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About the UW Philosophy 
Department 

 
The Philosophy Department at 
the University of Waterloo 
offers both undergraduate and 
graduate programs. At present, 
the department consists of 17 
full-time faculty members and 
close to 25 graduate students. 
The department's officially 
recognized fields of expertise 
are Language, Logic and 
Metaphysics, Ethics and 
Political Philosophy, 
Philosophy of Science and 
Mathematics, and Philosophy 
of Mind and Cognitive 
Science. 

 
About the Conference 

 
At twenty years of age, the 
Waterloo PGSA Conference is 
one of the oldest running events 
on campus. Known and well 
respected throughout the 
Ontario region, the Conference 
attracts high-quality speakers on 
a diverse set of subjects. Past 
keynote speakers have included 
Helen Longino, Patricia 
Churchland, Lee Smolin, and 
many of accomplished 
philosophers. 
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Friday, March 22 

Jeff Dale 
University of California, Davis 

 
“Shoemaker’s  Three  Types:  Analysis  of  Moral  Responsibility” 
 

David Shoemaker argues for three distinct types of moral responsibility: attributability, 
answerability, and accountability. To be attributability-responsible for an action or attitude 
is for it to belong to one for purposes of aretaic appraisal, judgments about the morally 
relevant aspects  of  one’s  character.  To  be answerability-responsible for an action or attitude 
is for it to be connected to one’s  evaluative  judgments  in  a way that renders one able (in 
principle) to cite justificatory reasons. To be accountability-responsible for an action or 
attitude is for it to be a violation of a relationship-defining standard, one of the fundamental 
normative demands of the relationship, for violation of which one is susceptible to sanction. 
Shoemaker’s   formulation   stands   against the kind of unitary conception of moral 
responsibility, favored by T.M. Scanlon, Angela Smith, and others, that Shoemaker regards 
as incomplete because it conflates the three conceptions above. 
 
I  evaluate  both  Shoemaker’s  arguments  and  Smith’s  point-by-point responses. Although I 
side with Smith on theory, I think her counterarguments are largely unsuccessful. 
Accordingly, I provide my own counterarguments to Shoemaker. 
 
First,   I   develop   a   conceptual   analysis   of   Shoemaker’s proposed types and weigh 
considerations  relevant  to  judging  whether  they’re  type-distinct or manifestations of a single 
phenomenon. I argue that attributability is a necessary condition for both answerability and 
accountability, thus partially undermining the plausibility of the type distinction. 
 
Second,   I   evaluate  Shoemaker’s   two   examples of attributability without answerability: [1] 
cases of irrationality and [2] cases of deep-seated emotional commitments. [1] Shoemaker 
argues that responsibility for irrationality is distinct from responsibility for the underlying 
conflicting   attitudes,   and   that   one   can’t be answerable for the irrationality itself. Smith 
disputes this, first by arguing (in effect) that the responsibility for irrationality reduces to the 
responsibility for the underlying conflicting attitudes, and then, in response to a challenge, 
by arguing (in effect) that the irrationality reduces to the irrationality of one of the underlying 
conflicting attitudes. I dispute her arguments, but defend her original objection (that the 
responsibility for irrationality is reducible) on the ground that answerability for one 
underlying conflicting attitude encompasses answerability for the other, since the same 
epistemic considerations apply to both, so that any responsibility for the irrationality is 
encompassed by answerability for the two underlying conflicting attitudes. [2] Shoemaker 
argues that deep- seated emotional commitments are, at least in some cases, not grounded in 
reasons at all, and  thus  one  can’t  be  answerable  for them. Smith argues that Shoemaker has 
merely identified a psychological feature that grounds aretaic appraisal, but that this is 
insufficient for grounding a form of responsibility. She notes that there are other 
psychological features, such as obsessive- compulsive disorder, that ground aretaic appraisal 
but  for  which  we’re  not responsible. I agree with her critique, but I think it better to argue 
this point as a general and fundamental problem with Shoemaker’s  theory:  it’s  vulnerable  to  
challenges to the plausibility of construing attributability as a form of responsibility. 



 

 

 
Third,   I   evaluate   Shoemaker’s   comparison   cases for illustrating the proposed distinction 
between answerability and accountability. In one case, a husband fails to fulfill  his  wife’s  
hopes for the relationship, and is answerable; she is disappointed, but does not sanction 
him. In the other case, the husband breaches an obligation of fidelity on which the 
relationship itself is founded, and is accountable; she is resentful and does sanction him. 
Smith argues that  Shoemaker’s  distinction  is  grounded mainly in sanctionability, despite its 
formulation on relationship standards. She further argues that the determination of 
accountability depends (for example)  on  the  wife’s  reaction  rather  than  on the character of 
the  husband’s  actions and attitudes, since in the first case, if she had reacted with resentment 
and sanctioning, he would have been accountable. I argue that this objection is mistaken: 
irrespective   of   the   wife’s   reaction,   the   husband   must   in fact be either answerable or 
accountable in the first case, because the type of relationship impairment is determined by 
his actions and attitudes, though she could misjudge the type of relationship impairment 
involved. However, I reject   Shoemaker’s   distinction   between answerability and 
accountability because of the implausibility of its correlation with his underlying relationship 
standards distinction. Shoemaker seems to have a dilemma: under his theory, either our 
intuitions about sanctionability are massively misleading, or his conception of relationship-
defining standards is so broad that hardly any relationship standard would fail to qualify. 

 
 

 
 

Avery Archer 
Columbia University 

 

“Do  Desires  Provide  Justificatory  Reasons?” 

 

Do desires provide justificatory reasons? According to the cognitivist conception of desire, 
the answer is yes.  However, I claim that the cognitivist answer is motivated by a misguided 
analogy between reasons for belief and reasons for action. Specifically, I argue that unlike 
the reasons we offer for out beliefs, the reasons we offer for our actions need not have an 
justificatory force in order for the relevant action to be rationally permissible. Consequently, 
the cognitivist has given us no grounds for thinking that desires provide justificatory reasons. 

   

 
 

Bill Cameron 
Western University 

 

“A Preliminary Widening of the Is-Ought  Gap” 

This paper addresses and critiques arguments presented by ethical naturalists, particularly 
Richard Joyce and Philip Kitcher,  to  the  effect  that  Hume's  “is-ought  gap,”  the  view  that  one  
cannot derive normative conclusions from purely non-normative premises, can be bridged 



 

 

in some straightforward and even trivial ways.  The author maintains that these arguments 
often involve suppressed premises or couch normative content in apparently descriptive 
sentences, and therefore do not pose such an obvious threat to the is-ought gap. 

The paper begins with an interpretation of how the scope of the is-ought gap ought to be 
interpreted and how some attempts to bridge the gap have uncharitably taken it to be a much 
weaker claim about the language used in Tarskian propositions.  The author then considers 
some  more  sophisticated  attempts  to  derive  and  “ought”  from  an  “is.”    These  are  taken  from 
the work of Joyce and Kitcher primarily, though their ultimate source is work done by A. N. 
Prior.    Applying  the  logical  points  Geach  makes  in  “Assertion,”  the  author  shows  these  more  
sophisticated attempts to be either hiding normative content in apparently descriptive 
language, or not actually successful in deriving anything normative from purely descriptive 
language.  The author also suggests that a better understanding of the strength and scope of 
the is-ought gap would be reached through a a more thorough  development  of   “deontic  
logics,”  applied  specifically  to  conditionals  which  seem  to  take  the  form  of  rules  rather  than  
straightforwardly truth-functional propositions. 

The paper concludes by saying that although both Joyce and Kitcher, along with other 
naturalists, have levelled much more sophisticated arguments against the is-ought gap, the 
difficulty in applying these apparently basic, even arguments which they hold to be obviously 
powerful should give us reason to pause and think that the naturalist assault on the is-ought 
gap may not be as well-founded as some believe. 

 

 

Saturday, March 23 

Stephanie Fair 
University of Guelph 

 

“Plurality,  Thought,  and  Personhood  in  Hannah  Arendt’s  The Human 

Condition and Origins of Totalitarianism” 
 

Arendt’s  analysis  of  totalitarianism  forwards  questions  concerning  the  deeper  structures  of  
the human person as they are affected by, and make possible, totalizing domination. The 
person, inextricably linked to the political, is for Arendt, stripped of personhood in the 
extreme  isolation  that  totalitarianism  creates.  Here,  Arendt  tells  us  that  the  “old  definition  
of man as animal rationale acquires  a  terrible  precision”  (Origins  284).  Exploring  Arendt’s  
ideas of plurality, isolation, thoughtfulness, and the tyranny of logicality, I will work through 
the Arendtian conception of personhood in relation to radical and banal evil, with a 
particular consideration of the critical distinction between thought and logicality. 

 
 

Michel Xhignesse 
McGill University 



 

 

 

“Ethics  in  the  Fast  Lane:  Spinoza  on  Natural  Rights  and  Highway  Robbery” 
 

Spinoza's brief mention of the highwayman highlights an apparent contradiction between 

his Theological-Political Treatise and his Ethics: if one's natural rights are inalienable then one 
may always break one's agreements, but the establishment of the state seems to require a 
surrender of one's natural rights to the sovereign. I will argue that the best interpretation 
construes natural rights as inalienable, and that one's concession to the state is promissory 
rather than metaphysical. The case of the highwayman shows that an agreement's normative 
force is coextensive with our perceived interest in its continuation. But our natural right can 
have free rein in the state of nature alone: one cannot act with impunity in civil society. 
Although one retains the right to break faith with the state, this implies neither immunity 
from the state's retribution, nor the annulment of the state's contract with its other citizens. 

 
 

Trystan Goetze 
York University 

 

“Being  Virtuous  Enough,  or,  How  I  Learned  to  Stop  Worrying  and  Love  the  
Unity  Thesis” 

 
A recurring debate in virtue ethics is the thesis of the unity of the virtues. One way 
the question of unity arises is by considering whether a single agent can be said to 
possess a mixture of virtuous and vicious traits. The unity thesis says this is 
impossible, yet this conclusion clashes with our everyday intuitions. I consider this 
puzzle through the example of a compassionate yet unjust person. I examine the 
discussion of the unity thesis in works by McDowell, Wolf, and Sreenivasan, then 
develop a weaker unity thesis by expanding the comparison Aristotle makes 
between virtues and skills. While complete virtue still requires possessing every 
virtue, a mixture of virtuous and non-virtuous traits can still be ascribed to 
particular agents. 

 

Kian Mintz-Woo 
University of Oxford 

 

“Deliberating  on  our  Desires” 
 
Enoch (2011) argues that we should allow irreducibly normative truths into our 
ontology by appealing to their indispensability in deliberation. I grant the claim 
that we should allow into our ontology those objects which are indispensable for 
rationally required projects. I argue that deliberation, construed as the process of 
determining which action satisfies weighted desires, renders the putatively 
indispensable normative truths dispensable. 



 

 

 

Pamela Jouarie 
University of Edinburgh 

 

“The  Sense  of  Agency  as  a  Marker  of  Volition?  The  Case  of  Echopraxia” 
 

Some philosophers claim that nothing can be learnt from psychopathology about 
normal functions of agency and voluntary actions. Some argue that patients with 
schizophrenia only demonstrate their irrationality in denying self-evident 
phenomenological facts about the self. According to them, it is therefore totally 
irrational for the agent to believe that an action is performed by him, but not as a 
consequence of his own intentions, in so far as the subject does not normally need 
to  identify  himself  as  an  agent  or  even  as  a  self,  but  enjoys  a  form  of  direct,  “non- 
observational”   knowledge.   However,   the   importance   in   studying   disorders   of  
voluntary actions lies precisely in those kind of dissociations because the scope of 
mental states and feelings related to actions turns out to reveal a lot more than what 
our folk-psychological intuitions usually offer. There is more to voluntary action 
than a simple positive or negative answer to the question of whether this action 

really is my action. This paper will examine the case of echopraxia in order to shed 
light on the fact that the sense of ownership of action can be experienced while 
something like a sense of agency is not. The questions we will try to tackle are the 
following: Is the sense of agency or something like a sense of being in charge of 
one's action a reliable marker of actual agency? What role would the sense of agency 
play in agency? I will endeavour through the study of the particular case of 
echopraxia to give a better account of the sense of what it is like to be in charge of 
one's action whether it is before, during, or after the execution of the action. I will 
also ask the question of whether there is such a thing as a sense of agency and if it 
is somehow linked to a particular mental state like an act of the will or a volition. 

 
 
 
 

Christa Johnson 
Ohio State University 

 

“Resolutions,  Salient  Reasons,  and  Weakness  of  Will” 
 

After  rejecting  the  traditional  view  of  weakness  of  will  as  acting  contrary  to  one’s  
better judgment, or akrasia, Richard Holton (1999) presents a view under which an 
agent is considered weak-willed when she unreasonably revises a contrary 
inclination   defeating   intention,   or   resolution.   While   Holton’s   rejection   of   the  



 

 

traditional view provides insights into weakness of will, I argue that his own view is 
much too narrow in scope. I then present my own view of weakness of will which 
maintains that an agent is deemed weak-willed when she acts contrary to her own 
salient reasons. I defend the view by showing that it is able to capture the insights 
gathered from rejecting both the traditional   view   as  well   as  Holton’s   resolution  
view. 

 
 
 
Notes
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