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I. Introduction 

The argument of this paper is parallel in structure to an argument that Elizabeth Anscombe made in 

“Modern Moral Philosophy” (1958). There, Anscombe suggested that certain familiar moral concepts 

“are survivals, or derivatives from survivals, from an earlier conception of ethics which no longer 

generally survives, and are only harmful without it” (1). That ‘earlier conception of ethics’ was a divine 

law ethics, which, as a “consequence of the dominance of Christianity for many centuries… became 

deeply embedded in our language and thought” (5).  Of course, she says, “it is not possible to have [a 

law conception] of ethics unless you believe in God as a lawgiver. ... But if such a conception is dominant 

for many centuries, and then is given up, it is a natural result that the [associated] concepts of 

‘obligation’, of being bound or required as by a law, [and so forth] should remain though they had lost 

their root.” If so, they have survived “outside the framework of thought that made [them] really 

intelligible” (6). For this reason, Anscombe concludes that modern moral philosophers – who are 

avowedly secular – should ‘jettison’ these surviving moral concepts and try to make what headway they 

can in ethics without them. Doing so would require, she thought, at least temporarily ‘banishing ethics 

totally from our minds’ until we do the necessary background work in philosophy of action and moral 

psychology. 

The argument in what follows will focus on certain ‘survivals, or derivatives from survivals’ from 

an earlier conception of the natural world, often called “The Great Chain of Being”. The Great Chain of 

Being is a way of conceiving of the natural world that so-called “Western” thought derives from Plato 

and Aristotle, but which was altered and extended in different ways by medieval theologians, and which 
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survived in some form through the modern period roughly until Darwinian evolutionary theory (and 

related scientific and cultural developments) supplanted it as the dominant Western conception of 

nature. Like divine law ethics, the Great Chain of Being is a conception that was dominant for many 

centuries. And even though in many ways it has been given up, it is, as Anscombe says, only ‘a natural 

result’ of its longtime dominance that certain elements of it should remain to organize and constrain 

human thought in the relevant domains, ‘though they have lost their root’. I will argue that this is in fact 

the situation in which contemporary ethics finds itself. Anthropocentric and hierarchical elements of the 

Great Chain of Being survive, deep in the fabric of contemporary ethical thought, ‘outside a framework 

of thought’ that would warrant them. I think ethics will benefit if we can ‘jettison’ these anthropocentric 

and hierarchical holdovers from the Great Chain worldview, at least for the sake of argument, and 

consider what it would be like to ‘do ethics’ without them. In particular, I wish to argue that 

contemporary ethics stands in need of a theory of value that does not depend, illicitly, on features of an 

ostensibly-rejected Great Chain paradigm. 

 

II. The Myth of Disenchantment 

The ongoing influence of the Great Chain of Being in contemporary ethics is hard to perceive 

partly because the rejection of the Great Chain paradigm is, in some sense, the starting point of most 

contemporary ethics. As John McDowell says,  

It is a commonplace that modern science has given us a disenchanted conception of the 

natural world. A proper appreciation of science makes it impossible to retain, except 

perhaps in some symbolic guise, the common medieval conception of nature as filled 

with meaning, like a book containing messages and lessons for us. The tendency of the 

scientific outlook is to purge the world of meaning… (1998: 156)  

This thought is echoed throughout the contemporary literature, with varying degrees of explicitness. It is 
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so important and so basic to contemporary ethical thought that it’s fair to say it has the status of a myth 

– not a ‘myth’ in the sense of being an urban legend or a simple falsehood, but rather in the sense that it 

is an important part of the background fabric of beliefs that defines a culture or a worldview. For that 

reason I’ll often refer to it as the ‘myth of disenchantment’, meaning in so doing not to dismiss it but 

rather to signal its importance. 

So the idea that the natural world is disenchanted is a response to the loss of the Great Chain 

paradigm. I want to say that this response is itself significantly influenced by lingering vestiges of the 

Great Chain paradigm; in particular, its anthropocentrism, and its hierarchical structure. That is, I believe 

the myth seems true – and deeply true, of mythic status – precisely because philosophers still rely on 

anthropocentric and hierarchical ‘survivals, or derivatives from survivals’, from the earlier, ostensibly-

renounced worldview. I am going to demonstrate this continued reliance in the work of Christine 

Korsgaard and Bernard Williams, whom I treat as representatives of the neo-Kantian and neo-Humean 

approaches to ethical theory, respectively. Once we have seen how the Great Chain continues to 

influence the thought of these representative figures, it is relatively easy to see the same residues at 

work in the thought of other contemporary moral philosophers, both neo-Humean and neo-Kantian. 

Let me begin by saying a little bit more about the two competing accounts of the natural world 

that I have mentioned: the disenchanted conception of nature, and the Great Chain of Being. Here, 

McDowell is not the first philosopher to have remarked on the connection between disenchantment and 

modern science. Consider what Korsgaard says in The Sources of Normativity:  

it is often thought, though obscurely, that the normativity of ethics poses a special 

problem for modern moral philosophers. The Modern Scientific World View is supposed 

to be somehow inimical to ethics, while in different ways, the teleological metaphysics 

of the ancient Greek world and the religious systems of Medieval Europe seemed 

friendlier to the subject. (1996: 18) 
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A secular, ‘Modern Scientific World View’ is ‘inimical to ethics’ because, she says it tells us that “the 

world is no longer first and foremost form. It is matter. … For us, reality is something hard, something 

which resists reason and value, something which is recalcitrant to form” (4).  

Bernard Williams, too, espouses the myth of disenchantment. Concerning both ancient Greek 

and more recent religious conceptions of the place of ethics in the natural order, he says simply that 

‘we’ know that such accounts could not be true: “could not be true, since if we understand anything 

about the world at all, we understand that it is not run like that” (1981: 32). Williams sees the collapse 

of religion as an inevitable result of the development and maturation of ethical thought over the history 

of Western thought. And, in turn, the collapse of the ethical point of view results inevitably from the 

development and maturation of modern science, which teaches us that “science has some chance of 

being more or less what it seems, a systematized theoretical account of how the world really is, while 

ethical thought has no [such] chance” (135). 

In a nutshell, then, the myth of disenchantment as articulated by McDowell, Korsgaard, and 

Williams connects three things: 1) the meaninglessness or valueless-ness of the natural world, 2) the 

advent of modern science, and 3) the demise of prior, religious and/or divine conceptions of the natural 

world. Together, these three themes frame the debate in contemporary analytic ethical theory, to the 

extent that even those who wish to reject disenchantment nonetheless take it as their starting point.  

Our goal here is ultimately to lay bare the ways in which remnants of the Great Chain continue 

to influence the myth that is the common response to its absence. And while Korsgaard, Williams, and 

McDowell have done more than most to state the myth of disenchantment explicitly, still in their 

statements of it the key notions it involves are still at best only evocatively, and hence very vaguely, 

expressed. Such vagueness is entirely appropriate when one is bringing into initial focus a deeply 

embedded background belief that defines a culture or worldview. Background beliefs worthy of the 

label ‘myth’ are often vague, and this is precisely what Korsgaard is highlighting, for example, when she 
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capitalizes ‘Modern Scientific World View’, and observes that this world view is supposed to be 

‘somehow inimical’ to ethics. Nonetheless, for the purposes of the present argument we need a much 

sharper picture of each of the various elements of the myth elements of the myth of disenchantment, 

and their relationships to one another. Let us now turn to the task of making these ideas more precise, 

starting with the Great Chain of Being. 

 

III. The Great Chain of Being and Modern Science 

Korsgaard, Williams, and McDowell all allude to ancient Greek and medieval European 

worldviews, especially Christian ones, as important ancestors of the contemporary predicament of 

disenchantment. One continuous thread (doubtless not the only one) connecting these ancestor 

paradigms is the idea that all existing things are ordered, indeed ranked, in a sort of chain or hierarchy 

along various dimensions, including the dimension of perfection, or goodness. In his seminal collection 

of lectures on the subject (The Great Chain of Being (1936)), the intellectual historian A.O. Lovejoy 

explains the idea in this way: 

There were in the Aristotelian metaphysics and cosmology certain… conceptions which 

could be so applied as to permit an arrangement of all things in a single order of 

excellence. Everything, except God, has in it some measure of ‘privation.’ There are, in 

the first place, in its generic ‘nature’ or essence, ‘potentialities’ which, in a given state of 

its existence, are not realized; and there are superior levels of being, which, by virtue of 

the specific degree of privation characteristic of it, it is constitutionally incapable of 

attaining. (1936: Kindle loc 802)  

Thus for example, a frog is constitutionally lacking in perfection insofar as it is a merely perceiving being, 

and not a reasoning being; a three-legged frog is moreover lacking in perfection insofar as it is not even 

realizing its own nature; its form. Lovejoy continues: 
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This vague notion of an ontological scale was to be combined with the ... zoological and 

psychological hierarchies which Aristotle had suggested ... The result was the 

conception of the plan and structure of the world which, through the Middle Ages and 

down to the late 18th century many philosophers, most men of science, and indeed 

most educated men, were to accept without question – the conception of the universe 

as a “Great Chain of Being,” composed of an immense… number of links ranging in 

hierarchical order from the meagerest kind of existents, which barely escaped non-

existence, through ‘every possible’ grade up to the… highest possible kind of creature 

[namely, us], between which and the Absolute Being the disparity was assumed to be 

infinite. (1936: Kindle loc 802) 

Now, there is much that could be said that is beyond the scope of this paper, concerning the Great 

Chain, Lovejoy’s particular account of it, and Lovejoy’s methodology.1 But for present purposes I want 

only to call attention to some important, persistent traits of the Great Chain of Being over time. The first 

thing to note is that the Chain is not a value-neutral hierarchy: things towards the top are better than 

things towards the bottom. And they are better not just in the sense that they have a fuller manner of 

existence, but also in that the manner of existence they have is higher as opposed to lower; more fine 

because more akin to the manner of existence enjoyed by the “Absolute Being”. Thus, in the Great Chain 

picture we have the notion of the supremeness of rationality as a measure of value or worth, since, 

across all of the changes to the whole picture, the Absolute Being is consistently characterized by 

perfection of mind. And, where the Absolute Being is conceived as a benevolent, omnipotent creator or 

                                                           

1 For a related history of ideas that draws in some ways on Lovejoy, see Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (1981). For 

primary texts discussed at length by Lovejoy see Plato’s Timaeus, Aristotle’s De Anima, Plotinus’ Enneads; Aquinas’ 

Summa Theologica. For further commentary on both Lovejoy’s account of the Great Chain and the methodology 

he employs in characterizing it, see E. Nagel (1937), Mahoney (1987); and Wilson (1987).  Note that in the passages 

just quoted from Lovejoy, the phrases in single quotation marks are translated from Aristotle’s De Anima. 
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designer, we also see the supremeness of the Creator God as a measure of value or worth.  

The second thing to note is that the Great Chain picture is not anthropocentric, it is theocentric; 

the Absolute Being is its organizing point of reference and the measure of all things. Nonetheless, 

humans do occupy a unique place in the natural order, for we are the only beings in the natural world 

who participate, in some measure, in the life of the Divine mind. In Aristotle’s view, for example, 

humans alone have the capacity to engage in rational contemplation; in subsequent Christian versions 

of the Great Chain worldview, humans alone know the difference between right and wrong and have 

free will to choose accordingly.2 We are thus not only ‘highest’ within the purely natural order, but we 

are also distinctive or unique as compared to all other elements of that order; though natural beings, we 

are also somehow set apart. Finally, it is important to notice that the Great Chain is unbroken from top 

to bottom. That is, it paints a picture of reality that is comprehensive and harmonious: everything is 

accounted for, everything has its place and its purpose.3 

With these features of the Great Chain worldview in mind, we can now see disenchantment as 

the process of losing faith in the Great Chain of Being and in the whole idea of the world and our human 

place in it that it represents. Next we need to consider what precipitated this loss of faith, and what 

exactly what was lost in the process. Here, everyone is agreed that the culprit is “Modern Science”. But 

in itself this says very little: are we meant to think of particular scientific fields? Particular discoveries? 

                                                           

2 [Name removed] has pointed out that there is a sense in which all things ‘participate in’ or approximate the 

Divine on Aristotle’s view. In De Anima, Aristotle says, "The acts in which [the nutritive soul] manifests itself are 

reproduction and the use of food, because for any living thing which has reached its normal development and 

which is unmutilated...the most natural act is the production of another like itself, an animal producing an animal, 

a plant a plant, in order that, as far as its nature allows, it may partake in the eternal and divine.” (De Anima 

II.4.415a25ff, my emphasis). The sense in which humans ‘uniquely participate’ in the Divine mode of being has to 

do with particular activities and capacities of mind in Aristotle (namely, contemplation); and later in terms of 

particular activities of generation or creation (namely, the generation of value/form/meaning as in contemporary 

metaethical constructivism, not just reproduction of one’s own kind).  

3 Lovejoy refers to this feature of the Great Chain as the “principle of plenitude”. See especially Chapter 3 (1936). 
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Particular epistemic qualities of scientific inquiry? If we want to bring the myth of disenchantment into 

adequate focus, we need a clearer understanding of just what the role of ‘Modern Science’ is supposed 

to be. In fact, though philosophers (Williams, for one) often focus on physics as the paradigm of modern 

science, it is evolutionary theory, and especially Darwin’s theory of natural selection, that is most 

directly related to the crisis of disenchantment. For it is in evolutionary theory that we find the specific, 

substantive alternatives to the core tenets of the Great Chain paradigm that we just discussed 

(harmonious completeness, hierarchy; theocentrism and anthropocentrism).  That is, it is the Darwinian 

paradigm (and related developments in geology) that essentially replaced the Great Chain of Being. 

To say that evolutionary theory replaced the Great Chain is not to say that the emergence of the 

former caused the collapse of the latter; this would be a gross oversimplification. For example, among 

the many scientific and cultural factors that paved the way for evolutionary theory were antecedently 

acknowledged explanatory shortcomings of the Great Chain picture itself – natural phenomena that the 

Great Chain model couldn’t explain or didn’t even countenance (see Lovejoy especially Chapters 3 and 

4). The rise of secularism, too, put pressure on the whole theistic philosophical tradition that was the 

intellectual home of the Great Chain theory (see Bilgrami (2014), especially Chapters 1-3 and 6). There 

were also internal theological and philosophical problems with the idea of the Great Chain – medieval 

theologians struggled, for example, to avoid committing heresy while explaining why a perfect and 

perfectly benevolent God would have made the countless imperfect creatures that the Great Chain 

picture posits (Lovejoy 1936).  In short, the replacement of the Great Chain with an evolutionary picture 

of the natural world involved more than one major causal factor and did not proceed in a particularly 

linear fashion, but instead was characterized by the ebb and flow, and rejection and resurgence of 

various elements of the Great Chain picture over at least a couple of centuries. 

Others have recounted the story of how the Great Chain was supplanted by a broadly 

evolutionary worldview, and I will not attempt to do here in brief what they have done more fully 
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elsewhere. 4 What matters most for our present purposes is to trace the effects of evolution’s 

acceptance on the explanation of value and order in the natural world that was provided by the Great 

Chain of Being. In this connection, there are two fundamental features of the Darwinian picture to note: 

the accidental nature of species change, and the chaotic nature of the relationships between different 

constituents of the natural world.  

Recall first that the Great Chain presents nature as a harmonious, integrated whole; an 

unbroken chain. In stark contrast, the Darwinian picture of the world is of an “entangled web” (Darwin, 

Origin: 433), with many broken and dangling threads whose connections to one another are anything 

but orderly. The innumerable overlapping genealogical connections between organisms are a fertile sort 

of chaos to be sure, but they are chaotic nonetheless. Not only do we find all sorts of unsuccessful 

adaptations on this picture – mutations that fizzle and don’t pan out – but even ubiquitous 

developments like the eye seem not to be traceable to a single common historical cause, but instead 

arose spontaneously at multiple times and in very different and distantly related organisms, in ways 

which themselves have no clear causal connection to one another.5  

Second, on the Darwinian picture species have the traits they have accidentally or randomly, not 

as part of a beautifully orchestrated and wholly deliberate, mindful design. So our being rational or a 

worm’s being segmented are externally determined, effectively by happenstance, by “environmental 

factors beyond [our and] their control” (Wilson 140). Darwin himself expected that this feature of his 

                                                           

4 See for example Meyr (1999). 

5 The eye is a familiar example of something that is supposed to have evolved independently multiple times (“The 

classical view of eye evolution is one of multiple origin and astonishing convergences onto a few optical types of 

eye.” (Nilsson 2004: 408)) In fact, however, the theory that the eye has multiple independent origins is called into 

question by recent discoveries in genetics, which appear to show a common regulator gene that may precede (and 

therefore link) all instances of sight in the animal kingdom (see Nilsson op. cit. and Kozmik (2008)).  This interesting 

development, however, does not affect the present point, which is to highlight broad trends in the long-term 

historical impact of evolutionary theory, including the impact of the widely accepted and popularly familiar idea 

that something as complex and peculiar as an eye might have evolved randomly, not just once but multiple times.   
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theory would be the hardest to swallow, and he spent a great deal of time and effort in The Origin of 

Species explaining and motivating the idea of natural – inherently random – selection.6 And he seems to 

have been right about the staying power of the hierarchical notions inherent in the old paradigm: even 

in contemporary popular and scientific presentations of the core tenets of evolution, the frequent 

presentation of evolution as progressive – as culminating in the emergence of the ‘highest order’ species 

(namely, us and our nearest relatives) – reveals that even in the life sciences this particular subversion of 

the Great Chain worldview is not yet complete.7   

The accidental nature of all of nature (so to speak) constitutes a break with the Great Chain 

picture far more profound than the contrast between the image of a tangled web and that of a clean, 

unbroken chain. For one might be comforted by the thought that an entangled web is just a messier sort 

of chain, still allowing all life to share a common ancestor or origin. But the idea that a given organism’s 

or species’ relationship to that common ancestor or origin is completely accidental – that notion is 

utterly at odds with the anthropocentrism, theocentrism, and hierarchy of the Great Chain. For in a 

chaotic, accidentally constituted world, there’s no role for any sort of plan on the part of any sort of 

mind. The evolutionary picture is not thereby necessarily incompatible with theism, but it is thereby 

positively incompatible with the theocentrism of the Great Chain; for ‘theocentrism’ here meant that 

the Divine was simultaneously the origin, the explanation, and the measure of all things. And the loss of 

the Divine benchmark means the collapse of the Great Chain’s theory of value, including the important 

notions of hierarchy and comparative human superiority.  For in a randomly as opposed to mindfully 

                                                           

6 ‘Nothing at first can appear more difficult to believe than that the more complex organs and instincts have  been 

perfected, not by means superior to, though analogous with, human reason, but by the accumulation of 

innumerable slight variations…” (1909: 499). 

7 For a tongue-in-cheek but effective exposé of the tendency since Darwin to superimpose Great-Chain hierarchy 

on evolutionary models, see Nee (2005). Nor was Darwin himself entirely immune to the influence of the Great 

Chain paradigm, however much his views were in conflict with it. See e.g.  
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constituted world, there is no clear ultimate point of reference to comparatively evaluate different 

beings or different parts of reality. In particular, there is no basis anymore for thinking the world is 

hierarchically ordered – why this structure as opposed to any other? And there is, therefore, no basis for 

thinking that humans are better or more important than worms; no basis for thinking it’s better to be 

alive than a rock; no basis for thinking that humans are special because we are made in God’s image.  

The upshot is that as the result of a process that involved more than one major causal factor, 

the widely accepted, powerful and influential view of the natural world as a complete, harmonious, 

divinely ordered Chain of Being fell out of favor, ceased to be ‘the dominant conception that it had been 

for many centuries’ – in Anscombe’s phrase – and came to be replaced by a different dominant 

conception; one that was strongly associated with and at least partly arose from evolutionary theory 

and related scientific and cultural developments. To the extent that one embraces this new evolutionary 

model, one loses the support, previously provided by the Great Chain model, for various important 

structures of one’s theory of value: the superiority of humanity, the hierarchical and harmonious 

relationships between all beings; the basis on which to comparatively assess all beings’ respective value 

and worth. This is the shift has been understood in terms of the disenchantment of nature, and which 

has been thought to place a particular explanatory burden on modern moral philosophers: either to help 

humanity come to terms with disenchantment, or else to put value back into the world somehow. 

Recall that the myth of disenchantment – a ‘myth’ in the sense of being a widely accepted, 

deeply embedded part of the background beliefs of a culture or school of thought – connects three 

things. Those things are 1) the meaninglessness or valueless-ness of the natural world, 2) the advent of 

modern science, and 3) the demise of prior, religious and/or divine conceptions of the natural world.  

We have now seen in a bit more depth and detail just how these three elements of disenchantment are 

connected. We’ve seen the presence of notions of value hierarchy and of anthropocentrism in the Great 

Chain of Being. And we’ve seen that the role of modern science in bringing about the disenchanting shift 
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in value theory was not as clean as might have been supposed, while also coming to understand the 

crucial role of a particular scientific advance more fully (namely, evolution). Now we are in a position to 

see how remnants of the Great Chain persist in post-disenchantment ethical theory, starting with the 

neo-Kantian thought of Christine Korsgaard. 

 

III. Korsgaard, Hierarchy and Anthropocentrism 

Christine Korsgaard responds to disenchantment in a Kantian way: that is, by grounding value, meaning, 

and the requirements of ethics in the rational human will. She says,  

The death of God did not put us back into Plato and Aristotle’s world. … The real is no 

longer the good. … [and if] the real and the good are no longer one, value must find its 

way into the world somehow. Form must be imposed on the world of matter. This is the 

work of art, the work of obligation… (5) 

where ‘obligation’ has to do with the rational will binding itself to act in ways that are consistent with 

rationality. “The ethics of autonomy,” she concludes, “is the only one consistent with the metaphysics of 

the modern world.” (5) 

The first thing to note about Korsgaard’s view is that it is avowedly, explicitly anthropocentric. 

Her way of meeting the unique challenges of ‘the metaphysics of the modern world’ puts human beings 

– and specifically, human rationality – in the role in the natural world order that was previously played 

by the divine creator, with its divine (rational) mind. The Great Chain has been decapitated, as it were, 

and in the same instant it has been naturalized; stripped of its supernatural portion. Man is now the 

measure of all things; the chain has become in this respect anthropocentric rather than theocentric. But 

the chain has been left otherwise intact; humans remain at the top of the natural order; we create value 

as God used to do, and other constituents of the world are valuable either in relation to us, or by 
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comparison to us.8 Thus Korsgaard’s view is both anthropocentric and hierarchical. She offers to meet 

the threat of disenchantment by restoring or preserving the Great Chain’s structure, albeit in a modified 

form. 

The trouble with Korsgaard’s view is not that it is anthropocentric and hierarchical per se. The 

problem is rather that in motivating her view, Korsgaard relies in a subtle way on remnants of the old 

version of the hierarchical, anthropocentric paradigm which are supposedly off-limits to her, in light of 

the metaphysics of the modern world which she embraces. She says, “if the real and the good are no 

longer one … Form must be imposed on the world of matter … and that is the work of art,” of human 

artifice. But it doesn’t follow merely from the dissolution of the Great Chain itself – from the fact, as she 

puts it, that ‘the real and the good are no longer one’ – that value has to be imposed on the world; that 

the world is actually recalcitrant to form. From the loss of one form it doesn’t follow that the world is 

mere matter. What follows is only that reality is recalcitrant to that form; recalcitrant to one particular 

(hierarchical, divine-referencing) way of conceiving of the natural order. Korsgaard assumes that the 

only possible way for the world to be ordered, and to have form, is for it to be ordered as a Great Chain: 

that is, hierarchically, with some reference to an absolute being (or a near, natural approximation), to 

give the whole thing its sense. In this respect the worldview of the Great Chain of Being continues to 

influence her sense of the viable options for contemporary ethics. It seems that the only conceivable 

way in which the world could be ordered is as a Great Chain. This leads her to embrace the myth of 

                                                           

8 This is borne out by Korsgaard's treatment of animal ethics, in which she argues that our obligations towards 
nonhuman animals depend upon and must be derived from the value of the rational human will. From her 2004 
Tanner Lecture “Fellow Creatures: Kantian Ethics and our duties to animals”:  “The only possible source of law and 
obligation is a rational will, and, in this sense, a non-rational animal cannot be the source of obligation. But it does 
not follow that the other animals cannot be … the sources of legitimate normative claims” in another way. Animals 
are “passive citizens” of the moral community, and as such they place real, objective demands on human rational 
agents – just not in virtue of the same traits that make human rational agents place demands on one another. (95-
6) 
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disenchantment, the absence of order, as the only apparent alternative to hierarchy (and, eventually, 

vice versa). 

But the loss of the Great Chain paradigm raises a question that might be answered in more than 

one way. That question is: what, if any, kind of order, value, meaning, or significance do we see in the 

natural world, if we strive to understand it in the absence of the particular, hierarchical theoretical 

presumptions that have organized our thought about it for so long? We might, for example, consider the 

possibility that value and form are immanent in nature, as is in fact strongly indicated by evolution. Or 

perhaps the world is ordered, not hierarchically, but ecologically, with distinguishable kinds of entities 

related to one another as nodes in a net, in the image of environmental philosopher Arne Naess (1973). 

It doesn’t matter if hypotheses like these turn out not to fit the phenomena; the point is that one should 

not simply assume that they won’t or can’t fit. Proceeding on this assumption is an indication that one is 

still so in the grip of the Great Chain paradigm that one sees it simply as the (only possible/only 

conceivable) World Order.  

The thought that either it’s a ranked, top-dog-ordered hierarchy, or it’s chaos, is the subtlest 

and most basic way in which the Great Chain of Being survives, ‘deeply embedded in our language and 

thought’, in a way that is harmful to clear thinking in ethics. I’ve used Korsgaard to demonstrate that the 

assumption that the world is purged of meaning is, in the full absence of the Great Chain paradigm, just 

that: an assumption, without a solid basis in fact or argument. It is actually based primarily on the 

impressiveness of the loss of the previously dominant paradigm. And in a minute I’ll try to show that 

Bernard Williams makes the same leap. But first let us look at another important, closely related survival 

of the Great Chain paradigm: namely, human exceptionalism, or anthropocentrism.  

The Great Chain’s anthropocentrism persists in contemporary ethics in two ways: first, in the 

view that we make meaning, and second, in the view that we matter more. I will not say much here 

about the idea that we matter more than other bits of reality. We’ve already seen that the shift to an 
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evolutionary worldview undermined the particular reasons the Great Chain gave us for seeing ourselves 

as higher, better; special. But if, post-Great Chain, humans emerge as the true origin or locus of values 

and normativity, etc. – that would be good grounds for saying that we matter in a special way. But here, 

we have to ask: why should it seem to Korsgaard and so many others that a human solution to the 

perceived problem of disenchantment is a) appropriate b) the only possible solution and c) even 

possible?  

Surely it seems that humans must step in to fill the creative/generative vacuum left by the 

absence of the Absolute Being, because humans have certain properties – chiefly, our rationality – 

which uniquely equip us to create value, or to impose meaning on the world, or to bring form and 

structure and intelligibility to it. But our reason for thinking that human rational and agential capacities 

specially equip us to create value – that reason is nothing more than our long-standing tendency to 

think of man as made in the image of God (whether the creator God or some other conception of the 

divine, perfect mind). And ‘outside of the framework of thought that made it intelligible’ (the Great 

Chain organized by reference to the Absolute Being), this sort of belief in human exceptionalism is – at 

least for the time being – groundless.9 The anthropocentrism of the Great Chain of Being was always 

essentially contingent upon its more fundamental theocentric structure. Therefore one cannot simply 

decapitate the chain and expect the next link to assume the topmost role. For the instant the top link is 

                                                           

9 It is harmful too, both ethically and in the sense that it simply clouds our judgment in the course of explaining the 
relevant phenomenon. Regarding the ethical ramifications of unfounded human exceptionalism, I have 
environmental ethical considerations particularly in mind. We see examples of this in the use of Locke’s views on 
property to justify dispossession of the American Indians, or in the total environmental devastation of great 
swathes of Europe and North America based on an un-Franciscan interpretation of Genesis I:27-29. See White 
(1967) and Hagan (1980). 
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removed, the other links lose their status as links and the whole value-laden hierarchical set of 

relationships is dissolved.10 

 

IV. Williams, Anthropocentrism, and Hierarchy 

We’ve seen how the Great Chain paradigm influences Korsgaard’s neo-Kantian conception of 

contemporary ethics. And it might seem that Korsgaard is particularly vulnerable to the kinds of 

criticisms that I’ve raised because she attempts to rehabilitate or reestablish a version of the Great 

Chain paradigm. Someone like Bernard Williams, in contrast, may seem more immune to the problem, 

because he sees morality as an entirely subjective, intersubjective, and social phenomenon, which lacks 

any deep foundation, or robust objectivity. He encourages us to come to terms with disenchantment by 

embracing a value-free conception of the natural world. That includes facing up to a greatly diminished 

and limited conception of ethics as compared to earlier, more robustly objective and realist ways of 

thinking of it. For this reason, it might seem that Williams’ view is not inappropriately influenced by the 

Great Chain of Being. In fact, however, Williams’ view contains the same vestiges of the Great Chain of 

Being which we saw in Korsgaard’s view: he assumes an exhaustive choice between the old world order, 

and no order at all. And he buys into an anthropocentric, reason-referenced hierarchy of importance or 

                                                           

10 This point remains the same if we say, not that man is made in the image of a creator God, but rather that man is 
a rational animal. In this essay I have not discussed neo-Aristotelian ethical theories (with which I am very 
sympathetic), largely because they do not share the constructivism of neo-Humean and neo-Kantian schools of 
thought. Their relationship to the Great Chain of Being is therefore structurally different, and requires separate 
treatment. But in choosing not to discuss neo-Aristotelianism I do not mean to imply that it is invulnerable to the 
problems discussed here. To be sure, the distinctively human form of intelligence that we call rationality is an 
important part of what makes us unique as a species. It may even be that which is most important in a good 
human life, as Gavin Lawrence has argued with his “medical thought experiment” in “The Function of the Function 
Argument” (2001). But the available reasons to think that rationality itself has any special, obvious, and inherent 
connection with the existence of value and form in nature in general – these are all survivals, or derivatives of 
survivals, from the Great Chain paradigm. Therefore if a neo-Aristotelian ethical theory were to assign this sort of 
role to rationality, that move would warrant the sorts of criticisms raised here in the neo-Kantian and neo-Humean 
contexts. For the record, my view is not that neo-Aristotelian philosophers since Anscombe make this mistake in a 
fundamental way; rather, I think neo-Aristotelian thinkers have not done enough to guard against this mistake and 
to clearly identify it as a vulnerability of contemporary ethics. 
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worth. 

The problem of disenchantment and the question of the objectivity of value are themes running 

through Williams’ whole life work, and I will not discuss all of the relevant texts and passages here. I 

take the argument of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy to represent Williams’ mature views on 

disenchantment and the nature of value. In this context, I treat Williams as a fundamentally neo-

Humean thinker, although his views are admittedly more complex than this label implies, reflecting both 

Aristotelian and existentialist influences as well as Humean ones.11 I treat Williams’ views as neo-

Humean here not in order to downplay these other influences, but rather because his value theory – his 

metaphysics of value – is best understood as tending towards materialism, and towards the arguably-

Humean or neo-Humean conception of ethics as a subjective, intersubjective, and social phenomenon.  

In Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, Williams begins by raising a question about how to justify 

the claims and requirements of ethics; how to prove that ethics is objective. To do so, he says, we would 

need to find a “position outside all our [ethical] knowledge and beliefs from which we could validate” 

ethics (28). But Williams does not think that any such justification for ethics can be found. “We must 

admit,” he says, “that the Aristotelian [and Kantian] assumptions which fitted together the [ethical] 

perspective and the outside view have collapsed” (53). Their collapse was precipitated, he thinks, by the 

development of a more mature, rationally more sophisticated “outside” modern perspective: “reflection 

characteristically disturbs, unseats, or replaces those traditional concepts… in ethics, reflection can 

destroy knowledge” (148). Reflection “unseats” ethics by revealing a “genuine and profound” (135) 

difference between science and ethics when it comes to objectivity: 

                                                           

11 Thank you to [name removed] for raising this point. 
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in a scientific inquiry there should ideally be convergence on an answer, where the best 

explanation of the convergence involves the idea that the answer represents how things 

are; [whereas] in the area of the ethical ... there is no such coherent hope. (136)  

Why does Williams think there is such a profound difference between science and ethics? The key is in 

the way he thinks of objectivity. And in order to understand Williams’ views on objectivity, we need to 

appreciate what he takes to be special about the scientific perspective; the only perspective from which 

we can latch on to how things ‘really are’.  

In a nutshell, Williams’ idea is that in science, there could be conversion because it alone stands 

to yield “a conception [of reality] consisting of non-perspectival materials available to any adequate 

investigator, of whatever constitution” (140). (“Perspectival materials” for Williams include not only 

values but also colors, smells, and all other life-form-relative things like whether something is hot or cold 

(see Williams 1978 and Putnam 1992).) This notion of perspective is key to the sense in which, for 

Williams, the findings of ideal science are absolutely true, or fully objective, and ethical ‘findings’ are 

not. What science tells us is stable, or “absolute” in Hilary Putnam’s phrase; it is precisely not vulnerable 

to being disturbed or unseated by reflection.  Why? Because the content of scientific findings does not 

depend on the contingent, local perspective or perceptual or experiential capacities of the observer, but 

transparently reflects “how things (anyway) are” (Williams, 1981: 139). This is revealed in the fact that 

we could, in principle, agree with Martians or with distant, very different future human beings about the 

world as science presents it. And in order to be fully translatable across different observers’ forms of 

life, a given truth has to be free of perspectival materials. Freedom from perspectival contingency is just 

what it is for something to be objective, for our grasp of things to reflect “how things (anyway) are.”) 

In contrast, the intelligibility of ethical “truths” like Sexism is wrong does not survive even across 

different contemporary human cultural contexts, let alone across history or across different imaginary 

forms of life. And the more capable we are of appreciating the fragile parochialism of our own 
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substantive ethical convictions, the less able (Williams thinks) we become to really hold them as 

convictions. For “if you are conscious of non-objectivity, should that not properly affect the way in which 

you see the application or extent of your ethical outlook?” (159) To think that we could simply continue 

to hold on to our local, ethical perspectives in the face of their acknowledged non-objectivity “can lead 

to nothing but disaster, rather as someone who finds that having children has disrupted her life cannot 

regain her earlier state by killing them” (168).12  

In Williams’ view as I’ve sketched it, we see all three familiar ingredients of the myth of 

disenchantment: the collapse of prior paradigms, the role of modern science in bringing about that 

collapse, and the inevitably ensuing realization that the natural world is value-less, form-less, ‘mere 

matter’; ‘purged of meaning’. Now how does Williams rely on “survivals, or derivatives of survivals” of 

the Great Chain of Being? 

We saw above that Korsgaard assumes something like a dilemma: either the world is structured 

hierarchically, or it’s not structured at all. Williams, too, make this assumption. Nowhere does he 

seriously entertain alternatives besides these two, or consider the possibility that the world might be 

ordered in some other way. (He does not, for example, serious entertain the possibility of ecological or 

immanent forms of value realism.) And he consistently presents human progress towards the absolute, 

scientific conception as an inevitable response or reaction to the loss of prior paradigms – using words 

like destabilize, destroy, collapse – while simultaneously relying, consistently and repeatedly, on the 

assumption that “we” experienced this collapse because we have the capacity to adopt a certain kind of 

enlightened perspective on these earlier, cruder or less fully developed worldviews. For example, as I 

mentioned above, he says that “we” simply know that religious accounts of the world order could not be 

true: “could not be true, since if we understand anything about the world at all, we understand that it is 

                                                           

12 Williams’ way of resolving this problem involves what he calls commitment; a broadly existentialist notion that 

involves commitment in light of, but not simply in defiance of, the lack of convergence in ethics. See especially   
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not run like that.” (32) Later, he contrasts “our present understanding” with Aristotle’s perspective, 

saying 

Aristotle saw a certain kind of ethical … life as a harmonious culmination of human 

potentialities [that is, human nature. But] here we meet again the many modern doubts 

that weaken this account. Our present understanding gives us no reason ... to believe in 

that. … We must admit that the Aristotelian assumptions which fitted together the 

agent’s perspective and the outside view have collapsed. (52-53) 

Like Korsgaard, Williams here takes the collapse of previous paradigms as equivalent to the collapse of a 

value-laden, form-structured (enchanted) world. This is one way of staying in the grip of the conception 

of value and order embodied by the Great Chain of Being. 

The fact that Williams relies on a substantive notion of ‘our present understanding’ in making 

his case for disenchantment should perhaps make us question whether he has really argued for this 

world picture, or whether instead, in Hilary Putnam’s words, “what we have in Ethics and the Limits of 

Philosophy is, in fact, not a serious argument for ethical ‘non-objectivism’, but rather the expression of a 

mood” (107). But Putnam’s criticism of Williams here is sharply put, even by analytic philosophy 

standards. I think we can be gentler. Williams sees things as he does because he thinks that reflection 

tends to destabilize our confidence in all value-laden perspectives; not just the particular ancestral 

Aristotelian and Kantian paradigms that he discusses. Reflection, in his view, carries human thinkers 

gradually from whatever their particular, local point of view might be, towards an absolutely objective, 

universally available perspective on things, which, as it happens, turns out to reveal an objective world 

that contains only primary qualities (no values, no colors, etc.). So it’s not that Williams gives no reason 

for his commitment to disenchantment; rather, he sees things as he does because he thinks about 

objectivity in a very particular way.  

In Williams’ conception of objectivity we see further significant remnants of the Great Chain 
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paradigm, for the dichotomous assumption just discussed is reiterated at this level. Williams thinks that 

if I cannot remain, un-alienated, in my own local perspective, then the only alternative is a neutral 

perspective from which all local perspectives seem equally suspect; equally provincial. But this is a false 

dichotomy. Suppose Williams is right: reflection tends to unsettle particular ethical convictions. Williams 

assumes that there is no possibility of a new ‘convergence’ on ethical truth:  

"The idea that our beliefs can track the truth at this level must at least imply that a 

range of investigators could rationally, reasonably, and unconstrainedly come to 

converge on a determinate set of ethical conclusions. What are the hopes for such a 

process? … If it is construed as convergence on a body of ethical truths which is brought 

about and explained by the fact that they are truths – this would be a strict analogy to 

scientific objectivity – then I see no hope for it.… Discussions at the reflective level, if 

they have the ambition of considering all ethical experience and arriving at the truth 

about the ethical, will necessarily use the most general and abstract ethical concepts 

such as 'right,' and those concepts do not display world guidedness. ... I cannot see any 

convincing theory of knowledge for the convergence of reflective ethical thought on 

ethical reality in even a distant analogy to the scientific case. … We must reject the 

objectivist view of ethical life as in that way a pursuit of ethical truth." (151-2, itals. 

mine)  

In lieu of the idea of convergence, Williams thinks that what he calls ‘commitment’ is the form of 

conviction or certainty that is appropriate to ethical life. Perhaps he is right about this, just as Korsgaard 

may be right that an “ethics of autonomy” is the best conception of ethical life. But like Korsgaard, 

Williams fails to acknowledge that a question, and not an automatic, inevitable answer, arises if 

reflection unsettles our ethical convictions. In this context, the question is something like: what, if any, 

more general conception of values and norms do we see in the natural world, if we strive to understand 
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things in a way that does not parochially presuppose the particular, substantive ethical convictions that 

have organized our thought for so long? It does not follow simply from an historical event of reflective 

disequilibrium that there is no new objective ethical conviction to be had. 

Williams thinks it does follow, and this brings us to the heart of the matter. He thinks that 

reflection leads to disenchantment because he thinks that the view from nowhere is epistemically 

superior; the only point of view from which ‘absolute’ truth can be seen. Recall that for Williams the 

scientific perspective is distinctive in that it stands to yield “a conception [of reality] consisting of non-

perspectival materials available to any adequate investigator, of whatever constitution” (140). Let us 

assume that this is true: there are certain in-principle universally available features of reality that are 

discernable only from a scientific perspective, and there are many other features of reality which are not 

discernable from that perspective (color, value, etc.). Even if this is granted, it doesn’t follow merely 

from its universal accessibility that this bit of reality is more real, or, so to speak, more true, than bits 

that are only locally accessible. For that to follow, we must also assume the superiority of this scientific 

way of looking at things.  

Here, then, is an important remnant of the Great Chain: a tendency to exalt a certain, all-too-

familiar conception of theoretical rationality over all other ways of understanding, being in, and 

interacting with the world. Without this assumption firmly in place, we have no reason to privilege 

Williams’ “absolute conception of the world” (in Putnam’s phrase) over more perspectivally-embedded 

conceptions of reality – even when the latter are not fully communicable in non-perspectival terms. We 

might just as well consider the non-perspectival point of view to be impoverished; woefully incomplete. 

We might feel sorry for anyone who could only occupy this position: how much they miss!  

In his conception of objectivity, then, and specifically in his belief that objectivity thus-conceived 

is epistemically special and superior, we see the crux of Williams’ commitment to anthropocentric and 

hierarchical survivals of the Great Chain. In his view, the more beings are like us with respect to their 
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reflective, theoretical rational capacities, the more they will be able to take up a perspective on reality 

which shows it for what it “really” is, stripping away all contingent seemings and appearances, and 

getting to the real behind the apparent. Williams substitutes Martians and hypothetical, ideally rational 

future descendants of human beings for angels and God, but in its essence the ideal remains the same: 

the concept of divine, perfect rationality that is inherited from the Great Chain of Being. And again, even 

if Williams is correct to say that there is a kind of universally-available set of facts about the world that is 

only available under certain (ideally rational) epistemic conditions, still, as Putnam says, “I would still 

urge him to recognize that there are many true descriptions of the world in many different vocabularies, 

without trying to privilege one of those descriptions as the ‘absolute’ one” (103). 

 

V. Conclusions 

Here, in a nutshell, is where things stand. “We”, the people of a certain intellectual culture who 

philosophize about ethics and normativity, have had one model for understanding these things knocked 

forcibly out of our hands by historical developments not of our own making. These historical events took 

place in a very different field of thought from thought about ethics. In the context of the life sciences, 

the rejection of the Great Chain of Being didn’t leave us in chaos. To borrow Thomas Kuhn’s (2012) 

powerful imagery, in that context there was another, perhaps even richer paradigm available for 

adoption – namely, the evolutionary paradigm. But the widespread acceptance of evolution as a 

scientific theory left ethics in a predicament that Kuhn thought was quite impossible in science: the 

predicament of having lost one paradigm without having another equally good or better one to replace 

it. This precipitated the interesting but somewhat frantic philosophical chaos of the 20th century: 

emotivism, nihilism, neo-Platonism, intuitionism, error theories, etc. The bulk of 20th-century analytic 

moral philosophy can be construed as a desperate effort to construct an adequate paradigm to replace 
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the one that was lost; a project which, however, had only the remnants of the old paradigm to work 

with.13  

No wonder that in such a predicament it seems to us that we have lost value itself. But this 

conclusion rests on a fallacy. It only seems to us that we have lost value itself because we are still so in 

the grip of the lost paradigm that we cannot distinguish between ‘value itself’ and ‘value as we 

conceived of it in the terms of the lost paradigm’.  Rather than simply seeing the old paradigm as wrong 

about value in that it was anthropocentric and hierarchical, we have made the stronger move, not 

actually warranted from our current perspective, to the conclusion that value is not real. In doing so, we 

continue to conceive of value as either anthropocentric and hierarchical, or else nothing at all, thus 

clinging to elements, ‘survivals’ of the old paradigm, ‘outside the context of thought that made them 

really intelligible’.  

From this perspective, modern moral philosophy is in a far more difficult, but also far more 

interesting, position than it takes itself to be. Rather than trying to cope with a false dichotomy, we 

ought to be developing a legitimate, empirically responsible conception of value without relying illicitly 

on artifacts salvaged from the rubble of our prior worldview. And here we are not entirely without 

resources. For example, the writings of Darwin are replete with non-hierarchical, but hardly 

disenchanted descriptions of life and related natural phenomena. It would be quite interesting to 

consider what resources evolutionary theory contains for understanding form and order in nature, when 

the evolutionary model is considered in a way that neither presupposes disenchantment, nor contains 

illicit remnants of the Great Chain’s value theory.  

                                                           

13 Here, see especially MacIntyre (1981) for a rich discussion of the loss of a sense-making ethical paradigm. 
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Another good way to proceed might be to look cross-culturally; for example, the ethics and 

cosmologies of various indigenous peoples of North America have been a rich source of inspiration and 

understanding to those interested in environmental philosophy.14 Why not in value theory more 

generally? We should also admit that it’s quite possible to think in different terms even within the 

narrow intellectual confines of “Western” philosophical culture. Benthamite utilitarianism, for example, 

departs significantly from the hierarchical and anthropocentric presuppositions of the Great Chain 

picture. (This may explain why it is so often reviled as a ‘vulgar’ theory (most conspicuously by Williams 

(1973)), and also part of why philosophers tend to teach Mill rather than Bentham in introduction to 

ethics. For Mill, after all, restored our confidence in the idea that it is better to be Socrates dissatisfied 

than a pig satisfied, whereas Bentham thought that when it comes to pleasure, pushpin is as good as 

poetry.) Bentham’s is not quite the dissolution of hierarchical models of value that I myself would 

prefer. But it is an example of an alternative model that has been cogently and successfully promoted 

over the last hundred-odd years. 

Suppose we do take a cue from Anscombe, and ‘banish hierarchical and anthropocentric 

commitments totally from our minds’ in pursuit of a better account of such important elements of value 

theory as our notions of better and worse, our notion of what it is for something to be inherently 

valuable; our sense of what kinds of form and order do and do not exist in nature. This is what I think we 

ought to do. If nothing else, having looked closely at the views of Korsgaard and Williams, we face this 

task with a better sense of what anthropocentric and hierarchical presumptions look like in 

contemporary ethics, especially as they pertain to the myth of disenchantment. This is an important first 

step towards having, not just a clearer sense of a really pressing problem for ethical theory, but also 

eventually some serious candidate solutions to that problem.  

                                                           

14 See e.g.  
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