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Dissertation Abstract 

My dissertation aims to recover some key insights that have animated the so-called “non-

cognitivist” tradition in ethics – insights that have been continually distorted and obscured through 

attempts to express them in a theoretical framework that cannot accommodate them. When 

properly understood, these ideas point toward a distinctive kind of metaethical view that I call 

‘practical cognitivism’. This view understands ethical practice as the product of a distinctively 

practical kind of cognition, which we engage in by considering, adopting, rejecting, and carrying 

out practical commitments. Understanding ethical practice in this way allows us to place ethics in 

the natural world without distorting or undermining it, and it sheds light on a variety of phenomena 

that are of central importance to moral philosophy, such as normative guidance, akrasia, and the 

place of the emotions in ethical life.    

 The insights that I aim to recover from the non-cognitivist tradition are, first, that ethical 

thinking is fundamentally practical in a way that rules out a substantially representationalist 

account of such thinking, and, second, that purely ontological questions about the nature and 

existence of certain sorts of entities (e.g. ethical properties and facts) are irrelevant to concerns 

about the objectivity of ethics. The framework that structures much of contemporary metaethical 

theorizing has made it difficult for non-cognitivists to express these ideas in a way that does not 

impugn the status of ethics. If one says that ethical judgments are not substantially representational, 

one seems to be saying that such judgments are not genuinely cognitive; and if one says that such 

judgments are not genuinely cognitive, one seems to be saying that they are not really capable of 

getting things right – at least not in any objective sense.  

I argue that we can make progress here by rejecting a widely held assumption about 

cognitive attitudes that is implicit in the above remarks: namely, that they are essentially mental 

states that aim to represent the world in some substantial sense. Instead, we should think of 

cognitive attitudes as mental states that aim to answer certain kinds of questions. We can then 

distinguish between two philosophically interesting kinds of cognitivism: theoretical and practical. 

The theoretical cognitivist understands ethical inquiry as an attempt to answer certain sorts of 

representational questions, whereas the practical cognitivist understands such inquiry as an attempt 

to answer questions that are irreducibly practical, in a sense that I explain. 

I develop the central thesis of practical cognitivism by focusing on the notion of a practical 

commitment, which I explain in terms of our capacity to engage in a strong form of reflective 

agency. We engage in this kind of agency to the extent that we act with clear understanding of what 

we are doing and why, and to the extent that we can fully stand behind what we do. Practical 

commitments facilitate this kind of reflective agency, in part by regulating the functioning of other, 

less reflective motivational states, and in part by unifying us as agents across time. On the view I 

defend, ethical judgments are expressions of this kind of practical commitment. This view explains 

how ethical judgments are capable of playing their characteristic role in practical deliberation, and 

it explains what goes wrong in cases where they fail to play that role (e.g. in cases of akrasia).  

Practical cognitivism re-orients our thinking about correctness and objectivity in ethics in 

interesting ways. When the practical character of ethics is properly understood, concerns about 

ethical objectivity will no longer take the form of ontological questions about how our world could 

contain such things as values and obligations. Instead, such concerns will take the form of practical 

questions about how to arrive at a set of commitments that can withstand critical reflection. Since 

critical reflection in this case is fundamentally practical in character, our response to the relevant 

concerns must likewise be practical.  

In the final chapters of the dissertation, I show how the practical cognitivist can do justice 
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to our concerns about correctness and objectivity by appealing to the idea of ethical understanding. 

Some ethical views are better than others, I argue, because they express a deeper or more refined 

understanding of how to live, where understanding how to live is not reducible to having an 

organized body of propositional knowledge, but is a matter of having the right kind of practical 

outlook. What counts as the “right” kind of practical outlook is an irreducibly practical question 

about what kinds of commitments to adopt and what kinds of emotional sensitivities to cultivate 

and endorse, and is thus a question that can only be answered from within the sphere of ethical 

inquiry. This leads to a form of “metaethical quietism,” which I clarify and defend.  

 

 


