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 Choosing Normative Concepts is an impressively wide-ranging work of philosophy in which Matti 

Eklund explores what happens when we expand metanormative theorizing to encompass not just our 

actual normative concepts, but alternative possible normative concepts as well. In just the first chapter, 

Eklund puts his finger on a novel and important problem for normative realists, which arises from 

considering scenarios much like Horgan and Timmons’s (1991) Moral Twin Earth. These scenarios 

involve a hypothetical linguistic community that has terms “good,” “right,” “ought”, and so forth, 

which play the same normative role as our normative terms (i.e. they have the same connections with 

motivation, practical deliberation, and reactive attitudes), but this hypothetical linguistic community 

regularly applies these terms to fairly different things than what we apply our terms to.1  

Horgan and Timmons originally used such scenarios to raise a metasemantic problem for 

naturalist realists. They claim that our semantic intuition about the scenario is that our normative 

terms and the alternative linguistic community’s normative terms have the same meaning, and that we 

genuinely disagree with one another about what’s good, right, and what we ought to do. But Horgan 

and Timmons ((1991), (2009)) argue that most naturalist metasemantic theories (e.g. Boyd’s (1988) 

causal regulation thesis or Jackson’s (1998) analytical descriptivism) imply that our normative terms 

and the alternative linguistic community’s normative terms actually refer to different natural 

properties, and thus that there is no disagreement between us – we are simply talking about two 

different subject matters. The controversial debate that Horgan and Timmons sparked with this 

scenario has thus centered on whether there really is a genuine normative disagreement between us 

and such alternative linguistic communities, and whether naturalist realists can explain how this 

disagreement is possible, given their preferred metasemantics.2  

But Eklund shows that these scenarios also present a distinct metaphysical problem for 

normative realists, of both naturalist and non-naturalist stripes. Even if we fail to have the intuition 

that there is genuine normative disagreement between us and the alternative linguistic community 

once the scenario is fully described (as Merli (2002) argues), or if such an intuition is not probative (as 

Dowell (2016) argues), so that such cases do not pose a real burden on naturalist realists to explain 

                                                        
1 Horgan & Timmons (1991). 
2 Eklund argues (rightly so I think) that this metasemantic problem arises for non-naturalist realists as well, since the sorts 
of metasemantic theses that create trouble for naturalist realists are also compatible with non-naturalism.  
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how such disagreement is possible, another problem remains.3 To see the problem, Eklund invites us 

to suppose that the alternative linguistic community’s terms do refer to different properties than our 

normative terms, and that while we are largely right about what’s good, right, and what we ought to 

do, they are largely right about what’s good*, right*, and what they ought* to do. What Eklund points 

out is that presumably an ardent realist – the sort of realist who thinks that “reality itself favors certain 

ways of valuing and acting”4 – wants to nonetheless be able to say that there is a Further Question about 

which of us is doing a better job of acting and valuing in ways that reality really favors. The problem, 

though, is that it’s not clear what this question amounts to, or if it can even be expressed in language 

at all, and so, it’s unclear what (if anything) would suffice for ardent realism.  

Though both problems are brought to light by considering the same type of scenario, the new 

problem that Eklund is raising – to explain what suffices for ardent realism – is a metaphysical problem 

for normative realists that is distinct from the above (alleged) metasemantic problem raised by Horgan 

and Timmons. Even if we grant that there really is no disagreement between us and the alternative 

linguistic community because we are simply talking about two different sets of properties, and so there 

really is no metasemantic problem for normative realists at all, there is still the problem of specifying 

what exactly the normative realist must say is the important difference between our two communities 

in order to vindicate the ardently realist thought (which many normative realists seem to have in mind) 

that reality itself favors certain ways of acting and valuing.  

 By identifying and separating these two separate problems, Eklund is making a novel and 

important contribution to what some may have thought of as an exhausted literature. But Eklund is 

also making an important contribution to metaethics more broadly. What Eklund’s metaphysical 

problem shows is that the sort of realism that many normative realists hope to secure seems to require 

more than what we have thought: it requires more than that normative claims are truth-apt (and that 

some are, in fact, true), that normative truths are mind-independent, and that there is an all-things-

considered and categorical ‘ought’. After all, we can grant that all of these things are enjoyed by both 

our and the alternative linguistic community’s normative languages, and yet there still seems to be 

something else that is needed in order to satisfy the ardent realist.  

 In the first few chapters of Choosing Normative Concepts, Eklund develops his challenge for 

ardent realists more fully and offers a potential solution to it, which he then uses to answer further 

                                                        
3 Or, an alternative way of diffusing the metasemantic problem is to argue, as Plunkett & Sundell (2013) do, that there is 
genuine disagreement between us and the alternative linguistic community, but that this disagreement can be explained 
without requiring that our terms and their terms refer to the same properties and thereby have the same meaning. 
4 Eklund (2017), 1. 
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questions and draw connections to other issues throughout the book. The solution that Eklund offers 

on the ardent realist’s behalf, very roughly, is to embrace a kind of conceptual role semantics according 

to which all possible thin normative concepts that play the same normative role have the same 

semantic value, so that it is simply impossible for there to be an alternative linguistic community whose 

normative terms are associated with the same normative role as our terms, but refer to different 

properties. In Eklund’s words, then, what suffices for ardent realism is the claim that some normative 

terms are referentially normative: their associated normative roles are sufficient to determine reference.    

While I think Eklund is absolutely right that there is a distinct metaphysical problem that arises 

from considering these alternative linguistic communities, my main worry with Eklund’s treatment of 

the problem is that the way in which he further develops it and then offers a metasemantic solution 

to it ends up re-entangling the metaphysical and metasemantic issues that ought to be kept separate. 

And I think there is a viable, purely metaphysical solution to the problem of specifying what ardent 

realism amounts to – one that Eklund takes himself to reject, but which I think he is ultimately 

smuggling into his own metasemantic solution.  

So, here’s the plan: in §1, I explain how Eklund further develops the metaphysical problem as 

a dilemma for ardent realists and why I think this dilemma re-entangles certain metaphysical and 

metasemantic issues that we should keep separate. Then, in §2, I defend a purely metaphysical solution 

to the problem of specifying what suffices for ardent realism. On my proposal, ardent realism is the 

view that only certain properties are really normative, where what it is for a property to be normative 

is defined in terms of essence. Finally, in §3, I’ll explain Eklund’s metasemantic solution, how it relies 

on a metaphysical claim that is very much in the spirit of the metaphysical solution that I offer in §2, 

and why it’s this metaphysical claim – not his metasemantics – that does the work of securing ardent 

realism. And I explain that, while these criticisms don’t show that Eklund’s positive proposal is false, 

they do undermine some of the main, broad lessons that Eklund hopes to draw from the view.  

 

1. Eklund’s Dilemma for Ardent Realists    

In further developing the challenge for ardent realism in Chapter 2, Eklund presents a dilemma 

for the ardent realist, if she allows that the following scenario is possible:  

 

Alternative. There is a linguistic community speaking a language much like English, except for the 

following differences (and whatever differences are directly entailed). While their words “good,” 

“right,” and “ought” are associated with the same normative roles as our words “good,” “right,” and 
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“ought,” their words aren’t coextensive with our “good,” “right,” and “ought.” So even if they are 

exactly right about what is “good” and “right” and what “ought” to be done, in their sense, and they 

seek to promote and to do what is “good” and “right” and what “ought” to be done in their sense, 

they do not seek to promote what is good and right and what ought to be done.5  

 

The dilemma is that, if Alternative is possible, then the ardent realist must either claim that there is a 

Further Question about whether we or Alternative’s linguistic community is acting and valuing in ways 

that we really ought to, or she must deny that there is such a Further Question, both of which are 

problematic.  

 Let’s start with the second horn. Eklund argues that claiming that there is no Further Question 

about Alternative amounts to accepting a deflationary sort of realism that is unacceptable to the ardent 

realist. If one simply says about Alternative that, while we are acting and valuing in ways that we ought, 

but not as we ought*, while they are acting and valuing in ways that they ought*, but not as they ought, 

and that’s all there is to it, then this seems to amount to a view according to which reality itself doesn’t 

objectively favor certain ways of acting and valuing over others. And that is to deny ardent realism.  

On the other hand, Eklund argues that claiming that there is a Further Question about 

Alternative is problematic, first, because there seems to be no way of expressing the Further Question 

in language. When we try to formulate the Further Question as a question about which community is 

acting and valuing in ways that one really ought to, we thereby employ our own normative terms. But 

then the answer to this question is obviously that it is us who are acting and valuing in ways that one 

really ought to act and value. But if the folks from Alternative were to formulate the Further Question 

as being about which community is acting and valuing in ways that we really ought* to, employing 

their normative terms, the answer to this question is obviously that it is them who are acting and valuing 

in ways that one really ought* to. As Eklund puts the point:  

 
[In] any statement of ours about what is at issue, our normative terms are employed, and in such a way 

that the question as framed threatens to be trivially settled in favor our terms, while in any statement of 

theirs about what is at issue, their normative terms are employed and in such a way that the question 

as framed threatens to be trivially settled in favor of their terms.6 

 

                                                        
5 Ibid, 18. 
6 Ibid 23. 
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It thus seems that the ardent realist who takes there to be a Further Question about Alternative must 

take this question to be ineffable. But if what is at issue here cannot be stated in language, then it’s 

not clear that it can be coherently thought and understood. 

Moreover, Eklund takes the ardent realist’s claim that there is a Further Question about 

Alternative to be problematic in itself (whether it’s ineffable or not) because it invites a whole new 

kind of skeptical challenge to ardent realism:  

 

 [Even] if indeed we can come to know what is good and what is right, there would remain the question 

of whether it is our terms or their normative counterparts that limn the normative structure of reality 

– and how could we figure out the answer to that question? (And is there even an objective answer to 

that question, even if there are objective answers to questions about what “ought” to be done in our 

sense and about what “ought” to be done in their sense?)7 

 

So, Eklund thinks it’s problematic for the ardent realist to claim that there is a Further Question about 

Alternative because (a) such a question seems ineffable and (b) it invites skeptical worries. Eklund 

thus takes this dilemma to show that the ardent realist must claim that Alternative is impossible, and 

he offers a metasemantic view on behalf of the ardent realist (which I will postpone discussion of until 

§3) that he thinks can secure this result.  

I agree with Eklund about the second horn of the above dilemma – that denying that there’s 

a Further Question about Alternative is incompatible with ardent realism. And I even agree with 

Eklund that the ardent realist should deny that Alternative is possible in order to avoid the skeptical 

worries that Eklund mentions. However, as I’ll argue in §2, I think the ardent realist can express what 

the Further Question would be, if Alternative were possible: it’s the question of which properties are 

really normative – the properties that we refer to with our normative terms, or the ones that 

Alternative’s linguistic community refers to with their normative terms? Eklund himself considers this 

way of specifying the Further Question but rejects it because he thinks it simply invites the follow up 

question of what it is for a property to be normative, to which Eklund thinks no satisfying answer can 

be given. In §2, however, I will suggest one way that the ardent realist – or at least the non-naturalist 

ardent realist – can answer this follow up question by appealing to the notion of essence.  

But let’s set aside this issue of whether the Further Question is expressible for now. The main 

criticism that I want to make in this section is that Eklund’s using this dilemma as a way of further 

                                                        
7 Ibid 22. 
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developing the problem of specifying what suffices for ardent realism is problematic because it ends 

up re-entangling some metaphysical and metasemantic issues that ought to be kept separate. 

Specifically, it’s Eklund’s second worry with the first horn of the dilemma – (b) that claiming that 

there’s a Further Question invites skeptical worries – that does the re-entangling.  

To see my point, just suppose that the Further Question about Alternative is expressible as 

the question of which properties are really normative (as I will later argue in §2). Eklund’s dilemma 

suggests that, even if we can express the Further Question in this way, the ardent realist’s claim that 

there is a Further Question about Alternative is still problematic because it invites the skeptical worry 

that even if we know what’s right and good and what we ought to do, we may not know “the real 

normative facts” (i.e. facts involving the properties that are really normative). This is part of the reason 

why Eklund thinks that the first horn of the dilemma is problematic, and thus why the ardent realist 

must take Alternative to be impossible. 

But if the main problem that Eklund is trying to solve is identifying what would suffice for 

ardent realism, then we want an account of ardent realism that allows for both crummy and best-case-

scenario versions of the view. By the best-case-scenario version of the view, I mean a version of ardent 

realism that avoids or solves as many problems that are associated with the view as possible, whereas 

by a crummy version of the view, I mean a version of ardent realism for which many problems loom. 

So, a best-case-scenario ardent realist view would avoid the above skeptical worry by telling some sort 

of metasemantic story about why it’s impossible (or at least very unlikely) for our (or anyone else’s) 

normative terms to fail to refer to the real normative properties. But, importantly, the view on which 

Alternative is possible and there is a Further Question about whose normative terms refer to 

properties that are really normative, still seems like an ardent realist view – albeit a crummy one, since 

it’s a view on which skeptical worries loom.  

The point that I’m trying to make here, then, is that, if what we’re trying to do is simply identify 

what ardent realism amounts to, then what we should be after is not what best-case-scenario ardent 

realism looks like, but rather, what both best-case-scenario and crummy versions of ardent realism 

have in common that make them both ardently realist.8 And what both of these views have in common 

that makes them both ardently realist seems to be something purely metaphysical: it’s that they both 

take there to be only certain properties that are really normative.  

                                                        
8 This is just an instance of a general methodological point: when we’re trying to specify what some philosophical position 
P amounts to, we should be careful not to specify P as whatever the most plausible version of P would state, but instead, 
as whatever it is that both the most plausible version of P and less plausible versions of P have in common. 
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What Eklund’s second worry with the Further Question shows, then, is that any ardent realist 

view that allows for the possibility of Alternative and claims that there is a Further Question about it 

will be crummy, and thus that the ardent realist should try to tell some metasemantic story that implies 

that Alternative is impossible in order to secure a best-case-scenario view. But it doesn’t show that 

ardent realism itself requires that Alternative is impossible (and some metasemantic view that delivers 

this result). What ardent realism itself seems to require is simply the metaphysical claim that there are 

certain properties that are really normative (and, of course, some explanation of what that means). So, 

Eklund’s second worry with the Further Question ends up re-entangling the metaphysical and 

metasemantic issues that he initially separated: this worry only suggests that there are good 

epistemological reasons for the ardent realist to have a metasemantic theory that renders Alternative 

impossible, but it doesn’t suggest that ardent realism itself requires such a metasemantic theory.  

What the original problem that Eklund started with ultimately boils down to, then, is simply 

whether we can make intelligible the sort of metaphysical claim that both crummy and best-case-

scenario ardent realists seem to endorse: that only certain properties are really normative. In the 

following section, I suggest one way in which I think an ardent realist – specifically, a non-naturalist 

realist – may try to specify what this metaphysical claim amounts to in terms of essence. I thereby 

argue, contrary to Eklund, that ardent realism and the Further Question (if Alternative is possible) can 

both be specified in purely metaphysical terms.  

 

2. Essentially Normative Properties  

  As mentioned earlier, Eklund rejects the suggestion that the ardent realist may simply say that 

the Further Question, if Alternative is possible, amounts to the question of whose normative terms 

refer to normative properties because this just invites the follow up question of what it is for a property 

to be normative, to which Eklund thinks no satisfying answer can be given. I’ll argue here, however, 

that at least a non-naturalist realist can give a satisfying answer to this follow up question.  

I take it that what is central to the sort of non-naturalist view endorsed by Moore (1903) and 

his followers is the idea that there are certain normative properties like goodness or being a reason whose 

very nature involves a kind of sui generis prescriptivity that is something “over and above” any non-

normative properties. The Moorean non-naturalist thus takes the very nature of these properties to 

involve something like to be promoted-ness or to be considered-ness (or to be doneness, as Mackie (1977) says), 

so that they objectively “call out” for certain responses in us.  
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Of course, how to specify this view in more precise metaphysical terms is a difficult question. 

What I want to suggest here (and which I argue for elsewhere9) is that we can understand this sort of 

Moorean non-naturalist view in terms of the essences of normative properties. I follow Fine (1994a/b) 

in taking essences to be simply sets of true propositions that state the very nature of things.10 And let’s 

say that the essence of F involves G just in case G is a constituent of some proposition that is part of 

the essence of F. We can then use this notion of essence to specify the non-naturalist’s claim that the 

very nature of normative properties involves some sui generis prescriptivity, which is something over 

and above non-normative properties. First, the non-naturalist needs a recursive definition of non-

normative properties: 

 

For any property, F: 

(i) If F is a paradigmatic physical, biological, psychological, mathematical, logical, 

supernatural, or … property (where we list all the other kinds of properties that exist), 

then F is non-normative. 

(ii) If the essence of F can be fully specified in terms of paradigmatic physical, biological, 

psychological, mathematical, logical, supernatural, or… properties, then F is non-

normative. 

(iii) If the essence of F can be fully specified in terms of non-normative properties, then F is 

non-normative. 

 

Then, the non-naturalist can say that what it is for a property F to be a sui generis normative property is for 

F to fail to satisfy all of (i)-(iii) in the above recursive definition. In other words, F is a sui generis 

normative property if its essence does not ultimately involve only non-normative properties. This 

seems to capture the non-naturalist’s idea that there are certain normative properties that involve a sui 

generis prescriptivity that is something over and above non-normative properties. Finally, the non-

naturalist may then give a recursive definition for normative properties in terms of the sui generis ones: 

 

For any property F:  

(a) If F is a sui generis normative property, then F is normative. 

                                                        
9 Leary (MS), Leary (2016) 
10 Fine (1994b) actually distinguishes between a variety of different notions, all of which we might call the essence of a 
thing. The relevant notion of essence that I have in mind here is what Fine calls constitutive immediate essence.  
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(b) If F’s essence involves a sui generis normative property, then F is normative. 

(c) If F’s essence involves a normative property, then F is normative.  

 

For example, the non-naturalist might take being wrong to be a sui generis normative property; and if the 

essence of being a murder involves being wrong, (b) implies that being a murder is a normative property; and 

since the essence of being a murderer presumably involves the property being a murder, (c) implies that 

being a murderer is also a normative property. So, let’s say that if a property F satisfies one of (a)-(c) 

above, then F is essentially normative.  

The non-naturalist realist can then state what makes her view ardently realist: it’s the fact that 

she takes certain properties (and not others) to be essentially normative. To see how this suffices for 

ardent realism, we can imagine that Alternative is possible. According to the sort of non-naturalist 

view above, if Alternative were possible, then there would be a Further Question about whether it’s 

our normative terms or theirs (or perhaps neither) that refer to the essentially normative properties.  

 However, while considering the possibility of Alternative is instructive for seeing how the 

claim that there are essentially normative properties suffices for ardent realism, we should not take 

this to show that the ardent realist does (or should) allow that Alternative is possible. Whether 

Alternative is possible is a separate metasemantic issue. But, as we’ve already seen, if the ardent realist 

does allow that Alternative is possible, she’s going to have a crummy view because skeptical worries 

will loom. So, to have a better view, the ardent realist should try to tell a metasemantic story that rules 

out Alternative as a genuine possibility (as Eklund tries to do). But, again, this is a separate issue, not 

to be confused with the problem of explaining what ardent realism amounts to in the first place. 

Eklund would presumably complain, however, that the above non-naturalist specification of 

normative properties still only provides a negative characterization of normative properties that 

ultimately relies on a primitive notion of normativity. That is, I’ve suggested that the non-naturalist 

may specify what it is for a property to be (essentially) normative in terms of sui generis normative 

properties, and I’ve defined the sui generis normative properties as properties whose essence does not 

ultimately involve only non-normative properties. The sui generis normative properties, then, are 

properties whose essence involves something more – something above and beyond any non-normative 

properties – but I haven’t suggested any positive characterization of what that something more 

amounts to. I’ve only said that this something more is something prescriptive – or, in other words, 

something normative – which the non-naturalist takes to be primitive. Indeed, it’s precisely that 

normative-something’s being primitive that makes it sui generis. 
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And Eklund argues that the ardent realist who tries to specify the Further Question as the 

question of which properties are normative cannot simply rely on a primitive notion of normativity. 

This is because he thinks it’s not clear why a property’s having some primitive feature would make it 

normatively privileged. That is, Eklund’s worry here is, even granting that certain properties have a 

kind of primitive feature of normativity, why would this make those properties the ones that we should 

really care about and consider in practical deliberation, and so on? In his words, “even if the property 

ascribed by [Alternative’s linguistic community’s] notion of what is right does not have this primitive 

feature of normativity, it is still normative* - and what privileges normativity over normativity*?”.11  

I think Eklund’s worry here, though, trades on a confusion between two different claims: (i) 

the claim that what it is for a property to be normative is for it to have some primitive feature, and (ii) 

the claim that what it is for a property to be normative is for it have a particular primitive feature. If 

the above proposal were just that certain properties are normative in virtue of having a primitive 

feature (or being sui generis), then Eklund would be right to worry that this doesn’t seem to explain 

why those properties are normatively privileged. After all, some other properties (e.g. mental 

properties) might have some primitive feature (or be equally sui generis), and yet fail to be normative. 

But that’s not my proposal. Rather, my proposal is that certain properties are normative in virtue of 

their having a particular primitive feature – that sui generis prescriptivity that objectively “calls out” for 

certain responses in us. And certain properties’ having that particular primitive feature does seem to 

explain why those properties are normatively privileged so that they are the ones that we really should 

care about and consider during practical deliberation, and so on: they objectively call out for those 

responses.  

For example, suppose that our normative terms do refer to essentially normative properties 

(the properties whose essences ultimately involve some sui generis prescriptivity) while Alternative’s 

linguistic community’s normative terms refer to certain natural properties, which have some other 

primitive feature – for example, suppose they are highly elite in the Lewisian sense that they are 

relatively fundamental properties and that relative eliteness is a primitive feature.12 The properties 

picked out by the Alternative linguistic community’s normative terms may then be normative* in the 

                                                        
11 Eklund (2017), 9. 
12 Lewis ((1983), (1984)) originally argued that the most elite properties – the ultimate “joints of nature” – are the 
fundamental physical properties, and that a property F is more elite than property G if F can be given a shorter definition 
in terms of the fundamental physical properties than G. So, Lewis does not seem to take relative eliteness to be a primitive 
feature. Nonetheless, we can imagine that eliteness is a matter of relative fundamentality (a la Lewis) and that relative 
fundamentality is a primitive feature (contra Lewis). 
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sense that they are elite properties that are picked out by normative terms. But now it seems clear what 

makes normativity (normatively) privileged over normativity*. A property’s being elite does not seem 

to explain why we should really care about that property and consider it during practical deliberation, 

but a property’s having some sui generis prescriptivity that objectively calls out for those responses in 

us does explain why we should have those responses to that property.  

So, although the above non-naturalist proposal for how to understand what ardent realism 

and the Further Question amount to in terms of essence does ultimately rely on a primitive notion of 

normativity, I don’t think that this is a problem for that proposal. In the following section, moreover, 

I argue that Eklund’s own metasemantic solution that he offers as a way of explaining what suffices 

for ardent realism relies on a metaphysical claim that is very much in the spirit of the sort of non-

naturalist view that I have sketched here. And, importantly, I argue that it’s this metaphysical claim 

alone – not his metasemantics – that does the work of securing ardent realism. So, the metaphysical 

solution that I’ve offered in this section for how to specify ardent realism is actually not entirely 

unfriendly to Eklund’s solution. They are compatible, and perhaps even complimentary. However, as 

we’ll see toward the end of the next section, my argument does undermine some of the broader lessons 

that Eklund hopes to draw from his proposal.  

 

3. Eklund’s Metasemantic Solution 

  Eklund’s preferred solution to the problem of explaining what suffices for ardent realism is 

that ardent realists should claim that there is referential normativity: that some normative terms’ semantic 

value is determined solely by their normative role, which is “the action-guiding role, perhaps motivational 

role, which is associated with the predicate or concept and is that by virtue of which the predicate or 

concept counts as normative”(10).   

To flesh this out further, Eklund models his proposal after Wedgwood’s (2001) conceptual-

role semantics for ‘ought’. Wedgwood (2001) argues that the semantic value of ‘ought’ is determined 

in an analogous way to how the semantic value of a logical connective like “&” is plausibly determined 

by its conceptual role. That is, according to a conceptual-role semantics, “&” plays a certain conceptual 

role that is characterized by the introduction and elimination rules, and so, the semantic value of “&” 

is just whatever relation in the world (call it the conjunction relation) that best fits these rules (making 

them valid).13 Analogously, Wedgwood claims that the all-things-considered ‘ought’, and any 

                                                        
13 Eklund (2017), 41. 
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normative predicate B that is synonymous with the all-things-considered ‘ought’, plays a particular 

action-guiding role in practical reasoning that can be characterized by the following rule RB:  

 

Acceptance of ‘B(x, y, me, t)’ commits one to having a preference for doing x over doing 

y at time t.14 

 

So, Wedgwood proposes that the referent of ‘ought’ is simply whatever relation in the world is such 

that “it is correct for z to prefer doing x over doing y at t and a mistake for z to prefer doing y over x 

at t if, and only if, x, y, z, and t stand in that relation”.15 Such a preference is correct, according to 

Wedgwood, just in case it is in accordance with the goal or purpose of practical reasoning. It’s a 

substantive question what the goal of practical reasoning amounts to, and Wedgwood does not offer 

an answer to that question, but suggests that Aristotelians, neo-Humeans, and Kantians will give 

different accounts of what the goal of practical reasoning is, and thereby offer different accounts of 

the nature of the relation referred to by the all-things-considered ‘ought’.  

Eklund takes RB to be an example of a characterization of what he calls a normative role – it’s an 

action-guiding role that a term may be associated with, which seems to be the very thing in virtue of 

which that term counts as normative. But while Wedgwood takes RB to characterize the normative 

role of one of our actual normative terms (the all-things-considered ‘ought’), Eklund’s positive 

proposal is only that there is a possible thin normative predicate B whose normative role is 

characterized by RB. And while Wedgwood leaves it an open question whether the world cooperates 

and there really is a relation in the world that best fits the rule RB above, Eklund’s proposal is that the 

ardent realist claims there is such a relation in the world, so that the normative role of B is sufficient 

to determine its referent. In Eklund’s terms, then, B is referentially normative: it’s reference is determined 

solely by its normative role. This implies that Alternative is impossible for B: if there’s some normative 

term B whose referent is determined by its normative role alone, then Alternative cannot arise for B 

because any possible normative term that is associated with the same normative role as B will thereby 

have the same referent. Eklund takes the claim that there are some referentially normative terms to 

suffice for ardent realism:  

 

                                                        
14 Wedgwood (2001), p. 15.  
15 Ibid, 18. 
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The properties ascribed by terms whose reference is determined by normative role are 

normatively privileged: there is something about how these properties are in themselves that 

make them fit to be picked out by these normative roles.  

 

One serious worry that Eklund has regarding this solution, though, is what he calls the 

embarrassment of riches problem. This problem is that, even if normative role is reference-determining 

for some normative terms, it is still possible for there to be two normative terms that are in normative 

competition with one another in the sense that have very similar, but different enough normative 

roles, R and R*, so that they have different extensions. Even if there is referential normativity, then, a 

scenario much like Alternative is still possible: a scenario in which an alternative linguistic community’s 

normative terms have a slightly different normative role than that of our terms so that their terms 

thereby refer to different properties. So, the very same dilemma that Eklund raises for the ardent 

realist who allows that Alternative is possible seems to arise for Eklund’s view as well.  

Eklund suggests that one way for the ardent realist to deal with this problem is to simply insist 

that not all normative roles are reference-determining. That is, according to what Eklund calls the 

normative sparseness reply, the ardent realist may insist that there are only certain properties that are in 

themselves apt to be picked out by certain normative roles. So, while some possible normative terms 

that are associated with certain normative roles will have their reference determined by their normative 

role alone, other possible normative terms that are associated with slightly different normative roles 

will not. Here’s Eklund: 

 

For suppose, to the contrary, that only one of the expressions in competition is non-defectively 

reference determining. Then the property that this expression [picks out] is normatively 

privileged over others: this property is in and of itself apt to be picked out by normative role. 

Even if the other expressions in normative competition ascribe properties and have non-

empty extensions, these properties are, under the supposition, not such that an expression’s 

being associated with a normative role (in the right way) suffices for the property to be picked 

out by the expression.16 

 

                                                        
16 Eklund (2017), 58. 
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Eklund’s response thus admits that there may be Alternative-like scenarios involving linguistic 

communities that have normative terms that are in normative competition with our normative terms, 

but are associated with slightly different normative roles than ours. But his response insists that it’s 

still the case that certain properties are normatively privileged over others and that this suffices to 

secure ardent realism.  

Notice, however, that in both fleshing out his proposal and offering the normative sparseness 

reply in response to the embarrassment of riches problem, Eklund talks of certain properties being 

“in themselves fit” (or “apt”) to be picked out by certain normative roles. For example, he claims that 

the ardent realist takes there to be a relation in the world that is in itself fit to be picked out by any 

possible normative predicate B that is associated with role RB. And his normative sparseness reply 

suggests that, even if there’s an alternative normative concept B* that is associated with a very similar, 

but slightly different normative role RB*, so long as there is no alternative relation in the world that is 

in and of itself apt to be picked out by normative role RB*, and thus RB*’s extension is not determined 

by its normative role alone, this still suffices for ardent realism. These are metaphysical claims about 

the nature of certain properties: that there are certain properties, and not others, that are by their very 

nature fit to play a certain action-guiding role in practical deliberation. And these metaphysical claims 

are very much in the spirit of the sort of non-naturalist view that I sketched in §2, according to which 

there are certain properties whose very nature “calls out” for us considering and responding to them 

in certain ways.17 

Most importantly, though, it’s this metaphysical claim alone that does the work of securing 

ardent realism. To see this, suppose that the true metasemantic theory for normative terms is not a 

Wedgwoodian conceptual-role semantics, but a Boydian causal regulation view. Now, suppose there 

is a property F that is in itself fit for playing an action-guiding and motivational role in practical 

deliberation, but that our use of the term ‘ought’ is causally regulated not by property F, but by a 

different property G (which is not in itself fit to play an action-guiding and motivational role in 

practical deliberation). Given a Boydian metasemantics, then, ‘ought’ refers to G and not F. This 

picture still seems to be an ardent realist one: certain properties are normatively privileged over others 

because they are in themselves fit to play an action-guiding and motivational role in practical 

deliberation, while others are not. It’s just that, on this picture, our normative term ‘ought’ fails to 

                                                        
17 Eklund, however, remains agnostic about whether properties that are in themselves fit for playing certain normative 
roles must be non-natural. 
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refer to a normatively privileged property. So, even if Eklund’s metasemantic view is false, the 

metaphysical claim that it relies upon seems sufficient to secure ardent realism. 

The work that Eklund’s metasemantics is doing, though, is trying to secure a best-case-

scenario version of ardent realism according to which skeptical worries don’t loom because Alternative 

is impossible. This is an important task. But it’s a further task from simply specifying what ardent 

realism amounts to in the first place.  

Moreover, Eklund’s discussion of the embarrassment of riches problem actually suggests that 

his metasemantics fails to accomplish this further task. This is because Eklund’s normative sparseness 

reply ultimately still allows for the possibility that there are Alternative-like scenarios involving 

linguistic communities that have normative terms that are associated with different normative roles 

than our normative terms, and that thereby refer to different properties than the ones that our 

normative terms refer to. The normative sparseness reply simply offers a way that the ardent realist 

may nonetheless insist that only certain properties that are referred to by some normative terms are 

normatively privileged. But as long as such scenarios are possible, the very same skeptical worries that 

Eklund raises for views that allow that Alternative is possible arise on Eklund’s view as well. Even if 

we know what is good, right, and what we ought to do, we may still worry, given Eklund’s view, 

whether “good”, “right”, and “ought” are the referentially normative terms and thereby pick out 

normatively privileged properties, or whether some other possible normative terms are the 

referentially normative ones. We may thereby worry whether we know the real normative facts – i.e. 

the facts about the normatively privileged properties. It thus seems like Eklund’s positive proposal 

still runs into the same skeptical worries that he hoped to help the ardent realist avoid. But, again, this 

is not to say that Eklund’s view is not an ardently realist one. It only goes to show that Eklund’s 

metasemantics fails to deliver a best-case-scenario version of ardent realism.  

So, while I agree with Eklund that his positive proposal does suffice for ardent realism, I 

disagree with him about why it suffices for ardent realism. The reason his view secures ardent realism 

is not because his metasemantics implies that Alternative is impossible. First of all, Eklund’s reply to 

the embarrassment of riches problem suggests that his view doesn’t actually rule out all Alternative-

like scenarios. And secondly, even if Eklund’s view could somehow rule out the possibility of such 

scenarios, that’s not what makes the view an ardent realist one. What makes Eklund’s metasemantic 

view ardently realist is that it packs in a metaphysical claim that certain properties are in themselves fit 

to play certain action-guiding roles, which implies that some properties are normatively privileged by 

their very nature. And while I ultimately think that this metaphysical claim is very much in the spirit 
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of the non-naturalist view that I proposed in §2 as a way of specifying what ardent realism amounts 

to, I find Eklund’s packaging this claim as part of a metasemantic view to be problematic for the very 

same reason I take his dilemma to be problematic: it just re-entangles metaphysical and metasemantic 

issues that ought to be kept separate.  

None of these criticisms tell against Eklund’s positive proposal. But they do undermine some 

of the broader lessons that he hopes to draw from this view. First, a bundle of broad questions that 

Eklund is interested in is what makes a concept or term normative (the concept question), what makes a 

property normative (the property question), whether the answers to these two questions are metaphysical 

or linguistic, and whether the normativity of concepts and terms depends on the normativity of 

properties or vice versa. In Chapter 4, Eklund argues that what makes a concept or term normative is 

something linguistic, rather than metaphysical: a concept or term is normative not in virtue of referring 

to a particular kind of property, but in virtue of being “conventionally associated with a normative 

role”.18 And in Chapter 5, Eklund claims that his proposed view suggests the following principle 

regarding normative properties:   

 

(P3) Property F is positively (negatively) normative iff it can be ascribed using a non-defective 

referentially normative predicate.19 

 

But while Eklund takes (P3) to be an informative, necessarily true biconditional, he insists that (P3) is 

not a claim about what makes a property normative, and thus does not, strictly speaking, provide an 

answer to the property question. Instead, Eklund merely takes (P3) to provide a linguistic answer to 

the nearby question of which properties are normative: they’re the ones that can be ascribed using a 

referentially normative predicate. So, while Eklund doesn’t go so far as to claim that it is normative 

concepts and terms that are fundamentally normative and that properties are normative in virtue of 

being referred to by normative terms and concepts, he seems to take normative terms and concepts 

to be at least conceptually prior to normative properties: that we can understand which properties are 

normative in terms of which properties are referred to by referentially normative predicates.  

But the above discussion of Eklund’s view suggests that his view actually offers a metaphysical 

answer to the property question itself. Eklund’s claim that what makes a property “normatively 

privileged” is that it is in itself fit to play a certain kind of action-guiding or motivational role suggests 

                                                        
18 Eklund (2017), 64. 
19 Ibid, 99.  
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that it’s having this feature that makes a property normative on his view. And a property F’s having 

this feature is also what makes F apt to be picked out by normative terms and concepts that are 

associated with the corresponding normative role, and thereby able to be ascribed using a referentially 

normative predicate. So, while Eklund’s view may suggest (P3) as a linguistic answer to the question 

of which properties are normative, the reason (P3) answers that question on his view is that the 

properties that are able to be ascribed by referentially normative predicates are those that are in 

themselves fit to play certain normative roles. Eklund’s view thus suggests that what it is for a property 

to be normative is something metaphysical, whereas what it is for a normative term or concept to be 

normative is something linguistic. Consequently, his view implies that properties are not normative in 

virtue of their relation to normative concepts and terms, and nor are concepts and terms normative 

in virtue of their relation to normative properties.  

 Finally, one of the major lessons that Eklund hopes to be drawn from the book is that there 

is an important fault line between metasemantically moderate and metasemantically radical views in 

metaethics. A metasemantically moderate view is a view on which reference is determined the same 

way for both normative and descriptive terms, whereas a metasemantically radical view is a view on 

which the referents of normative terms get determined in a way that is very different from that of 

descriptive terms. For example, Boyd’s (1988) causal regulation view is a metasemantically moderate 

view, since Boyd merely co-opts a metasemantic view for natural kind terms and applies it to 

normative terms as well. On the other hand, Eklund claims that the view that there is referential 

normativity – that some possible normative terms’ reference is determined solely by their normative 

role – is a metasemantically radical view, since it offers a unique metasemantics for normative terms. 

So, what Eklund hopes to have shown in establishing that this view suffices for ardent realism is that 

the debate between ardent realists and their opponents is a debate precisely about which side of this 

divide to be on. But if what secures ardent realism is really the underlying metaphysical claim that 

Eklund’s view rests upon and not his radical metasemantics, then the divide between metasemantically 

moderate and metasemantically radical views is not as important as Eklund claims. Indeed, I have 

argued here that the metaphysical claim that Eklund makes could be paired with a metasemantically 

moderate view like Boyd’s causal regulation thesis and still suffice for ardent realism. So, this divide 

does not seem to be tracking what’s at stake between ardent realists and their opponents after all. 

 

4. Conclusion 
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 To sum up, then, my main worry with Choosing Normative Concepts is that Eklund’s development 

of the problem of specifying what suffices for ardent realism and his metasemantic solution ultimately 

re-entangle certain metaphysical and metasemantic issues that should be kept separate. His dilemma 

against the ardent realist who allows that Alternative is possible brings in metasemantic and 

epistemological considerations that are orthogonal to the metaphysical question of what ardent realism 

amounts to. And his metasemantic proposal suffices for ardent realism, but only because it packs in a 

metaphysical claim that by itself provides a solution to the problem. While this doesn’t show that 

Eklund’s positive proposal is false, it does undermine some of the main broad claims that Eklund 

takes to follow from the view.  

Nonetheless, Choosing Normative Concepts is an important contribution to the metaethics 

literature largely because it brings to light an important, difficult question: how do we specify in more 

concrete terms the sort of ardent realist thought that reality itself objectively favors certain ways of 

acting and valuing? What Eklund does successfully show by focusing on Alternative as a way to 

approach this question is that the typical ways of specifying what realism amounts to fail to capture 

this ardently realist thought that seems to be what motivates many realists. And while I’ve proposed 

one way in which the non-naturalist realist might specify this thought in terms of essence, I submit 

that much further discussion is warranted. And Eklund’s Choosing Normative Concepts is an excellent 

work of philosophy to serve as the spark for that discussion. 
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