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The Buck-Passing Account of Value: Lessons from Crisp 

 

Abstract 

T. M. Scanlon’s buck-passing account of value (BPA) has been subjected to a barrage of 

criticisms.  Recently, to be helpful to BPA, Roger Crisp has suggested that a number of 

these criticisms can be met if one makes some revisions to BPA.  In this paper, I argue 

that if advocates of the buck-passing account accepted these revisions, they would 

effectively be giving up the buck-passing account as it is typically understood, that is, as 

an account concerned with the conceptual priority of reasons or the right vis-à-vis value 

or the good.  I conclude by addressing some of the broader implications of my arguments 

for the current debate about the buck-passing account of value. 

 

 

Keywords: buck-passing account of value; Roger Crisp; reasons and value; T. M. 
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The Buck-Passing Account of Value: Lessons from Crisp 

 

1. Scanlon’s buck-passing account of value 

According to Scanlon’s buck-passing account of value (BPA), being good or valuable “is 

not a property that itself provides a reason to respond to a thing in certain ways. Rather, 

to be good or valuable is to have other properties that constitute such reasons.”1  As 

Scanlon explains, since the claim that some property constitutes a reason is a normative 

claim, BPA “takes goodness and value to be non-natural properties, namely the purely 

formal, higher-order properties of having some lower-order properties that provide 

reasons of the relevant kind.”2  In other words, on BPA, the normative ‘buck’ is passed 

from goodness to other properties that provide reasons, that is, the reasons are provided 

not by goodness itself but by other properties that make something good. 

 Scanlon’s BPA is part of a long philosophical tradition going back to philosophers 

such as Franz Brentano, G. E. Moore, W. D. Ross, C. D. Broad, H. W. B. Joseph, and A. 

C. Ewing, who are concerned with the relation between reasons and value, or, more 

common in those days, the relation between the right or ought and the good.3  According 

to one view in this tradition, the good or value is conceptually prior to the right or 

reasons.4  By conceptually ‘prior,’ it is meant that reasons are to be analyzed in terms of 

                                                 
1 Scanlon (1998, pp. 95-100, p. 97). 

2 Scanlon (1998, p. 97). 

3 See, e.g., Dancy (2005, p. 33); Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004) for historical outlines of the 

buck-passing tradition. 

4 Some writers explore these matters in terms of metaphysical priority.  See, e.g., Väyrynen (2006). 
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value or the good.5  For example, in Principia Ethica (but not subsequently), Moore 

claims that to be right is to be productive of the greatest good.6  As Moore writes, “This 

use of “right”, as denoting what is good as a means, whether or not it be also good as an 

end, is indeed the use to which I shall confine the word.”7  The buck-passing account can 

be regarded as a mirror opposite of that view, in that the right or ought or reasons are 

conceptually prior to the good or value, that is, value is to be analyzed in terms of 

reasons.  For example, Brentano holds that the judgment that x is good is the judgment 

that a positive attitude to x is correct (‘richtig’).8  Or, Broad, in his cautious way, says “I 

am almost certain that “right” and “ought” cannot be defined in terms of “good”.  But I 

am not sure that “X is good” could not be defined as meaning that X is such that it would 

be a fitting object of desire to any mind which had an adequate idea of its non-ethical 

characteristics.”9  Similarly, in his chapter entitled “An Analysis of Good in Terms of 

Ought,” Ewing defines “good” as “fitting object of a pro attitude,” where “pro attitude” 

covers any favorable attitude to something such as choice, desire, liking, pursuit, 

approval, and admiration.10  For our purpose, Scanlon explicitly says that he is led to 
                                                 
5 Whereas I discuss the reasons/value relation in terms of ‘analysis,’ some writers discuss this relation in 

terms of ‘explanation.’  See, e.g. Wallace (2002, p. 447); Heuer (2006). 

6 Moore (1903, p. 18).  In his Ethics, Moore seems to hold that an action's property of being conducive to 

most good things (good states of affairs), such as pleasure, enjoyment of beauty and friendship, etc., makes 

the action optimific (conducive to most good) and it also makes the action right (1912, e.g., p. 6).  So he 

seems to hold that optimific and right are logically equivalent concepts. See, e.g., Olson (2006). 

7 Moore (1903, p. 18). 

8 Brentano (1955, originally published in 1889). 

9 Broad (1930, p. 283). 

10 Ewing (1947, p. 152). 
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BPA by reflecting on this philosophical tradition, in particular, on Moore’s discussion of 

these matters.11  In support of this reading of Scanlon, R. Jay Wallace notes that 

“Scanlon’s preferred version of the buck-passing strategy suggests that what is at issue is 

the explanatory priority of reasons vis-à-vis values, or (as we might put it) of the 

normative vis-à-vis the evaluative.”12 

 To motivate BPA, Scanlon argues that reflection on particular cases suggests that 

reasons are provided not by goodness but by the lower-order properties.13  In particular, 

Scanlon observes that  

 

the fact that a resort is pleasant is a reason to visit it or to recommend it to a friend 

. . . These natural properties provide a complete explanation of the reasons we 

have for reacting in these ways to things that are good or valuable.  It is not clear 

what further work could be done by special reason-providing properties of 

goodness and value, and even less clear how these properties could provide 

reasons.14 

 

                                                 
11 Scanlon (1998, pp. 96-97). 

12 Wallace (2002, p. 447). 

13 Roger Crisp calls this the redundancy argument (2005, p. 81).  Scanlon has another argument for BPA, 

what Crisp calls the argument from pluralism, according to which many things can be said to be good, and 

the grounds for these judgments vary widely.  Philip Stratton-Lake and Brad Hooker (2006) have argued 

that this argument is problematic. 

14 Scanlon (1998, p. 97). 
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 As several writers have pointed out, one of the main attractions of BPA is that it 

has the potential to reduce the evaluative realm to the normative realm, thereby 

“demystifying value” – to borrow a phrase from Wlodek Rabinowicz and Tonni Rønnow-

Rasmussen – and making the fundamental ethical category to be that of reasons rather 

than values.15  For example, in discussing the merits of BPA, Jonas Olson notes that 

“[BPA] is economical in so far as it attempts to analyse axiological concepts (such as 

‘value’ or ‘goodness’) in terms of deontic concepts (such as ‘reasons’ or ‘ought’), so that 

what were formerly taken to be two separate normative categories are reduced to only 

one” (my italics).16  Similarly, when discussing the virtues of BPA, Gerald Lang points 

out that on BPA, “[v]alue properties are indirectly reduced to reason-providing 

properties, in that the property of being good is held, by the buck-passing account, to be 

simply the higher-order, non-reason-providing property of having other, lower-order 

reason-providing properties” (my italics).17  As Lang explains, this means that “we can 

pour all of our philosophical energy into identifying reasons, rather than into identifying 

values which those reasons supposedly, or hopefully, track.”18 

 

2. Criticisms of BPA 

                                                 
15 Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004, p. 400).  

16 Olson (2004, p. 295). 

17 Lang (2008, p. 472). 

18 Lang (2008, p. 473). 
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While Scanlon’s BPA has attracted the support of philosophers such as Derek Parfit, 

Philip Stratton-Lake, and others, it has also been subjected to many criticisms.19  Roger 

Crisp has helpfully identified and grouped together at least three difficulties that BPA 

faces, as a result of the fact that Scanlon tends to regard lower-order properties as natural 

properties.20 

 As noted earlier, using the example of a pleasant resort, Scanlon suggests that 

pleasantness is a natural property and that pleasantness provides a full explanation of the 

reason we have for visiting the resort.  Crisp points out that treating lower-order 

properties as natural properties faces, firstly, the problem of misrepresenting the 

phenomenology of evaluative experience.  For example, when one sees Leonardo da 

Vinci’s Mona Lisa, one might regard it as a good or beautiful painting that is to be 

admired. But Crisp argues that “the reason for admiration lies not in the natural properties 

– these could be understood by someone with no aesthetic sense – but in the beauty.”21   

 Secondly, Crisp argues that treating lower-order properties as natural properties 

faces the problem of not being able to discriminate between different kinds of values.  As 

Crisp observes, a painting may be beautiful because of its sublimity, delicacy, profundity, 

boldness, imagination, vitality, grace, honesty, and so on.22  But, according to Crisp, 

some evaluative properties, such as grace and delicacy, are such that they invite very 

                                                 
19 Parfit (2001); Stratton-Lake and Hooker (2006).  For some criticisms of BPA in addition to the ones that 

we shall consider here, see, e.g., Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004); Dancy (2005); Väyrynen 

(2006).  For some responses to these criticisms, see, e.g., Olson (2004); Suikkanen (2005). 

20 Crisp (2008); Crisp (2005). 

21 Crisp (2005, p. 82). 

22 Crisp (2005, p. 82). 
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similar responses.  Crisp believes that this makes it difficult if not impossible to provide a 

buck-passing account that distinguishes the evaluative properties in terms of different 

responses.  Because of this difficulty, Crisp then considers and rejects the possibility of 

analyzing such evaluative properties in terms of sets of natural properties.  For example, 

Crisp points out that it is unlikely that an account of grace in purely naturalistic terms 

would be satisfactory, because it could not be explained why this particular set of natural 

properties was being grouped together without reference to the notion of grace itself. 

 Finally, Crisp argues that BPA also faces the following problem.23  Either BPA 

should be read as a biconditional account or it should not be.  A biconditional account of 

BPA entails that whenever something has natural properties such that there is reason to 

respond to it, that thing is valuable. But, as Crisp points out, a biconditional account of 

BPA implies that if I say to someone, ‘I promise to φ,’ the natural fact that I have said 

these words would seem to give me a reason to φ.  And because φ-ing has this natural, 

reason-giving property, on a biconditional account of BPA, it is therefore valuable.  But, 

so argues Crisp, this conclusion seems odd because one might think that there are reasons 

to keep a promise which are purely deontological and which do not justify an inference to 

value.24  As one can see, this difficulty is a special case of the well-known “Wrong Kind 

of Reasons” (WKR) Problem, which has been discussed by many other writers.25  

                                                 
23 Crisp (2005, p. 82). 

24 This problem raised by Crisp about promising also draws on Dancy's worry that BPA threatens to resolve 

the debate between consequentialism and deontology in favor of consequentialism.  See Dancy (2005, pp. 

40-42). 

25 See, e.g., Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004).; Dancy (2005); Väyrynen (2006); Olson (2004); 

Reisner (forthcoming).   
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 Crisp notes that in personal communication, Scanlon has said that he does not 

view BPA as a biconditional account.  However, Crisp points out that a non-biconditional 

account of BPA faces the problem of explaining which reason-giving properties give rise 

to goodness and which do not.26  For example, Crisp argues that a non-biconditional 

account of BPA would be unable to distinguish between the kind of choice which one’s 

having made a promise gives one a (deontological) reason to make, and that which a 

resort’s being pleasant gives one a reason to make. 

 

3. Crisp’s proposed solutions on BPA’s behalf 

Intending to be helpful to BPA, Crisp has suggested some ways for BPA to meet these 

criticisms, even though he himself does not endorse BPA.  Two distinct proposals can be 

discerned in Crisp’s writings.  According to the first proposal, one should distinguish 

between a negative and positive component of BPA: 

 

Negative component: Being good is not itself a reason-providing property. 

 

Positive component: Being good is merely the higher-order property of having 

lower-order properties that provide reasons to respond in particular ways.27   

 

Crisp argues that a buck-passer should keep the negative component but give up the 

positive component, because 

                                                 
26 Crisp (2005, p. 83); Crisp (2008, pp. 260-62).  

27 Crisp (2008, p. 263).  See also Väyrynen (2006) for this distinction. 



8  

 

What is essential to the buck-passing account, I suggest, is the negative 

component. In other words, as long as the normative buck is passed, it is open to 

Scanlon to adopt a different positive account of goodness.28 

 

As Crisp explains the rationale for this proposal: 

 

[Scanlon’s] argument really concerns the negative component. What puzzles 

Scanlon is how goodness could provide reasons, not how it might consist in 

anything other than the higher-order property of having lower-order reason-

providing properties.29 

 

Although Crisp does not say this explicitly, the idea here could be that if a buck-passer 

keeps only the negative component, then a buck-passer would not need to be committed 

to any substantive view about whether natural properties constitute lower-order properties 

and to whether BPA should be read as a biconditional account or not.  If such a buck-

passing account is tenable, then this version of the buck-passing account would avert the 

problems that Crisp has raised against BPA. 

Crisp makes explicit that he is not thereby endorsing the buck-passing account of 

value.  As he says, “Whether this view of the relation of goodness and reasons is the most 

                                                 
28 Crisp (2008, p. 264).   

29 Crisp (2008, p. 264).   
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plausible is of course another matter. All I am suggesting in this paper is that, if one is to 

pass the buck, one do so negatively rather than positively.”30 

 

 According to the second proposal, Crisp suggests that the lower-order properties 

(e.g. pleasantness) that Scanlon has tended to regard as natural properties should instead 

be construed as non-natural, evaluative properties.31  Crisp notes that Wallace has 

questioned whether pleasantness (as in the case of Scanlon’s pleasant resort) is a non-

evaluative property, and that in response to Wallace, Scanlon seems to accept that the 

lower-order properties could be evaluative properties.32  Scanlon says, 

 

I agree with Wallace’s reinterpretation of my “buck-passing” account of value. 

My thesis was that goodness is not itself a property that provides reasons, not that 

the underlying properties that do this are always natural properties, and I should 

not have written in a way that suggested this. He is quite right that more specific 

evaluative properties often play this role.33 

 

While this quote shows that Scanlon appears to endorse the idea that lower-order 

properties are sometimes evaluative properties, Crisp argues that in order to respond to 

the problems raised above, “it must be the case that the lower-order properties grounding 

                                                 
30 Crisp (2008, p. 264).   

31 Crisp (2008, pp. 262-63); Crisp (2005, p. 84). 

32 Wallace (2002). 

33 Scanlon (2002, p. 513). 
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goodness are always evaluative” (my italics).34  According to Crisp, the reason is that “if 

any natural properties were allowed to ground goodness on their own, the question would 

again arise about the difference between those natural properties that do and those that do 

not result in goodness.”35  Crisp calls a buck-passing account according to which the 

lower-order properties are always evaluative properties the Revised Buck-passing 

Account (RBPA).   

 To illustrate RBPA, consider again the case of a pleasant resort. On RBPA, the 

resort’s having a certain evaluative property, that is, being pleasant, makes it good, and it 

is this evaluative property (being pleasant) that provides one with a reason to visit it.  

Crisp argues that RBPA can respond to all three of the problems raised above.36  For 

example, the phenomenology of value is preserved, because beauty – which Crisp regards 

as the reason for admiring da Vinci’s Mona Lisa – can be the lower-order evaluative 

property that provides the reason to admire this painting.  Also, as Crisp argues, since 

lower-order properties are evaluative properties, the capacity to make fine-grained 

distinctions between what appear to be different evaluative properties such as grace and 

delicacy is maintained by the retention of those very properties themselves.  Finally, so 

Crisp argues, the difference between those ways of responding that are characteristic of 

goodness and those that are not can be made on RBPA, because “good-related choices . . 

. will at least include those objects characterized in terms of specific evaluative properties 

                                                 
34 Crisp (2008, p. 262).   

35 Crisp (2008, pp. 262-63).  

36 Crisp (2005, p. 84). 
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which provide reasons for those choices.”37  If Crisp is right, RBPA appears to answer at 

least some of the criticisms that have been leveled against BPA. 

  

4. Assessing Crisp’s proposals 

Crisp’s proposals on behalf of BPA can be read as 

 

(a) An adequate buck-passing account needs to have a negative component but it 

does not need to have a positive component; or 

 

(b) An adequate buck-passing account needs to have a negative component and a 

positive component, but instead of the positive component that Scanlon has 

provided, one should adopt instead the idea that lower properties that provide 

reasons to respond in particular ways are always evaluative properties. 

 

 In proposing (a), Crisp seems to be reacting to an aspect of Scanlon's redundancy 

argument, according to which reasons are not provided by goodness.38  Crisp seems 

correct in thinking that only the negative component is necessary for a buck-passing 

account if all one wants from a buck-passing account is to argue that the value property 

of being good is not reason-providing.  But (a) cannot be right because an adequate buck-

passing account cannot just have the negative component and no positive component.  

There are two distinctive features of an adequate buck-passing account.  The first is a 

                                                 
37 Crisp (2005, p. 84). 

38 I thank an anonymous reviewer for this point. 
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claim about conceptual priority of reasons or the right vis-à-vis value or the good.  The 

second is a claim about the reason-providing relation, according to which it is not value 

properties but rather the properties upon which value supervenes that provide reasons to 

respond or act in certain ways.  Given the second feature of the buck-passing account, an 

adequate buck-passing account should therefore have a positive story of the reason-

providing relation.  That is, it should have a positive story about the types of properties 

that are reason-providing.  (Note that having a positive story about the types of properties 

that are reason-providing does not entail that there are actually properties that are reason-

providing, since it may be the case that no token of the types of properties that are reason-

providing actually exists).  However, the negative component holds only that goodness is 

not itself reason-providing, but it does not have a positive story of the reason-providing 

relation.  In fact, having just the negative component is compatible with the view, 

according to which there are no types of properties that are reason-providing, since the 

claim that goodness is not itself reason-providing is compatible with the claim that no 

types of properties are reason-providing.  But the claim that no types of properties are 

reason-providing is incompatible with the buck-passing account, since on the buck-

passing account, some types of properties are reason-providing.  So, an adequate buck-

passing account cannot just have the negative component and no positive component.     

  

To assess (b), and in particular, RBPA, as a means of helping BPA, it is useful to 

distinguish two distinct issues.  The first is concerned with whether the evaluative such as 

the good or value can be analyzed in terms of the normative such as the right or ought or 

reasons.  The second is concerned with the relation between general, thin evaluative 
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concepts such as the good and specific, thick evaluative concepts such as grace, delicacy 

and beauty.39  As I mentioned earlier, BPA as it is typically understood is concerned with 

the first issue.  In recent decades, philosophers including John McDowell, Bernard 

Williams, Jonathan Dancy, and Hilary Putnam have been interested in the second issue.40 

For example, McDowell and others have argued that important, thick concepts such as 

‘courageous’ cannot be reduced to thin concepts such as ‘good’ and ‘bad.’41  An 

argument that McDowell offers to this effect is the following: The general form of a 

reductive analysis of a thick concept is ‘X has a descriptive component that fully 

determines the concept’s extension (e.g. X has descriptive properties A, B, and C), and an 

evaluative component that says that X is good/bad/right/wrong for having these 

properties.’42  According to McDowell, the reductive analysis implies that one can always 

identify the extension of a thick term using only its descriptive part and without any 

knowledge of the evaluations a speaker uses it to make.  However, so argues McDowell, 

this is impossible for virtue-terms such as ‘courageous,’ whose extension depends 

crucially on evaluations.43  Therefore, McDowell concludes that the reductive view is 

false and that important thick concepts are irreducible.   

                                                 
39 See, e.g., Williams (1985, esp. pp. 128-30) for the distinction between thick and thin moral terms.  

40 See, e.g., McDowell (1978); McDowell (1979); McDowell (1981); Williams (1985); Dancy (1996); 

Putnam (2002, pp. 34-40). 

41 See, e.g., McDowell (1981, p. 144). 

42 McDowell (1981, p. 144); See Elstein and Hurka (forthcoming) for a good discussion of this argument 

by McDowell and why they believe that it fails. 

43 See also Williams (1985, pp. 130, 141-42). 
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As we shall see, there are good reasons to believe that a number of those currently 

engaged in the debate regarding the buck-passing account of value have in mind the 

second issue rather than the first issue.  So let us consider RBPA as a means of helping 

BPA as applied to each issue in turn.   

The plausibility of RBPA as applied to the first issue concerning the conceptual 

priority of reasons vis-à-vis value depends on whether the buck-passing account as it is 

typically understood can allow lower-order properties that provide reasons to respond in 

particular ways always to be evaluative properties. I believe that it cannot.  On the buck-

passing account as it is typically understood, lower-order properties are reason-providing.  

If they are also always evaluative properties, as Crisp has proposed, then it seems that 

reasons would be analyzed in terms of value, because what would make these lower-

order properties reason-providing would be the values that constitute the evaluative 

properties.  But, as we have noted, on a buck-passing account as it is typically 

understood, reasons are not analyzed in terms of value; instead value is analyzed in terms 

of reasons.  So, a buck-passing account as it is typically understood cannot hold that the 

lower-order properties are always evaluative properties without ceasing to be a buck-

passing account as it is typically understood.  In other words, applied to the issue 

concerning the conceptual priority of reasons or the right vis-à-vis value or the good, 

Crisp’s RBPA would deprive a buck-passing account as it is typically understood of 

much of its attractions, e.g., its potential to reduce the evaluative realm to the normative 

realm. Note that I am not arguing that it cannot be the case that lower-order properties are 

always evaluative properties.  I am arguing instead that on a buck-passing account as it is 
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typically understood, it cannot be the case that lower-order properties are always 

evaluative properties.   

 

But perhaps Crisp did not intend for RBPA to be a buck-passing account as it is 

typically understood, that is, as an account that is concerned with the conceptual priority 

of the right vis-à-vis the good.  Instead, perhaps Crisp intended for RBPA to be 

concerned with the second issue regarding the relation between general, thin evaluative 

concepts and specific, thick evaluative concepts.  There are reasons to believe that a 

number of those currently engaged in the debate regarding the buck-passing account of 

value have in mind this issue rather than the first issue.  For example, Wallace says that 

“If there is an issue of priority, it would seem to concern . . . the relation between general 

and specific concepts,”44 where general concepts can be understood as thin concepts and 

where specific concepts can be understood as thick concepts.   Similarly, the Scanlon 

who endorses Wallace’s reinterpretation of BPA seems also to have this issue in mind 

when Scanlon says that ‘[Wallace] is quite right that more specific evaluative properties 

often play this role’ (my italics).   

In his discussion of RBPA, Crisp explains how RBPA as a means of helping BPA 

would construe the relation between general, thin evaluative concepts and specific, thick 

evaluative concepts: 

 

In the case of the resort, then, on RBPA the thought is that its having a certain 

specific evaluative property—being pleasant—makes it good, as well as providing 

                                                 
44 Wallace (2002, p. 447). 
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one with a reason to visit it, and that its being good does not consist merely in its 

having that lower-order reason-providing property. Goodness is a self-standing 

property, but it is not reason-giving (my italics).45 

 

On this interpretation of RBPA, what it is for something to be good (thin evaluative 

concept) is for it to have reason-providing properties of certain kinds, namely, thick 

evaluative properties.  In other words, the general, thin evaluative property of goodness 

passes the normative buck onto more specific, thick evaluative properties such as 

pleasantness, such that the thick evaluative properties such as pleasantness are reason-

providing, but the thin evaluative property of goodness is not reason-providing.   

 One worry regarding interpreting RBPA this way as a means of helping BPA is 

that Crisp has argued against it.46  As Crisp points out, RBPA so interpreted fails because 

general, thin evaluative properties can be reason-providing.  To show this, Crisp asks us 

to consider an analogy between the structure of causal explanation and that of normative 

justification.  For example, suppose that something is on fire, and you ask for a full 

explanation of the fire.  A replies that “C threw a burning object into it,” while B replies 

that “C threw a lighted taper into it.”  According to Crisp, on RBPA’s view of 

explanation, the explanatory buck will pass from the more general property to the more 

specific, and you will accept B’s explanation, but deny A’s.  But, so argues Crisp, these 

two explanations are quite compatible; it is just that one is more specific than the other. 

As he says, “The more general explanation is not otiose, since it would help someone 

                                                 
45 Crisp (2008, p. 264). 

46 Crisp (2005, pp. 84-85). 
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who did not know what a ‘taper’ was.”47 Similarly, Crisp argues that in the case of 

visiting a resort, the more general justification that the resort is good may not be otiose if 

we are trying to justify our visit to, say, someone who knows nothing of pleasure.  

Suppose that we grant Crisp that his criticism of this interpretation of RBPA is correct.  

For our purpose, it would seem odd to adopt this interpretation of RBPA as a means of 

helping BPA to answer the criticisms that Crisp has identified, knowing that RBPA so 

interpreted has its own share of problems. 

 A second worry against interpreting RBPA this way as a means of helping BPA is 

that it seems that those who interpret RBPA this way have to accept a further, substantive 

thesis, namely, the thesis that specific, thick evaluative concepts cannot be analyzed in 

terms of general, thin evaluative concepts.48  The reason is that if thick evaluative 

concepts can be analyzed in terms of thin evaluative concepts, but if the negative 

component of BPA about goodness is true, that is, goodness does not itself provide 

reasons, then it seems that thick evaluative properties cannot provide reasons as such.  

However, on RBPA, thick evaluative properties are reason-providing.  So, it seems that 

those who interpret RBPA this way have to accept that thick evaluative concepts cannot 

be analyzed in terms of thin evaluative concepts.   

 A final worry against this way of interpreting RBPA is that if a buck-passer were 

to move to this interpretation of RBPA, again, one of the main merits of the original BPA 

would be lost, in particular, its potential to reduce the evaluative realm to the normative 

realm.  In other words, if RBPA is not intended to be a buck-passing account as it is 

                                                 
47 Crisp (2005, p. 85).   

48 See also Stratton-Lake and Hooker (2006) for this point. 



18  

typically understood, then it is of course no objection to RBPA that it is not a buck-

passing account as it is typically understood.  However, BPA is supposed to be a buck-

passing account as it is typically understood.  That is, part of the point of BPA is to 

analyze value in terms of reasons and thereby to make the fundamental ethical category 

to be that of reasons rather than value.  Indeed, as I noted earlier, historically, most 

philosophers in the BPA tradition are concerned with the conceptual priority of the right 

vis-à-vis the good.  If BPA is suppose to be a buck-passing account as it is typically 

understood, and if RBPA is not a buck-passing account as it is typically understood, then 

RBPA does not really help BPA to address the criticisms that have been leveled against 

BPA.  RBPA appears to solve the problems for BPA by changing the topic.   

 

5. General implications 

If my arguments are correct, Crisp’s proposed solutions on behalf of BPA are 

unsuccessful.  But they are unsuccessful for interesting reasons, and these reasons have 

broader relevance for the current debate about the buck-passing account of value. I 

conclude by briefly detailing them. 

 First, advocates of BPA should not rely on the idea that BPA needs only to have a 

negative component and/or the idea that lower-order properties are always evaluative 

properties to address the criticisms that Crisp has identified against BPA.  The reason is 

that they would effectively be giving up the buck-passing account as it is typically 

understood, and thereby giving up one of the main merits that the original BPA has, in 

particular, its potential to reduce the evaluative realm to the normative realm.   
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 Secondly, it is worth remembering that Crisp proposed the ideas discussed above 

in order to be helpful to BPA, even though he himself does not endorse BPA.  Since 

Crisp’s proposed solutions appear not to help BPA, this leaves advocates of BPA with the 

task of addressing the criticisms of BPA that Crisp has identified in other ways.  

 Thirdly, and more generally, it is important to distinguish between the issue 

concerning the conceptual priority of the right or reasons vis-à-vis the good or value, and 

the issue concerning the relation between general, thin evaluative properties and specific, 

thick evaluative properties.  As we have seen, a number of those currently engaged in the 

debate regarding the buck-passing account of value such as Crisp and even Scanlon 

appear to run these two issues together when discussing the buck-passing account of 

value.  To make progress in this debate, it seems worthwhile to keep the two issues 

distinct.  
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