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TWO KINDS OF ETHICAL INTUITIONISM:  

BRENTANO’S AND REID’S 

Jonas Olson 

Stockholm University 

 

INTRODUCTION*  

Early on in The Origin of Our Knowledge of Right and Wrong, Brentano presents his 

metaethical stance succinctly:  

 

Is there such a thing as a moral truth taught by nature itself and independent of 

ecclesiastical, political, and every other kind of social authority? Is there a moral law 

that is natural in the sense of being universally and incontestably valid—valid for men 

at all places and all times, indeed valid for any being that thinks and feels—and are we 

capable of knowing that there is such a law? ... My own answer is emphatically 

affirmative.1 

 

Brentano’s metaethical stance thus appears thoroughly realist and objectivist. However, his 

theory has several features that modern readers do not expect to find in a theory that holds 

that moral truths are objective and universal. The two most important unorthodox features of 

Brentano’s realism concern moral knowledge and the nature of moral judgement. According 

																																																								
* The introduction and §§III and IV of this paper draw on material in Olson 2017. Work for 

this paper was supported by a generous grant from Riksbankens Jubileumsfond (Grant no 

1432305). 

1 Brentano 1969: 6.  
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to Brentano, emotions are a presupposition for both moral knowledge and moral judgement. 

Brentano denies that there is a separate realm of values and norms, independent of the 

emotive attitudes of love and hate, and he also denies that evaluative properties and facts are 

among the contents of acts of valuing. 

 These unorthodox features of Brentano’s view all tie in with notorious difficulties for 

moral realism, chief among which are accounting for (i) the nature of moral truths and how 

we come to know them, and (ii) the connection between moral judgements and attitudes that 

motivate action. In order to illuminate Brentano’s moral realism, and how it purports to deal 

with such difficulties it is useful to compare it to another metaethical view with which it 

shares many commitments and which is also sometimes said to resist ready categorization, 

namely Thomas Reid’s. Brentano and Reid share a commitment to moral realism and they 

oppose non-objectivist views like Hume’s on similar grounds. These shared commitments and 

similarities are explored in §I. 

 I shall also argue that it is apt to classify both Brentano and Reid as intuitionists 

concerning moral knowledge and the nature of moral judgement. However, their respective 

versions of intuitionism are importantly different, in ways that connect in interesting ways to 

questions concerning (i) and (ii). Reid’s brand of intuitionism resembles more closely than 

does Brentano’s, the intuitionist views of G.E. Moore and W.D. Ross, which became highly 

influential in twentieth century metaethics.2 In this respect, Brentanian intuitionism is an 

underexplored alternative.3 As we shall see in §II, the differences between Brentanian and 

																																																								
2 James Van Cleve has recently noted that ‘[m]uch of what Reid says about right anticipates 

what Moore was later to say about good’ (Van Cleve 2015, 445). 

3 Uriah Kriegel argues that Brentano’s metaethics is in several respects superior to Moore’s 

(Kriegel, ms).  
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Reidian ethical intuitionism are reflective of more general differences between Brentano’s 

and Reid’s epistemological views.  

 In §§III-IV, I focus more exclusively on Brentano’s view, in particular on the notion of 

correct emotions and its relevance for our capacity to acquire moral knowledge. Brentano 

explains valuing in terms of the emotive attitudes of love, hate, and preference; and he 

explains value in terms correct love, hate, and preference. On Brentano’s view, the good is 

ethically prior to the right, and the correct is conceptually prior to the good, in ways I shall 

explain in §§III and IV. As I shall explain in §IV, the priority of the correct over the good has 

the virtue of making Brentano’s account immune to the ‘wrong kind of reason’ problem, 

which has been much discussed in recent metaethical debate. In §V, finally, I sum up and 

return briefly to the comparison between Brentano and Reid.  

 

I. BRENTANO AND REID: SHARED METAETHICAL COMMITMENTS 

We have already seen that Brentano endorsed a metaethical view that appears thoroughly 

realist. Reid at several places expresses a similar commitment to moral realism. For example, 

he states that ‘the principles of morals stand upon the immutable foundation of truth, and can 

undergo no change by any difference of fabric, or structure if those who judge of them.’4 

																																																								
4 Reid 2011b, V.vii, 492. To be wholly accurate, the quoted passage appears as the 

consequent of a conditional, whose antecedent is ‘if moral judgement be a true and real 

judgement’. We can safely assume that Reid endorsed the consequent, for he devoted the 

entire chapter V of Essays on the Active Powers of Man to a defence of the antecedent and to 

an attack on (what he took to be) Hume’s view. (Roman numerals in references to Reid’s 

Essays refer to essay and chapter (where appropriate, essay, part, and chapter) and are 

followed by the relevant page number(s) in the editions published by Cambridge University 

Press, 2011.) 
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Furthermore, Reid holds that the ‘first principles’ of ethics are self-evident: ‘their truth, like 

that of other axioms, is perceived without reasoning or deduction.’5 Reid gives as examples of 

such first principles highly abstract and general propositions such as that there are some kinds 

of human conduct that merit approbation and praise and others that merit blame, as well as 

‘more particular’ principles, such that we ought to prefer a greater good to a lesser, even if the 

former is more distant than the latter.6 Reid also declares that he is as convinced of the truth of 

more substantial propositions, such as ‘that I ought not to steal, or to kill or to bear false 

witness’ as he is of ‘any proposition in Euclid.’7 These are all examples of moral truths that 

are ‘self-evident to every man whose understanding and moral faculty are ripe’.8 

 Moral knowledge, then, relies on the ability to apprehend ethical first principles that are 

not themselves demonstrable and for which we can only have ‘intuitive evidence’.9 This 

ability requires a certain level of mental sophistication, but as we shall see, it requires no kind 

of expertise in moral matters. In these respects, Reid’s position is clearly reminiscent of W. D. 

Ross’s. According to Ross,  

 

[t)hat an act, qua fulfilling a promise, or qua effecting a just distribution of good ... is 

prima facie right, is self-evident ... in the sense that when we have reached sufficient 

mental maturity and have given sufficient attention to the proposition, it is evident 

																																																								
5 Reid 2011b, V.vii, 482. 

6 Reid 2011b, V.i, 370-1. See also, e.g., Reid 2011a, VI.vi, 610. 

7 Reid 2011b, V.vii, 474. 

8 Reid 2011a,VII.ii, 683.  

9 Reid 2011b, V.i, 378; cf. Reid 2011a,VII.ii.  
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without any need of proof, or of evidence beyond itself. It is self-evident just as a 

mathematical axiom, or the validity of an inference, is evident.10 

 

Ross’s view is often taken to be a prime example of ethical intuitionism. Given its similarities 

to Ross’s view, it is apt to consider Reid’s view as well a version of ethical intuitionism. To 

be more precise, let us say that an intuition is an act of cognition that consists in a non-

inferential and non-perceptual rational insight. For a proposition to be intuitively knowable, or 

self-evident, is for it to be knowable non-inferentially and non-perceptually, on the basis of 

rational insight. This characterization fits Reid’s and Ross’s views of how we are able to 

come by moral knowledge, and we shall see that it also fits Brentano’s view, although 

Brentano’s positive account of the relation between emotion and rational insight is different 

from that of Reid. In other words, while it is apt to consider Brentano’s view a version of 

ethical intuitionism, his version is different from Reid’s.  

 Let us note in the meantime that a corollary of Reid’s and Brentano’s shared commitment 

to moral realism is a shared opposition to what they take to be an implication of Hume’s 

sentimentalist view, namely that fundamental moral truths, or ethical ‘first principles’, as both 

Reid and Brentano call them, are contingent and not necessary. Hume defined virtue as a 

character trait that gives rise to an agreeable sentiment of approbation in a spectator.11 On this 

definition, fundamental truths about which character traits are virtues are contingent, for it is 

clear that it could have been the case that character traits like justice and benevolence did not 

give rise to agreeable sentiments of approbation in a spectator, and that entirely different 

character traits did. The consequence that what is in fact virtuous could have been, or could 

																																																								
10 Ross 2002[1930], 29. For a discussion of similarities and differences between Reid and 

Ross, see Cuneo 2011.  

11 Hume 1998, 160. 
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become, vicious, is unacceptable to Reid. It would imply that the principles of morals would 

have only an arbitrary foundation and consequently that they could not be considered ‘an 

immutable law to all intelligent beings’.12 He therefore held that the first principles of morals 

are necessary truths.13  

 We saw at the outset that Brentano endorsed the existence of a moral law that is 

‘universally and incontestably valid’, regardless of what anyone thinks or feels. Brentano 

compared the laws of morality to the laws of logic and claimed that laws of both kinds display 

a ‘certain intrinsic correctness’.14 These commitments are clearly in line with Reid’s and 

equally clearly in conflict with Hume’s view according to which morality is determined by a 

spectator’s sentiments of approval and disapproval. More generally, Brentano praised Reid 

for resisting Hume’s tendencies towards scepticism.15 

 Both Reid and Brentano accused Hume of having in different ways misunderstood the 

relations between feelings of approbation and disapprobation and moral judgement. On 

Hume’s view, spectators judge of the virtue and vice of characters or mental qualities by 

taking up the ‘common point of view’ and experience a feeling of approbation or 

disapprobation of the character or quality in question. According to Reid, this gets things 

backwards: ‘In the approbation of a good action, ... there is feeling indeed, but there is also 

esteem of the agent; and both the feeling and the esteem depend upon the judgment we form 

of his conduct’.16 The judgement in question is one to the effect that the conduct is of a kind 

																																																								
12 Reid 2011b, V.vii, 491.  

13 Reid 2011a, VI.vi, 611; cf. Reid 2011b, V.vii, 485. 

14 Brentano 1969, 10-11; cf. Brentano 1973, 39, 63-4. We shall say more about Brentano’s 

notion of correctness in §III below. 

15 Brentano 1975, 1.  

16 Reid 2011b, V.vii, 474.  
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that merits esteem.17 Such judgements are, or are ultimately based on, intuitions, the content 

of which are self-evident propositions. Reid agrees with Hume that moral judgements are 

reliably connected to motivationally efficacious attitudes of approbation and disapprobation. 

Reid sometimes says that the connection is not only reliable, but also necessary,18 but at other 

times he says things that suggest that the connection is not necessary.19 We need not 

determine Reid’s exact view on this issue, if indeed he had one. What is clear and also 

important for our purposes is that Reid, in purported opposition to Hume’s view, denied both 

that moral judgements can be explained (away) as feelings, and that moral judgements result 

from feelings. Feelings of approbation and disapprobation are consequences of moral 

judgements, not the other way around. 

 Brentano’s complaint against Hume in this regard is similar but different from Reid’s. As 

we shall see, Brentano did not accept Reid’s view that feelings of, e.g., approbation and 

disapprobation, are consequences of moral judgements. Like Reid, Brentano accepted Hume’s 

view that the link between moral judgement and motivation is intimate, but he objected that 

Hume’s arguments failed to establish the sentimentalist conclusion that moral judgements are 

consequences of feelings, or that they can be explained as feelings. Hume’s arguments 

sufficed only to establish a weaker conclusion, namely that feelings are necessary 

preconditions for moral judgements.20 Hume’s mistake, of which he was not alone, according 

to Brentano, was that he overlooked the phenomenon of correct feelings or emotions. As I 

																																																								
17 Reid 2011b, V.vii, 474. 

18 See, e.g. Reid 2011b, III.iii.vii, 244; V.vii, 474, 484. 

19 Reid 2011b, IV.iv, 298. Terence Cuneo argues that although there is conflicting textual 

evidence, Reid is best read as an externalist about moral motivation, i.e., as holding that moral 

judgement does not necessarily imply motivation (Cuneo 2004, 256).  

20 Brentano 1973, 50. 
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shall explain in §III below, Brentano held that there is a notion of correct emotion, which is 

analogous that of immediately evident or intuitive judgements.  

 We have now considered some similarities between Reid’s and Brentano’s metaethical 

theories. In the next section, we proceed to consider some differences. In particular, we shall 

focus on two differences, of which the second is highlighted by Brentano himself.  

 

II. BRENTANO VERSUS REID: MOTIVATION AND COGNITION OF 

ETHICAL FIRST PRINCIPLES 

Recall that both Reid and Brentano accept Hume’s view that the link between moral 

judgement and motivation is reliable, and perhaps necessary. A challenge facing anyone who 

affirms this kind of link between moral judgement and motivation is that of explaining it. 

Arguably, the challenge does not seem considerably less pressing for someone who denies 

that the link is necessary but maintains that it is reliable or strong. The latter kind of link cries 

out for explanation as well. Sentimentalists like Hume face an easy task here, for on their 

view moral judgements either are motivationally efficacious attitudes, like approbation and 

disapprobation; or they can be explained in terms of such motivationally efficacious attitudes, 

perhaps as projections of approbation and disapprobation.  

 For a rational intuitionist like Reid, the explanation seems less straightforward. According 

to Reid, if one judges that a person’s conduct merits esteem, ‘one cannot but esteem him, and 

contemplate his conduct with pleasure.’21 But the question is why this is so. One possible 

answer is that God, in his wisdom, has instilled a strong tendency in the constitution of human 

agents to approve of that which is judged virtuous or meritorious and disapprove of that 

which is judged vicious and blameworthy, and hence a tendency to desire to do that which is 

																																																								
21 Reid 2011b, V.vii, 474. 
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judged right and to avoid doing that which is judged wrong.22  It hardly needs to be pointed 

out that this kind of explanation will look less than compelling to most modern secular 

readers. A point that is dialectically noteworthy is also that this kind of explanation is less 

elegant than Hume’s, in that it appeals to a third factor (God) in order to explain the link 

between moral judgement and motivation. In this respect, Brentano’s view is better equipped 

than Reid’s. For as we have already mentioned, and as will be explained in more detail in §III, 

Brentano held that although moral judgements are cognitions, motivationally efficacious 

attitudes, or feelings, are necessary preconditions for moral judgements. There is thus no need 

to incorporate a third factor to explain the reliable connection between moral judgement and 

motivation. This is the first notable difference between Reid’s and Brentano’s metaethics. 

 A second notable difference concerns cognition of ethical first principles, and is also 

connected to their differing views about moral judgement and motivation. Brentano took Reid 

to hold that ethical first principles are synthetic truths that are a priori knowable.23 Brentano 

opposed this view on grounds that are reflective of a fundamental difference between him and 

Reid concerning epistemology. Brentano was no friend of the synthetic a priori, in ethics or 

elsewhere. He argued that its supporters mistakenly think that intuitiveness suffices to render 

judgements justified, and that they overlook the far more important notion of immediately 

evident judgements. Purported examples of synthetic a priori truths, including Kant’s, were 

either not immediately evident or not synthetic, according to Brentano. To get a grip on what 

Brentano is critical of, it is useful to consider some of what Reid says concerning our 

cognition of first principles, including those of ethics. He describes the evidence for them as 

																																																								
22 See, e.g., Reid 2011b, V.i, 249. Reid’s contemporary and fellow rationalist, Richard Price, 

also offered an explanation along these lines. For discussion, see Olson 2014, 160-4. 

23 Brentano 197, 68. 
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‘irresistible’ and ‘intuitive’24 and he states that ‘the power of judging in self-evident 

propositions, which are clearly understood, may be compared to the power of swallowing our 

food.’25 In short, Reid was of the opinion that it is not very difficult, or not a very demanding 

task, to come by knowledge of ethical first principles:  

 

[E]very man of common understanding knows certainly, and without reasoning, the 

ultimate ends he ought to pursue, ... reasoning is necessary only to discover the most 

proper means of attaining them; and in this, indeed, a good man may often be in doubt.26  

 

This is a special case of what Mark Textor has identified as Reid’s more general ‘Dogmatist 

Principle’ in epistemology, which says that any belief that is formed instinctively or on the 

basis of natural belief-forming habits, is thereby justified, in the absence of counterevidence.27 

According to this view, beliefs are, as it were, epistemically innocent until proven guilty. 

 Brentano holds the opposite and much more demanding view that beliefs are epistemically 

guilty until proven epistemically innocent.28 Epistemic innocence can only be had if the belief 

or judgement is itself immediately evident or if it can be derived from an immediately evident 

belief or judgement. If the latter is the case, the belief or judgement is mediately evident. This 

is in very rough outline Brentano’s epistemic foundationalism. Importantly, Brentano is 

emphatic that for a belief or judgement to be evident is not for it to be based on intuitive or 

irresistible evidence or to be held with a high degree of confidence. So what is it, then? It is in 

																																																								
24 Reid 2011a, VII.ii, 683, 684. 

25 Reid 2011a, VI.iv, 556. 

26 Reid 2011a, VII.ii, 685, emphasis added. 

27 Textor 2004, 77. 

28 Textor 2004, 77. 
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the end not clear that Brentano has a clear answer to this question, but in order to throw some 

light on it, and eventually to illuminate Brentano’s account of moral knowledge, it is useful to 

take a brief detour through Brentano’s philosophical psychology. Brentano’s account of (i) 

moral truths and how we come to know them will be explained in §§III and IV; we have 

already said something about his account of (ii) the connection between moral judgements 

and attitudes that motivate action, and we will say more in §III. 

 

III. BRENTANO ON CORRECT EMOTIONS AND EVIDENT JUDGEMENTS 

We need to start by considering briefly Brentano’s threefold classification of intentional 

acts.29 First, there is what Brentano calls ‘Vorstellungen’, often translated into English as 

‘ideas’ or ‘presentations’, such as my thought of the fiords in New Zealand. Second, there are 

judgements (Urteile). Every judgement presupposes a presentation in that the content of the 

presentation is what the judgement is about.30  But the judgement is an additional intentional 

relation that consists either in an act of affirmation (Anerkennen) or rejection (Verwerfung) of 

																																																								
29 Brentano took over this threefold classification from Descartes; see, e.g., the third 

Meditation in the Meditations (Descartes 1996). Unlike Descartes, Brentano held that there is 

in the domain of conative attitudes an analogue to evident judgements, as we shall see 

presently. 

30 The ontology of intentional objects is a notoriously difficult issue on which Brentano’s 

views changed over time. However, the issue has no immediate bearing on the topic of this 

paper. Suffice it to say here that Brentano at no point accepted a Fregean view according to 

which the contents of intentional acts are abstract propositions. Brentano rather thought of the 

contents of intentional acts as things and their properties, and in his reistic period, towards the 

end of his life, simply as things. For a general discussion of Brentano’s ontological views, see 

Chrudzimski and Smith (2004).  
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what is presented. Third, there are emotions, or conative attitudes (Gemütsbewegungen). The 

most fundamental are love and hate.31 Like judgements, emotions also presuppose 

presentations, in that they are directed at the contents of presentations.  

 Unlike Reid, Brentano advocates a teleological view of normative ethics.32 He thinks of 

ethics as the practical discipline that studies the ‘highest end’ and the means of attaining it: it 

is right to choose, or strive, for the best option, or end, of those available, and wrong not to do 

so.33 Consequently, evaluative judgements, and in particular judgements about intrinsic 

goodness, badness, and indifference, are central to moral judgement and moral theorizing. So 

what is it to judge something valuable? In order to understand this we need to start with 

valuing. To value something positively is to love it, and to value something negatively is to 

hate it. To value something intrinsically is to love it or hate it for its own sake, or as an end. 

Clearly, however, some things that are valued are not valuable. To see the difference between 

what is valued and what is valuable we need finally to get a firmer grip on the aforementioned 

notion of correctness (Richtigkeit).  

																																																								
31 The terms ‘love’ and ‘hate’ should be interpreted broadly. R. M. Chisholm suggests that  

‘pro-emotion’ and ‘anti-emotion’ may be less misleading terms (Chisholm 1986, 18). For 

Brentano’s own account of love and hate, see, e.g., 1969, 142-60.  

32 Reid’s normative ethics is a pluralist kind of deontology, akin to Ross’s theory of prima 

facie duties. Brentano criticises such views for their lack of an algorithm for how to weigh 

conflicting duties (Brentano 1973, 71). But whether this lack of algorithm is a defect rather 

than a feature of Reid’s and Ross’s theories is far from clear.  

33 According to Brentano, ‘[e]thics must first determine which ends are rightly to be striven 

for as the highest ones’ (1973, 79), and ‘[o]nly the end that exceeds all others in value can be 

the correct ultimate end, i.e., it must be the best, but only in so far as it is attainable’ (1973, 

122).  
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 Unlike presentations, judgements and emotions can be correct or incorrect. For a thing to 

be positively valuable is for it to be such that loving it is correct; for a thing to be negatively 

valuable is for it to be such that hating it is correct.34 If it is correct to love (hate) a thing, it is 

incorrect to hate (love) that thing. For a thing to be indifferent is for it to be such that neither 

love nor hate is the correct response to it. For a thing to be better than another is for it to be 

such that preferring it to the other thing is correct.35 For example, to say that pleasure is 

intrinsically good is to say that it is correct to love pleasure as an end; to say that pain is 

intrinsically bad is to say that it is correct to hate pain as an end; to say that pleasure is 

intrinsically better than pain is to say that it is correct to prefer as an end pleasure to pain. To 

say that the number 2 is indifferent is to say that it is correct neither to love nor to hate the 

number 2.  

 To value something is not yet to judge that thing valuable, and judging a thing valuable is 

distinct from valuing it. Valuing belongs in the third category of basic kinds of intentional 

acts—that of emotions—and emotions are not judgements. As we have already mentioned, 

however, Brentano holds that evaluative judgements presuppose emotions. We can now see 

precisely in what way: evaluative judgements are primarily judgements about emotions. For 

example, to judge that pleasure is intrinsically good is to judge that loving pleasure as an end 

																																																								
34 Brentano 1969, 18. 

35 Brentano 1969, 26. Brentano conceives of preferences not as choice dispositions, but as 

emotions with a phenomenological nature. He says that to prefer A to B is to love A more 

than B (or to hate B more than A) (1969, 143), but he also says that ‘more’ does not signify 

greater intensity of love or hate (1969, 26). Brentano seems to think of preference as an 

emotive phenomenon of comparative acts of loving or hating (e.g., loving A more than B), as 

opposed to simple acts of loving or hating (e.g., loving A) (1969, 143).  
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is correct. Brentano holds that emotions are a precondition for moral and evaluative 

knowledge in that in loving something, e.g., pleasure, and experiencing that love as correct, I 

immediately see that pleasure is the kind of thing that can be loved with a love that is correct, 

and so I can reject loving pleasure with a love that is not correct. That pleasure is a kind of 

thing that can be loved with a love that is correct is a non-inferential cognition, or immediate 

insight, that relies not on input from the five perceptual senses, but on a kind of inner 

perception, in which the emotion of loving pleasure for its own sake is experienced as correct. 

For this reason it is apt to call Brentano’s view a version of ethical intuitionism. But as we 

have already begun to see, it is a version of ethical intuitionism that differs from more 

orthodox versions, such as Reid’s.  

 All of this raises a host of questions. For example, how can my experience of loving 

pleasure with a love that is correct reveal to me a moral truth (that pleasure is among the 

highest ends) and thereby provide me with moral knowledge? And most fundamentally, what 

is it for an emotion to be correct? 

 Brentano explains correctness of emotions by analogy with correctness of judgements. For 

a judgement to be correct is for it to concord with a judgement made by someone who judges 

with self-evidence, or immediate evidence (Evidenz). Immediately evident judgements are 

guaranteed to be correct, and they are based either on inner perception or on presentations of 

objects that are rejected apodictically.36 An example of an immediately evident judgement of 

																																																								
36 Brentano 1966, 130; 1969, 19-20. Brentano’s view that self-evident judgements are 

guaranteed to be true is yet another aspect in which his version of ethical intuitionism differs 

from more orthodox and contemporary versions. For example, Henry Sidgwick’s intuitionism 

is an instance of the more orthodox version in that it allows that intuitive judgements are 

fallible, just as our judgements based on visual experiences are (Sidgwick 1981, 211). 

Brentano would probably retort that judgements that are intuitive in Sidgwick’s sense are 
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the former kind is my judgement that I now have a visual experience of blue. It may or may 

not be true that my visual experience of blue corresponds to something blue in non-mental 

reality, but when I have the experience of sensing blue I can go on immediately to affirm with 

self-evidence that I am now sensing blue. An example of an evident judgement of the second 

kind is the judgement that three is equal to two plus one. Here we consider the presentation of 

a combination of three with two plus one ‘by means of a negative copula’,37 and we reject this 

combination apodictically. That is, we deny apodictically that 3 ≠ 2+1. By reflecting on this 

judgement, Brentano says, we obtain the concept of impossibility (in this case we reject 

apodictically that three is not equal to two plus one, and by reflecting on this judgement we 

conclude that it is impossible that three is not equal to two plus one).38  

 Judgements that are based on self-evidence in either of these two ways are ‘experienced as 

correct (als richtig charakterisierten)’.39 It is important to see that this is not a matter of an 

experience of a high degree of conviction.40 Recall Brentano’s critique that Reid was mistaken 

to think that intuitive and irresistible evidence justifies instinctive beliefs. As Brentano 

emphasised, many judgements are held with great confidence although they are neither 

evident nor correct. Judgements that we think of as correct can of course be false, but in those 

																																																																																																																																																																													
indeed fallible, but maintain that there is another category of judgements (‘cognitions’) that 

are infallible. This category of judgements is unrecognised by Sidgwick and other orthodox 

intuitionists. Brentano notes, though, that Reid seems to recognise it, or comes close to 

recognising it, in his account of our understanding of mathematical axioms and deduction 

(Brentano 1975, 6, 16).  

37 Brentano 1969, 112. 

38 Brentano 1969, 112. 

39 Brentano quoted in Chisholm 1986, 49.  

40 Brentano 1969, 20. 
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cases we are (also) mistaken to think of those judgements as correct. There can be no such 

thing as a correct but false judgement.  

 How, then, can I come to recognise an experience of correctness? Brentano held that the 

experience of correctness becomes manifest when I compare a self-evident judgement with a 

contrary judgement (e.g., affirmation versus rejection of my present visual experience of blue, 

or rejection versus affirmation of 3 ≠ 2+1). I then see that the judgements differ in a crucial 

respect: the original judgement is experienced as being correct, while the contrary judgement 

is not.41 Once I have grasped the experiential feature of correctness through this kind of 

comparative manoeuvre, I am able to recognise it in other judgements too. By appealing to 

introspection in this way, Brentano hopes to convince his readers that there is an experiential 

feature of correctness in our judgements and that we can become aware of it by comparing 

different kinds of judgements.  

 Truth, according to Brentano, reduces to correctness: a true judgement is simply a correct 

judgement. As we have seen, all evident judgements are correct, but not all correct 

judgements are evident. Judgements that are not evident are blind judgements. Blind 

judgements can still be correct; they are so if they concord with judgements that would be 

made by someone whose judgements are based on self-evidence. As with judgements in 

general, so with moral and evaluative judgements: For example, for the judgement that 

knowledge is intrinsically good to be true is for the judgement that it is correct to love 

knowledge for its own sake to be correct.        

 At this point one may feel that we are still in the dark about what a correct emotion is. We 

have been told that for a judgement to be correct is for it to concord with an evident 

judgement, but there seems to be no such thing as a ‘self-evident emotion’, so the analogy 

between correct judgement and correct emotion may seem to fail. However, Brentano insists 

																																																								
41 Brentano 1969, 20. Cf. Chisholm 1986, 49-50. 
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that there is an analogue of self-evidence in the emotional domain: just as some judgements 

are experienced as correct, some emotions are experienced as correct.42 Just as correctness of 

judgements can become experientially manifest by comparing these judgements to conflicting 

judgements (i.e., judgements that are not correct), correctness of emotions can become 

experientially manifest by comparing conflicting emotions. For example, when we love for its 

own sake an experience of pleasure or a piece of knowledge, we may compare this love with 

an imagined attitude of hating for its own sake that experience of pleasure or that piece of 

knowledge. We then see that the love has something that the hatred lacks: the love is 

experienced as correct and the imagined hatred is not.  

 Just like correctness of judgements, correctness of emotions is thus an experiential feature 

with a distinctive phenomenology, such that ‘we know it when we have it’. And just as in the 

case of judgements, we can come to know that we have it by comparing experiences of 

correct emotions to experiences of emotions that are not correct. Ultimately, then, it seems 

that we have to rest content with the conclusion that correctness of judgements and emotions 

is not susceptible to analysis or constitutive explanation; in order to understand what 

correctness is, one has to experience it.  

 

IV. BRENTANO ON MORAL KNOWLEDGE 

How do I go from love of a particular experience of pleasure, or particular piece of 

knowledge, to love of pleasure or knowledge quite generally, i.e., to love of other instances of 

the same kind? That is, how do I go from valuing (for its own sake) a particular experience of 

pleasure or a particular piece of knowledge, to valuing (for their own sake) other instances of 

pleasure or knowledge? The answer is that in loving for its own sake an experience of 

pleasure or a piece of knowledge, I consider and love it as such. On the basis of loving for its 

																																																								
42 Brentano 1969, 22. 
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own sake a particular experience of pleasure or a particular piece of knowledge I can 

universalize my love, so that it takes as its object pleasure or knowledge quite generally. If I 

experience as correct my loving for its own sake a particular experience of pleasure, or a 

particular piece of knowledge, what I experience as correct is loving for its own sake a 

particular experience of pleasure, or piece of knowledge, as such. On that basis I can realize 

immediately that anything relevantly similar, i.e. any other relevantly similar experience of 

pleasure or relevantly similar piece of knowledge, is such that loving it for its own sake is 

correct.43 Via this kind of universalisation manoeuvre, I can come to experience as correct 

loving for its own sake pleasure or knowledge quite generally.44 

 This is meant to be analogous to the way in which I can go from a particular judgement 

about a thing to a universal judgement about a class of things, e.g., from the rejection of a 

round square to the rejection of all round squares. When I reject round squares, I consider as 

such a square that is round, and this presentation causes me to reject all round squares. I 

perceive the causal link between the presentation of a round square and my rejection of round 

squares, which I experience as correct. This apodictic judgement constitutes my a priori 

																																																								
43 Here one might of course wonder what exactly is meant by ‘relevantly similar’? Is an 

experience of sadistic pleasure relevantly similar to an experience of non-sadistic pleasure? 

What about an undeserved experience of pleasure and a deserved experience of pleasure? 

What about pieces of trivial knowledge (such as the number of hairs on my head) and pieces 

of non-trivial knowledge (such as whether there is extra-terrestrial life)? Different 

possibilities are open here, but Brentano’s view was that any experience of pleasure (or piece 

of knowledge) is good insofar as it is pleasure (or knowledge). For example, sadistic pleasure 

(pleasure in the bad) is good, i.e., it is correct to love it, insofar as it is pleasure, but bad, i.e., 

it is correct to hate it, insofar as it is pleasure in the bad. See, e.g., Brentano 1973, 196.  

44 See, e.g., Brentano 1969, 111-13. 
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insight that there are no round squares. Similarly, when I judge that every experience of 

pleasure is good, I start by considering a particular experience of pleasure, which is such that 

it is not correct to love it as such. This presentation causes me to reject experiences of 

pleasure that are not correct to love as such (i.e., insofar as they are experiences of pleasure). 

I perceive the causal link between the presentation of an experience of pleasure that is not 

correct to love as such and my rejection of experiences of pleasure that are not correct to 

love insofar as they are experiences of pleasure.45 This constitutes my insight that the nature 

of pleasure is such that any experience of pleasure, insofar as it is an experience of pleasure, 

is correct to love (for its own sake). 

 Knowledge about what one ought to do depends ultimately on knowledge about what is 

good, which, as we have seen, relies on insights into what can be correctly loved for its own 

sake. Since there is a plurality of (kinds of) things that are such that they can be loved with a 

love that is correct, knowledge about what to do also relies on insights about what (kinds of) 

things can be correctly preferred to other (kinds of) things. This is because, as noted in §III 

above, Brentano’s normative ethics is teleological, holding that we ought always to bring 

about the best available outcome. To that extent, Brentano takes the good to be prior to the 

(morally) right. But it is important to bear in mind that one distinctive feature of his view is 

that the correct is conceptually prior to the good.  

 This last feature makes Brentano’s view immune to the so-called ‘wrong kind of reason 

problem’, which has prompted extensive discussions in connection with recent attempts to 

reduce the evaluative to the normative.46 The leading idea behind such attempts is that for a 

thing to be good is for it to be such that there are reasons to respond to it with a favourable 

																																																								
45 The italics are meant to forestall scope ambiguities. 

46 See Rabinowicz and Ronnow-Rasmussen 2004. 
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attitude.47 This idea has considerable intuitive appeal, but a major difficulty is that it is easy to 

imagine scenarios in which there are reasons to favour a thing although the thing in question 

is not good. Consider a powerful and evil demon who threatens to punish us with severe pain 

unless we favour him. Intuitively, there is in such dire circumstances a strong reason to favour 

the demon, but it is not at all intuitive that the demon is thereby good.  

 Some defenders of the view that the fundamental normative notion is that of a reason 

respond to the problem by distinguishing between reasons to favour the demon and reasons to 

bring it about that we favour him.48 They argue that, in the imagined scenario, there is only a 

reason to bring it about that we favour the demon, and no reason to favour him. The 

implication that the demon is good is thereby avoided. But this response is highly 

questionable. Intuitively, there is in the imagined scenario a reason to bring it about that we 

favour the demon because there is a reason to favour him. Moreover, it seems false to say that 

if we bring it about that we favour the demon, we have thereby acquired an attitude we have 

no reason to have, and possibly even a reason not to have. After all, the demon’s threat is to 

inflict severe pain on us if we do not favour him. That is intuitively a strong reason to favour 

him. 

 Brentano’s view is not vulnerable to the wrong kind of reason problem since it takes 

correctness, and not reasons, to be the fundamental normative notion. According to Brentano, 

for a thing to be good is not for it to be such that there are reasons to favour it, but to be such 

that loving it is (would be) correct. It may well be that there is a conclusive reason to love the 

evil demon, i.e., it may well be that we ought to love him, because doing so shields us from 

severe pain. For Brentano, this means that loving the love of the demon would be correct, 

because loving him would prevent something that is correct to hate (in this case, experiences 

																																																								
47 Scanlon 1998, 95-100. 

48 See, e.g., Skorupski 2010, 87-91. 
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of severe pain). This also implies that loving the demon is instrumentally good, which is the 

intuitively plausible result. However, loving the demon cannot be correct. Brentano’s view 

thus avoids the wrong kind of reason problem in a way that accommodates the intuition that 

there is, in the imagined scenario, a (conclusive) reason to favour the demon, and the intuition 

that the demon is not good.49  

 

V. CONCLUSION 

Let us sum up. We have seen that Brentano and Reid share a number of metaethical 

commitments. They are both committed to moral realism and to the necessity of ethical first 

principles. It is apt to call them both ethical intuitionists, although their respective versions of 

intuitionism differ. In particular, they take different views concerning the relation between 

moral judgement and motivationally efficacious attitudes. According to Reid, approbation and 

disapprobation are necessary or reliable consequences of moral judgements. According to 

Brentano, evaluative and moral judgements presuppose emotions. On Brentano’s view, 

emotions give us epistemic access to evaluative and moral truths and are thus a precondition 

of moral knowledge. On more orthodox versions of ethical intuitionism, this is not so. The 

intuitive judgement, or insight, is formed on the basis of a priori reflection, whereas on 

Brentano’s view, the intuitive judgement, or insight, is a cognition that is based on a the 

experience of an emotion as being correct. 

																																																								
49 See Danielsson and Olson (2007) for discussion. Brentano is thus a precursor of the so-

called ‘fittingness-first’ program, according to which fittingness, rather than reasons or value, 

is the fundamental normative notion. For a recent elaboration and defence of fittingness-first, 

see McHugh and Way 2016. 
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 As we have seen, an attractive feature of Brentano’s view is that it can explain more 

readily than Reid’s the intimate tie between moral and evaluative judgement and motivation. 

According to Brentano, to value something positively is to love it (to value something 

negatively is to hate it) and to judge that the thing is valuable is to judge that the love (hate) of 

the thing is correct. This judgement is a cognition that is based on the experience of love 

(hate) of the thing as correct. This account establishes and explains a reliable link at least 

between first-hand moral and evaluative judgements and motivation. We have also seen that 

Brentano’s view concerning the connection between value and correct attitudes is immune to 

the wrong kind of reason problem. There are thus some decided advantages to Brentano’s 

metaethical theory. Clearly, however, it is not immune to objections. 

 It is a natural complaint that Brentano does not shed much light on his notions of evidence 

and correctness, which are clearly of fundamental importance to his theory. There is a sense 

in which this complaint is justified, for Brentano seems to hold that evident judgement and 

correct emotion admit of ostensive definition only, in a ‘you know it when you have it’ kind 

of way. Brentano himself would presumably not be too worried about this complaint, because 

of his adherence to foundationalism in epistemology. As is often the case in debates about 

foundationalism, one philosopher’s primitive is another philosopher’s mystery.  

  A natural follow-up complaint is that it is far from clear that introspection reveals that 

there is such a thing as an experiential feature of correctness with a distinctive 

phenomenology. Brentano’s response once again brings to the fore his commitment to 

foundationalism: if we do not recognise a category of evident judgements and an analogous 

category of correct emotions, a very general scepticism of the kind Hume’s philosophy tends 

towards becomes the only option. Readers who are not already committed in any of those two 

directions will likely be tempted to respond with another familiar saying, namely that one 

philosopher’s modus tollens is another philosopher’s modus ponens.  
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