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Abstract: I will illustrate that “abduction” – or reasoning to hypotheses – is central to understanding some 
features of the problem of “inferring reasons” in ethics. I contend that ethical deliberation, as a form of 
practical reasoning, shares many aspects with hypothetical explanatory reasoning (selection and creation 
of hypothesis, inference to the best explanation, model-based reasoning, manipulatory cognition) as it is 
described by abductive reasoning in science. Of course in the moral case we have reasons that support 
conclusions instead of explanations that account for data, like in epistemological settings. To support this 
perspective, I propose a new analysis of the “logical structure of reasons”, which supports the thesis that 
we can look to scientific thinking and problem solving for models of practical reasoning. The distinction 
between “internal” and “external” reasons is fundamental: internal reasons are based on a desire or on 
an intention, whereas external reasons are, for instance, based on external obligations and duties we can 
possibly recognize as such. Some of these external reasons can be grounded in what I call “moral 
mediators” of various types. I will also illustrate how this activity of practical reasoning takes advantage of 
hybrid representations bringing up the question of how multimodal aspects involving a full range of sensory 
modalities are important in it. Finally, it will be important to illustrate why it is difficult  to “deductively” 
grasp practical reasoning, at least when we are aided only by classical logic;  complications arise from the 
intrinsic multiplicity of possible reasons  and from the fact that in practical reasoning we can often hold 
two or more inconsistent reasons at the same time. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
While I deeply believe that creating and acquiring new knowledge is critically important, even I 

must admit that all the information in the world is meaningless unless we can use it effectively: the 
principles and ways of reasoning that allow us to put new ethical knowledge to work are just as 
important as the knowledge itself.  

In my recent book Morality in a Technological World1 I have considered how new technology and 
changing economic circumstances have generated the need for new moral knowledge, and I have 
examined the social and cultural contexts in which moral reasoning takes place. In this article I will 
provide an analysis of moral reasoning’s cognitive features and constraints. 

I believe we can find models for practical reasoning in scientific thinking and problem solving – an 
appropriate source given the fact that science and technology underlie many of the cultural changes 
that have triggered the need for a new approach to ethics. It is worth remembering here that ethical 
knowledge, like scientific or other kinds of knowledge, is created and used by human beings and is, 
therefore, fundamentally related to several cognitive and epistemological concern. First of all I have to 
stress that ethical knowledge and reasoning are expressed not only with words at a 
verbal/propositional level but also through model-based and manipulative/“through doing” processes. 
Consider for example, the important role in ethics played by imagination, which, like analogy, 
visualization, simulation, and thought experiment, is a form of model-based reasoning.  

Another important theme is creativity, which is an important factor in effecting conceptual change 
and forging new perspectives. By exploiting the concept of “thinking through doing” and of 
manipulative abduction, I have also illustrated in the quoted book some of the most interesting 
cognitive aspects of what I call “moral mediators.” Morality is often performed in a tacit way, so to 
speak, “through doing,” and part of this “doing” can be seen as a manipulation of the external world 

 
1 Magnani, 2007. 



with the express purpose of building these moral mediators. They can be purposefully built to achieve 
ethical effects, but they may also exist independently of human beings’ intentionality in a variety of 
entities and may carry ethical or unethical consequences. Furthermore, while describing morality 
“through doing” I have supplied a list of “moral templates” – forms of invariant behaviors – that 
illustrates manipulative ethical reasoning.  

My analysis of moral knowledge and inferences in the cognitive terms of abduction and model-
based reasoning yields a very useful integrated framework that reveals connections between aspects of 
ethical deliberation that are typically considered dissimilar if not wholly contrasting, from the role of 
emotions, visualizations, and narratives to the function of schemas in moral thinking and deliberation. 
Finally, concept of abduction has also allowed a cognitive comparison with diagnostic reasoning 
brings to light the intrinsic “incompleteness” of knowledge in ethical inferences. 

 
2. GOOD REASONS AND ARGUMENTS 

The Minimum Conception of Morality is very concisely described by James Rachels: “Morality is, 
at the very last, the effort to guide one’s conduct by reason – that is, to do what there are the best 
reasons for doing – while giving equal weight to the interests of each individual who will be affected 
by one’s conduct: there are no privileged people.”2  

I would add that to achieve even this minimal level of morality, we need  guidelines and reasoning 
skills that allow us to employ our knowledge effectively: 1) we need sound principles for choosing 
actions, principles that allow us to consider opposing views and 2) appropriate ways of reasoning – 
inferences – that permit us to apply these principles. The first statement relates to the concept of 
“knowledge as a duty”: it is our duty to establish principles – that is, to produce and apply rich ethical 
knowledge appropriate for modern moral problems, just as it is our responsibility to seek and use 
other kinds of knowledge – “scientific,” for example. 

The second statement, on the other hand, stresses the importance of being methodologically aware 
of moral reasoning’s cognitive processes. Dealing dexterously with modern moral challenges requires 
new knowledge, of course, as well as greater skill in acquiring and understanding pertinent facts and 
information. I maintain that both appropriate ethical knowledge and proper moral reasoning are 
necessary for human beings to assume responsibility and enjoy freedom, both of which are primary 
features of a moral life. 

How we ought to live is the central problem of morality, and the way we reason dictates how we 
live. Our intellectual and religious traditions have elaborated many ethical theories, each of which 
seeks to answer this question. Ethical theories are formed by various moral rules and principles that 
aim at providing good reasons to guide us when making inferences and moral judgments. Many kinds 
of reasoning are employed in ethics, both in the construction of theories and knowledge and in 
practical deliberation. Consequently, creating ethics refers not only to expanding moral knowledge 
but also to developing and using moral inferences systematically when dealing with problems, real or 
abstract, in practical deliberation. 

Generally speaking, living morally involves matching a concrete situation or problem with 
something abstract – rules, principles, and prototypes, for example, as well as models and emotions, 
etc. Principles in ethics are easy to identify; prototypes, (like schemas and frames) are standard, 
previously solved ethical cases or common situations involving ethical issues.  

Living morally is not always simple, especially in the face of daunting new challenges that require 
new creative ideas: for example, certain technological innovations have generated problems in the 
realms of human reproduction, the environment, and cyberspace that were unimaginable just 20 years 
ago. If we are to succeed in managing these and other unprecedented difficulties, we must use novel 
ways of thinking and feeling to recast and reinterpret the situations that caused them. Without 
adequate reasoning, even well-intentioned moral actions may fail – or, worse still, cause harm – and 
the best way to facilitate adequate reasoning is to confront problems with flexible and well-fed minds. 
As we will see later in this article, the level of ethical creativity, for both collectivities and individuals, 
is directly related to the richness of moral knowledge and the quality of emotional training combined 
with strength of will to do right things. 

From a theoretical point of view, living morally is the capacity to use valuable moral knowledge 
along with well developed templates of reasoning that can explain situations or conflicts and provide 
suitable modes of deliberation. Long-term pondering can thwart the process: sometimes immediate 
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action is critical – one must quickly manipulate objects and situations in the human and natural 
environment, and in such instances, morality is achieved “through doing” rather than “through 
feeling” or “through reasoning.” 

 
3. CREATION AND SELECTION OF REASONS 

A very famous case can clearly show how different theories (principles, rules, and prototypes) and 
inferences lead to different conclusions in ethical deliberations. The case, reported by Rachels,3 
involves an infant called Baby Jane Doe who was born in New York in 1983. The baby suffered from 
multiple birth defects, including spina bifida (a condition in which an embryo’s spinal column fails to 
close completely during the first month of development), hydrocephaly (excess fluid on the brain), 
and microcefaly. Baby Jane Doe needed surgery to close the gap in her spinal column, but her 
pediatric neurologists disagreed on the potential outcome of the procedure: one physician, Dr. 
Newman, believed the surgery would not be worth undertaking because the baby’s defects were so 
great that even with the operation, she could never attain a reasonable quality of life, while the other 
physician, Dr. Keuskamp, advised immediate surgery because he thought the baby’s condition was 
less dire. The parents, faced with this medical and moral problem, followed Dr. Newman’s advice and 
refused surgical treatment. Shortly after that, Lawrence Washburn, a conservative “right-to-life” 
lawyer, petitioned the courts to set aside the parents’ decisions and order the surgery. The New York 
State Supreme Court granted that request, but a higher court, calling Washburn’s suit “offensive,” 
quickly overturned the order after hearing the description of the baby in Dr. Newman’s testimony:  

[…] on the basis of the combination of malformations that are present in this child, she is not 
likely to ever achieve any meaningful interaction with her environment, nor ever achieve any 
interpersonal relationships, the very qualities which we consider human.4  
At this point the federal government got into the act by asking whether a “handicapped person” – 

the infant – was being discriminated against. Still, based on Dr. Newman’s prediction, the suit to 
order surgery was dismissed, and consequently, the procedure was not performed.  

It is clear that Newman’s testimony is based on a kind of predictive reasoning. This kind of 
reasoning, if combined with the ethical principle of benefit, states that if we can benefit someone 
without harming anyone else, we ought to do so, and it was this thinking that led to the conclusion 
that surgery would not be worth the risk and expense: “With surgery, she would have a 50-50 chance 
of surviving into her 20s, but she would be severely mentally retarded, paralyzed, epileptic, unable to 
leave her bed, without control of her bladder or bowels, and unusually vulnerable to such further 
diseases as meningitis. The mental retardation would be so severe that she would never even be able 
to recognize her parents.”5 Surgery, then, would benefit neither Baby Jane Doe nor anyone else, and 
even if she survived the operation, her parents would face years of heavy labor caring for a child who 
had derived little benefit from it.  

If, however, instead of the degree-of-benefit principle, we prefer to use the sanctity-of-human-life 
guideline followed by right-to-life activists, we would view the surgery very differently. In the 
construct of this second principle, which states that every human life is invaluable and sacred, the 
pessimistic prospects determined through predictive reasoning are irrelevant, and we must chose 
surgery, regardless of the possible outcome. Of course, we would arrive at a similar conclusion if we 
apply the principle of the wrongness of discriminating against the handicapped. The failure to 
perform surgery on the baby, would, in this case, be considered unacceptable discrimination against 
and a denial of the rights of a handicapped person.  

When considering Baby Jane Doe’s problem, we have here at our disposal three ethical principles 
to guide us – degree of benefit, sanctity of human life, and wrongness of discriminating against the 
handicapped, all of which are options we can choose from a pre-established list of principles 
(“reasons”) that guide us as we evaluate problems and arrive at decisions. I contend that ethical 
deliberation as a form of practical reasoning6 is a variety of abductive reasoning, similar to the 
reasoning conducted in scientific and diagnostic settings.7 Of course, in a moral case we have reasons 
that support conclusions instead of explanations that account for data;8 still, moral reasons can play an 

 
3 Rachels, 1999, pp. 6-12. 
4 Cit., p. 7. 
5 Cit., pp. 7-8. 
6 Cf. Millgram, 2001 and 2001a. 
7 Magnani, 2009. 
8 Cf. the section “The Logical Structure of Reasons”. 



important explanatory role. It must be mentioned here that recent research on models of abduction has 
acknowledged, beyond Peirce, the existence of a “non-explanationist” abduction describing a kind of 
practical reasoning that covers the case of ethical thinking.9  

We have said moral deliberations involve both selecting or creating “reasons” and then applying 
them to concrete cases. We can both select (or create, if we do not have any) moral reasons and apply 
them to concrete cases, sometimes while also looking for the “best” reason according to some ethical 
meta-criteria. When we create new ethics, we produce new knowledge and form new rules about 
problems and situations that have not yet been fully interrogated from the moral point of view: in 
short, we construct new “reasons.” We must not only use currently available ethical concerns/reasons 
to solve ethical problems but also build a richer body of moral knowledge to handle puzzling 
situations. In addition, new reasons (for example in terms of new principles) tailored to the modern 
era will allow us to probe the moral intelligibility of problems in a fresh, unprecedented way. An 
example of such invention might be the relatively new ethical principle of civil disobedience, which 
provides “reasons” for some particularly extreme behaviors and therefore renders them morally 
intelligible.  

Nevertheless, in ethical deliberation we typically do not create new moral guidelines; rather, we 
select ones from our “encyclopedia” of pre-existing principles, as we did above when we explored the 
Baby Jane Doe case from three established ethical viewpoints. From the sanctity-of-human-life 
perspective, all surgical operations that protect human life of any kind are good; surgery would also 
be the “right” choice if we assume that it is wrong to discriminate against a handicapped person by 
denying him or her treatment that someone without disabilities would ordinarily receive. On the other 
hand, if we, like the baby’s parents, select the utilitarian principle of benefit from our encyclopedia 
(“If we can benefit someone, without harming anyone else, we ought to do so”), we would opt to 
forego the operation: based on the information available about Baby Jane Doe – that her chances of 
survival after surgery were poor and, even if she did survive, the prospects for her general health were 
grim – the surgery would offer little benefit to the infant and would not serve anyone else’s interests.  

Even without the surgery, however, Baby Jane Doe did not die, and five years later she was doing 
much better than expected: she was able to talk, use a wheelchair, and attend a special school. Even 
though her parents had used a good utilitarian moral principle and the best information at hand when 
making their decision, their choice turned out to be “wrong” in spite of the fact that it was the product 
of careful moral consideration. This does not mean that the decision was immoral – it was just wrong. 
Other parents in other cases would be right to make the same decision.  

 
3.1 Moral Agents and Moral Patients Intertwined 

Because technological artifacts are designed, produced, and used in the human world, they are 
deeply interwoven into social interaction and, as a result, they have profound effects on what people 
do and how they do it. We can say, for example, that computers possess moral agency because they 
have 1) a kind of intentionality and 2) can have moral effects on other entities (referred to below as 
“moral patients”) – that is, they can benefit or harm beings that are capable of having their interests 
impeded or furthered. As Deborah Johnson puts it:  

Artifacts are intentional insofar as they are poised to behave in a certain way when given input of a 
particular kind. The artifact designer has a complex role here for while the designer’s intentions 
are in the artifacts, the functionality of the artifact often goes well beyond what the designer 
anticipated or envisaged. Both inputs from users and outputs of the artifacts can be unanticipated, 
unforeseen, and harmful.10  

 
One way to interrogate a moral problem is to think of the involved entities as subjects and objects 

of actions or, as some ethicists put it, as “moral agents” and “moral patients.” Moral agents perform 
good or evil actions and are, therefore, sources of moral action, while moral patients are the objects of 
such actions. Floridi and Sanders posit that there can be several kinds of possible relationships 
between these agents and:  

 
1) They are disjoint (it is unrealistic to say that there not at least one entity that qualify both as an 

agent and as a patient);  

 
9 Gabbay and Woods, 2005, p 50.  
10 Johnson, 2004 



2) The second class can be a proper subset of the first; 
3) The two classes intersect each other. Characterizations 2 and 3 are not very useful because 

they both require at least one moral agent that in principle could not qualify as a moral patient. 
(Only supernatural agents can fulfill this requirement: a God that affects the world but is not 
affected by the world, for example)  

4) All entities that qualify as agents also qualify as patients and vice versa (standard position), or, 
finally,  

5)  All entities that qualify as patients also qualify as agents.11  
 
This last statement may need a bit of revising, however: for example animals are moral patients 

that cannot serve as moral agents. Generally speaking, non-living “things” are considered to be 
similarly passive; like animals, both they and some artificial entities can be considered patients with 
intrinsic value – take the Mona Lisa, for instance. I contend, however, that unlike animals, some non-
living “things” – the Internet, for example – are more than passive objects. Such things can be said to 
possess a sort of moral agency even though they lack the characteristics we usually associate with 
human agency: free will, full intentionality, responsibility, and or emotion 

While this distinction between moral patients and agents may be correct and useful, it fails to 
recognize the dynamic aspects of moral delegation and externalization. Indeed moral delegation to 
external objects and artifacts does not take place simply because a given thing is supposed to 
intrinsically possess a given set of properties. For example, it is the way in which a thing dynamically 
interacts with humans and how they respond to it that renders an artifact like Mona Lisa a moral 
patient. In this sense, my conception differs from the one that distinguishes moral patient from moral 
agent, which I consider to be too static.  

This view fails to account for the process by which we continuously delegate and give (moral) 
value to the things around us. For example, the patient-agent distinction fails to explain why the first 
gift a teenager receives from a girlfriend or boyfriend might acquire great (intrinsic) value and 
become a simple moral patient, even if it is just a ragged old T-shirt. In such cases, value derives from 
neither the condition nor the cost of the present, but from the worth it has triggered in the gift’s 
recipient. 

Moreover, there is an additional reason to prefer my conception about moral delegation described 
above. Consider, for example, the idea that animals should have rights on their own, a notion based on 
the claim that, like us, animals are capable of suffering. They are moral patients, and as patients they 
have to be respected. According to my view, we can further see this value attribution as a result of 
moral mediation. My view also shows that as we delegate new moral worth to animals, they can 
reveal to us previously unseen new moral features – of suffering, in this case, which then acquires a 
new value and a new extension. Animals play the role of moral mediators because they mediate new 
aspects of human beings’ moral lives. 

The agent-patient distinction, then, has some shortcomings: it is obvious that the moral agency of 
computers is not the same as that of human beings, and in this respect it is not different in kind from 
that of other technologies. Tom Powers has argued that while computers have a kind of external 
intentionality – one that, in the case of human beings, is expressed outside the human body through 
speech, written sentences, maps, and other designed artifacts – they cannot have internal 
intentionality in the way that people can. Instead, the agency of technological artifacts is closer to that 
wielded by human “surrogates” like tax accountants or estate executors. 12 This comparison elucidates 
the moral character of computer systems by showing that they have a kind of intentionality and have 
effects on moral patients, and hence they are appropriate objects of moral appraisal. In these cases we 
are faced with a kind of “mind-less morality.”13 The fact that some artifacts possess moral agency is 
yet another reason to seek new knowledge: we must construct suitable policies that allow us to 
“punish” problematic artifacts – that is, to modify, re-engineer, or remove them. 

  

 
11 Floridi and Sanders, 2004b. Carsten Stahl (2004) has recently investigated whether or not computers can be considered 

autonomous moral agents. Since computers cannot understand the information they store and manage, he says they lack 
the basic capacity “to reflect morality in anything.” He argues on this point using an interesting and curious test called 
“the moral Turing test.”  

12 Powers, 2004. 
13 Floridi and Sanders, 2004a.  



3.2 Moral Mediators in Our Technological World 
We have already established that the monumental moral challenges created by technology are 

making it necessary to for us to think about the world in different ways, and I do not believe concepts 
like the moral agent-moral patient paradigm are sufficient to give us the tools we need to achieve this 
goal. I contend that framing new moral problems with the idea of moral mediators is a much more 
fruitful way to proceed. 

Much of the behavior we conduct through learned habits – the tacit templates of action described 
above – is devoted to building vast new sources of information and knowledge: external moral 
mediators. Let us return to our previous example of those human beings who create, in a tacit and 
embodied way, foster homes, which play a moral role: they facilitate a foster child’s recovery as they 
allow him or her to rebuild moral perceptions that were damaged by previous abuse. Here, the artifact 
(the foster home) is an example of a moral mediator in the sense that it mediates – objectively, over 
there, in an external structure – positive moral effects. Other moral mediators, however, are built by 
human collectives in a conscious way, as is the case with some objectified rules or principles created 
with a particular goal in mind or with already established ways of producing moral effects (religious 
rites, for examples). Many complicated external moral mediators can also redistribute moral effort: 
they allow us to manipulate objects and information in a way that helps us overcome the paucity of 
internal moral options – principles and prototypes, etc. – currently available to us. I also think that 
moral mediators can help explain the “macroscopic and growing phenomenon of global moral actions 
and collective responsibilities resulting from the ‘invisible hand’ of systemic interactions among 
several agents at local level.” 14 

Using moral mediators is more than just a way to move the world toward desirable goals: it is an 
action that can play a moral role and therefore warrants moral consideration. We have said that when 
people do not have adequate information or lack the capacity to act morally upon the world, they can 
restructure their worlds in order to simplify and solve moral tasks. Moral mediators are also used to 
reveal latent constraints in the human-environment system, and these discoveries grant us precious 
new ethical information. Imagine, for instance, a wife whose work requires long hours away from her 
husband, and her frequent absences cause conflict in their relationship. To improve their marriage, she 
restructures her life so that she can spend more quality time with her spouse, an action that can cause 
variables affected by “unexpected” and “positive” events in the relationship to covary with 
informative, sentimental, sexual, emotional, and, generally speaking, bodily variables. Before the 
couple adopted a reconfigured “social” order – that is, increased time together – there was no 
discernible link between these hidden and overt variables; a new arrangement has the power to reveal 
important new “information,” which, in our example, might come from a revitalized sex life, 
surprisingly similar emotional concerns, or a previously unrecognized intellectual like-mindedness. 

A realigned social relationship is just one example of an external moral mediator; natural 
phenomena can also serve this purpose. In my book Morality in a Technological World15 I considered 
the problem of “respecting people as things” as we discussed external “natural” objects’ potential to 
create new ethical knowledge; we have seen that endangered species serve as moral mediators, for 
example, when people define themselves as “endangered,” for such comparisons provide us with new 
insights into other humans beings’ self perceptions. In fact, many external things that have 
traditionally been considered morally inert can be transformed into moral mediators. For example, we 
can use animals, the earth, or cultural entities to identify previously unrecognized moral features of 
human being, or we can employ external “tools” like writing, narrative, ritual, and, as we saw with the 
earlier examples of foster homes and group homes, institutions to reconfigure unsatisfactory social 
orders. Hence, not all moral tools are inside the head – many are shared and distributed in external 
objects and structures that function as objectified ethical devices.  

While almost any sort of entity can help to mediate our moral outlook, certain technological 
artifacts can be considered über moral mediators – those equipped with artificial intelligence and the 
ability to be directly engaged in ethical reasoning and behavior. We must not only recognize the 
ethical ramifications of using such machines, but also of allowing them ethical autonomy toward 
human users as well as other devices; in the process, we must assuage human fear about machine 
intelligence. Developing ways to deal with artificial intelligence is a new field of research – called 
machine ethics – that involves many interesting topics: improving interaction between artificial and 

 
14 Floridi and Sanders, 2004a. 
15 Magnani, 2007. 



natural intelligence systems by adding an ethical dimension to technological devices; using ethical 
strategies to enhance machine-to-machine communication and cooperation; developing systems that 
provide expert ethical guidance; establishing decision-making procedures for ethical theories with 
multiple prima facie duties that present conflicting perspectives; and assessing the impact of machine 
ethics on society. 

External moral mediators of all kinds can function as components of a memory system that crosses 
the boundary between person and environment. For example, they transform the tasks involved in 
simple manipulations that promote further moral inferences at the level of model-based abduction. In 
the above case of the wife seeking moral protectionof her marriage, she transforms it by manipulating 
her behavior so as to increase the quality time spent with her husband, and thus finds new information 
that allows her to abduce new internal model-based ideas and/or feelings – new motivating images, 
for example, or constructive emotions - about her husband and/or marriage. When the everyday life of 
a previously abused child is manipulated by placing her with a foster family, for instance, the new 
setting is a moral mediator that can help her abduce new model-based internal experience, images, 
emotions, or analogies through which she may be able to recalibrate her conceptions of adults, her 
past, and of abuse in general.  

Actions executed through tacit templates can even enhance one’s level of physical sensitivity: I 
can alter my bodily experience of pain by following the previously mentioned control of sense data 
template – that is, through unconsciously modifying the experience of my body and changing its 
relationships with humans or non-humans in distress, I may, for instance, create new, empathic moral 
ways to help other beings. Mother Theresa’s personal moral rich feeling and consideration of pain had 
been certainly shaped by her proximity to starving and miserable people and by her manipulation of 
both her and their bodies. In many people, moral training is often related to these kinds of 
spontaneous (and, sometimes, “lucky”) manipulations of their own bodies and sense data so that they 
build morality immediately and non-reflectively “through doing.” 

Throughout history, women have traditionally been thought to place more value on personal 
relationships than men do, and they are often regarded as more adept in situations requiring intimacy 
and caring. It would seem that women’s basic moral orientation emphasizes taking care of both 
people and external things through personal, particular acts rather than relating to others through an 
abstract, general concern about humanity. The ethics of care does not consider the abstract 
“obligation” to be as essential; moreover, it does not require that we impartially promote the interests 
of everyone alike. Rather, it focuses on small-scale relationships with people and external objects, so 
that, for example, it is not important to “think” of helping disadvantaged children all over the world 
(as men tend to aim at doing) but to “do” so when called to do so, everywhere.16 

My philosophical and cognitive approach to moral model-based thinking and to morality “through 
doing” does not mean that this so-called female attitude, being more closely related to emotion, 
should be considered less deontological or less rational and therefore a lower form of moral 
expression. I contend that many of us can become more intuitive, loving parents and, in certain 
situations, learn to privilege the “taking care” of our children by educating our feelings – maybe by 
heeding “Kantian” rules.17 The route from reason to feeling (and, of course, from feeling to reason) is 
continuous in ethics. Many people are suspicious of moral emotional evaluations because emotions 
are vulnerable to personal and contextual attributes. Nevertheless, there are moral circumstances that 
require at least partially emotional evaluations, which become particularly useful when combined with 
intellectual (Kantian) aspects of morality. 

Consequently, “taking care” is an important way to look at people and objects, and, as a form of 
morality accomplished “through doing,” it achieves status as a fundamental kind of moral inference 
and knowledge. Respecting people as things is a natural extension of the ethics of care; a person who 
treats “non-human” household objects with solicitude, for example, is more likely to be seen as 
someone who will treat human beings in a similarly conscientious fashion. Consequently, using this 
cognitive concept, even a lowly kitchen vase can be considered a moral mediator. 

When I clean the dust from my computer, I am caring for the machine because of its economical 
and worth and its value as a tool for other humans. When, on the other hand, I use my computer as an 

 
16 Moreover, both feminist skepticism in ethics and the so-called “expressive-collaborative model” of morality look at moral 

life as “a continuing negotiation among people, a socially situated practice of mutually allotting, assuming, or deflecting 
responsibilities of important kinds, and understanding the implications of doing so” (Urban Walker, 1996, p. 276). Of 
course, this idea is contrasted with the so-called “theoretical-juridical conception of morality.”  

17 The role of ethics of care in bioethics is illustrated in Carse, 1999. 



epistemic or cognitive mediator for my research or didactic activities, I am considering its intellectual 
prosthetic worth. To make a case for respecting people as we respect computers, we can call attention 
to the values human beings have in common with these machines: 1) humans beings are “tools,” albeit 
biological ones, with economic and instrumental value, and as such, can be “used” to teach and 
inform others much the way we use hardware and software, so human beings are instrumentally 
precious sources information about skills of various kinds; and 2) like computers, people are skillful 
problem solvers imbued with the moral and intrinsic worth of cognition. 

 
4. THE LOGICAL STRUCTURE OF REASONS 

I consider “abduction,” – that is, the reasoning to hypotheses – central to the problem of “inferring 
reasons” in ethical reasoning and deliberation. In abduction we usually base our guessing of 
hypotheses on incomplete information, and so we are in front of nonmonotonic inferences: we draw 
defeasible conclusions from incomplete information, and these conclusions are always withdrawable. 
It is in this sense that abductive reasoning constitutes a possible useful model of practical reasoning: 
ethical deliberations are always adopted on the basis of incomplete information and on the basis of the 
selection of particular abduced hypotheses which play the role of “reasons”. Hence, ethical 
deliberation shares some aspects with hypothetical explanatory reasoning as it is typically illustrated 
by abductive reasoning in scientific settings. To support this perspective on the “logical structure of 
reasons” I will provide an analysis based on the distinction between “internal” and “external” reasons 
and on the difficulties in “deductively” grasping practical reasoning, at least with the only help of 
classical logic. 

I will illustrate that "abduction" – or reasoning to hypotheses – is central to understanding some 
features of the problem of "inferring reasons" in ethics. I contend that ethical deliberation, as a form 
of practical reasoning, shares many aspects with hypothetical explanatory reasoning (selection and 
creation of hypothesis, inference to the best explanation, model-based reasoning, manipulatory 
cognition) as it is described by abductive reasoning in science. Of course in the moral case we have 
reasons that support conclusions instead of explanations that account for data, like in epistemological 
settings. To support this perspective, I propose a new analysis of the "logical structure of reasons", 
which supports the thesis that we can look to scientific thinking and problem solving for models of 
practical reasoning.  The distinction between "internal" and "external" reasons is fundamental: 
internal reasons are based on a desire or on an intention, whereas external reasons are, for instance, 
based on external obligations and duties we can possibly recognize as such. Some of these external 
reasons can be grounded in what I call "moral mediators" of various types. I will also illustrate how 
this activity of practical reasoning takes advantage of hybrid representations bringing up the question 
of how multimodal aspects involving a full range of sensory modalities are important in it. Finally, it 
will be important to illustrate why it is difficult  to "deductively" grasp practical reasoning, at least 
when we are aided only by classical logic;  complications arise from the intrinsic multiplicity of 
possible reasons  and from the fact that in practical reasoning we can often hold two or more 
inconsistent reasons at the same time. When I introduced the methodological problems of ethical 
deliberation in the previous sections, I contended, following Rachels, that morality is the effort to 
guide one’s conduct by reasons, that is, to do what there are the best reasons for doing while giving 
equal weight to the interests of each individual who will be affected by one’s conduct. I added that 1) 
we need good and sound reasons/principles to apply to the various moral problems, which will call 
our attention to and encourage evaluation of (good) arguments for opposing moral views, and 2) we 
need appropriate ways of reasoning –inferences – which allow optimal application of the available 
reasons.  

I also said that in abductive reasoning, which is used to form explanatory hypotheses, we usually 
base our hypotheses on incomplete information, and that we are faced with nonmonotonic inferences: 
we draw defeasible conclusions from incomplete information. From this perspective, abductive 
reasoning also constitutes a model of practical reasoning: we adopt ethical deliberations based on 
incomplete information and on particular abduced hypotheses – guesses – that serve as “reasons.” 
Hence, I contended that as a form of practical reasoning, ethical deliberation shares some 
characteristics with hypothetical explanatory reasoning (the selection and creation of a hypothesis, the 
inference to the best explanation) as occurs during abductive reasoning in scientific and diagnostic 



settings.18 Of course, in moral cases, we have reasons that support conclusions instead of explanations 
that account for data, like in epistemological settings19. 

“The logical structure of reasons” is the title of chapter 4 in John Searle’s book Rationality in 
Action.20 I plan to use Searle’s conceptual framework to better understand what exactly are “reasons” 
in ethics. Whereas Searle deals with rational decision making, many of his conclusions appear to be 
appropriate for ethical cases, too.  

By criticizing the classical model of rational decision making (which always requires the presence 
of a desire as the condition for triggering a decision), Searle establishes the fundamental distinction 
between internal and external reasons for action: those that are internal might be based on a desire or 
on an intention, for instance, while external reasons might be grounded in external obligations and 
duties. When I pay my bill at the restaurant, I am not doing so to satisfy an internal desire, so this 
action does not arise from internal motivations; instead, it is the result of my recognition of an 
external obligation to pay the restaurant for the meal it has provided. Analogously, if an agent cites a 
reason for a past action, it must have been the reason that the agent “acted on.” Finally, reasons can be 
for future action, and this is particularly true in ethics where they do not always trigger an action – in 
this case, however, they must still be able to motivate an action: they are reasons an agent can “act 
on.” 

Searles anti-classical “external reasons” will probably not seem strange: I stress the fact that 
human beings delegate cognitive roles (and moral worth) to external objects that consequently acquire 
the status of deontic moral structures. This also occurs when we articulate ideas in verbal statements – 
promises, commitments, duties, and obligations, for example – that then exist “over there,” in the 
external world. Imagine the deontic role that concrete buildings (like for instance the ones whose 
shapes restrict routes people can follow) or abstract institutions (for example, constitutions usually 
compel us to consider equality of citizens as important) can play in depicting duties and commitments 
we can (or have to) respect. Human beings are bound to behave in certain ways as spouses, tax payers, 
teachers, workers, drivers, and so on. All these external factors can become – Searle says – 
reasons/motivators for prior intentions and intentions-in-action of human beings.  

Many things around us are human made, artificial – not only concrete objects like a hammer or a 
PC, but also human organizations, institutions, and societies. Economic life, laws, corporations, states, 
and school structures, for example, can also fall into that category. We have also projected many 
intrinsic values on things like flags, justice rituals, or ecological systems, and as a result, these 
external objects have acquired a kind of autonomous automatism “over there” that conditions us and 
distributes roles, duties, moral engagements – that is, it supplies potential “external reasons.” Non-
human things (as well as so-to-say “non-things” like future human beings and animals, etc.) become 
moral clients as well as human beings, so that current ethics must pay attention not only to 
relationships between human beings, but also to those between human and non-human entities. 

Moreover, in the section on “moral mediators” section we saw how external things we usually 
consider to be morally inert can be transformed into those moral mediators that express the idea of a 
distributed morality. For example, we can use animals to highlight new, previously unseen moral 
features of other living objects, as we can do with the earth or with (non natural) cultural objects; we 
can also use external “tools” like writing, narratives, others persons’ information, rituals, and various 
kinds of institutions to morally reconfigure social orders. Hence, not all moral tools are inside the 
head along with the emotions we experience or the abstract principles we refer to; many are over 
there, even if they have not yet been identified and represented internally, distributed in external 
objects and structures which function as ethical devices available for acknowledgment by every 
human agent. These delegations to external structures – which are thus transformed into moral 
mediators - encourage or direct ethical commitments, and, they favor the predictability in human 
behavior that is the foundation for conscious will, free will, freedom, and of the ownership of our own 
destinies. If we cannot anticipate other human beings’ intentions and values, we cannot ascertain 
which actions will lead us to our goals, and authoring our own lives becomes impossible.  

Let us return to the role played by reasons in ethical reasoning. Intentional states with a 
propositional content have typical conditions of satisfaction and directions of fit.  

 
18 Cf. Magnani, 2009. 
19 As I have already noted, recent logic research admits – beyond Peirce – that abductive reasoning is also occurring in non-

explanationist reasoning environments. 
20 Searle, 2001. 



 1. First, mental and linguistic entities have directions of fit: for example, a belief has a mind-to-
world direction of fit. For example, if I believe it is raining, my belief is satisfied if and only if it 
is raining “because it is the responsibility of the belief to match an independently existing reality, 
and it will succeed or fail depending or whether or not the content of the belief in the mind 
actually does fit the reality of the world.”21 On the other hand, a desire (or an order, promise, or 
intention) has a world-to-mind direction of fit: “if my belief is false, I can fix it up by changing the 
belief, but I do not in that way make things right if my desire is not satisfied by changing the 
desire. To fix things up, the world has to change to match the content of the desire.”22  

2. Second, other objects (not mental and not linguistic) also have a direction of fit similar to the ones 
of beliefs. A map, for example, which may be accurate or not, has a map-to-world direction of fit, 
whereas the blueprints for a house have a world-to-blueprint direction of fit because they can be 
followed or not followed.23 Needs, obligations, requirements, and duties are not in a strict sense 
linguistic entities, but they have propositional contents and directions of fit similar to the ones of 
desires, intentions, orders, commitments, and promises that have a world-to-mind, world-to-
language direction of fit. Indeed, an obligation is satisfied if and only if the world changes to 
match the content of the obligation: if I owe money to a friend, the obligation will be discharged 
only when the world changes in the sense that I have repaid the money.  
When we applied the moral principle of the wrongness of discriminating against the handicapped 

to the case of Baby Jane Doe, we resorted to a kind of “external” reason that we had to “internalize” – 
that is, recognize as a reason worth considering as we sought to orient our moral action concerning the 
girl’s life. If we had instead used strong personal feelings like pity and compassion to guide our 
reasoning, we would have decided for or against the operation based on a completely “internal” 
reason. We have to note, of course, that external reasons are always observer-relative. It is only 
human intentionality that furnishes meaning to a particular configuration of things in the external 
moral or non-moral world. The objective fact that, say, I have an increased white blood cell level 
acquires a direction of fit that is a direction for action only if related to a human being’s interpretation 
(for example only “in the light” of a diagnosed disease, that same fact can trigger the decision for a 
therapy). 

Searle also discusses the so-called collective intentionality that enables people to create common 
institutions such as those involving money, property, marriage, government, and language itself, an 
intentionality that gives rise to new sets of “conditions of satisfaction,” duties, and commitments. In 
my perspective I say these external structures have acquired a kind of delegated intentionality because 
they have become moral mediators, they have acquired a kind of moral “direction”. I have already 
illustrated that in those cases, when we have to deal with a moral problem through moral mediators, 
evaluating reasons of any kind immediately involves manipulating non-human externalities in natural 
or artificial environments by applying old and new behavior templates that exhibit some uniformities. 
This moral process is still hypothetical (abductive): these templates are embodied hypotheses of moral 
behavior (either pre-stored or newly created in the mind-body system) that, when appropriately 
employed, make possible what I have called a moral “doing.”  

We must remember that I contend external moral mediators are a powerful source of information 
and knowledge; they redistribute moral effort by managing objects and information in new ways, and 
as a result, they transcend limits caused by the poverty of moral options immediately represented or 
found internally – those options located, for example, by merely applying internal/mental moral 
principles, utilitarian envisaging, and model-based moral reasoning like emotions.  

It follows from the previous discussion that many entities can play the role of deontic moral 
structures. This fact can lead to a re-examination of the concept of duty. In this perspective duties can 
be also grounded in trained emotional habits, visual imagery, embodied ways of manipulating the 
world, exploitation of moral mediators – as we have just seen, endowed with a sufficient ethical worth 
in a collective. 

 
4.1 The Multimodal Structure of Moral Reasons 

What are these “reasons” that, following Searle, are the basis of rational actions and, in the Baby 
Jane Doe case, the basis of moral action? A reason answers the question “Why?” with a “Because”; it 

 
21 Cit., p. 37. 
22 Cit., p. 38. 
23 Cit., p. 39. 



can be a statement, like a moral principle, as in the answer to “Why should we perform surgery on 
Baby Jane Doe?”: “Because of the wrongness of discriminating against the handicapped.” In reality, 
reasons are “expressed” by the statements – explanations – insofar as they are facts in the world (the 
fact that it is raining is the reason I am carrying an umbrella). They are also represented by 
propositional intentional states such as desires (my desire to stay dry is the reason I am carrying the 
umbrella), and, finally, by propositionally structured entities such as obligations, commitments, 
needs, and requirements, like in the case of our moral “principle” of “the wrongness of discriminating 
against the handicapped.” All good reasons explain and all explanations give reasons. Searle also 
distinguishes between reasons that justify my action and thus explain why it was the right action to 
perform, and the reasons that explain why in fact I did it.  
1. First of all, in rational decision making, when we must provide a reason for an intentional state, 

we have to make an intelligent selection from a range of reasons that exist either internally or 
externally - in the latter case, we must take the external reason, recognize it as good, and 
internalize it. With respect to my ideal of an ethical deliberation sustained by “reasons,” I can 
affirm that it is not unusual for the “deliberator” to have limited knowledge and inferential 
expertise at his or her disposal. For instance, she may simply not have important pieces of 
information about the moral problem she has to manage, or she may possess only a rudimentary 
ability to compare reasons and ascertain data. Ethical reasoning is defeasible: because it is 
impossible to obtain all information about any given ethical situation, every instance of moral 
reasoning occurs without benefit of full knowledge, so we must remember that any reason can be 
rendered irrelevant or inappropriate by new information. Generally speaking, as illustrated above, 
these reasons can take three different forms: external facts in the world, such as empirical data; 
internal intentional states such as beliefs, desires, or emotions; and entities in the external world 
like duties, obligations, and commitments with the direction of fit upward (world-to-mind). 
External facts must be internalized and “believed,” while external entities must be internalized and 
adopted (“recognized”) as good and worth of consideration. The same happens in the case of 
rational moral deliberation.  

 2. Second, we must remember that maintaining a flexible, open mind is particularly important 
when we lack the ethical knowledge necessary to confront new or extreme concrete situations.  
It is this second idea that returns us to the idea of “knowledge as a duty” I have prevously 

introduced. In our technological world, it is our duty to produce and apply updated ethical knowledge 
just as it is to gather and implement other kinds of knowledge – “scientific,” for example. In the 
ethical case we stress the importance of selecting good reasons in terms of available principles, facts, 
and information, by improving the methodological awareness of the main cognitive processes 
involved. I maintain that both appropriate ethical knowledge and proper moral reasoning are the basic 
conditions for maintaining freedom and for adopting responsibility in our action, which I indicate as 
being the main traits of moral life.  

When evaluating an ethical case, we have at hand all the elements of rational moral decision 
making: the problem we face, the “reasons,” and the agents involved. Every reason, Searle says, 
contributes to a “total reason” that is ultimately a composite of every good reason that has been 
considered – beliefs, desires, obligations, or facts, for example. As already observed, first, rationality 
requires the agent to recognize the facts at hand (I have to believe that it is raining) and the obligations 
undertaken (I have to adopt the principle of the sanctity of human life) without denying them (which 
would be obviously irrational).24 Second, reasons can be more than one, indeed I need at least one 
motivator, but in some cases there are many, and these reasons often conflict with one another; it then 
becomes necessary to appraise their relative weights in order to arrive at the prior intention and the 
intention-in-action.  

In abductive reasoning, this kind of appraisal is linked to evaluating various inferred explanatory 
hypotheses/reasons, and, of course, it varies depending on the concrete cognitive and/or 
epistemological situation. In contend that epistemologically using abduction as an inference to the 
best explanation simply requires evaluating competing hypotheses (that express competing “reasons” 
in the ethical case). The best total reason would be the one that creates prior intention and intention-
in-action. 

 
24 Searle, 2001, p. 115. 



What criteria can we adopt to choose the reason(s) that will become the motivator(s)? The concept 
of “coherence” as illustrated by Paul Thagard,25 in which ethical deliberation is seen as involving 
conflicting reasons (deductive, explanatory, deliberative, analogical) that can be appraised by testing 
their relative “coherence.” This “coherence view” is terrifically interesting because it reveals 
multidimensional character of ethical deliberations. The criteria for choosing the most coherent 
“reason/motivator” represent a possible abstract cognitive reconstruction of an ideal of “rationality” in 
moral decision making, but they can also describe the behavior of real human beings. As I have 
already stressed, human beings usually take into account just a fraction of the possible knowledge 
when performing ethical judgments. For example, when making judgments, it is common for 
utilitarians to employ only what Thagard calls “deliberative” coherence or for Kantians to privilege 
principles over consequences. Psychological resources are limited for any agent, so it is difficult to 
mentally process all levels of ethical knowledge simultaneously in an attempt to calculate and 
maximize the overall coherence of the competing moral options. The “coherence” model accounts for 
these “real” cases of human moral reasoning by showing they fit only “local areas” of the coherence 
framework: in general, real human beings come to immediate conclusions through one moral aspect 
(for instance, the “consequentialist” one) and disregard the possible change in coherence weight that 
could result from considering other levels (for instance, the “Kantian” one).  

Searle interprets rationality in decisions naturalistically: “Rationality is a biological phenomenon. 
Rationality in action is that feature which enables organisms, with brains big and complex enough to 
have conscious selves, to coordinate their intentional contents, so as to produce better actions than 
would be produced by random behavior, instinct, tropism, or acting on impulse.”26 I agree, but I 
would add that rationality is a product of a hybrid organism. This notion obviously derives from the 
fact that even the external tools and models we use in decision making – an externalized obligation, a 
computational aid, and even Thagard’s “coherence” model described above – are products of 
biological human beings, but at the same time these tools constitutively affect human beings, who are, 
as we already know, highly “hybridized.”27 

 
4.2 Abduction and Practical Reasoning 

Searle considers “bizarre,” and I strongly agree with him - that feature of our intellectual tradition, 
according to which true statements that describe how things are in the world can never imply a 
statement about how they ought to be: in reality, to make a simple example, to say something is true is 
already to say you ought to believe it, that is other things being equal, you ought not to deny it. Also, 
logical consequence can be easily mapped to the commitments of belief. Given the fact that logical 
inferences preserve truth, “The notion of a valid inference is such that, if p can be validly inferred 
from q, then anyone who asserts p ought not deny q, that anyone who is committed to p ought to 
recognize its commitment to q.”28 This means that normativity is more widespread than expected.  

Certainly, theoretical reasoning can be seen as a kind of practical reasoning where deciding what 
beliefs to accept or reject is a special case of deciding what to do. The reason it is difficult to 
“deductively” grasp practical reasoning is related to the intrinsic multiplicity of possible reasons and 
to the fact that we can hold two or more inconsistent reasons at the same time.29 The following 
example illustrates how practical contexts are refractory to logical modeling. Given the fact that I 
consider it a duty to do p and that I also feel committed not to do p, we cannot infer that I am 
committed to do (p and not p). I am a physician committed to not killing a patient in a coma, but at the 
same time my compassion for the patient commits me to the opposite duty. This does not mean that I 
want to preserve the life of the patient and, at the same time, I want to kill him – that would lead to an 

 
25 Thagard, 2000. 
26 Searle, 2001, p. 142. 
27 Cf. Searle (2001) calls the means and ways of performing an action (for instance to fulfill an obligation) “effectors” and 

“constitutors.” An obligation to another person is an example. I know I own you some money: “I can drive to your 
house” and “give you the money” – effector and constitutor. 

28 Cit., p. 148. 
29 Searle “reluctantly” declares that it is impossible to construct a formal logic of practical reasoning “adequate to the facts of 

the philosophical psychology” (2001, p. 250). I think that many types of non-standard logic (deontic, nonmonotonic, 
dynamic, ampliative, adaptive, etc.) reveal interesting aspects of practical reasoning by addressing the problem of 
defeasibility of reasons and of their selection and evaluation. 



inconsistent moral duty. All this represents an unwelcome consequence of the fact that commitment to 
a duty is not closed under conjunction.30  

In practical reasoning, we are always faced with desires, obligations, duties, commitments, needs, 
and requirements, etc., that are at odds with one another. Moreover, even if I consider it a duty to do p 
and I believe that (if p then q), I am not committed to do q as a duty: I can be committed to killing a 
patient in a coma and at the same time believe this act will cause pain for his friends, but I am not 
committed to causing this pain. Modus ponens does not work for duty/belief mixture.31 

The examples above illustrate the difficulties that arise when classical logic meets practical 
reasoning. They further stress the importance I attribute to abductive explanatory inferences in 
practical settings, where creating, selecting, and appraising hypotheses are central functions.  

 
5. CONCLUSION 

Finally, I would like to stress again the centrality of the content of the section “The Logical 
Structure of Reasons” where the reference to the distinction between “internal” and “external” reasons 
in ethical deliberation can be correctly understood in the light of my cognitive considerations on 
moral mediators and morality through doing. The “external reasons” resort to the role of externalities 
of various type I have always stressed in my books, starting from the primary considerations on 
“respecting people as things” until the role of “moral mediators”. It is in this section that I explicitly 
work out the main theoretical aspects related to my thesis about the importance of cognitive and 
epistemological tradition to renovate research on ethical  
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