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Why Relativism Doesn’t Explain Internalism 
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Abstract: Attitude Relativists claim that the truth value of all normative judgments varies between 
contexts, depending on either (i) the actual attitudes of some person or group in the relevant context, 
or (ii) the attitudes that some person or group in the context would have, if she or they were in more 
ideal conditions. Many Attitude Relativists claim that a virtue of their view is that it explains some 
version of motivational internalism: the thesis that there is some strong connection between normative 
belief and motivation. In this paper, however, I argue that Attitude Relativism only explains why one 
has the corresponding motivation when one’s normative belief enjoys a certain epistemic status 
(namely, when it is true or rational). And since the internalist takes the relevant connection between 
motivation and normative belief to hold in general, regardless of the epistemic status of the belief, this 
shows that Attitude Relativism does not explain a thesis that captures the spirit of internalism.  

 

What sorts of views deserve the title of ‘relativism’ in meta-ethics may be a difficult question. 

But I take it that one broad category of views that we take to be relativist views are those according 

to which the truth value of all normative judgments like S ought to φ or x is good may vary between 

contexts, depending on the contingent evaluative attitudes of some individual or group.1 That is, any 

view that claims that the truth value of all normative judgments like these varies depending on what 

particular desires, ends, or some set of motivational states some salient person or group has (e.g. the 

speaker, the assessor, the subject, the conversational participants, etc.) is a view that warrants being 

labeled ‘relativist’.2 Let’s call this broad type of relativist view Attitude Relativism.  

Attitude Relativism is compatible with a variety of semantic views about our normative 

thought and talk. For example, an Attitude Relativist may adopt a contextualist semantics, according 

to which the meaning of a normative assertion is determined by the evaluative attitudes of whoever 

is the salient person or group in the context of use (e.g. Dreier (1990), Bjornnson & Finlay (2010)). 

																																																													
1 There is a tendency in this literature to muddle philosophy of language and philosophy of mind. For better or worse, I 
follow suit in not distinguishing between semantic views about normative language and views about normative belief, 
and I use all-purpose italics for both beliefs and assertions. 
2 The ‘all’ here is important. Objectivists may admit that the truth value of some normative judgments can vary, 
depending on an agent’s evaluative attitudes. For example, even objectivists may claim that whether it’s true that I have a 
normative reason to order a beer at the bar may vary, depending on whether I want a beer. An objectivist about our 
normative thought and talk insists, however, that the truth value of not all normative judgments can vary in this way.  
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Alternatively, the Attitude Relativist may adopt an assessor-relativist semantics, according to which 

the truth value of a normative assertion is relative to the context of assessment, and depends on the 

evaluative attitudes of the assessor in that context (e.g. Egan (2012)). Or the Attitude Relativist may 

adopt a subject-sensitive invariantist view, according to which the truth value of a normative 

assertion always depends on the evaluative attitudes of the agent who is the subject of the assertion: 

for example, according to this view, when S says, “A ought to j,” or, “x is good for A,” the truth 

value of these assertions depends on A’s evaluative attitudes (e.g. Harman (1975)). And there are 

even more refined views to be had here.3  

Moreover, while some Attitude Relativists hold that the truth value of a normative judgment 

depends on the actual attitudes that the relevant person or group has (e.g. Dreier (1990)), some 

Attitude Relativists hold that the truth value of a normative judgment depends on the attitudes that 

the relevant person or group would have, if she or they were in more ideal conditions (e.g. Egan 

(2012), Lewis (1989)). Importantly, though, the latter sort of view is relativist only if the evaluative 

attitudes that different people would have in the relevant ideal conditions depend on the contingent 

attitudes that they actually have in such a way that the ideal attitudes that different people would 

have may diverge. Otherwise, there would be some statements of the form x is good whose truth value 

does not vary across contexts, and so, this would cease to be a relativist view.4 

What many Attitude Relativists have in common, though, is that they are motivated by the 

same sorts of meta-ethical concerns. For example, one motivation for adopting Attitude Relativism 

is that it offers a naturalistic account of normative facts: on this view, normative facts are simply 
																																																													
3 For example, an Attitude Relativist who adopts a contextualist semantics may claim that the relevant evaluative 
attitudes are involved in the content of normative terms like ‘good’ and ‘ought’ (Bjornnson & Finlay (2010)), or that the 
relevant evaluative attitudes are involved in the character of normative terms, or part of the mode of presentation of 
normative belief (e.g. Dreier (1990)). I discuss this latter view later on. 
4 This is why Smith’s (1994) view is an objectivist, rather than a relativist view, even though his view is very similar to 
Ideal-Attitude Relativism. That is, Smith (1994) takes the evaluative attitudes that our ideally rational selves would have 
to be the truth conditions for basic normative judgments, but he argues that the evaluative attitudes that there would be 
a lot of convergence between what evaluative attitudes our ideally rational selves would have, and thus, that the truth 
value of some of our normative judgments do not vary across individuals. 
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facts about what attitudes people have. Another motivation for adopting Attitude Relativism is that 

it suggests that there is no special epistemological worry regarding normative truths. For, on this 

view, knowledge about normative matters just amounts to knowledge of our own (or others’) mental 

states.  

Many Attitude Relativists claim, moreover, that one important reason for adopting Attitude 

Relativism is that it is a cognitivist view that can deliver non-cognitivist goodies: it takes normative 

judgments to be beliefs, which may be true or false, but it is also explains motivational internalism. That 

is, many meta-ethicists have been attracted to some version of the thesis that it follows from the 

very nature of normative judgment that agents are motivated to act in accord with their normative 

judgments. For example, if S judges that x is good, internalists claim (perhaps with some 

qualification) that S must be at least to some extent motivated to pursue or promote x.5 This 

intrinsic connection between normative judgments and motivation cries out for explanation. And, 

according to legend, non-cognitivist views (i.e. views according to which normative judgments are 

(or express) some non-cognitive attitude like desires, intentions, or emotions) have a ready 

explanation for why some form of internalism is true, while cognitivist views (i.e. views according to 

which normative judgments express beliefs) have trouble explaining this fact.6 But some Attitude 

Relativists (e.g. Egan (2012), Dreier (1990), and Harman (1975)) claim that, if evaluative attitudes are 

built into the very meaning of our normative thought and talk, this would offer a cognitivist 

explanation for the intrinsic connection between normative judgment and motivation. These 

Attitude Relativists thus claim that one main motivation for adopting their view is that it is a 

cognitivist view that is ripe for explaining internalism. 

																																																													
5 Externalists, on the other hand, claim that while it may be true that most people are usually motivated to act in accord 
with their normative judgments, what explains this phenomenon is not the nature of normative judgments, but rather, 
some contingent fact about us (e.g. the fact that most of us tend to care about what’s good, right, and so on). 
6 According to the non-cognitivist, the connection between normative judgment and motivation is explained by the fact 
that normative judgments are (or express) some sort of conative attitude that is by its nature motivating (like desires or 
emotions).   
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In this paper, however, I argue that the salient Attitude Relativist strategies for explaining 

some version of internalism fail, and thus that it’s far from clear that any Attitude Relativist can 

make good on her promise to deliver the non-cognitivist goodies that she claims to enjoy. To be 

clear, though, I offer no argument that some form of motivational internalism is true, and so, I do 

not take my argument here to show that we should reject Attitude Relativism. My aim in providing 

this argument is simply to show that internalist concerns do not provide any reason for adopting 

Attitude Relativism. 

My argument comes in two stages. In the first stage (§1), I argue that Actual-Attitude 

Relativists, who take the truth value of normative judgments to depend on the actual evaluative 

attitudes of some person or group, cannot explain any version of internalism. I begin by arguing (in 

§1.1) that certain versions of Actual-Attitude Relativism are actually incompatible with a particularly 

strong version of internalism. That is, some internalists endorse the quite strong thesis that, 

necessarily, if one believes that x is good, then one is to some extent motivated to promote or 

pursue x. I argue that an Actual-Attitude Relativist view that takes the truth value of normative 

judgments to depend on the actual motivational states of the person making the judgment require that 

the corresponding motivation is absent in cases in which one falsely believes that x is good. This sort 

of Actual-Attitude Relativist view is thus incompatible with this strong version of internalism. But if 

the Actual-Attitude Relativist claims, instead, that the truth value of normative judgments depend on 

certain evaluative attitudes of the person making the judgment, which are not motivational states, 

then her view offers no explanation for why there is a necessary connection between normative 

judgment and motivation.  

I then consider (in §1.2) whether the Actual-Attitude Relativist could explain a more modest 

version of internalism according to which the connection between normative belief and motivation 

is a defeasible one that always gets “defeased” in cases of false normative belief. I argue, however, 
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that any such thesis seems out of step with the very phenomenon that internalism is meant to 

explain, and so does not provide the Actual-Attitude Relativist with a thesis that captures the spirit 

of internalism.   

In the second stage of my argument (§2), I argue that Ideal-Attitude Relativists, who take the 

truth value of normative judgments to depend on what attitudes some person or group would have, 

if she or they were in more ideal conditions, do not have an adequate explanation for internalism. 

First, I argue (in §2.1) that the Ideal-Attitude Relativist’s best strategy for explaining some version of 

internalism is to claim that the truth value of normative judgments depends on what attitudes the 

speaker or assessor would have, if she were fully rational (in a very robust sense). Some Ideal-

Attitude Relativists take this to explain a version of internalism according to which, if one believes 

that x is good, then one is rationally required to be to some extent motivated to promote or pursue x. 

But I argue (in §2.2) that this Ideal-Attitude Relativist view cannot explain why one is rationally 

required to be to some extent motivated to promote or pursue x even when one’s belief that x is 

good is epistemically irrational. And while this Ideal-Attitude Relativist view may (at best) explain 

why one is rationally required to be to some extent motivated to promote or pursue x, if one 

rationally believes that x is good, this modified thesis is out of step with the phenomenon that the 

sort of internalist who takes internalism to be a thesis about rational requirement takes her view to 

explain. 

Both Actual-Attitude Relativism and Ideal-Attitude Relativism are thus only capable of 

explaining why there is a connection between one’s motivations and one’s normative judgments that 

have a certain epistemic status (e.g. either one’s true normative beliefs, in the case of Actual-Attitude 

Relativism, or one’s rational normative beliefs, in the case of Ideal-Attitude Relativism). But, I argue, 

the motivations for adopting some version of internalism suggest that the relevant connection 

between one’s motivations and one’s normative beliefs holds in general, regardless of the epistemic 
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status of those beliefs (i.e. whether they are true or false, rational or irrational). And so, the Attitude 

Relativist, whether Actual or Ideal, seems unable to explain an internalist thesis that is in line with 

the sort of motivations for adopting internalism in the first place.   

 

1. Actual-Attitude Relativism 

1.1 Strong Internalism and the False Belief Problem 

Let’s begin by considering Actual-Attitude Relativism: the view according to which the truth 

value of normative judgments depends on the actual evaluative attitudes of some contextually 

relevant person or group. One might think that this view can explain the following strong version of 

internalism:  

STRONG INTERNALISM Necessarily, if one believes (in some circumstances) that x 

is good, then one is at least to some extent positively 

motivated toward x (in those circumstances), 

where being positively motivated toward x is something like being motivated to express approval of, 

being motivated to promote or pursue x, and the like.7 STRONG INTERNALISM does not require 

that, if one believes x is good in some circumstances, then one is always positively motivated toward x 

in every circumstance; nor does it require that, if one believes that x is good in some circumstances, 

one is always overall positively motivated toward x. But consider Abe the Amoralist, who is not even 

the slightest bit motivated to act in accord with his normative judgments, and Sally the Sadist, who is 

not only entirely unmotivated to do what she judges to be good, right, and so on, but is instead 

motivated to do what she judges to be bad, wrong, and so on. STRONG INTERNALISM claims that 

																																																													
7 For ease of exposition, I focus on normative judgments involving the term ‘good’, and simply assume that the 
internalist can tell a similar story about normative judgments involving other normative terms like ‘ought’, ‘right’, and so 
on. The internalist also tells an analogous story about negative normative terms like ‘wrong’ and ‘bad’: that, if one 
believes that x is bad, or that φ-ing is wrong, then one is to some extent motivated to shun, minimize, or express 
disapproval of x, or to not-φ. 
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these individuals’ existence is impossible.8 It is for this reason that STRONG INTERNALISM gets its 

name. 

It may seem that the Actual-Attitude Relativist can secure a necessary connection between 

normative judgment and motivation, if she claims that the relevant evaluative attitudes upon which 

the truth value of normative judgments depend include the actual motivational states of the person 

who is making the normative judgment – like the speaker in the context of use, or the assessor in the 

context of assessment.9 For example, consider a simple contextualist version of Actual-Attitude 

Relativism, according to which the truth of one’s belief that x is good depends on one’s own 

motivational states because the content of ‘good’ is supplied by the speaker’s motivations (or the 

motivations of her group) at the context of use. On this view, to believe x is good is just to believe I 

(or members of my group10) have P-attitudes toward x, where the P-attitudes are just the internalist’s favorite 

positive motivational states (e.g. desiring to promote, expressing approval of, etc).  

But notice that, if the Actual-Attitude Relativist claims that the truth of normative judgments 

depends on the actual motivational states of the person making the judgment, this implies that there 

is a necessary connection only between true normative judgments and motivation. For example, as 

Dreier (1990) points out, the above simple contextualist view entails that, if one falsely believes that 

x is good, then one is not positively motivated toward x. After all, on this view, for me to falsely 

believe that x is good is for me to believe that I have P-attitudes toward x, when I do not actually 

																																																													
8 In what sense STRONG INTERNALISM implies that these individuals are impossible, depends on what sort of 
necessity this claim involves. If STRONG INTERNALISM concerns conceptual necessity, then Abe the Amoralist and 
Sally the Sadist are not conceptually possible – we cannot even coherently imagine such individuals. But if STRONG 
INTERNALISM concerns only metaphysical necessity, while this thesis implies that Abe the Amoralist and Sally the 
Sadist are metaphysically impossible, it allows that we can nonetheless coherently conceive of such individuals.  
9 The subject-sensitive invariantist version of Attitude Relativism, by contrast, does not seem capable of delivering the 
same tight connection between normative belief and motivation in cases of third-person normative judgments. For 
example, suppose A says, “S ought to j”. The subject-sensitive invariantist view suggests that A’s assertion is true in 
virtue of S’s motivational attitudes. So, this view suggests that, in cases of third-person normative beliefs, there is a tight 
connection between one’s (true) normative beliefs and the motivational attitudes that the subject has, but it does not 
suggest that there is a tight connection between one’s third-person normative belief and one’s own motivational attitudes.  
10 From now on, I’ll omit this clarification. 
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have P-attitudes toward x. But STRONG INTERNALISM is a thesis about normative belief in general, 

regardless of whether the belief is true or false. So, since this simple contextualist version of Actual-

Attitude Relativism requires that, in cases of false normative belief, one’s belief is not accompanied 

by the corresponding motivation, it not only fails to explain STRONG INTERNALISM, but it 

straightforwardly denies it.  

Dreier seems to think, however, that a more sophisticated version of Actual-Attitude 

Relativism can avoid this problem. Specifically, Dreier (1990) proposes that we take the motivational 

states of the speaker to be part of the character, rather than the content, of normative terms like ‘good’. 

That is, following Kaplan (1977), Dreier takes the meaning of some context sensitive terms like ‘I’ to 

be twofold. The character of a term is the rule that determines what the term refers to in any given 

context of use, and may thus be represented as a function from contexts of use to contents. For 

example, ‘I’ always picks out the speaker in the context of use, and so, its character is a function that 

takes in contexts of use and outputs the speaker of each context. The content of a term like ‘I’, on the 

other hand, is its intension, which can be represented as a function from circumstances of evaluation 

to truth values. Moreover, as Perry (1979) notes, beliefs that involve indexicals like ‘I’ are 

importantly distinct from non-indexical beliefs. For example, although believing that I wrote this paper 

has the same content as believing that Stephanie Leary wrote this paper, these are two distinct beliefs. If 

one day I acquire amnesia and see that this paper was written by Stephanie Leary, I may believe that 

Stephanie Leary wrote this paper, but not believe that I wrote this paper. What explains this fact, 

according to Perry (1979), is that to believe I wrote this paper is to believe something with a different 

character or mode of presentation – it is to believe that Stephanie Leary wrote this paper, but in a different 

way. 

Dreier (1990), (1992) argues that normative terms work in an analogous way: that, for 

example, for someone to believe x is good is for someone to believe something with an ordinary, 
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non-normative content, but with a motivational character or mode of presentation. Specifically, 

Dreier suggests that the character of the term ‘good’ is a function from a context of use to the 

property being approved of by M (where M is the set of evaluative attitudes of the speaker or the 

speaker’s group), and the content of ‘good’ is a function from the property being approved of by M to 

an intension (the set of things that have this property). So, on this view, for me to believe x is good is 

for me to believe that x is F, where F is some naturalistic predicate that has the same intension as 

‘good’ uttered by me in the relevant context, but with a distinctively motivational character.11   

But this fancier version of Actual-Attitude Relativism faces the very same problem as the 

simple contextualist view in explaining the truth of STRONG INTERNALISM. On Dreier’s view, for 

me to believe x is good is for me to believe that x is F, where F is some naturalistic predicate that has 

the same intension as the property being approved of by M (where M is the set of my evaluative 

attitudes). So, my falsely believing x is good requires that x is not F, and thus that x is not included in 

the intension of the property being approved of by M. On Dreier’s view too, then, in cases of false 

normative belief, one’s belief is not accompanied by the corresponding motivations. So, even this 

more sophisticated version of Actual-Attitude Relativism straightforwardly denies STRONG 

INTERNALISM.12 

Indeed, it seems that any Actual-Attitude Relativist view that takes the truth value of 

normative judgments to depend on the motivational states of the person making the judgment must 

deny STRONG INTERNALISM. If the actual motivational states of the person making the normative 

judgment are the very truth conditions for that judgment, then false normative beliefs do not bring 

																																																													
11 An alternative sophisticated version of Actual-Attitude Relativism is an assessor-relativist view according to which 
normative belief is de se, with a centered-worlds proposition as its content. On this view, to believe x is good is to self-
attribute the property being the sort of person who has P-attitudes toward x. This sort of view is explored by Egan (2012), and 
modeled after Lewis’s (1979) account of de se belief.   
12 Likewise, an assessor-relativist view that takes the content of normative belief to be a centered-worlds proposition 
yields the same result. On this view, for me to falsely believe x is good is for me to self-attribute the property being the sort 
of person who has P-attitudes toward x, but for me to not actually have the relevant P-attitudes toward x. So, Egan’s (2012) 
view, too, denies STRONG INTERNALISM. 
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along with them the corresponding motivation. After all, if they did bring along that motivation, 

according to such an Actual-Attitude Relativist view, those beliefs would not be false! All Actual-

Attitude Relativists who take the relevant attitudes upon which the truth of normative judgments 

depend to be the motivational states of the person making the judgment thus face what I call the 

False Belief Problem: their account of false normative belief is incompatible with STRONG 

INTERNALISM.13 

Of course, the Actual-Attitude Relativist may avoid this problem by claiming that the 

relevant attitudes upon which the truth of normative judgments depend are some kind of evaluative 

attitudes of the person making the normative judgment that are not motivational states. That is, one 

might claim that to believe x is good is to believe I have E-attitudes toward x, where E-attitudes are some 

kind of evaluative attitudes that are not themselves motivating. To falsely believe that x is good, 

then, would require that one lacks E-attitudes toward x, without requiring that one is not positively 

motivated toward x. This sort of Actual-Attitude Relativist view would thus be compatible with 

STRONG INTERNALISM.  

But, importantly, this kind of Actual-Attitude Relativist view offers no explanation for 

STRONG INTERNALISM. If the relevant evaluative attitudes that are involved in the meaning of 

normative judgments are not themselves motivating, then it’s unclear why there would be a 

necessary connection between normative judgment and motivation. Why would my believing that I 

have E-attitudes toward x, which are not themselves motivating, necessarily entail that I have some 

positive motivation toward x? Indeed, even if I do have E-attitudes toward x, this would not even 

entail that I have some positive motivation toward x. So, by trying to avoid the False Belief Problem 

																																																													
13 If STRONG INTERNALISM were true, the sort of Actual-Attitude Relativist views above would imply that it’s 
impossible to have false normative beliefs. After all, if believing x is good necessarily makes one positively motivated 
toward x, and one’s belief that x is good is true just in case one has P-attitudes (i.e. positive motivational states) toward x, 
then believing x is good thereby makes that belief true. I assume that this is a very bad result that the Attitude Relativist 
should avoid. We ordinarily take ourselves and others to be capable of being in error about normative matters. 
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in this way, the Actual-Attitude Relativist seems to relinquish any necessary connection between 

normative judgment and motivation.  

 

1.2 Modest Internalism 

The False Belief Problem may not seem too problematic, though, because many internalists 

think that STRONG INTERNALISM is too strong anyway. These internalists admit that there are 

counterexamples to STRONG INTERNALISM, but they accept a more modest thesis according to 

which the connection between normative judgment and motivation is a defeasible one.14 So, another 

way for the Actual-Attitude Relativist to avoid the False Belief Problem is to adopt this weaker 

internalist thesis and claim that the defeasible connection between normative judgment and 

motivation always gets “defeased” in cases of false normative belief. 

In other words, modest internalists claim that there are certain typical conditions under 

which, if one believes x is good, one will be positively motivated toward x. So, they endorse the 

following: 

MODEST INTERNALISM  Necessarily, if S believes that x is good, then either S is to 

some extent positively motivated toward x, or S is not in 

the right sort of conditions C. 

MODEST INTERNALISM, unlike STRONG INTERNALISM, allows for the possibility of individuals 

like Abe the Amoralist and Sally the Sadist, who are not motivated at all to act in accord with their 

normative judgments, but it implies that such individuals are (necessarily) not in the right sort of 

conditions C. Similarly, while the sort of Actual-Attitude Relativist view that takes the truth value of 

normative judgments to depend on the motivational states of the person making the judgment 

implies that one lacks the corresponding motivation when one’s normative judgment is false, the 

																																																													
14 Brink (1986), Dreier (1990), and Stocker (1979) offer counterexamples to STRONG INTERNALISM. 



12	
	

Actual-Attitude Relativist may simply claim that, if one’s normative belief is false, one is (necessarily) 

not in the right sort of conditions C (just like Abe the Amoralist and Sally the Sadist).  

The first problem with this response is that none of the plausible ways of spelling out 

conditions C seem to imply that one is (necessarily) not in conditions C whenever one’s normative 

belief is false. One might specify conditions C in one of the following ways: (i) conditions under 

which the individual is psychologically normal (e.g. not abnormally disaffected, psychopathic, or 

perverse), (ii) conditions of full rationality (e.g. Smith (1994)), or (iii) conditions in which one fully 

understands and uses normative terms in the same way that we do (e.g. Dreier (1990)). But there is 

no reason to think that (a) false normative belief is reserved for the disaffected, the psychopathic, or 

the perverse, (b) that all false normative beliefs are necessarily irrational, or (c) that being a 

competent user of normative terms requires that one have only true normative beliefs. So, none of 

these typical ways of specifying conditions C in MODEST INTERNALISM imply that one is 

(necessarily) not in those conditions, if one’s normative belief is false.  

Of course, the Actual-Attitude Relativist may simply specify conditions C as conditions in 

which one’s normative belief is true. After all, if the truth of normative judgments depend on the 

actual motivational states of the person making the judgment, this entails the following 

TRUTH MOTIVATES Necessarily, if S believes that x is good, then either S is to some 

extent positively motivated toward x, or S’s belief that x is good is 

not true. 

Actual-Attitude Relativism certainly can explain this thesis.  

But there is a second, and more important, problem with the Actual-Attitude Relativist’s 

claiming that the defeasible connection between normative belief and motivation always gets 

defeased in cases of false normative belief. Namely, this claim seems out of step with the very 

phenomenon that motivates internalism in the first place. The main motivation for adopting 
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internalism is that it explains the general phenomenon that people tend to be positively motivated 

toward x, whenever they judge that x is good. The phenomenon is not that people tend to be 

positively motivated toward x, whenever they judge correctly that x is good. So, although Actual-

Attitude Relativism certainly can explain TRUTH MOTIVATES, TRUTH MOTIVATES does not 

seem to be the sort of thesis that is in step with the phenomenon that internalism aims to explain, 

and so, does not seem to capture the spirit of internalism. Indeed, any version of MODEST 

INTERNALISM that implies that one is necessarily not in C whenever one’s normative belief is false, 

would suffer the same problem.  

 So, let’s take stock: versions of Actual-Attitude Relativism according to which the truth value 

of normative judgments depends on the actual motivational states of the person making the 

judgment require that one lacks the corresponding motivation whenever one’s normative judgment 

is false. These versions of Actual-Attitude Relativism are thus incompatible with both STRONG 

INTERNALISM and any version of MODEST INTERNALISM that respects the phenomenon that 

motivates internalism in the first place. And while versions of Actual-Attitude Relativism according 

to which the truth value of normative judgments depends on non-motivational attitudes of the 

person making that judgment are compatible with any of these internalist theses, those versions of 

Actual-Attitude Relativism do not seem to provide any explanation for any of those theses. So, 

Actual-Attitude Relativism does not explain internalism. 

 

2. Ideal-Attitude Relativism 

So far, we’ve only considered versions of Attitude Relativism according to which the truth 

value of normative judgments depends on the actual attitudes of the person making the judgment 

(e.g. the speaker, or the assessor). Instead, the Attitude Relativist might claim that the truth value of 

normative judgments depends on the hypothetical set of attitudes that the person making the 
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judgment would have, if she were in more ideal conditions. For example, the Attitude Relativist may 

claim that to believe or assert x is good is to believe or assert I would have P-attitudes toward x, if I were in 

ideal conditions CI.15  

Importantly, Ideal-Attitude Relativism does not imply that, if one falsely believes x is good, 

one is not positively motivated toward x. Rather, it merely implies that, if one falsely believes x is 

good, one would not be positively motivated toward x, if one were in ideal conditions CI. So, Ideal-

Attitude Relativism is compatible with some version of internalism according to which even one’s 

false normative beliefs may bring along the corresponding motivations. Ideal-Attitude Relativism is 

thus an improvement over Actual-Attitude Relativism, since it is more in line with the general 

phenomenon that internalism is meant to explain. 

In this section, I first explain (in §2.1) what I take to be the most promising strategy for 

Ideal-Attitude Relativists to explain some version of internalism. But then, I argue (in §2.2) that this 

strategy faces a similar problem as that which arose for Actual-Attitude Relativism – namely, it only 

secures a tight connection between normative judgments and motivation when the normative 

judgment enjoys a certain epistemic status.  

 

2.1 Internalism as a Requirement of Rationality  

Ideal-Attitude Relativism is not well suited to explain STRONG INTERNALISM, since it is 

hard to see why there would be a necessary connection between believing that you would have 

certain motivations, if you were in ideal conditions, and having those motivations in the non-ideal 

conditions you are actually in. But Ideal-Attitude Relativism may be capable of explaining some 

																																																													
15 This is a simple contextualist version of Ideal-Attitude Relativism. The Ideal-Attitude Relativist may, instead, adopt a 
more sophisticated view like an assessor-relativist view (as proposed by Egan (2012)), or a Dreier-inspired view 
according to which the believer’s ideal attitudes are part of the character, rather than the content, of normative terms. 
For ease of exposition, I use this simple contextualist version of Ideal-Attitude Relativism as the paradigm Ideal-Attitude 
Relativist view, but everything I say here could be reformulated to address these other fancier versions of Ideal-Attitude 
Relativism.   
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version of MODEST INTERNALISM. In order to do so, the Ideal-Attitude Relativist must specify 

conditions CI (in her semantics) and conditions C (in MODEST INTERNALISM) in such a way that 

suggests that, for example, whenever one believes I would have P-attitudes toward x, if I were in ideal 

conditions CI, but one is not at all positively motivated toward x, then one is (necessarily) not in C. I 

will first discuss one strategy that the Ideal-Attitude Relativist might adopt, which fails. The reason 

why it fails is instructive and helps pave the way for a second, more promising strategy.  

First, the Ideal-Attitude Relativist might claim, as Smith (1994) does, that the most plausible 

version of internalism is not the thesis that individuals are necessarily motivated to act in accordance 

with their normative judgments, but rather, that it is a requirement of practical rationality that they 

do so. That is, internalists like Smith insist that what motivates internalism is not only the general 

phenomenon that people are typically motivated to act in accordance with their normative 

judgments, but also the fact that being so motivated seems practically rational: one’s believing that x 

is good seems to put some rational pressure on one to have some positive motivation toward x. 

These internalists thus endorse the following version of MODEST INTERNALISM: 

RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT Necessarily, if S believes that x is good, then either S 

is to some extent positively motivated toward x or S is 

not fully (practically) rational. 

RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT allows that people may sometimes be unmotivated to act in 

accordance with their normative judgments (like Abe the Amoralist and Sally the Sadist), but it 

implies that the reason why such people fail to be so motivated is that they are subject to some 

distorting influences that make them practically irrational.  

Next, the Ideal-Attitude Relativist might then attempt to explain RATIONALITY 

REQUIREMENT by claiming that the relevant ideal conditions in her semantics (CI) are conditions 
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of full (practical)16 rationality. For example, the Ideal-Attitude Relativist may claim that to believe x is 

good is to believe if I were fully rational, I would have P-attitudes toward x. This way of fleshing out the 

Ideal-Attitude Relativist’s view may seem to explain why, if one believes x is good, one is either to 

some extent positively motivated toward x, or else one is not fully rational. 

But this Ideal-Attitude Relativist strategy faces a familiar problem. Consider what this view 

says about false normative belief. According to this Ideal-Attitude Relativist view, to believe x is good 

is to believe if I were fully rational, I would have P-attitudes toward x. So, on this view, one’s belief that x is 

good is true if and only if one would have P-attitudes toward x, if S were fully rational. This view 

thereby implies that, in cases in which one falsely believes x is good, it is not the case that one would 

have P-attitudes toward x, if one were fully rational. And since P-attitudes are just positive 

motivational states, then, if one’s belief that x is good is false, it is not be the case that either S is 

positively motivated toward x or S is not fully rational. This Ideal-Attitude Relativist view’s account 

of false normative belief is thus incompatible with the RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT. This is the 

False Belief Problem all over again.17 

We can see exactly where the above Ideal-Attitude Relativist strategy for explaining 

MODEST INTERNALISM went wrong: it was in making the ideal conditions CI (in her semantics) 

the very same conditions as C in MODEST INTERNALISM. On the above strategy, the Ideal-

Attitude Relativist specified both C and CI to be conditions of full rationality. But the Ideal-Attitude 

Relativist cannot hold that the truth conditions for one’s belief that x is good is the fact that one 

																																																													
16 I often omit this clarification in what follows, but it should be assumed that whenever I use the term ‘rational’, I mean 
to speak of practical rationality, unless otherwise specified.   
17 Again, notice that, if the RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT were true, this Ideal-Attitude Relativist view would thereby 
imply that it’s impossible to have false normative beliefs. For, if my believing x is good makes it the case that my being 
fully rational requires that I be positively motivated toward x (i.e. if RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT is true), and my 
belief x is good is true just in case I would have P-attitudes (i.e. positive motivational states) toward x, if I were fully 
rational, then my believing x is good makes that very belief true. And so, this Ideal-Attitude Relativist view together with 
the RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT implies that I could not have any false beliefs about what is good. Again, this is a 
very bad result that the Attitude Relativist ought to avoid. 
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would be positively motivated toward x, if one were in C (from MODEST INTERNALISM). This is 

because, on such a view, in cases where one’s belief that x is good is false, it must not be the case that 

one would be positively motivated toward x, if one were in C, and hence, it would not be the case 

that either S is positively motivated toward x or S is not in C. Any Ideal-Attitude Relativist view that 

takes CI (from her semantics) to be identical to C (from MODEST INTERNALISM) will be 

incompatible with MODEST INTERNALISM.  

In order to explain internalism in a way that avoids the False Belief Problem, then, the Ideal-

Attitude Relativist must specify CI in her semantics and C in MODEST INTERNALISM in such a 

way that these are different conditions, but then show that there is some necessary connection 

between one’s believing I would have P-attitudes toward x, if I were in CI and one’s having P-attitudes 

toward x, if one is in (different) conditions C. 

The most promising way for the Ideal-Attitude Relativist to do this is to claim that the ideal 

conditions in her semantics (CI) is a very robust kind of rationality, while the sort of conditions in 

MODEST INTERNALISM are a much less robust kind of rationality. For example, the Ideal-Attitude 

Relativist might claim that for S to believe x is good is for S to believe I would have P-attitudes toward x, if 

I were rational+, where being rational+ requires having full information about all the relevant non-

normative facts, having full imaginative capabilities, deliberating perfectly, and so on.18 And the 

Ideal-Attitude Relativist might then endorse RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT, but clarify that the 

sort of rationality mentioned in RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT is simply adherence to some basic 

norms of practical rationality.19, 20  

																																																													
18 This is the sort of substantive rationality conditions that Smith (1994), following Williams (1979), endorses in his 
account of the truth conditions for normative belief.  
19 The sort of rationality relevant to RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT cannot be too robust, since part of the motivation 
for adopting some form of motivational internalism is that it explains the phonemonon that people in everyday life are 
typically motivated to act in accord with their normative judgments. The sort of rationality conditions involved in 
RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT thus must be a sort of rationality conditions that people can, and often do, satisfy in 
order to explain the phenomenon that it is intended to explain.  
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The Ideal-Attitude Relativist must then argue that it follows from some basic norm of 

practical rationality that we should have whatever desires we believe that our rational+ selves would 

have. One might think, as Smith (1994) seems to, that it simply follows from a basic coherence 

norm that we ought to have whatever desires we believe that our rational+ selves would have. But 

this is too quick. While it does seem incoherent to believe that you have certain desires and yet fail 

to have those desires, it does not seem incoherent to believe that your rational+ self would have 

some desire and yet fail to have that desire. This is because your rational+ self is not you and you do 

not believe that your rational+ self is you (i.e. that you are fully informed, fully imaginative, and a 

perfect deliberator). So, believing that your rational+ self would have certain desires is akin to 

believing that someone else has certain desires. And there is no incoherence in believing that 

someone else has certain desires, and yet you yourself failing to have those desires. So, coherence 

norms alone cannot explain why we are rationally required to have whatever desires we believe that 

our rational+ selves would have. 

But one might argue, instead, that it is a basic norm of practical rationality that we should 

defer to the attitudes of experts, and thus, since our rational+ selves are experts, we should thereby 

adopt whatever motivational states we believe our rational+ selves would have. To defend this line 

of reasoning, we may draw an analogy with epistemic rationality. As Elga (2007) argues, it seems to 

be a basic norm of epistemic rationality that, if some person S is an expert with respect to whether p 

(i.e. S is better informed and better at making inferences based on that information regarding 

whether p), then you should defer to the judgments that you believe S would have regarding p. For 

example, consider your weather forecaster: she is both better informed about atmospheric 

conditions than you, and better than you are at making inferences about what the weather will be 

																																																																																																																																																																																																				
20 This is very close to Smith’s (1994) explanation for internalism. As explained in fn. 4, however, Smith’s (1994) view is 
not a relativist one. Nonetheless, if my argument in §2.2 against the Ideal-Attitude Relativist’s explanation for 
RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT succeeds, then it also provides an argument against Smith’s (1994) explanation for 
RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT too.    
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like based on that information. It thus seems that, provided that you have no other reason to doubt 

her current information or reasoning capacities, if you believe that your weather forecaster has a .8 

credence that it will snow tomorrow, then you should also have a .8 credence that it will snow 

tomorrow.  

Similarly, it may be argued that it is a basic norm of practical rationality that you should defer 

to the motivational states of those who are experts with respect to your own ends, desires, and so 

forth. That is, suppose S has all the same desires that you have, but is better informed, more 

imaginative, and a better means-end deliberator than you are, and you believe that S is positively 

motivated toward x. It seems that, just as you should defer to your weather forecaster’s beliefs about 

the weather, you should defer to S’s motivational attitudes with respect to x. After all, just like your 

weather forecaster is more likely to be correct about weather matters, S is more likely to be correct 

about whether having certain attitudes toward x will best fulfill your desires. This norm would imply 

that you should defer to the motivational states that you believe that you would have, if you were 

rational+. After all, your rational+ self has all the same desires that you actually have, but is better 

informed, more imaginative, and a better deliberator than you. So, you should treat your rational+ 

self as an expert, and defer to the motivational states that you believe your rational+ self would 

have.21  

The Ideal-Attitude Relativist view above (i.e. that to believe x is good is to believe I would have 

P-attitudes toward x, if I were rational+) together with this deference norm, provides an explanation for 

RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT. If to believe x is good is to believe I would have P-attitudes toward x, if 

I were rational+, and I’m rationally required to defer to the motivational attitudes of experts, including 

my rational+ self, then I’m rationally required to have P-attitudes toward x, whenever I believe x is 

good. And since P-attitudes are just positive motivational states, this implies that whenever I believe x 

																																																													
21 Thanks to Andy Egan for suggesting this line of argument to me.   
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is good, either I am positively motivated toward x, or I am not fully rational (in the sense that I am 

not adhering to the basic norms of practical rationality).  

This Ideal-Attitude Relativist strategy for explaining a version of MODEST INTERNALISM 

(namely, RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT) avoids the False Belief Problem. If to believe x is good is 

to believe I would have P-attitudes toward x, if I were rational+, then when my belief that x is good is false, 

it must not be the case that I would have P-attitudes toward x, if I were rational+. But this is 

compatible with it being the case that I would have P-attitudes toward x, if I were to follow the basic 

norms of practical rationality. And, importantly, the deference norm applies even if one’s belief 

about which attitudes the relevant expert has is false: even if my belief that I would have P-attitudes 

toward x, if I were rational+ is false, I am rationally required to defer to the motivational states that I 

believe that my rational+ self would have. Even when I falsely believe x is good, then, the consequent 

of RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT holds: either I am positively motivated toward x or I am not 

fully rational (in the sense that I am not adhering to the basic norms of practical rationality).  

This is what I take to be the best strategy for the Ideal-Attitude Relativist to use in explaining 

some version of motivational internalism – namely, RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT. In what 

follows, however, I offer an objection to this explanation for RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT, 

which suggests that Ideal-Attitude Relativism faces what I call the Irrational Belief Problem. 

 

2.1 The Irrational Belief Problem 

The problem with the above Ideal-Attitude Relativist explanation for RATIONALITY 

REQUIREMENT is that the deference norm that it relies on is not plausible, as stated so far. The 

norm, as stated so far, claims that we should defer to the attitudes that we merely believe experts 

have. But, importantly, it does not seem rational for one to defer to the attitudes that one believes 

some expert has, if one’s belief about the expert’s attitudes is itself epistemically irrational. For 
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example, suppose my weather forecaster reports having a .8 credence that it will snow tomorrow, 

but I have a sudden bout of paranoia and think that the weather forecaster might be trying to 

deceive me (even though this is not supported by any of my other prior beliefs). Due to my sudden 

epistemic irrationality, I come to believe that the weather forecaster actually has a .8 credence that it 

will not snow tomorrow. In this case, it doesn’t seem rational for me to defer to the credence that I 

believe my weather forecaster has because my belief about her credence was formed in such an 

epistemically terrible way. In other words, it seems that irrational beliefs about what attitudes experts 

have provide no rational pressure for one to defer to those attitudes.   

A more plausible deference norm, then, is that we should defer to the attitudes that we 

believe that experts have, if our belief is epistemically rational. But this more plausible deference 

norm, together with the Ideal-Attitude Relativist view suggested above (that to believe x is good is to 

believe I would have P-attitudes toward x, if I were rational+), only entails that one is rationally required to 

have P-attitudes toward x, if one rationally believes that x is good; it does not entail that one is 

rationally required to have P-attitudes toward x, if one merely believes that x is good. This is because 

the deference norm implies only that you should defer to the motivational states that you believe 

your rational+ self would have, if that belief is itself epistemically rational. The Ideal-Attitude 

Relativist thus cannot quite explain RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT by appealing to this more 

plausible deference norm. So, the above Ideal-Attitude Relativist strategy faces what I call the 

Irrational Belief Problem: it fails to explain why it is practically rational for one to be motivated to act in 

accordance with one’s normative beliefs even when one’s normative beliefs are epistemically 

irrational.  

Of course, the Ideal-Attitude Relativist may respond to this problem by noting that the 

deference norm that I have offered can (together with Ideal-Attitude Relativism) explain a modified 

version of RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT: 
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RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT*  If S (epistemically) rationally believes that x is good, then 

either S is positively motivated toward x, or S is not 

fully (practically) rational. 

The Ideal-Attitude Relativist may thus claim that, even taking my objection into account, Ideal-

Attitude Relativism can nonetheless explain some version of internalism.  

But this response closely mirrors the Actual-Attitude Relativist’s response to the False Belief 

Problem that we considered in §1.2, and fails for similar reasons. Recall that the Actual-Attitude 

Relativist may respond to the False Belief Problem by claiming that Actual-Attitude Relativism does 

entail TRUTH MOTIVATES: the thesis that, necessarily, if S believes that x is good, then either S is 

to some extent positively motivated toward x, or S’s belief that x is good is not true. The problem 

with that response, remember, was that it seems out of step with the phenomenon that the 

internalist intends to explain: the phenomenon is that people tend to be motivated to act in accord 

with their normative beliefs, in general, and not merely with their true normative beliefs. TRUTH 

MOTIVATES thus does not quite capture the spirit of internalism. 

Similarly, while Ideal-Attitude Relativism may explain RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT*, 

RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT* nonetheless seems to be slightly out of step with the original 

motivation for adopting RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT. The internalist who adopts 

RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT insists that what motivates their internalist view is not only the 

general phenomenon that people are typically motivated to act in accordance with their normative 

judgments, but also the fact that being so motivated seems practically rational: that one’s normative 

beliefs seem to place some rational pressure on one to have the corresponding motivations. Insofar 

as this is plausible at all, it seems plausible even for epistemically irrational normative beliefs. For 

example, suppose I believe that I should vote for a law that bans gay marriage because I irrationally 

believe that legalizing gay marriage would lead toward the legalization of polygamy and bestiality. 
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Even assuming my normative belief is epistemically irrational, it seems like I would be even more 

irrational if I were to be entirely unmotivated to vote for the ban on gay-marriage. That is, it seems 

like my believing that I should vote for the gay-marriage ban places some rational pressure on me to 

be motivated to do so, even though this belief is epistemically irrational.  

RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT* is thus out of step with this original motivation for 

adopting some version of internalism that takes the connection between normative judgment and 

motivation to be a requirement of rationality. This is because RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT* 

implies only that one is rationally required to be positively motivated toward x, if one’s belief that x 

is good is epistemically rational. Consequently, RATIONALITY REQUIREMENT*, like TRUTH 

MOTIVATES, does not seem to capture the spirit of this sort of internalist view. The problem for 

Ideal-Attitude Relativism, then, is that it seems unable to explain some version of MODEST 

INTERNALISM that is in line with the original motivation for adopting that thesis the first place.  

 

3. Conclusion 

Actual-Attitude Relativism and Ideal-Attitude Relativism thus face two different versions of 

a more general type of problem: both Actual-Attitude Relativism and Ideal-Attitude Relativism seem 

only capable of explaining why there is a connection between one’s motivations and one’s normative 

beliefs that have a certain epistemic status (e.g. either one’s true normative beliefs, in the case of 

Actual-Attitude Relativism, or one’s epistemically rational normative beliefs, in the case of Ideal-

Attitude Relativism). But the motivations for adopting some version of internalism suggest that the 

relevant connection between one’s motivations and one’s normative beliefs holds in general, 

regardless of the epistemic status of those beliefs (i.e. whether they are true or false, rational or 

irrational). And so, the Attitude Relativist, whether Actual or Ideal, seems unable to explain a thesis 

that is in line with the sort of motivations for adopting internalism in the first place.   
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Of course, the Attitude Relativist may come up with a better strategy for explaining 

internalism. I do not take my argument here to show that this cannot be done. I do take my 

argument here to show, however, that it is far from clear that any Attitude Relativist view can do the 

job, and thus that Attitude Relativists still need to do a bit of explanatory work before they can 

legitimately claim to be cognitivists who enjoy non-cognitivist goodies.  
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