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1. Introduction. 

Synthetic ethical naturalists defend a naturalistic form of moral realism by appeal to an 

externalist semantics for moral terms.  Terence Horgan and Mark Timmons (H&T) attack 

externalist moral semantics in a series of papers that make use of a modified Twin Earth thought 

experiment (H&T 1990-91, 1992a, 1992b).  A number of philosophers have argued that H&T’s 

Moral Twin Earth thought experiment is a “ flawed-intuition pump.”   They highlight several 

respects in which the Moral Twin Earth thought experiment differs from Hilary Putnam’s 

original Twin Earth thought experiment.  They then argue that the respects in which the Moral 

Twin Earth story differs are likely to distort readers’  semantic intuitions.  If these philosophers 

are right, then we ought to reject arguments against externalist moral semantics that make 

essential use of Moral Twin Earth.  In this paper, I defend H&T’s direct Moral Twin Earth 

argument from objections raised by Stephen Laurence, Eric Margolis and Angus Dawson 

(LM&D) in a jointly authored article.  I argue that Moral Twin Earth is no worse an intuition 

pump than Putnam’s original Twin Earth. 

 

2. Synthetic Ethical Naturalism and Semantic Externalism. 

The target of H&T’s Moral Twin Earth argument is the naturalistic version of moral realism 

developed by Richard Boyd, David Brink, and Nicholas Sturgeon among others.  I understand 

moral realism to be the view that (1) there are moral facts and (2) these facts are independent of 
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the beliefs and attitudes of moral appraisers (cf. Brink 1989: 17; 2001: 154).  The realist who is 

an ethical naturalist adds to this formulation the claim that moral properties, such as moral 

goodness and moral rightness, are either identical to or constituted by natural properties (and 

thus, moral facts are either identical to or constituted by natural facts).1  Traditionally, ethical 

naturalists have defended this claim by arguing that predicates expressing moral properties are 

analytically equivalent to (complexes of) predicates expressing natural properties.  Boyd, Brink 

and Sturgeon, however, reject this strategy.  In their view, sentences used to assert identities (or 

constitution relations) between moral and natural properties are to be understood as expressing 

synthetic, a posteriori necessities (Boyd 1988; Brink 1989; Sturgeon 1985).  Call this version of 

naturalistic moral realism synthetic ethical naturalism (SEN). 

 Proponents of SEN support their view by advocating an externalist semantics for moral 

predicates.  For a semantic externalist, the semantic contents of certain predicates are 

individuated in part by features of the speakers’  environment.  This sort of view goes hand in 

hand with the doctrine that there exist natural kinds—kinds whose membership is delimited by a 

“ real”  (as opposed to “nominal” ) essence (Boyd 1988: 194-199; Brink 2001: 160ff).  A kind’s 

real essence is typically understood to be a property (or collection of properties) that is causally 

responsible for the observable similarities among its members.  The significance of natural kinds 

for semantic externalism is this:  Suppose there is a natural kind, K, with real essence, E.  If there 

is a predicate, ‘F’ , that expresses the property of being a K, then, for any world, w, and any 

object, o, o is in the extension of ‘F’  at w iff o instantiates E at w.  The resulting function that 

maps possible worlds to extensions is the intension and semantic content of ‘F.’   Importantly, 

                                                 
1 The distinction between natural and non-natural properties is notoriously difficult to get at with any precision.  
Most characterizations of the distinction focus on epistemological differences between properties of these kinds.  
Brink, for example, writes that, in contrast with non-natural facts and properties, “ [n]atural facts and properties are 
presumably something like those facts and properties as picked out and studied by the natural and social sciences 
(broadly conceived)…” (1989: 22; cf. Timmons 1999: 12). 
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competent users of ‘F’  may have no a priori access to the matter of which properties are 

included in E.  That is a fact about their environment; it is not settled by how things are in the 

minds of speakers.  As a result, speakers will have no purely a priori route towards knowing 

precisely which intension is expressed by their uses of ‘F.’  

 We can now see the connection between semantic externalism, natural kinds, and a 

posteriori necessity.  Suppose that there is a predicate ‘G’  that expresses the property E.  Given 

the stipulations above, ‘F’  is co-intensional with ‘G’ .  Even so, it may be that ‘F’  and ‘G’  are not 

analytically equivalent.2  In that case, speakers will be unable to know that ‘F’  and ‘G’  are co-

intensional without the benefit of an a posteriori investigation into which properties belong to 

the real essence of K.  It follows that the necessity claim, ‘Necessarily, for any x, x is F iff x is 

G’ , is knowable only a posteriori.3  

 Semantic externalism needs to be supplemented by an account that specifies how a given 

real essence comes to fix the intension of a given predicate.  Many externalists accept some kind 

of causal theory.  On a view of this sort, the intension of a predicate is fixed by the real essence 

of the kind or property that bears the right causal relation to speakers’  use of that predicate 

(Kripke 1980; Putnam 1975).  In their original presentation of the Moral Twin Earth argument, 

H&T take Boyd’s version of the causal theory of reference as representative of SEN semantics.  

According to Boyd, 

Roughly, and for nondegenerate cases, a term t refers to a kind (property, relation, etc.) k 
just in case there exist causal mechanisms whose tendency is to bring it about, over time, 
that what is predicated of the term t will be approximately true of k…(Boyd 1988: 195).4 

                                                 
2 We can suppose this only if we deny that that the meaning of a predicate is to be identified with its intension.  
Brink rejects the identification of meaning with intension in his (1989: Chapter 6).  See note 10 below. 
3 For those who take co-intensionality to be sufficient for property identity, this necessity claim can be construed as 
expressing an a posteriori property identity. 
4 Boyd goes on to characterize the relevant causal mechanisms: “Such mechanisms will typically include the 
existence of procedures which are approximately accurate for recognizing members or instances of k (at least for 
easy cases) and which relevantly govern the use of t, the social transmission of certain relatively approximately true 
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Let’s follow H&T and say that when the right hand side of Boyd’s biconditional is satisfied, k 

causally regulates the use of t. 

 Boyd proposes that the use of moral terms like ‘goodness’  and ‘ rightness’  is causally 

regulated by certain natural properties.  These natural properties are, thus, the referents of the 

property names ‘goodness’  and ‘ rightness.’   Presumably, these same natural properties also 

determine the intensions of the corresponding predicates ‘good’  and ‘ right.’   It follows that if a 

natural property, N, causally regulates the use of the term ‘ rightness,’  the following necessity 

claim will be true: ‘Necessarily, for any x, x is right iff x has N’  (where ‘N’  is a non-moral 

predicate that expresses N).  Because it is supposed that ‘N’  is not analytically equivalent to 

‘ right,’  this necessity claim is held to be knowable only a posteriori. 

  

3. Putnam’s Twin Earth. 

Hilary Putnam’s Twin Earth argument is the most widely cited argument in favor of semantic 

externalism for natural kind predicates.  Because LM&D’s arguments rely upon several contrasts 

between Putnam’s original Twin Earth thought experiment and H&T’s Moral Twin Earth 

thought experiment, it is necessary to review the former in some detail. 

 Putnam has us imagine a planet in our galaxy that is as near a duplicate to Earth as is 

possible save for the following difference:  On Twin Earth “…the liquid called ‘water’  is not 

H2O but a different liquid whose chemical formula is very long and complicated.”   Putnam calls 

this chemical formula ‘XYZ’ .  Despite its different chemical structure, XYZ is indiscernible 

from H2O in all of its superficial properties.  In addition, the role that XYZ plays on Twin Earth 

                                                                                                                                                             
beliefs regarding k, formulated as claims about t […], a pattern of deference to experts on k with respect to the use of 
t, etc. […]”  (ibid.). 
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is very similar to the role that H2O plays here on Earth: e.g. it fills the lakes, rivers, and oceans; 

nourishes Twin Earthling life forms; etc. (Putnam 1975: 223). 

 In light of the Twin Earth scenario, there are two salient alternative ways of describing 

the extensions of ‘water’  as used by Earthlings and ‘water’  as used by Twin Earthlings.  

(Hereafter, I use t-‘water’  to represent Twin Earthling uses of ‘water’ ).  In the first place, we can 

say that ‘water’  and t-‘water’  have the same extension.  This extension includes all molecules of 

XYZ and all molecules of H2O and nothing else.  By the second alternative, we can say that 

‘water’  has all and only molecules of H2O as its extension, while t-‘water’  has all and only 

molecules of XYZ as its extension.  Putnam contends (and much of the philosophical community 

agrees) that the second alternative is correct. 

 Putnam recognizes that he has not yet established semantic externalism as an account of 

the semantic contents of predicates like ‘water.’   For all that has been said, our judgment that 

‘water’  and t-‘water’  differ in extension may be due to our supposing that Earthlings and Twin 

Earthlings have different ‘water’ -related concepts or beliefs.  After all, many present day 

Earthlings believe that the stuff they call ‘water’  is composed of H2O.  Given Twin Earth’s 

similarities with Earth, we should expect that many Twin Earthlings believe that the stuff they 

call t-‘water’  is composed of XYZ.  Thus, it may be that the difference in extension is a result of 

differences in the internal5 mental states of Earthling and Twin Earthling speakers and not simply 

a result of differences in their environments, as Putnam wants to claim. 

                                                 
5 Here I use ‘ internal’  where others might use ‘narrow’ .  An individual’s narrow mental states are typically 
understood as those mental states that the individual shares with all of her intrinsic duplicates.  Some have noticed 
that, on this construal, it isn’ t clear that an Earthling and his Twin Earth counterpart can have the same narrow 
mental states.  The problem is that over half of the Twin Earthling’s body is presumably composed of XYZ 
molecules, whereas the same proportion of the Earthling’s body is composed of H2O molecules.  If so, the two are 
not intrinsic duplicates, strictly speaking.  Thus, they cannot have the same narrow mental states.  In light of this, I 
prefer the somewhat less loaded ‘ internal mental state.’   This locution is meant to capture intuitively whatever kind 
of mental state Putnam intended each Twin Earthling to share with his or her Earthling counterpart in the 1750 story. 
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 To block the semantic internalist’s preferred explanation of the intuition that ‘water’  and 

t-‘water’  have different extensions, Putnam asks his readers to imagine both planets as they were 

in 1750, prior to the rise of modern chemistry.  It may now be plausibly supposed that the beliefs 

and concepts that Twin Earthlings associate with t-‘water’  are exactly like—if not identical to—

the beliefs and concepts that Earthlings associate with ‘water’ .  But even in this case Putnam 

contends (and many philosophers agree) that “ the extension of the term ‘water’  was just as much 

H2O on Earth in 1750 as in 1950; and the extension of the term [t-]‘water’  was just as much XYZ 

on Twin Earth in 1750 as in 1950” (ibid. 224). 

 The pre-chemistry Twin Earth case shows that it is possible for two speakers A and B to 

associate the same descriptions or concepts with a kind predicate ‘F’  and yet A expresses a 

different intension using ‘F’  than B does.6  It follows that the intensions (and hence semantic 

contents) of these predicates are not fixed solely in virtue of the concepts that speakers associate 

with them.  Something external to the speaker’s mind is needed.  The upshot of Twin Earth, then, 

is that semantic externalism offers the correct account of the semantic contents of natural kind 

predicates like ‘water.’  

 It is worth observing that causal theories of reference such as Boyd’s nicely explain the 

intuition that ‘water’  and t-‘water’  have different extensions.  On Earth, speakers have causal 

contact with H2O but not XYZ.  On Twin Earth, speakers have causal contact with XYZ but not 

H2O.  A defender of a causal theory of reference might argue that the intuition that ‘water’  and t-

                                                 
6 Putnam does not himself state the conclusion of the Twin Earth argument in terms of intensions.  This may be 
because in “The Meaning of ‘Meaning’”  he is thinking of intensions as “something like an individual speaker’s 
concept”  (1975: 245, cf. 216-219).  I am not using ‘ intension’  in this way.  I take intensions to be functions from 
worlds to extensions.  The intension of a term need not be fixed by speakers’  concepts.  If intensions are thought of 
as functions from worlds to extensions, then it follows that if two predicates have different extensions at any single 
world, they have different intensions. 
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‘water’  have different extensions is due to our tacit recognition that some sort of causal 

acquaintance is necessary for successful reference. 

  

4. Moral Twin Earth. 

H&T’s Moral Twin Earth thought experiment draws inspiration from Putnam’s thought 

experiment in order to undermine the application of Boyd’s semantics to moral terms.  We have 

already met Boyd’s causal theory of reference above.  Here is H&T’s formulation of the view as 

it applies to moral terms: 

CSN Causal semantic naturalism: Each moral term t rigidly designates the natural 
property N that uniquely causally regulates the use of t by humans (1990-91: 455). 

 
We should understand CSN to include the claim that each moral predicate, ‘F,’  expresses the 

natural property that uniquely causally regulates the use of ‘F’  by humans.7 

 The Moral Twin Earth thought experiment (MTE) begins with the stipulation that on 

Earth “human uses of ‘good’  and ‘ right’  are causally regulated by certain functional properties;8 

and that, as a matter of empirical fact, these are consequentialist properties whose functional 

essence is captured by some specific consequentialist normative theory; call this theory Tc”  

(1990-91: 458).9  I find that it makes for easier discussion if we name one of these 

consequentialist properties.  Let us add to H&T’s stipulations that the property of maximizing 

utility causally regulates the use of ‘morally right’  among Earthling speakers. 

                                                 
7 That is to say, if there is a natural property N that uniquely causally regulates the actual use of ‘F,’  then the 
intension of ‘F’  is the function that maps each possible world to an extension containing all and only instances of N 
at that world. 
8 By stipulating that moral properties are functional properties, H&T are following Brink’s suggestion in his (1984: 
121f).  There, Brink invokes a functionalist account of moral properties to explain the supervenience of moral 
properties on physical properties. 
9 What justifies H&T in supposing that the essence of moral properties will be captured by theories in first-order 
normative ethics?  The answer is that this is what SEN proponents have themselves claimed.  Sturgeon, for example, 
writes, “ If hedonistic act utilitarianism…turns out to be true, for example, then we can define the good as pleasure 
and the absence of pain, and a right action as one that produces at least as much good as any other…” (Sturgeon 
1985: 61; cf. Brink 1989: 177f, 238; 2001: 162). 
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 Moral Twin Earth is a planet in our galaxy that is as near a duplicate of Earth as possible 

save for one difference to be noted shortly.  But first, let us highlight an important similarity 

between the two planets:  Like us, Twin Earthlings 

…use the terms ‘good’  and ‘bad,’  ‘ right’  and wrong’  to evaluate actions, persons, 
institutions and so forth…[T]he terms are used to reason about considerations bearing on 
Moral Twin Earthling well-being; Moral Twin Earthlings are normally disposed to act in 
certain ways corresponding to judgments about what is ‘good’  and ‘ right;’  they normally 
take considerations about what is ‘good’  and ‘ right’  to be especially important, even of 
overriding importance in most cases, in deciding what to do, and so on (1990-91: 459). 
 

Despite this similarity, on Moral Twin Earth the use of these terms is causally regulated by 

certain functional properties whose essence is captured by a non-consequentialist, deontological 

normative theory called ‘Td’ .  Again, I find it useful to name one of these properties.  Let’s say 

that the property of treating no one as a mere means causally regulates the use of ‘morally right’  

on Moral Twin Earth.  (Hereafter, I use t-‘ right’  to represent uses of ‘morally right’  by Twin 

Earthlings.)  To account for this respect in which Twin Earthlings differ from Earthlings, H&T 

stipulate that there are “species-wide differences in psychological temperament”  between 

Earthlings and Twin Earthlings (ibid.  For more on this, see §6.3). 

 With this description of the MTE case in hand, H&T present the reader with two 

alternative ways to describe the uses of ‘good’  and ‘ right’  by Earthlings and Twin Earthlings.  

On the first interpretation, “moral and twin-moral terms differ in meaning, and are not 

intertranslatable” .  On the second interpretation, “moral and twin-moral terms do not differ in 

meaning or reference”  (1990-91: 460, emphasis in the original).  Though H&T here speak of the 

sameness of meaning as being what is at issue, I think it is better to speak of the sameness of 

semantic content.10  As mentioned above, I take the semantic content of a predicate to be its 

                                                 
10 One reason to avoid casting the question as one about meaning is that Brink, for one, separates the meaning of a 
predicate from the property or intension it expresses.  This is apparent in his rejection of “ the semantic test of 
properties”  (Brink 1989: 162, 166).  He allows that a natural predicate could express the same property as a moral 
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intension.  The intension of a predicate determines the contribution the predicate makes to the 

truth-conditions of sentences in which it appears.  In my view, then, the question before us is 

whether we should view Earthling utterances of ‘ f  is right’  as having different truth-conditions 

from Twin Earthling utterances of ‘ f  is [t-]right.’   (Putting things this way commits us to moral 

cognitivism, the view that moral utterances are truth-apt.  Since cognitivism is already a 

commitment of SEN, I see no harm in assuming it so long as we keep in mind that one possible 

lesson of MTE is that the content of moral predicates is [primarily] non-cognitive or 

expressivist.) 

 H&T contend that the second interpretation is correct: the content of ‘ f  is right’  on Earth 

is the same as the content of ‘ f  is [t-]right’  on Twin Earth.  If their judgment is correct—and I 

think it is—it spells trouble for CSN.  Since distinct properties causally regulate the use of ‘ right’  

and t-‘ right,’  CSN entails that utterances of ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  express different content.  ‘Right’  

expresses the property of maximizing utility.  T-‘ right’  expresses the property of treating no one 

as a mere means.  That these are distinct properties can be seen when we consider organ harvest 

cases in which an individual person is treated as a mere means in order to maximize utility.11  

Such actions fall within the intension of ‘ right’  but not within the intension of t-‘ right’ .  It 

follows that, if H&T are correct in judging that ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  have the same content, CSN 

is false. 

                                                                                                                                                             
predicate even when the two predicates do not have the same meaning.  Brink evidently thinks of the meaning of a 
predicate as something like a Fregean sense.  On such a view, a predicate’s meaning is roughly a criterion for its 
application that speakers “associate”  with that predicate.  If this is the way meaning is to be construed, then it is 
immaterial to the defense of CSN whether ‘ right’  has the same meaning (i.e., associated criterion of application) as 
t-‘ right.’   For this reason, I find it preferable to pose the present question as being about semantic content rather than 
meaning. 
11 The standard organ harvest case involves a surgeon who kills one innocent healthy patient (without his consent) in 
order to transplant his organs to five other patients who would otherwise die. 
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 The defender of CSN may be tempted simply to reject the judgment that ‘ right’  and t-

‘ right’  have the same content.   Such a move would commit CSN to a kind of conceptual 

relativism whereby ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  are incommensurable.  The implausibility of this 

maneuver is revealed when one considers how things would go if Earthlings and Twin Earthlings 

were to meet: 

Suppose that Earthlings visit Twin Earth (or vice versa), and both groups come to realize 
that different natural properties causally regulate their respective uses of ‘good,’  ‘ right,’  
and other moral terms.  If CSN were true, then recognition of these differences ought to 
result in its seeming rather silly, to members of each group, to engage in intergroup 
debate about goodness—about whether it conforms to normative theory Tc or to Td. […] 
But such intergroup debate in the Moral Twin Earth story would surely strike both groups 
not as silly, but as quite appropriate, because they would regard one another as differing 
in moral belief and moral theory, not in meaning (Timmons 1999: 62f). 
 

By contrast, in Putnam’s original Twin Earth scenario (‘PTE,’  hereafter) it is plausible to 

suppose that Earthlings and Twin Earthlings who meet would cease debating about the true 

chemical composition of “water”  as soon as they recognized that different chemical substances 

causally regulate the use of ‘water’  and t-‘water’ .  One expects that they would readily 

acknowledge that their disagreement was merely verbal. 

 It would appear, then, that MTE refutes CSN.  Since CSN is the semantics that 

underwrites SEN, MTE deals a blow to SEN as well.  Nor is there much promise in replacing 

CSN with a different externalist moral semantics.  H&T characterize the basic MTE story as 

providing a “ recipe”  for generating arguments against any version of externalist moral semantics 

that one might propose.  They contend that, for any relation that is proposed as sufficient to fix 

the reference (and, presumably, the contents) of moral terms, one of the following will be true: 

(a) the relation is insufficient to fix a determinate reference for moral terms; or else (b) a 

population of Twin Earthlings can be imagined whose moral terms bear the proposed reference 

relation to a different natural property than Earthling moral terms bear this relation to.  In that 
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case, the proposed moral semantics will again result in an objectionably “chauvinistic”  form of 

relativism.12   

 

5. The Attack on Moral Twin Earth. 

5.1. Introduction.  LM&D claim that the MTE argument provides “no reason at all for rejecting 

ethical naturalism” (1999: 135).  This is because the MTE thought experiment contains 

misleading features that distort readers’  semantic intuitions.  To make their case, they highlight 

the ways in which MTE differs from PTE: 

Like H&T, we will not question the legitimacy of Putnam’s original Twin Earth thought 
experiment.  Our question is whether H&T’s Moral Twin Earth thought experiment is as 
legitimate as the original.  The whole point of H&T’s direct argument is that there is 
supposed to be an asymmetry between the intuitions generated by Twin Earth and Moral 
Twin Earth; this asymmetry is supposed to argue for the claim that the moral terms aren’ t 
rigid designators.  For the argument to work, however, the two thought experiments have 
to be constructed in analogous fashion.  The problem with the argument is that they 
aren’ t.  There are a number of crucial disanalogies between the two thought experiments, 
and it’s these disanalogies that do much of the work in generating the intuitions that 
H&T’s arguments rely upon (1999: 155; cf. Geirsson 2003: 118). 
 

Now, I think LM&D vastly overstate the importance of MTE’s connection with Putnam’s 

original.  The MTE argument would stand just fine on its own even if no one had ever dreamed 

up PTE.  But even if the connection were important, the MTE argument cannot be undermined 

simply by pointing to ways in which the MTE thought experiment differs from PTE.  Those 

differences ought to be such that there is good reason to think that they will contribute to the 

distortion of our intuitions.  In the remainder of this paper, I consider the three disanalogies 

between MTE and PTE that LM&D highlight.  I argue that LM&D fail to show that the respects 

in which MTE differs from PTE exert (or are likely to exert) a distorting influence on our 

intuitions.  My aim here is to establish only that the MTE thought experiment is no worse an 

                                                 
12 H&T sketch a “generic”  form of the MTE argument in their (2000).  For a look at MTE in action against other 
proposed moral semantics see H&T (1996; 2000; Forthcoming).  
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intuition pump than PTE.  I have nothing to say in defense of the use of these (or any other) 

thought experiments more generally. 

 

5.2. A Preliminary Objection.  Before turning to the objections raised by LM&D, I want to deal 

with a worry about MTE that Brink raises.  In the version of PTE that establishes semantic 

externalism (where the story is set in 1750), it is important that the speakers on Twin Earth 

associate the very same concept with t-‘water’  that Earthlings associate with ‘water.’   To ensure 

that they do, Putnam asks us to imagine that the relevant Twin Earthling speaker in his example 

(Oscar2) is an exact duplicate of his Earthling counterpart (Oscar1) with respect to his 

“appearance, feelings, thoughts, interior monologue, etc.”  (1975: 224).  Since the only relevant 

difference between Earth and Putnam’s Twin Earth is the underlying composition of the 

“watery”  stuff, this supposition can be entertained without much difficulty.  But this is not so for 

MTE.  As Brink observes, 

If people have the same commitments to morality on Earth and Moral Twin Earth, the 
differing standards will cause each planet’s people to assess people, actions, and 
institutions differently; over the long run, this should affect the course of individual and 
social histories on Earth and Moral Twin Earth.  Though the members of both planetary 
pairs—Earth and Twin Earth and Earth and Moral Twin Earth—are…otherwise 
indistinguishable, this caveat includes many more differences in the second pair than in 
the first.  As it seemed important to Putnam’s original arguments that differences between 
Earth and Twin Earth be minimized, the more extensive differences between Earth and 
Moral Twin Earth may complicate Timmons and Horgan’s argument (2001: 165n21). 
 

Since the inevitable differences in the behaviors of Earthlings and Moral Twin Earthlings are 

undoubtedly due to differences in their internal mental states, it is hard to see how we can 

maintain that Moral Twin Earthlings have the very same internal mental states as their Earthling 

counterparts.   Here then, we are confronted with an obvious and glaring difference between 

MTE and PTE.  What should we make of this difference?  
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 What Brink’s observation reveals is that MTE could not be used to confirm an externalist 

semantics for moral terms.  If, contra H&T, we had judged that ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  express 

different content, we would not have been free to conclude that the contents of moral terms are 

(at least partly) individuated by features of the external environment.  For we would not have 

ruled out the possibility that our judging ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  to have different content is due to 

our taking Earthlings and Twin Earthlings to associate different concepts or beliefs with their 

respective predicates. 

 This should not worry us.  Though MTE could not confirm externalist moral semantics 

like CSN, it remains an important test that such theories must pass in order to remain viable.  In 

this respect, it is much like Putnam’s own initial setup of Twin Earth.  Recall that Putnam first 

warms up his readers with a version of PTE where the relevant users of ‘water’  and t-‘water’  are 

our contemporaries (or nearly so).  In that example it is understood that Twin Earthlings have 

different internal mental states from their Earthling counterparts.  Indeed, one such difference is 

that, whereas contemporary Earthlings believe that ‘Water is composed of H2O’ expresses a 

truth, Twin Earthlings do not believe this.  It is important to recognize that it is not trivial that 

Putnam’s audience widely agreed that contemporary Earthlings and Twin Earthlings express 

different properties using ‘water’  and t-‘water.’   If readers had judged otherwise, Putnam’s entire 

argument would have been stopped dead in its tracks.  If we had judged that ‘water’  and t-‘water’  

had the same content in 1950, despite the different concepts and beliefs that speakers on each 

planet associate with these terms, there would have been no way that our intuitions would be 

reversed by making Earthlings and Twin Earthlings more alike in their ‘water’ -related internal 

mental states.  Nor would there be any grounds to complain that the differences allowed in the 

Twin Earthlings’  internal mental states unfairly stack the deck against an externalist semantics 
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for ‘water.’   If anything, the inclusion of such differences favors the sort of intuition that 

externalists hope to elicit.  But if this is so with respect to the 1950 version of PTE, then we must 

conclude that there are no grounds for the complaint that MTE stacks the deck against an 

externalist semantics for ‘ right’  by allowing (indeed, stipulating) that Moral Twin Earthlings 

have some internal mental states that differ from those of their Earthling counterparts. 

 

5.3. First Objection: Competing Theories of a Kind.  LM&D observe that in PTE the relevant 

substance that the Twin Earthlings are causally acquainted with is a fictitious philosophical 

invention that readers have no familiarity with.  They write that XYZ is a “chemical composition 

that’s tied to a chemical theory that no one has ever supposed is true of water”  (1999: 156).  

Though it may be, strictly speaking, an epistemic possibility for us that water is XYZ, it is not a 

“ live”  epistemic possibility; it is not a possibility that we take seriously in non-skeptical contexts.  

To abbreviate this feature of PTE, let’s say that PTE does not involve competing theories of a 

kind.   In the MTE scenario, by contrast, the properties that causally regulate ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  

do answer to competing theories of a kind.  Both consequentialism and deontology are live 

epistemic possibilities for us.  As LM&D observe, both theories have “strong advocates in 

philosophical circles”  (ibid.). 

 LM&D argue that this feature of MTE—the fact that it involves competing theories of a 

kind—distorts readers’  intuitions about the case.  In particular, it makes it much more tempting 

for readers to view the parties on Earth and Twin Earth as expressing the same property than 

would be the case if the Twin Earthlings’  moral theory were something with very little 

plausibility as the correct theory of our own use of ‘ right’ .13  If it is to be legitimate, the MTE 

                                                 
13 Eric Gample makes the same point in his (1997: 152).  See also Merli (2002).  Merli argues that, if both Earthlings 
and Twin Earthlings separately achieve reflective equilibrium with respect to the question of which property 
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thought experiment should be purged of this misleading feature.  The story should be retold so 

that the property regulating t-‘ right’  does not have its essence specified by a moral theory that is 

a live epistemic possibility for us (ibid.). 

  

5.4. First Reply.  As a matter of fact, I think a compelling MTE thought experiment can be 

constructed that does not make use of competing moral theories (see §5.5).  For the moment, 

however, I want to argue that it is by no means obvious that MTE’s inclusion of competing 

moral theories is grounds for criticism.  In fact, it seems to me that LM&D’s observation poses a 

greater threat to PTE than it does to MTE.  In particular, PTE is vulnerable to the objection that 

the externalist intuition gets unfair leverage precisely because Putnam’s example fails to involve 

competing theories of the nature of water.  To see why PTE is vulnerable on this front, consider 

the following complaint that might be raised by a semantic internalist against Putnam’s original 

argument for externalism: 

Surely, all of Putnam’s readers do in fact associate the property being composed of H2O 
molecules with their use of ‘water.’   Indeed, many young children know that water is 
composed of something called ‘H2O’ long before they know what ‘H’  and ‘O’  stand for.  
Being H2O is, thus, almost certainly part of the concept we associate with ‘water.’   In the 
version of Twin Earth that putatively establishes semantic externalism (the 1750 version) 
readers are asked to set aside the concept that they themselves associate with ‘water’  and 
imagine the concept that a pre-scientific speaker might associate with it (e.g., “ the clear, 
drinkable liquid in the rivers and lakes etc.” ).  We are then asked to make a judgment 
about what the extension of ‘water’  is in the example.  What must be recognized is that 
performing this exercise requires great care.  There is always a threat that we will sneak 
our own more familiar concept back into the example.  In addition, we must not allow our 
knowledge that ‘water’  actually refers only to H2O to influence our judgment about the 
semantic facts of the imagined Twin Earth case.  If we do, then we are all but guaranteed 
to judge that the extension of t-‘water’  is different from the extension of ‘water.’   In such 
an event, our inability to set aside our own concept that we associate with ‘water’  would 
have given the false appearance of confirmation to semantic externalism. 

                                                                                                                                                             
regulates their use of ‘ right,’  and further conversation will not move either from their normative theory, then “ it 
seems increasingly reasonable to think that moralists and Twin-moralists would be warranted in interpreting each 
other as using different terms”  (ibid. 228).   Nevertheless, since both Tc and Td are epistemically possible for us, it 
still (incorrectly) appears to us as if the Earthlings and their Twins are having a substantive disagreement.   
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This complaint shows that it is no virtue of PTE that it avoids the use of competing theories of 

water’s composition.  Indeed, this very feature threatens the integrity of the thought experiment.  

Our own judgment that XYZ is not water may be due to the fact that we cannot easily suspend 

our belief that water is in fact nothing but H2O. 

 The defender of semantic externalism for natural kind terms could allay this worry by 

finding another Twin Earth story that involves competing theories of a (scientific) kind.  This 

story must again yield the intuition that speakers on Twin Earth refer to a different kind (or 

express a different property) than Earthlings refer to using an orthographically identical term.  

Unfortunately for LM&D, if the externalist is successful in finding a replacement, then, in 

addition to having defended PTE, she will have shown that the use of competing theories of a 

kind does not give us reason to doubt our intuitions about Twin Earth cases.  In that case, MTE is 

vindicated.  On the other hand, if the externalist fails to find a suitable replacement for the twin 

water case, then this would suggest that Twin Earth thought experiments cannot be used to 

support semantic externalism.  If so, PTE is a failure.  But then, the observation that MTE lacks 

the very feature that renders PTE useless is hardly grounds for criticism against MTE. 

 

5.5. Second Reply.  Above, we saw that LM&D challenge the opponents of SEN to devise a 

compelling MTE story that does not make use of competing theories of rightness.  I believe this 

challenge can be met.  Suppose that on Moral Triplet Earth ‘morally right’  is causally regulated 

by a property whose functional essence is specified by the following Nietzsche-inspired moral 

theory:14 

Tw:   Necessarily, for any act, x, x is morally right iff by performing x, the agent of x 
expresses her will to power. 

                                                 
14 This example is inspired by David Copp’s (1990: 247f).  I do not mean to attribute Tw to Nietzsche himself. 
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As in H&T’s MTE story, we should suppose that Triplet Earthlings are normally disposed to 

perform actions they believe to have the “Tw property” 15 of expressing will to power.  Moreover, 

they normally take an act’s expressing will to power as an overriding reason for the agent to 

perform it.  Let us add that Triplet Earthlings look upon those who fail to act in accordance with 

Tw with some sort of negative attitude (e.g., scorn or disgust).  Agents who fail to act in 

accordance with Tw tend to feel some sort of negative attitude toward themselves (an attitude like 

shame, for instance).  Importantly, such reactive attitudes do not generally accompany failures to 

act in altruistic ways.  Or, more precisely, these attitudes do not accompany failures to perform 

altruistic acts when those acts do not also express the agent’s will to power. 

 I submit that Triplet Earthlings can use the predicate ‘morally right’  to engage in 

substantive moral disagreement with any Earthlings they might encounter.  If we assume moral 

cognitivism, it follows that the Triplets’  use of ‘morally right’  expresses the same property as is 

expressed by Earthling uses of ‘morally right.’   It does so despite the fact that the natural 

property that causally regulates the Triplets’  use of ‘morally right’  is different from the one that 

regulates its Earthling uses.  If this is correct, then CSN is again refuted. 

 Now, if Moral Triplet Earth is to satisfy LM&D’s challenge, then it must also be true that 

(a) Tw is not an “epistemically live”  theory of moral rightness and that (b) Tw supplies a potential 

criterion of moral rightness and not some other kind of rightness (e.g. prudential, or aesthetic).  

If (b) were false, the defender of SEN could allow that Triplet Earthlings can have a substantive 

practical disagreement with Earthlings by using (tr-)‘ right’  while denying that this disagreement 

is over which acts are morally right. 

                                                 
15 That is, the natural property whose functional essence is specified by TW.  Throughout this paper, I also use ‘Tc 
property’  and ‘Td property’  to denote the natural properties whose essences are specified by Tc and Td respectively. 
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 I am satisfied that both (a) and (b) are true.  For me at any rate, Tw is not a live epistemic 

possibility.  It is not among those theories in normative ethics that I can seriously entertain as 

true.  I suspect this attitude toward Tw is widely shared by contemporary philosophers.  On the 

other hand, the claim that (b) is true may face greater resistance.  Some may take it to be a 

minimal requirement of a criterion of morally right action that the well-being of others is directly 

relevant to the rightness of any agent’s act.16  Call a criterion of right action that meets this 

requirement other-regarding.  By Tw, the well-being of others is never directly relevant to the 

rightness of an agent’s act.  Hence, Tw is not other-regarding and, so the objection goes, it is not 

an eligible candidate for a criterion of morally right action.  A further consequence is that Triplet 

Earthlings cannot use the term ‘ right’  to have a substantive moral disagreement with Earthlings.  

Whatever else they are saying about an act when they apply ‘morally right’  to it, Triplet 

Earthlings are not ascribing moral rightness to it. 

 Against an objection of this sort, I offer two observations.  First, neither the Oxford 

English Dictionary, The American Heritage Dictionary, nor the Merriam-Webster Dictionary 

mention anything about other-regarding duties (or altruism) in their definitions of the adjective 

‘moral.’   Second, it is common for moral philosophers to include ethical egoism on the menu of 

theories of morally right action (see, for example, Brandt 1959; Feldman 1978; Kagan 1998; 

Moore 1903; Ross 1930; Sidgwick 1907; cf. Foot 1958).17  For an ethical egoist, the welfare of 

others is not directly relevant to the rightness of an action.  Consequently, we would not expect 

                                                 
16 Of course, the well-being of others may be indirectly relevant to the moral rightness of actions, given Tw.  For 
example, there are likely to be situations in which an agent can express her will to power by forming alliances that 
benefit others. 
17 Philippa Foot’s comments are especially relevant to the present discussion.  In “Moral Arguments”  she considers 
various criteria that a proposition must meet in order to be counted as a moral proposition.  She is emphatic that 
whatever criteria is adopted, it must count Nietzsche’s doctrines as part of the subject matter of morality: “ If a moral 
system such as Nietzsche’s has been refused recognition as a moral system, then we have got the criteria 
wrong…We recognize Nietzsche as a moralist because he tries to justify an increase in suffering by connecting it 
with strength as opposed to weakness, and individuality as opposed to conformity”  (1958: 33).   
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egoism to be catalogued as a moral theory by these philosophers if other-regardingness were a 

requirement for any admissible theory or criterion of morally right action.  I believe these two 

observations shift the burden of proof to those philosophers who would deny that Tw expresses a 

candidate criterion of moral rightness. 

 

6. Isolating Moral Properties. 

6.1. Second Objection.  LM&D note that, given the fact that Moral Twin Earthlings are so 

similar to Earthlings, it is likely that the natural properties that regulate Earthling uses of ‘good’  

and ‘ right’  will be instantiated on Moral Twin Earth.  Likewise, the natural properties that 

regulate t-‘good’  and t-‘ right’  on Twin Earth will also be found on Earth (1999: 160).  If I 

understand them correctly, the following may suffice to establish their point.  According to the 

Earthling’s moral theory, Tc, an act is right iff it has the property of maximizing utility.  The same 

theory entails that an act is wrong iff it has the property of not maximizing utility.18  Given 

bivalence, a Tc property (be it maximizing utility or not maximizing utility) will inevitably be 

instantiated by every action in the world.  It makes no difference whether that action is 

performed in a social environment like Twin Earth where (it might be supposed) the moral 

agents do not take an active interest in the utility of their actions.  Consequently, all of the Twin 

Earthlings’  actions will inevitably instantiate a Tc property.  Similar considerations apply, 

mutatis mutandis, for Earthlings and Td properties.  (I am assuming that, by Td, an act is right iff 

it has the property of treating no one as a mere means and wrong iff it has the property of 

treating someone as a mere means).  The upshot of all this is that any coherently described MTE 

                                                 
18 In saying this, I am countenancing negative properties.  Not everyone does so.  I am uneasy about them myself.  I 
help myself to negative properties here only because doing so makes it easier to see the basis for LM&D’s claim that 
Tc and Td properties exist on both planets.  I believe their essential point could be made without appeal to negative 
properties.  If not, and if negative properties really are indefensible, then so much the worse for LM&D. 
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case will have to include the presence of Tc properties and Td properties on both planets.  By 

contrast, according to the PTE story, Earth is entirely devoid of XYZ and Twin Earth is entirely 

devoid of H2O.  Here, then, we have another disanalogy between MTE and PTE. 

 According to LM&D, this feature of the MTE story raises trouble.  If the Tc properties 

are ubiquitous on Twin Earth, and the persons on Twin Earth really are psychologically similar 

to us, then surely they, like us, will take an interest in these properties just as we do.  The 

problem is this: 

[I]f [Earthling] moral properties occur on Moral Twin Earth (and presumably play much 
the same roles that they play here), we should expect that the Moral Twin Earthlings have 
terms for them.  The problem is that these sorts of considerations are likely to eclipse the 
facts in the Twin story about what properties “casually regulate”  their use of terms like 
“good”, “wrong”, and so on.  The business about what causally regulates what is bound 
to be ignored [by readers], given the overwhelming likelihood that beings so similar to us 
would take an interest in [our] moral properties.  Every other property they have 
lexicalized corresponds exactly to one we have lexicalized.  Why stop short of [our] 
moral properties? (LM&D 1999: 160) 
 

There are three key claims being made here: (i) Tc properties (such as maximizing utility) 

occurring on Twin Earth play “much the same roles”  that they play on Earth, (ii) we should 

expect Twin Earthlings to have predicates that express Tc properties, and (iii) the expectation that 

Twin Earthlings possess such predicates distorts our understanding of the MTE scenario in such 

a way that we are misled into judging that Twin Earthlings really do express (e.g.) maximizing 

utility by t-‘ right’  when, given the facts of the case, they do not.  It is because of this confusion 

that we mistakenly judge that ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  express the same semantic content and can be 

used to engage in substantive moral disagreement. 

 

6.2. Reply to (i).  Claim (i) is unwarranted.  If we stick to H&T’s version of MTE, then we 

should not say that Tc properties play “much the same roles”  on Twin Earth as they do on Earth.  
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First, it is stipulated that Tc properties do not causally regulate Twin Earthlings uses of moral 

terms like ‘ right,’  ‘wrong,’  and ‘good.’   So that is one respect in which the Tc properties do not 

play the same role on Twin Earth.  More importantly, the role of Tc properties is rather different 

when it comes to the behavior of agents on Twin Earth.  Given the MTE story that H&T tell, it is 

natural to suppose that, on Earth, an action’s failure to maximize utility is taken by agents as 

strong grounds for avoiding it.  We should also expect, furthermore, that when acts that fail to 

maximize utility are knowingly performed on Earth, Earthling observers take a negative moral 

attitude toward the agent and the act.  However, given H&T’s stipulations, it seems clear that not 

maximizing utility does not play this role on Twin Earth.  Twin Earthlings do not take an act’s 

failure to maximize utility as strong grounds for avoiding it.  Nor do they take a negative attitude 

towards acts and agents that fail to maximize utility.  The property that plays that role on Twin 

Earth is the property of treating someone as a mere means.  In short, Tc properties and Td 

properties do not play “much the same roles”  on both planets.  Their roles are most saliently 

different with respect to the attitudes and behaviors of moral agents.19  (Note the parallel with 

PTE: whereas on Earth the kind that plays the “watery”  role is H2O and not XYZ, on Twin Earth 

the kind that plays the watery role is XYZ and not H2O.) 

  

6.3. Reply to (ii).  Claim (ii) is also unwarranted.  Indeed, I believe LM&D’s assertion of (ii) is 

due to an oversight.  To motivate it, they write that given 

…the assumption that Moral Twin Earthlings are like their Earthling counterparts in 
almost every respect…it’s extremely natural to suppose that they have some way of 
referring to all the same sorts of things that we find significant, including [Earthling] 

                                                 
19 Of course, it may be that many of the Twin Earthling acts that instantiate Td right-making properties also 
instantiate Tc right-making properties.  But this should not trick us into taking Tc properties to play the same role on 
MTE that Td properties play there.  The difference in their roles is revealed when we consider how Earthlings and 
Twin Earthlings respectively would behave in either actual or counterfactual cases where an action instantiates a Tc 
right-making property but not a Td right-making property (or vice versa). 
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moral properties.  But if they have the ability to refer to these properties—properties that 
Earthlings take quite an interest in—there would have to be some special compelling 
reason to suppose that they did not refer to them (LM&D 1999: 60). 
 

This claim overlooks the crucial detail that H&T include in the MTE story that prevents the Twin 

Earthlings from being exactly like their Earthling counterparts.  In order to explain why different 

properties causally regulate Twin Earthling moral terms, H&T stipulate that Earthlings and Twin 

Earthlings differ somewhat in their psychology.  They offer only a hint as to what this difference 

might be: 

The differences in causal regulation, we may suppose, are due to species-wide differences 
in psychological temperament that distinguish Twin Earthlings from Earthlings.  (For 
instance, perhaps Twin Earthlings tend to experience the sentiment of guilt more readily 
and more intensively, and tend to experience sympathy less readily and less intensively, 
than do Earthlings) (1990-91: 459). 
 

This stipulation is included precisely to account for the fact that Twin Earthlings fail to take an 

interest in the properties that are so important to their Earthling counterparts.  Though the 

stipulation is not developed in much depth, it seems plausible to suppose that some sort of 

psychological difference along these lines could result in Twin Earthlings taking an interest in 

different properties found in their natural and social environment than Earthlings take an interest 

in.20 

 Furthermore, a difference of interest along these lines could easily result in each planet’s 

population failing to have a predicate that expresses the natural property that the other planet’s 

population takes to be of moral importance.  To take a less science fictional example, consider 

that a significant number of actual Earthlings take a very strong interest in the property of being 

kosher.  Despite the lengths that some communities go to in order to consume only kosher 

animals, we would not be at all surprised to find a community of Earthling speakers who have no 

                                                 
20 For a review of psychological research that I believe lends empirical support to this speculation, see Richard 
Nisbett and Dov Cohen’s Culture of Honor (1996). 
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term that is translatable as ‘kosher’ .  Nor would we find their lack of such a term more surprising 

upon our discovery that they have daily contact with kosher animals (e.g. bovines and chickens) 

and unkosher animals (e.g. pigs and shellfish).  But if this is unsurprising in the case of being 

kosher, it is hard to see why it should be surprising in cases involving putative right-making 

natural properties.  I conclude that if there is some reason why the stipulated difference in 

psychological temperament between Earthlings and Twin Earthlings is not sufficient to account 

for the former lacking predicates for Td properties and the latter lacking predicates for Tc 

properties, then LM&D need to say what that reason is. 

 

6.4. Reply to (iii).  But what if Twin Earthlings did have a predicate that expressed (a Tc 

property such as) maximizing utility?  This would add yet another feature to the MTE scenario 

that is not shared by PTE.  For, as LM&D note, in the PTE story it was supposed that XYZ 

entirely took the place of H2O on Twin Earth; no H2O was to be found there at all (1999:160).  

Because Putnam’s Twin Earthlings had no H2O in their environment, they presumably had no 

word to refer to it. 

As we saw, LM&D contend that because it must be supposed in the moral case that 

Earthlings and Twin Earthlings have predicates that express each other’s putative right-making 

properties, readers become confused in such a way that they (incorrectly) judge that t-‘ right’  is 

used by Twin Earthlings to express the same content that Earthling uses of ‘ right’  express.  In 

particular, readers overlook all the details about the Td property treating no one as a mere means 

causally regulating t-‘ right’ .  As a result, they erroneously suppose that t-‘ right’  expresses 
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maximizing utility, just as ‘ right’  does. 21  The intended upshot here is that the judgment that 

‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  share the same content should not be taken as a reflection of the semantic 

facts.  It is instead a result of readers’  inattentiveness to H&T’s stipulations—where this 

inattentiveness is abetted by the fact that the MTE story tempts readers to suppose that Twin 

Earthlings possess predicates that express the same natural properties that causally regulate 

Earthling moral predicates. 

 Is there any reason to think that readers are likely to become so hopelessly confused by 

the supposition that Twin-Earthlings have predicates that express Earthling right-making 

properties (and vice versa)?22  What is needed is another Twin Earth case against which we can 

calibrate our intuitions.  Since it is taken as established that semantic externalism is true of 

chemical kind terms, I suggest that we devise another chemical kind Twin Earth story that 

embodies the allegedly suspicious features of the MTE story.  If (contrary to what semantic 

externalism predicts) we find that we have the intuition that the target chemical kind term used 

by speakers on each planet has the same extension—and thus, their disagreements employing the 

term are substantive and not verbal—then we have reason to suppose that the MTE story is a 

flawed intuition pump.  If, on the other hand, we have a firm intuition that the chemical kind 

term and its phonological twin have different extensions, then the differences between the MTE 

story and the PTE story that we are currently focused on give us no reason to doubt our intuitions 

generated by MTE. 

                                                 
21 Or perhaps LM&D meant to suggest that readers cannot help but to assume that there is some other natural 
property that both Earthlings and Twin-Earthlings express by ‘ right’ , a property whose functional essence is 
captured neither by Tc nor Td.  This hypothesis is addressed below in §7. 
22 A more charitable hypothesis about how readers are likely to deal with this supposition is that they will simply 
assume that if Twin Earthlings want to refer to Earthling Tc right-making properties, they (the Twin Earthlings) will 
simply use a non-moral, natural property name (e.g. ‘maximizing utility’ ) rather than a moral term such as 
‘ rightness.’   This hypothesis does no service for LM&D and is not addressed in their paper. 
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 Fortunately, we do not have to look far for a Twin Earth story with which we can 

calibrate our intuitions.  Putnam had already provided one in “The Meaning of ‘Meaning’ ” .  Just 

after finishing his discussion of the twin water case, Putnam asks his readers to consider another 

Twin Earth where the inhabitants use the substance molybdenum for all the purposes that we use 

aluminum for: 

We will now suppose that molybdenum is as common on Twin Earth as aluminum is on 
Earth, and that aluminum is as rare on Twin Earth as molybdenum is on Earth.  In 
particular, we shall assume that ‘aluminum’ pots and pans are made of molybdenum on 
Twin Earth (1975: 225f). 
 

In this Twin Earth story, Putnam stipulates that molybdenum is indiscernible from aluminum in 

its superficial properties.  For our purposes, we may also add the stipulation that, here on Earth, 

the term ‘aluminum’ is causally regulated by the element with atomic number 13 (Al) and 

‘molybdenum’ is causally regulated by the element with atomic number 42 (Mo).  On Twin 

Earth, however, ‘aluminum’ is causally regulated by Mo, and ‘molybdenum’ is causally 

regulated by Al.23  In line with this stipulation, we should suppose that the vast majority of Twin 

Earthling uses of ‘aluminum’ are applied to samples of Mo. 

 In the twin aluminum story, both Al and Mo are found on both Earth and Twin Earth.  

Moreover, speakers on each planet have terms that putatively refer to each of these kinds.  

Consequently, the twin aluminum story shares the feature of the MTE story that allegedly 

confuses readers.  If MTE really is misleading as a result of this feature, then we should expect 

that our intuitions about the twin aluminum case will either run counter to our intuitions in the 

twin water case or else be held with less confidence.  But this is not what we find.  It is obvious 
                                                 
23 For his own part, Putnam simply adds the stipulation that on Twin Earth ‘aluminum’  names molybdenum and 
‘molybdenum’ names aluminum.  At first sight, it would appear that this stipulation is question begging, since he 
uses this case to conclude that ‘aluminum’ and t-‘aluminum’  have different extensions.  However, Putnam’s interest 
in the aluminum example seems to be as a case where some members of each linguistic community know the 
underlying nature of the stuff they call ‘aluminum’  while others do not.  If we needed to, the example could be 
modified so that no one on either planet knows enough chemistry to distinguish the two metals.  The point presently 
being made would still stand. 
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that the extension of ‘aluminum’ when spoken by Twin Earthlings is different from its extension 

when spoken by Earthlings.  Furthermore, when Earthlings say ‘aluminum is composed of 

atomic number 13 atoms’  and Twin Earthlings say ‘aluminum is not composed of atomic number 

13 atoms,’  it is clear that their disagreement is merely verbal. 

 I conclude that LM&D have not shown that our intuitions are distorted by the feature that 

the twin aluminum story shares with MTE.  If there is something misleading about MTE, it is not 

the fact that instances of Tc properties exist on Twin Earth.  Nor is it the fact that Twin 

Earthlings are likely to have predicates to express such properties.  It follows that there is no 

need for the opponent of SEN to redescribe the Moral Twin Earth story so as to purge it of these 

features. 

 

7. Functional and Non-Functional Kinds. 

7.1. Third Objection.  LM&D write, “Another potentially distorting influence on the intuitions 

about Moral Twin Earth is the fact that moral properties are assumed to be functional properties.  

In contrast, the original Twin Earth thought experiment is framed in terms of non-functional 

natural kinds”  (1999: 157).  As I understand it, a property, P1, is a functional property when an 

individual’s instantiating P1 depends upon its instantiating another property, P2,  that “ realizes”  a 

certain causal role in that individual’s environment.  One of the interesting features of a 

functional property is that its instances may lack any intrinsic similarities.  What unifies these 

instances as instances of the same functional property is that they all share an extrinsic feature: 

they realize the same causal role.  To take an extreme example, when instantiated in the right 

environments, being a laser disk and being a filing cabinet both realize a common functional 

property: being an information storage device.  Nevertheless laser disks and filing cabinets share 
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almost no interesting intrinsic similarities.  By contrast, I understand a non-functional kind (or 

property) to be a kind whose members (or instances) share a certain number of interesting 

intrinsic similarities (e.g., they share a similar physical structure and composition). 

LM&D contend that our intuitions are less secure in Twin Earth cases involving a 

contrast between two (putatively different) functional properties than they are in cases involving 

non-functional natural kinds.  The primary reason they offer for this insecurity is that, where 

functional properties are at issue, it may be unclear whether a functional predicate expresses a 

property, P1, or some higher-level functional property, P2, that is realized by P1 in certain 

environments.  The worry is that, because moral properties are assumed to be functional 

properties, readers may be led to suppose that ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  both express a common 

higher-level property that is simply realized by different lower-level properties on each planet.  

That is, readers mistakenly suppose that there is a single functional property that is realized by 

maximizing utility on Earth and realized by treating no one as a mere means on Twin Earth.  

This possibility grounds LM&D’s complaint that “H&T may gain some false leverage against 

ethical naturalism merely because at the crucial point in their argument, they compare ethical 

properties to non-functional natural kinds like water”  (1999: 159). 

  

7.2. Reply.  Let me begin by noting that defenders of SEN are in no position to criticize H&T 

for comparing moral properties to non-functional natural kinds like water.  Many well-known 

defenders of SEN have themselves made this very comparison when defending their view (Boyd 

1988: 196; Brink 1989: 157; 2001: 160; Lycan 1988: 200f; Railton 1989: 157f; Sturgeon 2003: 

534).  If there is a difficulty with extending to moral terms the semantics appropriate for non-
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functional natural kind terms like ‘water,’  then it is SEN’s proponents (rather than its detractors) 

who need to resolve it.   

 More importantly, however, the PTE argument should be seen as establishing—rather 

than presupposing—that being water is a non-functional property.  Putnam’s readers have 

always had the option of judging that ‘water’  and t-‘water’  both express a single functional 

property found both on Earth and Twin Earth.  On such a view, the essence of being water is 

given by a certain causal role.  On Earth, the “watery role”  is played by being H2O.  On Twin 

Earth, the same role is played by being XYZ.  We can thus say that one and the same functional 

property of being water exists on both Earth and Twin Earth.  The difference between the two 

planets concerns only the matter of which lower-level property realizes being water.  On Earth 

being water is realized by being H2O, while on Twin Earth being water is realized by being 

XYZ.24  That this interpretation of the PTE story has always been available shows that the MTE 

story cannot be reproached for leaving a similar kind of interpretation available. 

   

7.3. Fourth Objection: Common Functional Core:  Above, we saw that LM&D raise the 

possibility of rightness being a single “higher-level”  functional property that has distinct realizer 

properties on Earth and Twin Earth.  This possibility is deployed primarily to cast doubt upon the 

clarity of our intuitions generated by MTE.  However, following Eric Kraemer (1990-91), 

LM&D also entertain the possibility that rightness really is a higher-level functional property.25  

On this view, the functional essence of rightness is specified by a theory that is, to an important 

extent, neutral between various theories in first-order normative ethics.  If this view of rightness 

                                                 
24 Indeed, some philosophers actually have endorsed this reading of PTE, or something much like it.  See, for 
example Zemach (1976) and Mellor (1977).  Though they do not use the language of functional properties, both 
philosophers maintain that the extension of ‘water’  as used on both planets includes both H2O and XYZ. 
25 This reply to MTE is also suggested in Copp (2000), though Copp’s ideas about how the reply should be spelled 
out appear to be different from those of Kraemer and LM&D. 
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is adopted, the proponent of SEN can reply to the MTE argument in the following way.  He can 

claim that on Earth rightness is realized by—but not to be identified with—the lower level 

property maximizing utility.  On Twin Earth, the same property rightness is realized by the 

lower-level property treating no one as a mere means.  Nevertheless, it is the common higher-

level property—and not its diverse realizer-properties—that serves as the semantic content for 

both ‘ right’  and t-‘ right.’ 26  In this way, CSN is shown to be able to accommodate the intuition 

that ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  have the same semantic content and can be used to engage in substantive 

moral disagreement. 27  

 The most obvious problem for the “common functional core”  reply to MTE is that it 

leads to a form of moral relativism that is both implausible and at odds with moral realism (in 

spirit, if not in letter).28  To see why, consider an organ harvest that occurs on Twin Earth.  The 

organ harvest, though it maximizes utility, treats someone as a mere means.  Because on Twin 

Earth rightness is realized only by those acts that treat no one as a mere means, the organ harvest 

is not morally right.  Now suppose that a duplicate organ harvest with duplicate consequences 

were performed on Earth.  Because on Earth rightness is realized by those acts that maximize 

                                                 
26 An alternative way of filling out the common core view is to say that the neutral theory characterizes the concept 
of rightness which in turn non-rigidly designates on each planet a distinct first-order natural property.  This view 
would be similar to the account of ‘ rational’  that Peter Railton explores in his (1993).  H&T criticize Railton’s 
proposal in their (1996).  They object that, when the functional characterization of rationality is made suitably 
neutral so as to avoid conceptual relativism, radical indeterminacy of reference results. 
27 It may be worth noting that if, in fact, the intuition that ‘ right’  and t-‘ right’  express the same property is to be 
explained in this way, then we must accuse readers of ignoring H&T’s stipulation that a Tc property (i.e., 
maximizing utility) causally regulates the use of ‘ right’  and a Td property (i.e., treating others as ends) causally 
regulates the use of t-‘ right.’   Readers must presume that it is the common higher level functional property that 
causally regulates the use of both terms.  It is not implausible that some readers might have overlooked H&T’s 
stipulations here.  Purely causal theories of reference like Boyd’s face a well-known problem with referential 
indeterminacy: the so-called “qua-problem.”   This indeterminacy may well give readers enough leeway to suppose 
that a common higher level property regulates the use of ‘ right’  and t-‘ right.’   But this confusion should not be seen 
as impugning MTE.  In my view, the fact (if it is a fact) that readers gravitate towards the higher-level property 
reading of MTE reveals how implausible it is to identify rightness with right-making natural properties as the 
proponents of SEN do (see note 9).  For a statement of the qua-problem see Kim Sterelny (1983).  Boyd addresses 
the qua-problem (though not by that name) in (1999: 58).   
28 In their response to Copp, H&T make what is essentially the same observation (H&T 2000: 143).  
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utility, the duplicate organ harvest on Earth is morally right.  What has emerged from the 

common core view is a form of moral relativism that H&T call standard relativism.  By standard 

relativism, the moral status of an act depends upon the moral norms that have jurisdiction in the 

social environment in which that act is performed (and it is assumed that different social 

environments are governed by different norms). 

 Since moral realism is typically understood to be an “antirelativist metaethical view” 

(Brink 1989: 26), the relativist implications of the common core reply will be unwelcome for 

proponents of SEN.  In fact, there is reason to think that the form of relativism that results from 

the common core reply to MTE is logically incompatible with moral realism.  Briefly, here is 

why.  The most plausible explanation for why it is that Twin Earth has a different rightness-

realizing property from Earth is that Twin Earthlings differ from Earthlings in their psychology.  

In particular, the difference in rightness-realizers looks to be best explained by a difference in 

conative attitudes between Earthlings and Twin Earthlings.  If this is so, then it would seem that 

the attitudes of moral appraisers must be (in part) responsible for fixing which moral properties 

realize rightness in a given social environment.  Recall, however, that for a moral realist, moral 

facts are held to be independent of the beliefs and attitudes of moral appraisers.  Because the 

relativism that results from the common core view violates this constraint, it is incompatible with 

moral realism. 

 

8. Conclusion. 

LM&D elucidate three apparent differences between the MTE thought experiment and the 

original PTE thought experiment.  They claim that the respects in which MTE differs from PTE 

exert a distorting influence on our intuitions regarding the content of ‘ right’  and t-‘ right.’   I have 
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argued that these differences are benign.  If my arguments succeed, then LM&D have failed to 

establish that MTE is any worse a thought experiment than PTE.29 
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