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The moral intuitionist maintains that the normative power of the relevant feature of the act is the object of
understanding and that it is independent from any natural property of the act itself, but not independent from the
'nature' of the act itself. That promise-keeping is morally required is what our intuition reveals reflecting on the
nature of the act; this seems to be the characteristic which is expressed, though rather misleadingly, by the notion of
prima facie duty. What makes promise-keeping, gratitude, beneficence and non maleficence right - that is: the
property of 'rightness' - can be known through a distinct act of knowledge. In this picture, moral knowledge is a
particular way of knowing objects (i.e. acts). In other words, moral knowledge is, at least so far, a form of specula-
tive knowledge. This epistemic tenet is the basis of the much less plausible ontological thesis concerning moral
properties as simple, non-natural proper-ties. Thinking about normativity as a distinct property of act-types, the
intuitionist is led to think of it as a distinct element of the fabric of the world. Then, he is committed to find a 'region'
of being for this element, be it the realm of Platonic ideas (the intelligible world), a special section of the sensible
world, or what we may call John Mackie's 'Queer World'.

A more favourable account of this problem is given if we try to reformulate the core of the intuitionistic
thesis in terms of 'moral reasons'. Recognizing a prima facie duty means recognizing that some of the features of an
act constitute a moral reason for doing it. Yet, it is not always clear what constituting a reason means. If being a
reason is, once again, a characteristic of the act itself, it does not seem we have gone too far from the intuitionistic
picture and its problems. We are merely trying to avoid the ontological commitment to non-natural properties, but
without giving up its central tenet, i.e. the claim that the normative dimension belongs to the act itself, to its 'nature',
which gives us 'a reason' for doing it. The 'reasons' thus depend entirely on the accomplishment of what Kurt Baier
called the 'theoretical task' of recognizing the 'reason-making' characteristics of the act.

The particularistic picture proposed by Jonathan Dancy, and also the more sophisticated dispositional
theory of John McDowell seem to be under the spell of this theoreticistic account of moral reasons. According to
Dancy, moral reasons depend on the ability of perceiving the 'morally salient' features of particular acts; thus,
reasons appear as a derivation of a cognitive act concerning what is 'morally salient'. Practical reason contributes
nothing to the normative value of the act, it only 'declares' that the features of the situation constitute on the whole a
moral reason to do it. The will accepts this 'truth' and determines itself consequently.

What sounds strange in such an account is the transformation of insights concerning the nature of the
situation into practical determinations. The latter have the form: 'I want to do this', and in the case of moral actions: 'I
want this to be what any other rational agent can understand and accept that I will, or do himself or herself'. This
means that moral determinations satisfy the requirement of universalizability. The former have the form: 'This
situation is such that it is required that I do x', and in the case of moral actions: 'This situations is such that it is
morally required that I do x'. Here, the idea is that the direct consequence of this observation is: 'Therefore, I want to
do x'. This is a clear example of breach of the is-ought division. The possibility that I can will according to my own
maxims, i.e. according to my own reasons implies that, at least in certain cases, the only determining factor of my
action can be the fact that I can will it to be a universal law without contradiction, quite independently, even, from
any natural, supernatural or non-natural feature of the act. The characteristics of the situation enter the picture within
the framework of an act of willing, which at least has a form, an aim and an implicit reference to the will of other
rational agents. If those characteristics - and we can limit ourselves to natural ones - are not such that willing the act
universally is impossible, either in logical or in pragmatic terms (e.g. as in the case of false promises), the act is
morally right. The difference from the intuitionistic picture should be evident: moral reasons derive their normative
force from their being the expression of a free and autonomous will, and not the mere recognition of descriptive
features of the situations. The intuitionistic picture does not recognize to reason a real practical dimension.


