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Abstract Philosophers have applied the framework of constitutive grounds to make
sense of the disagreement between subjectivism and objectivism. The framework
understands the two theories as being involved in a disagreement about the extent to
which value is determined by attitudes. Although the framework affords us with some
useful observations about how this should be interpreted, the question how value can be
determined by attitudes in the first place is left largely unanswered. Here we explore the
benefits of a positive interpretation which aims to address this oversight and make the
framework more informative. This interpretation, which is inspired by the recent work of
Schroeder (2007) and Sobel (2016), claims that the relevant sense in which value can be
determined by attitudes is discovered by seeing how facts can be endowed with the
normative property of being a reason. We argue that this interpretation significantly
deepens our understanding of the disagreement between subjectivism and objectivism.
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Grounding

On one understanding, subjectivism is the view that value is determined by attitudes
and objectivism is the view that denies that this is so.1 There are many other ways of
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1It is important to note that attitudes are here referenced as a placeholder for a broad category of motivational and
non-doxastic mental states, including desires, preferences, passions, admiration, respect, love, disgust, loathing,
indignance, hate, and so on. Favoring will be understood as an activity involving attitudes of a distinctly positive
sort, while disfavoring will be understood as an activity involving attitudes of a distinctly negative sort.
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spelling out the two theories, but this general understanding appears to capture some-
thing of importance.2 For it takes subjectivism and objectivism to be very general
theories about the nature of value. Philosophers have recently used the framework of
constitutive grounds in an attempt to clarify the disagreement between the two theories
even further (Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen 2000; Rønnow-Rasmussen 2003;
Brännmark 2002; Fritzson 2014).3 The framework of constitutive grounds provides a
pattern of analysis whereby subjectivism and objectivism can be given negative char-
acterizations. When applied to subjectivism, it yields a theory consisting of the follow-
ing claims:

1. Objects only have value in so far as they are targeted by attitudes, but neither attitudes nor
attitude-satisfaction need have value.4

2. Features are only value-makers in so far as they are the features for which objects are
targeted by attitudes, but neither attitudes nor attitude-satisfaction need be value-makers.5

To hold that these claims are true is to hold that attitudes serve as the constitutive grounds of
value, either by themselves or in conjunction with something else.6 Proponents of objectivism
deny that the claims are true, because they think that attitudes need not be present for objects to
have value or for features to be value-makers.7 The framework of constitutive grounds
promises to capture at least three important aspects of the disagreement between subjectivism
and objectivism: The first is that the theories are in a disagreement over whether value is
ultimately determined by the presence of attitudes; the second is that the theories are neutral
about the substantive issue of which objects are valuable, and what makes objects valuable; the
third is that the theories are neutral in regards to which types of values there are.

The worry is that the framework of constitutive grounds only manages to capture the
aforementioned aspects by saying too little. We want to understand what theories like

2 According to another understanding, subjectivism and objectivism are theories about what facts constitute
reasons for action (e.g. Williams 1973/1981; Parfit 2011). While the former claims that reasons for action are
facts about attitudes, the latter denies that this is necessarily so. On another common understanding, subjectivism
and objectivism are theories about what objects are valuable (e.g. Moore 1922: 255–257; Korsgaard 1983: 172–
173; Kagan 1998: 281–282; Parfit 2011: 45). While the former claims that preference satisfaction is good, the
latter denies that this is so. Subjectivism and objectivism also occur as labels in a more metaethical context, where
they are sometimes taken to disagree about the meaning of value statements (e.g. Hare 1981: 76; Bar-On and
Chrisman 2009: 133; Jackson 1998: 114; Miller 2003: 36; Shafer-Landau 2003: 18). While the former is claims
that value statements are used to express or give reports about the attitudes of speakers, the latter denies that this
is so. Now, since they are meant to be general theories about the nature of value, the types of subjectivism and
objectivism that we concern ourselves with here are meant to be neutral with regard to these sorts of issues.
3 The framework was first developed in order to distinguish between two different versions of preferentialism
(Rabinowicz and Österberg 1996).
4 Objects are hereafter understood in a general sense, as anything that can conceivably be a bearer of value. On a
liberal view of value-bearers, objects may be concrete individuals, facts, states of affairs, events, processes,
structures, properties, relations, and so on.
5 Again, attitudes and the satisfaction of attitudes only make objects valuable in so far as they are also among the
features for which the objects are favored.
6 There is uncertainty within subjectivism as to whether all attitudes need to determine value. See the discussions
by Rønnow-Rasmussen (2003) and Fritzson (2014: 97-119).
7 Actually, objectivism could be understood as the view that attitudes are sometimes the constitutive grounds of
value or as the view that attitudes are never the constitutive grounds of value. Subjectivism can likewise be
understood as the view that attitudes are the only constitutive grounds of value or as the view that attitudes are
always among the constitutive grounds of value. We believe that the choice between these different versions of
the theories will turn out to be largely irrelevant to the issues at hand.
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subjectivism are committed to when they claim that value is determined by the presence of
attitudes. The framework of constitutive grounds suggests that value is determined by the
presence of attitudes without attitudes being bearers of value or the things that make objects
good or bad. We would suggest that this is only marginally illuminating, for the question
remains what else the disagreement between subjectivism and objectivism could possibly be
about: How else might we understand the role that is played by attitudes when they serve as the
constitutive grounds of value? How is the determination spoken of by subjectivism to be
understood?

In what follows we explore a positive interpretation of the framework of constitutive
grounds that aims to answer this question. This interpretation is derived from the combination
of two different views about value and reasons: The first represents an old tradition, founded
by Franz Brentano (1889/1969) and resurrected by Thomas Scanlon (1998), which says that
value reduces to the presence of reasons. The tradition is referred to as the BBuck-Passing
Account of value^ (hereafter abbreviated as the ‘BPA’). The second view is a more recent
development, defended by philosophers like Mark Schroeder (2007) and David Sobel (2016),
according to which subjectivism and objectivism are in a disagreement over the features in
virtue of which facts are reasons. We believe that the combination of these seemingly disparate
views can afford us with a deeper understanding of the commitments of subjectivism and
objectivism.

When we interpret the framework of constitutive grounds, we will often end up talking of
features making a property or being the features in virtue of which a property is instantiated.
The question how we should understand such notions is a difficult one that we cannot hope to
answer here. What we can say is that we take them to involve the phenomenon of some
properties being explained by other properties. This explanatory relation is hyperintensional
and asymmetric, since it involves the assignment of metaphysical priority to at least one
relatum. For this reason, we believe it to be what some philosophers have in mind when they
talk about grounding (e.g. Bliss and Trogdon 2016) and possibly what others have in mind
when they talk about resultance (Dancy 2004: 85–86).8 All of this will become clearer
momentarily, as we begin to illustrate the relation in question with substantive examples.

1 The Constitutive Grounds of Value

On the framework of constitutive grounds, subjectivism holds that attitudes serve as the
constitutive grounds of value and objectivism denies that this is necessarily so. Exactly what
it means for attitudes, or anything else, for that matter, to serve as the constitutive grounds of
value, is almost never explicated. Instead, proponents of the framework have so far tended to
illustrate it through the use of metaphors and analogies, the precise understanding of which is

8 There are many competing accounts of how grounding is to be understood, some of which are closer to the
relation we have in mind than others. The relation we have in mind is meant to be pluralistic in the sense that its
relata can belong to different ontological kinds. While some philosophers tend to understand grounding as a
relation that holds between all manner of objects (Cameron 2008; Schaffer 2009), others claim that grounding
only holds between facts (e.g. Rosen 2010: 109; Audi 2012: 691; Sider 2012: ch 8), while others are more liberal.
What makes matters more difficult is that still other philosophers distinguish between grounding that is
metaphysical and grounding that is normative (e.g. Fine 2012; Bader 2016). For the purpose of this paper, we
do not feel the need to come down on one side or the other on this issue. Some accounts of grounding make it
similar to the relation we have in mind, but we leave it up to others to decide which label would be most
appropriate here.
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seldom straightforward. For example, at one point in their early discussions of the framework,
Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen attempt to clarify its basic points by way of the following
analogy involving the game of chess:

[T]hat a certain move in chess is admissible is a feature that supervenes on the internal
properties of the move and of the situation on the chess-board. But the constitutive
grounds of its being admissible are to be found in something external—in our conven-
tions that determine the game of chess. Similarly, according to some preferentialist
conceptions of value, preferences or attitudes may bestow a value on the object towards
which they are directed. Still, if the object is being preferred for the features that are
internal to it, then this externally constituted value is intrinsic: it supervenes on the
internal properties of the object, precisely those properties for which the object is being
preferred (2000: 37).

It is important to note that constitutive grounds are not to be understood in terms of the
mereological concept of constitution. To suggest that attitudes serve as the constitutive grounds
of value, then, is not equivalent to saying that a piece of mud is constitutive of a statue, that
agency is constitutive of personhood, or that a mixture of rum and coke is constitutive of a
Cuba Libre. Neither proponents of subjectivism or objectivism need have any view about what
constitutes value in this mereological sense. This means that the chess analogy might be
somewhat misleading, since it is unclear whether the conventions determining the game of
chess are not even partly constitutive of the game itself in a manner similar to these.
Nevertheless, the analogy might still be helpful in the formulation of some general observa-
tions about the behavior of constitutive grounds.

Proponents of subjectivism claim that favoring knowledge ultimately determines that
knowledge is good. Yet no value accrues to attitudes or the satisfaction of attitudes. It is also
not the case that favoring knowledge necessarily makes knowledge good. Proponents of
subjectivism would explain this pattern roughly as follows: If someone asked us to explain
what makes knowledge good, we would probably point to some of the features that knowledge
has. Perhaps knowledge is good in virtue of its pragmatic property of making our lives go
better or in virtue of its intrinsic property of being constituted by a true and justified belief.
These are commonly the features for which knowledge is favored. Once we go beyond them
and start talking about the broader role played by attitudes themselves, we have stepped
outside of the substantive domain and ventured into the more abstract realms of axiology.

The same point can be made by using the chess analogy, as long as we are given enough
leeway. Whenever we consider a certain chess move, the impact of the move on the situation
of the board is likely to be among the features to figure in the foreground of our minds, while
the broader conventions that determine the game of chess itself are relegated to the back-
ground.9 When asked to explain why we have made one chess move rather than another, we
will be much more likely to formulate our explanation in terms of the impact of the move on
the situation of the board. Once we go beyond this and start talking about the more general
conventions that determine the game of chess, there is an important sense in which we are no
longer answering questions that are asked within the context of a particular game of chess, as
much as we are answering questions about the game of chess itself.

9 In his discussions about subjectivism, Fritzson (2014: 41-51) puts a lot of emphasis on objects figuring in the
foreground or the background of evaluations.
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Another important observation that will prove relevant later on concerns the modal
character of constitutive grounds, which can be brought out by considering a common
objection to the theory of subjectivism. There is a worry that when we consider a possible
world featuring a different distribution of attitudes, we will be forced to conclude that, in that
possible world, there will also be a different distribution of values. To many this might seem
like an absurd consequence that casts doubt on the validity of subjectivism. The framework of
constitutive grounds allows for attitudes to serve as the constitutive grounds of value across
possible worlds (Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen 2000: 37; Rønnow-Rasmussen 2003:
258; Fritzson 2014: 71–80).10 That we favor knowledge in our world ensures that knowledge
is valuable in whatever world it is to be found.11

Once again, the same point can be made by using the aforementioned analogy involving the
game of chess. Imagine a possible world where people like to play a game that they refer to as
‘chess’, determined by conventions that are widely different from those that determine the
game we refer to as ‘chess’. It seems clear that even though we both use the term ‘chess’, the
games we are talking about when we use that term are potentially very different from one
another. If they are different enough it might even make sense to say, given our particular
perspective, that the game of chess is never really played in that possible world. This means
that constitutive grounds could be taken to have a modal character of a very rigid nature, their
influence stretching beyond the confines of the specific worlds where they are found.12

There is much else that could be said about the framework of constitutive grounds as it is
typically described, especially about its relation to other theories and historical traditions
within axiology. Here we will have to make do with the brief descriptions of the structural
and modal features of the framework, since these appear to be the most important. Indeed, the
framework of constitutive grounds seems to be all about structure and modality, as its primary
purpose is to carve out conceptual space for a type of relation that is then never properly
explicated. To reiterate, this relation is meant to explain how things like attitudes can play a
central role for value in whatever world it is to be found, but without being the features that
value accrues to or the features in virtue of which it accrues. The way in which this is
accomplished, however, seems to us rather unsatisfying.

10 Against this line of response it may be insisted that attitudes other than the ones we actually have could have
been our own. If we consider the attitudes in other possible worlds and treat them as if they were actual, then we
would have to conclude that other objects would also be valuable. (This way of treating possible worlds has
become increasingly common in the philosophy of language, especially possible-world semantics, where it has
been used in the development of a two-dimensional approach to meaning (e.g. Jackson 1998, 2004; Chalmers
1996, 2004, 2006). Proponents of subjectivism could here respond in one of two ways: They might claim that
attitude is determined by the presence of idealized attitudes and these cannot be different from what they are; they
might also claim that although treating possible worlds as if they are actual may have its uses, it goes against the
spirit of subjectivism to take this perspective when it comes to value (Rønnow-Rasmussen 2003: 259). Even if
these responses are successful, it may be argued that subjectivism is left vulnerable to a related but somewhat
different problem. The problem is that if the distribution of either idealized or actual attitudes turn out to be
different from what we assume, then the distribution of values will, accordingly, also be different (Huemer 1996:
section 4; Fritzson 2014: 78–79).
11 However, as Fritzson (2014: 74-75) notes, it can easily happen that actual attitudes become sensitive to the
attitudes in possible worlds. We may not favor an abundance of ice-cream in possible worlds where no one has
any positive attitudes towards ice-cream.
12 In the case of chess the rigidity of constitutive grounds is arguably a result of the workings of language and the
fixed nature of terms like ‘chess’. In the case of value the rigidity of constitutive grounds is not meant to be
explained in this way. The framework of constitutive grounds is about the nature of value, not about the meaning
of evaluative terms (Rabinowicz and Österberg 1996: 25–26; Fritzson 2014: 190).
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2 Towards a Positive Interpretation

The first key to unlock the interpretation we have in mind involves the BPA, which under-
stands value in terms of the presence of reasons.13 The idea is that for an object to be good is
for there to be reasons to favor the object, while for an object to be bad is for there to be
reasons to disfavor the object. Different kinds of values will be analyzed in terms of different
kinds of attitudes: The value of being admirable is to be understood in terms of there being
reasons for admiration; the value of being respectable is to be understood in terms of there
being reasons for respect; and so on. This understanding is used here for the clarity and
simplicity that it affords the interpretation we have in mind. We shall return to its disadvan-
tages in the next section, where we consider objections to the interpretation we are about to
formulate.

We take reasons to consist of facts, understood here as obtaining states of affairs. States of
affairs are recognized as being entities with a propositional character, capable of being picked
out by that-clauses. That Keanu Reeves is sad is a clear example of a fact that is also a reason.
For those who are able, perhaps the fact is a reason to cheer up Keanu Reeves. This is to
suggest that the fact that Keanu Reeves is sad has the normative property of being a reason.
The distinction between reasons and the normative property of being a reason is important.
When philosophers deny that reasons are part of the furniture of the world, they need not deny
the existence of facts. Instead, what they have to deny is that the normative property of being a
reason is ever actually instantiated.14

Philosophers might want to deny that the normative property of being a reason is ever
instantiated on account of it being very difficult to come to grips with its relations and
dependencies. It is a commonplace to observe that whenever a normative property is instan-
tiated, there must be some explanation as to why this is so. When an object is valuable or a fact
is a reason there must be something else in virtue of which the object is good or bad. We are of
course allowed to be uncertain about what explains the instantiation of the normative property
of being a reason. Figuring out what affords a fact with its normative status is not always going
to be easier than, say, figuring out exactly what makes knowledge good. Nevertheless, we
know that there must be something in the fact that could potentially do the explaining.

The second key to unlock our interpretation is afforded by philosophers like Schroeder
(2007: 23-34) and Sobel (2016: 17, 117), who are among those to defend the view that
attitudes are in some sense responsible for making facts reasons. The ways in which they cash
out this general claim differ and so there is some unclarity as to whether they really share the
same understanding of the relation they appeal to. We shall not concern ourselves with the

13 The BPA has been defended by a large number of philosophers. For an important overview of the history,
applications, and problems of the BPA, see Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004) and Gertken and
Kiesewetter (2017).
14 Distinguishing reasons from the normative property of being a reason also requires us to be careful in the way
we express ourselves. Some philosophers, like Scanlon, occasionally suggest that properties could themselves
give us reasons (1998: 97). Given the assumptions we are making, this could mean one of two things: one
interpretation is that the fact that certain objects have those properties are reasons (Väyrynen 2006: 296: n3);
another is that the properties in question serve as part of the makers of the property of being a reason. The very
same ambiguity crops up whenever philosophers choose between saying that facts give us reasons and that
certain facts are reasons. Some philosophers, like Parfit, suggest that the manner of speaking we employ here is
inconsequential (2011: 32). We believe that it might not be. For while it is true that both claims could be taken to
mean that facts are reasons, saying that facts give us reasons could also mean that they too figure as makers of the
property of being a reason.
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details here, but try to find inspiration in the general claim as it appears. On the interpretation
we have in mind, subjectivism states that attitudes are necessarily among the features in virtue
of which facts are endowed with the normative property of being a reason. Objectivism could
be taken to deny that this is so, since there are cases where attitudes are absent from the
features that afford facts with their normative status.15 To illustrate let us next reconsider the
value of knowledge.

Knowledge is extrinsically good in virtue of the pragmatic property of being able to make
our lives go better.16 The fact that knowledge has the pragmatic property is the reason to favor
knowledge. The fact that knowledge has the pragmatic property must be a reason in virtue of
something else. Subjectivism claims that what affords the fact in question with the normative
property of being a reason is the presence of attitudes. More specifically, the role of consti-
tutive grounds is played by the favoring of knowledge. The fact that knowledge has the
pragmatic property ends up being a reason, then, precisely because the pragmatic property is
among the features for which knowledge is favored. Proponents of objectivism deny all this
and claim that features not involving attitudes can help explain how facts such as this end up
being reasons.

Suppose next that knowledge is intrinsically good in virtue of the property of being
constituted by justified and true beliefs. The fact that knowledge has the intrinsic property is
the reason to favor knowledge. The fact that knowledge has the intrinsic property must be a
reason in virtue of something else. Again, subjectivism claims that what affords the fact with
the normative property of being a reason is the presence of attitudes. More specifically, the role
of constitutive grounds is played by the favoring of knowledge. The fact that knowledge has
the intrinsic property ends up being a reason precisely because the intrinsic property is among
the features for which knowledge is favored. Proponents of objectivism would deny all this
and claim that features not involving attitudes can explain how facts come by their normative
status. If the interpretation we offer is right, then it becomes clear why subjectivism is not
committed to saying that attitudes are the object that value accrues to or the features that make
objects good or bad. What attitudes do is endow certain facts with the normative property of
being a reason.17

15 Proponents of objectivism will disagree about the issue about why facts come to be endowed with the
normative property of being a reason. What brings them together is merely the view that attitudes are not
necessarily among the features in virtue of which facts are endowed with the normative property of being a
reason.
16 This does not necessarily make the value instrumental. As others have noted, it is possible for objects to be
good or bad for their own sakes in virtue of extrinsic features like the one just mentioned (e.g. Beardsley 1965;
Korsgaard 1983; Kagan 1998).
17 Perhaps this is not all. The features for which objects are favored are the features in virtue of which the objects
are good or bad. This seems ambiguous between two different readings, either a motivational one or a
justificatory one. On the one hand, features may be the things for which an object is favored, meaning that they
motivate the favoring of the object. On the other hand, features may also be the things for which an object is
favored, meaning instead that they justify favoring the object. We are unsure about this, but it may well be that
proponents of subjectivism and objectivism disagree about which of these readings is correct. Suppose subjec-
tivism adopts a motivational reading. This would have the result that anything that motivates the favoring of
objects, no matter how inconsequential it may seem to the value of said objects, can end up being a value-maker.
That a person feels pain can be a value-maker for the desirability of her torture, in so far as her torturer desires her
torture for the pain that the person feels. Suppose instead that subjectivism adopts a justificatory reading. This
would result in questions about how we should understand the nature of the justification. On one understanding,
to say that a favoring is justified is to say that there are reasons to adopt the favoring. Here there is an obvious risk
of circularity and infinite regress and so new avenues for arguments and objections are opened up.
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Proponents of subjectivism might be reluctant to accept that there are reasons for attitudes.
This would presumably stem from the worry that attitudes would then fail to be prior to the
normative. It is important to note that this does not follow from the interpretation we offer. If
an object is not favored, and we have no other attitudes that commit us to favoring the object,
then there are also no reasons to favor the object. Only once the object is targeted by attitudes
are we given reasons and so attitudes are in fact prior to the normative. Of course, this commits
subjectivism to a form a bootstrapping, but this is an old worry for the theory. According to
subjectivism, everything that we favor is endowed with some kind of value. Proponents of
subjectivism can either accept the bootstrapping result or try to restrict the set of attitudes that
are meant to be normatively relevant.18 We see it as a benefit that the interpretation we offer
does not settle the issue of how this, or any other problems facing subjectivism, ought to be
dealt with.

Some philosophers have feared that the truth of subjectivism would be incompatible with
the possibility of intrinsic value (e.g. Moore 1922: 269; Korsgaard 1983:174). The thought is
roughly that if value is determined by the presence of attitudes, then that means that value must
be instantiated in virtue of the presence of attitudes as well. As a result, no object can have
value in virtue of its intrinsic features alone. The framework of constitutive grounds is meant to
allow for subjectivism and objectivism to be neutral about what makes objects have value.
This benefit is obviously preserved by the interpretation that we have afforded the framework.
To reiterate, this interpretation only commits subjectivism and objectivism to a story about
what makes facts reasons, not what makes objects good and bad.

3 Against the Positive Interpretation

We want to understand what theories like subjectivism are committed to when they claim that
value is determined by the presence of attitudes. According to the interpretation we offer, this
should ultimately be understood in terms of attitudes making facts reasons. The nature of the
making relation remains deeply mysterious, to be sure, but its involvement in this context still
involves a theoretical gain. For in addition to the negative characterization given to us by the
framework of constitutive grounds, we now have a positive story to tell. This story entails that
the determination spoken of by subjectivism is no longer treated as a mere placeholder
ensuring that subjectivism can remain neutral about what the bearers of value are and what
makes objects good or bad. In other words, we now have a deeper understanding of precisely
why subjectivism can remain neutral in these regards.

We wish to consider some of the objections that the interpretation we offer is faced with.
One problem concerns the modal character of constitutive grounds. In the earlier section,
constitutive grounds were described as potentially being very rigid in nature, their influence
stretching beyond the confines of the specific worlds where they are to be found. The objection
might be made that this does not fit well with the interpretation we have laid out. The intuition
is that when a value or normative property is instantiated in a world, this cannot be in virtue of
features that are not also in that same world. If this is right, then there seems to be a significant
discrepancy between the relation we have in mind and the relation that is meant to be of

18 Restrictions along these lines tend to rely upon some procedural idealization of attitudes (e.g. Sobel 2016;
Parfit 2011; Smith 1994).
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relevance to the framework of constitutive grounds. So the latter could not plausibly be
understood in terms of the former, or so the objection goes.

An obvious response would be to simply insist on the possibility that is denied here, that a
fact can have the normative property of being a reason in virtue of features that it is modally
separated from. The interpretation we have laid out results in a version of subjectivism which
states that facts are endowed with their normative status by the presence of attitudes. This is a
coherent view and it seems equally coherent to suppose that a proponent of the view might go
a step further and claim that the presence of attitudes can make facts reasons in whatever
worlds they are to be found. We may certainly doubt the truth of such a claim, but it being false
would cast no doubt whatsoever on the validity of the interpretation at hand, as much as it
might cast doubt on the theory of subjectivism. We are not sure what else to say here that does
not risk turning the discussion into a mere table-thumping over intuitions.

Another objection insists that the interpretation we offer does not avoid the result that
subjectivism and objectivism are theories about what makes objects valuable. Suppose an
object has value in virtue of there being certain facts present, and these facts are relevant in so
far as they are afforded their normative status by attitudes, then transitivity guarantees that
there is a general sense in which the object has value in virtue of the presence of said
attitudes.19 We think that this is right as far as it goes, but this general sense is not the one
we should have in mind. Value-makers are to be identified with the things we would first point
to when asked to explain why an object has value. To reiterate, these are the facts that
constitute reasons for attitudes. The explanatory bases figuring at a lower level of the hierarchy,
explaining why the facts are reasons for attitudes to begin with, play a less direct role and so do
not constitute value-makers. We think this way of partitioning things does not just reflect how
we conduct our evaluative talk and practices, but captures the way in which all makers of
properties are ordinarily treated.20

Perhaps the most serious objection against the interpretation we offer concerns the assump-
tion that value can be understood in terms of the presence of reasons. The literature is filled
with alleged counterexamples that cast doubt over this assumption. More specifically, they aim
to show that there can be reasons to favor objects that are not good, just like there can be
reasons to disfavor objects that are not bad. The standard counterexample was first formulated
in the discussions of Crisp (2000) and involves an Evil Demon that forces people to admire
worthless things.21 If threatened by violence and torture, agents can be given reasons to favor
something like a saucer of mud, even if it is assumed to lack any value whatever. This is the
wrong-kind of reasons problem (hereafter referred to as the ‘WKR-problem’) and it has been
met with countless responses over the past fifteen years or so.

One of the most discussed strategies for dealing with the WKR-problem relies upon a
distinction between evaluative reasons and practical reasons (Skorupski 2010).22 Evaluative
reasons call for us to have certain attitudes, while practical reasons call for us to commit certain
actions. The idea here is that when agents are forced to admire worthless things, they are not
given evaluative reasons to have certain attitudes, but rather practical reasons to avoid being
punished by the Evil Demon. At best, these practical reasons amount to a recommendation on

19 Thanks are owed to an anonymous reviewer for bringing this to our attention.
20 In fact, we would rather deny the transitivity of the relevant relation, than face the conclusion that value-
makers occur all the way down the explanatory hierarchy.
21 For overviews of the problem, see e.g. Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004), Heuer (2011), Gertken
and Kiesewetter (2017).
22 See also Parfit (2001) and Persson (2007).
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part of the agents to somehow cause themselves to have the relevant attitudes. Another popular
strategy is to accept that the Evil Demon does give us evaluative reasons, but claim that the
reasons are of the wrong kind (Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen 2004; Olson 2004;
Stratton-Lake 2005; Hieronymi 2005; Lang 2008; Way 2012). This response involves a
challenge on part of its proponents to distinguish reasons of the right kind from reasons of
the wrong kind.

Given the degree of sophistication that discussions over the WKR-problem have reached, it
becomes difficult to hold even a brief discussion here. Instead, we wish to acknowledge that
the assumption that value is reducible to the presence of reasons is a highly controversial one.
On the other hand, the degree to which the counterexamples constitute a genuine problem for
the interpretation at hand is not clear. The assumption that value is reducible to the presence of
reasons has been primarily motivated by a regard for simplicity and clarity. In addition, it was
meant to unify the interpretation we have in mind, making it simultaneously applicable to
value and reasons. One way of responding to the objection would be to point out that the
assumption is not required in order to get some version of the interpretation to work. If we are
skeptics with regard to the reduction of value to the presence of reasons, we could insist that
the former is nonetheless explainable by reference to the latter. The idea is that if an object is
valuable, then the object is valuable in virtue of there being reasons for attitudes.

The view that wherever there is value there must also be reasons for attitudes is not formally
subject to the kinds of counterexamples typically used to illustrate the WKR-problem. After
all, the counterexamples are meant to show that although there can be reasons for attitudes,
there are cases where these reasons to not correspond to any value. This is perfectly compatible
with the weaker account under consideration, although certain aspects of the WKR-problem
certainly remain to be addressed. If we claim that only some reasons for attitudes give rise to
value, then there is still a challenge on our part to say something about what unites them. In
other words, we would still need to offer a distinction between reasons of the right kind and
reasons of the wrong kind. The difference is that this challenge would now constitute a general
normative problem, rather than a strict formal objection against the account in question.

One potential problem is that the weaker account is not in agreement with the BPA about
what constitutes value-makers. In response to the transitivity worry, we noted that value-
makers are those factors we would first point to when explaining the presence of value. The
BPA therefore implies that value-makers are to be found among the facts that we identify as
reasons for attitudes. By contrast, the weaker account implies that value-makers are to be
found among facts about there being reasons for attitudes. This means that knowledge can no
longer be said to be made good by the fact that it has certain pragmatic properties, but has to be
good in virtue of the fact that there are reasons to favor knowledge.23 This result may strike
some of us to be too revisionary. Even if we manage to accommodate the intuition that neither
attitudes nor attitude-satisfaction need be value-makers, then, it might be argued that the
weaker account fails to be sufficiently neutral in regards to what else could play this role.

23 There is another way of formulating our explication. The BPA does not assign the role of value-maker to
anything explicitly normative, in so far as it states that what makes knowledge good is simply the fact that
knowledge has certain pragmatic properties. This fact would not be a value-maker if it did not constitute a reason,
to be sure, but its being a reason is not also a value-maker. By contrast, the weaker account does assign the role of
value-maker to something explicitly normative, in so far as it states that what makes knowledge good is the fact
that there are reasons—which, as it happens, are constituted by the fact that knowledge has certain pragmatic
properties. Indeed, the weak account claims that value-makers must include normative components in this way,
which is potentially a problem.
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This brings us to the last objection which we would like to consider which concerns the
neutrality which is meant to characterize the disagreement between subjectivism and objec-
tivism. There are two different issues here which may cause concern, one conceptual and one
substantive. Even those who agree that value has a strong connection to reasons might feel
uncomfortable with the use of such views in the present context.24 The intuition is that to
understand the disagreement between subjectivism and objectivism, we should not have to
invoke conceptual theses of this kind. Subjectivism and objectivism are meant to be entirely
neutral with regard to how we should understand the connection between value and reasons.
The interpretation we have laid out does not manage to fully accommodate this intuition.

As we have just seen, a similar worry crops up from a more substantive point of view.
The interpretation we have laid out places the disagreement between subjectivism and
objectivism outside one substantive area of enquiry where it does not belong. It allows
for proponents of the two theories to agree on what has value and what makes objects
have value. The disagreement is instead taken to be about what makes facts reasons. The
objection is that a plausible interpretation should also allow proponents of subjectivism
and objectivism to agree on this issue. More generally, the intuition is that subjectivism
and objectivism are meant to be outside any and all substantive areas of enquiry
(Rønnow-Rasmussen 2003: 251–253). Again, the interpretation we have laid out does
not manage to fully accommodate this intuition.

It seems reasonable to suppose that theories cannot be informative and yet neutral with
regard to all substantive and conceptual issues. However, we agree that neutrality in regards to
the specific issues just mentioned would still be preferable. The fewer controversial assump-
tions theories manage to make while remaining informative the better (cf. Rønnow-Rasmussen
2003: 251–253). This invites a response to the objection in the form of a counterchallenge:
That the interpretation we have laid out fails to be neutral with regard to some conceptual and
substantive issues could be seen as a disadvantage either of the framework of constitutive
grounds or the interpretation itself. If the interpretation is to be abandoned, some alternative
ought to be presented, or neutrality is once again won at the cost of informativity.

The interpretation developed here ensures that when proponents of subjectivism and
objectivism are pressed, as they sometimes are, on how to best understand the relation
between value and attitudes, they can do more than explain what the relation is not. We
acknowledge that some will find the price of these benefits to be too high. With the
exception of Schroeder and Sobel, perhaps, we expect that most will insist that the
interpretation is, for one reason or another, not in line with the spirit of either subjec-
tivism or objectivism.25 We are more sympathetic to this feeling than appearances might
suggest. We hope that what we have said here will encourage said philosophers to say
something more constructive about constitutive grounds than they have done so far. If
there is some alternative interpretation waiting to be discovered, which manages to be
informative and neutral, we will welcome it with open arms.

24 Thanks are owed to an anonymous reviewer for pressing this issue.
25 One such reason that we have not had occasion to mention concerns motivation. Proponents of subjectivism
might regard the once close and attractive connection between reasons and attitudes, which affords us with a neat
account of moral motivation, to be more spurious on the interpretation we have laid out. For a discussion of this
issue, see (Schroeder 2007: ch. 8–9).
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4 Conclusions

The framework of constitutive grounds carves out conceptual space for a relation that, quite
frankly, no one seems to have a good grasp of. In this paper we have tried to deepen our
understanding by offering a positive interpretation of the framework in question. The inter-
pretation relies upon a hyperintensional and asymmetric relation that, although not without its
own share of mysteries, is already in full use in axiology and elsewhere. In this sense, the
interpretation we have laid out makes the framework of constitutive grounds a good deal less
obscure. Our main concern has been to clarify the disagreement between subjectivism and
objectivism in a way that captures three important aspects: The first is that the theories are in a
disagreement over whether value is ultimately determined by the presence of attitudes; the
second is that the theories are neutral about the substantive issue of what objects are valuable
and what makes objects valuable; the third is that the theories are compatible with the
possibility of intrinsic, as well as extrinsic, value. In the end, then, we might not be in a
position to establish the truth of either subjectivism or objectivism, but at least we know where
the truth is more likely to be found.
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