wrapped together and called ancillary proposition (h).

Add in these ancillary lines of thought and the structure of Dworkin’s 
argument becomes very complicated. Indeed, there is scope for disagreement 
on just how all these lines of thought support, reinforce and overlap with one 
another. Suffice it for present purposes, however, to note the following 
relationships between them. The appeal to danger, (f), clearly is used to 
support the interpreting away ploy (b)z- The appeal to danger is arguably used 
too as an independent support for the conclusion (a), while perhaps also 
lending some reciprocal support to (d)—what most people happen to believe. 
Meanwhile (e), the ridiculing of morons and the moral-field thesis, seems to 
be designed to lend support to (b) and (c). Proposition (g), that moral disputes 
are only resolved by moral argument, appears meant to reinforce (c) and (b) 
while itself sometimes being supported by (b)z- That leaves (h), the various 
misstatements of and polemical attacks on moral scepticism, whose only 
possible role can be as an independent support for (a). On my understanding, 
then, and with as much detail as we will require to assess Dworkin’s case, the 
structure of his whole argument can be shown by Diagram (iii) with the 
following ‘dictionary’:

10 I will come back to these, and give particulars, below.
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(a) Moral scepticism is bogus and moral obj ectivism is true.
(b) External scepticism is best understood as internal scepticism.
(b) 2 External scepticism can, and should, be interpreted away into some

version of internal scepticism.
(c) The external, causal world or realm and the moral world or realm do not 

overlap.
(d) Most people believe the face value view that moral objectivism is true.
(e) Only the moral field thesis can save moral scepticism and no moral 

objectivist in fact believes such a thesis to be true.
(f) Moral scepticism is dangerous and would have bad consequences.
(g) Moral disputes can only be resolved by moral argument.
(h) Misleading and polemical attacks on moral scepticism can be thrown in.

f -► b2

Diagram (iii)
That is the gist of Dworkin’s argument.

Assessing Dworkin’s argument
In analysing and weighing Dworkin’s argument it is well to keep in mind 
what the moral sceptic asserts. He says that moral evaluations are tied 
ineluctably to the sentiments and attitudes people happen to have. Hence, 
the rightness and wrongness of moral evaluations (‘X is wicked’) are not 
mind-independent. That also means there is no standard external to the 
sentiments people happen to have to which appeal can be made in 
determining the truth of any moral evaluation. It further suggests, because 
morality and moral evaluations are understood to be a function of the 
sentiments that people have in the tangible, real world, that the moral
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sceptic accepts the external, causal, physical world to be determinative of 
what the case is, of the truth of the S claim.

Two queries need to be answered about this sceptical view. Firstly, is 
it a live option? Is it at least possible that the sceptic be correct when he 
asserts something like the following:

I am horrified and repulsed by genocide. But I also 
recognize that that is a function of my sentiments, of 
my instincts, upbringing, education, how I have been 
socialized, and more. I expect most humans most of the 
time would share this feeling on this issue—though on 
others such as abortion or affirmative action or the 
place of women there would be much greater dispute 
and dissensus. But in none of these cases is there a right 
answer independently of the attitudes of the evaluating 
minds. All moral evaluation is ultimately contingent on 
the way people happen to be and in that sense is 
subjective and relative. In a few instances—that of 
torturing young children springs to mind—instinct and 
evolution and sympathy may have created a near 
uniformity of response across human kind. In other 
instances, culture, education, religion and material 
resources will lead to vast differences of evaluative 
response across epoch, culture and place. And, of 
course, I can give you my sentiments and feelings on 
each moral issue you raise. I can even make a solid, 
educated guess at the majority’s sentiment (which may 
or may not differ from mine on any particular moral 
issue). But, and this is key, neither my nor anyone 
else’s sentiments express any higher or objective or 
mind-independent moral truths. Even the most widely 
felt evaluations—such as that torturing children is 
wicked—do not somehow stay true if (by a leap of 
imagination we were to assume) no one, including me, 
any longer has that sentiment.

If this is a live option, the second query asks how likely it is to be 
true. And that question of likelihood will depend upon what the moral 
objectivist has to offer in reply. If the rightness and wrongness of moral 
evaluations are mind-independent, in what precise sense are they so? If the 
moral realm transcends the external, causal realm, can such 
transcendentalism be given any sort of non-mysterious, non-mystical basis? 
How are we to proceed in the face of moral dissensus in the absence of any 
agreed (or obvious) external standard for assessing moral right and wrong? 
Answers to these and other questions will affect our calculation of 
likelihoods in reply to the second query.
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However, leave these three queries to the side for now and turn back 
to Dworkin’s argument. Do his seven lines of thought combine to convince 
the reader of (a), and if not what do they show?

Let us start with the proposition (b) and work through all the lines of 
thought. If true, (b) would amount to an enervated—or more measured— 
formulation of (a), the desired conclusion, but would nevertheless provide 
substantial support for (a). It all depends, then, on whether external 
scepticism really is best understood as internal scepticism.11 Aside from 
simply asserting this claim, how does Dworkin support it? One way he does 
so is by arguing that the second-order S claim must be understood as a 
first-order C evaluation. For example, he says that, “[t]he thesis that 
genocide would cease to be wicked if it were no longer so regarded is 
plainly both substantive and controversial”, (p. 102)12 This Dworkinian 
assertion may seem initially persuasive. However, it depends upon an 
equivocation, a play upon two different things possibly being referred to as 
substantive and controversial. The moral sceptic claims that ‘The 
wickedness of genocide (and indeed everything else) depends ultimately on 
people’s sentiments’. That sceptical claim is not substantive—it does not 
take sides—on the first-order issue of whether genocide is wicked, is not 
wicked, or is neither. However, the claim is substantive on the second-order 
issue of whether wickedness is independent of people’s sentiments. So in a 
group of committed Nazis we would get one answer to the first-order issue 
(namely, genocide is not wicked), and in almost all other groups of people a 
different answer (namely, genocide is wicked). But the substance of the 
moral sceptic’s second-order S claim about the status of evaluations will not 
have changed.

Of course by choosing an example such as genocide it is harder to see 
the equivocation. Moral sceptics themselves have moral sentiments and, 
just as with moral objectives,13 the overwhelming preponderance of them 
will agree genocide is wicked (as Dworkin himself seems to concede on 
p. 101). By choosing a virtually uncontentious first-order example, the 
observer’s vantage becomes more elusive. Or rather, given the contingent 
near uniformity of sentiment with this example, the observer’s vantage 
seems to blend into the participant’s vantage, which is precisely what

This line of thought clearly has a long pedigree in Dworkin’s thinking. The 
same argument appears in Law's Empire, op. cit., fn. 2, pp. 76-86. “We do 
better for [the external sceptic], therefore, by seeing how far we can recast 
his arguments as arguments of internal scepticism.” (p. 83, Law's Empire) 
Similarly, on p. 89, Dworkin says “the thesis that there is no right answer to 
the question whether abortion is wicked is itself a substantive moral claim.”
I leave the appeal to danger and bad consequences, (f), for discussion below. 
For now, I simply baldly reject the view that sceptics are more likely to be 
genocide loving, children torturing, psychopaths.
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Dworkin requires and plays upon. But we can remove the equivocation. A 
substantive claim that the wickedness of X depends upon how people 
happen to feel about X need not also be a substantive claim about the 
goodness or badness or neutrality of X itself. Nor does anything anywhere 
in Dworkin’s article give anyone grounds for thinking otherwise.

Admittedly, Dworkin tries in the last ten pages of his article, when 
discussing indeterminacy, to recast in a more persuasive form his demand 
that the S claim be transliterated into a C evaluation. But again he fails. It is 
not that his claim that “indeterminacy differs from uncertainty” (p. 131) is 
false; nor that “[c]laims of indeterminacy are not true by default” (p. 134) is 
in error. Both are correct. The problem lies with Dworkin’s further 
protestation that “[o]nce uncertainty is taken into account then the default 
thesis collapses because if one of the alternatives—uncertainty—holds by 
default, indeterminacy, which is different, cannot”, (p. 131)

Leave to the side the default thesis, which is something of a 
red-herring because it is such a very weak basis for supporting second-order 
moral scepticism,14 and consider whether ‘if uncertainty holds then 
indeterminacy cannot’. Now clearly in the external, causal world of science, 
it is undoubtedly true that there can be uncertainty and still there exists a 
right answer; some positive proposition is true. (Consider the shell game 
with one ball hidden under one of three shells. My not knowing which shell 
it is under does not imply it is under none of them.) We can even go further 
in this external, causal realm and start from something stronger than 
uncertainty. Notice that an inability of humans ever to be able to know 
something (say, the make-up of the universe before the Big Bang) is still 
compatible with there being a right answer. Not even ongoing and eternal 
indeterminacy for creatures such as humans implies there cannot be a right 
answer—it just may be unknowable to or unpredictable by us humans.

But Dworkin is not talking about the physical realm—where we have 
solid grounds for believing that there are mind-independent right answers 
and likewise that there are criteria that work for resolving disputes about 
that realm—but about the moral realm. Uncertainty in the moral realm tells 
us nothing at all—by itself and without the background reasons for 
believing that mind-independent right answers actually exist—about 
whether a right answer nonetheless exists. The same is true about what to

I will argue below that moral scepticism is best supported on the basis of 
evidence from the external, causal world. That evidence of what is 
happening in the physical world when people value appears to me to leave 
the moral sceptic’s position a live option—one to be weighed against the 
moral objectivist’s. This is quite distinct from supporting moral 
scepticism—if indeed anyone does—by default. Only internal sceptical 
positions could sensibly be supported by default. So perhaps this is a 
Dworkinian instance of (b)i.
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infer from widespread disagreement. We have no grounds for simply 
assuming that the moral realm is analogous to the physical and that 
mind-independent right answers are imposed on human beings in the former 
the way they are in the latter. That would be to beg the whole question of 
what is in dispute between the moral sceptic and moral objectivist.

This point will be subject to further examination later when I discuss 
proposition (c). Here, merely observe two things: i) the irony of Dworkin 
implicitly and without argument treating the moral realm as similar to the 
physical realm for this purpose given his (c) proposition; and ii) that 
Dworkin’s first support for (b), his demand that the moral sceptic’s S claim 
be treated as a C evaluation, can be rebuffed.

Dworkin, though, has a second strategy. He also tries to bolster (b) by 
insinuating that moral sceptics are more likely to accept the view that 
people can only act out of self-interest, (see p. 124) I shall return to this 
question of motivation in discussing (g) below. For now it is enough to 
respond by saying that moral scepticism does not assert all sentiments are 
self-interested. Sympathy and an instinctive limited benevolence ensure, or 
at least so thought the great moral sceptic David Hume,15 that one 
sometimes acts out of the interests of others. Education, socialisation and 
group pressure reinforce this tendency. So this bogey does not help (b).

A third attempted prop for (b) involves painting nihilism—or some 
potent version of internal scepticism—as the only worthwhile sort, the only 
kind that has any practical effect.

The only kind of skepticism that counts, anyway, is the 
really disturbing kind, the chilling internal skepticism that 
grips us in a dark night, when we suddenly cannot help 
thinking that human lives signify nothing, that nothing we do 
can matter when we and our whole world will in any case 
perish in a cosmic instant or two. (p. 129)

Notice that this prop does not deny the truth of second-order moral 
scepticism, certainly not directly. It simply points to a more devastating 
variant off in the distance. Defeat that variant when it counts, on the big 
issues in life, and the suggestion is that external scepticism can be forgotten.

An ad hominem reply to this third prop would be to ask why Dworkin 
bothered to write this 50 page article if external scepticism is of no practical 
effect. Better to have stuck with his faqade of agnosticism. Yet the debate 
between moral sceptics and moral objectivists clearly strikes Dworkin as 
important, at least during some parts of his day if not on a dark night. And 
leaving Dworkin’s own personal views to the side, the question of whether

15 See David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge, 2nd
edn., revised by P.H. Nidditch (Oxford University Press, 1978), in particular
Book II and Book III, part 3.
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evaluations of wrongness or rightness “would still be true ... even if no one 
but me thought them true—even, indeed, if I didn’t think them true” (p. 97) 
could be important in two ways. It might be that the truth of the 
second-order S claim itself is seen by some as worth discovering, 
independently of all practical consequences. But much more plausibly, it 
might be that, if true, moral scepticism would have practical effect. Indeed 
Dworkin explicitly acknowledges this possibility in discussing John 
Mackie’s views from p. 113. We will return to the likely effects of a 
widespread acceptance of moral scepticism, and the views of Mackie, when 
discussing propositions (j) and (h) below. Here, it suffices to note that this 
third prop is little better than its predecessors. Dworkin has given us 
virtually no solid grounds for accepting his line of thought (b), that external 
scepticism really is best understood as internal scepticism. It follows, 
accordingly, both that (b) does not sustain or buttress his conclusion (a) and 
(which is perhaps even more important) that there is no basis for adopting
(bh-

What should we say about (b)2 then, given the inadequacies and lack 
of success of the closely related line of thought (bp. Afterall, (b)2 amounts 
to adopting a strategy of interpreting away the challenge from moral 
scepticism. Dworkin asks, “[c]an we find a plausible interpretation ... of all 
of [these further claims]16 that shows them to be positive moral judgments 
themselves—either restatements or clarifications of the original first-order 
[internal propositions]?”, (p. 97) And his answer is ‘yes’; the further claims 
can be understood as first-order, adjectival elaborations or clarifications or 
emphases of some internal evaluation. But ‘can’ is not enough. Even if 
Dworkin ‘can’ offer such internal interpretations of claims that moral 
rightness is “objectively true”, “universal”, “absolute”, “timeless”, “part of 
the fabric of the universe” and “still true even if no one but me thought 
them true—even, indeed, if didn’t think them true” (all on p. 97), why 
‘should’ he do this? The finding of even halfway plausible internal 
interpretations for these further claims may give the reader a glimpse of 
Dworkin’s prodigious talents and skills, but what has it to do with 
supporting his desired conclusion (a)? Directly, almost nothing. External 
interpretations are not foreclosed simply because internal interpretations are 
available. To make the ‘interpret away’ (b)2 ploy worthwhile Dworkin 
requires the immediate support of something like line of thought (b). Yet, as 
we have seen, that support is lacking.

The result is odd. Throughout his article17 Dworkin proceeds to 
interpret away the threat from moral scepticism, to turn the external S claim

What Dworkin labels as these ‘further claims’ are set out in the main text to 
footnote 6 above.
For some examples see the main text following footnote 9 above. The 
strategy is employed by Dworkin continually. Here is yet another example.

17
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into an internal C evaluation (or adjectival expression of emphasis, 
clarification or elaboration). Yet there is no warrant for doing so. Internal 
scepticism, even of the potent sort that verges on nihilism, is one thing; 
external scepticism is another. The threat to moral objectivism comes from 
the latter. Yet rather than confront that threat, by telling us why the moral 
sceptic’s position is not a live option,18 Dworkin prefers to interpret the 
threat away.

There remains, however, one last gambit open to Dworkin which 
could still save (b)2. This is to argue that the moral objectivist’s further 
claims—of the sort she makes when she says that her evaluation ‘slavery is 
wrong’ has a truth which is absolute, objective, timeless and independent of 
her and anyone else’s sentiments—cannot be given an external 
interpretation or reading. In other words, there simply is no way to 
understand these further claims as second-order, as making truth claims 
about status rather than content. It is a desperate gambit but one Dworkin 
nevertheless plays.

[C]an we find an interpretation or translation of any of 
the further claims—a reading of it that captures what 
anyone who made it could plausibly be thought to 
believe—that shows it not to be a first-order [internal] 
proposition but to be a philosophically distinct 
[external] proposition instead? (p. 97)

Notice that to save (b)2 it must be the case that no external reading 
exists; it is not enough for there to be internal and external readings; it is 
not even enough that most people (let us unnecessarily and perhaps 
implausibly follow Dworkin in this premise19) mean the further claims to be 
taken in an internal sense. If external readings aimed at status exist then the

“I would be emphasizing that, in my view, the deliberate destruction of 
human life at any stage is impermissible for reasons that in no way depend 
on my or anyone else’s personal reactions or tastes ... That, read most 
naturally, is just another way of emphasizing the content of the original 
moral claim, of emphasizing, once again, that I mean that abortion is just 
plain wrong, not wrong only because people think it is.” (p. 98) Notice in 
this passage how propositions (b)2 and (d) are used to support each other.
Or failing that, Dworkin could at least say why it is a less likely option than 
the moral objectivist’s position.
It seems to me that the ‘plain or natural reading’ of the further claims is very 
much an external one, because it alleges that rightness is independent of 
people’s views of rightness. I doubt most people who make the further 
claims mean simply to clarify and emphasise their own subjective 
sentiments (of what is right)—something a moral sceptic could quite happily 
do as it happens. Still, I will proceed on the assumption that Dworkin is right 
about meaning and I am wrong. If Dworkin’s defence of (b)2 fails even on 
that assumption, the debate about meaning is moot.
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truth of that external S claim is on the table and Dworkin must join issue. 
He must tell us in what precise sense values and evaluations are—and can 
be—independent of people’s attitudes. For his moral objectivism to have 
epistemological bite, he must also point to the criterion external to people’s 
sentiments to which appeal can be made in assessing what he says is this 
mind-independent truth of any moral evaluation. But of course Dworkin 
does neither. He refuses to treat the moral sceptic’s second-order S claim as 
in any way being on the table, and as a result we never get to the second 
query; he never has to weigh the moral objectivist’s case against the moral 
sceptic’s.

I said already this was a desperate gambit. To that let me add that it 
fails completely. The only ground Dworkin can manage to give for 
supporting the gambit is that the external reading is not “what anyone ... 
could plausibly be thought to believe” (p. 97), or for some of the more 
“baroque” (p. 99) further claims that “[tjhese are not things people actually 
say”, (p. 99) But whether the external sceptic’s S claim is true is not 
determined by whether most (or all) people actually make or say such a 
claim or even whether they believe it.20 The truth of whether moral 
evaluations are anything more than people’s sentiments projected out on to 
the world is not determined by what those people happen to believe to be 
the case or by what they happen to say. The moral sceptic asserts that what 
is happening in the external, causal world when people evaluate has a 
mind-independent right answer.21 He says that the truth or falsity of 
evaluations is not mind-independent and that position is not self-evidently 
false nor somehow logically self-contradictory or impossible for anyone to 
adopt. There is no basis for interpreting the moral sceptic’s position away. It 
has to be confronted.

Of course the overwhelming irony here, when Dworkin defends (b)2 
by alleging that beliefs determine truth, is that he is being more sceptical 
than the moral sceptic. The latter accepts that there are mind-independent 
right answers in the physical world and only doubts there are such things 
when it comes to moral evaluations. Dworkin, in trying to defend the moral 
objectivist’s view that there are mind-independently true and right moral 
answers, ends up having to suggest that what people believe to be the case 
can somehow determine truth—what the case actually is. Or so it can seem 
at times when reading Dworkin’s article. But let me leave the strengths and 
weaknesses of this sort of argument until we come to consider line of 
thought (d) below.

I return to the failings of line of thought (d) below.
And we shall see this in more detail below when discussing line of thought 
(c).
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Instead, we can finish now with proposition (b)2. We can see that it 
offers no more support to Dworkin’s desired conclusion (a) than did (b), 
which is to say virtually none at all. The only difference is that (b)2 plays a 
more wide-ranging and conspicuous role in the overall Dworkinian 
argument, and in that sense is more egregious.

Turn now to Dworkin’s line of thought (c) to consider what support it 
might offer (a). I noted earlier that proposition (c) is crucial to Dworkin’s 
argument in support of (a). If (d) were to be of limited persuasive force 
(which is what I shall soon argue), then (c) would be virtually all Dworkin 
had left. And line of thought (c) amounts to this: we cannot decide whether 
the moral sceptic’s view is a live option, or even a likely option, based on 
criteria from the external, causal, physical world. The empirical realm and 
the moral realm do not overlap so we cannot use the former to decide 
questions of truth about the latter.

Responding to line of thought (c) is tricky. Dworkin says the 
“internal skeptic can’t be skeptical all the way down” (p. 94), but the same 
is true of the external sceptic. He, too, needs to build his scepticism on 
something. And he starts from an acceptance of the existence of a real, 
physical, causal world out there22 which imposes mind-independent answers 
on people. Whatever the man on the top of the tall building thinks, gravity 
will pull him to earth if he jumps. Similarly, whatever a group of people 
might think, sacrificing virgins does not affect the weather patterns. And so 
on. And there are overwhelmingly solid, probabilistic grounds for accepting 
such a mind-independent, causal realm out there which imposes regularities 
whatever people might think and however their minds might interpret.23 The 
moral sceptic—my moral sceptic at any rate—is no post-modernist or 
deconstructionist. He is assuredly not sceptical all the way down.

Let us call this the empirical world view for convenience. If we 
ground ourselves in its premises we can—i.e., it is possible to—give an 
explanation of what is happening when people make moral evaluations and

For a full defence of why the moral sceptic is justified in accepting the 
existence of an external, causal world, one in the tradition of Humean 
scepticism, see my A Sceptical Theory of Morality and Law, op. cit. fti. 2. 
See too my “A Tale of Two Scepticisms or Relying on What Comes 
Naturally or the Problem with Deriving an Epistemology from Literary 
Theory”, (2000) 17 Journal of Applied Philosophy, 181-194. The point is 
that there are mind-independent, imposed answers about what the case is in 
the external, causal world. These facts will also have an effect on 
sentiments. (E.g., people who desire much wealth will not try to grow 
money on trees. Their desire will be affected by the realities ‘out there’.)
See, for example, J. L. Mackie, The Cement of the Universe (Oxford 
University Press, 1980) and also J.L. Mackie’s The Miracle of Theism 
(Oxford University Press, 1982).
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we can do so in a way that accounts for the observed moral diversity and 
dissensus. The explanation will likely be in terms of felt sentiments affected 
by imposed facts from the outside world. It will have great explanatory 
power but will come at a cost. It is likely to reject any mind-independence 
attaching to moral evaluations. It will certainly reject assertions that there 
exists any independent, separate moral realm that somehow does not 
intersect or overlap with the empirical realm. It is just such an empirical 
world view that my moral sceptic adopts and uses as the foundation for 
supporting the truth of his S claim.

Dworkin insists, though, that we reject this empirical starting point 
when it comes to judging the second-order question of the status of moral 
evaluations. But why should we? Dworkin’s suggestion that the sceptic’s 
starting point is some sort of “a priori epistemological” (p. 123) choice— 
one realm among any number of others one might arbitrarily decide to 
choose to judge others—is misplaced. It is after experience of the power, 
usefulness and availability of criteria for resolving disputes about truth in 
the external, causal world that we opt for empiricism. At least to the extent 
we choose at all, we do so on these grounds—that this realm imposes 
answers, leads to powerful technologies, and provides a basis for 
determining truth (none of which seems true about morality or any mooted 
moral realm).

So the question the moral sceptic poses for Dworkin is ‘If the 
empirical evidence indicates that the rightness and wrongness of moral 
evaluations have no mind-independent status, why should we reject that 
conclusion?’. The question is pressing because in my view (one nowhere 
disputed by Dworkin) the empirical evidence does so indicate.

Dworkin answers in three ways. He says moral objectivism does not 
make any causal claims (unlike orthodox religion and astrology which do 
“purport to offer causal explanations” (p. 120)). He says that we must judge 
any domain on criteria “sufficiently internal to its content to provide 
reasons, viewed from the perspective of those who begin holding 
convictions within it, for testing, modifying or abandoning those 
convictions”, (p. 120) And he reiterates his view that picking one realm to 
judge the other is unwarranted. “[Tjaking either of the two hypotheses as 
axiomatic and using it to deny the other ... begs the question in the same 
way.” (p. 119)

Is it true that “morality and other evaluative domains make no causal 
claims”? (p. 120) Possibly it is if we interpret away the challenge from 
external scepticism and turn it into internal scepticism. But we have seen 
already that there is no basis for adopting strategy (b)2 or endorsing line of 
thought (b). That leaves external scepticism as at least a live option. And 
the crux of external scepticism is the second-order S claim that moral 
evaluations have no mind-independent status. When the moral objectivist
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denies this second-order claim—as she must—is she not making a causal 
claim? Clearly the objectivist’s denial could be taken as an assertion that 
there is more to moral evaluations in the external, causal, empirical world 
than just people’s attitudes. But Dworkin adamantly rejects that reading of 
the denial, entertainingly describing it as the moron, or moral-field, thesis.24 
So he and the moral sceptic seem to agree that purely from the vantage 
point of empiricism, the standpoint of the external, causal world, moral 
evaluations are just a function of people’s attitudes and have no higher (or 
lower or any other sort of) status than that. Where they must diverge is in 
the next step that Dworkin has to—and wants to—take but the moral sceptic 
does not. Dworkin wants to go on to say that in the separate, independent 
moral realm—the one existing independently of the physical, causal 
world—moral truth is more than just a function of people’s attitudes.

However, by asserting there to be an independent moral realm that 
does not overlap with the external, causal, empirical realm Dworkin is 
making an assertion that is either true or false. Either such a 
divorced-from-the-empirical realm exists, or it does not. There can be no 
third alternative. So how are we to decide? The truth or falsity of there 
being such a moral realm is neither self-evident, nor logically demonstrable. 
One way to decide, the moral sceptic’s way, is to start from the foundations 
provided by the external, causal, physical world—that world which we 
know imposes mind-independent answers and has delivered barely 
imaginable scientific advances—and use that to judge whether some 
cloistered moral (or, perhaps, ideal) realm exists. The answer here is almost 
sure to be no, to be that such an independent, non-overlapping moral realm 
does not exist.

Dworkin, however, would not start from causal, empirical 
foundations. He appears to think the truth or falsity of whether such a 
quarantined moral realm exists is to be decided by starting from moral, or 
more accurately moral objectivist, foundations. Unfortunately, this recourse 
to “sufficiently internal” (p. 120) criteria smacks of a bootstraps operation.25 
Worse, to avoid making causal claims at the second-order level the moral 
objectivist seems to have to retreat into transcendentalism (at best) or 
mysticism (at worst). It is a high price to pay for anyone inclined to take a 
scientific world-view. Of course that in itself does not show Dworkin to be 
wrong. Neither, though, does it show him to be right.

See the discussion of proposition (e) below.
The point is a comparative one. Namely, there appear to me to be better 
grounds for accepting the existence of an external, causal, empirical realm— 
which also cannot be proven to exist demonstratively and has a bit of the 
flavour of a bootstraps procedure—than of some moral realm or realm of 
ideas. See fiis. 22 and 23 above.
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At this point, how to resolve the disagreement between Dworkin and 
the moral sceptic is elusive. I am inclined to think it becomes a matter of 
where the balance of probability lies, given everything else we know and 
accept about the world. It may even depend upon which side is thought to 
have the burden of proof, though Dworkin rejects this latter possibility, (see 
p. 117) What cannot be the deciding factor in resolving the dispute, 
however, is Dworkin’s choice of “how opinion stands when the 
investigation begins”, (p. 117) As with (b)2 above, that would be to make 
what is mind-independently true (here, at the second-order level of status) 
depend upon what beliefs happen to be widely held by people, a variant of 
line of thought (d). The same criticisms given above about the 
overwhelming irony of Dworkin endorsing such a view would apply here 
too.

We might also be tempted to say to Dworkin that if he is serious 
about his moral objectivism, with its non-causal, transcendental 
foundations, he would do well to stop using language which suggests the 
moral realm is analogous to the causal realm. Certainly he has provided us 
with no basis for accepting that analogy. And so claims to ‘find’ or to 
‘discover’ right moral answers seem misleading. Similarly, all the further 
claims26 and their references to ‘the fabric of the universe’ and ‘timeless 
truths’ might benefit from some re-drafting.

Lastly, we might think it of some relevance in this debate between 
my moral sceptic and Dworkin’s moral objectivist that the latter never once, 
anywhere, indicates how moral evaluations are independent of the minds of 
evaluating people. How is it, precisely or even vaguely, that moral rightness 
and wrongness belong to part of some privileged, non-causal, 
non-subjective (or non-inter-subjective) realm? Afterall, it is easy enough 
for the moral sceptic to hear someone say ‘I have an attitude that abortion is 
wicked and would be so even if no one, in fact, had this attitude’ and go on 
to point out that that too is just an attitude. If we are to be convinced it is 
more than that, would not some detail about the alternative help? Alas, it 
can almost seem to be a defining characteristic of the moral objectivist 
position—or rather the secular moral objectivist position that rests nothing 
on a theistic God—that no detail, however grainy, is ever given. Instead we 
are sloughed off with the cliche “[ajbsolute clarity is the privilege of fools 
and fanatics”, (p. 135)

Our conclusion about line of thought (c) then, can be that it offers 
more support for (a) than (b) or (b)2 did. But that support is still not very 
much. And what support it does offer carries with it the baggage of 
transcendentalism, possibly even mysticism.

26 See the main text to fii. 6 above.
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Next we need to consider line of thought (d). On one level (d) can be 
dealt with rather peremptorily along the lines I have already indicated in 
this paper. What most, or even all, people happen to believe—Dworkin 
calls this the face value view—is not true simply because of that widespread 
belief that it is so. Belief does not, in and of itself, determine truth.27 Nor 
does normal meaning. By relying so heavily throughout his article on what 
he alleges most people believe to be the case (namely, that moral 
objectivism is true), Dworkin seems to be using (d) to support (a) in a 
fallacious way.

It is not as simple as that however. Widespread belief certainly does 
not, in and of itself, guarantee the truth of those same beliefs in some 
self-certifying way. That much is clear. On the other hand, experience 
shows that widespread beliefs, those held by most people over some fair bit 
of time, often are true. If the moral sceptic accepts Dworkin’s view of what 
most people believe, but thinks nonetheless that that belief is in error, some 
sort of explanation for the error seems incumbent upon him. Hence, an 
atheist would tell us why she thought there was no benevolent, omnipotent 
deity. But to round out her argument she would be wise also to give some 
account of why so many people believe there is a theistic God. To the 
extent the moral sceptic, or the atheist, can offer no grounds for the 
widespread belief other than that it is true, the sceptic’s and atheist’s 
position is gravely weakened.

My point is that (d) offers some support for Dworkin’s desired 
conclusion (a). But not much. It is not that difficult to offer possible reasons 
why people might, erroneously, believe that moral objectivism is true or 
that a personal God exists.28

The moral sceptic can also respond to Dworkin’s proposition (d) in 
another way. He can dispute just how many people really do believe 
Dworkin’s so-called face value view that moral objectivism is true—that 
there is more to moral evaluations than the sentiments and attitudes people 
happen to have. I do not wish to push this secondary response too far, 
mainly because I happen to think Dworkin’s guess about prevailing beliefs 
is probably correct. He overstates how widespread moral objectivist beliefs 
are I think. But they still outweigh those of moral sceptics. Still, one can 
agree with Dworkin’s calculation that moral objectivists continue to 
outnumber moral sceptics while at the same time noticing and enjoying the 
inherent instability and contingency of any reliance on (d). If most people’s 
beliefs change, if they come to accept moral scepticism, then (d) collapses.

The only exception would be when people’s beliefs and attitudes were 
explicitly the criteria of truth, as would be the case with moral rightness and 
wrongness if the moral sceptic be correct.
See, for example, J. L. Mackie’s ETHICS: Inventing Right and Wrong 

(Penguin, 1977) and his The Miracle of Theism, op. cit., fh. 23.

28
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Or rather, it then flips and offers the same insipid support to the moral 
sceptic that it now offers to Dworkin.

Here let us pause for an instant and notice an anomaly in Dworkin’s 
usage of (d) to support his desired conclusion. Throughout his article 
Dworkin relies on (d), on what people happen to believe, in his attempt to 
defeat the moral sceptic’s claims about status. Apparently the popularity of 
beliefs about the second-order status of evaluations is taken by Dworkin as 
some indication of likely truth. And yet when we drop down from the 
second-order level of the status of evaluations to the first-order level of their 
content, what does Dworkin say? “After all, we would not count the 
popularity of our moral opinions as evidence for their truth.” (p. 113) How 
very convenient.

Last point of all, that ends this consideration of (d), concerns the 
gloss Dworkin adds when he turns from general beliefs to the individual 
person’s convictions. “If you can’t help believing something ... you’d 
better believe it” (p. 118), he says. Likewise, “[n]o skeptical argument can 
succeed for anyone, unless it brings him skeptical conviction”, (p. 117) 
Quite so, seems the appropriate response to such remarks. That, and 
pointing out that such sentiments apply to all beliefs, whatever their 
content. Hence, if a person cannot help believing moral scepticism is true, 
he had better believe it. Same for one who believes affirmative action is 
wicked, or taxes are immoral, or fat people are morally weak or Derrida and 
the deconstructionists have a pipeline to heavenly wisdom. It does not 
matter. The sentiment does not discriminate. What you believe, you believe, 
and had better believe. The only mystery is how this gloss is meant to help 
Dworkin’s particular argument in support of moral objectivism.

We can now sum up our consideration of (d) by saying it offers some 
small support for (a). But it is of limited persuasive force. It cannot bear 
anything like the weight Dworkin forces on it in his attempt to make the 
case for (a).

That finishes my consideration of the three main lines of thought 
relied upon by Dworkin. Cumulatively they offer at most tepid support for, 
and nothing anywhere near a vindication of, the desired conclusion (a). 
Propositions (b) and (b)2 offer next to no support; proposition (c) offers 
more, but not a great deal more, and it carries with it transcendental 
baggage; and proposition (d) likewise offers some quite limited support for 
(a). Taken together, these three main lines of thought do not make 
impossible or untenable the moral sceptic’s version of what is happening 
when people value. They do not even show the sceptical view to be 
unlikely. Moral scepticism remains very much a live option. Indeed, judged 
against what the three main lines of thought have to offer, it seems the more 
likely option. But that second query of competing likelihoods is best left
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until we have considered Dworkin’s four ancillary lines of thought, which 
we can do with somewhat more dispatch.

Ancillary line of thought (e), the entertainingly witty rubbishing of 
any credibility at all attaching to the moral-field thesis and to morons, rests 
on two premises:

A) Moral sceptics have no choice but to impute the moral-field thesis to
moral objectivists.

B) The moral-field thesis is ridiculous and no sensible moral objectivist
subscribes to it.

Now being amused and entertained during parts of a 50 page philosophy 
paper attacking moral scepticism is something warmly to be welcomed. It is 
no mean feat to make a reader chuckle. On that front, proposition (e) is a 
big success. However, as any sort of support for (a), it is a complete failure.

First off, no moral sceptic would dispute the ridiculousness of the 
moral-field thesis. It is a central plank of the moral sceptic’s case that there 
is no more to moral evaluations in the external, causal, physical world than 
just people’s attitudes and sentiments. The moral sceptic does not allege 
there to be morons or moral-fields existing in the physical world. In 
contrast, the moral objectivist could opt for one of two alternatives when 
insisting, pace the sceptic, that there is more to evaluations than people’s 
sentiments. As we have seen, she could insist that that ‘more’ is to be found 
in some independently existing, cloistered moral realm or she could look 
for that ‘more’ in the physical realm. Choosing the latter alternative would 
force the moral objectivist to embrace morons and moral-fields. Dworkin 
says no sensible moral objectivist would do this. Fine. Instead she can 
embrace transcendental moral realms. The moral sceptic is quite content to 
debate the likelihood of that alternative. Nothing in the moral sceptic’s 
position forces him to impute the moral-field thesis to his adversary. In no 
way is the moral sceptic dependent upon moral objectivists embracing 
morons in order to save his position. The whole line of thought is a straw 
man, albeit a beguiling one.

Having shown that (e) offers no support at all to (a), allow me to 
repeat my earlier point that the moral objectivist seems never to tell us just 
how she thinks moral evaluations are mind-independent. Certainly Dworkin 
gives us nothing tangible at all. Frustrated by this elusiveness and seeming 
evasion, one can imagine that a moral sceptic (not being naturally inclined 
to put much stock in the existence of transcendental realms) might be 
tempted to impute the moral-field thesis to the moral objectivist. He does 
not need to. His case can stand just fine without doing so. He ought not to 
give in to the temptation. But we can nevertheless understand his frustration 
and his desire to bring into some sort of focus his opponent’s position.
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The second ancillary string to the Dworkinian bow, (j), is the appeal 
to danger and bad consequences if moral scepticism be accepted. There are 
two replies to this appeal to danger. The first is to remind Dworkin that the 
question of whether moral scepticism be true is one thing and whether, if 
widely accepted, it would lead to bad consequences is another. The truth of 
the moral sceptic’s case is not dependent upon a prior determination of the 
consequences of its adoption. To elide the two is to let utilitarianism run 
rampant, to suggest we should derive the ‘is’ (namely, what is the truth 
about the status of moral evaluations) from the ‘ought’ (namely, what 
would have best consequences and for that reason be aimed for). 
Attempting to derive ‘is’ from ‘ought’ is just as much an infringement of 
Hume’s Law as the other, more typical, way round. Ironically, coming as it 
does from the great anti-utilitarian Dworkin, it amounts to subordinating the 
issue of truth to the issue of best consequences, which is plainly invalid.

It also betrays a core pessimism that what the case is may need to 
give way to what is thought good for people—not a particularly liberal 
outlook. In fact, most utilitarians, the ones I am familiar with at any rate, 
were more optimistic than that and thought (or assumed) truth would lead to 
good consequences.29

Hence, our first reply to (f) is to note that it makes the naturalistic 
fallacy in reverse; no support for (a), directly or indirectly, can be gleaned 
from (f).

Surprisingly, there is a sprinkling of references to utilitarianism in 
Dworkin’s article. It can seem at times (see, for example, p. 135) that 
Dworkin thinks utilitarianism purports to give mind-independent, objective 
right answers. If that is what Dworkin thinks, and I admit it is hard to tell 
from this article, then he is wrong. Utilitarianism provides an 
inter-subj ective, an extemal-to-the-evaluator’ s-own-subjective-sentiments, 
criterion of right and wrong. Decide (on whatever grounds) to count 
everyone as equal and on who is to count and you can at least roughly 
calculate right and wrong on a basis other than your own sentiments. But the 
test is still completely dependent upon other people’s sentiments (including 
your own, though they get no preferential weighting). There is no higher or 
objective criterion. Rather, it is an inter-subjective one. Utilitarianism allows 
you to escape from pure subjectivity when evaluating, to avoid what Jeremy 
Bentham called ‘Sympathy and Antipathy’ (I like it or I don’t like it—see 
chapter two of Bentham’s Introduction to the Principles of Morals and 
Legislation (eds., J.H. Bums and H.L.A. Hart, Athlone Press, 1970)). That is 
the attraction of utilitarianism to the moral sceptic. If moral scepticism be 
true, utilitarianism can provide an escape from raw subjectivity. But 
utilitarianism nowhere professes to provide an objective criterion of right 
and wrong. It does not purport to say, or tell us how, moral evaluations can 
be mind-independent. That is what Dworkin needs to do. Pointing to 
utilitarianism will not help him with that.
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That would suffice on its own. However, a second reply could also be 
made. This one would challenge Dworkin’s pessimism; it would take issue 
with his opinion that widespread acceptance of moral scepticism would 
have bad consequences. I have done this elsewhere.30 So has John Mackie.31 
Here, I do not propose to rehash those arguments. It is enough to say the 
pessimistic case is far from proven.

That brings us to ancillary line of thought (g), the proposition that 
moral disputes can only be resolved by moral argument. In one sense, (g) is 
just a re-statement of (c). And we have seen that (c) provides only very 
limited support to the desired conclusion (a). The moral objectivist needs to 
convince us that there is32 some transcendent moral realm that neither 
intersects with nor overlaps with nor makes causal claims about the 
physical realm. Otherwise, the moral sceptic will succeed in arguing that 
the truth of his S claim—that moral evaluations have no mind-independent 
second-order status—can be decided starting from causal, empirical 
foundations. Not only would (c) then collapse, but the equivocation in (g) 
would be exposed. Why? Because there can be moral disputes at the 
first-order level of content and there can be moral disputes at the 
second-order level of what the status of morality is, of what is happening 
when people make moral evaluations. Moral disputes of the latter sort need 
not be resolved by moral argument. Accordingly, ancillary line of thought 
(g) does not advance the moral objectivist’s case any further than (c) did.

We can also notice in thinking about (g) some of the presuppositions 
that Dworkin brings to this debate but does not make all that explicit. He 
says, for instance, that one might realise, say, that abortion is wrong “by 
reflecting on [certain] fact[s], or because [one] was taught it in church”, (p. 
105) Similarly, “we have all the moral reasons we would cite in a moral 
debate about the matter”, (p. 122, italics mine) But moral debate is sterile if 
it never leads to action, and most people—Dworkin included—suppose that 
it can. The question is how. The moral sceptic adopts a Humean theory of 
motivation and says reason is impotent; it cannot alone move action; it only 
provides the information on which the passions or desires or wants or 
sentiments act; only they are active and can move action. So moral 
sentiments (such as generosity or benevolence or love of another) move 
moral action; reason is impotent.

Dworkin clearly prefers the Kantian world-view to the Humean. (See 
p. 126) On this supposition reason is active and can move action; in

See my A Sceptical Theory of Morality and Law, op. cit. fh. 2, pp. 223-228 
and my “A Doubter’s Guide to Law and Natural Rights”, (1998) 28 Victoria 
University of Wellington Law Review, 243-262.
See J. L. Mackie, Hume’s Moral Theory (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980), 
pp. 154-156.
Or we need to convince her that there is not.
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particular, reason can move moral action. Indeed, “acting out of reason— 
and only out of reason—has moral worth”, (p. 126) It needs to be “objective 
reason ... that determines what you do”, (p. 126) On this understanding, the 
passions and sentiments provide the information on which reason works and 
moves action.

Well, for our purposes here I need only point out that the debate 
between Kantian and Humean theories of motivation is far from settled.33 It 
is not even true that the preponderance of opinion inclines toward the 
former. By not even raising the Humean alternative in his article, Dworkin 
makes his proposition (g) seem more plausible than it is.

In a similar vein, we are told first-order moral truth can be discovered 
by reason and reflection, or “at least [might have] a basis in more abstract 
instincts or convictions”, (p. 134) Of course if one is already a moral 
objectivist, then the apotheosis of reason or the recourse to some sort of 
intuitionism will be unproblematic. Without more, though, they cannot be 
expected to convince the moral sceptic. Nor can appeal to “the brute, 
unremitting character of duties of different kinds” (p. 135) and the 
admission that the moral objectivist “may not be able to say very much to 
the utilitarian [many of whom will be moral sceptics] in defense of [her] 
moral attitude; perhaps [she] cannot say even as much to him as he can to 
[her]”, (p. 135)

With that, we can nod in agreement and leave ancillary line of 
thought (g), which adds nothing to (c).

Finally, there is (h), the cumulative effect of polemical attacks and 
misleading presentations of the moral sceptic’s case. We need not tarry long 
here, beyond providing a few examples of the former and briefly discussing 
one instance of the latter. Hence, moral sceptics are said to make use of “the 
jargon of metaphysics” (p. 101); they fall back on a “platitudinous 
inference” (p. 107); they “always describe the windmills they make war on 
in bad metaphors they never cash” (p. 108); and they resort to “dogmatism” 
(p. 122) and “semantic reclassifications” (p. 129). In short, Dworkin can 
label “as bogus ... everything ... in the [moral sceptic’s] architecture”, (p. 
138) However much this may all seem overdone, it is not particularly out of 
place in a vigorous debate. A little chaff to liven up the wheat is perfectly 
palatable. One simply needs to remember that it is chaff and nothing more. 
The desired conclusion is not advanced by such name calling one iota.

Slightly more out of place is the misleading characterisation Dworkin 
gives of John Mackie’s version of moral scepticism. This is not the place to

33 For a lengthy defence of the Humean alternative, and criticisms of the 
Kantian, see my A Sceptical Theory of Morality and Law, op. cit., fit. 2 
above.
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indulge in an exegetical defence of Mackie. Still, nowhere does Mackie 
ever claim that the ‘argument from relativity or from diversity of moral 
viewpoints’ “shows that [moral objectivism] must be wrong”, (p. 113)34 
Rather, Mackie’s point is that our experience of moral dissensus is a 
relevant factor in favour of moral scepticism. It is not a conclusive point. 
Indeed Mackie specifically brings other arguments to bear and even then, 
after all the moral sceptic’s arguments are on the table, says moral 
objectivism is not foreclosed. It simply seems less likely to be correct. To 
characterise Mackie’s argument from moral diversity, therefore, as 
purporting to “show that the face-value view must be wrong” (p. 113) is 
highly misleading.

That said, Dworkin is perfectly free to contest Mackie’s claim that 
the fact of moral diversity—of observably varying standards of right and 
wrong over place, time, rank and culture—tells in favour of moral 
scepticism. Dworkin can say, as he does, that “once we reject [the 
moral-field] thesis, we are left with no connection between diversity and 
skepticism”, (p. 114) But as I said, the fact diversity does not prove 
scepticism’s case—and neither Mackie nor I think diversity proves 
scepticism—does not mean that diversity is irrelevant. Unfortunately, 
Dworkin seems at times to argue as though this fallacy were true.35

So is there any possible connection at all between i) the observably 
differing moral standards exhibited by people over time and place and ii) 
the moral sceptic’s claim that moral evaluations are a function of felt 
sentiments and are not mind-independent? The answer one gets will 
depend, unsurprisingly given our discussion of (c), on the criteria one uses 
to judge. If we start from an acceptance of the causal, empirical world and 
use that to judge, we will wonder how mind-independent moral answers can 
supposedly exist and yet (unlike the case with disagreement in science 
where regularities are imposed on human minds however they interpret) 
provide no framework at all for resolving dispute; why accept the 
ontological claim that mind-independent moral answers exist when there

See J.L. Mackie, ETHICS: Inventing Right and Wrong, op. cit., fh. 28. In 
that book Mackie says, to give three examples: “Yet [the argument from 
relativity] may indirectly support second order subjectivism: radical 
differences between first order moral judgements make it difficult to treat 
those judgements as apprehensions of objective truths.” (p. 36, italics mine) 
“In short, the argument from relativity has some force simply because the 
actual variations in the moral codes are more readily explained by the 
hypothesis that they reflect ways of life ...” (p. 37, italics mine) “The 
considerations that favour moral scepticism are: first, the relativity or 
variability of some important starting points of moral thinking and their 
apparent dependence on actual ways of life ...” (p. 49, italics mine)
See p. 122. But at p. 113 Dworkin clearly accepts the distinction I am 
making.
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appears to be no way for humans ever to agree what they are (in anything 
remotely resembling the way humans do agree about answers in the 
external, causal world)? Dissensus and diversity will be some evidence in 
favour of the moral sceptic’s view that evaluations are sentiments projected 
out on to the world and so are in that sense subjective and affected by 
culture, epoch, material conditions, and more.

Of course if one rejects the external, causal, physical realm as a 
starting point against which to judge any potential connection between i) 
and ii), and prefers to seek the mind-independent status of evaluations in 
some other, transcendental realm, then it is not at all clear that i) is any 
evidence for ii).36 But if that be so, it is unnecessary—and probably 
unwise—for Dworkin to rely on the assertion that “moral diversity is 
sometimes exaggerated” (p. 113) while at the same time admitting “slavery 
was widely practiced and defended” (p. 120) and conceding “that you 
would have had different views if you had been bom into a very different 
culture”, (p. 125)

But enough of this digression. We need only agree that (h) provides 
no support for (a) and we can finish with it. And that means none of the 
four ancillary lines of thought provides any extra support for the desired 
conclusion (a) beyond that provided by the main lines of thought. More to 
the point, the moral sceptic’s view remains very much a live option. Indeed, 
for many it remains a likely option. Dworkin’s arguments fall far short of 
convincing us that moral scepticism is bogus, untenable or unpersuasive. 
On examination, only lines of thought (c) and (d) are of any force, and their 
reach is strictly limited. We cannot conclude much, in this instance and 
given the plausible potential explanations for error, from most people’s 
belief in the tmth of moral objectivism. We may not want to throw our lot 
in with accounts that reject causal, physical world-views at a deep, 
important level. We may think it telling the moral objectivist cannot, or will 
not, provide detail of just how it is that moral evaluations are thought to be 
mind-independent.

In sum, then, Dworkin’s argument, his attempt to demolish the 
plausibility of moral scepticism, does not succeed. Taken as a whole, it has 
something of the flavour of the lament from Tom Brown’s School Days.

I do not love thee, Doctor Fell,
The reason why I cannot tell;
But this alone I know full well,

The moral sceptic would say that is partly because nothing easily could be 
evidence for or against anything in some transcendental or mystical realm he 
can barely imagine, whose main traits are that it does not overlap or intersect 
with the physical world and that it makes no causal claims of any sort.
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I do not love thee, Doctor Fell.37

Concluding remarks

One cannot help wondering why Dworkin weighed in to this debate 
between the moral sceptic and moral objectivist. Why did he give up his 
agnosticism, or take down the facade of agnosticism he had so long kept 
up? Here all is speculation. But let us remember that Dworkin is mainly a 
legal philosopher; no doubt on any understanding moral philosophy and 
morality play some role in understanding and elucidating law. Moreover, 
Dworkin would have morality play as large a role as anyone in that 
understanding. It is central to his whole legal philosophy. Still, it is law that 
fundamentally interests Dworkin. So why does he want, or need, moral 
objectivism to be true?

If we take two of Dworkin’s main contributions to legal philosophy 
to be (1) his defence of strong judicial review whereby unelected judges are 
justified (again, according to Dworkin not me) in striking down the 
legislation passed by elected legislators and (2) his theory of how judges 
should and arguably do decide hard cases—how Hercules the judge should 
operate—then his desire to have us believe in the truth of moral objectivism 
may make more sense. Supporters of strong judicial review seem tempted to 
think this practice is indefensible without the backing of moral objectivism. 
As a matter of psychology, I can see why this might be.38 On the other hand, 
I agree with Jeremy Waldron that, in fact, the truth—or falsity—of moral 
objectivism is irrelevant to the justification of strong judicial review.39 
(Indeed, I agree with Waldron’s further conclusion that no convincing 
justification of strong judicial review can be given full stop, on either the 
moral sceptic’s or the moral objectivist’s premises.) But this felt need to 
buttress the practice of strong judicial review, at a time when it is 
triumphing globally, may be one cause of Dworkin’s entry into this debate 
on behalf of moral objectivism.

As for (2), I happen to believe that here, the truth of moral 
objectivism is needed to help support and justify Dworkin’s Herculean 
prescriptions. But that is another article.40 I point to it here only as a second

Bartlett’s Quotations, (9th edn., 1901). The author thanks Professor 
David Vaver for the reference.
See my “Positively Fabulous: Why it is Good to be a Legal Positivist”, 
(1997) 10 The Canadian Journal of Law and Jurisprudence, 231-248 
(especially 244-248).
See Jeremy Waldron, “The Irrelevance of Moral Objectivity”, in Robert 
George, ed., Natural Law Theory: Contemporary Essays, op. cit., fii. 5 and 
Waldron’s “Moral Truth and Judicial Review”, op. cit., fh. 2.
See my “Legal Interpretation and the Separation of Law and Morality: A
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possible cause of Dworkin’s eagerness to make moral objectivism 
unassailable.

That Dworkin has failed in that goal is the point, and conclusion, of 
this paper. There are no convincing reasons given by Ronald Dworkin why 
you had better believe in the truth of moral objectivism. Moral scepticism is 
a live option, and a likely option.

Moral Sceptic’s Attack on Dworkin”, (1997) 26 Anglo-American Law 
Review, 405-430.




