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Attempts to justify evidently important parts of morality regularly seem to rob these same parts of 

their importance.  If asked to defend the goodness of generosity, for example, one might point to its 

salutary effects.  But to the extent that this defense succeeds it seems simultaneously to imply that it is not 

generosity, but rather generating salutary effects, that is of fundamental importance.  The “defense” of 

generosity’s value has apparently exposed it as “merely derivative”, a phrase that often amounts to a 

philosophical slur.  But in this and other cases we might hope to do better. 

This undermining effect of moral justification has been encountered in various substantive 

contexts, but it has been treated as only a particular problem for particular cases.  I argue that these 

various problems can be understood as versions of a general problem for morality.  Recognizing the 

generality of the problem makes clear the view of justification required for its solution, a view that I claim 

has been instantiated within numerous particular contexts, but not recognized as a general view of moral 

justification.  According to this view, a kind of normative “transfer” can take place between objects of 

justification and their justifying ground, allowing the recipient to attain a kind of normative independence 

in spite of its obvious justificatory dependence.  I call this phenomenon “normative inheritance”.  If 

defensible, normative inheritance would allow for a proper vindication of rights, rules, virtues, and so on, 

whose normativity is apparently derivative but, one hopes, not merely so. 

Standard forms of rule-utilitarianism provide the most familiar example of an attempt to make 

sense of normative inheritance.  But this attempt is not unique to rule-utilitarianism, and in fact extends 

well beyond various breeds of ‘indirect consequentialism’.  R.M. Hare, Peter Railton, Thomas Scanlon, 

Joseph Raz, Christine Korsgaard, David Gauthier, and others each, in their own ways, work to establish 

normative inheritance. None of these attempts, I argue, succeed.  And they fail for reasons that reflect a 

failure to appreciate the underlying structure of the problem we all face in trying to sustain the idea that 

something might be of independent value even as we justify the value we take it to have.  What is needed, 

and what I offer in the thesis, is a clear articulation of the problem’s structure and then, against this 

background, a specification of the criteria a proposed solution must meet in order to be successful.   
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