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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

Nibilism and Argumentation: A Weakly Pragmatic Defense of Authoritatively Normative Reasons

Common judgments presuppose that some norms generate weightier, more legitimate or more
authoritative normative reasons than others (e.g. the judgment that Gyges should not murder the king,
because morality outweighs prudence). Yet there are powerful arguments for the view that the
phenomenon of normative authority is illusory. My dissertation argues that the plausibility of these
error theoretic arguments provides powerful support for the reality of normative authority. To do this,
I argue that the theoretical power of error theoretic arguments can only be fully vindicated by the
assumption that there are some norms that are authoritative for argumentative activity. My argument
begins from a series of observations about how even unsound arguments can still be partial theoretical
successes. I argue that the best explanation of this is that even unsound arguments can still make it
rational to accept their conclusion. I then argue that rationality in the relevant sense must mean
authoritative norms for argumentative success. This follows because any attempt to explain
argumentative success by appeal to non-authoritative norms must grant that some of these norms are
privileged, in at least some contexts. I then argue that any account of what this privileging consists in
would just be an account of normative authority, even if a highly relativistic one.
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