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Perspective Lost?

Nonnaturalism and the Argument from
Ethical Phenomenology

STEFAN FISCHER

In this paper, I criticize the most prevalent positive argument for ethical
nonnaturalism, the argument from ethical phenomenology. According to
it, nonnatural entities are part of the best explanation of the phenomenol-
ogy of ethical deliberation; therefore, nonnaturalism is true. The argu-
ment blinds out the external, empirically informed perspective on ethical
deliberation. I argue that doing so is methodologically unwarranted un-
less we already knew that external evidence is irrelevant in metaethics.
Many nonnaturalists believe in this irrelevance because they take ethics
to be “autonomous,” “just too different,” or the like. To justify this claim,
however, they need a phenomenology-independent argument—or else
they’re going in circles. I conclude that solely phenomenology-based
arguments for nonnaturalism fail. Consequently, nonnaturalists need to
change their strategies and actively embrace the external perspective.

[Metaethics is the] theoretical activity which aims to explain
how actual ethical thought and talk—and what (if anything) that
thought and talk is distinctively about—fits into reality. (McPher-
son and Plunkett 2018, 3)

In this paper, I develop a methodological challenge for ethical nonnaturalism.
The challenge is methodological because it concerns the way many nonnatu-
ralists argue for their views. I suggest that there is an overlooked problem for
a central and prevalent positive argument for nonnaturalism, the argument
from ethical phenomenology. This problem, I intend to show, ultimately ren-
ders nonnaturalism indefensible—at least in so far as the view is solely based
on this argument.

Let us start by clarifying the goals of metaethical theorizing. Here is a useful
characterization:
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That is, metaethics concerns the nature of moral thought, moral language,
moral facts, moral properties, and moral knowledge.*

Nonnaturalists believe that ethical thought and talk involves nonnatural
entities.> What does that mean? Nonnatural entities are thought to be cate-
gorically distinct from, or “something over and above,” the natural (Enoch
2011, 101).> Nonnaturalists typically do not claim that all ethical entities are
nonnatural. Some ethical entities are “mixed”; they consist in a combination
of natural and nonnatural entities. (For example, the fact that Anna’s hit-
ting Ben is wrong consists in a natural part—the hitting—and a nonnatural
part—the hitting’s wrongness.) But, crucially, nonnaturalists claim that the
most fundamental ethical entities are “purely” nonnatural (cf. Scanlon 2014,
36-37). In this sense, they are categorically distinct from, or something over
and above, natural entities.*

Why believe that ethical entities are nonnatural? One prevalent nonnatural-
ist argument—the argument from ethical phenomenology—takes the form of
an inference to the best explanation and consists of two steps: First, describe
the phenomenology of ethical deliberation. Second, show that the best expla-
nation for it—the best explanation for why this is what ethical deliberation is
like—involves the existence of nonnatural entities.

The typical naturalist response to the argument from ethical phenomenol-
ogy is that there are better explanations for the phenomenology of ethical
deliberation than the existence of nonnatural entities. However, we will pur-
sue a different path here. Our methodological challenge is logically prior to

The characterization is neutral regarding the controversy between naturalism and nonnaturalism.
Throughout this paper, I use “ethical” in a wide sense, covering “normative” and “moral.”

I use “entities” as an umbrella term covering facts, properties, and relations. Proponents of
nonnaturalism include Audi, R. (2004); Cuneo (2007a); Dancy (2006); Enoch (2011); FitzPatrick
(2008); Halbig (2007); Huemer (2005); McNaughton (1996); Shafer-Landau (2003). Two classic
proponents are Price (1787) and Ross (1930). For an introduction, see Stratton-Lake (2020).
Enoch (2018) presents a helpful overview of objections to nonnaturalism. For a more detailed
discussion of some of the central issues surrounding it, see Wedgwood (2007, 207-220); Enoch
(2011, 140-150), Street (2006); Joyce (2006); McPherson (2012, 2013).

Maguire (2018) formulates this idea as the “metaphysical autonomy” of ethics. It is the idea that
ethical facts cannot be “fully grounded” in non-ethical facts. Pigden (1989) calls the same kind
of autonomy “ontological.” For the notion of “ground,” see Audi, P. (2012); Fine (2012); Rosen
(2010).

In the following, I will assume that the distinction between the natural and the nonnatural is
clear enough. If it wasn’t, I think this would cause greater problems for the nonnaturalist than
for the naturalist since we are all fairly certain that natural entities exist. For more detailed
conceptions of the natural, see Copp (2003, 2007); Cuneo (2007b).
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responses of this kind. We will try to show, not that there are better explana-
tions, but that, quite generally, the outlined way of arguing for the existence
of nonnatural entities is methodologically problematic. In short, our charge
will be that it is methodologically unreasonable to explain or interpret ethical
phenomenology by making metaphysical claims without taking into account
another, more “external” perspective on ethical thought and talk.

Here is our plan. Section 1 introduces two distinct perspectives on mental
processes and argues that both perspectives are important when it comes
to understanding how these processes fit into reality. Ethical deliberation
is a mental process, and so it will be worth reflecting on how, in general,
philosophers should approach these processes. Based on the insights gathered
here, section 2 introduces the CHALLENGE FROM LOST PERSPECTIVE in the
context of David Enoch’s work (2011). This section is the heart of the paper.
Section 3 discusses two nonnaturalist attempts to meet the challenge (from
Enoch 2011; and Parfit 2011). Both attempts involve the so-called “just too
different intuition.” I show why they cannot succeed. At this point, it will
hopefully have become clear that the argument from ethical phenomenology
runs into a serious methodological problem. It can only get off the ground by
presupposing something opponents of nonnaturalism (whether reductionists,
expressivists, or error-theorists) deny, namely, that the external perspective
is irrelevant for metaethical theorizing. The argument, in other words, begs
the question on a methodological level. The final section sums up our main
points and recommends a strategy to future nonnaturalists.

Reconciling Two Perspectives

As Mark Timmons (1999) and Terence Cuneo (2007b) have helpfully empha-
sized, the metaethical project can be described as a twofold endeavor. The
first part of it is the “internal accommodation project”: developing a theory of
ethical thought and talk that fits well with “deeply embedded assumptions” of
our ordinary ethical thought and practice (Cuneo 2007b, 854). In other words,
the internal accommodation project aims for the theory that best accounts for
our internal perspective on ethics, our ethical phenomenology. For example,
it is (presumably) a deeply embedded assumption of ethical thought and talk
that if an agent has a moral belief, she is pro tanto motivated to act accordingly.
So, a plausible metaethical view should account for this feature.

The second part of the metaethical project is the “external accommodation
project.” Its goal is to come up with a metaethical theory that fits well with

doi: 10.48106/dial.v76.i3.01
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the “scientific world view.” For example, a metaethical view should, at least,
not directly contradict scientific insights into human nature as presented by,
say, evolutionary biology or empirical psychology. Ideally, a metaethical view
would get further evidential support from scientific research such that we,
ultimately, get a unified “phenomenological-cum-scientific” theory of ethical
thought and talk. However, it might also turn out that the ethical domain is
“autonomous,” and that scientific insights are simply irrelevant when it comes
to the fundamental ethical entities. If so, the external accommodation project
would (maybe trivially) be completed, but more about that later.

These two explanatory projects form the basis of our challenge to nonnatu-
ralism.5 In the following, we will distinguish the internal perspective from
the external perspective. The internal perspective delivers the stuff relevant
for the project of internal accommodation; it grants access to some process or
practice “from within.” The external perspective delivers what is necessary
for the project of external accommodation; it provides insights into some
process or practice “from without,” by means of investigations that are not
phenomenological.®

Importantly, I take the external accommodation project to cover more than
just the methods of the natural sciences. What I mean is the a posteriori
investigation of a process or practice that goes beyond phenomenological
observations. For example, an anthropological investigation of the practice of
monetary transactions counts as external. Such an investigation looks at the
practice “from without,” for instance, by focusing on the societal advantages
of trade. It is based on insights gathered from the external perspective (and
not based on the “phenomenology of money experiences”).

Back to nonnaturalism. Is the idea that there are nonnatural entities the
result of external or internal accommodation? As we are about to see in
the following section, the claim typically results from an internal accommo-
dation. Nonnaturalists usually start with ethical phenomenology and then
proceed to explain it via metaphysical hypotheses that involve nonnatural

Railton (2017, 122-124) also mentions two “explanatory endeavors”; one of which starts with the
“internal operations” of a practice, while the other tries to determine “what anchors or constrains
it” in the empirical world.

There are similarities between our two perspectives and what Sellars has called the “manifest”
and the “scientific image of man-in-the-world” (Sellars 1962). One underlying idea of this paper
is to present, as Sellars puts it, “two whole ways of seeing the sum of things, two images of
man-in-the-world” and attempt to “bring them together in a ‘stereoscopic’ view” (1962, 55).
Thanks to Rico Gutschmidt for bringing Sellars to my attention.

Dialectica vol. 76, n° 3
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entities.” But, importantly, these hypotheses are not directly “revealed” by
internal, phenomenological analyses. Instead, they are interpretations of our
phenomenology. And these interpretations are part of the nonnaturalists’
internal accommodation project because they are solely based on phenomeno-
logical appearances.

Now, let us illustrate how both perspectives on mental processes can be
brought together. Take the example of human disgust. We could either start
investigating disgust “from within,” that is, with its what-it-is-like. This would
involve, say, analyzing the stream of thoughts and feelings present in disgust
episodes. Or we could assume the external perspective and explain, “from
without,” what anchors disgust reactions in the empirical world. This would
involve, for instance, analyzing (neuro)physiological processes and disgust’s
evolutionary function.

Start with the internal perspective. What is it like to encounter rotten food?
You feel a strong inclination or desire not to get too close to the food. Touching
it with your bare skin strikes you as repulsive. You might experience nausea.
You want to get rid of the rotten food as quickly as possible. And if you imagine
having accidentally put it into your mouth, your reactions further escalate.
Yuck, away with it!

Now, trying to come up with a theory of disgust, you might discover that
there are many other disgusting things. There are greasy, sticky, or malodorous
objects, blood, mutilation, waste, hygiene violations, and even some animals
(e.g., rats, cockroaches, worms, or flies). This can seem quite puzzling: Why is
it that we react to all these different things in the same way?® Do they have
something in common that might explain our reaction to them? Is there
more to find out and understand about disgust than we can observe from the
internal perspective?

Of course there is. But in order to find out more, we need to assume the
external perspective. According to a widely accepted scientific theory, disgust
is a behavioral extension of the immune system (Rozin, Haidt and McCauley
2008). It helps us to avoid pathogens. Very roughly: disgust is triggered when
we encounter something potentially infectious, which helps us to avoid it.

An anonymous referee rightly points out that an external investigation of ethical deliberation
might independently require nonnatural entities. I agree; maybe it would. But this won’t affect
our case against the argument from ethical phenomenology, namely, that it is methodologically
unreasonable to construct a moral metaphysics on solely phenomenological grounds.

It really is the same way. The disgust reaction is one of the six basic emotional reactions (Ekman
and Friesen 1971).

doi: 10.48106/dial.v76.i3.01
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So, assuming the external perspective on disgust is quite illuminating. Un-
doubtedly, our understanding has been enriched by it. On top of the detailed
phenomenological descriptions of what it is like to experience disgust, we
now also understand what anchors disgust in the world as conceived by the
natural sciences. We have a better grasp of its “point”—of why beings like
us are disgusted in the first place. We also better understand why there is a
whole range of different things that evoke the same disgust reactions. Blood,
greasy objects, and rats are all “signs” for the presence of pathogens—and
thus to be avoided. In a first and preliminary attempt, we might (partly) char-
acterize disgustingness as something along the lines of being an indicator of
the above-some-threshold likelihood of the presence of pathogens.®

I take it that disgustingness is a good example because of its evaluative or
normative dimension.'® What renders a property evaluative? McDowell (1985,
119-121) distinguishes non-evaluative properties that “merely” causally in-
fluence our responses from evaluative properties that merit certain responses.
His criterion for assigning a property to the evaluative camp is “the possibility
of criticism” (1985, 119). Now, I think it is fair to say that a dead rat in one’s
fridge merits disgust. If Fred discovered a dead rat in his fridge and showed
no signs of disgust while happily starting to eat the open bowl of yoghurt that
has been standing right next to the cadaver, we would ask ourselves what is
wrong with him. Thus, I side with McDowell and state that disgustingness has
an evaluative dimension. So, even in the case of properties with an evaluative
or normative dimension, external insights can be quite resourceful.*

The above considerations set the stage for this section’s main claim:

Cf. McDowell on an “explanation of fear” (1985, 121) that would comprise “fearful-making char-
acteristics” and an account of how the property of fearfulness is related to “more straightforward
properties of things.”

Thanks to David Copp for this observation.

Christoph Halbig has objected to my example that the evaluative elements of disgustingness are
rather weak and that, therefore, the example provides an insufficient basis for arguing against
nonnatural ethical properties, which have, supposedly, stronger evaluative elements. (With
McDowell, we can understand the strength of the evaluative elements of some property as the
degree to which criticism is warranted in case someone aware of the relevant object does not
show the respective responses.) In my example, criticizing Fred might seem less warranted
than if he, say, showed no signs of resentment upon witnessing a cruel action. In response, I
want to say that my point here does not depend on how strong exactly the involved evaluative
elements are. My point is supposed to hold for any property analyzed from the internal perspective,
whether strongly evaluative or not evaluative at all. While disgustingness is the example I use, we
could come up with similar stories for fearfulness, admirability (arguably stronger), or tastiness
(arguably weaker). So, I don’t think the objection threatens my point.

Dialectica vol. 76, n° 3
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Methodologically speaking, an investigation of the nature of any
mental process (and the involved entities) should take into account,
and try to reconcile, both the internal and the external perspective.

Let me elaborate. Suppose Danielle wants to investigate the nature of dis-
gust. She only cares for a phenomenological investigation, and so she never
even considers taking into account what the sciences have to say. Scrutiniz-
ing disgust phenomenology for a few days, she ultimately concludes that
disgustingness is a nonnatural property that human beings can apprehend
via a special, intuition-like faculty. Some otherwise seemingly unrelated ob-
jects (blood and cockroaches, say) instantiate this property, and somehow the
human mind can recognize it. Note that nothing in the phenomenology of
disgust speaks against Danielle’s disgust nonnaturalism; her view accounts
(we may assume) for all the relevant phenomenological data quite well. But
now suppose that Danielle’s friend Fatima decides to tell her all the scientific
insights about human disgust reactions. She tells her that disgust tracks pos-
sible sources of infection and that scientists consider this tracking function as
its evolutionary point. Now, here is a crucial question: Coming to learn all the
external facts about human disgust reactions, should Danielle’s confidence in
disgust nonnaturalism change?

I believe that, upon learning the external facts, it would be rational for
Danielle to change her confidence in disgust nonnaturalism. These newly
learned facts suggest—and this is a crucial step in my argument—that dis-
gustingness is closely metaphysically linked to something quite natural: the
likely presence of pathogens. It is due to this suggested metaphysical link
that Danielle should take her disgust nonnaturalism to be less plausible than
before.’> Coming to know the external evidence, it is rational for Danielle to
decrease her confidence in the idea that disgustingness is something categori-
cally distinct, something “over and above,” the natural. It must now seem more
likely to her that disgustingness fits into reality by being a natural property.
(Note that Danielle now understands why blood and cockroaches instantiate
disgustingness.) Consequently, she should decrease her confidence in the idea
that disgustingness is a nonnatural property.'3

Not implausible, but less plausible.

Moreover, Danielle might start to entertain the following consideration: If she could explain
her disgust phenomenology without positing nonnatural entities, this would make her view
more parsimonious and, thus, better. This, of course, presupposes that ontological parsimony is
a theoretical virtue of explanations. While I do think it is, my argument in the main text does not

doi: 10.48106/dial.v76.i3.01
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Based on these considerations, we may formulate a (not entirely catchy)
slogan: External evidence can shift the plausibility of metaphysical explanations
of the phenomenology of mental processes. As we just saw, the external per-
spective on human disgust reactions influences the plausibility of Danielle’s
disgust nonnaturalism. In virtue of plausibility shifts of this kind, it is method-
ologically unreasonable to draw metaphysical conclusions about the nature
of disgustingness on solely phenomenological grounds. If we want to find out
how any mental process fits into the reality that the empirical sciences have
taught us so much about, it would be a bad idea to disregard possibly relevant
empirical evidence.

‘We may put two points on record. Firstly, the internal and the external
perspectives on disgust complement each other. Reconciling them helps us
“anchor” disgust in the natural world. Moreover, adding the external per-
spective to Danielle’s investigation changes the plausibility of her solely
phenomenology-based metaphysical account of disgustingness. So, if you
want to write a book titled “Disgust: What It Is and How It Fits Into Reality”
you should take the external perspective into account. Not doing so would be
methodologically unreasonable.

Secondly, our two perspectives deliver characterizations of disgust that look
very different but are intimately linked. For example, part of a phenomeno-
logical description of disgust is the “yuck”-reaction, a strong inclination to
get rid of the disgusting object. There seems to be a large gap between this
description and the external story, which includes, besides a list of facts about
neurophysiology and muscle twitches, that disgust is an evolutionary tool for
tracking and avoiding possibly infectious objects. Despite this gap, there is
an intimate connection. Plausibly, the disgustingness of the dead rat in your
fridge (partly) consists in the likelihood of its being a source of infection. A
close metaphysical link between the dead rat’s disgustingness and some set of
scientifically accessible properties can, at least, not be ruled out.***>

depend on it. I say a bit more about parsimony on p. below. For further discussion, see Harman
(1977); Huemer (2009); Cowling (2013); Jansson and Tallant (2017).

Even though it doesn’t involve a mental process, here is another helpful example. Water is a
wet, cooling, and thirst-quenching substance. There seems to be a pretty large gap between this
description and the scientific story about molecules composed of hydrogen and oxygen. But don’t
mind the gap; as it turns out, water is HO.

I fully agree with McDowell (1985, 120) when he says that if we restricted ourselves to explanations
“from a more external point of view,” we would deprive ourselves of something crucial. He
emphasizes that “merely causal explanations of responses like fear will not be satisfying” (1985,
119). Indeed. My claim is that the “more external point of view” must also be taken into account,

Dialectica vol. 76, n° 3
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These two methodological conclusions, I think, apply to mental processes
more generally. The case of disgust suggests that, whenever we investigate a
mental process, we should take into account both perspectives on it—unless
there is reason to believe that one perspective is utterly irrelevant for investi-
gating the respective mental process.'® As long as we don’t know about such a
reason, we should be open to all the internal and external evidence we might
get hold on—which lets us formulate two methodological guidelines:

1. When you interpret or explain the phenomenology of mental processes
(and the involved entities), take into account both the internal and the
external perspective on the respective processes.

2. While the internal and the external perspective might describe mental
processes (and the involved entities) in very different ways, do not take
this to rule out that the entities mentioned in both descriptions are
closely metaphysically linked.

In this section, we have argued that an investigation of the nature of any
mental process should take into account, and try to reconcile, both the inter-
nal and the external perspective. This will serve as a fruitful ground for our
objection to the argument from ethical phenomenology. As we are going to
claim in the upcoming section, the argument violates our first methodological
guideline; it constructs a moral metaphysics on phenomenological grounds
without taking into account the external perspective.

The Challenge from Lost Perspective

Ethical nonnaturalists have a rich history of constructing ethical ontologies
out of phenomenological analyses of ethical deliberation. They answer the
question of how ethical entities fit into reality by stating that reality comprises
more than the sciences would have us believe. There are, they claim, non-
natural ethical entities. Depending on what particular view we are dealing
with, these entities are truths, facts, properties, or relations. But whatever
they are, the crucial idea is that they are something categorically distinct from,

not that it is the only thing that should be taken into account. McDowell would agree, I think.
He explicitly states that any satisfying explanation will include the involved causal factors (1985,
127, n.31).

But, again, given the success of the empirical sciences in teaching us a lot about reality, such a
reason will be hard to come by at the outset of one’s metaethical investigation.

doi: 10.48106/dial.v76.i3.01
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something over and above, the natural.'” Now, let us take a closer look at one
version of the argument from ethical phenomenology.

David Enoch advocates the argument from the moral implications of objectiv-
ity (Enoch 2011, 16-49). It runs as follows: In cases of preference conflicts—say,
about where to have dinner tonight—it intuitively seems that we should solve
the conflict impartially. It would not be okay to declare that Mark’s preference
for Italian is more important than Anna’s preference for Indian. Intuitively,
they should agree that their preferences count the same, and then find a
solution from here on out. Clearly, none of their preferences is mistaken. On
the other hand, in a moral conflict, it intuitively seems that the appropriate
response is not impartial. For example, if I disagree with someone claiming
that not a single refugee from Ukraine should be allowed to cross the German
border, she strikes me as mistaken. It seems to me that my opinion has some
objective backing—and that an impartial treatment of our “moral preferences”
would be deeply misguided. So, there is an internal, phenomenological differ-
ence between moral disagreements and conflicts of preference. The former
ones have (or seem to have) an objectively right answer. The latter ones don’t.
And this, according to Enoch, is “best explained” by a robust nonnaturalist
realism (Enoch 2018, 40; 2011, 16-49).

This argument fits the general pattern of the argument from ethical phe-
nomenology. Starting with phenomenological observations about the differ-
ences between moral disagreements and conflicts of preference, it draws a
metaphysical conclusion to explain this difference. So, the argument is a
suitable target for our methodological worries.*8

There are, of course, many other versions of the argument from ethical phe-
nomenology.'® However, in the following, I will mostly rely on considerations

For our purposes, we can ignore the differences between “robust” and “not-so-robust” versions of
nonnaturalism. For the former, see McNaughton (1988); Enoch (2011); for the latter, see Scanlon
(2014); Parfit (2011). We can ignore these differences because all nonnaturalists subscribe to the
claim that some normative entities are nonnatural. This is a metaphysical claim. In so far as the
claim is defended on solely phenomenological grounds, the respective defenses fall within the
scope of my methodological criticism. Whether or not these defenses ultimately lead to robust or
not-so-robust versions of nonnaturalism is irrelevant. For a more detailed discussion of Scanlon’s
and Parfit’s metaethical views, see Fischer (2018, 2019).

To be fair, Enoch (2011) does consider some external evidence at a later point, after having
presented his two main arguments for nonnaturalism. We will turn to Enoch’s treatment of the
external evidence further below.

G.E. Moore’s (1903) “open question argument” is one. Cuneo and Shafer-Landau (2014) present
another one. They claim that there are “moral fixed points,” such as the proposition “It is pro
tanto wrong to humiliate others simply for pleasure.” They understand these moral fixed points

Dialectica vol. 76, n° 3
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from Enoch (2011) because they strike me as particularly straightforward. I
hope it will become clear that my methodological worries can be extrapolated
to different versions of the argument from ethical phenomenology proposed
by other nonnaturalist authors. Let us turn to these worries now.

Metaethics, we said, is the project of explaining how ethical thought and
talk, and what it is about, fits into reality. Now, trivially, reality does not ex-
haust itself in phenomenology. As the case of disgust served to show, the
phenomenology of a mental process might only be one side of the coin. Some-
times, there is another side; a side that is only revealed if we look at the process
from the external perspective. Therefore—and in the absence of reasons to
the contrary—we should take into account both perspectives when trying to
understand how a mental process and the involved truths, facts, properties,
or relations fit into reality. If you want to write a book titled “Ethical Thought
and Talk: What It Is and How It Fits Into Reality” and you are not planning
to even look at the subject matter from an external perspective, chances are
you are missing something relevant. This would be methodologically unrea-
sonable. We already saw how external evidence can shift the plausibility of
metaphysical claims that solely rest on phenomenological observations. Due
to the possibility of such shifts, you should at least give the external evidence
a shot at informing your metaphysics. And so we may raise the following
challenge:

CHALLENGE FROM LOST PERSPECTIVE. Proponents of the argu-
ment from ethical phenomenology must tell us why the external
perspective on ethical thought and talk does not need to be taken into
account before they conclude, on solely phenomenological grounds,
that ethical thought and talk is about nonnatural entities.?°

as nonnatural, necessary conceptual truths (for beings like us), and claim that “the degree to
which these moral fixed points are evident is quite high” (2014, sec. 4). In footnote 31, they go
on suggesting that this evidentness consists in a “phenomenological experience that attends
propositions of certain types.” Referring to Plantinga (1993), they call such propositions “im-
pulsionally evident.” And thus their argument fits the structure of the argument from ethical
phenomenology; they ultimately conclude that there are nonnatural moral truths, and they do so
on the basis of a solely phenomenological investigation of ethical deliberation.

Further below, I will say more about what exactly I mean by “before.” But the general idea
should be clear enough: It is methodologically problematic to construct a controversial moral
metaphysics on phenomenological grounds without taking into account the external perspective.
Thus, proponents of the argument must justify why they nevertheless do so.

doi: 10.48106/dial.v76.i3.01
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There is a slight chance that nonnaturalists remain unimpressed by this chal-
lenge. They might ask: What could the external perspective possibly contribute
to our understanding of ethics? I have a quick and a not-so-quick reply. Here’s
the quick one: The question of how ethical thought and talk fit into reality is
a descriptive question about the reality we live in. We already know that there
are many truths about this reality that cannot be discovered by phenomeno-
logical investigations. Therefore, it strikes me as quite commonsensical to at
least entertain the possibility that the external perspective—which has proven
quite resourceful in teaching us about the nature of reality—has something to
contribute here. But since this answer might be considered too superficial, let
me try again and present my not-so-quick reply.

Suppose we have two different explanations of the phenomenology of
ethical deliberation on the table. One of them is nonnaturalism, accord-
ing to which the “currencies” of ethical deliberation—values and reasons—
essentially involve nonnatural entities. The other one is a broadly “Humean”
explanation, according to which values and reasons are grounded in our cona-
tive, desire-like attitudes. They are, as Finlay (2014, 249-250) nicely puts it,
“shadow(s] cast by our desires [...].” How could the external perspective con-
tribute anything to this debate between the nonnaturalist and the Humean?

Here is one possibility: It might turn out that, from an external perspective,
ethical deliberation is an evolutionarily acquired tool for “conative mind-
management,” that is, for dealing with conflicts between and hierarchizing
our conative attitudes.>* As human beings with a capacity for imagination,
a limitless time horizon, deeply entrenched social needs, and thus a multi-
tude of conflicting attitudes, we face an enormous evolutionary challenge:
managing our minds in order to be coherent agents, and then coordinating
our actions with our fellow community members. Investigating the human
mind from the external perspective of evolutionary anthropology, we might
encounter the hypothesis that ethical deliberation is an evolutionary, cultural
tool for solving this challenge (cf. Tomasello 2016; Henrich 2016).2> Let me be
clear: I do not want to argue for this hypothesis. My main point is conditional,

For this general idea, see, e.g., Mackie (1977); Gibbard (1990); Blackburn (1998); Joyce (2006);
Fischer (2018).

A note on the side: Jay Wallace’s account of the nature of moral obligation as presumptive
constraints on agency is a great example for how morality might serve this function (2019).
Wallace’s moral obligations help us coordinate ourselves with others by making sure that some
action alternatives—stealing, killing, etc.—do not even become salient action alternatives in
most people’s everyday practical deliberations.
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but it suffices to answer the question of what the external perspective could
possibly contribute. If the external perspective revealed something along these
lines, this would (much like in the case of disgust) shift the plausibility of
the nonnaturalist and the Humean explanations. How? Well, the nonnatu-
ralist explanation would lose some plausibility points, whereas the Humean
explanation would gain some. Why? Because metaethics is concerned with
explaining how ethical thought and talk fit into reality and because, as argued
above, we should take into account, and try to reconcile, both perspectives
in this process. If the “external point” of ethical deliberation turned out to
be conative mind-management, this would fit better with a broadly Humean
view, according to which there is a close metaphysical link between values and
reasons on the one hand, and conative attitudes on the other hand. Since non-
naturalists reject such a link, their explanation would lose some plausibility
points. Additionally, combining a Humean view with our stipulated external
story would promise a more parsimonious account of how ethical thought
and talk fit into reality.®3 This is how the external perspective could contribute
to the metaethical debate between the nonnaturalist and the Humean.

The outlined external story about the evolutionary point of ethical delibera-
tion is, of course, hypothetical. But our general methodological consideration
is not. We argued that external investigations into mental processes can (and
often do) shift the plausibility of (metaphysical) interpretations of the re-
spective phenomenologies. Thus, we should take into account the external
perspective when developing and assessing these interpretations. Importantly,
this holds even if external evidence ultimately turns out to be irrelevant for
metaethical theorizing. Even in that case, it would still be true that disregard-
ing the external perspective would have been methodologically unreasonable;
when we started the investigation, we simply didn’t know.

This means that proponents of the argument from ethical phenomenology
face a problem. They proceed in a methodologically unreasonable way. They

What if nonnaturalists rejected parsimony as a theoretical virtue in metaethical theorizing?
While my argument in the main text does not depend on this, let me say this much about
parsimony: Probably, nonnaturalists accept parsimony as a theoretical virtue for explanations in
other contexts, like physics or biology. If they beg to differ when it comes to explanations in ethics,
they must tell us why the two contexts are so different. (How can they be so sure that biology
deals with natural properties while ethics deals with nonnatural ones?) And this is precisely
what the challenge from lost perspective is about: Why think that ethics is so special that we can
abandon theoretical virtues we heavily rely on in other contexts? For more on parsimony, see
Huemer (2009); Cowling (2013); Jansson and Tallant (2017).

doi: 10.48106/dial.v76.i3.01


https://doi.org/10.48106/dial.v76.i3.01

24

416 STEFAN FISCHER

construct a controversial moral metaphysics on phenomenological grounds
without taking into account the external evidence.

Let us put a concrete example on the table. Enoch’s second main argument
for nonnaturalism is the argument from deliberative indispensability. Like his
first argument, it is a version of the argument from ethical phenomenology.
When introducing it, Enoch explicitly disregards the external perspective as
irrelevant.

Had we been here in the explanatory business—trying to explain
action, or perhaps even deliberation, from a third-person point
of view—perhaps desires would have been enough (though I
doubt it). But the whole point of the argument of this chapter is
the focus on the first-person, deliberative perspective. And from
this perspective, desires are not often relevant, and whether they
are or are not, the normative commitment is—though perhaps
implicit—inescapable. [...] [W]e need normative truths even if,
viewed from an external perspective, our desires suffice in order
to cause our actions and then explain them, because, when delib-
erating, we know our desires are merely our desires. (Enoch 2011,
76, footnotes left out)

Interestingly, Enoch seems to agree that there is an external perspective from
which deliberation could be investigated. But then he dismisses the relevance
of possible external insights—desires could help to explain the nature of
deliberation—for the purposes of his chapter because desires play no impor-
tant internal role on the conscious mental stage of deliberation.>* The whole
point of his chapter, he suggests, is to better understand the nature of norma-
tive truths from a first-person point of view. And, by the end of the chapter,
he concludes that we should best think of these truths as nonnatural. So,
according to what we have said, Enoch’s approach is methodologically unrea-
sonable; his two main arguments for ethical nonnaturalism construct a moral

A note on the side: I do not think that this phenomenological observation is correct. When I ask
myself whether I should study philosophy or chemistry, it is quite natural to shift the focus of
my deliberation to my desires: “What do I really, ultimately, want from life?” (Note how natural
it would be for a friend of mine to ask me this very question if I asked him for study advice.)
Suppose I answer that I want job security because a well-paying, long-term job will make it easier
to found a family and raise a few children without any financial worries. Pace Enoch, these
desires strike me as relevant for deciding what to study in my deliberation. Prima facie, the fact
that I have them strikes me as a consideration that favors chemistry over philosophy. So, contrary
to Enoch’s analysis, desires are not always “merely our desires” from the first-person perspective.
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metaphysics on phenomenological grounds without taking into account the
external perspective.

To be fair, however, we should mention that Enoch does consider the
external perspective on ethical deliberation later in his book (Enoch 2011,
151-175).%5 There, he discusses Sharon Street’s Darwinian Dilemma for moral
realism (2006) as an epistemological challenge to his view. We won’t dive into
the details. For our purposes, it suffices to focus on the way Enoch replies to
Street’s dilemma. First, he reminds us that metaethics is about scoring plausi-
bility points. Ultimately, he says, metaethicists offer package deals, and the
one with the most plausibility points wins. In this spirit, Enoch preliminarily
remarks that his view does not need to do “better than competing metanorma-
tive theories in every respect, with regard to every problem” (Enoch 2011, 167).
And so he sets out to show that his two positive arguments for nonnaturalism
scored him more points than he is about to lose due to the epistemological
challenge. Ultimately, after having presented his solution to the challenge, he
states: “Let me not give the impression that this suggested way of coping with
the epistemological challenge is ideal. [...] [P]erhaps Robust Realism does lose
some plausibility points here. But not, it seems to me, too many, and certainly
not as many as you may have thought” (2011, 175). So, Enoch believes that
his two main arguments for the existence of nonnatural ethical facts—two
different versions of the argument from ethical phenomenology—generate
such a significant number of plausibility points that later objections to his
view, formulated from an external perspective, can be met via an inferior
solution—because he doesn’t lose as many points as he previously scored.

I find this rather unconvincing. It will take the rest of this section to explain
why.?°

We argued earlier that, when interpreting or explaining mental processes, it
is methodologically unreasonable to draw metaphysical conclusions on solely
phenomenological grounds. Now, start by noting that this is precisely what
Enoch does when he develops his positive arguments for nonnaturalism—
even if it is true that he later confronts his metaphysical conclusions with
an objection formulated from the external perspective. For all we said above,
the external evidence regarding the nature of ethical deliberation may have
significantly decreased the plausibility of Enoch’s metaphysical conclusions—
in which case we should never have drawn them in the first place.

Thanks to Stefan Riedener for pressing me to acknowledge this.
Since I am about to present a more fundamental objection to Enoch’s distribution of plausibility
points, I set aside the worry that it may seem a bit arbitrary.
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But nonnaturalists might want to object: Does it really matter when we
take into account the external perspective? Enoch clearly does take it into
account, so where is the problem? As long as we do take it into account at some
point, we should be fine, shouldn’t we? I don’t think so. It actually does matter
when we take into account the external perspective because as long as we
haven’t, we cannot assign plausibility points to our metaphysics. Without taking
into account the external evidence, we simply cannot know how plausible
our solely phenomenology-based metaphysical explanation is. But this is a
complicated thought, so let me elaborate a little.

As we just saw, Enoch is quite confident that, despite his less than ideal
solution to the epistemological challenge, he “certainly” does not lose as many
points as he previously scored. Let us reconsider his approach in light of our
methodological worries. Enoch first explicitly disregards a perspective it is,
we argued, methodologically unreasonable to disregard. This allows him to
draw his metaphysical conclusions precisely in the way the way we claimed to
be methodologically unreasonable. Later, Enoch confronts his metaphysical
picture with objections from the perspective that he previously disregarded.
Doing so, he finds that his metaphysical picture, which was drawn, again,
in a methodologically unreasonable way, gained such a high (!) number of
plausibility points that they “certainly” cannot be outweighed by objections
generated by the perspective whose taking into account would have stopped
his conclusions from being methodologically unreasonable in the first place.

This strikes me as fishy. When we construct a metaphysics on solely phe-
nomenological grounds, we should expect that, once we add the external
perspective to our investigation, the plausibility of our metaphysics might
change. (Recall Danielle’s disgust nonnaturalism.) But this means that we
cannot—and, importantly, Enoch cannot—confidently distribute plausibility
points to his metaphysics before weighing in the external evidence. This, I
think, is a crucial implication of our earlier methodological considerations.
If these considerations are correct, if drawing metaphysical conclusions on
solely phenomenological grounds is methodologically unreasonable, then the
plausibility of these conclusions should be considered uncertain as long as we
haven’t weighed in the external evidence. In other words, our methodological
considerations suggest that the number of plausibility points Enoch’s moral
metaphysics scores itself depends on how well it fits with the external evi-
dence. Therefore, Enoch’s allocation of any particular number of plausibility
points to his metaphysics—let alone a high number of points—is unwarranted.

Dialectica vol. 76, n° 3



27

Perspective Lost? 419

Enoch simply cannot know how plausible his metaphysics is until he has
taken the external evidence into account.?”

Consider an analogous case. Tim wants to investigate the nature of tastiness.
At the beginning of his investigation, he explicitly disregards the external
perspective. His solely phenomenological investigation leads him to the con-
clusion that tastiness is a complex, nonnatural property. Later, however, a
colleague shows Tim all the tastiness insights that science has to offer (e.g.,
the evolutionary insight that chocolate is tasty because it is a great source of
energy). After considering the scientific evidence, Tim replies: “Ok, I may
lose some plausibility points here, but my original, nonnatural hypothesis has
gained me so many plausibility points that this loss poses no threat to my
overall theory.”

This would clearly be an unsatisfying reply. Why? Well, for the same reason
as before. Due to the importance of taking into account both perspectives when
investigating how some mental processes (and the involved entities) fit into
reality, the plausibility of Tim’s “metaphysics of taste” should be considered
uncertain until we weigh in the external evidence. The plausibility of Tim’s
view surely depends, among other things, on how well it fits with the best
scientific understanding of tastiness. And, thus, Tim cannot reasonably assign
a high number of plausibility points to his metaphysics and then compare
this number with the number of points he loses in virtue of the scientific facts.
Instead, the scientific facts help to determine the plausibility of his metaphysics
in the first place. Therefore, Tim cannot reach his preferred final score. The
same holds for Enoch, and for the same reasons.

One last comment before we recapitulate and move on. Enoch’s readiness
to distribute a high number of plausibility points to his metaphysical picture
before having taken into account the external perspective is a good example
of what I take to be methodologically problematic about many nonnaturalist

Based on his phenomenological investigation, Enoch could only claim that his metaphysics is
plausible as far as phenomenology is concerned. We may grant this. But it doesn’t get us very far
in our endeavor to determine how ethical deliberation fits into reality because exactly the same
could be said about Danielle’s disgust nonnaturalism. The crucial point is that the plausibility
metaethicists are ultimately interested in is plausibility-given-all-the-evidence. And this kind of
plausibility is not the same as plausibility-given-the-phenomenological-evidence. There can be
very implausible views about how some mental process fits into reality that are, nevertheless,
highly plausible-given-the-phenomenological-evidence. But the latter kind of plausibility doesn’t
simply translate into the former. It only does if we presuppose that the external perspective
has nothing relevant to contribute. However, metaethicists cannot presuppose this for obvious
reasons; they would, at least, have to argue for it.
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views. This readiness, I suspect, results from a mindset that already devaluates
the external perspective’s bearing on metaethical theorizing. For, without such
a devaluation, how could we confidently assign a high number of plausibility
points to our nonnaturalist metaphysical picture before having even looked at
the external evidence? We could only do so, it seems, if we already presupposed
that, whatever the external perspective may have to offer, it will be relatively
unimportant. I suspect that this presupposition underlies many nonnaturalist
approaches. It is a bias that manifests on the methodological level; it manifests
in how (some) nonnaturalists approach metaethical theorizing.?

Let us recapitulate. Our methodological considerations, if correct, establish
the following: When trying to explain how ethical deliberation, and what it
is distinctively about, fits into reality, we should take into account and try to
reconcile the external and the internal data. The argument from ethical phe-
nomenology violates this methodological guideline by drawing metaphysical
conclusions on solely phenomenological grounds. Therefore, the argument
fails.

What options are nonnaturalists left with? Well, they could give up the argu-
ment from ethical phenomenology. But let us not go there (yet). Alternatively,
they could feel inclined to dig in their heels and respond: “The external per-
spective is simply irrelevant for the context of ethics because the fundamental
ethical entities are nonnatural.” If true, this response might exculpate the
argument from ethical phenomenology. Unfortunately, however, responding
in this way is not a real option because it obviously begs the question against
naturalism. Metaethical arguments should establish the metaphysical status
of ethical entities, not presuppose it.

So, only one option remains for nonnaturalists who want to hold on to the ar-
gument from ethical phenomenology. They need an independent argument for
the irrelevance of the external perspective. If they were to establish, somehow,
that the external perspective couldn’t contribute anything useful regarding the
nature of ethical deliberation (and the nature of the involved entities), con-
struing a moral metaphysics on solely phenomenological grounds might turn

An anonymous reviewer points out that the demand to take into account both perspectives may
beg the question against the nonnaturalist and, thereby, reveal a bias towards naturalism. This,
however, is not so. Metaethics concerns how ethical deliberation fits into reality—and we already
know that reality is (at least partly) empirical. So, it is pretty straightforward that we shouldn’t
exclude the relevance of empirical insights without further argument. This shows, I think, that
the demand to take the external perspective into account is based on quite general considerations
that do not, as far as I am aware, make any unfair or biased presuppositions. Given the goals of
metaethics—goals that are shared by nonnaturalists—it’s a fair and reasonable demand.
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out legitimate after all. With such an independent argument, nonnaturalists
could meet the CHALLENGE FROM LOST PERSPECTIVE.

The Intuitive Otherness of Ethics

Our previous discussion has shown that if nonnaturalists want to hold on
to the argument from ethical phenomenology, they have to independently
establish the irrelevance of the external perspective in metaethical theorizing.
Their task is, in other words, to establish the “otherness” of ethics. How to do
that?

One particularly influential consideration in favor of the otherness of ethics
is the so-called just too different intuition.

JUST TOO DIFFERENT INTUITION (JTD). Intuitively, there is an un-
bridgeable gap between ethical and natural facts (truths, properties,
relations).

JTD is wide-spread across the nonnaturalist literature.>® Due to this preva-
lence, it is worth taking a closer look at two exemplary “applications.”

Start with Enoch. When he develops his argument from deliberative indis-
pensability, he claims—in what I take to be the quintessential paragraph of
his book—that the normative truths we are committed to qua deliberators
must be nonnatural.

Because only normative truths can answer the normative ques-
tions I ask myself in deliberation, nothing less than a normative
truth suffices for deliberation. And because the kind of normative
facts that are indispensable for deliberation are just so different
from naturalist, not-obviously-normative facts and truths, the
chances of a naturalist reduction seem rather grim. [...] The gap
between the normative and the natural, considered from the point
of view of a deliberating agent, seems unbridgeable. (Enoch 2011,
80, my emphasis)3°

Enoch says he has no positive argument for nonnaturalism “up his sleeve” that is not based on
JTD (2011, 105). See also, e.g., Murdoch (1992, 508); Parfit (1997, 121); Huemer (2005, 94); Dancy
(2006, 136); Enoch (2011, 4, 80-81, 100, 108); Parfit (2011, 324-327). Thanks to Laskowski (2019)
for the list.

See also: Enoch (2011, 4, 100, 108). By “naturalist reduction,” Enoch means the endeavor to show
that the normative is “nothing over and above” the natural (2011, 101).
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Enoch’s point is straightforward: From the first-person perspective of de-
liberating agents, the normative truths we are looking for seem so different
from natural truths that they couldn’t possibly be natural. Thus, we get the
otherness of ethics.

The second exemplary application of JTD is Derek Parfit’s normativity
objection against normative naturalism (2011, 324-327).3! To get his objection
started, Parfit compares the following two statements:

(B) You ought to jump.
(C) Jumping would do most to fulfill your present, fully informed desires

[...]

Parfit observes that appeals to normative facts like (B) strike us to be very
different from appeals to natural facts like (C). In his own words: “Given the
difference between the meanings of claims like (B) and (C), such claims could
not, I believe, state the same fact” (2011, 326).32

Again, the argument is straightforward: Since appeals to normative facts
seem so different from appeals to natural facts, normative facts couldn’t be
natural. Thus, we get the otherness of ethics.33

Now, does this work? Could JTD-based arguments be used as indepen-
dent arguments for the irrelevance of the external perspective in metaethical
theorizing? I don’t think so for the following two reasons: Firstly, Enoch’s
and Parfit’s considerations are themselves instances of the argument from
ethical phenomenology. According to both authors, phenomenology reveals
that ethical facts are very different from natural ones; JTD is a phenomenolog-

More precisely, the argument is directed against “non-analytical naturalism.” Like Enoch, Parfit
believes that ethical facts are nonnatural, mind-independent, and not in “overlapping categories”
with natural ones (2011, 324). We may ignore the differences between Enoch’s and Parfit’s views
for our purposes.

Parfit’s formulation is strikingly reminiscent of Enoch’s, who also also writes: “[...] normative
and natural facts differ too deeply for any form of Normative Naturalism to succeed” (Enoch 2011,
326, my emphasis).

Howard and Laskowski (2021) have recently presented a new and interesting interpretation of
Parfit’s normativity objection, according to which Parfit presses (non-analytic) naturalists to
explain how some normative truths are knowable a priori. This interpretation aims to specify
the difference between normative and natural facts that Parfit supposedly has in mind. Some
normative facts are knowable a priori, but no natural fact is; thus, there are some normative facts
that are not natural. Importantly, on this interpretation, the normativity objection remains an
instance of the argument from ethical phenomenology. It starts from the first-person insight
that, apparently, some normative truths are knowable a priori and then proceeds to draw a
metaphysical conclusion (“some normative facts are nonnatural”).
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ical datum, after all. Thus, using the intuition to establish the (metaphysical)
otherness of ethical entities is just another instance of the argument from
ethical phenomenology. Appeals to JTD are not independent. They merely
move the bump in the rug.

Secondly, relying on JTD in order to establish the otherness of ethics violates
our second methodological guideline (see end of section 1 above). Recall:
When investigating any mental process, we should expect that the internal data
will look very different from the external data. I am inclined to speculate that
this is due to the nature of human consciousness (whatever it is). We inhabit
a subjective perspective from which experiences come with a “something it is
like.” They come with a, well, phenomenology. So, it is not surprising at all
that these experiences, as had “from within,” are described very differently
from the “external story” about what is going on when we’re having them.
This suggests the following: For any property P that presents itself as part
of your phenomenology, the differences between, on the one hand, your
phenomenological impression of the nature of P and, on the other hand,
the best external story about the nature of P, provide no reason whatsoever
to think that P is a nonnatural property. We find the same “unbridgeable
gap” in the case of water and H,O (see footnote 14 above). For these two
reasons, JTD cannot help nonnaturalists to meet the CHALLENGE FROM LOST
PERSPECTIVE.3*

‘We are back at square one. We haven’t met the CHALLENGE FROM LOST
PERSPECTIVE yet; we haven't established the otherness of ethics. And without
the otherness of ethics, the argument from ethical phenomenology does not
even get off the ground. Now, there are probably more ways to try to meet
the CHALLENGE FROM LOST PERSPECTIVE. Nonnaturalists will have more to
offer than appeals to JTD. But we won’t turn to these alternative attempts here.
Instead, let me point out an interesting big-picture conclusion that follows
from our discussion.

It has become clear that there are two general strategies for nonnaturalists.
Either they (1) solely rely on the phenomenological perspective, or (2) they

There is yet another problem of JTD-based arguments that I quickly want to mention here. As
some metaethicists have pointed out, the fact that ethical thoughts seem so different from non-
ethical thoughts establishes, first of all, a difference in the concepts expressed in these thoughts;
and not a difference in the facts these thoughts refer to. If we can explain the just too different
intuition in terms of semantics, as many metaethicists think we can, we simply don’t need to
jump to any metaphysical conclusions. See, e.g., Railton (2003); Copp (2020); Laskowski (2019)
and, for an especially concise formulation of the basic idea, Yetter-Chappell and Chappell (2013,
874).
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take into account, and try to reconcile, both perspectives. The first strategy falls
prey to the CHALLENGE FROM LOST PERSPECTIVE. Disregarding the external
perspective in one’s (metaphysical) interpretations of ethical deliberation is
methodologically unreasonable. Moreover, any purely phenomenology-based
attempt to warrant the exclusion of external evidence just moves the bump in
the rug. So, here is the big-picture conclusion: If nonnaturalists want to go
with the first strategy, they first have to justify the legitimacy of this strategy—
but this can only be done by taking the second strategy. Thus, nonnaturalists
must move beyond a purely phenomenology-based strategy in any case. They
must, on pain of methodological unreasonableness, embrace the external
perspective.

However, embracing the external perspective constitutes something close
to a paradigm shift for nonnaturalists. As far as I am aware, the most promi-
nent positive arguments for nonnaturalism are versions of the argument from
ethical phenomenology. They all maintain, in one way or another, that some
part of ethical phenomenology is best explained by the existence of nonnatu-
ral ethical entities. This raises what I take to be the million-dollar question
for nonnaturalists: Is there a way to legitimize the argument from ethical
phenomenology that takes into account both perspectives?

Let me say this much here: I believe there is good reason why nonnaturalists
traditionally fend off the relevance of the external perspective in metaethics. If
this dam broke, an entire ocean of external, empirical evidence concerning, say,
the evolutionary function of deliberation or the origins of ethical intuitions
would suddenly have to be weighed in. All of this poses an obvious threat
to the nonnaturalist project: It may seem rather unlikely that the existence
of nonnatural entities will turn out to remain a better explanation of ethical
phenomenology than some externally and internally informed account devoid
of such entities.3> This partly explains, I think, the typical nonnaturalist
reluctance to acknowledge the external perspective as relevant for metaethical
theorizing. But if our considerations are correct, nonnaturalists do not have
much choice; they must overcome this reluctance.

This conjecture gets even more pressing once we acknowledge that a purely semantic explana-
tion of the “phenomenological otherness” of our ethical thoughts might be available, as many
metaethicists have suggested. See footnote 34.
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4 Conclusion

Nonnaturalists believe that ethical thought and talk involve (robust or not-
so-robust) nonnatural ethical entities. In this paper, we have focused on the
most prevalent positive argument for this view, the argument from ethical
phenomenology. According to it, the claim that some ethical entities are
nonnatural is part of the best explanation of why ethical phenomenology is
the way it is. Our main conclusion is that the argument is methodologically
unreasonable.

We started by stating the goals of metaethical investigations. These in-
vestigations try to explain how ethical deliberation—and what, if anything,
it is distinctively about—fits into reality. We then argued, quite generally,
that investigations of mental processes should take into account, and try to
reconcile, both the internal (phenomenological) and the external (broadly:
scientific) perspectives. This, we claimed, is where the argument from ethical
phenomenology fails: It draws metaphysical conclusions that are solely based
on internal, phenomenological observations. The argument, in other words,
blinds out the external perspective. Hence our main challenge:

CHALLENGE FROM LOST PERSPECTIVE. Proponents of the argu-
ment from ethical phenomenology must tell us why the external
perspective on ethical thought and talk does not need to be taken
into account before they conclude, on solely phenomenological
grounds, that ethical thought and talk are about nonnatural entities.

In order to meet this challenge, we said, nonnaturalists must provide an
independent argument for the irrelevance of the external perspective. We
discussed one strategy to this effect that involves the just too different intuition.
We rejected this strategy for two reasons. The (maybe) more important one
was that the just too different intuition cannot provide us with an independent
argument for the irrelevance of the external perspective because any argument
based on it would just be another instance of the argument from ethical
phenomenology.

Our big-picture conclusion was that nonnaturalists must move away from
a purely phenomenology-based strategy. Such strategies are methodologically
unreasonable because they do not take into account the external perspective;
they are unreasonable, that is, unless we already knew that the external per-
spective is irrelevant for metaethical theorizing. However, to establish that,
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nonnaturalists would have to, well, move beyond a purely phenomenology-
based strategy. Otherwise, they would be arguing in circles, begging the ques-
tion against those who believe that the external perspective is relevant for
metaethical theorizing.3°

The big-picture conclusion is especially interesting once we acknowl-
edge that most of nonnaturalism’s supportive considerations are entirely
phenomenology-based.3” What exactly this means for the prospects of non-
naturalism is a topic for another occasion. I do think, however, that the loss
of the argument from ethical phenomenology leads to a significant decrease
in plausibility points—at least as long as nonnaturalists do not defend their
approach in a way that isn’t question-begging on the methodological level.

One final question: Could nonnaturalists reject the CHALLENGE FROM
LOST PERSPECTIVE as illegitimate? I don’t think so. The challenge represents
a hard-to-doubt methodological idea: When starting to investigate how any
mental process—and what this mental process is distinctively about—fits
into reality, we should be open to all kinds of evidence, external and internal.
We should not prematurely, that is, without further argument,38 blind out or
devaluate a whole perspective on the mental process we are interested in—
especially so if this perspective has proven highly resourceful in the context of
other mental processes. Ultimately, the best account of the nature of ethical
deliberation will be one that hasn’t lost perspective.*

Notably, there is no such threat in the other direction. Naturalists do not beg the question against
nonnaturalists by asking them to take the external perspective into account. See footnote 28.
At least as far as I am aware, they are. Cf. Enoch’s concession that he has no arguments for
nonnaturalism “up his sleeve” that are not based on the just too different intuition (Enoch 2011,
105). We also mentioned that Moore’s open question argument, Parfit’s normativity objection,
and Cuneo’s and Shafer-Landau’s argument concerning the “moral fixed points” (Cuneo and
Shafer-Landau 2014) are versions of the argument from ethical phenomenology.

It can’t be a solely phenomenology-based argument, though.

On the journey that was this paper, many people helped me say more or less plausible things
more clearly. I would like to thank Dorothea Debus, Christoph Halbig, Thorsten Helfer, Stefan
Riedener, Jacob Rosenthal, Peter Stemmer, Fabian Stohr, Felix Timmermann, Pekka Viyrynen,
and Christian Wendelborn for comments and conversations. I also profited from discussions
with audiences at Davis (CA), Konstanz, Saarbriicken, and Zurich. Special thanks to David Copp,
who not only embodied the ideal standards of being an academic host during my research stay at
the University of Davis in 2019 but also turned out a pleasant and engaging academic guest when
I invited him to Konstanz in return. I am, once again, grateful to the Zukunftskolleg Konstanz
for the opportunity to participate in its terrific mentorship program. And, finally, I am thankful
that several anonymous referees from Dialectica, JESP, and the Journal of Ethics worked with
me on a paper that, maybe a bit unfairly, is now published under the name of a sole author.
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