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Ethics Done Right examines how practical reasoning can be put into
the service of ethical and moral theory. Elijah Millgram shows that the
key to thinking about ethics is to understand more generally how to
make decisions. The papers in this volume support a methodological
approach and trace the connections between two kinds of theory in
utilitarianism, in Kantian ethics, in virtue ethics, in Hume’s moral
philosophy, and in moral particularism. Unlike other studies of ethics,
Ethics Done Right does not advocate a particular moral theory. Rather,
it offers a tool that enables one to decide for oneself.

Elijah Millgram is E. E. Ericksen Professor of Philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Utah. He is the author of Practical Induction and the editor
of Varieties of Practical Reasoning. He has written on moral philosophy,
coherence theory, and late British Empiricism. He has been a Fellow
of the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences and of
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Introduction

The Method of Practical Reasoning

In philosophy, choice of method matters. You’re about to read an adver-
tisement for a method: namely, that the right way to do moral philosophy
is to start by working out your theory of practical reasoning. By way of
introducing the book-length argument, I want first to explain what I
mean by that. Then I'll give some reasons for using the method, and
hand out some promissory notes for the reasons I can’t give up front; I’ll
also flag some of the issues I won’t be taking up here. By way of clear-
ing the ground, I'll discuss so-called reflective equilibrium, which has
been, for some time now, the method of choice, or anyway the default
method, for moral philosophers of the analytic stripe. I'll briefly indicate
the advantages my proposed method has over the reflective equilibrium
competition.

Next I'll provide a site map for the volume, which will describe how the
subsequent chapters advance the main argument. Almostall of these were
originally written as freestanding papers, and have agendas of their own;
since they are (with occasional exceptions) unrevised, their respective
conclusions are not always the contributions I want them to be making to
the argument of the book. Accordingly, I'll provide more or less chapter
by chapter orientation and reading instructions. Finally, I’ll wrap up by
looking beyond the work I do in this volume, to some of the further
possibilities of the Method of Practical Reasoning.

1

First, terminology. Substantive moral or ethical theories' answer ques-
tions like: What is it morally permitted for me to do? (Is it all right to

1



2 Ethics Done Right

cheat on my taxes?) What actions are morally required? (Do I have to
help out my neighbors, even if I dislike them for very good reasons?)
What kind of person should I be? (Ambitious? Modest?) What sorts of
outcomes count as generally positive, or as generally negative? (Is hap-
piness a positive outcome? Everyone’s happiness, or just my own?) How
should I treat my fellow human beings? (With respect? Even if they’ve
done nothing to earn it?)

Substantive theories of practical reasoning, on the other hand, an-
swer questions further upstream: What considerations should I look to
in making decisions? (Am I just looking for ways to achieve my goals?)
What makes one kind of consideration as opposed to another count as
areason to do something? (If it’s a reason this time, does it always have
to be a reason?) More generally, what’s the right way to figure out what
to do? (For example, should I be aiming for the very best, or is “good
enough” good enough?)

If you were to try to give a step-by-step rendering of the Method of Prac-
tical Reasoning, it would look something like this. First, get an overview
of as many different theories of practical reasoning as possible. Second,
puzzle out what moral theories those accounts of practical reasoning give
rise to (or anyway, leaving aside for a moment issues of what’s responsible
for what, which of the former are yoked to which of the latter). Third,
without appealing to any substantive moral theory, determine which
theory of practical reasoning is correct. Fourth and last, adopt the moral
theory with which you have paired it.

The stepwise rendering is too clunky to be realistic philosophical pro-
cedure, and when you get there, you’ll notice that the claims defended in
subsequent chapters are more complicated than it suggests. But it will do
as a firstapproximation, one which will help explain what’s new about the
present approach. A moral philosopher attending to practical reasoning
is nothing new: Immanuel Kant called his second critique The Critique of
Practical Reason; Thomas Hobbes and David Gauthier built political and
moral theories around their respective instrumentalist accounts of prac-
tical reasoning; and it is one of the higher priority items on the agenda of
this volume to locate the theories of practical reasoning at the centers of
the better-known philosophical moralities. What I am demanding over
and above what we already find in the field is a systematic overview of
the options, both of the theories of practical reasoning and the moral
theories, with priority being given to the selection of a theory of practical
reasoning.

Let me support the claim that it’s important for an overview to pre-
cede the choice of a moral theory. For most of the past, philosophers
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have not been especially self-aware when it came to their opinions about
practical reasoning. Typically they didn’t notice more than one or two
possibilities, and typically one of those seemed to them obviously right,
and not to need much in the way of sustained argument or defense. But it
is a good rule of thumb in philosophy that one’s positions will not be well
constructed or well chosen if one does not keep arange of live alternatives
in mind. For one thing, one’s arguments are not normally worth much if
one is not attending to the variety of objections they will have to endure.
And since those objections are normally launched from the standpoint
of an alternative or opposing position, if one doesn’t have those alterna-
tive positions available, one’s arguments for one’s own position probably
won’t be very good. An overview of the alternative theories will allow us
an intelligent, and intelligently argued, choice of moral theory.

Why should we be giving priority to practical reasoning over traditional
moral issues? For starters, if you don’t have good reasons to act on what
your moral theory tells you — if doing what it says doesn’t count as a good
decision — then, practically speaking, morality isn’t all that important
for you. (Why do what it says? No reason.) So, conversely, if morality is
important, then a successful moral theory will be shaped so that you have
reasons to do what it says. This means in turn that the shape of your moral
theory should be constrained by what reasons for action can be like. A
theory of practical reasoning tells you what your reasons for action can
be like. All of which suggests that, if morality is important, to figure out
which of the many available (or possible) moral theories is the right one,
you should look to your theory of practical reasoning. If the Method
of Practical Reasoning works, it gives you a moral theory with a built-in
advantage: you know why you have a reason to do what it says.

Some points (like that one) we can make up front; others we can be
confident about only later on, after we’ve seen how they play out: a lot
of the time, the proof of the pudding really is in the eating. Whether the
Method of Practical Reasoning will work is something we can’t know up
front, and no manifesto, however inspiring, will carry the day if we can’t
get the Method to do its job. Since the best way of showing that a method
is usable is to actually use it, I intend the papers in this collection to be
taken as a feasibility demonstration. Singly or in groups, the papers trace
connections between various substantive theories of practical reasoning
and the moral or ethical theories with which they are coordinated, and
in the course of the survey I hope to convince you of the following claims.

First, the strong moral theories of the past — the moral systems that
have passed the test of canonization — have distinctive takes on practical
reasoning.
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Second, central structural features of those moral theories are conse-
quences of the understandings of practical reasoning that underlie them.
When you show how moral theories pair off with theories of practical rea-
soning, you gain theoretical insight into the deep structural features of
your moral theories.

Third, problems in the moral theories can often be traced back to
problems in the underlying theory of practical reasoning. This turns
out to be important when the time comes to fix them; if you haven’t
identified the level at which a difficulty originates, your response will be
(what computer scientists call) a kludge, a perhaps clever but unprinci-
pled and fragile trick, rather than graceful and effective philosophical
engineering.

Fourth, the train of thought sketched a moment ago shows that your
theory of practical reasoning ought to provide constraints on your moral
theory, but, so far as the argument has progressed, possibly quite weak
constraints, constraints perhaps almost any moral theory would satisfy.
I want to defend a stronger claim than that: the treatments assembled
below are meant to persuade you that theories of practical reasoning
are the engines of strong moral theories, and that, once you focus on
the otherwise viable candidates, the Method of Practical Reasoning is a
powerful selection technique.

Fifth, if the Method of Practical Reasoning is successful at the sec-
ond stage of the step-by-step rendition, that is, at pairing off theories of
morality and of practical reasoning, it will prove to have a second built-in
advantage: the moral theory it selects will come with an argument that it
is the correct one. Such arguments will be of the form: Each viable moral
theory presupposes a different theory of practical reasoning. This is the
correct theory of practical reasoning. Therefore, the moral theory that
presupposes it is the correct one; the competing moral theories, which
presuppose incorrect theories of practical reasoning, are mistaken. The
theory by theory survey is meant to convince you that the pairings are
tight enough to support such arguments.

2

This volume focuses on the pairing-off stage of the Method of Practical
Reasoning, and because the pairing is just one phase of the larger argu-
ment, I’'m going to ask you to put aside a handful of worries and objections
for the present.

First of all, if the differences among the canonical moral theories are to
be accounted for by different underlying theories of practical reasoning,



Introduction: The Method of Practical Reasoning 5

then there have to be sufficiently many distinct theories of practical rea-
soning in play. This is not the occasion to argue that there are sufficiently
many live options to make exploring the range of alternatives they gener-
ate intellectually interesting. But to make the point that there are many
different theories of practical reasoning, I've edited another volume, suit-
ably titled Varieties of Practical Reasoning, which surveys a number of them.?

Second, why think that you can settle on the right theory of practical
reasoning without appealing to your moral theory? If your theory of prac-
tical reasoning isn’t independent of your moral theory, won’t the Method
of Practical Reasoning prove to be viciously circular? I expect that we will
be able to proceed without circularity, but this is another pointwe can’t be
sure about up front. In the meantime, here are three stopgap (butnot de-
cisive) considerations. One, most practical reasoning is directed toward
decisions whose subject matter is, by almost anyone’s lights, nonmoral.
(What shall we choose as our evening’s entertainment? Should I redeco-
rate my apartment, or take a trip to the Canary Islands? What gauge of
track is the subway we’re designing going to use?3) If the logic of action
and choice does not vary with the subject matter, then we ought to be
able to determine the forms it takes, using subject matter to which moral
considerations are irrelevant as a testbed. Two, you can find plenty of ex-
amples of arguments for and against theories of practical reasoning that
do not invoke moral views: some in the anthology I have just mentioned,
some in an earlier monograph of my own.* Whether or not you accept
that those particular arguments establish their conclusions, the examples
may persuade you that arguments of the sort that the Method of Practi-
cal Reasoning requires are there for the assembling. Three, contrast the
presumption about the burden of proof that the objection expresses with
the similarly situated but opposite presumption regarding theoretical ra-
tionality (that is, reasoning about matters of fact). When it comes to the
forms taken by theoretical inference, just about no one thinks that you
can only choose your logic on the basis of your substantive theory of the
world (your physics, your chemistry, and so on).5 Why, when it comes to
practical logic, should it be the other way around?

Third, I’'m going to leave the selection of the correct moral theory for
another occasion. (I even want to leave it open whether what we get will
be systematic and orderly enough to count as a theory.) What I mean to be
demonstrating now is a method, a point about the order of argument, and
not a substantive moral conclusion. I want you to agree that a theory of
practical reasoning ought to be an input to your choice of moral theory,
and that it ought to go a long way toward determining the output. I don’t
want my own preferences over the inputs and outputs to occupy center
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stage, and I'm not insisting that you accept them — although I haven’t
suppressed them, and as you read along it will be fairly obvious what
they are.

Fourth, I am trying to persuade you that focusing on practical reason-
ing gives you leverage on, and interesting results in, moral philosophy,
because theories of practical reasoning pair off, pretty much one to one,
with the canonical moral theories. But you might be wondering whether
(and why) I am treating the canonical moral theories as though they
were the only viable ones. Perhaps the right theory of practical reasoning
is compatible with more than one moral theory, because not all moral
theories are in the canon. There have been many attempts to graft a
moral superstructure of one sort onto a theoretical base that canonically
has supported a superstructure of a different sort. And what about hybrid
theories, which try to get the best of two or more worlds by taking a bit
of one moral theory and sewing it together with a bit of another?

At the end of this Introduction, I’ll return to the possibility of moving
beyond the canonical moral theories. In the meantime, it’s an observa-
tion, and one which needs to be explained, that both hybrid and grafted
theories fade from philosophical consciousness fairly quickly. My take on
the matter (but this has to be made out by examining the cases, and,
as before, isn’t something we can be sure about up front) is that hybrid
and grafted theories vanish because they’re not viable, and they’re not
viable because they don’t have a cohesive and unified theory of practical
reasoning at their core. There are two likely explanations. One, incon-
sistencies between the theories of practical reasoning embedded in the
grafted or hybridized components make theoretical failure a foregone
conclusion. And two, the motivational impetus that the canonical moral
theories derive from the understandings of practical reasoning to which
they are yoked go missing in hybrid and grafted theories. But these pro-
posals won’t be supported here.®

Fifth, and last for now, you might be wondering whether the Method
of Practical Reasoning is in competition with one or another position in
metaethics. That question, at least the way it’s usually put, seems to me to
express what used to be called a category mistake. The contrast between
moral theories and theories of practical reasoning cuts across (and is not
the same as) the contrast between substantive ethics and metaethics. |
introduced substantive moral or ethical theories as taking up questions
like: What ought I to be doing? (Is lying always wrong?) By contrast, meta-
ethical theories take up questions like: What does that “ought” mean?
(What are you doing, when you describe something as “wrong”?) The
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same (or an analogous) contrast can be made out within the study of
practical reasoning. A substantive theory of practical reasoning will tell
you whether the reasons for action are (say) your desires, or universaliz-
able maxims, or maximally coherent clusters of intentions, or whatever,
and it will tell you what conclusions follow from what reasons; that is, a
substantive theory of practical reasoning is a theory of the forms taken by
(legitimate or correct) practical inference. (It will tell you what makes one
kind of consideration count as a reason, as opposed to another kind.) A
metaethical account of practical reasoning would take up questions like:
What does it mean to say that something is a “reason” for action? What is
meant by calling the conclusion of a practical inference “incorrect” (It
will tell you what it is for a consideration to count as a reason tout court.)

There are important connections between the substantive theory of
practical reasoning and its metaethics, and we won’t be able to leave these
entirely to one side. For instance, Chapters 6 and 7 tease out Hume’s
metaethical arguments for his own theory of practical reasoning; the
postscript to Chapter § tries to account for Kant’s substantive theory of
practical reasoning by attributing to him a (not fully articulated) view
lying on the border between the substantive and the metaethical; Chap-
ters g and 10 trace connections between value theory — more or less,
the metaphysics of values — and practical reasoning. Nevertheless, the
topic of this volume is the way in which substantive theories of practical
reasoning drive substantive moral or ethical theories. Distinguishing the
questions isn’t meant to discourage metaethics-based moral theory, but
does suggest the form it should take. If you would like to use metaethical
considerations to select a theory of practical reasoning, and thereby a
moral theory, by all means give it a go.

3

Itis a familiar and characteristic part of the practice of philosophy to stop
in one’s tracks and look around for a new and different way of thinking
about things. But of course itis not always appropriate. So why, you may be
wondering, does moral philosophy need a new method, when we already
have a method that does perfectly well, that is, the method of reflective
equilibrium? By way of forestalling this objection, I now want to explain
why I think the Method of Practical Reasoning is a better choice. I'll give a
brief (and, I hope, uncontroversial) description of reflective equilibrium,
and then go on (more controversially) to describe the more important
advantages of the new method over the old.
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Reflective equilibrium was introduced into the contemporary philo-
sophical repertoire by Nelson Goodman, with the following characteri-
zation of how we determine rules of inference for reasoning: “A rule is
amended if it yields an inference we are unwilling to accept; an inference

”H
/

is rejected if it violates a rule we are unwilling to amend.”? Its current
popularity is due to John Rawls, who adapted it to the political problem
of determining how basic social institutions should be configured. Early
on in his enormously influential Theory of Justice, Rawls explained how to
select an idealized bargaining situation, one in which social principles

get chosen:

if ... [our] principles match our considered convictions of justice, then so far
well and good. But presumably there will be discrepancies. In this case we have
a choice. We can either modify the account of the initial [bargaining] situation
or we can revise our existing judgments, for even the judgments we take provi-
sionally as fixed points are liable to revision. By going back and forth, sometimes
altering the conditions of the contractual circumstances, at others withdrawing
our judgments and conforming them to principle, I assume that eventually we
shall find a description of the. .. [bargaining] situation that both expresses rea-
sonable conditions and yields principles which match our considered judgments
duly pruned and adjusted. This state of affairs I refer to as reflective equilibrium.®

It has become routine to distinguish between “narrow” and “wide”
reflective equilibrium.? The “narrow” recipe for using reflective equilib-
rium in moral theory has come to look roughly as follows. First, collect a
number of moral reactions to actual or imagined circumstances. (These
are usually called “moral intuitions,” but philosophers no longer think
of them as the deliverances of some special faculty; sometimes, following
Rawls, they just call them “considered moral judgments.”) Then formu-
late a general principle whose instances or consequences largely agree
with the intuitions. Lastly, negotiate the remaining disagreements: for
each point at which principle and intuition conflict, either allow the
principle to override the intuition, or, where you can’t bring yourself to
do that, adjust the principle to accommodate the recalcitrant intuition.
Iterate until done, and adopt the revised principle.

“Wide” reflective equilibrium differs in taking into account not only
judgments about particular instances, but further principles to which
you have an antecedent commitment, background theories, values, argu-
ments of all sorts, and in factjust about anything that might be considered
relevant. Since the requirement is that everything be made to hang to-
gether, it is an ethics-specific variant of what in epistemology gets called
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coherence theory. So much for what I mean to be an uncontroversial and
fair characterization of the opposition.

It’s an indication of how respectable the notion has become that on
occasion I see “reflective equilibrium” typed into the method blank of
a philosopher’s grant or fellowship application. Probably an even more
important indication of its respectability is the family of overlapping re-
sponses you encounter when you press practicing philosophers on the
reasons for using reflective equilibrium: One, what else could you do?
Two, you do it anyway. Three, you don’t need to give an argument for
it, or any special reason for doing it this way. And four, you can’t argue
for something as basic as this. Call these the Coffeeshop Responses, be-
cause you get them over coffee, after class, and during Q & A sessions.
Answers like the Coffeeshop Responses are normal practice only when
what’s being defended is itself normal practice.

A tendency to identify reflective equilibrium with wide reflective equi-
librium makes the Coffeeshop Responses seem reasonable, but also
makes the notion uninteresting: any philosophical argument (with a qual-
ification I’ll get to in a moment), including putative alternatives such as
my own, ends up counting as an application of the method of (wide)
reflective equilibrium. And so of course reflective equilibrium is what you
do anyway (Coffeshop Response One), something to which there is really
no alternative (Coffeeshop Response Two), and a method which requires
no special justification (Coffeeshop Response Three). And what would
count as an argument for doing — well, anything? (Coffeeshop Response
Four). But if anything you do counts as an instance of Method X, then
Method X is not a method.

Narrow reflective equilibrium may be a method that gives real guid-
ance, butitisn’t supported by an argument to the effect thatit’s a method
appropriate for moral theory; rather than try to supply one, ethicists have
almost uniformly abandoned it in favor of wide reflective equilibrium,
presumably because it is visibly unsuited to the domain. Wide reflective
equilibrium comes with something like an argument (the Coffeeshop Re-
sponses), but isn’t a method. The Method of Practical Reasoning comes
with the arguments we’ve already reviewed, and it promises the guidance
one expects from something that advertises itself as a method.

Wide reflective equilibrium is almost contentfree, but not entirely.
The residual content is the methodological commitment to giving up
principles (or values, or theoretical views, or whatever) when they gener-
ate (a large enough number of) consequences at which one balks. Now
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you might think that this is what one does whenever one engages in
theory construction, and so it can’t possibly be a problematic aspect of
the method. But notice that one balks at a consequence of a moral theory
(in the fancier vocabulary, one has a moral intuition or considered moral
judgment that the consequence is to be rejected) when one does not
like the consequence. (Which does not preclude accepting some very
inconvenient consequences, say, the theory’s insistence that you keep
your promises: one’s dislike may be quite impersonal.) Consequently,
adopting wide reflective equilibrium as a method amounts to deciding
to give up your moral theories when you don’t like their results (or,
anyway, when you really don’t like their results). That is to say, wide reflec-
tive equilibrium is a method formally indistinguishable from intellectual
dishonesty.

The Method of Practical Reasoning does not have this kind of built-in
invitation to complacency. As we will see, it has the potential to produce
results that are not only genuinely surprising, but very hard to take. Both
approaches give you results in which you have a stake, but the kind of
stake is very different in the two cases. Reflective equilibrium gives you a
theory that agrees with most of what you already think. The Method of
Practical Reasoning gives you a theory on whose dicta you have reason to
act. Your stake in your prior opinions is inertial, a matter of habituation
or emotional comfort (thus the invitation to complacency); whereas what
you have reason to do may not match your prior opinions on any point
(thus the potential for hard-to-take results).

If you think that moral theory ought to be powerful enough, in prin-
ciple, to tell us that we have been thoroughly mistaken in our ethics,
then the Method of Practical Reasoning should look much better than
reflective equilibrium, wide or narrow. The motivation I am trying to in-
voke now is not metaethical: my worry about reflective equilibrium arises
within ethics. If you're about to adopt a method which guarantees that
what you happen to already think can’t be very wrong, you need to show —
and this is a moral demand - that it’s not just an expression of self-
righteousness, or smugness, or laziness, or an aid to self-deception. After
all, if you were very wrong about moral matters, and you made reflec-
tive equilibrium your sole method of ethics, you’d never find out. So it
would be a tempting method to adopt if, deep down, you suspected, or
worse than suspected, that you were very wrong...so tempting, in fact,
that you’d better have a convincing argument that this isn’t what’s going
on. I've never seen such an argument, and so, I think we’re better off
with the Method of Practical Reasoning.'®
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Let’s now turn to a chapter by chapter overview of the links between
theories of practical reasoning and the canonical (and a couple of less
than canonical) moral theories.

4

Instrumentalism is the view that all practical reasoning is means-end rea-
soning: that the thinking that goes into deciding what to do consists solely
in figuring out how to get what you already want. Utilitarianism — not so
much a theory as a family of moral theories — directs you to bring about
the greatest utility, where that means, roughly, happiness understood sub-
jectively (in terms of the satisfaction of desires or preferences, or, a bit
archaically, in terms of pleasant and painful feelings). Instrumentalism
is still the default theory of practical reasoning, and utilitarianism, while
less fashionable than it used to be, remains one of the canonical moral
theories. “What’s the Use of Utility?” (Chapter 1) and “Mill’s Proof of
the Principle of Utility” (Chapter 2) put on display some of the ways in
which instrumentalist understandings of practical reasoning and utilitar-
ian ethics travel together.

An instrumentalist understanding of practical rationality naturally —
with a caveat I’ll get to — gives rise to one or another of the central forms
of utilitarianism. Suppose that to adduce a reason for action is always to
point out an end to which the action is a means. That end may be a means
to a further end, and that further end a means to yet a further end. But
eventually, at the terminus of the chain, reasons will bottom out in ends
that one just has (that is, has without further reasons). It is natural (and
traditional) to take them to be determined by brute psychological facts:
your final ends are what you just want or prefer. Alternatively, and in an
older way of thinking, they are what give you pleasure (and do not give
you pain).

Since what matters and what is important ought to give you reason to
act, and since what gives you reason to act is, on this way of filling out
the instrumentalist account, your desires, preferences, pleasures, or what
have you, it is also natural for instrumentalists turning to moral theory to
construe what matters or what is important as an amalgamation of feel-
ings of pleasure, or as a complex of satisfied desires or preferences — in
either case, as built up out of the psychological states which determine
your final ends. And so instrumentalists will find themselves, other things
being equal, with what we have conventionally come to call utility at the
center of their moral theory. Since reasoning about what to do is, on the
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instrumentalist approach, the pursuit of goals, and since utility is intro-
duced as a complex of goals, it is likely to occupy the role of an overall or
all-embracing end in an instrumentalist’s moral theory. This is sometimes
remarked upon as the “consequentialist” character of utilitarian theory.
Since utilitarian moral theory directs you to rank outcomes (in terms of
the utility they produce or involve), and then to attempt to achieve the
highest-ranked outcome, it is always looking to the consequences of your
actions.

The instrumentalist’s final ends — once again, the ends at the termini
of chains of means-end reasons — are set by brute psychological facts, and
are not themselves the products of practical reasoning. So as far as reason
is concerned, there is no need for them to change, and while they may
change on their own, as it were, they will not be expected to change con-
tinuously and systematically, as the result of ongoing practical reasoning
whose function is precisely to modify final ends. This presumptive stability
is (partly) why it makes sense to treat utility as itself a large or overarching
end, one which moral agents are bound to pursue.

Suppose you have available an alternative theory of practical reasoning
on which there is a pervasively operating mode of reasoning that adjusts
and modifies final ends. Such a theory ought to serve as a springboard for
a criticism of utilitarianism, and “What’s the Use of Utility?” develops one
criticism of this kind, using what I've elsewhere called practical induction
or practical empiricism as the alternative theory of practical reasoning. This
is the idea that part of deliberating about what to do is learning, from
experience, what is important and what matters. The chapter sketches
one way such learning occurs, and suggests that the cognitive role of
pleasure is not that of a goal; rather, pleasure is a regulator whose function
is to control the adoption and abandonment of goals.

Suppose that this criticism of utilitarianism is effective, provided that
the practical-inductive theory of practical reasoning is correct. That
would confirm my claim that instrumentalism is part of the machinery of
utilitarian moral theory. If it is right, then it is good policy to redirect ar-
guments about utilitarianism to the question of which theory of practical
reasoning is correct. And if the criticism of utilitarianism is (again, con-
ditionally) effective, then we have shown that attention to its underlying
theory of practical reasoning gives us interesting and useful insights into
the workings of utilitarian moral theory. To reiterate, while practical in-
duction happens to be my own preferred theory of practical reasoning,
I’'m not asking you to accept it now; I am asking you to agree that the
tension between utilitarianism (a moral theory) and practical induction
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(atheory of practical reasoning) is real, and thus, thata theory of practical
reasoning can be a constraint on what moral theories you adopt.

“Mill’s Proof of the Principle of Utility” was originally published as a
primarily exegetical piece. I no longer want to stand by my interpretation
of Mill’s argument, but I have another use to which I am going to put the
discussion here. Because I haven’t rewritten the papers collected here,
this one requires special reading instructions. First, I'll describe what
the paper purports to do; then I'll recount the bug in the argument;
I’ll explain how it nonetheless puts on display the connections between
instrumentalism and utilitarianism that are my present concern; finally,
I’ll sum up where I think the exegetical question stands.

Instrumentalism is generally introduced as an account of each individ-
ual’s own practical reasoning, and the instrumentalist takes the pleasures
or desires or preferences that guide an individual’s practical reasoning
to be the individual’s own.!' Utilitarians want their moral theory to be
a socially suitable set of guidelines, not just an affirmation of widespread
individual selfishness. If utility is assembled out of the psychological states
that terminate chains of means-end reasons, the moral psychology which
seems to drop out of instrumentalism dictates an exclusive concern, on
the part of each individual, with that individual’s own utility (pleasures,
desires, and preferences). Buta socially satisfactory moral theory will have
to take into account the collective or overall utility (defaultly, everyone’s
pleasures, desires, and preferences). This problem — call it the Bridging
Problem, because what you are looking for is the right kind of theoreti-
cal bridge between individual and collective utility — crops up in Mill in
the form of a famous fallacy, allegedly found in his proof of the Prin-
ciple of Utility. Chapter 2 reconstructs Mill’s proof in a way that avoids
the fallacy; that is, it attempts to map out Mill’s solution to the Bridging
Problem.

The short version of the story runs as follows. Like most instrumental-
ists, Mill introduces a device for correcting the psychological states that
are to determine your final ends. A typical way of correcting desires nowa-
days is to stipulate that the right desires are the ones you would have if you
had all the relevant information; Mill’s older proposal is that your pref-
erences are to be corrected by the preferences of the more experienced.
(This sounds like reasonable enough advice in low-key circumstances: if
you’re wondering whether to see the movie, ask someone who has already
seen it how they liked it.) There is a Millian argument to be made that
anyone’s preferences, corrected in this way, are preferences for the gen-
eral happiness: that the general happiness counts as the most important
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good to anyone, whether he happens to be aware of it or not. So anyone
ought to make choices that promote the general happiness.

As I mentioned, I no longer wish to endorse that interpretation of
Mill’s argument. The reason is a passage in one of Mill’s letters, brought
to my attention by Geoffrey Sayre-McCord. In 1868, one Henry Jones
wrote to Mill with a criticism of the latter’s proof of the Principle of
Utility (as a warmup to asking Mill’s help in finding a job). In the course
of developing his objection, he proposed a reading of one of the phrases
in Mill’s argument that is more or less my own:

I...understand [“the general happinessis a good to the aggregate of all persons”]
to mean that the general happiness is a good to the great majority of persons (or
perhapsall.) ... Imean...A’s, B’s, C’s etc. ad inf. happiness (the meaning I take
it of “the general happiness”) is a good to A, to B, to C, etc.

Mill’s response to the construction Jones proposed to put on that step of
the argument was as follows:

As to the sentence you quote from my “Utilitarianism”; when I said that the
general happiness is a good to the aggregate of all persons I did not mean that
every human being’s happiness is a good to every other human being; though I
think in a good state of society and education it would be so. I merely meant in
this particular sentence to argue that since A’s happiness is a good, B’s a good,
C’s a good, &c., the sum of all these goods must be a good.*

Mill is disavowing the idea that each person’s utility (partially or
largely) consists in the summed utilities of all persons. That is, read in
conjunction with the letter to which it is a response, Mill’s letter flat out
denies my reading of one of the conclusions of his argument.

I'm not a great fan of the correspondence theory of truth — I mean,
of the view that the correct reading of a philosophical text is to be found
in its author’s correspondence — but in this case I'm willing to take Mill’s
word for it.'3 I think we can afford to be relaxed about the historical point
because even if we let it go — even once we drop the parts of the interpre-
tation tied to the reading of the phrase Mill has glossed for Jones — “Mill’s
Proof of the Principle of Utility” usefully displays what the Bridging Prob-
lem looks like in Mill’s development of utilitarianism, how it arises out
of the instrumentalist foundations of the moral theory, and why it will
be an urgent issue for any such theory, including our own contemporary
variants. In showing how one could assemble a response to it using the
intellectual resources provided by Mill’s philosophical system (whether
or not that response was Mill’s own), the chapter works as a full-dress
rehearsal for further attempts on the Bridging Problem, and it exhibits
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the kind of difficulties that have to be overcome. My main concern in
exhibiting these difficulties on this occasion is to show how easyitis to end
up papering over the deeper problem in the theory of practical reasoning.
In particular, the solution Chapter 2 assembles out of Mill’s writings has a
family resemblance to moves in moral theory that are popular today, and
so the points made about it are of current interest. Altogether, whether
it has the history right or not, the argument as it stands confirms the in-
timate connection between instrumentalist and utilitarian moral theory.

Let’s take stock of the interpretive state of play, still on the assump-
tion that Mill’s letter is decisive. Mill’s proof of the Principle of Ultility is
philosophy’s Leaning Tower of Pisa, a glaring architectural flaw turned
into a perpetual tourist attraction. If the solution proposed by Chapter 2
was not Mill’s way of fixing it, then the interpretive question, of how Mill
thought the problem was to be addressed, remains open, and the tour
buses can keep coming. We should not be misled by the passage quoted
from Mill’s letter into thinking that it was his solution to the Bridging
Problem (or rather, that we understand what he meant by it). Because
philosophers with what we would now regard as professional training were
few and far between, Mill’s writings were meant for both lay and sophisti-
cated audiences, and so he would often put his points as straightforwardly
as possible, deferring to other occasions the argumentation and glosses
that the handful of sophisticates would need. Moreover, Henry Jones was
not just a layman, but an importuning fan, and his letter, in which he
described how Mill’s philosophizing had complicated his life, must have
been awkward and even embarrassing to read. While Mill no doubt meant
what he said, he did not bother, in his curt reply, to explain to Jones why
(or how) he meant it. But Mill was quite aware that the additivity of the
goods of different people required an explanation.'4

There is one more point to make about Mill’s letter to Jones. At the
time, utilitarianism was in the first place a political movement, and it
had a party line, set out in the main by Bentham. Mill was sharper and
philosophically more sophisticated than his movement’s founders, but
also entirely loyal to them. He dealt with the ensuing tensions not by
disagreeing verbally with his fellow Radicals, but by finding interpreta-
tions of the party line with which he could live. Much of Mill’s proof of
the Principle of Utility echoes the first chapter of Bentham’s Introduc-
tion to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, and so does the response to
Jones: Bentham says that “the community is a fictitious body, composed of
the persons who are considered as constituting as it were its members. The
interest of the community then is, what? — the sum of the interests of the
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several members who compose it.”*> When Mill tells Jones that “the sum
of all these goods must be a good” he is repeating the party line; that does
not tell us how Mill had (re)interpreted the party line so as to satisfy his
own intellectual scruples, or what arguments he had found to support
the crucial additivity claim.

Utilitarianism is motivated by the instrumentalist understanding of
practical reason. Chapter 1 shows that it can be criticized from the stand-
point of alternative theories of practical reason; Chapter 2 shows that any
variant of the view will have to resolve a delicate structural problem whose
source is to be found in instrumentalism. If all that is correct, the claims
I have been making for the Method of Practical Reasoning are borne out
as far as the utilitarian family of moral theories is concerned.

5

Kantian moral theory has gotten a lot of attention recently, and these
days, it looks like the theory to beat. Kant’s own exposition came with ap-
parently metaphysical baggage that contemporary philosophers do not
want to claim, and the present popularity of Kantian ethics is due to the
success of a number of commentators, especially Onora O’Neill, Barbara
Herman, and Christine Korsgaard, at recasting the position in a more
palatable register. “Does the Categorical Imperative Give Rise to a Contra-
diction in the Will?” (Chapter g) takes up their version of Kant’s Universal
Law Formulation of the Categorical Imperative, and, as the title suggests,
argues that it is actually self-refuting. I have been suggesting that robust
moral theories are normally tightly tied to theories of practical reason-
ing; in Kant’s case the connection is so tight that he scarcely distinguishes
them: the subject matter treated by the Critique of Practical Reason is con-
tinuous with that of the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, which is
in turn continuous with that of the Metaphysics of Morals. That continuity
notwithstanding, the problem the argument of Chapter g exhibits has
to be understood as a difficulty in Kant’s theory of practical reasoning,
rather than, say, as a mistake in his moral judgment.

At one level of description, it is fairly clear what the difficulty is. The
requirement of universalizability imposed by the Categorical Imperative,
first formulation, is, very roughly, that you be able coherently to will that
everyone act as you propose to; the counterargument developed in Chap-
ter § points out that you cannot coherently will that everyone actin accord
with that requirement. In the Republic, Plato suggests looking at the city,

where we will be able to see justice writ large,'® and the universalizability
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requirement, as expressed in the so-called Cl-procedure, systematizes that
approach. The Cl-procedure requires us to project problems onto the
backdrop of the ‘perturbed social world’ (the world in which everyone
does as you intend to do), and the counterargument turns on projecting
that very requirement onto that very backdrop. What the argument of
Chapter g exhibits there, writ large, is the unwillingness to regard your
practical inferences as (to introduce the relevant bit of quasi-technical
vocabulary) defeasible: the unwillingness of others to grant exceptions
(which I argue you cannot will) is just the way the Cl-procedure repre-
sents your own insistence on operating with rules that could, in principle,
have no exceptions.'?

This is a concern that generations of Kant’s readers have felt, in one
way or another. But the concern usually takes the form of a complaint
about the too harsh or too demanding nature of Kantian morality (that
is, of a complaint about Kant’s moral judgment). This has put Kant’s
opponents in the compromising position of arguing that a moral theory
shouldn’t be harsh and demanding, and his defenders in the equally
compromising position of arguing that Kantian ethics is less harsh and
demanding than it sounds. The concern as it is developed here, however,
is formal; as Aristotle recognized long ago, in practical deliberation the
warranted exceptions are (just about) always endless: practical inference
is characteristically defeasible.

As we will see, Korsgaard tries to make room for defeasibility by intro-
ducing a notion of “provisional universality,” the suggestion being that
we are settling for less than full, exceptionless universality only for the
meantime, and that even if full universality is unattainable (even if it
is a limit concept), it is something we approach as we revise our max-
ims. That is very implausible, and something on the order of a logical
mistake. The function of ceferis paribus clauses (“all else equal” clauses,
in Korsgaard’s discussion) is not to mark something else that might be
equal, and that when filled in would make inference deductive rather
than defeasible; itis, rather, to mark nonmonotonicity in inference.® Pro-
visional universality requires Alfred Jarry’s pataphysics — “the science of
the particular. .. [which] will examine the laws governing exceptions” —
and pataphysics was a Dadaist joke.*9

If the objection to the Kantian universalizability requirement (to the
Categorical Imperative, first formulation) is formal and logical, then what
looks like a moral problem with the theory (its being unreasonably harsh
and overdemanding) bottoms out in the theory of practical reasoning
(a mistake about what practical inference patterns can look like). This
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confirms the usefulness of according priority to the theory of practical
reasoning when thinking about moral theories.

What motivated (and still motivates) views of this kind? This question
is a reminder of what comes next in the Method of Practical Reasoning:
once you have figured out which theory of practical reasoning a given
moral theory depends on, you will want to turn to the further question
of what is moving that theory of practical reasoning. The postscript to
Chapter 4 suggests that what was moving Kant’s position on practical
reasoning was something less than clearly formulated claims or argu-
ments. (In this, I think, he was not atypical, and so he can be, for most of
us, a valuable object lesson.) The Principle of Sufficient Reason, in this
context, is the idea, which you still find kicking around in a lot of differ-
ent forms today, that a proper (a full or complete) reason for action is one
which accounts, all on its own, for the practical conclusions drawn from
it. Kant never got around to connecting the dots, but he wrote as though
the Principle of Sufficient Reason was the premise that anchored the
Categorical Imperative. Because he didn’t connect the dots, he never
gave the Principle anything like the kind of argument or full on exami-
nation that it needs.

Here Kant’s position resembles our own. I am arguing that our moral
theories are grounded in our theories of practical reasoning, but we are
(still) at a stage of our philosophical development where logic — not the
subspeciality of mathematics, but the part of philosophy that asks what
makes inferences correct or incorrect — is one of the hardest topics to
think about. And so we find that, at two removes, the considerations
supporting our ethical and moral views are scarcely thought out at all.

6

Kant’s moral theory, together with its underlying view of practical rea-
soning, occupies the right-wing extreme on a spectrum of views about
the universalizability of reasons: if it’s a reason, it’s always a reason. Fur-
ther to the left, we have Aristotelian theories of practical reasoning,
which are focused on defeasibility management. On these sorts of views,
if it’s a reason, it’s normally or presumptively a reason on other occa-
sions; but there are (also normally) indefinitely many exceptions to the
general rule, because your presumptive reason can be overridden by
other considerations. Aristotle’s theory of the practical syllogism captures
this understanding of practical reasoning, and “Reasonably Virtuous”
(Chapter 4) sketches how his virtue ethics is organized around it. (The
chapter then goes on to generalize Aristotle’s approach to virtue so as to
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allow us to exploit the plurality of theories of practical reasoning, and it
sketches a number of alternative pictures of virtue that would accompany
them; I’ll touch on this side of the chapter at the end of this Introduc-
tion.) Aristotelian ethical theory is another of the canonical approaches
in moral philosophy, and it too stands or falls with the theory of practical
reasoning that it is possible to locate at its core.

Still further to the left, we have particularism, according to which, even
if something is a reason here, so to speak, it may not be a reason elsewhere
(in a different context) ...and not because it is being overridden by
some other reason. “Murdoch, Practical Reasoning, and Particularism”
(Chapter 5) takes up particularism; it tries to show that Iris Murdoch’s
insights about practical reasoning explain much of her own substantive
moral view, and can serve as a theoretical substructure for current
particularist moral theory.

At the extreme left or anarchist end of the spectrum would be the
view that reasons are like kleenex: you use them once and you throw
them away. (On the extreme view, that it’s a reason now creates no pre-
sumption whatsoever that it will be a reason on any other occasion.)
Kleenex reasons may well be unintelligible, and in my view particularism
is interesting because it approaches this limit as closely as we are likely to
get. Because the extreme anarchist position can look like a philosophi-
cal abyss, and because particularism seems dangerously close to it, there
has been a tendency among some particularists to try to assimilate par-
ticularism to the Aristotelian position one step to the right.?® This looks
to me to be a strategic mistake, and Section 2 in Chapter 5 argues that
Aristotelian ethical theory is a bad fit for the central insight of the partic-
ularist movement. If I am right about the structure of the spectrum I have
been describing, it is mistaken intellectual strategy for a further reason
as well. It is easy to be dismissive of reasons that are only good for the
occasion; they are, well, hard to wrap one’s mind around. But it is good
practice to do one’s best to make sense of extreme hypotheses, which in
this case means articulating a position that is as close as possible to the far
end of the spectrum. That in turn means treating objections to particu-
larism as challenges to which one ought to rise, rather than unanswerable
rhetorical questions. Whether you find particularism an attractive posi-
tion or not, you should hope for deeper and more powerful renderings
of it.

The Method of Practical Reasoning tells us to expect that variation
in the underlying theory of practical reasoning will produce variation in
the ensuing moral or ethical theory. On the spectrum we have just been
examining, what varies in the account of practical reasoning is the reach
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and rigidity of reasons for action. Can we make out features of these
moral theories that vary along with it?

The traditional claim that the virtues are unified comes up in both Aris-
totelian ethics and in Murdoch’s particularism, and it’s instructive to con-
trast them. For an Aristotelian like McDowell, the doctrine of the unity of
the virtues is a way of talking about how the resolution of competing con-
siderations into a decision goes ahead in the agent. The difficult part of
reasoning with the Aristotelian practical syllogism is defeasibility manage-
ment: for example, the considerations expressive of one’s courage, when
they are invoked in a practical syllogism, can be defeated by considera-
tions expressive of one’s honesty; only if the courageous considerations
are overridden justwhen they should be does one count as properly coura-
geous, and so one is properly courageous only when one is also honest —
and likewise for the other virtues. (So if you have one virtue, you have
them all.) One’s awareness of when some consideration should override
some other expresses one’s grasp of how apparently conflicting objects
of choice are unified in “eudaemonia,” Aristotle’s word for the well-lived
life. Aristotelian defeasibility-oriented practical reasoning, done right,
is both a producer and product of a unified agent. Considered from
the point of view of a theory of practical reasoning, rather than as a
moral claim, unity of the virtues, in Aristotelian ethics, is unity of agency;
so unity of agency is at the very center of Aristotelian moral theory.
(Section 5 of Chapter 4 discusses and criticizes the overidealization in-
volved in this model of practical reasoning and agency.)

In Murdoch’s writing, unity of the virtues turns up as a paradigmatic
instance of how disparate objects of choice can be seen in a way that
resolves conflict: if doing the honest thing, properly described, is also
doing the brave thing, apparent conflict between the demands of courage
and of honesty is, in the end, only apparent. Murdoch'’s central insight is
that the hard part of figuring out what to do is getting the description of
your circumstances right, and that the terms in which your description is
to be given are not themselves given to you. (Everyone — from utilitarians
on down — ought to agree that you have to describe your circumstances
correctly if you’re going to make the right decision, but the utilitarian,
for example, is certain in advance that the utility of an outcome is going
to be part of the right description.) She expects her readers to have been
convinced, before they encounter her writing, that the virtues are unified,
and so the virtues make a good illustration of a deliberative move which
she discusses; but it is obvious that it cannot be merely a consequence
of her theory of practical reasoning (as it is in Aristotelian ethics) that
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the virtues always travel together. Unity of the virtues is neither central to
Murdoch’s theory nor a theoretical guise assumed by unity of agency.

Murdoch’s take on practical reasoning counts as particularist because
there is no recipe for arriving at the right description: what are at first
glance very similar situations may be, it turns out, correctly described
very differently, and you will accordingly have very different reasons for
action in each. As a businessperson, you may lobby to prevent the regu-
lation of the carcinogenic pollutants your factory produces; as a major
stockholder, you may feel it incumbent upon yourself to donate substan-
tial sums to cancer research; as a homeowner, you may sue to prevent
factories like yours from opening up nearby. In other words, the activities
of a Murdochian agent are likely to exhibit a sort of patchwork agency.
The particularist’s virtues may (or may not) turn out to be unified, but
that doesn’t mean that the particularist agent will be.

Particularism is not as well worked out a moral theory as one would
like. I have not tried to develop it further myself, but I will indicate some
issues that are worth thinking about, and which would give us a clearer
picture of how substantive moral theory depends on its underlying theory
of practical reasoning in this instance.

Particularism, as a position about moral matters, looks to some ob-
servers like old-fashioned antinomianism, and Chapter 5 rehearses a
complaint fielded against it, that it does not accommodate the aspects of
morality having to do with social control. We all know people who deploy
whatlooks like particularist reasoning in order to evade their obligations,
and while Murdoch acknowledges “the moral dangers of . ..specialised
and esoteric vision and language,” she ends up saying merely that “we
know roughly how to deal with these dangers and part of the moral life is
dealing with them.”?* An important open question for particularist moral
theory is whether there is a more convincing response to the problem
than that.

One possibility is that of contesting the objection’s assumption that
particularist deliberation is inimical to social regulation. Notice that so-
cial roles typically function as contexts that change what count as one’s
reasons. For instance, if you have come across evidence that would pin
a crime on its perpetrator, that is reason to come forward with it; but
if you are the perpetrator’s defense attorney, you instead have reason to
conceal it, and to get the evidence ruled out on procedural grounds. Our
practices of social regulation are already particularist.

Even if particularist moral theory does less well than its competitors
on some aspects of social regulation and control, we need to remind
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ourselves of its compensating strengths. Take a point made by Stanley
Kubrick’s extended cinematic critique of utilitarianism, that the politi-
cal tradition descended from it has a great deal of difficulty in making
out what is morally wrong with certain ways of seeing things.** Murdoch’s
account is able to explain what has gone wrong where utilitarian theory
flails.?3 Briefly, particularism may well have the resources needed to
address problems on which more traditional theories get stuck.

Finally, and returning to the contrast we were highlighting between
Aristotelian ethics and particularism, as we approach the extreme left
of the universalizability spectrum, agency becomes more chaotic. Most
moral theories require or presuppose highly unified agency, and treat
cases in which agents cannot live up to that demand as deviant or “non-
ideal” cases.?¢ But on particularist theories of practical reasoning, dis-
unified or patchwork agency is the result of arriving at one’s decisions
correctly, and so we ought to expect of particularist moral theory that it
accommodate disunified agency more generously. It is a very interesting
question what such a moral theory might come out looking like.

7

“Was Hume a Humean?” (Chapter 6), “Hume on ‘Is’ and ‘Ought’” (Chap-
ter 7), and “Hume, Political Noncognitivism, and the History of England”
(Chapter 8) take up Hume atsome length. As he isusually read, he is likely
to be regarded as evidence that there is less to the Method of Practical
Reasoning than I have been promising. Hume is standardly interpreted
not just as an instrumentalist, but as the locus classicus of instrumental-
ism. (In fact, it’s common to use “Humean” where I use “instrumental-
ist.”) But although Hume has sometimes been described as an “English
Utilitarian,”*> his view is structurally very different from utilitarianism
as I have described it here. Sayre-McCord has noticed that “utility,” in
Hume, is the trigger of a response perhaps most familiar, in the contem-
porary United States, from encounters with The Sharper Image and its
competitors, retailers whose gadgets are intended to strike you as clever
and elegant solutions to practical problems.?® (Remember how often
customers purchase the gadgets even when they do not actually have the
problems the gadgets are supposed to solve.) The term is not a label for
the aggregate built out of end-determining psychological states that we
encountered in our earlier discussion of utilitarianism.

If Hume were an instrumentalist, but not a utilitarian, then the Method
of Practical Reasoning would not provide as useful a selection principle as
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I have been suggesting: choosing the instrumentalist theory of practical
reasoning would still leave two structurally very different moral theories
in play, rather than telling you which one of them is correct. Utilitarian-
ism, as I have already remarked, is a family of moral theories, so I'm not
insisting that the Method of Practical Reasoning always produces unique
results. Nonetheless, I want to show that it is more effective than that
complaint would have it. “Was Hume a Humean?” and “Hume on ‘Is’
and ‘Ought’” argue, in opposition to the standard reading, that Hume is
not an instrumentalist after all, and that he actually has the most minimal
possible theory of practical reasoning: he does not believe that there is
any such thing.

A moral theory that cannot help itself to reasons for action will have to
make do with other materials, and various commentators have pointed
out several interesting aspects of Hume’s attempt to get by with only hu-
man emotional responses as his building blocks. I have already mentioned
Hume’s deployment of an emotional response which is not usually ap-
pealed to by moral theorists. Korsgaard has noticed how Hume manages
a surrogate for normativity (though she does not think of it as a second-
rate substitute herself) by turning one’s emotional responses on those
very responses: if you approve of your approval, it’s good to go. Merritt
has realized that virtues — the ethical subject matter of most interest to
Hume —will end up being understood from the outside in: both as picked
out by patterns of (primarily others’) approval and disapproval, and as
shaped and enforced by those patterns.?7 These observations jointly give
us a partial sketch of what a moral theory constructed around the null
theory of practical reasoning can end up looking like.

“Hume, Political Noncognitivism, and the History of England” (Chap-
ter 8) adds to these observations an overview of how Hume tried to make
sense of our practice of moral argument —an accomplishment you might
have thought had been preempted by his account of practical reason.
The moral theory of the Treatise provides a way of classifying character
traits into virtues and vices on the basis of people’s emotional reactions
to them. But our practice of moral argument consists in a great deal
more than pointing out that most people approve of this and disapprove
of that. As an intellectually responsible theorist, Hume was concerned
to demonstrate that his philosophical views would not make an insoluble
puzzle out of the texture of our ethical lives. Philosophers usually address
worries of this kind by producing one or two small-scale, toy treatments;
Hume instead wrote a six-volume History of 'ngland, an extended episode
of moral and political argument (or rather, “argument,” but I won’t keep
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adding in the scare quotes), which displays, first, how such argument can
be conducted consistently with a nihilist position on practical reasoning,
and second, how one’s strategies of ethical argumentation (and not just
one’s moral theory) are shaped by one’s theory of practical reasoning.

There is a further problem that Hume was attempting to address, and
because itis a focus of the chapter, I will just mention it now. We often act,
especially in political debate, as though nihilism about practical reason
were true, or, to put it differently, as though a much cruder treatment
than Hume’s captured the force of our self-declared reasons. Hume was
trying to come to terms with the novel system of party politics that had
recently emerged in England (and from which America’s is descended),
and he thought of it as a practical problem: how can we bring people
to conduct political argument, not as a shouting match teetering on the
brink of civil war, but as a method that can bring citizens to agreement
on policy? His History displays his thinking about that topic also, which
makes it an ancestor to the current discussions of deliberative democracy.
Itis instructive to consider Hume’s attempt on a problem with which we
subsequently have had so little success.

8

The next two chapters are meant to preempt another apparent alterna-
tive to the Method of Practical Reasoning. Sometimes philosophers (and
other people) talk and write as though there were these things — values —
that are just like medium-sized physical objects, except that where fur-
niture and gardening tools have spatial dimensions (length, width or
height), values have evaluative dimensions. Alternatively, you can find
philosophers treating deliberation as though it consisted of episodes in a
kind of mental bubble chamber, where the mental particles interact and
emit a decision; just as the outcomes of the collisions of physical objects
are determined by physical properties (like mass, velocity, or rigidity),
so, on this way of looking at things, the deliberative outcomes are deter-
mined by properties of the mental particles: especially, by the strength,
weight, or intensity of the desires.

If you think those dimensions or properties are just there, it makes
sense to try to read your ethics off of them. Moorean intuitionism is the
wr-instance of such a philosophical response: Moore thought he could
just see what was good. More typically, however, it is formal features of
the values that will seem to dictate the structure of a philosopher’s moral
theory. For instance, if happiness is a fungible substance, if it comes in
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amounts, and it is something we want greater quantities of, then utilitar-
ianism becomes the obvious moral theory. But if persons are supremely
valuable, in a way that doesn’t admit of tradeoffs, then something on the
order of Kantian respect for them is called for.

Where do our views about this odd class of fact come from? Mackie
thought that values were projections of our emotions onto the world.*® Be
that as it may, their formal features (such as their fungibility), which are
mostly what matter for the moral theories, are projections of either our
theories or our practice of practical reasoning. And this point is perhaps
most vividly made by taking up the debate about incommensurability,
that is, the question of whether, when you compare the values (or their
internal mental surrogates, such as desires), you are guaranteed to find
that one of them is either more weighty, less weighty, or just as weighty as
the other.

“Incommensurability and Practical Reasoning” (Chapter g) takes the
position that commensurability is a product of practical reasoning, and
not its precondition (as instrumentalism, the most popular theory of
practical reasoning, presupposes). A question like, “Are values commen-
surable?” shouldn’t be expected to have a metaphysically guaranteed
yes-or-no answer; rather, values will turn out to be commensurable to
one degree or another; commensurable in some ways, but not in others.
“Commensurability in Perspective” (Chapter 10) argues that because two
of the more important forms of practical reasoning work to undermine
commensurability, full commensurability is not even an ideal that suc-
cessful practical deliberation will approach. On the contrary, if you find
someone whose values or ends are fully commensurable, you can be quite
sure that he has a history of irrationality. The methodological point I want
to underline here is that value theory is not the starting point in the pro-
cess of selecting a moral theory, but rather a detour on the way there. The
formal features of values that are relevant to the choice of moral theory
are projections of (explicit or implicit) theories of practical reasoning.
They do not explain anything on their own account, and so should not
themselves drive the choice of a moral theory. Better instead to take care
of your theory of practical reasoning first, and only then see what its
consequences are for the metaphysics of values.

9

Let’s wrap up the chapter by chapter survey, and step back to consider
where the Method of Practical Reasoning can take us. After reviewing
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the motivations for the Method of Practical Reasoning we have already
seen, “Varieties of Practical Reasoning and Varieties of Moral Theory”
(Chapter 11) suggests that the Method can do more than just help us to
choose from among the moral or ethical theories that we already have.

Each of the three main streams of substantive moral theory -
utilitarian or consequentialist, Kantian or deontological, and Aristotelian
or virtue-centered — looks back to a distinguished ancestor and a hoary
tradition. But that is not necessarily a good thing; in philosophy, a hoary
ancestry and a distinguished, even mythologized, founder are not ad-
vantages. Appealing to them, whether explicitly or tacitly, is tantamount
to an appeal to authority, and if there’s any one thing that’s off limits
in philosophy, it’s arguments from authority. On the contrary: if these
views are old, they have had a long time to persuade the world of their
correctness, and have failed. Moreover, by the time we have reached the
final chapter of the volume, we will have added our own objections to the
history of deadlock. Prior chapters will have argued that utilitarianism is
built on a theory of practical reasoning containing a hard-to-fix bug, and
thatit misconstrues the cognitive function of desires and of pleasure; that
Kantian moral theory is self-refuting, and that it is motivated by the very
implausible Principle of Sufficient Reason; and that Aristotelian ethics,
because it is built around the practical syllogism, requires an impossibly
overidealized agent.

When presidential candidates run and lose, we expect them to step
aside, so that other people, with different (and perhaps better) ideas can
take a shot at it instead. That’s a procedure which, it seems to me, would
benefit moral philosophy. Now I have been suggesting that theories of
practical reasoning can be paired off with characteristic moral theories:
that, in fact, theories of practical reasoning shape and motivate the strong
moral theories. That suggests generating novel moral theories by think-
ing about those theories of practical reasoning that have not yet been
embedded in moral theories of their own. Practical reasoning is a field
which has only just come of age, and new accounts of practical reasoning
are appearing at a relatively rapid clip. So there is new material to be
exploited, and we should expect new moral theories to be in the offing.

Sheer intellectual curiosity would be motivation enough for this line
of investigation. For instance, what would it look like if one were to
build an ethical theory around a coherentist account of deliberation —
around “inference to the most coherent plan”?*9 Or how would a thor-
oughly inductivist or empiricist moral theory tell us to live? Or again, the
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bounded rationality tradition has it that what counts as proper inferential
procedure will be determined in part by our cognitive limitations. (This
is one of the standard arguments for satisficing, that is, the idea that in-
stead of aiming for the very best, you ought to choose the first option
to come along that’s good enough.3°) How about moral theories which
take bounded rationality seriously?

Turning to new theories of practical reasoning might also allow us to
sidestep a source of resistance to allowing views of practical reasoning
to dictate moral theories. The more traditional theories of practical rea-
soning are relatively minimalist: for instance, instrumentalism, which is
nowadays the default theory, says that there is only one form that practical
reasoning takes, namely, the means-end form. It’s hard to get everything
moral philosophers tend to want from their moral theory out of such
stripped-down accounts of practical reasoning, and so every now and
again, you see a moral philosopher’s frustrated rebellion against paying
attention to practical reason at all.3' But if there are many available al-
ternatives to the more minimalist theories of practical reasoning, we may
find that there is no shortage of construction materials for a full-featured
moral theory. Philosophers should not be driven away from the Method
of Practical Reasoning by the feeling that it gives them nothing to work
with.

That’s not meant as reassurance that we will, after deploying the
Method of Practical Reasoning, get back a moral theory conforming to
our preconceptions of what such theories look like. On the contrary, the
likelihood that we will come up with moral theories that do not fit our
preconceptions is, in my opinion, the most important payoff promised by
the Method of Practical Reasoning. “Reasonably Virtuous” (Chapter 4)
gives a foretaste of how that possibility might play out. It develops profiles
of virtuous characters suitable to a number of different theories of practi-
cal reasoning, some of which notably do not conform to our antecedent
conceptions of virtue.

The Method of Practical Reasoning may force us to reconsider and
revise our understanding of what a moral theory looks like, and what it
does. Kant protested that he was not in the business of moral innova-
tion, because it would be unreasonable to claim to have discovered new
moral principles. But ¢s innovation in morality so unreasonable? Look
around. The moralities we have been living by perform erratically at best,
dismayingly at worst. If the Method of Practical Reasoning promises to
expand the menu of moral theories, and to allow us to rethink what it is
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we want a moral theory to do, isn’t that, on its own, a weighty reason to
adopt it?

Notes

I'm grateful to Lanier Anderson, Chrisoula Andreou and Sarah Buss for com-
ments on earlier drafts, and to the Helen Riaboff Whiteley Center for a congenial
place to write one of them.

1.

S

10.

11.

I'll explain what I mean in qualifying the theories as “substantive.” To keep
things short, in this Introduction I’ll use “moral” and “ethical” interchange-
ably; one contrast conventionally marked by those terms will be introduced
in Chapter 4.

Millgram, ed., 2001; see ch. 1 for an overview.

The examples are from Williams, 2001, p. 8o, Kolnai, 2001, pp. 267-8, and
Latour, 1996, pp. 89—91, respectively.

Millgram, 1997.

There are exceptions, e.g., Putnam, 1979. For my purposes, it suffices
that Putnam understood himself to be advancing a highly unconventional
proposal.

See Scheftler, 1994, for an example of a hybrid, and Chapter 11, note 2,
for examples of grafted theories. Joseph Perkins has pointed out to me that
hybrid theories ought to be the normal output of the competing method
of reflective equilibrium. So, and this is something to bear in mind while
reading the next section, one explanation for the paucity of hybrids is that
reflective equilibrium is actually used a good deal less than the frequency of
appeals to it might suggest.

Goodman, 1983, p. 64, emphasis deleted.

Rawls, 1971, p. 20; the passage comes with a citation to Goodman.

The distinction was given wide currency by Daniels, 1979, who takes it from
Rawls, 1999. See also Daniels, 1980.

But if Goodman is correct, aren’t theories of inference, and so, theories of
practical reasoning, arrived at via reflective equilibrium? And in that case,
isn’t the Method of Practical Reasoning really reflective equilibrium in the
end? However, the anthology I've mentioned provides a survey of the argu-
ments deployed for and against theories of practical reasoning (Millgram,
ed., 2001, see esp. p. 19 for the beginnings of a list). The survey shows that
appeals to narrow reflective equilibrium make up only one of the many forms
of argument used. And wide reflective equilibrium excludes so little that we
do not have to worry about the objection that theories of practical reasoning
are arrived at using it.

Advocates of reflective equilibrium sometimes claim that their method
can produce surprises and extensive corrections. Given the way the method
works, results of that sort would be, by that very token, very surprising: I'll
believe it when I see it.

Of course, instrumentalist theories of practical reasoning will normally be
meant to apply as well to the deliberation performed by, for example,
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bureaucracies, and such institutions don’t obviously have desires and so forth
in the same sense that individuals do. I’ll leave these complications to one
side right now.

Mill, 1967-1989, XVI:1414, Sayre-McCord, 2001; the correspondence is
archived in the Special Collections of the Johns Hopkins Library.

The letter dates to a period during which Mill’s correspondence was largely
written by Helen Taylor, and the younger Taylor was quite willing to ex-
press her views in Mill’s persona. (A striking example: in a letter to Florence
Nightingale, Taylor begins a sentence with, “Myself (but then I am a man)
I cannot help thinking that....”) Why think that what we have in the letter
to Jones is Mill’s authoritative expression of his own intent, rather than an
inexpert opinion offered on his behalf by his stepdaughter?

The letteris traditionally given a splitattribution, on the basis of a notation
on the envelope of Jones’s letter. In (as far as I can tell) Mill’s handwriting, it
reads, “first two paras by H. T.” This seems to imply that the final paragraph,
that is, the passage I just quoted, is by Mill himself. (I'm grateful to Jo Ellen
Jacobs for tracking down the source of the attribution.) The letter was re-
copied in Mill’s hand; this would have given Mill the chance to correct any
mistakes Taylor might have made about his views. And the recordkeeping
suggests that Mill anticipated the publication of his letters, which in turn
suggests that they were written for public consumption.

And there is asecond and more compelling reason to avoid attributing the

passage to Taylor rather than Mill. Mill’s best-known works were the results
of a similar collaboration with Harriet Taylor. Methodological parity would
mean separating out Harriet Taylor’s contributions from Mill’s as well; that
would mean fragmenting the Mill corpus beyond usability. (Himmelfarb,
1990, has a very interesting account of Mill’s collaboration with Harriet
Taylor, which also illustrates the dangers of the approach. She ends up at-
tributing Utilitarianism and On Liberty to different authors: the former to
Mill, and the latter to the joint author consisting of Mill and Harriet Taylor.)
In making sense of Mill, one has no real alternative to proceeding on the
assumption that the collaborations in which he participated produced a
philosophically unified point of view; the alternative would make the body
of writing scarcely worth philosophical attention.
Let me say briefly why I don’t think that the alternative reading proposed by
Sayre-McCord, 2001, is satisfactory. First, additivity: On Sayre-McCord’s view,
“Mill assumes that whatever turns out to be of value [i.e., happiness] is such
that we ought to maximize it, and assumes too that the value to be maximized
is additive.” But Mill did not always assume that goods added up in the way
that, say, money does. For instance, the “lower” pleasures are distinguished
from the “higher” in that the lower don’t add up to parity with the higher.
(See Chapter 2, note g8.)

The willingness to ascribe the additivity claim to Mill as an undefended
assumption is part of a broader problem. Sayre-McCord takes Mill to be
pointing out that people want happiness because they find happiness
valuable, in something like the way you might want cake because it’s good.
The stuff — the rich, moist, chocolate cake —is a good for you, because it’s
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good, regardless of who gets it. The various consumers of the cake, all of
whom find it to be a good, are valuing different parts of the same homoge-
nously valuable thing.

However, in Mill’s treatment, happiness or utility just is the sum of the
things that you want (or perhaps the sum of the things that you really want);
we can read this point off the argument, in Chapter 4 of Utilitarianism, that
people desire only happiness. (The argument turns on counting anything
someone wants as thereby part of his happiness.) When people seem to want
different things, and find different things valuable, Sayre-McCord is com-
mitted to thinking of them as rather like the blind men in the story, who
felt the elephant, gave different accounts of it, but were really sensing dif-
ferent parts of a coherent underlying object. Millian happiness is not like
that, because, unless desires are drastically corrected (this is the exegetical
option that Chapter 2 explores, and which I am giving up), people’s desires
are unconstrained by consistency, by similarity, in fact, by anything at all.

A suitable replacement for the parable of the blind men and the elephant
might be Philip K. Dick’s “Faith of Our Fathers” (1992). In this story, a Mao-
like leader appears the same to all of his television viewers, but there is a hal-
lucinogen in the tap water. When the antidote is taken, the shared image van-
ishes, and the leader appears differently to different people: to one person,
he looks like a robot; to another, like a whirlwind; to a third, a sea-monster,
and so on. Millian happiness or utility is like ¢that: not a shared and homoge-
nous stuff, but a category label masking disparate elements that (unless there
is some regimenting device) have nothing in common over and above being
desired by someone or other. Getting this sort of utility to be well-behaved
by the lights of a Cornell moral realist — to be a sort of moral plasticine
which can be stuck together, pulled apart, and which remains good by every-
one’s lights — is a surprising accomplishment. The good behavior cannot be
something Mill assumed, and it requires an inevitably ambitious explanation.

Note that I am not trying to cast Mill as an esoteric writer; it is not that
his writings are supposed to take a secret and Straussian interpretation. But
I think there is more to Utilitarianism than, for example, Jacobson, 2003,
allows, when he takes it to express merely a lowest common denominator of
the various utilitarians’ doctrines.

Bentham, 1789/1970, ch. 1,sec. 4; compare also sec. 11 with Mill’s discussion,
at the outset of Utilitiarianism, ch. 4, of the nature of the proof of the Principle
of Utility. (Bentham: “Is it susceptible of any direct proof? it should seem
not: for that which is used to prove every thing else, cannot itself be proved:
a chain of proofs must have their commencement somewhere. To give such
proof is as impossible as it is needless.”)

Rep. 368b-g60a.

For further explanation of defeasibility, see Chapter 4, Section 1, and p. 173.
Recall, under this heading, Kant’s complaint, in the second Critique, about
taking happiness as a guiding light: it is “far from sufficing for a law because
the exceptions that one is warranted in making upon occasion are endless
and cannot be determinately embraced in a universal rule” (Kant, 1go2—,
vol. 5, at Ak. 28). David Dick has pointed out to me that Kant’s arguments
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against treating happiness as a practical guide are, mutatis mutandis, also

arguments against Kant’s own use of the mandatory ends put in place by his

arguments for imperfect duties. I am not at all clear that there is a way to

render Kant consistent on this score.

The point is made by Brandom, 2001, sec. 4, and by an unpublished manu-

script of John Searle’s.

Jarry, 1996, p. 21; I'm grateful to Jerry Dworkin for directing me to this very

amusing book.

Little, 20014, is an example.

Murdoch, 1998, pp. 334, 91-2.

Kubrick, 1971. For instance, viewers register A Clockwork Orange as misogynist,

and initially pin that evaluation on violence to which the female characters

are subjected — a mistaken explanation, because the male characters are

subjected to just as much violence. More careful attention reveals that viewers

are responding to the camera work, the musical cues, and the other aspects

of the point of view which the film invites its consumers to inhabit vicariously.

What is perhaps her most famous example treats a case of just this type.

Murdoch, 1970, pp. 17-23.

Jaworska, 1999, is an exemplary discussion of this kind.

E.g., Albee, 1957, ch. 5.

Sayre-McCord, 1996.

Korsgaard, 1996b, pp. 51-63; Merritt, 2000.

Mackie, 1977, pp. 38—42.

See Thagard and Millgram, 1995, for the slogan, and for one model of

coherence. Possibly the view that Nehamas, 1985, attributes to Nietzsche

belongs to this family, and can give us some sense of what such theories

would be like.

Simon, 1957, chs. 14 and 15.

Warren Quinn’s title, “Putting Rationality in its Place” (1993a), could serve

as the excelsior of these recurrent rebellions; however, and confusingly, the

best place to find the view in Quinn is not in that paper but in Quinn, 1993b.
We can use a couple of cases already on the table to analyze the frustra-

tion. I'm claiming that Hume endorses the null theory of practical reasoning,

and so you might expect that, if the connection between theory of practical

reasoning and moral theory is as strong as I say, he would have no moral

theory at all. Nevertheless, he does produce a moral theory out of the mate-

rials available to him. Utilitarianism evidently presupposes instrumentalism,

but instrumentalism does not straightforwardly produce utilitarianism, as

opposed to, say, egoistic hedonism: this, recall, was the Bridging Problem. I

have never seen a plausible solution to the Bridging Problem that was not

overly clever; that cleverness is needed and supplied shows that utilitarian

moral theorists are working hard to get something that does not come easily.
What both cases show us is that theorists have inherited a conception

of what territory a moral theory ought to cover, and more or less how it

ought to cover it. That’s confirmed by a point I registered earlier, that most

people do not think of a moral theory as just a summary or systematization

of all of the applications of practical reasoning, correctly performed. The
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scope of practical reasoning is thought to be broader than the scope of
moral theory; but if many choices are not taken to be morally fraught, then
there must be a conception of morality that excludes them. It is evidently
the mismatch between the inherited conception, on the one hand, and the
scanty materials supplied by minimalist theories of practical reasoning, on
the other, that gives rise to the frustration.



What’s the Use of Utility?

The title of this chapter may sound like a question that doesn’t need an
answer. Utility is one of those things that is obviously good, just plain
intrinsically valuable; good in itself, and not for anything else. On some
views, it’s the only such thing, and utilitarianism is the natural upshot.
I’'m going to present arguments against two varieties of utilitarianism,
arguments which will put us in a position to advance an answer, or rather,
two related answers, to the question: what s the use of utility?

There have been different ways of understanding the notion of utility,
and so there have been correspondingly different varieties of utilitarian-
ismin play. I can’t (and won’t try to) consider all of the many bearers of the
name. The two I do want to discuss here are interesting (despite a notable
shortfall of adherents) because they are perhaps the clearest expressions
of the thought that, it seems to me, moved the better-known utilitarians:
that things matter because we have a stake in them, and not the other way
around; we do not have a stake in things because they already matter. In
trying to make sense of having a stake in something, in a way that could
be explanatorily prior to that something’s importance, utilitarians came
to understand having a stake as psychological, and they went on to look for
the classes of mental states in which having a stake consisted.' What they
found was determined by the available ways of thinking about the men-
tal. Against the background of British Empiricism, nineteenth-century
utilitarians took the mattering-making mental states to be pleasure and
pain, understood on the model of sensations. Later on, with the advent of
propositional-attitude psychology, the mattering-makers became propo-
sitional attitudes, viz., desires and preferences. I will be focusing here on
two resulting subjectivist forms of utility (and the corresponding forms

33



34 Ethics Done Right

of utilitarianism), beginning with utility construed as a matter of intrin-
sically valuable phenomenal states, paradigmatically, pleasure, and pro-
ceeding in due course to utility as a matter of the satisfaction of desires or
preferences.

1

Utilitarianism recommends taking actions or adopting policies that max-
imize utility.? It is thus committed to what we can call the Presumption
of Effectiveness: that, normally, there are available policies and actions,
choice among which will make a significant difference to utility. And it is
committed to a more fully spelled-out version of the Presumption of Ef-
fectiveness, call it the Contoured Presumption of Effectiveness, roughly
that since differences in utility are, according to utilitarianism, what mat-
ter, when moral choices that matter are at hand, differences in utility that
can make sense of, and guide us, in those moral choices must also be at
hand. That is, the contours of the moral landscape match the contours
of the utility landscape, and, in particular, if significant moral choices
are to be made on the basis of the differences they make to utility, the
differences should be significant rather than trivial differences in util-
ity. We can think of the Contoured Presumption of Effectiveness as an
expression of our interest in moral theory. (I do not intend it to be sup-
ported by “intuitions” as to what counts as a moral choice.) What we want
to know, when we look for a moral theory, is: how should we go about
making fhese decisions? (Should I break my promise when keeping it will
mean betraying my friend? How should I think about my responsibilities
toward my charges?) If a would-be moral theory fails to answer enough of
these questions, and to answer them compellingly, then, whatever other
merits it may have, it is not what we were looking for.3

The Presumption of Effectiveness seems quite innocent. It goes with-
outsaying that, typically, our morally important choices make a significant
difference to the utilities of those involved, whether these are construed
in terms of hedonic tone or in terms of preference satisfaction, just be-
cause our actions in general have consequences that affect our utilities.
The frequent votes on whether gambling should be legal in this or that
location are bound to have large consequences for the utilities of those
who might start playing the lottery; driving decisions can have enormous
effects on the utilities of those on the road. After all, if you win the lottery,
you will be very happy for avery long time; whereas if you are permanently
crippled in an automobile accident, you will be miserable.
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The Presumption of Effectiveness goes without saying; but, I am about
to argue, it is nonetheless false. If it is false, then utilitarianism is deeply
misguided. This implication seems to have been acknowledged by John
Stuart Mill, perhaps the most subtle and influential advocate of the
theory; he writes that “if no happiness is to be had at all by human be-
ings, the attainment of it cannot be the end of morality or of any rational
conduct.” Utilitarianism proposes as the criterion of moral choice that
the option be selected that will most increase (or least decrease) overall
utility. But if it were true that in normal circumstances nothing one does
is going to make much of a difference to anyone’s utility, or is not going
to make the right kind of a difference, then utilitarianism would not have
in fact provided a satisfactory criterion of moral choice. As it turns out,
something like this is actually the case. For while Mill was right in think-
ing that claiming happiness to be entirely impossible would be “at least
an exaggeration,” there are more ways to fail to make the right kind of a
difference to utility than not producing any at all.

Iremarked a moment ago that if you were to win the lottery, you would
very probably be much happier than you are now, and if you were to be
permanently crippled in an automobile accident, you would very prob-
ably be devastated. There is not much of a mystery here; or there would
not be, if it were true. Butitis not. In a study that had lottery winners and
accidentvictims assess their happiness, “lottery winners and controls were
not significantly different in their ratings of how happy they were now,
how happy they were before ..., and how happy they expected to be in
a couple of years.” While recent “accident victims. . . experienc[ed] their
present as less happy than controls. .. the paraplegic rating of present
happiness [was] still above the midpoint of the scale, and . . . the accident
victims did not appear nearly as unhappy as might have been expected.”
The subjects were interviewed between a month and a year after their
respective strokes of good or bad fortune, and so this should not be all
that surprising. If good fortune strikes, you will be briefly elated. But as
you become accustomed to your new situation, the elation will wear off,
you will find new things to be dissatisfied about, and very soon you will be
about as happy (or as unhappy) as before. If, on the other hand, disaster
strikes, after a painful period of readjustment you will once again find
things in which to take pleasure; upon getting used to your new circum-
stances, you will find that they do not make that great a difference to how
you feel.?

Once the phenomenon has been pointed out, it is easy enough to
see how widespread it is. Changes in one’s circumstances bring about



36 Ethics Done Right

temporary changes in one’s hedonic tone. But over the long haul how
happy one feels is mostly a matter of temperament rather than circum-
stance. If one’s utility or happiness is thought of as being a matter of
how one feels, then, modulo short-lived fluctuations, it does not look
like there is much in the normal run of things that one can do to make
people more or less happy. And if that is true, then the Presumption of
Effectiveness is false, and utilitarianism fails.

2

My denial of the Presumption of Effectiveness is meant to be the mini-
mum needed for the job. The Contoured Presumption has it that signif-
icant differences in utility can be identified when moral decisions are at
hand. So denying the Presumption means holding that there are clumps
of our moral world for which the Presumption fails, and that these clumps
are too large to sweep under the rug. It does not require holding that
we cannot find decisions that make a significant difference to utility. I
want to allow that sometimes people get depressed, and stay that way. I
am willing to allow that there may be severe trials that permanently af-
fect one’s ability to be happy — even if being maimed in an automobile
accident is not quite enough. And, of course, minor variations in utility
are ubiquitous: people become upbeat or down in the mouth, buoyant
or glum; utility fluctuates.

Minor choices typically produce minor effects on the utilities of those
involved, butwhen the choice is minor, a minor effectis just the right basis
on which to make the choice. When I'miss the movie and become annoyed
and irritable, the utilitarian can point to these effects as a perfectly good
reason for not having missed the movie. If we are allowing that extreme
circumstances can produce permanent effects on one’s happiness, then
we should also allow that utilitarianism can give us guidance when such
circumstances come up: itmight tell usnot to torture people or send them
to death camps. And if, as I have suggested, one’s long-term happiness
is mostly a matter of one’s temperament, it may be that utility can be
affected indirectly, by bringing about circumstances that cause a change
in one’s temperament, and that a utilitarian moral theory could keep us
gainfully employed in improving our fellow man’s character.”

Minor effects on utility are proportionate to minor decisions, but not
all decisions are minor. Even if choice makes a significant difference to
utility in extreme situations, extreme situations are, thankfully, rare. It
is not enough, for the Presumption to be borne out, that such effects
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can be found occasionally; they must be found more or less across the
board. And while the project of changing others’ temperaments for the
better — that is, for the more utility-generating — need not leave one at
a loss for things to do, one cannot respond intelligently to all situations
that require decisions by addressing only their pedagogical upshots.

Evidently, the plausibility of utilitarianism depends on the large middle
range of cases, and here, I suggest, we will see that the Contoured Pre-
sumption of Effectiveness does not hold good. The problem is that large
changes in one’s welfare are correlated with minor changes in one’s util-
ity. Getting admitted to (or rejected by) a prestigious college may make an
enormous difference to how well the prospective student’s life is going,
while making relatively little difference to how she feels: after a week or
so of celebration or dejection, the applicant will be back on an even keel.
The sense of accomplishment in bringing home the washing machine
is gone by the next morning, although the contribution the appliance
will make to one’s well-being is not. (You will very shortly cease to feel
much of anything about the fact that you can now just drop your clothes
into the machine, instead of spending your afternoons at the laundro-
mat; but, feeling or no feeling, the washing machine continues to wash
your clothes and to save you those afternoons.) Having one’s aging par-
ent come to live with one may make her life better, even much better,
without making her any happier: having complained bitterly about being
kept out of the household, she may subsequently complain just as bitterly
about the irascibility of her grandchild.

In cases like these, decisions do make a difference to the utilities of
those involved, but the difference in utility and the importance of the
decision are disproportionate; the incremental utility is evanescent, and
quite incapable of supporting the somewhat weighty decision. I have not
yet provided an explanation for the phenomenon that shows why this
disproportion is and should be normal; for the moment, what matters
is that a survey of occasions on which we make decisions of moral sig-
nificance will show that it is not at all unusual. If that is correct, then
utilitarianism must be startlingly revisionist about the scope of morally
significant deliberation.

Let me return to the question of how revisionist utilitarians can be
about what decisions are morally important or morally significant or
morally interesting. I suggested earlier that revisionism cannot go be-
yond a certain point without simply changing the subject — that is, without
ceasing to answer the practical questions for which we turned to moral
theorizing in the first place. Now, for my own part, I am all in favor of the
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willingness to be persuaded that one’s questions are misguided, and inter-
est in them misplaced. But the willingness to be so persuaded cannot be
expected to take utilitarians very far. Large-scale revisionism about what
choices are important ought to wait on being shown that our interests
are misplaced, and that would take an argument. The reason utilitarians
want to employ is that utility is the only thing that matters, and so that
is what the argument would have to demonstrate. Argument about what
matters generally invokes claims about what else matters, so by insisting
that nothing but utility matters, utilitarians have deprived themselves of
the resources needed to assemble such an argument; it is a peculiar fea-
ture of the utilitarian view that its competitors are far better equipped to
explain the importance of its pivotal concept than is utilitarianism itself.
So utilitarians are not in a position to insist on replacing our conception
of our practical interests with theirs. And consequently, if I am right about
the ways in which the Presumption of Effectiveness fails, utilitarianism —
that is, the variety of utilitarianism that takes utility to be something
you feel — is about as wrong-headed as it is possible for a moral theory
to be.

3

Utilitarianism is false, if the Presumption of Effectiveness is false. But the
evidence so far against the Presumption consists of one briefly reported
study and a handful of anecdotes, and you may be wondering just how
seriously to take the study, or you may be looking around for contrary
anecdotes. However, I do not want to worry too hard about the empirical
question, because the point I am after is not in the first place empirical.
Itis not just that most people, most of the time, respond to their circum-
stances in a way that makes the Presumption of Effectiveness false: it is
that they should.

Suppose you are driving in Manhattan and you find a parking place
right in front of the restaurant; you are, quite reasonably, euphoric. But
only for a moment or two; if you are still euphoric three months later,
something has gone very wrong. If, after an appropriate period of mourn-
ing, you find that a friend is not coming out of his depression, you start to
worry; life, after all, goes on. New pleasures fade into the background; itis
one thing, when one has first gotten one’s license, to be thrilled at driving
down to the corner grocery store; it is another thing entirely to be just as
thrilled after ten years behind the wheel. If people cannot abandon shat-
tered hopes, or cannot get used to their improved circumstances, we will
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think they are not getting something right; in extreme cases, we are likely
to be concerned about their mental health. So utilitarianism’s problem is
not simply an empirically false presupposition, but rather that the moral
theoryis at odds with our other views as to how itis appropriate to feel —and
I am willing to take it as a working hypothesis that, one way or another,
the requirement explains the falsity of the empirical presupposition.

When good news comes along, we become elated; utility surges. But
after a while, even though the news is as good as it ever was, utility fades.
And when bad news comes along, utility plummets; but when we have
had a little while to adjust, utility rises back to roughly its original level,
even though the news has not improved. Evidently, utility does not covary
with how well or how badly off one is. Rather, it indicates whether one’s
circumstances are getting, or have just gotten, better or worse.® As is
almost always the case in philosophy, the mistaken view has a very large
kernel of truth in it: utility is very important in practical and in specifically
moral reasoning. What utilitarians were wrong about was Zow utility is
important. They took it to be a goal, and the sole bearer of value. In
fact, however, it plays a very different role in our mental economies. The
cognitive function of utility is, I suggest, not to be, or stand in for, the
absolute level of one’s welfare, but to alert one to changes in it.9

There are two points here. The first is that utility is an indicator, not
a goal; the difference is exhibited in the way actions and plans appro-
priately respond to each. A speedometer is normally an indicator: it is
appropriate to keep it at 65 by accelerating and braking, but not by nail-
ing the needle to the desired spot on the dial and flooring the gas. Before
we go any further, however, the claim that phenomenal utility is an indi-
cator has to be supplemented with a fairly drastic qualification. Human
beings have a history of putting indicators to other uses. For instance, our
visual representation of our surroundings is in the first place an indicator
of what those surroundings are like, but that is an unpromising way to
try to make sense of going out to the movies. The traditional category of
false pleasures (which are straightforwardly handled in the obvious way
by the account we are developing) should be joined by the further cate-
gory of fictional pleasures. I don’t have the wherewithal for a satisfactory
reconstruction of these, and so here I will put this admittedly important
division of the subject to one side.

The second pointis that fluctuations in utility tell you that you’re doing
better or doing worse, but they don’t tell you how well, in absolute terms,
you’re actually doing.'® And that raises the question of why we would be
equipped with an indicator of change in welfare. The frankly speculative
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answer I want to entertain here turns on a search technique called hill-
climbing.’* Imagine yourself standing at some point in a landscape. You
want to be as high up as possible, but you don’t have a topographical
map of the landscape, and (maybe because it’s a very foggy day) you
can’t see the terrain around you. To hill-climb, you identify the highest
point within a small radius by taking, first, a step in one direction, then
stepping back, then taking a step in another direction, and so on. Once
you have identified the highest point within the small circle around you,
you step over and stand on that point. You repeat this procedure until
there is no point within the small radius that is higher than the point
you’re standing on.

Now, you can use this technique to solve problems that can be repre-
sented as appropriate topographical maps. Think of the space of options:
things you are and could be doing, some very close to what you're do-
ing now, and some harder to get to, and so farther away. And think of
each location in the plane as having a height that represents how well
off you are when you avail yourself of the option the location stands for.
As long as you hill-climb, you’re changing your situation for the better.
Hill-climbing is efficient in that it doesn’t demand of you a lot of infor-
mation that may be hard to come by, such as what the topography of
the space you’re in looks like overall. It’s likely to be computationally
inexpensive: it’s relatively easy to compare the few nearby options. It also
has some important drawbacks, the most well known being that you can
get trapped at the top of a relatively low hill; if all you’re doing is hill-
climbing, you can’t go down the hill you’re on to climb a higher hill
elsewhere.

Human beings are built to hill-climb. (Which is not to say that’s all
they’re built to do.) So they need the information this particular search
technique uses. Now, in order to hill-climb effectively, you don’t need to
know what your altitude is (even though you are hill-climbing in order
to gain altitude). All you need to know is: which of a few adjacent points
is higher than the others? If your strategy for improving your welfare is
to hill-climb in the welfare landscape, you don’t actually have to know
how well you’re doing; it’s enough to know whether some change you
make is a change for the better or for the worse. The only information
you require is comparative, and because it’s information about nearby
locations in the space of options, it’s mostly information you can get by
sidling over a step or two and seeing if you've gone uphill or not. The
role of phenomenal utility in our cognitive economies is to supply that
information.'?
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4

I’'ve claimed that phenomenal utility is an indicator, and if that is right,
then it is neither the sole nor the primary bearer of value. What matters,
in the first place, is what utility is there to help you improve: roughly, how
well you’re doing. But this may seem to have a consequence which flies in
the face of common sense, that pleasure and displeasure or pain are not
in themselves good or bad. A speedometer is just an indicator, and so we
do not much care about the state of the dial: we care about how fast we are
going, and if we think the speedometer is malfunctioning, we ignore it.
Butwhen you are in great pain, and the pain indicates no further problem,
we think your situation can be dramatically improved by alleviating the
pain; telling you to ignore the pain is telling you to make the best of a bad
situation, not that you just need to remember that your situation is fine as
it is. When people’s lives are colored by pervasively and inappropriately
lowhedonic tone, many of us (just how many is suggested by the size of the
serotonin-reuptake inhibitor industry) think their lives would be better
if their mood improved. At the extremes of idiotic glee and absolutely
blue funk, sensitivity to variation in one’s welfare may be impaired, but
between those extremes it probably is not, and we nevertheless regard
those of generally cheerful disposition as luckier than the sourpusses. The
accountwe have under construction will be much easier to swallow if it can
accommodate the fact that pleasure seems to just about everyone to be
obviously, immediately, and intrinsicallya good (and pain and displeasure
likewise an evil).'3

However, we can do better than just accommodate the fact that plea-
sure feels good. The indicator account makes that fact out to be more or
less inevitable. Imagine a device that provided the information which I
have suggested it is the role of phenomenal utility to supply, but which
conveyed that information in a way that did not itself feel one way or the
other: perhaps an earplug muttering “getting better” and “getting worse”
at appropriate moments. Such an indicator could be used by an adult,
who already grasps the notion of things going well for him, and already
cares that they are. But an infant or small child would not be well-served
by such a device, and if all the infant had to go on were the deliverances
of the earplug, it would never come to understand the notion of its own
welfare at all. Part of learning what it is for things to go well is learning
to care about how they are going, and this requires, at the early stages,
something about which one cares without first learning to. For indicators
with the practical force of pleasure and pain to be possible in creatures
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with developmental histories like ours, some such indicators must them-
selves appear obviously good (or evil) on their own. So we should not
be surprised to find that pleasure feels good, and that pain feels bad;
nothing else would have done the job.

The explanation I have just broached addresses the question of why
pleasure seems so obviously a good; it does not take a stand on whether it s,
and I want to leave that question open for now. Think back to an occasion
on which you received some very good news. Good news is good in two
ways: it is news of something good, butit is also good to get. (That is why it
is so nice to be the bearer of good tidings.) Getting the good news can be
intrinsically valuable (thatis, valuable notsimply asa means to responding
correctly to the news), while being in another way derivatively valuable
(its goodness derives from the thing it is news of). Perhaps indicators like
pleasure are like good news in this way. If they are, they are valuable or
importantsecondarily, in virtue of something else’s being already valuable
or important; allowing that phenomenal utility is in this way intrinsically
valuable would not be a way back to utilitarianism.

5

Now you may have been inclined to allow me my refutation of utilitarian-
ism, while wondering if the target was notin fact a straw man. After all, the
phenomenal variety of utilitarianism that I have attacked took utility to
be something felt; and this view has, since Bentham, had few philosoph-
ical defenders.'* (Nietzsche thinks that the doctrine of free will “owes
its persistence to this charm alone,” “that it is refutable”; and it is easy
to suspect that something similar is true of the less persuasive forms of
utilitarianism.'5) So recall that what I want us to take away from this exer-
cise is a more important lesson than that an already discredited view has
been further discredited. The argument against phenomenal utilitarian-
ism opens outinto an account of phenomenal utility on which it registers
changes in welfare, and so facilitates hill-climbing; it is one piece of an
answer to our question about the use of utility. I now want to proceed to
another variety of utilitarianism, one that recommends maximizing the
satisfaction of preferences or desires.

Because I am interested in the turn to utility as an expression of the
thought that one’s stake in something is explained by one’s psychology, I
want to examine what is perhaps an unusual form of satisfaction-oriented
utilitarianism, one that I have never actually seen defended.'® This
view will share with more standard variants the idea that being well off
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is a matter of having one’s preferences (or, equivalently for present pur-
poses, one’s desires) satisfied, and that the benefit of having one’s desires
fulfilled or preferences satisfied is not the feeling of satisfaction. Rather,
having the desire that p makes the truth of p good for you, and this kind of
goodness-for-you is what makes up your welfare, or well-being, or utility.'?
In keeping with the spirit of the subjectivist approach to utility, the view
insists that it is because you have a subjective stake in the objects of your
desires or preferences — because you care about them — that they matter.
But, it continues (and here the view swerves away from more standard
variants), nothing in this world comes for free. Caring about something,
having a subjective stake in it, involves the commitment of psychological
resources, and in the smallfinite minds that humans necessarily have,
psychological resources are a scarce commodity. As philosophers nowa-
days mostly use terms like “desire” and “preference,” we have too many of
each for there to be enough mind to go around for all of them — “mind,”
that s, as in “Do you mind?” Because people cannot have the time or the
energy to care about very much, we should expect the desires and pref-
erences in which one has invested one’s concern to be rather sparse. Let
us call preferences and desires to which such resources have been com-
mitted live, without trying right now to say too precisely just what that
comes to. Then we can say that the form of utilitarianism we are about to
consider will take utility to consist in the satisfaction of live desires and
preferences.'®

Now imagine that everything you really want is one day handed to
you on a silver platter; suddenly, all your live preferences and desires are
satisfied. How long will it take for you to expand your horizons, become
more ambitious, and find yourself with as many unsatisfied live desires as
you had had before? Or suppose that almost everything you have is taken
away from you: desires and preferences whose satisfaction had seemed
within reach are suddenly unattainable. How long will it take for you to
adjust to the new and narrower confines of your life? In either case, not
very long; sooner or later, but probably sooner, you will find yourself back
where you started, as far as this notion of utility is concerned.'?

You might think that, whatever new desires you subsequently acquire,
the fact that your past desires have been satisfied is something already
chalked up to your credit: they can’t take that away from you. And so,
as desires or preferences are satisfied, your overall utility increases. But
recall that on the extremely subjectivist version of utility we are consid-
ering, desires satisfied in the past only matter if we still care about them,
and as the limited psychological resources that were invested in those
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preferences and desires are diverted to new objects, we will inevitably
cease to care: one very soon takes one’s recent acquisitions and attain-
ments for granted. (When you graduated from high school, it was prob-
ably a big deal; but if that was some time back, it probably isn’t a big
deal anymore.) A past live desire, once satisfied, remains satisfied; but
if your subjective stake in it evaporates, we can no longer regard it as
part of your present subjective utility.?*® So utility will remain roughly
constant, barring temporary fluctuations (and notice that, for the same
reason, and allowing for the trickiness of counting such things, the propor-
tion of unsatisfied desires and preferences will remain roughly constant
also).

What this means is that trying to change an agent’s utility —understood,
again, in terms of the satisfaction of live desires or preferences — is, in
normal circumstances, a Sisyphean task. You may think that you know
what you want, and so what it would take to make you happy; but shortly
after those wants are satisfied, it will turn out that you now want something
else, and that happiness has once again slipped back toward the horizon.
And after many such cycles, a life directed toward satisfying desire may
start to seem like that of arat on a treadmill. The Contoured Presumption
of Effectiveness fails for this more sophisticated notion of utility as well,
and so the corresponding variety of utilitarianism fails also. There is not,
the way things ordinarily go, much thatyou can do to significantly increase
a person’s utility.*!

Once again, the claim is not in the first place empirical but normative.
The point of desires and of preferences is to guide action. If we are to
live, and to live well,?* then we must act, and act both ambitiously and
realistically. So we must have preferences and desires, and they must be
ambitious yet realistic preferences and desires.

To say that our preferences and desires must be both ambitious and
realistic is to say that it is no accident that they exhibit the responsiveness
to circumstance that we have been discussing. One must want what one
does not have, or one will not be guided to act. This means that when
one’s desires are satisfied, one must go on to develop new desires that are
appropriate to one’s situation. So it is not a merely contingent fact that
attempting to satisfy someone’s desires is normally a never-ending task.
Again, one must want what one believes one has a chance of getting or
one will not be guided to act; and one must not want too many different
things, on pain of being swamped by competing demands (in which case
one will, again, not be guided to act). So we should not be surprised that
when the objects of desire move ineluctably out of reach, one’s desires
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adjust themselves to the newly narrow horizons. For practical purposes,
that is to say, the purposes of practical reasoning, having everything you
want, and wanting only things you cannot have, leave you in the same state:
paralyzed, and unable to think about what to do next. This is one reason
why the capacity to set ourselves new ends, and abandon pointless ones, is
the deep feature of practical reasoning that Kant thought it was (though
perhaps not in the way Kant thought it was). The thankless nature of the
task proposed by this version of utilitarianism points to the way in which
treating preference- or desire-satisfaction as a goal is misconceived. To
take preferences or desires to be the sole intrinsic bearers of value is to
forget what they are for.*3

6

When philosophers and economists realized that phenomenal utility
(thatis, pleasure, the first of the two forms of utility that we have been con-
sidering) would not by itself serve to explain our priorities, discussion by
and large turned to satisfaction construals of utility (thatis, to preference-
and desire-based forms), and pleasure ceased to receive substantial philo-
sophical attention.?4 That was a mistake, or so I will now suggest. Changes
in phenomenal utility figure prominently in the processes through which
the desires and preferences that anchor satisfaction-oriented forms of
utility alter, and to show how this happens, I want to use a fictional but
very observant example given by Richard Ford, in his thoughtful novel
Independence Day.

His narrator and protagonist, Frank Bascombe, is a real estate agent
trying to sell a house to a couple looking to buy in Haddam (a renamed
Princeton, New Jersey). They have a very clearly specified goal:

What the Markhams were in the market for —as I told them — was absolutely clear
and they were dead right to want it: a modest three-bedroom with charm and
maybe a few nice touches, though in keeping with the scaled-back, education-
first ethic they’d opted for. A house with hardwood floors, crown moldings, a
small carved mantel, plain banisters, mullioned windows, perhaps a window seat.
A Cape or a converted saltbox set back on a small chunk of land bordering some
curmudgeonly old farmer’s cornfield or else a little pond or stream. Pre-war, or
just after. Slightly out of the way. A lawn with maybe a healthy maple tree, some
mature plantings, an attached garage possibly needing improvement. Assumable
note or owner-finance, something they could live with. Nothing ostentatious: a
sensible home for the recast nuclear family commencing life’s third quartile with
a kid on board. Something in the 148K area, up to three thousand square feet,
close to a middle school, with a walk to the grocery.*>
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But coming to a new situation with desires of this degree of specificity
makes it likely that one’s desires don’t have a lot to do with the choice
situation one is in. Once again, the point of desires is to guide choice,
and when desires are not realistic, they will fail to perform their cogni-
tive function. In this case, as Ford’s real estate agent informs the reader,
“houses like that. .. those houses are history. Ancient history.”

The houses I could show them all fell significantly below their dream. The current
median Haddam-area house goes for 149K, which buys you a builder-design colo-
nial in an almost completed development in not-all-that-nearby Mallards Landing:
1,900 sq ft, including garage, three-bedroom, two-bath, expandable, no fplc, base-
ment or carpets, sited on a 50-by-200 foot lot “clustered” to preserve the theme
of open space and in full view of a fiberglass-bottom “pond.” All of which cast
them into a deep gloom pit and, after three weeks of looking, made them not
even willing to haul out of the car and walk through most of the houses where
I’d made appointments.

The mismatch between the guiding desire and the choice situation brings
about a dramatic drop in hedonic tone (the “deep gloom pit”). Ford’s
fiction suggests, and I want to suggest as well, that one of the functions
of shifts in phenomenal utility is to trigger readjustment of one’s pref-
erences and desires, and of one’s subjective stake in them. (Over the
next fifty pages, we see the Markhams flailing as they try to come by de-
sires appropriate to the choice they’ve given themselves.) The process
of readjustment is complex — in the case Ford depicts, the Markhams’
self-images and the stories they have to tell about their lives will need
to change — but it will often (and more modestly) involve recalibrating
satisficing thresholds.?® A satisficing strategy is one that aims, not for the
very best, but for good enough; having ambitious but realistic aspirations
depends, when one is satisficing, on appropriately resetting one’s view as
to what counts as good enough.*7 Such recalibration is typically initiated
by shifts in hedonic tone. Desires and preferences should not displace
pleasure in an account of practical reasoning. On the contrary, an interest
in how desires and preferences change (and should change) underwrites
renewed attention to phenomenal utility.?®

7

We’ve now seen arguments against two varieties of utilitarianism, and in
each case, the moral theory turned out to be no more plausible than
the partial account of mental activity that it presupposed. (Utilitarianism
fetishizes one or another kind of mental state — feelings of pleasure,
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desires, or preferences — by forgetting that these mental items are there
to do something.) So one way to learn a lesson from the argument I've
been developing would be to conclude that if your moral theory is going
to have a shot at success, you had better get your philosophy of mind (or
your cognitive science) straight first.

But this is not how I think we would do best to take up the anti-
utilitarian arguments we’ve seen. Recall that the claims about the work-
ings of the various mental states turned out to be, not in the first place
empirical, but prescriptive. Pleasures should be transient. Pains should
be transient. A state in which your desires have been entirely satisfied
should be impossible to attain — or, anyway, to sustain. (And if you find
this thought depressing, don’t worry, it won’t last.)

Now, what is the force of that should? Once upon a time, back in the
good old days, some logical positivists endorsed the view that certain
things could be said either in the “material mode” or in the “formal
mode.”®9 The insight they had was that there could be statements which,
although seeming on the surface to be about completely different kinds
ofitems (for example, numbers and “number-words”), were in fact merely
different ways of expressing the same thing. Whether or not these pos-
itivists were right about numbers and “number-words,” something very
much like this is true in the domain of practical reasoning, that is, rea-
soning about what to do.

Let me take as my illustration of this idea what is probably still the re-
ceived view regarding practical reasoning: instrumentalism, which claims
that all practical reasoning is means-end reasoning. Instrumentalism is
expressed in the formal mode, as a claim about justification: the only way to
justify a goal or action is to show that it is a means to achieving a further
goal. But it is also expressed in the psychological mode, in the claim that
practical reasoning is made up of sequences of desires linked by beliefs,
asin this example: I want a hat, and I believe that if I give the clerk behind
the counter some money, I will receive a hat; so, other things being equal,
I want (or, if I am reasoning correctly, will come to want) to hand over
the money. The resulting view, that your mind, or anyway, the bits of it
that do all the thinking, is made up only of beliefs and desires, is called
“belief-desire psychology.”3°

Belief-desire psychology may sound like a theory about mental inven-
tories that tells us what is there anyway, in much the way that theories in
the natural sciences tell us what is there anyway. But we should not be mis-
led: belief-desire psychology is simply one among several expressions of
a prescriptive account of practical rationality, and its ontology, merely
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a projection onto the mind of the inference patterns acknowledged
as legitimate by the prescriptive account. If the only form of practical
justification you countenance links goals, by way of facts about what
goal is a means to what other goal, then when you interpret or de-
scribe mental activity as rational, you will find only the psychological
stand-ins for goals and the linking facts: you will find only beliefs and de-
sires. Our views about how mental processes work, especially when they
turn out on examination to have a prescriptive dimension, are often just
views about rationality and justification expressed in the psychological
mode.3!

If views about the workings of one’s mental states are typically views,
expressed in the psychological mode, about rationality, then we should
expect the views we invoked in the course of arguing against different
varieties of utilitarianism — about the ways pleasure or hedonic tone,
desires or preferences, work (and should work) — actually to be views
about practical reasoning. We don’t have all the pieces of the puzzle
on hand, but those pieces we’ve seen fit together: practical reasoning,
correctly performed, involves maintaining an agenda that keeps one an
ambitious and realistic agent; change in well-being (indicated by hedonic
tone) determines when it is appropriate to add or delete goals (or, as
they say in the business world, action items) to or from one’s agenda.3?
If that is right, then the real problem with our utilitarian theories is
that the practical reasoning required by the moral theory is inconsistent
with a background view of practical reasoning that we already accept.
This inconsistency is not one that we can overlook. Moral reasoning is
practical reasoning applied to moral subject matter; so we must require
of our moral theories that they be compatible with our best theories of
practical reasoning. The two variants of utilitarianism that we have seen
do not pass this test. I suspect that, in this respect, they are not atypical
of the available moral theories.

Notes

I'm grateful to Jon Bendor, Sarah Buss, Ruth Chang, Alice Clapman, Allen Coates,
Alice Crary, Julia Driver, Christoph Fehige, Daniel Gilbert, Amy Gutmann, Gilbert
Harman, Jenann Ismael, Donald Light, Seana Shiffrin, and Eric Wiland for com-
ments on an earlier draft, to Alyssa Bernstein, Jay Bernstein, Lenn Goodman, Amy
Johnson, Rachana Kamtekar, Sean Kelsey, Geoff Sayre-McCord, and Peter Singer
for helpful discussion, and to audiences at Rutgers, USC, Ben-Gurion University,
and a symposium on Practical Reasoning at the 1998 meeting of the American
Philosophical Association, Central Division. Work on this paper was supported



What’s the Use of Utility? 49

by fellowships from the National Endowment for the Humanities and the Center
for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences; I am grateful for the financial
support provided through the Center by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.

1.

Gu

The move from “psychological” to “in virtue of a class of mental states” is
evidently optional. The Kantian preference for autonomy over heteronomy
expresses the same, or a similar thought about the direction of explanation,
but lack of contradiction in the will is not a mental state on a par with desire
or preference. Again, advocates of identity-based reasons (the foremost of
whom happens also to be a Kantian: Korsgaard, 1996b) take the stake you
have in some things to be a matter of your practical identity, for example, of
your being a Fiat employee, a skinhead, a Croatian, or an enemy of so-and-so.
Having the stake turns out, on such an account, to be a matter of one’s
psychology, but not of something on a par with a desire or preference.

Call a moral theory wutility driven if it recommends actions or policies on the
basis of the difference they make to persons’ utilities. Utilitarianism is perhaps
the most prominent example of a utility-driven moral theory, but it is not
the only one: egoistic hedonism, which recommends maximizing one’s own
utility, is utility driven, as are theories concerned with the distribution of
utility rather than its maximization, for example, those requiring policies to
maximize the utility of the worst-off. Theories that replace maximizing with
satisficing can count as utility driven as well. Although for expository reasons
I will be directing the upcoming argument against one form or another of
utilitarianism, it will also cut against utility-driven moral theories that share
an understanding of utility with those versions of utilitarianism.

While utilitarianism does have a proud history of willingness to overturn
received moral views, utilitarians have never been ready to give up the idea
that their moral theory was (at least indirectly) relevant to choices of the
familiar kinds: Bentham and Mill were social reformers. 1 will return to the
question of how deeply revisionist a utilitarian can afford to be in the next
section.

Mill, 1967-19809, vol. X, p. 214.

Brickman, Coates, and Janoff-Bulman, 1978, pp. 92o-1. Because the study
confined itself to interviewing accident victims within one year of their acci-
dents, itis unclear from the study whether the hedonic effects of the accidents
wear off entirely with time. For a recent overview of the field of “hedonic psy-
chology” (formerly called “happiness studies”), see Kahneman, Diener, and
Schwarz, 1999.

The tendency has from time to time been mentioned in discussions of utili-
tarianism. Macmillan, 189o, pp. 7-8, remarks on the “vulgar saying, that we
can get used to anything as eels get used to being skinned.” Or again: “Most
boys thoroughly enjoy eating jam tarts. But allow a boy to eat jam tarts at every
meal in the day, and he will soon cease to regard them as very delightful.”
(I'm grateful to Christoph Fehige for drawing this passage to my attention.)
For instance, it might be alleged that utility-generating episodes tend to make
utility come more easily in the future, by enhancing one’s self-esteem, making
one more of an optimist, and so on: even if utility comes in short bursts,
increasing the frequency and magnitude of the bursts, and changing the
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ratio of pleasant to unpleasant episodes, can produce significant alteration
in utility over the long term. (That objection deserves to be put more carefully
than it usually is; we need to distinguish what you are — which is built up over
time, and may include such things as one’s self-confidence — from ephemeral
at-a-time satisfaction.)

This is a good place to consider the more general form of the objection,
that my denial of the Presumption of Effectiveness fails to take into account
downstream utilities, and that when these are factored in, the differences
made to utility will generally prove proportionate to the significance of the
decision. Hiring so-and-so will produce just a brief utility spike now, but, once
on the job, his decisions and actions will affect many other people, and it is
those effects on utility that account for the significance of the hiring decision.

The objection is unsuccessful for at least two reasons. First, and most famil-
iar, appeal to distant effects is not usually available to the utilitarian, because,
as Kant pointed out, no one knows what they are (1785/1981, Ak. 418); the
distant and unknown effects generally swamp the known effects. So invoking
downstream utilities will lead the utilitarian into the dead end of a moral
theory that can (almost) never be applied, and the claim that the differences
in utility will prove proportionate to the significance of the decision cannot
be convincingly supported.

Second, and more interestingly for our purposes, the appeal to down-

stream utilities simply pushes the problem we are considering downstream.
The decisions the new hire will make are indeed more important than the
utility spike he now experiences; but we will again find that their importance
cannot be accounted for in terms of the negligible changes in utility that they
produce.
Plato seems at one point to have held a view similar in some respects to the
one I am now developing: that pain indicates change away from, and pleasure
change toward, bodily homeostasis; the state of balance thatis one’s goal feels
like nothing at all. See Philebus 1bff.

Indicators are of course not always reliable, but I don’t want to enter now

into the question of how reliable this one is.
It follows that there are after all strategies for producing a permanently ele-
vated hedonic tone (Watterson, 1996, p. 40). Evidently, this can be effected
by a diet of constant improvement, and situations can be constructed to pro-
vide such a diet. The “flow™inducing tasks described by Csikszentmihalyi
(1990, cf. esp. pp. 48ff) provide a series of challenges, each successive chal-
lenge harder than the previous, but each obstacle surmountable, and, when
surmounted, immediately seen to be surmounted. (Think of the way video
games standardly provide levels of difficulty; as soon as you have mastered
level six, it’s on to the slightly harder level seven.)

Notice that the advocate of “flow” has an answer — but an unsatisfying one —
to the charge that, while he can produce largish effects on utility, these
do not allow us to make sense of the practical questions we already have.
“Flow”-generating activities are completely absorbing, and one’s unanswered
practical questions may just drop away of their own accord. The compulsive
gambler or Nintendo addict, having lost sight of everything beyond the next
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game, may occupy a perspective from which the Contoured Presumption of
Effectiveness is perfectly in order.

In Millgram, 1993, and Millgram, 1997, sec. 6.6, I tried to explain away the
diminishing returns of familiar pleasures. I now think that the examples of
enduring pleasures thatI gave can be accounted for in terms of the increasing
levels of, for example, complexity, nuance and challenge that appear as
projects and tastes develop, that is, by the presence of a regular diet of
improvement. Without improvement, pleasures generally diminish, and this
suggests that I was mistaken in treating pleasure as tantamount to a judgment
of desirability, as opposed to something like a judgment of improvement.
One possibility worth considering is that the indicator is responsive not just to
change in well-being, but rate of change: that the connection between utility
and welfare is the connection between the first derivative of a function and
the value of that function. See Hsee, Abelson, and Salovey, 1991; Hsee and
Abelson, 1991.

For a standard, if dated, introduction, see Winston, 1977, pp. 93-8.
Whether hill-climbing is an appropriate technique depends, among other
things, on whether the space of options has the requisite nearness or adja-
cency relations. I suggested thinking of the distance of the options from one
another as how difficult it is to get there from here. Sidling around to deter-
mine which of several easily reachable points in a landscape is the highest is
a reasonable strategy if it’s easy to undo the last step, that is, if the distance
from A to B is the same as the distance from B to A. But of course that’s
often not true: it can be very easy to take steps that it’s very hard to undo.

In Millgram, 1999, I argued that the fact that many moral reactions extin-

guish over time is a problem for secondary quality accounts of moral values;
the moral significance of a situation, after all, is not supposed to evaporate
simply because we get used to it. (Harman, 1982, p. 128, makes a related
point against Brandt’s use of “cognitive psychotherapy” as a test of the ra-
tionality of desire; I'm grateful to Christoph Fehige for bringing this to my
attention.) But the point evidently has to be hedged; we can treat a rapidly
extinguished response as constitutive of a stable secondary quality provided
we can see it as an indicator of change in the secondary quality. I think that
a secondary-quality treatment of objective welfare along these lines should
not be too hastily ruled out, but I doubt that many of the so-called moral
values will be amenable to this kind of reconstruction.
The indicator account of phenomenal utility has no problem making room
for the instrumental importance of pleasure and displeasure. The sensitivity
of one’s hedonic tone to circumstances may be important, in the way that
other well-functioning indicators are important: because how fast you're
going matters, that the speedometer is working also matters. Notice that this
can produce situations in which hedonic valence fails to match the direction
of change in one’s welfare. An example due to Allen Coates: in discovering
that one’s marriage had been a sham, one feels worse, because one’s hedonic
indicator is now reflecting how bad things really are, but one is arguably
doing better, because recoupling one’s various indicators to the world is the
first step toward improving one’s situation.
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The account can also allow that even if we are primarily interested in
changes in our welfare because changes affect the absolute level of welfare,
the changes themselves might come to be valuable. Speedometers indicate
not distance traveled, but speed, the first derivative of distance with respect
to time. Our primary or first interest in speed, and so in the speedometer, is
in distance traveled: “Are we there yet?” “When will we be there?” But we can
come to have secondary interests in speed proper: for the flow of traffic to be
coordinated, vehicles must move at approximately the same speed; driving
too fast will get you a ticket; and some people just like driving fast.

There are exceptions, e.g., Katz, 1986.

Nietzsche, 1886/1966, sec. 18.

If I am right, however, in thinking that this view best captures the spirit of
the subjectivist approach to utility, it is likely to be relevant to the assessment
of other, actually articulated satisfaction-based conceptions of utility.
Someone who holds this view may hold that satisfaction of a preference or
desire is a contribution to an individual’s utility, whether or not the individual
knows the preference or desire to have been satisfied. As we will shortly see,
knowledge of satisfaction is by no means irrelevant to the way utility of this
kind functions.

There’s a widely used technical notion of utility on which the utilities of
outcomes are constructed from the agent’s preferences, and I need to em-
phasize that this is not the type of utility we are now starting to examine. For
one thing, Expected Utility Theory requires preferences that are, from the
perspective of the view we have on the table, extravagantly numerous: over
all outcomes, taken pairwise, and also over probability mixtures of outcomes.
For the canonical exposition of EU Theory, see Luce and Raiffa, 1957, ch. 2.

Notice that on the live-preference-satisfaction view we are considering,
there are two ways in which one may have a stake in the means to further
things about which one cares. They may be of import to one, although one
has not come to have live desires for them, as means or instruments; al-
ternatively, one may have invested psychological resources in the now-live
instrumentally derived desires.

I have found that a very common response to this claim is incredulity, cited
together with one instance or another of an event that either has made all
the difference (moving to California, land of good weather, has come up
more than once), or that would make all the difference if it happened. If
you have reactions of this kind, I am going to ask something rather difficult
of you: to discount them. The reason is that it turns out that people are
very bad both at forecasting affect and at remembering how well they felt.
To use the example I was given by someone who was convinced that mov-
ing to sunny California had made her life much happier than it had been:
a study by Kahneman and Schkade “found no difference in self-reported
well-being between students at California and midwestern universities, de-
spite large differences in satisfaction with their respective climates. .. [but]
students predicted large differences across regions in both overall well-
being and in satisfaction with the climate” (Lowenstein and Schkade, 1999,
pp- 89—90). (For a disconcerting example of unreliable hedonic memory,
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see Kahneman et al., 1993. For current work on affective forecasting, see
Gilbert et al., 1998, Gilbert and Wilson, 2000.) Certainty in how one would
feel, or in how one did feel, is, it turns out, quite often misplaced.

I am of course not the first to have noticed that desires and preferences
change in response to changes in the availability of their objects. See, e.g.,
Elster, 1983.

One may, and this is very important, have a subjective stake in something
counterfactually: although I have taken my house completely for granted
for a long while, if losing it were to become a live option, my desire to keep
the house would be enlivened on the spot. (I'm grateful to David Lewis for
this example.) One’s desires and preferences may be reenlivened when the
prospect of losing their objects is made vivid, and one once again comes to
care; but this does not mean that one cared all along.

There is a related reason for the failure of still another form of utilitarian-
ism, one that demands the satisfaction not of actual but of informed desires
or preferences. Informed-preference utilitarianism is motivated by the idea
that what one now wants may turn out to be disappointing when one finally
gets it, and so actual preferences or desires must be corrected before they
can be used as a guide to action; the standard deployed is the preferences
and desires the agent would have in an appropriately idealized situation. Var-
ious idealizations have been suggested at one time or another: being better
informed, calm and collected, or a beneficiary of “cognitive psychotherapy.”
But since what we really want to know is what the object of the desire will
be like, to the agent, when it is obtained, the standard idealizations are really
attempts to introduce information you’re generally not in a position to have
until you’ve got the object of your desire in hand. Often, the only way to know
what things are like is to have tried them out, and so the right appeal has to
be to the preferences and desires of a counterfactual version of oneself who
has had them satisfied. The right choice is the choice that would be made by
a version of you that has already made the choice both ways, and seen how
each comes out; that version’s word is the final word.

Now what will that final word be? What would an agent feel about the
satisfaction of some candidate desire, given that the desire has already been
satisfied? We are seeing it to be a deep fact about the mental processes which
keep our supply of motivating states replenished that what we have attained
typically ceases to be desired by us: when a desire is satisfied, our attention
turns to a different, perhaps newly formed desire, because this desire is able
to guide action and the satisfied desire is not. So when the candidate desire
is satisfied, interest will fade for that very reason, and we will come to prefer
something else — something that we perhaps do not yet want and that we
as yet have no reason to pursue. This means that appeal to counterfactually
informed desires will give us systematically incorrect results: it will tend to
tell us not to pursue what now matters to us, in favor of what might someday
(but does not — and should not — yet) matter to us. And this means that a
utilitarianism of informed desires and preferences, the point of which is to
give us what we really (rather than what we actually) want, will, for the most
part, give us something we don’t really want at all.
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That said, there are many variants of informed-desire theory, and not all
of them are directly addressed by this point.
A sociobiologist or evolutionary psychologist might add, and if we are to
have a good chance of leaving our genes to the next generation. When
asking what desires, preferences, and so on are for it is very easy to come
up with an answer like: increasing reproductive success. But this is evidently
too fast an answer. The point of our earlier discussion of phenomenal utility
was that we should be careful to avoid mistaking the indicator for the item
of interest. A similar caution is in place when we are examining changing
gene distributions in a population: is this the item of interest, or is it rather
a device that regulates, more or less effectively, the items of interest?
There is an analogous point to be made here about democratic politics. I
have sometimes heard it said that the point of a democratic government is
to satisfy the preferences of the citizenry, the implication being that in an
ideally functioning democratic state, the preferences of the citizenry would
be almost always satisfied. But this mistakes the function of the voting pop-
ulace’s preferences in a democratic regime. In a healthy democratic polity,
the government gets kicked out fairly regularly, and, during its stint as the
opposition, is forced to come up with new agendas, new leaders, and new
ideals. For this to be possible, voters must develop unsatisfied preferences
when the party in power is satisfying the preferences they already had. In
a well-functioning democracy, a largish fraction of the voters are dissatisfied
with their government, and it is practically impossible to raise the satisfaction
level over the long term.
The transition was not without its lurches; for a partial history, see Cooter
and Rappoport, 1984.
Ford, 1995, pp. 38—9. Note the contrast between this very realistic and rich
specification of a desire, and the oh-so-thin typical philosopher’s example!
Of course, there may be other ways people adjust their preferences, not
involving thresholds; I don’t want to insist that this is always what is going on.
Satisficing was originally introduced as a second-order maximizing strategy,
one that took computational and information costs into account (Simon,
1957, chs. 14, 15). But there is a deeper reason for adopting it. It has
been pointed out (by, e.g., Landesman, 1995; Fehige, 1994) that maximiz-
ing strategies make no sense when one’s choice sets do not have maximal
elements. Now, if you think about it for a moment, this is, for all prac-
tical purposes, almost always one’s situation; a little looking around will,
surprisingly often, turn up an alternative better than those already under
consideration.

For an overview of an older related literature, see Starbuck, 196g.
The connection we have just made may change the way we see some of
the available accounts of pleasure. Brandt’s view, for instance, “that for an
experience to be pleasant is for it to make a person want its continuation”
(1979, p- $8), is evidently — although not simply wrong — badly off-base. Part
of what pleasure does is to tell you to keep doing what you’re doing; but
another primary role of pleasure is to extinguish, rather than prolong, desire.
See, e.g., Carnap, 1937, sec. 74.
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Instrumentalism can also be expressed in the material mode, as the “fact-
value distinction,” or one version of it, and in the technical mode, as one very
widespread way of endorsing and interpreting the apparatus of decision
theory.

Let me qualify my analogy to the logical positivists’ “modes.” The logical
positivists rendered their claim of equivalence between items expressed in
different modes as the claim that it is possible to translate from one mode
to another. I am not making this claim, but I do not think it necessary. Jack
loves Jill: he may send her flowers, or he may send her chocolates, or he
may send her love letters. Flowers cannot be translated into chocolates, or
chocolates into love letters, but we understand what is being claimed when
we say that these are different ways of expressing the same thing.

IfIam right in thinking that belief-desire psychology, instrumentalism stated
in terms of goals, the (or a) fact-value distinction, and a very common inter-
pretation of Expected Utility Theory are all just different ways of expressing
the same view, related to each other as were the positivists’ modes, then there
is a very important consequence for debates about instrumentalism: using
any one of these as a premise from which to prove the other is an argument
on a par with stating one’s claim in English, repeating it in Dutch, and finally
reiterating it in German. That is to say, putative arguments of this form are
not in fact arguments at all. Instances of the misguided would-be argument
pattern include Smith, 1987, and Lewis, 1988.

As it happens, this fragmentary view of practical reasoning is evidently not
instrumentalist, so if a mental ontology that includes desires is in fact an ex-
pression of an instrumentalist theory of practical reasoning, then, although
I have been conducting the discussion in the accepted idiom of desires, this
should be regarded as a temporary concession to current usage, ultimately
to be abandoned.

’ «.



Mill’s Proof of the Principle of Utility

In a famous, or infamous, paragraph or so early on in Chapter 4 of Util-
itarianism, Mill provides his argument for the Principle of Utility. I will
first quote the passage at some length, and rehearse two very familiar
objections to it. Then I will go on to say what I intend to do with the
material I will have introduced.

1

The utilitarian doctrine is, that happiness is desirable, and the only thing desir-
able, as an end; all other things being only desirable as means to that end. What
ought to be required of this doctrine — what conditions is it requisite that the
doctrine should fulfil — to make good its claim to be believed?

The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that people
actually see it. The only proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it:
and so of the other sources of our experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the
sole evidence it is possible to produce that anything is desirable, is that people
do actually desire it. If the end which the utilitarian doctrine proposes to itself
were not, in theory and in practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing could
ever convince any person that it was so. No reason can be given why the general
happiness is desirable except that each person, so far as he believes it to be
attainable, desires his own happiness. This, however, being a fact, we have not
only all the proof which the case admits of, but all which it is possible to require,
that happiness is a good: that each person’s happiness is a good to that person,
and the general happiness, therefore, a good to the aggregate of all persons.

(234/4:2-3)"

Almost from the moment it went into print, the passage that I have just
reproduced was notorious for the two fallacies it was alleged to contain,

56
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one for each of the two stretches of argument that make it up.? The
first stretch of argument (which is what I will call it from here on in)
moves from the premise that each person desires his own happiness to
the conclusion that each person’s happiness is desirable for him. The
second stretch of argument moves from the conclusion of the previous
stretch, that each person’s happiness is desirable for him, to the further
conclusion, that “the general happiness. .. [is] a good to the aggregate
of all persons.”

The first stretch of argument consists, more or less, of an explana-
tion of the legitimacy of the transition from its premise to its conclusion;
the explanation adduces analogous arguments that are clearly in order.
You show that something is visible by showing that it is seen; you show
that something is audible by showing that it is heard. Similarly, you show
that something is desirable by showing that it is desired. It is standardly
pointed out, however, that Mill’s use of his model arguments seems to
turn on an equivocation. “Audible” means “can be heard,” and “visible”
means “can be seen.” But “desirable,” in the sense required by the argu-
ment’s conclusion, does not mean “can be desired,” but something along
the lines of “should be desired” or “worth desiring.” The first stretch of
argument is apparently supported by no more than a bad pun.

The second stretch of argument looks just as bad, on a par with taking
whatis good for each of Boeing’s workers —say, a pay hike — to be good for
Boeing, only with the added obstacle that “the aggregate of all persons”
is not a corporate person in the way that Boeing is, and so there is no
clear sense in which something can be good for it.

I am going to demonstrate that each stretch of argument is, not fal-
lacious, but deductively valid. I will show that the conclusion of Mill’s
argument has been badly misunderstood. And, in the course of so doing,
I will show that Utilitarianism is a much more tightly constructed text than
it is generally taken for.

The exercise is intended to be not merely of textual or historical inter-
est. I mean, first, to use the passage to investigate the relations between
theories of practical reasoning and moral or ethical theories. Practical rea-
soning is reasoning aimed at figuring out what to do; a theory of practical
reasoning is accordingly a theory of how one should go about figuring out
what to do. A moral or ethical theory (I will use these terms interchange-
ably here) is, on one fairly standard construction of the notion, a general
and systematic theory of what one should do; that is, it can be thought of
as a compendium or summary of the results of practical reasoning. If that
is right, we might expect philosophers’ theories of practical reasoning to
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determine the architecture of their moral theories. In the course of re-
constructing Mill’s arguments, we will see that he does not disappoint us
on this score: Mill’s utilitarianism drops directly out of his instrumentalist
theory of practical reasoning. To be sure, Mill’s is only a single case. But
making out the claim regarding Mill will lend plausibility and substance
to the more general suggestion regarding the dependence of substan-
tive moral theory on the theory of practical reasoning. If taken up, this
suggestion would motivate a shift in focus in ethics, away from the moral
intuitions which are today routinely treated as the touchstone of moral
theorizing, and toward the views of practical reasoning that underwrite
particular substantive moral or ethical theories.

Second, while I have said that I will show each stretch of argument to
be deductively valid, I do not think that they are unproblematic when put
side by side. They do not in fact sit at all well together, and responsibility
for the incoherence of the argument that they jointly constitute rests,
I will argue, with an incoherence in the underlying theory of practical
reasoning. Now the instrumentalist account of practical reasoning that I
will attribute to Mill is a very close relative of views still widely accepted
today. So the incoherence that our discussion of Mill will expose in the
instrumentalist theory is of current philosophical interest. Moreover, if
Mill’s reasons are still among the best reasons we have for accepting
utilitarianism, and if they turn out to invoke an incoherent account of
practical reasoning, we will have a reason for balking at utilitarianism. To
the extent that utilitarianism is still a live moral theory, this result is also
of current philosophical interest.

Finally, I will consider how Mill found himself saddled with the in-
strumentalist theory that was the source of the difficulty I will identify
in his argument. The explanation I will offer, a failure of nerve in Mill’s
attempt at a thoroughgoing empiricism, can serve as an object lesson for
contemporary philosophy of an empiricist bent.

2

If, as I have suggested, philosophers have misread Mill’s arguments for
over a century, there are reasons. One is Mill’s practice, necessary in an
age when philosophy was much less professionalized than it now is, of
writing prose that could be read and at least partially appreciated by an
intelligent lay audience (and in particular by authors of public policy
whom Mill hoped to influence).? The elegance of Mill’s writing has ob-
scured the way in which he deploys a technical philosophical vocabulary.4



Mill’s Proof of the Principle of Utility 59

By way of example, consider the glosses Mill provides for the words
attached to the utilitarian conception of the good. In the course of ex-
plaining what the Principle of Utility is supposed to amount to, Mill tells
us that “by happiness is intended pleasure” (210/2:2).5> Shortly before, he
has stated that “every writer . . . who maintained the theory of utility, meant
byit...pleasure...” (209/2:1).% And elsewhere, as one might by now ex-
pect, he uses “utility” as a synonym for “happiness,” as in, “a perfectly just
conception of Utility or Happiness” (213/2:9). Mill overtly introduces
“utility,” “happiness,” and “pleasure” as synonymous terms.

He is equally explicitin connecting these terms, almost as closely, to the
notion of desiring. “Desiring a thing and finding it pleasant ...are...n
strictness of language, two different modes of naming the same psycholog—
ical fact” (297/4:10, my emphasis). “Almost as closely,” because there is
an important distinction to be made between items desired only as means
to satisfying further desires, and items desired on their own account: the
terminological identity is meant to apply only to the latter. The restric-
tion of the scope of the identification to things desired on their own
account is important, and I will return to it shortly. With this restriction
in place, “desired” and “found pleasant” are also synonymous terms, and
consequently, “to desire anything, except in proportion as the idea of
it is pleasant, is a physical and metaphysical impossibility” (248/4:10, my
emphasis).

If the object of desire is, as a matter of mere nomenclature, pleasure,
and if “pleasure” is just a synonym for “happiness,” then happiness should
be, again as a matter of mere nomenclature, the object, and the sole
object, of desire.” And so it is: Mill follows the argument we are trying to
unravel with a further argument, purporting to show that people desire
only happiness. The argument proceeds by insisting that “whatever is
desired otherwise than as a means to some end beyond itself . . . is desired
as itself a part of happiness” (297/4:8); inspecting the argument shows
the point to be that, if something is desired (again, with the scope of the
claim restricted to desires whose objects are not merely desired as means
to further ends), it thereby counts as part of happiness.

With this, we have arrived at a view as to the status of the premise
of the first stretch of Mill’s argument, that each person desires his own
happiness. The premise is analytic, true by virtue of the meanings of the
words. (As is the further claim, that people desire only happiness non-
instrumentally.) It means no more and no less than: people desire what
they desire. This should be puzzling; it is hard to see how any substan-
tive conclusion that Mill wishes to draw could be derived from an empty
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tautology, and it might also seem that this reading of the premise does
not match the advertising. Mill, after all, describes the claim that people
desire only happiness as “a question of fact and experience, dependent,
like all similar questions, upon evidence” (287/4:10). I will return to the
puzzles later on; for the present, I want to let this reading of the premise
stand, and note only that it allows us to shelve, at any rate temporarily,
doubts we may have had about the premise’s truth. With those doubts
out of the way, we can go on to consider the validity of the first stretch of
Mill’s “prootf.”

3

Mill introduces his argument by stating “that questions of ultimate ends
donotadmit of proof, in the ordinary acceptation of the term” (284/4:1).
This passage is commonly used as an excuse for holding Mill to lower stan-
dards of argumentation than usual; if an interpretation of the argument
makes it come out loose, or shoddy, or invalid, or simply less than an
argument, the interpretation can be defended by pointing out that it was
not meant to be a real argument, anyway.® But another look at the pas-
sage shows it to be a reminder of an earlier discussion: “it has already been
remarked, that questions of ultimate ends do not admit of proof, in the
ordinary acceptation of the term”; this is in virtue of features that they
share, as “the first premises. .. of our conduct,” with “the first premises
of our knowledge” (284/4:1). So before we decide that Mill is telling us
that we are about to get handwaving instead of an argument, we need
to look back at this earlier discussion, spell out the shared features, and
see exactly why it is they preclude “proof.” Now in Chapter 1, Mill tells us
that “such proof as [the Utilitarian or Happiness theory] is susceptible
of ... cannot be proof in the ordinary and popular meaning of the term”
(207/1:5). This is evidently the earlier discussion to which Mill is refer-
ring, and it is here we should look to fill out the analogy between the first
premises of knowledge and the first premises of conduct on which the
inference from desire to desirability is supposed to turn.

Description of something as a “first premise” implies a pattern of infer-
ence in which it occupies this position. So what we need, first of all, from
this earlier discussion is the pattern of inference in which this character-
ization has its home. Mill obligingly identifies it for us immediately after
the passage I have just quoted: “Whatever can be proved to be good, must
be so by being shown to be a means to something admitted to be good
without proof.” (207-8/1:5). A contemporary way of putting Mill’s view
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might be to say that all practical reasoning is means-end reasoning; or, to
use another bit of current vocabulary, that Mill is an instrumentalist.9

We can now make out the analogy Mill has in mind, between the
“first premises” of our knowledge and of our conduct. On the instrumen-
talist view, a practical justification consists in showing that a proposed
end is 2 means to a further end. (More Millian terminology: “Questions
about ends are, in other words, questions about what things are desirable”
(284/ 4:2, my emphasis).) That further end may be justified in turn, that
is, shown to be desirable, by showing it to be a means to a still further end.
Iterating justifications in this way induces larger patterns of justification
that can fall into three general types: chains of justification can continue
backwards forever; they can contain cycles; or they can terminate in ends
that are not themselves further justified.

The choice between these patterns should sound familiar; it was cer-
tainly familiar to Mill. Beliefs can be justified by further beliefs, and when
they are, it is usually thought, the same choices arise: between an infinite
regress, circularity (so called if you don’t like it) or coherence (so called
if you do), and foundational beliefs, that is, beliefs that terminate chains
of justification and are not themselves further justified. In a survey of
fallacies in A System of Logic, Mill rejects the first two options, for reasons
that are general enough to apply to practical justifications as well: on
the one hand, “there cannot be an infinite series of proof, a chain sus-
pended from nothing” (VIII:746); on the other, “Reasoning in a Circle”
is in Mill’s view simply a “more complex and not uncommon variety of”
“Petitio Principii, or begging the question” (VIII:820). Mill opts for foun-
dationalism, the view that there are “propositions which may reasonably
be received without proof” (VIIL:746).

I have so far identified the class of foundational beliefs, and the class of
foundational ends, simply in terms of structural features of the patterns
of justifications in which they appear: foundational beliefs are those be-
liefs that are not further justified; foundational ends are those ends that
are not merely means to further ends. But it is typical of philosophiz-
ing in epistemology and ethics to look for a further and independent
way of identifying these classes, for example, by taking them to be, or
to be associated with, an especially immediate feeling. Not surprisingly,
given the tradition of British Empiricism in which Mill stood, he took the
foundational beliefs to correspond to “sensations.”'® Mill similarly takes
the foundational ends to be objects of especially immediate feeling, and
it is this presumption that we may suppose licenses Mill’s introduction
of vocabulary that, we saw, identifies the objects of (noninstrumental)
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desires with pleasure and happiness, states naturally described as states
of feeling.

Now consider what attempts at justification look like at terminal and
nonterminal locations in the respective foundationalist structures we
have just described. A belief that is not simply the correlate of a sen-
sation ought to come with a further justification: other propositions that
you believe. So when someone asks you why you believe it, you can, if the
belief is not unjustified, adduce these further propositions. But when you
are asked why you hold a terminal belief (that is, a belief that is simply
the correlate of a sensation), there is no further proposition to adduce.
All you can do is reiterate your claim to be sensing what you are sensing,
or feeling (since Mill takes sensation to be a species of feeling) what you
are feeling."!

This is the point of Mill’s remark that “the only proof capable of being
given that an object is visible, is that people actually see it.” Philosophers
have misread the passage by overemphasizing the modal dimension of
“visible” (and, in the following sentence, of “audible”), taking “visible” to
mean “capable of being seen.” This is a mistake. “Visible” here means, if
you like, “can be seen”; but only in the sense in which a pilot might report
that he can see the target: he sees the target. “Audible” is likewise meant
in a similar sense, the sense in which the petrified victim in the monster
movie whispers, “It’s audible now — I can hear it moving down below.”
This means, not that in some other possible world, the monster is heard
moving down below, nor that in the future, with some extra effort, the
monster might be heard, but that in this, actual world, the monster is now
heard moving down below. At the terminus of the chain of justification,
when we have gotten back to the sensations, the only “proof” that an
object is visible, that is, is seen, is to gesture once again at its being seen.
The only “proof” that an object is audible, that is, is heard, is to gesture at
its being heard.

This is Mill’s model for “desire as proof of desirability.”'* At a non-
terminal location in a chain of practical justification, the end occupying
that location and the justification for it are distinct; whether something
is desired and whether it is desirable are two different questions. Asked
why you want to do such and such, you can adduce the further ends to
which it is a means. But at the terminus of the chain, when we have come
back to the feeling of pleasure or happiness, or the desire whose satisfac-
tion is that feeling, there is nothing further to be said. All there is to the
desirability of the object of the desire is that it is desired, and all there is
left, at the end of the chain, for “desirable” to mean is “desired.”
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We are now in a position to give the first of Mill’s two reasons for
withholding the title of “proof” from his argument for the Principle of
Utility. Recall again that Mill was also the author of A System of Logic:
“The proper subject. .. of Logic is Proof” (VII:157), and so we should
not be surprised to find that “proof” is, in Mill, a technical term.'3 Proof
is inference, the movement from evidence to conclusion: “We say of a
fact or statement, that it is proved, when we believe its truth by reason of
some other fact or statement from which it is said to follow.” (VII:158)

In so far as belief professes to be founded on proof, the office of logic is to supply
a test of ascertaining whether or not the belief is well grounded. With the claims
which any proposition has to belief on the evidence of consciousness, that is,
without evidence in the proper sense of the word, logic has nothing to do. (VII:g)

Sensations, and the beliefs that correspond to them, are not inferred, and
so when we get back to sensations, we have left the domain of properly
so-called “proof.” Likewise, the “first principles” of conduct are ultimate
ends, desires that are, for the instrumentalist, ex hypothesi not inferred
from further premises. The only question that arises regarding these de-
sires is whether one actually has them, and that is a matter of “conscious-
ness” or “intuition.” Since they are not inferred, they too lie outside the
domain of proof.

Let’s return from this lengthy excursion to the first stretch of Mill’s
argument. Its conclusion was that each person’s happiness is desirable
for that person. Let us keep in place Mill’s restriction to ends that are not
desired merely as means to further ends, but on their own account. Then
happiness, recall, is, simply as a matter of terminology, what one desires.
Again, with the restriction in place — that is, when we are at the termini
of the agent’s chains of means-end justification — “desirable” just means
“desired”: there is nothing else left for it to mean. So the conclusion
of the argument just means that what one desires (noninstrumentally),
one (noninstrumentally) desires. Recall further that the premise of the
argument turned out to mean only that each person desires what he
desires. We can now see why the first stretch of argument is so short:
the inference rule being used is p — p. And itis evidently not fallacious
after all, contrary to the views of Moore, Sidgwick, and many others: if
any argument is deductively valid, it is this one.'4

4

Before moving on to the second stretch of Mill’s argument, we need to
pause briefly to consider what we are to make of the first. The stretch of
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argument we have been looking at consists entirely in the repetition of
the trivial truth that people want what they want, and seems to be a matter
of laying out a series of verbal equivalences. This might still seem hard to
believe, but any residual incredulity can be met by Mill’s own redescrip-
tion of his thesis: “what is the principle of utility,” he asks, “if it be not that
‘happiness’ and ‘desirable’ are synonymous terms?” (258n/5:48n) Still,
if that is all there is to the argument, what is it doing here? How could
Mill, normally so impatient with “reasoning [that] consists in the mere
substitution of one set of arbitrary signs for another,” have thought it to
be worth presenting?'5

We can begin by giving the second reason that Mill withholds the title of
“proof” from this stretch of argument. Commentators have generally as-
sumed that if Mill is unwilling to call his argument a proof, he must mean
at least that the argument is not deductively valid.'® But to take Mill this
way is to get him exactly backwards. With the stipulated meanings of the
words put in place, the first stretch of Mill’s argument turns out to be the
repetition of a tautology. Now, in A System of Logic, Mill “exclude[s] from
the province of Reasoning or Inference properly so called, the cases in
which the progression from one truth to another is only apparent, the
logical consequent being a mere repetition of the logical antecedent.”'7
Proofisinference, and to count as an inference, Mill holds, there must be
more to the conclusion than to the premises. So neither a tautology nor
its repetition can count as a proof. This is not, it needs to be emphasized,
a minor or dispensable Millian doctrine. Mill was embarked on the rad-
ical empiricist project of showing that there is no such thing as deductive
inference; it is one of the more important burdens of the System to argue
that all inference (and consequently all proof) is inductive.'® Because the
position is so alien to contemporary sensibilities, commentators tend to
leave it behind when they read Mill’s political and ethical writings; as a
result, they badly misinterpret the passage we are reconstructing. Mill is
denying that his argument is a “proof,” not because it is not deductively
valid, but precisely because it is.

We have two reasons on the table for Mill’s first stretch of argument
not being a proof. One is its subject matter; ultimate ends are a category
of items picked out as beyond the reach of inference or proof. The other
is the argument’s form: the argument is (we would say) deductively valid
and (Mill would have insisted) merely “apparent, not real” (VII:158). We
can now see that the subject matter explains the form. When inference
is no longer available, all Mill can do is remind us of something we al-
ready know, “not proving the proposition, but only appealing to another
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mode of wording it, which may or may not be more readily comprehen-
sible by the hearer.”'9 Mill is not in a position to argue that happiness
is what we are really after, but he can put it to his readers in a way that
will remind the readers that what is at stake for them is that they get
what they want, and that this is what they call “happiness.” “If the end
which the utilitarian doctrine proposes to itself were not, in theory and
in practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing could ever convince any
person that it was so” (294/4:9). Now if what Mill is trying to elicit is an
acknowledgement of what the reader already has as an end, Mill’s logical
views make syllogistic deduction an appropriate vehicle. Syllogisms are
a means of “deciphering our own notes” (VII:187), and the point of
deductively valid “argument” is to remind us to what we are already
committed.*®

What is doing the work in Mill’s argument? The first stretch of ar-
gument reduces to a series of interlocking definitions, and interlock-
ing definitions of themselves only produce empty tautologies. Now, as
Mill himself remarked, “most questions of naming have questions of fact
lying underneath them.”®' We have already seen one instance of this
phenomenon, in the view that feelings, in Mill’s sense, terminate chains
of justification; this allowed Mill to choose terminology that identified
pleasure, happiness, and the objects of noninstrumental desire. I want
to suggest that Mill’s interlocking definitions are underwritten by his
instrumentalist understanding of practical reasoning, and that this in-
strumentalism is the motor of the first stretch of argument, and of Mill’s
utilitarianism more broadly.

This is an occasion to say more precisely what I mean by “instrumen-
talism.” I am using it as the label for the still widely shared view that
there is only one kind of practical inference, that which takes you from
an end to the means to that end; or, in psychological vocabulary, that
practical reasoning consists in moving from a desire for one object to
a desire for a way of bringing about or attaining that object. Grant that
justifying an end amounts to recapitulating an inference by which that
end could be arrived at. Every instrumentalist inference proceeds from
a desire. So instrumentalism guarantees that when a chain of practical
justifications is followed back to its terminus, there will be a desire at the
terminus.

It is this that licenses “desire as proof of desirability.” Suppose for
a moment that instrumentalism were false, and that practical inferences
could proceed from premises that were not desires. Then “desire as proof
of desirability” would have to be given up, and replaced with the much less
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suggestive “whatever premises are used to demonstrate desirability are,
taken jointly, proof of desirability.” The identification of those premises
with a class of feelings that cannot be argued about, but simply gestured
at, would be suddenly implausible. “Happiness” would no longer be a
reasonable label for the aggregate of those premises. Mill’s precision-
tooled vocabulary would become unusable, and his argumentwould cease
to make sense. Instrumentalism is the substantive premise lying beneath
the first stretch of argument, and expressed through the terminological
stipulations that make it up.

Many philosophers think that there must be a close and intrinsic con-
nection between rational motivation and what we can for the moment
call the Good. Instrumentalism makes it hard to see the dependence as
running from the Good to the motivation: if you don’t happen to have
the right desires, the knowledge that such and such is the Good will not
amount to a reason to act. So it is natural to reverse the direction of de-
pendence: the Good is analyzed as a construction out of one’s preferences
or desires or ultimate ends — that is, as something very much like Mill’s
sophisticated notion of utility. So we should expect to find the philosoph-
ical motivation for utilitarianism and its relatives to be instrumentalism,
in cases other than Mill’s.

5

It’s time to turn our attention to the second stretch of Mill’s argument:
the move from “each person’s happiness is a good to that person” to “the
general happiness, therefore, [is] a good to the aggregate of all persons”
(294/4:3). The objection, recall, was that the conclusion just doesn’t
seem to follow from the premise. Rather than repeat my phrasing of the
complaint, I’ll let Sidgwick give his version:

even if we grant that what is actually desired may legitimately be inferred to
be...desirable...anaggregate of actual desires, each directed towards a different
part of the general happiness, does not constitute an actual desire for the general
happiness, existing in any individual; and Mill would certainly not contend that
a desire which does not exist in any individual can possibly exist in an aggregate
of individuals. There being therefore no actual desire — so far as this reasoning
goes — for the general happiness, the proposition that the general happiness is
desirable cannot be in this way established: so that there is a gap in the expressed
argument. . . **

If the gap is genuine, a further premise will be needed to fill it. (Sidgwick
volunteered “the intuition of Rational Benevolence.”) But it is worth
noticing that Mill himself had heard similar complaints, and thought
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there was no gap. Here is Mill responding to a criticism of Spencer’s that
was evidently very close to Sidgwick’s:

[Spencer] says. .. the principle of utility presupposes the anterior principle, that
everyone has an equal right to happiness. It may be more correctly described
as supposing that equal amounts of happiness are equally desirable, whether
felt by the same or different persons. This, however, is not a presupposition;
not a premise needful to support the principle of utility, but the very principle
itself. .. (258n/5:85n)

This is an obscure passage, and it is still too early to try to say what it
means; it is clear enough, however, that Mill does not agree that there
is a missing premise. So we should try to find an interpretation of the
argument on which all the pieces are in place. I propose to do that in
what may seem like an especially roundabout way, by returning to the
model of practical reasoning that, I claimed a moment ago, drives the
first stretch of Mill’s argument.

I introduced instrumentalism as the doctrine that all practical reason-
ing consists in finding means to ends, or, equivalently, finding ways to
satisfy the desires one has. But that is simply not enough to count as
a complete theory of practical reasoning. First of all, this very minimal
instrumentalist theory, or rather, theory fragment, takes no account of
a very basic fact of human life, that you can get what you wanted and
still be disappointed. (This fact has a less depressing flip side, that you
can be pleasantly surprised by something you had not desired.) In Mill’s
vocabulary, the problem can be located in the ambiguity of the phrase
“find pleasant,” which, it will be recalled, is introduced as equivalent to
“desire”: in desiring something you may find — that is, expect — it to be
pleasant, but that does not mean that when the object of your desire is
obtained, it will be found - thatis, turn out — to be pleasant. The possibility
of having the thought that you were wrong about what you had wanted
has got to be accommodated in one way or another.

Second, the theory fragment says nothing at all about choice in the
face of competing desires. Almost every decision involves competing pri-
orities, and so a putative theory of practical reasoning that failed to speak
to the issue at all would not be much of a theory of practical reasoning:
it would not explain how you figure out what to do.?3 So the minimal
theory fragment must come supplemented in a way that enables it to
address these requirements.

Instrumentalism is an exclusionary view: only means-end reasoning
counts as practical inference. So the supplement must consist not of fur-
ther rules of inference, but of a penumbra, around the one legitimate
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rule, of claims about the material to which it might apply. The Benthamite
penumbra consisted in the view that pleasures could be felt to be stronger
or weaker; that the stronger pleasure was to be preferred; and that plea-
sure itself, as opposed to the more or less reliable means through which
it might be obtained, would never disappoint. This is not the place to re-
construct Mill’s reasons for rejecting Bentham’s views; suffice it for now
that Mill found implausible the notion that pleasures could differ only
in strength: “Neither pains nor pleasures are homogeneous, and pain is
always heterogeous with pleasure” (213/2:8). Mill’s more sophisticated
alternative is presented in Chapter 2 of Utilitarianism, in the course of a
discussion whose ostensible purpose is to meet the objection that utili-
tarianism is a moral theory unable to accommodate our interests in the
finer things in life. The relevant passages are these:

Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have experience of
both give a decided preference.. . . thatis the more desirable pleasure. (211/2:5) %4

From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can be no
appeal. On a question which is the best worth having of two pleasures, or which
of two modes of existence is the most grateful to the feelings...the judgment
of those who are qualified by knowledge of both, or, if they differ, that of the
majority among them, must be admitted as final. And there needs be the less
hesitation to accept this judgment respecting the quality of pleasures, since there
is no other tribunal to be referred to even on the question of quantity. What means
are there of determining which is the acutest of two pains, or the intensest of two
pleasurable sensations, except the general suffrage of those who are familiar with
both?

What is there to decide whether a particular pleasure is worth purchasing at the
cost of a particular pain, except the feelings and judgement of the experienced?

(213/2:8)

the test of quality, and the rule for measuring it against quantity, [is] the prefer-
ence felt by those who, in their opportunities of experience, to which must be
added their habits of self-consciousness and self-observation, are best furnished
with the means of comparison. (214/2:10)

Mill’s proposal, often referred to as the “decided preference criterion,”
addresses the second lacuna in the instrumentalist theory fragment di-
rectly: competing desires are to be referred to the preferences, over their
objects, of the majority of the experienced. And the first lacuna is in-
directly addressed; if we think of what will be a disappointing object of
desire as in competition with the contrasting state of not having it, the
preference over these options can be corrected by appealing to the pref-
erences of the already disappointed.
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Mill is providing a logically decisive criterion of desirability. Itis “final,”
a “verdict. .. [from which] there can be no appeal”; “there is no other
tribunal.” The experientially privileged (as I will call them henceforth)
are not being used as reliable witnesses of some independent matter of
fact; no matter how reliable, it is always possible that all the witnesses
are wrong; but Mill’s experientially privileged judges are infallible. (The
metaphor is instructive: a judicial verdict constitutes the legal fact.) Like
a contemporary decision theorist, Mill is not taking the utilities to be
reflected (possibly inaccurately) in the preferences; rather, he is taking
them to be constructions from the preferences.*>

Contemporary instrumentalists need to supplement the instrumental-
ist theory fragment, for the same reasons that Mill must, and it’s worth
pausing to point out the similarities and the differences in their respec-
tive solutions to the problem. Brandyt, in this regard an entirely typical
moral philosopher of the last generation, calls “a person’s desire, aver-
sion, or pleasure ‘rational’ if it would survive or be produced by” a pro-
cess he labels “cognitive psychotherapy.” Rawls defines “a person’s plan
of life [as] rational if” it satisfies two conditions, one of which is that it
“would be chosen by him with full deliberative rationality, that is, with
full awareness of the relevant facts and after a careful consideration of
the consequences.”?% As these examples suggest, the fashionable way of
doing these things nowadays is to invoke a counterfactual self: what s deci-
sive is what a better-informed, more carefully deliberative, and otherwise
improved version of yourself would think or want. Mill manages to avoid
the many problems that come with relying on counterfactual selves by
appealing to the actual preferences of a majority of (other) people.
But the devices have a good deal in common. Each uses suitably chosen

27,28

persons as what engineers call a black box. We can vary the box’s inputs,
and see what outputs it produces. We are instructed to use the outputsina
certain manner. But we are given no account whatsoever of what goes on
inside the box. I will return to this point shortly; but it is now time, finally,
to reconstruct the second stretch of Mill’s proof of the Principle of Utility.

6

Mill’s object is to show that the general happiness is desirable to everybody
(or, “to the aggregate of all persons” —a turn of phrase I'll gloss a few steps
down the road). Consider a particular person, say John Doe. The problem
was that the desires he currently has do not necessarily involve a desire
for the general happiness, and that even if Doe does have such a desire, it
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might be insufficiently weighty in his scheme of things. But we now have
a technique for correcting desires, and for showing that something that
someone does not in fact desire may be desirable for him nonetheless. If
an overriding preference for the general happiness can be shown to be
the preference of the majority of the experientially privileged, then it will
have turned out to be desirable for John Doe, even if John Doe himself
does not actually desire it.*9 And since John Doe is simply an arbitrary
person, to show that the general happiness is desirable for John Doe is
to have shown it to be desirable for everybody.

A first glance at the experientially privileged might make this seem
an unpromising strategy. For present purposes, the relevant group can
be taken to be, very roughly, people who have both experienced an im-
provement in the general happiness at some cost to themselves, and, on
some other occasion, experienced an improvement in their own happi-
ness at the expense of the general happiness. When we look around at
such people, it is hard to say offhand that one preference predominates;
and certainly the cynical among us will suspect that those with the egoistic
preference are bound to outvote the altruists.

But when votes don’t go the way you like, there’s a standard solu-
tion: gerrymander the voting districts. Mill, the radical utilitarian activist,
would have thought of the response in more noble-sounding terms; the
obstacle to enacting the utilitarian political program, he was convinced,
was the restriction of the franchise, and the first item on the agenda was
always to distribute the right to vote more broadly. What populations
should we survey, when we are looking for the experientially privileged?
All those now living, certainly; but there is no obvious principled reason
for excluding the judgments of persons past and future, and if there is
no reason to exclude them, they must be taken account of as well; the
group to be surveyed is, in Mill’s phrase, “the aggregate of all persons”
(234/4:3).3° This bit of redistricting has the potential drastically to alter
the outcome of any poll: the human race has had a short and underpop-
ulated past, and Mill would have expected it to have a long and populous
future. So the votes of the future experientially privileged will outweigh
the votes of their predecessors; what the future sees to be desirable, will
(by the decided preference criterion) be desirable. So we need to deter-
mine what the experientially privileged of the future will prefer.

Mill himself raises the problem we have been trying to solve for him:
“why am I bound to promote the general happiness? If my own happiness
lies in something else, why may I not give that the preference?” (227/3:1)
The occasion for asking the question is his discussion of “The Ultimate
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Sanction of the Principle of Utility,” in Chapter g of Utilitarianism. Chap-
ter g is conventionally taken to have nothing to do with the subsequent
“proof” in Chapter 4: the former, it is said, deals with questions of mo-
tivation, while the latter has to do with questions of justification, and
the consequentialist form of Mill’s theory makes these entirely separate
questions. As we are already in a position to see, however, the criterion
of desirability introduced in Chapter 2 entails that these are not separate
questions, after all. And as we should by now expect, Chapter g contains
the last missing premise: Mill’s view, and the argument for it, as to what
the experientially privileged of the future will prefer with regard to the
general happiness.

The chapter contains a number of intertwined arguments, and in the
interest of brevity Iwill here pick outjust one strand. Because each individ-
ual has an interest in others’ altruism, individuals, whether or not altruistic
themselves, will, “in proportion to the amount of general intelligence”
(228/3:3), support measures that will induce utilitarian attitudes in their
fellows:

whatever amount of this feeling [for the good of others] a person has, he is urged
by the strongest motives . . . of interest.. . . to the utmost of his power to encourage
it in others; and even if he has none of it himself, he is as greatly interested as
any one else that others should have it. Consequently, the smallest germs of the
feeling are laid hold of and nourished by...the influences of education; and
a complete web of corroborative association is woven round it, by the powerful
agency of external sanctions.

...the influences are constantly on the increase, which tend to generate in
each individual a feeling of unity with all the rest; which feeling, if perfect, would
make him never think of, or desire, any beneficial condition for himself, in the
benefits of which they are not included. If we now suppose this feeling of unity
to be taught as a religion, and the whole force of education, of institutions, and
of opinion, directed, as it once was in the case of religion, to make every person
grow up from infancy surrounded on all sides both by the profession and by
the practice of it, I think that no one, who can realize this conception, will feel
any misgiving about the sufficiency of the ultimate sanction for the Happiness
morality. (232/9:9)3’

Sooner or later, Mill thinks, self-interested motives make it almost in-
evitable that institutions guaranteeing a society of natural utilitarians be
put in place. The persons created by these institutions will prefer the
general happiness to any other alternative.3* Because these institutions
will be stable, the persons shaped by them will outnumber those living in
previous historical periods. The preferences of the majority of the expe-
rientially privileged are decisive with respect to desirability of the objects



72 Ethics Done Right

of one’s desires.33 And consequently, the general happiness is desirable
for each individual, no matter what his desires, and so is desirable for ev-
eryone. The second stretch of Mill’s argument is deductively valid as well.

7

Before considering how well the two stretches of Mill’s argument sit to-
gether, I want to make a couple of remarks about the stretch of argument
that we have just seen.

First, the argument is valid, that is, its conclusions follow from its
premises. But it is not, I think, sound. It was reasonable in Mill’s day
to believe that entire populations could be made over into the natural
adherents of any ideology whatsoever. In addition to the considerations
we have just laid out, Mill had a number of other reasons for thinking
that utilitarian indoctrination would be possible. Some are mentioned
in the same chapter: for example, the receptiveness of normal individu-
als to a humane ideology appealing to the sympathetic feelings naturally
present, it was thought, in them. Others, such as his associationist psy-
chology, are left in the background. But Mill’s reasons are now beside the
point: today we know better. The twentieth century was a large scale test
of the effectiveness of ideological indoctrination, and it has turned out
not to work. Mill thought that Comte had “superabundantly shown the
possibility of giving to the service of humanity . . . the psychical power and
the social efficacy of a religion” (292/4:9). But Mill and Comte were, as
a matter of empirical fact, mistaken.34

Contemporary moral philosophers will tend to find the use of an em-
pirical premise of this kind unsettling: if we have gotten the argument
right, evaluative issues, such as whether the general happiness is a good,
or the mostimportant good, are contingent. This is easily overlooked when
we are considering the long-term social processes that Mill thought would
result in a society of utilitarians. But the desirability of the general happi-
ness depends not just on the sociological laws that make those processes
seem inevitable; there must be a sufficiently long run in which they are
able to do their work. If human history is prematurely truncated by natu-
ral catastrophe, then utilitarianism will be made false: an asteroid striking
the earth can, on this view, destroy not only things of value, but the val-
ues themselves.35 Assessing the plausibility of this view is a topic for some
other occasion; for now, it suffices that this upshot is not a reason to think
we have misread Mill. Mill’s official view is that no body of theory — logic
and the mathematical sciences included — is a priori true or necessary;36
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so moral facts should be no less contingent than any other facts. Whether
Mill managed to live up to his official view is a question that I will address
when the time comes.

Second, the conclusion of Mill’s argument was that the general hap-
piness is “a good to the aggregate of all persons” (234/4:3). And we saw
Sidgwick, not atypically, trying to read Mill as meaning that the general
happiness is desirable for the aggregate: that it is a good of, as it were,
the collective entity made up of all persons. But this, we can now see, is to
misconstrue the sentence, and in particular, to mistake the force of the
preposition. Mill is not committed to anything along the lines of a col-
lective good. The “aggregate of all persons” is not some metaphysically
dubious creature whose good the general happiness is, but the popu-
lation from which the experientially privileged who provide the test of
desirability are drawn. “The general happiness [is] ...a good to the ag-
gregate of all persons” means, roughly: among all persons, those capable
of judging from experience, or at any rate a majority of them, find (or
will find) the general happiness to be a good.37:3%

Before proceeding to its problems, let me pause to recapitulate the
merits of the argument as I have reconstructed it. It is deductively valid.
That it is deductively valid explains Mill’s unwillingness to call it a proof,
and does so without uncharitably construing Mill as attempting to ex-
cuse his own sloppiness in advance. The premises of the argument are
contributed by the previous chapters of Utilitarianism; on the reading just
advanced, the book is a single argument, each carefully machined compo-
nent of which is necessary for the conclusion finally drawn in Chapter 4.
And that conclusion proves to be metaphysically sane, in not presuppos-
ing the existence of collective social organisms with desires and interests.

If the reading I have given is on target, the text proves to be much more
tightly written, and in some ways much more difficult to swallow, than it
is usually taken to be. Mill is often pressed into service as the spokesman
of a vague and well-meaning lowest common denominator of liberalism.
But Utilitarianism is not a quotable collection of inoffensive platitudes. It
is philosophical writing of the most muscular kind.

8

We have seen that Mill’s argument is valid, but it is not for that reason
unproblematic. Its problems are worth exploring, and it is now time to
take a closer look at them.



74 Ethics Done Right

The first stretch of Mill’s argument was driven by the common core
of instrumentalist accounts of practical reason: the view, which I earlier
pointed out is somewhat less than a theory of practical reasoning, that all
practical inference is means-end inference. Since any chain of practical
inferences will terminate in a desire that one just has, and since, at the
end of the chain, there is no further argument to be given for the desir-
ability of the final end, desirability can be identified with being desired.
This identification underwrites Mill’s treatment of felt desire “proving”
desirability on the model of felt sensation “proving” the basic premises
of one’s system of beliefs.

The second stretch of Mill’s argument exploits a device introduced
to handle the shortcomings of the theory fragment that is the common
core. These shortcomings, recall, were that the desires one actually has
cannot be made the measure of desirability after all, due to the possibility
of disappointment, and that the need to choose between competing de-
sires must be accommodated in one’s theory of practical reasoning. The
device Mill uses, a standard made up of the preferences of other more ex-
perienced persons, adheres to the letter of the instrumentalist common
core, in that it does not require any further forms of practical inference,
over and above means-end reasoning. The inputs to one’s practical in-
ferences are indeed being corrected, but not inferentially. The corrected
preferences are generated by a black box, a device whose inner workings
are invisible and irrelevant.

The problem, at the level of the underlying account of practical rea-
soning, is this. An instrumentalist theorist who has gotten to this point
is not in a position to justify the use (or choice of) a black box; he can-
not say why what it produces are corrected preferences. For suppose there
were an argument that showed the method employing the black box to
be a method of correction. That argument could with minimal effort be
turned into an argument that the desires or preferences produced by the
method were correct. But that argument would be an instance of practical
reasoning; that practical reasoning would be noninstrumental; and so
acknowledging it would mean abandoning the instrumentalist common
core.39 The incoherence is, as far as I can see, inescapable: the problem is
a problem not only for Mill, but for contemporary instrumentalists who
appeal to counterfactually informed desires. Any instrumentalist must
use some such device; but justifying the device means abandoning in-
strumentalism. Instrumentalism is consequently an insupportable view
of practical reasoning.*®
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The incoherence near the surface of Mill’s argument can be summa-
rized as follows. The first stretch of the argument makes sense on the
supposition that, once you have gotten through the instrumental justifi-
cations, there is nothing to be said for an object of desire being desirable,
other than thatyou desire it. The second stretch of argument makes sense
on the supposition that there is something more to be said about whether
an object of desire is desirable, namely, that certain other people, bet-
ter situated than you are, desire it (or that they don’t). Mill is careful
to avoid actual contradiction; the decided preference criterion can be
inserted parenthetically at the appropriate points in the first stretch of
argument withoutaborting it.4' But the two stretches of argument cannot
both make sense together.

This nearsurface incoherence is, we now see, the immediate expres-
sion of a similarly shaped incoherence in the underlying view of practi-
cal reasoning. Instrumentalism is the engine of Mill’s utilitarianism, and
instrumentalism is not a sustainable view of practical rationality. Mill’s
ingenious proof of the Principle of Utility does not commit the crude
mistakes for which it is known. It commits instead a deep and philosoph-
ically interesting mistake, and one from which we have much to learn.

9

I'have argued that Mill’s instrumentalism gets him into trouble; so we now
need to explain Mill’s being an instrumentalist. I'll begin by explaining
why an explanation is called for.

Instrumentalism, once again, is the view that all practical inference
is means-end inference. So it is a view about what patterns of inference
are legitimate, which is to say that it is a logical thesis, in Mill’s sense
of “Logic.” Now Mill was not in the business of accepting received views
about inference just because they were received: his System of Logic, I have
already mentioned, argued for the heretical view that deductive inference
is not actually inference at all. Mill was not shy when it came to arguing
for philosophical views that he needed. So if instrumentalism is a view in
Logic, if it is explicitly acknowledged, and if it is doing the work for him
that I have argued it is, then Mill, of all people, should be providing us
with an argument for it.

But the expected argument is conspicuously lacking. The closest Mill
comes is a discussion which perhaps can be made to speak to a puzzle
we have had on the queue for a while. Recall that I suggested that, on
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Mill’s view, the claim that people desire their own happiness amounts
to a tautology, roughly, that people desire what they desire; Mill, how-
ever, describes the claim, not as true by terminological stipulation, but
as “psychologically true” (287/4:9). Now this might of course simply be
a reflexive expression of Mill’s doctrine that the truth of any claim is an
empirical question, but there is likely to be more to it than that: tautolo-
gies need not “unmeaning” if they bring to the fore the presuppositions
that make the vocabulary in them usable.4*

For Mill’s psychological views, the best source is his father’s Analysis of
the Phenomena of the Human Mind (1878), to which the younger Mill, as ed-
itor of a second edition, added extensive commentary. That commentary
consists quite often of rather blunt correction; we may take it that where
the editor’s notes do not indicate disagreement or qualification the views
expressed are John Stuart Mill’s as well. So we should look to the Anal-
ysis for the question of psychological fact that Mill takes to lie beneath
the questions of naming.43 Now what remains, in “people desire what
they desire,” to be underwritten by experimental psychology, is the non-
redundant assertion that people desire: that human beings are wanting
creatures. And the Analysis does indeed contain an extended exposition
ofjust this view. Desires are analyzed (as ideas of pleasure); commonplace
desires (e.g., for “Wealth, Power, and Dignity”) are accounted for; and
their role in producing action is explained.44

That human beings are desiring creatures, and that their desires move
them to action, is not itself an argument for instrumentalism. Mill was
quite clear that inference is a normative notion: it has to do, not with
what one does, but with what one should do. The Analysis does contain an
associationist reconstruction of the psychological movements involved in
means-end reasoning; and it defines the Will in such a way that “in all
cases in which the action is said to be Willed, it is desired, as a means to
an end.”> But there is no argument to the effect that associations that
proceed in these ways (and only in these ways) are correct, and the Analy-
sis similarly reconstructs other patterns of association that clearly are not
understood inferentially, for example, “proneness to sympathize with the
Rich and Great.”# Mill’s psychological views go a great distance toward
explaining why he chose the terminology he did, and why he regarded itas
expressing interesting empirical facts; butit does not help atall in provid-
ing Mill with grounds for his instrumentalist take on practical reasoning.

Beyond these considerations, Mill’s corpus contains no treatment of
the problem whatsoever.#7 One possible explanation is that the thought
that practical inference might have a place in an exhaustive treatment of
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the theory of inference eluded him, because “Logic,” as Mill conceived it,
“is the entire theory of the ascertainment of reasoned or inferred truth”
(VII:206) —and practical inference is naturally seen as having something
other than truth as its formal object. Since what we are trying to explain is
Mill’s silence on the matter, any line we take will be going out on a limb.
But as long as we are being speculative, there is a way of playing out this
possibility that I would like to explore.

Let us consider for a moment what a Millian investigation of the forms
of practical inference would have looked like. Mill had definite views
about how to argue about logic: it is an empirical science, and one es-
tablishes what the correct forms of inference are inductively.4® To show
that a candidate pattern of inference is legitimate, that is, is a pattern of
inference, is to show, among other things,*9 that it works; and the demon-
stration must be an induction from particular instances.

Now verification of this kind ultimately comes down to observation of
particular cases.5° Assessing the effectiveness of a particular inference will
involve assessing the starting points and terminus of that inference. You
must determine that, for instance, the premises of an argument being
inspected were true, and the conclusion was also true; and doing this will
require observing matters of particular fact. So the empirical investigation
of inference requires the ability to make observations in the pertinent
domain. Were the putative inferences to be practical, that would mean
making observations whose content was practical; that is to say, some
statements along the lines of “Such and such is desirable” would have to
count as observations.

Mill was a British Empiricist— the fourth of the great British Empiricists,
and the most thoroughly radical. Even Hume had allowed logic to be
a priori; Mill was determined to be empiricist about logic as well. But
even Mill was not an empiricist to the end. Like his predecessors, he
took the class of basic observations for granted: they were sensations, the
descendents of (most recently) Humean “impressions of sensation.”5"
Because he was not empiricist enough to allow what an observation is to
be an empirical question, there was no room in his systematic view for
practical observation. Without practical observation, there was no room
for the empirical investigation of practical inference. And so, despite his
avowed empiricism about logic, Mill allowed himself to treat his views
about practical inference as true a priori.

Mill has recently gotten a certain amount of publicity for having taken
an empiricist approach in moral matters.5? But, if I am right, the publicity
is unwarranted: it was precisely here that Mill chickened out. Mill is able
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to let what people want be a matter of experience;>3 and finding out how
to get what one wants is of course a matter of experience. But that what
matters is people getting what they want is not a matter of experience,
because Mill is barred from understanding the preferences of the expe-
rientially privileged as observations. This restriction is on display in two
particularly prominent places. The first is the infallibility of the collective
preferences of the experientially privileged. Mill cannot be providing an
empirical testfor distinguishing higher from lower pleasures, because em-
pirical methods are fallible. Second, the processes described in Chapter §
of Utilitarianism, through which the preferences of the majority of the ex-
perientially privileged are to be broughtinto line, are too clearly manipu-
lative to allow the resulting preferences to be understood as observations.
The citizens of Mill’s Brave New World are being conditioned. The result-
ing preferences depend on the social pressures that drive the processes
of conditioning, and not, in any way appropriate to observation, on the
preferences’ objects.

And so we have come to the final moral I wish to draw from the story
I have now finished recounting. We have already seen that Mill’s utilitar-
ianism is very closely tied to his instrumentalism; that his argument for
the Principle of Utility, while tight, is deeply incoherent; that the inco-
herence stems from an incoherence in instrumentalism; and that Mill’s
instrumentalism turns out to have been an island of apriorism in an oth-
erwise empiricist project. It is tempting to think that if Mill had been
willing to look to experience at this point also, his theory of practical rea-
soning, and consequently his moral theory, would have turned out quite
differently — and perhaps less incoherently. So the final moral is that if
you’re going to be empiricist, be empiricist all the way: about practical
reasoning, and about observation.

Notes

Thanks to Alyssa Bernstein, Sarah Buss, Roger Crisp, and Gideon Yaffe for com-
menting on earlier drafts of this paper. I'm also grateful to Brian Hirsch, Brian
Lee, Christian Piller, Debra Satz, Candace Vogler, and audiences at Vanderbilt
University, Carnegie Mellon University, Reed College, Ohio State University,
Stanford University, UC/Davis, the University of Miami, Arizona State University,
Wake Forest University, Syracuse University, the University of Illinois at Chicago,
the University of Florida at Gainesville, and the University of Utah for helpful
discussion. An ancestor of this material benefited from comments from Hilary
Bok, Alice Crary, Christoph Fehige, Bill Haines, Robert Nozick, Hilary Putnam,
and Tim Scanlon.
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References to Ultilitarianism are by page number in the standard edition of
John Stuart Mill’s Collected Works (19677-1989, Vol. X), followed by chapter and
paragraph for the convenience of readers to whom the standard edition is not
easily accessible; so the reference above is to p. 234, Chapter 4, paragraphs 2
and g. Other references in the text will be to the standard edition by volume
and page number alone.

The quoted passage is presented as only half of the argument: itis supposed
to show that happiness is desirable, but not yet that happiness is the only thing
desirable. It will turn out, however, that the apparent division of labor between
the two halves of the argument is at least misleading.

For a discussion of the early history of such criticism, see Gerard, 1997.

I'm grateful to John Rawls for emphasizing to me Mill’s interest in reaching
the politicians.

Compare Skorupski’s recent description of Utilitarianism: “It is written for
the general reader. It is not a technical treatise of philosophy, like the System
of Logic; neither is it a carefully polished piece of political argument, as On
Libertyis.” (1989, p. 283). Skorupski takes the second sentence to follow from,
or at any rate, to be of a piece with, the first. This, I will show, is a mistake.
Utilitarianism is written for the general reader, and it is a “technical treatise
of philosophy.”

This attempt to write for both audiences at the same time is not unique.
The Preface to Mill’s Principles of Political Economy concludes with the following
announcement: “although [the writer’s] object is practical, and as far as the
nature of the subject admits, popular, he has not attempted to purchase either
of those advantages by the sacrifice of strict scientific reasoning. Though he
desires that his treatise should be more than a mere exposition of the abstract
doctrines of Political Economy, he is also desirous that such an exposition
should be found in it.” (II:xcii)

My emphasis. As per usual, Mill adds a clause about the absence of pain;
to keep the writing manageable, I'm going to suppress this rider from here
on in.

Again, my emphasis. Mill is being disingenuous here: as he well knew, in
the writing of earlier British moral philosophers, such as David Hume and
Adam Smith, “utility” had meant something very different, and the misunder-
standing Mill is trying to correct was in fact quite natural. See Sayre-McCord,
1996.

I'should perhaps note that I am not here taking over Mill’s technical sense of
“nomenclature” (VIII:704-5).

Even as astute a reader of Mill as Skorupski falls into this trap; see note 16.
Mill’s instrumentalism seems to have been inherited. In an editorial footnote,
he approvingly quotes his father’s “Fragment on Mackintosh”: “all action, as
Aristotle says, (and all mankind agree with him) is for an end. Actions are
essentially means” (Mill, 1878, vol. 2, p. 262n).

For a display of instrumentalism in the younger Mill’s own writing, see the
last chapter of the System of Logic, evidently intended by Mill as stage-setting
for Utilitarianism (cf. VIII:g51n), where Mill describes the relations between
Science and Art. “Art” is Mill’s label for the domain of practice and action,
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the area of which “the imperative mood is. .. characteristic” (VIIIl:g43). In-
strumental reasoning is not only the sole form of reasoning mentioned in
the course of Mill’s discussion; it is held entirely responsible for the structure
of the domain. Art supplies ends, and the role of Science is to determine the
means to those ends. Not surprisingly, Mill ends up identifying “the general
principles of ... Teleology, or the Doctrine of Ends” with “the principles of
Practical Reason” (VIIl:g49-50).

There is, however, a caveat required here: while Mill’s official doctrine
remained unflinchingly instrumentalist until the day of his death, Vogler
has pointed out that in his own argumentative practice he helped himself to
other and richer forms of practical reasoning. What is more, he produced a
striking indictment of instrumentalism in his retrospective diagnosis of his
“mental crisis”: in a strange and touching passage in his Autobiography, Mill
argued that if you are an instrumentalist, you ought to find life unlivable
(I:141-3). For discussion, see Vogler, 2001b, ch. g.

“The truths known by intuition,” he says, “are the original premises from
which all others are inferred” — and by “intuition” Mill does not mean what
a late twentieth-century philosopher would: he uses the word as a synonym
for “consciousness,” that is, for “what one sees and feels” (VII:6-7).

It might be thought that, at the terminus of the chain of justification, belief,
feeling, and justification all collapse into one. But Mill does in fact continue
to distinguish the feeling from the belief, for reasons having to do with the
role of general terms in observation. These issues can be put aside here.
The phrase is borrowed from Kretzmann, 1971.

As far as the point at hand goes, Mill’s use of “proof” as a technical term
matches, and justifies his invoking, “the ordinary and popular meaning of
the term” (20%/1:5). But there is a further point, which we will soon come
to, that stretches what is today the ordinary meaning a good deal.
Deductive validity notwithstanding, there are a couple of difficulties that
are worth highlighting. In working the finger-exercise version of the first
stretch of argument, the claim that happiness is the aggregate of the objects
of noninstrumental desire is going to play a pivotal role, and the question
is how we come by it. There seem to be two ways of getting there. The first
is to read it off the subsequent argument, by noticing that Mill takes being
an object of noninstrumental desire to be equivalent to being a component
of happiness. But if this is what Mill is doing, then he seems to be entirely
ignoring questions of the organization of the parts of a person’s happiness
into a whole. And I think that this is a genuine problem in Mill’s view.

The second way of getting the pivotal claim is to use the verbal equiv-
alence of “happiness” and “pleasure,” and then that of “desiring a thing”
and “finding it pleasant.” The problem here is that pleasure has to come
out being the object of desire; but as we ordinarily use the words, to find
something pleasant is not the same as that thing’s being pleasure. By our
lights, there seems to be a slide from treating pleasure as a propositional
attitude, to treating pleasure as the object of the attitude. Now, by the end
of the passage that introduces the equivalence, it is clear that Mill takes him-
self to have introduced the terms in a way that bridges the apparent gap:
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having said that “to desire anything, except in proportion as the idea of it is
pleasant, is a physical and metaphysical impossibility,” he then says, by way of
repetition, “that desire can [not] possibly be directed to anything ultimately
except pleasure.” But why would Mill want to use his words this way? I will
towards the end of the argument return to the question of what substantive
view underlies this aspect of Mill’s vocabulary.

VII:176; compare VIII:760-1.

For instance: “Mill stands accused of committing glaring logical blunders. . ..
such accusations. . . are not justified. . . . he explicitly states that a proof, in the
commonly understood sense of the word, of the Utility Principle. .. cannot
be given. So he is not claiming to present a deductively valid argument —
which is what one must assume him to be doing to pin on him the familiar
fallacies” (Skorupski, 1989, pp. 285-06).

VIIL:162; the full discussion appears in the previous section, at VII:158-62.
See note 49.

VII:186—93. This may also seem hard to believe; after all, Mill would not have
denied, of a syllogism such as “All men are mortal; the Duke of Wellington
is a man; so the Duke of Wellington is mortal,” that when the major premise
is true, all its instances are true also. However, we now have a widely familiar
analog of syllogistic reasoning as Mill understands it, and highlighting the
analogy may make Mill’s claim seem more reasonable.

Think of the file compression utility (e.g., Zip or Compress) on your
computer. When you compress and reexpand a file, you do not think of
yourself as deriving new results, but as merely reformatting the file for more
convenient storage or access. Now, in Mill’s view, the actual inference to the
Duke of Wellington’s mortality is from particulars to particulars: from “A was
a man, and he died,” and “B was a man, and he died too,” and so on, and
“The Duke of Wellington is a man,” to “The Duke of Wellington will die.” The
major premise of our sample syllogism is not part of the inference proper,
but is rather a way of storing the observed evidence in a way that makes it
easy to keep track of and use; the syllogism is a method of extracting already
available information, not of inferring new information.

VII:158-9; compare VII:66, or again, the Analysis: “We can afford . . . no aid to
the reader in distinguishing [a pleasurable or painful sensation], otherwise
than by using such expressions as seem calculated to fix his attention upon
it” (1878, vol. 2, p. 190).

So while Mill did not think that deduction was properly understood as in-
ference, he did not deny, but rather insisted on, the heuristic importance
of deduction, and syllogistic deduction in particular. See, e.g., VII:196-9;
VIIL:665.

VII:15n; this quotation is from the 1856 edition of the System of Logic, and was
omitted in subsequent editions. Compare his criticism, at VII:9g—7, of views
of naming on which all truth comes out merely verbal, and his discussion
“Of Propositions Merely Verbal,” where he claims that “when any important
consequences seem to follow . . . from a proposition involved in the meaning
of a name, what they really flow from is the tacit assumption of the real
existence of the objects so named” (VII:113).
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Sidgwick, 1907/1981, p. 388.

Mill registers his awareness of this demand at VIII:g51.

The omitted phrase is a qualification designed to avoid circularity in the
establishment of a specifically moral criterion. This omission is repeated in
the next passage.

The passage is introduced as an explanation of difference in quality in
pleasures, as opposed to quantity. But since, as we will see in a moment,
quantitative comparisons work no differently, we can disregard the apparent
restriction in scope.

Mill does differ from contemporary decision theorists in how he thinks of
preferences. The current economist’s notion of preference ties it very closely
to overt behavior: preference is “revealed” in choice. Mill’s notion of pref-
erence is closer to that of a comparative evaluation: one such preference is
described as “a full appreciation of the intrinsic superiority of the higher
[pleasure].” The description appears in the course of Mill’s acknowledge-
ment that “the influence of temptation” and “infirmity of character” may
produce the opposite “election” (212/2:7) — “election” being much nearer
to what we would call “preference” today.

Brandt, 1979, p. 113, Rawls, 1971, pp. 408-9, and also pp. 417, 421-2; em-
phases mine.

Mill’s take on what these problems are is sufficiently nonstandard to be worth
spelling out. First, appeal to the preferences of counterfactual selves involves
making psychological predictions (about what you would prefer if . ..). But
psychological laws fall into two categories. On the one hand, there are what
Mill calls “Empirical Laws,” that is, uniformities that are observed to hold,
but whose underlying reasons are not understood. Mill holds that these
cannot be relied upon “beyond the limits of actual experience”; varying the
“collocations” (Mill’s term for initial conditions) may disrupt the uniformity
(VIL:516, 519, 548; for “collocation,” VII:465). But assessing the truth of
a psychological counterfactual normally involves “varying” the collocations
“from those which have actually been observed” (VII:516). So Empirical Laws
cannot be relied upon to assess psychological counterfactuals. On the other
hand, there are psychological predictions derived from the fundamental
laws of the human mind. These are ironclad, but, unfortunately, they cannot
normally be applied. What people will do in response to given stimuli is a
matter of their characters; their characters are shaped by their entire his-
tories; and we cannot observe these histories (VII:865). Consequently, a
criterion that appealed to psychological counterfactuals would be unusable:
there is simply no way to determine what you would prefer, if . ..

Mill’s second problem is that there are many counterfactual selves —some
dulled, some especially nasty, some overly tremulous, etc. —whose judgments
are going to have to be ruled out as defective. It’s hard to believe that this
can be done withoutimporting into the selection of counterfactual selves the
full and robust set of evaluations that the use of the counterfactual selves was
meant to certify. But if this is what is going on, this use of counterfactual selves
is viciously circular: “to explain away the numerous instances of divergence
from their assumed [moral] standard, by representing them as cases in which
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the perceptions are unhealthy” is “a striking instance of reasoning in a circle”
(VIIL:826).

Notice that this is also a reason for not looking to the preferences of a care-
fully chosen coterie of right-thinking persons: appealing to the judgments
of the phronimoi will not do. This is why Mill usually requires only experience
of the options being compared. And I am accordingly inclined to think that
his sole mention of “habits of self-consciousness and self-observation” is a
slip on Mill’s part.

A quick textual point, for those who are used to reading the passages in
question as invoking counterfactuals. In English, counterfactuals are gen-
erally (although not necessarily) signalled by the subjunctive mood. These
passages, amounting to about a full page of text, contain not even a sin-
gle subjunctive, and the explanation cannot be stylistic: Mill’s discussion of
“Permanent Possibilities of Sensation” uses the subjunctive without hesita-
tion (e.g., IX:184).

If this sounds implausible —why should I care about what other people prefer,
if their preferences turn out not to match mine? — notice that the currently
popular counterfactual technique has the same problem. Why should I care
about what a counterfactual self would prefer, if his preferences turn out not
to match mine?

The difficulty is, however, perhaps especially acute for Mill, who in On
Liberty had pointed out that others’ experience may be an “unsuitable”
guide if one has an “uncustomary” character, that “human beings are not. ..
undistinguishably alike,” “that people have diversities of taste, ... [and] dif-
ferent conditions for their spiritual development,” and that there “are...
differences among human beings in their sources of pleasure, their suscep-
tibilities of pain, and the operation on them of different physical and moral
agencies” (XVIII:262, 270).

I will get around to discussing the more general version of this problem
in due course.

Kretzmann notices and highlights this move, but worries that he has “ex-
tended [Mill] and even departed from him” (1971, p. 241). One other worry
that might arise at this point is whether the decided preference criterion is
really usable: do we have to wait until all the votes are in before we can make
up our minds? Notice, however, that this problem is very like another that
utilitarianism already has. When assessing an action or rule, how far into the
future do we need to look for the effects it will have on overall utility? The in-
principle answer is, of course, to the end of time; but that cannot be the
normal procedure.

Mill has just given a prediction of the future state of society. Now we saw
that Mill does not think that individual psychologies are predictable (see
note 27). But he thinks that problems of individual psychological prediction
can be sidestepped when large groups of people are being studied. The so-
cial scientist “can get on well enough with approximate generalizations on
human nature, since what is true approximately of all individuals is true ab-
solutely of all masses” (VII:603). Mill had been impressed by the new science
of statistics (VIII:9g2), and was quite willing to believe that even if you could
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not predict the counterfactual preferences of individuals, under certain cir-
cumstances predicting the preferences of the majority of the experientially
privileged was well within the realm of possibility (VIII:846f; cf. VIII:873,
890).

In that case, the reader might be wondering, why not appeal to the coun-
terfactual preferences of the experientially privileged as a group? Why the
reliance on actual preferences? Mill does not actually discuss this option,
but he would have had reasons for not availing himself of it. First of all, the
desired social science (the science of character, which Mill dubbed “Ethol-
ogy”) was never more than a gleam in his eye; barring special circumstances,
such as the argument we now have on hand, we don’t for the present have
any way of predicting the preferences of a group. Second, prediction in the
social sciences has its limits, and of precise predictions of the history of so-
ciety, extended arbitrarily far into the future (similar to those we have come
to expect from astronomy), Mill thought, “there is...no hope” (VIII:877).
Small errors snowball, and so the predictions of a “Deductive” science like
Ethology would need to be continually checked against and corrected by
observation — in this case, observation of the actual preferences of the expe-
rientially privileged. Since the actual preferences are not, on Mill’s account
of the social sciences, dispensible, he may have preferred to cut out, as so
much wasted motion, the detour through counterfactuals.

Mill sometimes suggests that the economic arrangements of the future will
also work to mute the conflict between the alternatives; e.g., in the Principles
of Political Economy, he speaks of a time when “civilization and improvement
have so far advanced, that what is a benefit to the whole shall be a benefit to
each individual composing it,” having in mind in this case the more equitable
distribution of gains in productivity (III:768).

There’s a nicety here that deserves pointing out. The criterion of desirability
introduced in Chapter 2 avoids circularity by specifying that the preferences
consulted shall be those given “irrespective of any feeling of moral obligation
to prefer” one item rather than another (211/2:5). (See note 24.) In order
to prevent this condition from excluding the preferences of the acculturated
utilitarian majority for the general happiness over all else, Mill argues that the
“strengthening of social ties . . . leads [each individual] to identify his feelings
more and more with [others’] good...He comes, as though instinctively,
to be conscious of himself as a being who of course pays regard to others.
The good of others becomes to him a thing naturally and necessarily to
be attended to...”(291f/9:9, Mill’s emphasis). Future utilitarians, thinks
Mill, will not want one thing but feel constrained by the moral law to prefer
another. Their desire for the general happiness will be a native preference,
one that can thus serve as grist for the “decided preference” criterion.

For a lengthier and much more thorough rendition of Mill’s views on this
point, see his essay “Auguste Comte and Positivism” (X:263-568).

There is in fact a more likely way for the contingency of value to exhibit itself,
and one which I suspect worried Mill a good deal. If A’s being preferable
to B is a matter of the majority of the experientially privileged preferring
Ato B, then A’s being preferable to B depends on there being individuals
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having experience of the different options: if there are no such individuals,
or perhaps not enough of them, then there is no fact of the matter as to
which is preferable. The applicability of the decided preference criterion
requires that there be people who try things out — who conduct, in Mill’s
phrase, “experiments of living” (XVIII:261) — and I am inclined to think
that this was one of Mill’s reasons for insisting so strongly on the liberty
to try things out. (Notice the awkward tradeoff: in order for there to be a
standard of preferability, people have to, and hence have to be encouraged to
(XVIIL:269), do what will prove to be the incorrect thing.)

See VII:227, 231, 237-61, 277.

The sentence can be read on the model of sentences like: “7o the scientific
community, the theory of relativity is true.” Norman Kretzmann takes Mill’s
argument to lean in a pragmatist direction (1971, p. 239), and it is in this
vicinity that I find his suggestion most evocative.

At this point we are able to say what Mill has in mind in his response to
Spencer. That “the truths of arithmetic are applicable to the valuation of
happiness” (258n/5:35n) is to be read off the preferences of the experien-
tially privileged. (They are not always applicable: higher and lower pleasures
are incommensurable, and this fact is also to be read off the preferences of
the experientially privileged.) The processes that will make future persons
into natural utilitarians will, Mill further argues, also create persons who take
it for granted “that the interests of all are to be regarded equally” (231/3:9).
It might look like there are a couple of places to get off the boat here:
you might object that the reasoning in question isn’t actually practical, or,
alternatively, that, although practical, it is merely means-end reasoning. But
while one can always get out of the boat, it turns out that, in this case, there’s
no pier handy to step onto.

Notice, first, that the two objections are not as different in spirit as they
mightatfirst glance seem to be. Since the reasoning was identified as practical
by identifying its conclusion as practical, the first objection requires insisting
that that conclusion does not give the agent a reason for action. Now this
latter thought is normally underwritten by the idea that sentences like “I
oughtto do this” or “This is the correct preference” do not express reasons for
action because they do not express desires. But the requirement that reasons
for action be desires is in turn normally underwritten by instrumentalism.

Because the point of correcting the agent’s preferences was to pick out
reasons for action, let’s abandon the first objection in favor of the second:
the reasoning is conceded to be practical, but is entirely means-end, that
is, correcting one’s preferences is shown to be a way of satisfying some fur-
ther desire. But now the reasoning so construed faces an uncomfortable
dilemma. Either the desires from which it proceeds are corrected, or they
are not. If they are uncorrected, then we have the appearance of a pragmatic
contradiction: the conclusion of the reasoning, recall, was that one should
use in one’s practical reasoning, not one’s uncorrected, but corrected desires
or preferences. If, on the other hand, they are corrected, then we have the
question blatantly begged. To see that, consider the different “black box”
that corrects your preferences to mine. Asked why you should regard my
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preferences as those you should act on, rather than your own, I would not
convince you by answering: because I would prefer it.

The pointis not that appeals to informed desires are in principle dispensible:
taking the argument in that direction would bring us around to a conclu-
sion I would not wish to endorse, that there are no properties that can be
understood only via the reactions of their perceivers. (Such properties have
traditionally been called “secondary qualities.”) The point is, rather, that
the explanation for taking the perception of some secondary quality to pro-
vide a reason for action will involve a noninstrumental pattern of practical
inference.

. Very quickly: To desire something, noninstrumentally, is to find the idea of

it pleasurable, that is, to expect it to be pleasurable; and since the “decided
preference criterion” is being used as a way of correcting desires so their
objects are found pleasurable, we can read “desired” as “desired, subject
to correction by the judgments of the experientially privileged.” Happiness
means pleasure, and so now means something like: the aggregate of the ob-
jects of one’s desires, as corrected by the preferences of the experientially
privileged. So the premise of the stretch of argument that we are now marver-
ing comes out as: the objects of desires corrected by the preferences of the
experientially privileged are desired, when those desires are corrected by the
preferences of the experientially privileged. Once again, the premise of
the argument is a tautology. Now one’s noninstrumental desires, corrected
by the preferences of the experientially privileged, are what is desirable (by
the “decided preference criterion”). So the conclusion, that each person’s
happiness is desirable for him, comes out meaning: the objects of one’s de-
sires, as corrected by the preferences of the experientially privileged (that
is, when attained, happiness), are the objects of one’s desires, as corrected
by the preferences of the experientially privileged (that is, what is desir-
able). The conclusion is also, once again, a tautology; and is, once again, the
premise of the argument repeated.

IX:468-9; the passage provides two examples.

See note 21.

Mill, 1878, vol. 2, pp. 191-2, for the analysis; notice the younger Mill’s mod-
ification to the definition in the editorial footnote at pp. 194—5. For the
desires for wealth, etc., see pp. 207-14. For the role of desires in action, see
pp- 256-9, 262n—4, 327—403.

We can now tie up another loose end: the analysis of desire accounts
for what we would see as the terminological slide that I highlighted in
note 14. Like his son, James Mill identifies, as a matter of terminology,
pleasure (or, more carefully, the representation of pleasure) with desire:
“The terms...‘idea of pleasure,” and ‘desire,” are but two names; the
thing named, the state of consciousness, is one and the same” (pp. 191—
2; cf. p. 327). A desire just is an idea of the sensation of pleasure, which
idea may be associated with other ideas, most prominently, of causes of the
sensation. It follows that understanding desires as (what we would nowa-
days call) propositional attitudes, that is, attitudes whose objects are as it
were logically integral to the mental state, is a mistake: “when the word
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desire is applied to the cause of a sensation...it is employed in a figu-
rative, or metaphorical, not in a direct sense” (p. g51). What we would
call the objects of desire are actually just the causes of the real objects,
pain and pleasure: “The illusion is merely that of a very close association”
(p- 192). This view, quite startling by today’s lights, accounts for Mill’s treat-
ing the moves from desiring x, to finding x pleasurable, to desiring pleasure
(which happens to be associated with x) as traversing a series of innocuous
synonymies.

Mill, 1878, vol. 2, pp. 357n, 378.

To be sure, one can see how the fact that human beings are desiring crea-
tures might be made the starting point of an argument for the view we are
considering. But the argument is not in Mill, and the mode of argument, as
we will see in a moment, would not be one that Mill could admit.

See VII:567—77; also VII:306—14; VIII:833,.

Foremost among further criteria that need to be satisfied in order for a
mental transition to amount to an inference is, recall, that “the conclusion
is...wider than the premises from which it is drawn” (VII:288). Mill never
seems to have asked whether means-end reasoning, which he endorses, satis-
fies this condition, and itis unclear to me, in view of his discussion of parallel
questions, how he could have given a satisfactory answer.

See, e.g., VII:193.

Even though sense-data are now out of style, taking a class of basic observa-
tions for granted is not. A familiar recent example is van Fraassen’s identifi-
cation of observation with “what the unaided eye discerns” (1980, p. 59; see
also pp. 16 ff, 56 ff, 214); for criticism, see essays in Churchland and Hooker,
1985.

Anderson, for instance, adduces under this heading Mill’s diagnosis of his
nervous breakdown as an “experiment in living” (1991). I think that it can
be so understood, but not the way Anderson would like to: Mill himself was
surprisingly unsuccessful in learning the lessons of his breakdown and partial
recovery. He was never able to provide a satisfactory account of the impor-
tance in his own life of Romantic poetry; willing to surrender neither his
instrumentalism nor his associationism, he was forced to treat the resistance
of associations formed under the influence of poetry to analytical corrosion
as a brute psychological fact. And while Mill is quite clear about his own
motivational structure up until his breakdown, his view of himself after his
recovery fails, quite strikingly, to match the ways he thought, felt, and lived.
I hope to discuss these issues further elsewhere.

There is another confusion in Anderson’s paper that is common enough
to be worth remark. Anderson thinks that “Mill’s emphasis on the intrinsic
desirability of gratifying the [higher] sentiments strongly suggests that he
believed that dignity, beauty, honor, and so forth are values distinct from
pleasure,” and she takes Mill to be departing from “the basic premise of
ethical hedonism, that pleasure is the sole respect in which things can be
intrinsically valuable.” She concludes that “Mill’s conception of the good is
not hedonistic but pluralistic and hierarchical.”
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But this is just to lose track of Mill’s terminology. For something to be de-

sirable is, as we have seen, just to be desired (noninstrumentally, and subject
to the correction of the experientially privileged); this is, merely as a matter
of nomenclature, to be found pleasurable. Consequently, being pleasurable,
in Mill’s sense, is not a respect in which things can be found desirable. And
if we tie the word “hedonism” to Mill’s word “pleasure,” whether Mill’s con-
ception of the good is “pluralistic and hierarchical” has nothing whatsoever
to do with whether it is “hedonistic.”
That people want happiness is, we have seen, a verbal matter, and not a
matter of experience at all. But for that reason, happiness is not a substantive
account of what is wanted; the substantive account is to be given by empirical
investigation of what people, and their experientially privileged stand-ins,
actually desire.



Does the Categorical Imperative Give Rise to
a Contradiction in the Will?

The Brave New World style utilitarian dystopia is a familiar feature of the
cultural landscape;' Kantian dystopias are harder to come by, perhaps
because, until Rawls, Kantian morality presented itself as a primarily per-
sonal rather than political program. This asymmetry is peculiar for formal
reasons, because one phase of the deliberative process on which Kant in-
sists is to ask what the world atlarge would be like if everyone did whatever
itis one is thinking of doing. I do not propose to write a Kantian Brave New
World myself, but I am going to ask, of what these days is called the “CI-
procedure,” what would happen if everybody followed it. I will argue that
if the CI-procedure works as advertised, it exposes a practical incoherence
in the commitment to having it govern one’s actions: in the Kantian vo-
cabulary that goes with the territory, that the Categorical Imperative gives
rise to a contradiction in the will. (Less formally, that it is self-refuting.)

My target will be a recently influential interpretation of Kant, due
primarily to John Rawls and a number of his students, most prominently
Onora O’Neill, Christine Korsgaard, and Barbara Herman, a group I will
for convenience refer to as the New Kantians.? Although it does draw on
earlier interpretive work, this body of writing is relatively self-contained,
and manageable in a way that the Kant literature as a whole no longer is.
I don’t myself wish to take a stand on whether the New Kantian reading
is exegetically correct; it suffices for present purposes that it has proven
itself interesting, plausible, and powerful enough to have moved Kantian
moral philosophy back from the marginalized position it occupied a little
over a quarter-century ago to the center of contemporary ethics.

I'will begin by rehearsing the Cl-procedure and the theory that accom-
panies it; the reader is warned that the setup will take more time than
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is usual in papers of this kind. Kant himself used the label “Categorical
Imperative” to mark three ideas that he thought were at bottom the same:
the practical priority of universalizability, of respect for persons, and of
autonomy. They are, however, at any rate on the surface, rather different,
and in order to sidestep the issue of whether the different versions of the
Categorical Imperative are in fact equivalent, I will be focusing only on
the first, viz., on Kant’s insistence that one act only according to maxims
of which one can at the same time will that they become universal laws.3
So the first task on our agenda will be describing how the New Kantians
reconstruct that demand.

1

The first formulation of the Categorical Imperative supplies a test for the
permissibility of a proposed action. The New Kantians render this test
procedurally, and have come to call it the Cl-procedure.t* When it occurs
to you to do something, you are to

1. Identify the maxim of the action.

The maxim is the “subjective principle of volition” (G 4oon) that
underlies the action. It captures your understanding of the action
and of why you are proposing to perform it. The New Kantian
account depicts maxims as having something like a logical form:

In circumstances C, to do A, because P.

Here Ais a description of the type of action; C specifies the occa-
sions that are to trigger actions of type A; and P specifies the point
of the action.

2. Consider the maxim universalized, that is, imagine a world (a “per-
turbed social world,” in Rawls’s phrase) in which everyone in your
circumstances (i.e., in circumstances that share with the one at
hand the features you understand to be relevant) does what you
are proposing to do. If you can’t do this — if such a world is liter-
ally inconceivable — or if the intention expressed in your maxim is
bound to be frustrated in such a world, then your maxim fails the
contradiction in conception test.’

Each of the elements of a maxim plays a role in the New Kantian
reconstruction of the Cl-procedure. C and A are the clauses of
the rule that is always acted on in the perturbed social world. By
specifying the intended achievement, P gives content to the notion
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of a frustrated plan of action; if P is frustrated by executing the
plan, then the plan is self-frustrating.

3. Askwhether there are intentions that you are bound to have simply
in virtue of being a human agent, but that cannot be successfully
executed if your maxim is universalized.

If there are, your maxim fails the contradiction in the will test.

4. If your maxim passes both tests, you may go ahead and perform

the action; if it does not, acting on your maxim is prohibited.

What this comes to is best made clear by example, but before I get
to that, a couple of clarificatory remarks. First, although I have de-
scribed the procedure as something you pause to execute before go-
ing ahead with an action you have in mind, the Kantian requirement is
of course not that you stand around muttering to yourself before you
do anything. The procedure is meant as a rational reconstruction of
the deliberative background to a decision properly arrived at, in pretty
much the way that Aristotelian practical syllogisms are meant to recon-
struct a somewhat different kind of deliberative background to action
(Rawls, 2000, p. 218).

Second, the New Kantians understand the point of the CI-procedure
to be practical consistency.” The idea is that self-frustrating plans of action
are the analogs, in practical reasoning, of the kind of incoherence that
contradictory beliefs amount to in theoretical reasoning. Uncontroversial
models for such self-frustration can be found in means-end incoherence,
as when you decide to go to New York, but tear up the ticket that would
get you there, or (to borrow an example from Garry Trudeau, 1996,
104) when someone decides he should have gone to medical school,
but that dropping out of high school was definitely the right choice.
You cannot coherently intend a self-frustrating plan of action, and the
Cl-procedure is presented as a way of checking whether what you are
proposing is something that you can coherently intend. It is not (as such
illustrious readers as John Stuart Mill have believed) a way of checking
whether the results of everybody acting as you propose would be to your
liking. In the postscript to this chapter, I will return to the question of why
intentions that fail the CI-procedure are supposed to be on a par with self-
frustrating plans; for now, we need to bear in mind that courses of action
with genuinely awful consequences can pass the Cl-procedure, which is
to say that it is a deeply nonconsequentialist way of thinking about what
to do. The question is: “Can you (not: do you) will that everybody do as
you are proposing to do yourself?”
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Kant illustrates his proposal with four examples, and because it is im-
portant for the subsequent argument to have the moves clearly laid out,
I will walk through four examples as well, construing them as the New
Kantians do. However, Kant’s treatment of suicide is hard to bring into
line with the New Kantian reading (and in factitis not easy to see how sui-
cide is an appropriate example of Kant’s claims on just about anybody’s
reading). Because we do not want to skimp on exemplary contradiction in
the will arguments before proceeding to develop our own, I will substitute
an alternative, the recent New Kantian argument against violence.

Lying. Suppose your maxim is: to lie about whether you can and will pay
back your creditor, whenever you need aloan that you’re notin a position
to repay — the point of your action being, of course, to get the money. If
we think about a world in which everybody lied in these circumstances,
we realize that in that world your plan of action could not possibly be
effective; no creditor would believe you, and the lie would not work.
Willing both a world in which everybody does as you do, and that your lie
be effective, is something very much like adopting a self-frustrating plan.
(Though, again, we haven’t said why you have to be committed to both
sides of the “plan.”) Therefore, lies of this type are strictly impermissible.
Restrictions generated by failure at the contradiction in conception stage
are “perfect duties”; there are no exceptions to the prohibition on acting
on this maxim.®

Before moving on to the next example, I want, for reasons that will be
apparent in the sequel, to give this one a little more discussion than it
usually gets. Kant’s argument seems to depend on an empirical premise —
thata practice of lying will undercut its own effectiveness — that is obviously
often false.9 Airlines, for instance, routinely publish schedules that they
know they cannot meet; their maxim is, roughly, “When it will allow us to
utilize our capital more efficiently, we will announce schedules we can’t
possibly stick to, in order to increase revenue.” But (as you can confirm by
looking around, the next time you are in an airport) passengers have not
ceased to believe the schedules: they are surprised and upset when their
flights are delayed, they have plans made around their flights’ scheduled
arrival times, and they are completely unprepared when they turn out to
have missed their connection.'® As a matter of psychological fact, people
simply do not behave in the way that Kant’s argument says they do. There
are two ways we might approach this problem, and I just want to indicate
what the Kantian’s choice is. He can treat the premise as empirical, and
reshape his moral arguments around whatever the psychological facts
turn out to be. Or, and I am myself inclined to think that this option is



The Categorical Imperative and Contradiction in the Will 93

the more Kantian in spirit, he can treat it as prescriptive: Kant is on about
how people are supposed to reason, and not about how they actually do.
A rational agent should stop believing when it is obvious that there is a
practice of lying; and we are to draw our moral conclusions on that basis
rather than the empirical one.""

Mutual Aid. Suppose one of your maxims is: when someone needs a
hand, not to help out, because you have other things to do with your
time. Now, a world in which no one helps anyone else is (at first glance)
conceivable.'® Butsuch aworld would frustrate, not perhaps the intention
expressed in the maxim, but a practical commitment you are bound to
have to your own agency. In the Kantian picture, to be a rational agent
is to be a creature that deliberates about, settles on, and then pursues its
own ends. You have no way of knowing, now, what ends you will settle on
down the road.'® But you do know, humans being what they are, that if
people are going to be agents worth the name, they will adopt projects
that they cannot manage entirely on their own; and what is more, that
the need for assistance crops up frequently enough in situations where
there are no formal arrangements for assuring and compensating it. I
decide to move my kitchen table, and so I have to get someone to lift the
other end. I am lost, and since what I am is lost, the person from whom
I have to ask directions is someone I do not already have anything like a
contractual relationship with: I will have to ask a stranger for a favor. A
world in which no one helps out will be a world in which the pursuit of
your ends will predictably (often but not necessarily always) run aground.
To will such a world is to will a world in which your agency is routinely
frustrated, and your stake in your own agency is such that this would
amount to a contradication in your will. The “maxim of indifference”
must be rejected.

Development of Talents. “Talent” is here a misleadingly hifalutin word for
the specialized skills of one kind or another that pursuing your ends is
almost bound to require. There are many projects that you might reason-
ably adopt that would require driving to bring them off, and so being able
to drive counts as a “talent” in the appropriate sense. It is an empirical
but unavoidable fact about human agency that you yourself cannot be ex-
pected to have all the necessary skills; social arrangements built around
the division of labor make it reasonable to expect that suitable resources
of this kind will be available at the appropriate stages of your project. A
world in which no one takes opportunities to develop their talents is, at
first glance, anyway, conceivable.' But in such a world, those capacities
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are unavailable to you as resources, and your stake in your own agency —
in the New Kantian reading, a kind of necessary end — is bound to be
frustrated. Therefore, you cannot will a world in which the maxim we are
considering is universalized, and the maxim must be rejected.'>

Because Kant holds that the contradiction in the last two cases is in the
will, rather than in conception — in the New Kantian reading, that the
plan of action is not itself selffrustrating, but that when it is taken to-
gether with other ends that you necessarily have, these are jointly mutually
frustrating — he holds that it gives rise to “imperfect duties.” You obviously
cannot develop all the useful specialized skills and capacities; you obvi-
ously cannot help out every time someone needs it. The argument is
supposed to show that you have to help sometimes, and that you have to
develop some skill set; but just when to help and when not to is left up to
you, and which talents to develop is also left up to you.*®

Violence. Suppose your maxim is to take violent means, and in particular
to kill, when that will promote your interests and projects. Being a vic-
tim of violence generally, and being killed in particular, tends to interrupt
one’s plan of action. (There are odd exceptions, for example, when being
bludgeoned to death is actually part of your plan.'7) In a world in which
everyone acted on this maxim, your agency in general would be ineffective
because interrupted, and whatever project you are currently pursuing via
the maxim would be interruptable.'® That your current project be inter-
rupted (or anyway interruptable by anyone else in pursuit of their ends),
or thatyour agency generally be aborted or abortive, is not something you
can coherently will. The violence-endorsing maxim must be rejected.'9
Notice a few features of New Kantian applications of the Cl-procedure
that turn on contradiction in the will (that is, of the latter three exam-
ples). First, they exploit deep facts about specifically human agency —
about the range of ends that it is reasonable to expect humans to adopt,
about the inability of human beings to do everything for themselves, or
to acquire all the skills their projects are likely to need, and about the
vulnerability of human agency to violent interruption. These are facts
about people, not necessary features of agency. There might be creatures
of whom none of this is true, creatures whose individual capabilities, skill
sets, and robustness extend well beyond the range of their reasonably
adopted ends, rather than falling short of it. If we were characters from
Road Runner, the New Kantian argument against violence would not go
through: when Wile E. Coyote is crushed under a falling rock, he emerges
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slightly crumpled, but still ready to order the next Acme product. Sec-
ond, the argument does not suppose that all conceivable projects, or even
the projects you have actually undertaken, will be aborted if others do
not come to your aid, etc.?® If the argument is to work, the requirement
must be rather that the world of the universalized maxim pose enough of
an impediment to the range of projects that a rational deliberator — a
creature that sets its own ends — might well adopt. And third, what drives
the argument in each case is your stake in your own effective agency,
which makes it impossible for you to coherently endorse a commitment
to arrangements that would very broadly undermine it.

2

New Kantians are committed to actions coming in all sizes and lev-
els of abstraction. And refrainings and omissions can count as actions,
provided that they are governed by one’s intent in the same way that
more obvious actions are.*! It follows that governing one’s activity by the
Cl-procedure — that is, not performing an action if its maxim does not
pass the Cl-procedure — is, anyway when one is “acting from the moral
law,” itself an action or plan of action. Like other actions, it can be the
dictate of many possible maxims, but a maxim in line with the spirit of
(New) Kantian moral theory would be:

When I am making up my mind what to do, I will act only on maxims
that pass the Cl-procedure, so as to make (morally or rationally)
permissible decisions.

Call this the CI-maxim; Kantians are committed to requiring of agents
that something along the lines of the Cl-maxim capture their volitional
stance.**

New Kantian moral theory imposes the Cl-procedure as a test that all
of one’s maxims must pass. The Cl-maxim, which expresses the willing-
ness to adopt this constraint, is itself a maxim. Therefore, proceeding
on the basis of the Cl-maxim must be contingent on its passing the CI-
procedure.?3

The point here is not that the Cl-procedure has to show that the CI-
procedure is mandatory; to establish that, one would proceed by testing

«

a maxim containing the clause, “...not to act on the CI...”, which is
not what I propose to do. The thought is rather that because the CI-
procedure tests the maxims you bring to it for practical consistency, you

do not want a maxim to fail — even if you think of it as foundational.*4
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(Compare: in afoundationalist epistemological structure, we may exempt
its foundational elements from having justifications, but we would still
have cause for complaint if their contents turned out to have the form
pA~D)

I will now walk through the application of the Cl-procedure to the
Cl-maxim; as previously announced, I will be attempting to show that the
CI-maxim fails at the contradiction in the will stage of the procedure. We
have just completed the initial step of the procedure, that is, identifying
the maxim that it is going to be run on. The next step is to represent the
perturbed social world in which the maxim is universalized. In the case
of the CI-maxim, this is a world in which all agents treat the CI-procedure
as a constraint on their actions. That is, they act only when they could
will the maxim of their action to be universalized.

In willing that everyone always act in the way you are proposing, “as if
the maxim of your action were to become through your will a universal
law of nature” (G 421), you are willing that you act yourself in the way
you are proposing, as though governed by “a universal law of nature”;
after all, “everyone” includes yourself. That is, accepting the Cl-maxim
involves, in your own case, understanding your actions as governed by,
or as the deliverances of, lawlike policies. (I am not just bearing down
hard on something Kant happened to say; I will in due course argue that
the Cl-procedure can work only if its inputs are lawlike policies.) For
a policy to be lawlike is for it to have no exceptions. So the perturbed
social world is one in which, when anyone acts, he understands himself
to be acting from a universal and so exceptionless policy that governs his
action.

Of course we are not supposing that agents in the perturbed social
world act on the same policies (except for the policy expressed by the CI-
maxim). Agents in that world do will that others act on the same policies
as themselves. But “willing” has, in one’s own case, consequences it does
not have in others’. When I will that I act from a policy or according
to a law, that has the effect of commiting me to act (it amounts to an
intention to act) in accordance with the policy. But when I “will” that
others act in accord with my policy, that need have no consequences for
whether they do: most other people are not subject to my will. I also do
not think we need to imagine that agents do not change their policies
from time to time. They may decide that a previous policy was mistaken,
and is to be replaced. What is required is that in so doing they understand
themselves to have discarded one universal, exceptionless policy and to
have replaced it with another. Kant has sometimes been accused of having
a moral theory that generates exceptionless rules (that everybody has to
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abide by); that was a misperception of a different feature of the view, which
is that it operates on exceptionless rules (but different ones for different
agents at different times).*5

What this means is that the perturbed social world of the universalized
Cl-maxim is one in which requests for exceptions to people’s policies
will be uniformly denied. We will have to proceed carefully here, mak-
ing sure as the argument develops that we know just what this means.
But meantime, notice that we are still on Kant’s home turf. Kant diag-
noses the immoral person as wanting to make an exception for himself
(G 424); but if making an exception for oneself on one’s own behalf is
illegitimate, surely demanding that others make an exception for one
must be illegitimate, too.

Now I want to advance the following claim: that successful agency
requires exceptions from others’ policies, in just the way that successful
agency requires assistance from others, in just the way that it requires
immunity from violence, and in just the way it requires the availability of
a rich set of skills all of which one cannot have acquired oneself.?% If this
is correct (and if the Kantian model arguments for mutual aid and the
like work as advertised), then, by parity of argument, the CI-maxim gives
rise to a contradiction in the will: one’s stake in one’s own agency is such
that one cannot endorse having it undermined by being deprived of the
exceptions that are its precondition. And if that is in turn correct, then
it is forbidden to act on the CI-maxim, and Kantian moral theory is (at
least in its New Kantian rendition, and stating the conclusion informally)
self-refuting.

Even though the analogous claims in the New Kantian model argu-
ments are not taken to need support, I am going to argue for this one. I
will proceed first by giving examples of the kind of case I have in mind.
Then I will give an argument meant to explain why cases of this kind are
common enough to be an empirical but deep fact about human agency.
Finally, I will take up the New Kantian’s stock objection to treating the
cases as my argument requires — that is, to treating them as bona fide
exceptions — and give two counterarguments to it.

Parking in Milan. T'll change a real-life story around a little bit to get
my first, very small-scale example. When I was visiting friends in Milan, I
needed to run my bags up to their apartment before returning the rental
car. I found myself on a one-way and heavily trafficked street, with no on-
street parking, and a barrier to keep cars off the sidewalk, which meant
that I needed a small exception (the kind that involves blinking hazard
lights) to the rule that governed the building’s parking lot: only cars with
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permits. As it happened, the guard staffing the lot wasn’t handing out
exceptions, and my plans for the day had to be rewritten on the fly.

Trouble in High School. A former colleague of mine reports having been
very bored in high school, and admits to frequently skipping classes.. . . so
frequently, in fact, that she ought to have been kicked out of school.
She never asked for an exception to the rule that gets you expelled for
skipping class, but an exception was made: one to which she owes her
college education, and so her current job, and so, indirectly, much of
the shape of her current life. In this example, the effect of not having an
exception made for one is rather more dramatic than in the first.

The Tardy Contributor. A fellow academic who was editing a Festschrift had
set a hard deadline for the invited papers. One of the authors circulated
a draft of his paper, and shortly before the deadline discovered a prob-
lem requiring major revisions. The editor granted an exception to the
deadline; without it, the author would have had to withdraw the paper,
which would have hurt the Festschrift, the feelings of its subject, and the
author himself, who would have been hard put to find another venue for
the commissioned piece.

Cases like these are recognizable enough (although we still need to
take up the question of how they are to be interpreted). But are they
common enough to make the availability of exceptions a precondition
for successful agency? If the need for exceptions is only exceptional, it
will not support the argument we are developing against universalizing
the Cl-procedure. So I will now argue that exceptions will be needed on
an ongoing basis.

Let’s begin with a fact used by other Kantian arguments that we’ve
already reviewed: that human agency is dependent on the cooperation
of others. Human projects are vulnerable, the kind of projects that human
rational deliberators reasonably adopt will outrun the resources that an
agent can muster on his own, and they will do so frequently enough to
make cooperation a sine qua non. Once again, this is not being introduced
as a necessary truth about agency. For all we know, there could be agents
who were successful lone wolves, either because projects that wolves take
on fall into a narrower range than do ours, or because wolves are much
more resourceful than we are.

The behavior of others is a very large part of the environment in which
we pursue our ends, and much of that behavior is policy directed or
rule governed in any case; ex hypothesi, in the world of the universalized
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Cl-maxim, all of it is. So the contribution that others make to our pro-
jectswill (mostly, in the actual world, and entirely, in the perturbed social
world we are considering) come under the heading of rules or policies
in force. So you will be able effectively to pursue your projects (with-
out getting exceptions to the rules) only if policy- and rule-governed
behavior gives you the cooperation you need. So we need to ask how likely
that is.

Itis obvious that your projects have to be chosen largely in ignorance of
others’ rules and policies. For one thing, most people’s policies are unan-
nounced. And perhaps more importantly, even if they were announced,
no one could keep track of more than a handful of them. This is a special
case of another empirical claim used in the Kantian argument for devel-
oping one’s talents: that people can’t develop all the capacities or skills
they will need. The skill in this case is that of knowing what the rules of the
game are; lawyers are a class of professionals who specialize in developing
that skill for a smallish subset of the official rules of the game, and be-
coming competent in just such a small subset turns out to be a full-time
occupation. In special cases, you may consult a specialist — a lawyer or
accountant — before embarking on a project, but most of the time, that’s
just not feasible. Because it is typical of interesting or important projects
that one doesn’t know just how they will unfold, one doesn’t even know
whose rules one will run into along the way. (This is true of not-so-
interesting projects as well; in the parking example, I did not know, when
I'made my travel plans, that I would have a problem leaving the car on the
street.) As an agent, you choose your direction with only the sketchiest
sense of what the other relevant agents’ policies are likely to be.

Itis as obvious that both individuals and institutions have to formulate
their policies and rules in ignorance, for the most part, of your ends. It is
not just that it wouldn’t be logistically feasible to keep track of everyone’s
ends. In the Kantian picture of rational agency, the central feature of
such agency is that you can formulate and adopt new ends. You yourself
can’t predict what your own ends will be down the road (recall that the
New Kantian arguments for mutual aid and for developing one’s talents
rely on this fact); a fortiori, others cannot predict what your ends will be
either, when they are considering what rules to adopt.

Since each set of decisions —about what rules and policies others adopt,
and about what ends and projects you adopt — is made in ignorance of
the other, the chances of their being suitably coordinated are very small
indeed. Overall, we should not expect that others’ policies will, as they
are, deliver the cooperation thatyour projects (and you) need from them.
Therefore, a condition on the successful exercise of your own agency is



100 Ethics Done Right

that others make exceptions for you. It is not for nothing that unions use
work-to-rule as a threat.??

Letme pause to address a handful of worries. First, you may be worrying
that parking problems and their ilk are too small to drive a criticism of
Kantian morality. I certainly agree that we should not reject Kantian moral
theory because on some occasion I could not find a place to park, but the
smallness of such examples is meant to serve as an icon for what the world
of human agency is really like. The pervasiveness of such small problems
means that, although one can probably do without an exception in this
or that particular case, doing without exceptions in all of them will make
one’s remaining agency not worthy of the name.*

Second, you may also be worrying that the examples are not moral,
or that the exceptions in my examples are undeserved. But the Kantian
argument (on its New Kantian reading) is supposed to be driven by one’s
own stake in one’s agency, and so that is what matters for the argument,
not whether the subject matter strikes one as moral, and not what one
does or does not deserve. Objections turning on desert and on what is
and is not moral get the order of explanation backwards, because one
of the great strengths of Kantian theory is that it purports to provide a
criterion for inclusion in the subject matter of morality: to appeal to one’s
independent and prior view of what is a moral issue and what morality
requires is to beg at least one of Kant’s questions.

Third, the argument I have been developing, like other arguments
for imperfect duties, requires one to make judgment calls about how
often a given type of situation arises. My own judgment call is that the
relevant situations really do arise often enough for your agency to depend
on exceptions granted by others (and, although I have not emphasized
this side of the argument, exceptions to your own policies granted by
yourself — think of a landlord granting himself an exception to a self-
imposed rule that prohibits him from renting to dog owners). But if
you have not been convinced, recall that the argument is modelled on
the Kantian arguments for mutual aid and for the development of one’s
talents; it will suffice for present purposes if one needs exceptions from
others to roughly the same extent that one needs assistance from others.
This is much harder to gainsay: after all, one can go days or weeks at a time
without needing to ask for anyone’s help. That is, the fallback claim is
that if the model New Kantian contradiction in the will arguments work,
so does this one.

In any case, this line of resistance has an analog discussed by Kant, who
remarks that a well-off individual is likely to be happy to forgo the promise
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of mutual aid.?9 I have noticed that those who think we do not need excep-
tions as often as all that tend to be the high-SES academics; thatis, there is
arecognizable class bias to the objection. Whatis more, even observations
that cut across class lines may understate the overall need for exceptions,
because some regions (think First World economies) accumulate excep-
tions at the expense of faraway and less-developed parts of the world. (If
the global ecosystem can’t handle an SUV for everyone, and if Americans
predominantly drive SUVs, then Americans are collectively taking an ex-
ception.) In particular, economic surplus that can make exceptions seem
unnecessary is itself a giant, economy-size exception. I expect that the
insistence that exceptions are unnecessary often marks a deep sense of
entitlement that accompanies their being consumed unnoticed.

Let me field one further worry before moving on. If the perturbed
social world of the universalized CI-maxim is one in which people act in
accordance with the Categorical Imperative, then they will not lie, will
lend a hand more frequently and with greater alacrity than is actually
their wont, will have skills that make their assistance more effective than
it now is, and so on. That world will be a much kinder and gentler place
than ours, and even if exceptions are necessary for agency in our world,
perhaps they will not be required in what we might as well call the King-
dom of Ends. But if they are not, then the contradiction in the will we
have been pursuing is avoided.

Here we are really being asked to choose between two versions of the
CI-maxim, one of which has us take such effects into account (to pro-
duce what we can call a highly perturbed social world), and the other
of which damps out the effects of the universalized maxim much more
quickly (call its product the minimally perturbed social world). Recall
that the point of the CI-maxim (expressed in its final clause) is to deter-
mine whether some line of action that you are actually contemplating is
permissible. But the highly perturbed social world is too distant from the
actual world to allow you to assess the actions you must in fact consider.
Suppose that the maxim you are contemplating is: to fill up your tank
when you pass a gas station, so as not to run out of gas. Cars predictably
kill and maim some nonnegligible percentage of their passengers, so in
a Kantian choice of transportation system, automobiles would be prohib-
ited; in the Kingdom of Ends, there are no cars. So you cannot turn to the
Kingdom of Ends to answer questions about when to tank up. Appealing
to the highly perturbing version of the CI-maxim to determine what to do
is adopting what is normally a self-frustrating plan of action: it amounts
either to a contradiction in conception, or something on a par with one.
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3

Until this point in the argument, New Kantians will find it easy to be
concessive. It is hard not to allow that there are many cases where one
needs what the man in the street calls an exception to the rule. But
Kantians will have a complaint to register about the interpretation I have
been putting on them: that they are exceptions in one sense, but not
in another (and in particular, not in the sense my argument requires).
Korsgaard has put the response in print, and so I will use her as my stalking
horse; however, it is important to bear in mind that I am taking up her
discussion not just as an objection one could make to my argument,
but as an instance of an objection New Kantians have to make: this is a
forced move.
Korsgaard agrees that

there’s no general reason to suppose we can think of everything in advance.
When we adopt a maxim as a universal law, we know there might be cases, cases
we haven’t thought of, which would show us that it is not universal after all. In
that sense we can allow for exceptions.>®

The way she tries to accommodate this very pervasive fact is to allow
that one’s principles “be willed as .. . . provisionally universal,” which is to
say that we are to “think [a principle] applies to every case of a certain
sort, unless there is some good reason why not.” She invokes the Kantian
comparison to causal laws, and reminds us that when we make causal
claims, we usually invoke causal principles that hold only “all else equal.”
When we find an exception to a natural law, “we look for an explanation.
Something must have made this case different: one of its background
conditions was not met.”

Here the important point is that the explanation must itself have uni-
versal (or provisionally universal) force. For this reason, exceptions can
be incorporated into laws that are universal in form; and this require-
ment (or the analogous requirement, since maxims really do differ from
natural laws) in the practical case runs as follows:

if a principle was provisionally universal, and we encounter an exceptional case,
we must now go back and revise it, bringing it a little closer to the absolute
universality to which provisional universality essentially aspires.

That is (and adjusting the terminology to bring it into line with the dis-
cussion so far), while (New) Kantians can allow that you may encounter
cases that, you will agree, aren’t properly handled by whatever universally
shaped maxim you had adopted, what you are to do is not, strictly
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speaking, to grant an exception, but to replace your old maxim with
a new one that handles the “exception,” as it really ought to have been
treated by the rule in the first place.3*

This might be done by tacking the exception onto the maxim, as an
extra clause, so to speak (one you might not bother to mention the next
time you state your maxim, but which is now understood to be part of
it). Or you might reformulate the rule as a whole, so that separate men-
tion of the class of exceptions wouldn’t be needed. There are many ways,
some more and some less elegant, by which this might be accomplished.3*
What they share is an adjustment in the contours of your practical com-
mitments, and what matters is that while this adjustment may be very
sensitive to, and picky about, details, it too is universal in form: you are
now committed to handling other similar cases in the same way.

Now Korsgaard thinks that “the difference between regarding a princi-
ple as universal, and regarding it as provisionally universal, is marginal.”
This, I am going to argue, is a mistake; the difference makes all the dif-
ference in the world, and especially in the world of the universalized
CI-maxim. There are two things to notice here: first, that making an
exception and building an exception-shaped twiddle into a rule work dif-
ferently in the social world; and, second, that the commitment to revise
one’s maxim in such cases is itself a maxim, and has to be checked against
the Cl-procedure as well.

4

Recall the Kantian argument against lying: if lying in given circumstances
was a practice, everyone would know that it was, and they would adjust
their behavior in the light of that knowledge. (That is, no one would
believe your lies, and you would never get that loan.) More generally,
when working our way through the Cl-procedure, we have to assume
that others are going to adjust their plans of action in light of what the
rules are. Recall that I left open the question of whether this was to be
regarded as an empirical fact, to be retained in the world of a universalized
maxim, or a prescriptive constraint — a matter of how Kantian moral
theory requires us to think about our fellow persons. I do not want to
resolve this question now, so I will try to use cases for which both versions
of the constraint are plausible.

It follows that there is a difference between a genuine exception, and
an adjustment to a rule that accommodates a previously unnoticed class
of cases: when thinking about the latter, Kantian theory requires us to
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consider how people will adjust their plans in light of the modified rule.
(People who grant exceptions sometimes worry about setting precedents;
another way to characterize the effect that now has to be taken into ac-
count is that Kantian exceptions always set precedents.) Let’s return to
our previous cases:

Parking in Milan Revisited. If everyone who needed to were allowed to
leave his car in the lot with his blinkers on, people would soon notice this
option and start planning around it. They would count on being able to
dash upstairs to make a phone call, or to deliver flowers, or whatever; and
so they would plan on making that phone call or delivering the flowers.
The parking lot would very quickly be full of briefly parked cars. The
primary users of the lot would not be able to getin and out, and the visitor
who needed an exception to the rule would generally find all the free
spaces already taken. That is, what I needed to make my day work was an
exception, and not an adjusted rule.

Trouble in High School Revisited. 1f it became the rule, roughly, that promis-
ing and bright high school students got to skip class with impunity, they
would soon realize that. An important incentive for attending classes
would disappear, better students would stop coming to class, less promis-
ing students would be transformed into resentful second-class citizens,
and the effect would be, not to help out bright and promising students
(the intent of the original exception), but to undermine their academic
performance. Again, what is needed is an exception, rather than a mod-
ification to the rule.

The Tardy Contributor Revisited. Likewise, if it were discovered that dead-
lines could be broken, contributors would quickly realize this. And in
fact they have; some authors routinely overbook themselves, knowing
that deadlines do not have to be taken seriously. (If you're in the busi-
ness, I don’t need to tell you who the egregious abusers are.) Any volume
with a sizable number of contributors is bound to have one or more such
authors, and since other authors know that the volume will be delayed,
they too plan on dawdling. Since no one really believes the volume will
have a timely appearance, authors reserve their best efforts for other
venues. The point of granting the original exception was to facilitate the
appearance of a strong and timely collection; precisely this point is un-
dermined by universalizing the exception. Again, what is needed is an
exception, rather than a modification to the rule.



The Categorical Imperative and Contradiction in the Will 105

More generally, because rational agents adjust their plans to take ac-
count of changes in the rules (because they, quite correctly, come to count
on the new rules), institutionalizing exceptions — writing them into the
rules in the way that Kantian moral theory requires — tends to have per-
verse results. The results are perverse in the ordinary sense, that of giving
rise to baroque and unwanted side effects (think of the tax code, to take
a bureaucratic example); but they are also perverse in a technical and
Kantian sense, that of undercutting the connection between the excep-
tion and its originally intended effect. Usually, granting an exception
while institutionalizing exceptions of that kind amounts to what is, by
Kantian lights, a self-frustrating plan of action.

There are of course two sorts of cases: those in which universalizing
an exception undermines the point of granting such an exception, and
those in which it does not. New Kantian arguments for imperfect duties
turn on judgment calls (about how much of an impediment to agency a
given social phenomenon will turn out to be); my sense of the territory
here is that you can’t get by just on the latter sort of exceptions. But
once again, if your sense of the territory differs, the backup claim is that
such undermining happens to roughly the extent that you turn out to
need help (and skilled help) from other people — that is, that if the New
Kantian model arguments work, so does this one.

5

Our first objection to treating maxims as “provisionally universal” was
that there is a substantive difference between exceptions and changes in
the rules, and often agents need the former rather than the latter. Our
second objection is located on the side of the person dispensing excep-
tions, rather than on the side of the recipient. Kantian strategies need to
be subjected to the Kantian consistency test. Accordingly, consider the
following second-order maxim:

When Iruninto a case that my (first-order) maxim does not handle
properly, I will revise my (first-order) maxim to incorporate the
exception, so as to be able to act on rules that I understand to be
“provisionally universal.”

Call this the Revision Maxim. If a Kantian is to find the Revision Maxim
acceptable, it must pass the Cl-procedure; but there is a quick argument
to show that it does not.

I have for expository convenience been speaking of agents adjusting
themselves to changes in the rules, and recent Kantians may have found
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that turn of phrase worrisome; what we are supposed to be imagining
is not a response to change, but the steady-state social world of which
the contrary-tofact alteration is a permanent feature. (See, for exam-
ple, Rawls, 2000, pp. 171-2.) Now in the steady-state world where agents
follow the Revision Maxim, most of their maxims will already be much
revised. That is to say, they will be very complicated (in something like
the way the legal code or the tax code is complicated). But it is a deep
empirical fact about human beings —a fact on a par with their vulnerabil-
ity and the limitations on how many useful skills they can acquire — that
they are not very good, cognitively, at handling this kind of complexity
and detail. It is very easy to swamp human cognitive resources, and in a
world in which one’s maxims have had many exceptions appended to or
integrated into them, they will be too complex to think with.

First, it will not be realistic to demand of agents that they be sensitive
to whether their maxims are universalizable, because that will usually
be too complicated a question for them to answer. The perturbed social
world of the Cl-procedure is a complex abstract object, and you can think
of it as being a little like a chessboard. Just as it is very easy to produce
boards that are hard to see your way through (the starting state of the
board is hard for anyone, including grandmasters and IBM’s Deep Blue;
that’s why people play chess), so it is easy to produce perturbed social
worlds it’s hard to see your way through. Adding detail to rules makes it
harder to see, and see one’s way through, the structure of the perturbed
social worlds they generate. (Compare the way the tax code evolves: policy
makers fail to see that a provision they are introducing will create new
loopholes, and that these will be exploited to the hilt; they then need to
add further provisions, which in turn create further loopholes; and so
on. If human beings could generally see what the perturbed social world
of arelatively complex rule looked like, they would be able to do so when
the subject was taxation, and the tax code would not have the daunting
patch-on-top-of-patch look that it does.) The point of the Revision Maxim
is to allow one to act on rules that are universalizable; but in the world
of the universalized Revision Maxim, one often cannot tell whether the
maxim one proposes to act on is universalizable.33

Second, as maxims get more complicated, it becomes harder to see
what actions they demand. (Think again of the tax code; who among us,
accountants included, knows what taxes we should really be paying? If
human beings could see what very complicated rules require, they could
do it when the subject was taxes.) Again, the point of the Revision Maxim
is to allow one to act on rules that are universalizable; but in the world
of the universalized Revision Maxim, one often cannot so much as tell
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what one’s rule requires that one do. If this is right, the Revision Maxim
fails the Cl-procedure (twice over) at the contradiction in conception
stage.34

Kant himself seems not to have appreciated the problem here; he
apparently thought that making out the demands of the Categorical Im-
perative, first formulation, was within the reach of even the simplest intel-
ligence. Kant has not been alone. Widespread awareness of complexity as
an obstacle to problem solving dates only to the 1960s, and even now the
idea has just barely become respectable within economics and political
science.?5 For instance, with occasional exceptions such as Hayek, the
insuperable difficulties of managing centrally planned economies were
overlooked until very late in the twentieth century (and it is suggestive
that the construction of a Soviet-style Five Year Plan bears a family re-
semblance to the mapping out of perturbed social worlds that we are
now contemplating).3® If the realization that it is often not cognitively
possible to solve problems about complicated social structures is still be-
ing assimilated in the social sciences, we should not blame Kant for not
having noticed it.

You may be inclined to think that the complexity of the perturbed so-
cial worlds generated by the Cl-procedure cannot be as intractable as all
that. After all, there are domains — such as producing syntactically correct
speech — that seem to be quite complex and in which humans do quite
well.37 And you may be wondering whether perhaps the Cl-procedure
belongs in such a domain. To see why this is unlikely, contrast the almost
effortless production of sentence after grammatical sentence (that gives
the Chomskian hypothesis of a special-purpose hardwired grammar mod-
ule whatever plausibility it has) with the paucity of worked examples of
the Cl-procedure. Earlier on, I added the New Kantian argument against
violence to the three examples that canonically accompany presentations
of the Categorical Imperative. Despite the fact that violence is a very basic
moral issue, it took Kantians some two hundred years to come up with the
argument, and itis treated, in the New Kantian literature, as a noteworthy
achievement; it is, in any case, one of the very few new applications of the
Cl-procedure. If humans came to the problem space generated by the
Cl-procedure possessing anything like their innate competence with
the syntax of natural languages, then the solved problems would not
be nearly so few and far between, and this particular application would
have been merely one more of a practically endless stream of them.

Even if treating maxims as provisionally universal is unworkable, it
might still be tempting to think that the pressure for exceptions can be
relieved, in a way Kantians would welcome, by building generic exception
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clauses of one kind or another into the contents of maxims themselves.
(For instance, “...unless an emergency comes up,” or “...other things
being equal,” or “...unless an exception is needed.”) An argument of
the kind we have just assembled disposes of these proposals. When it
comes to “other things equal,” there are indefinitely many such cases
that might come up, we cannot estimate their frequency, and they do not
lend themselves to being neatly classified in advance. So when maxims
contain such clauses, it is impossible to tell what their perturbed social
worlds will look like. For maxims that have had their contents blurred
in this way, the Cl-procedure does not give definite results. The point of
adopting a second-order maxim that dictates generic exception clauses
in one’s first-order maxims would be to rescue the Cl-procedure. So such
a maxim founders on a contradiction in conception. This is why agents’
maxims have to be treated as laying down exceptionless policies.

To recap: First, modified rules differ from genuine exceptions, and
they tend to be self-frustrating when universalized. Second, acting on the
Revision Maxim is what New Kantian moral theory requires of agents
who make exceptions, and the Revision Maxim fails the Cl-procedure.
This means that New Kantian moral theory cannot accommodate the
need for exceptions. If Kantians cannot after all make exceptions, and if,
as I have argued, exceptions are a necessary precondition for successful
agency worth the name, then the ClI-maxim does indeed give rise to a
contradiction in the will.

6

Before concluding, I want to take up two related objections to the argu-
ment we now have on the table. These try to abort it by circumscribing
the application of the concept of a maxim. To frame the objections, I
am going to take a moment to introduce another element of the New
Kantian picture, which I will call maxim hierarchies.

The third clause of a maxim, as the New Kantians construe it, specifies
the end or point of one’s action: to revert to an earlier example, “when
I pass a gas station, to top off my tank, so as not to run out of gas.” Now
that point can in general be understood as a further action or plan of
action; the intent of that further plan of action can in turn be rendered
by a maxim; and that further maxim will itself specify a further point:
perhaps, “when I am driving a car, not to let myself run out of gas, in order
to keep my car a reliable means of transportation.” And likewise, that further
point can be unfolded into a still further maxim: maybe, “when I am in a
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location that does not have convenient and dependable public transit, to
keep my car a reliable means of transportation, so that I can get where I need
to go, when I need to be there.” Maxims that appear at the upper reaches of
such hierarchies tend to specify more abstract and more general policies
(and I'll sometimes talk about them as dictating “larger” actions, because
they contain the actions specified by their inferiors in their hierarchies as
subplans or components).38 Such hierarchies turn up in the exposition
of most New Kantian positions,39 and they give a claim I made earlier
the status of an observation: what counts, for present purposes, as action
does not have to look busy; in particular, suitably governed omissions or
refrainings can count as actions. In order to keep my car a reliable means
of transportation, I don’t strip the gears. (And so I don’t shift directly
from fifth to first; I don’t shift into reverse while I'm speeding down the
highway; and so on.) Not stripping the gears occupies a place in (another
branch of) my maxim hierarchy, even though it, and many of the actions
below it, are things I don’t do. (Recall, under this heading, that testing a
general policy of not helping was the Kantian way of arguing for a duty
of mutual aid.) For the purposes of practical reasoning, deliberatively
governed plans of inaction are plans of action, too.

Now we can state the objections. First, at the upper reaches of such a
hierarchy of intentions, there is a glass ceiling above which the policies
are not to be considered maxims. In particular, being guided by the CI-
procedure need not be a maxim, and so such a policy does not itself
need to be tested using the Cl-procedure. But if we exempt what we were
calling the CI-maxim (and similarly general or abstract policies, such as
the Revision Maxim) from passing the Cl-procedure, then the argument
we have just finished constructing will not go through. Since maxims
were introduced as generic representations of the contents of intentions
or volitions, this amounts to saying that, while you are to act in conformity
with the dictates of the Cl-procedure, this is not to be taken for a further
intention on your part: in an older Kantian locution, you are to act in
accord with, but not from, the moral law. Call this the Upper Glass Ceiling
Objection.

The Upper Glass Ceiling Objection does not sound much like Kant,
who is very concerned that one act, not merely in accord with, but out
of respect for the moral law; Kant explicitly characterizes as a maxim
an extremely general and abstract policy, “that I should follow such a
law even if all my inclinations are thereby thwarted” (G 400); he also
worries about how maxim hierarchies are going to top out, treating the
Categorical Imperative as one of the possible basic postures an agent
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might assume.4® So the Upper Glass Ceiling Objection would have to be
understood not as an explication of Kant, but as an amendment to him.
Now, the Cl-procedure is motivated by the idea that it is important to
assess, not your actions on their own, but why you do them; if you did
not think that what mattered was the practical consistency of the volition,
rather than the outcome effected by the volition, there would be no point
to deploying the Cl-procedure in the first place. So it’s hard to see why
someone who cared only about conformity of reasons and rationality to
some template would end up requiring this pattern to be conformed to
in one’s mode of producing action. That is, the move made by the Upper
Glass Ceiling Objection is evidently motivated not by considerations that
have their home in the (New) Kantian way of seeing things, but as an ad
hoc response to the problem posed by our argument. Of course, that is
not yet reason enough to dismiss it.

Second, it will be suggested that what we find at the lower reaches of
the hierarchy are not, properly speaking, maxims. Only suitably general
principles, such as those mandating or prohibiting lying, are subject to
test by the Cl-procedure; “specific intentions” are not,*' and so need not
be exceptionless. Since the argument we have been constructing turns on
the pervasiveness of needed but unavailable exceptions, if a glass ceiling
below which maxims are not to be found is set suitably high, then the
argument will not go through. Call this the Lower Glass Ceiling Objection.

The Lower Glass Ceiling Objection requires a Kantian willing to make
a difficult sacrifice. Hegel complained that Kantian universalizability was
too formal a device actually to produce substantive results, and the New
Kantian tradition takes visible pride in having shown how a recognizably
Kantian rendering of the Categorical Imperative can indeed produce
conclusions as concrete as those we have reviewed. But the further up
the Lower Glass Ceiling is set, the fewer substantive results there will be.
Moreover, this New Kantian rejoinder puts a great deal of pressure on
the notion of a maxim. If maxims are not simply a way to capture the
form of any intentional action whatsoever, we need to be told what they
are. And looking more closely at this lacuna gives us a decisive response
to both the Upper and Lower Glass Ceiling Objections.

Recall the structure of Kantian imperfect duties. No one can help
everyone who needs it, and there is no way of marking off just those cases
in which you really have to help out from those in which you don’t. So it
is up to you to decide when to help out; in the end, when to help is your
judgment call. Now, it is not as though we have a principled way to place
what I'was calling the Upper and Lower Glass Ceilings; after all, whatis the
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hard and fast difference between maxims, more specific intentions, and
more general policies? The CI-procedure applies only to what counts as a
maxim, so the Glass Ceiling objections give the moral law the structure of
an imperfect duty: they entail granting to agents the discretion to decide
when to invoke the Cl-procedure as a constraint on their actions. (So
one might insist, entirely legitimately, that lying was permissible because,
in one’s own judgment, the intention to lie was either too specific or too
general to count as a maxim.) The effect would be to erase the distinction
between perfect and imperfect duties from New Kantian moral theory. I
am confident that the New Kantians would regard that consequence as
unwelcome and unacceptable.4?

New Kantians tend to allow that maxims can be very general and
abstract.#3 But some New Kantians already think that intentions at the
lower regions of the hierarchy cannot in any case count as maxims. So
is my objection to Lower Glass Ceilings uncharitable?44 In my view, New
Kantians face a hard choice, and here is how I think it looks.

When running a maxim through the CI-procedure produces a startling
result, there is an unfortunate inclination on the part of Kantian theorists
to try to block the result by insisting that the input was not really a maxim
in the first place.4> I am for my own part disappointed by how frequently
that inclination wins out. Kantian theory is deep and interesting only
when it is taken seriously, and I have found that facing up to the startling
result is usually theoretically fruitful. Just for instance, the maxim, “I will
buy clockwork trains but not sell them,” does not universalize: if no one
sells the trains, no one will be able to buy them (Nell, 1975, p. 76). The
moral really is that that intention is impermissible. (Morality requires
more carefully conditionalized maxims, perhaps ones that are explicitly
sensitive to the idea that being a toy collector is only one of the many social
roles you might contingently occupy.) Or again, it’s a standard classroom
example that maxims like “I'will turn up at Times Square tomorrow” don’t
universalize. (There’s not enough room for everyone.) The moral here
is that introducing proper names into maxims produces contradictions
in conception. Or again, Herman’s example of a “puzzle maxim” that
must be “set aside” is, “To always be first through the door.” I disagree:
the fact that this maxim is not universalizable is a very good candidate
explanation for the fact that this sort of pushiness is, while not a big deal,
nonetheless rude. That is, one option for the New Kantians (and the one
that seems to me likeliest to produce richer results) is not to give up so
easily on the intentions at the bottom of the hierarchy (but this means
giving up on the Lower Glass Ceiling Objection).
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A second option is to find a principled way of distinguishing the max-
ims to which the Cl-procedure applies from the more concrete intentions
to which it does not. This seems less promising to me. One reason is that
no one who has tried to introduce the distinction has made much head-
way at cleanly articulating it. Another is that the New Kantian tradition
has seen the Cl-procedure as a test of practical consistency. That way of
motivating the Cl-procedure makes sense when its range of application
is intention, generically understood. But what kind of distinction could
support a narrower notion of consistency? And why should practical con-
sistency be required only of some special type of intention?4°

The third option is to allow perfect duties to vanish from New Kantian
moral theory, and the centrality to the tradition of the perfect duties
makes this tantamount to altering the content of Kantian moral theory
almost beyond recognition. But if New Kantians cannot afford glass ceil-
ings, then they are committed to maxims coming in all degrees of gener-
ality and abstraction. The New Kantian position may require that maxims
share a shape — the logical form that is used to express the content of an
intention that comes up to snuff — but their shape cannot constrain the
level of abstractness of the maxim’s content. And this is (one more rea-
son) why I have been using the looser “point” to describe what the third
slot of New Kantian maxims expresses; some people are finicky about the
term “end,” and prefer to use it only for fairly concrete aims with definite
termination points. But this notion of end is much narrower than what
maxims must be able to capture.

7

What lesson should we draw from the argument that we have just con-
cluded? Not the easy one, that we should give up on New Kantian moral
theory. True, if contradiction in the will arguments establish imperfect
duties, it looks as though we have exhibited a Kantian imperfect duty to
violate the Categorical Imperative, and so that part of the position will
have to go. But New Kantian moral theory would not have gotten nearly
the attention it has if it were so intellectually impoverished as to be a
one-idea view. I mentioned at the outset two other ideas traditionally
identified with Kant (the requirement that persons be treated as “ends
in themselves,” and the importance of autonomy), but there are many
more: justforinstance, the conception of personhood as a practical rather
than a metaphysical status, ingenious arguments against instrumentalist
accounts of practical reasoning, and the suggestion that actions are to be
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thought of as moves in the only game in town. (See Korsgaard, 1996a,
chs. 13, 11; Schapiro, 2001.) Showing that one of the ideas in the Kantian
portfolio is unworkable leaves a valuable and still-diversified grouping of
philosophical assets. (And in fact some New Kantians have, over the past
decades, come to rest more weight on the so-called Formula of Humanity
in particular.)

Itis also too early to go looking for constructive lessons about practical
reasoning and morality — the kind of lessons that would help us frame
improved accounts of one or the other. We ought first to develop a deeper
diagnosis of what has gone wrong with the Categorical Imperative, first
formulation; but to come by that, we will need a better handle on the
philosophical motivations of the New Kantian position than we now have,
starting with an explanation of why an agent wills the universalization of
his maxim (so that the contradictions exhibited by the Cl-procedure
are contradictions in the agent’s will). I do not think this question can
be successfully pursued without turning from the New Kantians back to
Kant himself, and that is an undertaking for another time and place.
(I append some preliminary discussion in a postscript to this chapter.)

So allow me to suggest an interim and methodological lesson. When
you are working up your philosophical theory, always stop to check what
happens when you apply that theory to itself. Sometimes that operation
will not so much as make sense. Sometimes the result will be fast and
reassuring. But sometimes, as we have just seen, it will not, and so the test
of reflexive application is not one that you can afford to neglect.

POSTSCRIPT

The Cl-procedure is both a theory of practical reasoning and the central
element of a revived Kantian moral theory. If the Categorical Imperative
does, as I have argued, give rise to a contradiction in the will, and if we
want to draw lessons from that fact which will help us in developing better
theories of practical reasoning, and so better moral theories, we need to
figure out what it was doing there in the first place. I am going to make
some suggestions about where to look for the philosophical motivations
of the universalizability formulation of the Categorical Imperative. By
philosophical motivations I do not mean the reasons for it that Kantians
have given and would endorse, but, as it were, proto-reasons that are not,
in either sense of the word, well articulated. It hardly needs to be said
that such an investigation will be a good deal more speculative than the
argument we have just concluded.
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The Cl-procedure is supposed to be a consistency or coherence test
for a proposed plan of action.4?7 The maxims that get run through the CI-
Procedure are not normally means-end incoherent; when you propose,
say, to lie as a way of getting the money, to lie is precisely to take the
means to your end. So why think of universalizability as a consistency con-
dition on one’s maxims? This question is the most direct entry point into
our diagnostic problem, but it takes us into the territory of Kant’s noto-
riously puzzling theory of freedom. Because the doctrines going under
that heading are, in my view, often misread, let’s pause to frame them, by
recalling a bit of history which seems to have been quite unaccountably
forgotten by the community of Kant scholars.

With the decline of European monarchism, we have lost the curious
legal fiction that kings had two bodies, one of which was the so-called
“body natural” (what we would now think of as the king’s body, plain
and simple), and the other, his “body politic” (a phrase we still retain),
that is, his realm. (The body politic of the King of France was France,
and he might — as in Lear — actually be referred to as “France.”) These
bodies were held to be identical, in the same mysterious way that the
persons of the Catholic Trinity were (and still are) held to be identical.
This bizarre-sounding doctrine had a very practical point, viz., to prevent
the country, which was legally the king’s personal property, from going
into probate on his death (and perhaps being divided up among the
heirs). So while the king’s body natural died, his body politic, which was
(anyhow potentially) immortal, continued on. This is what the cry, “The
King is dead, long live the King,” meant: his body natural has died, but
his body politic persists.+®

The two-bodies doctrine has been all but forgotten, but in Kant’s time
any halfway educated person would have known about it (remember that
cry, “The King is dead!”), and Kant was much better than halfway edu-
cated; he was in fact quite knowledgeable about the law.49 What is today
perhaps the most puzzling aspect of Kant’s theory of freedom is the idea
that people have two selves: one belonging to the world of appearances
or phenomena, and subject to the laws of nature; the other to the in-
telligible world, and subject to the laws of freedom. But it would have
been obvious to Kant’s contemporaries that the two-selves doctrine was
modelled on the two-bodies doctrine: in a kingdom, the sovereign has
two bodies, and in the kingdom of ends, where everyone is a sovereign,
everyone has two bodies. Like the two-bodies doctrine, or like the modern
corporation (which is descended both etymologically and functionally
from the two-bodies doctrine), the two-selves doctrine has a primarily
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practical point. Just as the legal device of the corporation allows us to dis-
tinguish the personal obligations and liabilities of Mr Turner from those
of Turner Broadcasting, so (to make do with no more than a gesture)
the device of the intelligible self allows us to distinguish the demands of
practical reason from those of theoretical reason.

For present purposes, the important feature of the two-bodies doctrine
is this: it was (and everybody knew that it was) a legal fiction. It may have
had the look of metaphysics, but pursuing the metaphysical questions that
would occur to someone who took it for real metaphysics — what is the
criterion of identity? how can we square the identity with the differing
spatial and temporal extensions of the two bodies? and so on — would
show only that one did not get the point of the legal device. The two-
selves doctrine is modelled on the two-bodies doctrine in this respect
also, and we can analogously call it a philosophical fiction. Pursuing the
metaphysical questions that would occur to someone who took it for real
metaphysics —why (by Kant’s lights) isn’t the insistence on the intelligible
selfa paralogism? how can the self that performs the reasoning aboutwhat
to do be atemporal? and so on — would show only that one did not get
the point of the philosophical fiction.

Three quick preemptive points. First, to deploy a legal fiction is not
necessarily to actas though itwere true. (Acting as if France were identical
with the King of France would, I suppose, preclude ploughing the fields,
which no one took the two-bodies doctrine to entail.) So to deploy a
philosophical fiction need not entail acting as though it were true, either.
The guidance it provides is less direct than that.

Second, if philosophers have forgotten about the two-bodies doctrine,
and its bearing on the two-selves doctrine, that is because Kant does
not explicitly remind us of it. But then why doesn’t he tell us straight
out that the two-selves doctrine is a philosophical fiction? (He had a vo-
cabulary in which to do so: he could have called it a Postulate of Pure
Practical Reason, or, per the Canon of Pure Reason, a “belief” [ Glaube;
A820/B848-A851/B8r9].) It’s hard to be sure, but recall that his fail-
ure to do so is not unprecedented; other Kantian borrowings from the
legal repertoire go unannounced.”® And because such an explicit an-
nouncement would have entailed stating outright that the two-bodies
doctrine was indeed a legal fiction, Kant may have chosen to follow fre-
quent Enlightenment practice: to step lightly by allowing it to remain
unmentioned but understood. It just would not have done, in an age
where the institutions of official censorship remained in place, to be too
overt about such matters.5"
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Third, let me emphasize that I am not suggesting that the whole of
Kant’s Transcendental Idealism falls under this rubric. On the contrary:
the two-selves doctrine assumes the status of (something on the order of)
a legal fiction because it is an add-on, one that fits awkwardly with the
more central parts of his system.

Bearing all that in mind, let’s assemble an argument for the universal-
izability criterion out of some pieces of Kantian theory.

“Willing” is an archaic philosophical concept that does not have a
current exact equivalent, but “intending” comes close enough for gov-
ernment work. It is frequently remarked of intentions that their content
has a reflexive component: part of the intention to ¢ is that one’s ¢ing be
caused by that very intention.5® (This distinguishes intending to ¢ from
merely wanting or wishing to ¢.) Now when one takes oneself to be acting
for reasons, a further part of the content of one’s intention will be that
it really is responsive to those reasons: that it is not merely the case that
one has the reasons and that, by coincidence, one also intends to do the
action that the reasons support. That is, one’s intention is in part that it
be caused by those reasons. Putting these back to back, we have the idea
that one is tacitly intending, when one intends oneself to be acting for
reasons, that the action be caused by those reasons. This is what Kant has
in mind when he tells us that “the will is a kind of causality belonging to
living things insofar as they are rational.”>3

What this tacit intention commits one to, in the Kantian system, is
spelled out by Kant’s account of causation. If x causes y, then there must
be an exceptionless law under which x and y fall, requiring items of the
relevant type under which x falls to be followed by items of the relevant
type under which y falls: “The concept of causality involves that of laws
according to which something that we call cause must entail something
else — namely, the effect” (G 446).

Since, in intending to act for a reason, you are committing yourself
to a causal connection between your reasons and your action, and since
the causal connection would involve an exceptionless law connecting
such reasons and such actions, part of what you are “willing” — part
of the way you would have things be, whether you are aware of it or
not — is that circumstances that function as your reasons and cause
your actions produce those actions as effects, in the same way, when-
ever anybody is in them.5* This is why to find that the world in which
your maxim is universalized cannot be conceived, or that such a world
would frustrate the line of action specified by your maxim, or that
such a world would frustrate another practical commitment that you
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as an agent inevitably have, is to demonstrate a contradiction in your
will.

Although the components of the argument I have just sketched are
lying around in plain view, Kant himself never got around to putting
them end to end, and I will accordingly call it the Missing Argument.
One explanation for the Missing Argument’s absence is that it is a bad
argument, and if we are going to use it to understand what is motivating
the Cl-procedure, we will have to find a way of putting that reaction to
one side.

The Missing Argument makes one’s theory of rationality (and so the
moral theory derived from it) less dependent on one’s “intuitions” about
what is and is not rational (a good thing), but it also seems to make
one’s theory of rationality more dependent on a number of dubious
metaphysical premises (a bad thing). For each premise in the Missing
Argument, itis not hard to find a contemporary philosopher who accepts
(something like) it, but it would be difficult to find many philosophers
who accepted all of them.55 And if you press the Missing Argument, it
seems to get into trouble very quickly. For example, the causes of an
action obviously include not just the reasons for it, but an indefinitely
wide range of other events, facts, and conditions. Or again, notice how
very peculiaritis that Kant, of all philosophers, should take a commitment
to the universal causal efficacy of one’s reasons inevitably to be an aspect
of one’s will. Kant was the champion of autonomy, that is, of acting on
one’s own reasons (on laws that one legislates for oneself). But when you
decide to act for your own reasons, it turns out that you are also willing
that everyone else act for your reasons, too, rather than for theirs.3°
And finally for now, since other people do not in fact always act on your
reasons, wouldn’t it follow that the intention to act for reasons inevitably
fails, and that people who think they are acting for reasons are just fooling
themselves?

The pivot of the argument is the “category” of causation, which Kant
tells us can be “transferred” from its theoretical home (the synthesis of
the world of appearances) to the intelligible (and so not synthesized)
world (C2 49-50, 54). Now, intelligible causation sounds a little like that
old shtetl joke: A sophisticated world traveler explains the telegraph to
his provincial audience. He asks them to imagine a very long dog, with
its head in Minsk and its tail in Pinsk; when you scratch the dog’s head in
Minsk, the tail wags in Pinsk, and when you pull the dog’s tail in Pinsk,
the head barks in Minsk. A telegraph, he tells them, is just like that — only
without the dog.57 Causation, the first Critique teaches us, is an artifact of
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synthesis, and the will, that is, intelligible causation, is just like ordinary
causation — only without the synthesis. If intelligible causation is taken
as metaphysics, it is unintelligible. But it is not metaphysics: intelligible
causation is a piece of, and of a piece with, the two selves doctrine, the
perspective from which Kant takes the view that “the will is to be the cause
of the objects” (C2 44). So we should likewise think of it as a philosophical
fiction. That means that there would be no point in exerting pressure
on the metaphysical components of the Missing Argument, in just the
way that there is no point in exerting pressure on Kant’s account of the
noumenal self; to complain about bloopers of the sort we itemized a few
moments back would show only that one had not gotten the point of
the philosophical fiction. Rather, the Missing Argument would serve as
the emblem of a moral or practical position, and the only real question
in the neighborhood is then what practical position the argument could
represent. And once the question is put that way, I think there is a fairly
obvious answer.

In the Missing Argument, Kant’s causal doctrines operate as a stand-
in for a variation on the Principle of Sufficient Reason, that is, for the
idea that if by adducing R you have given a full and sufficient reason for
¢ing on one occasion, then R must be a sufficient reason for ¢ing on
any other occasion as well. (Conversely, if R is a reason for ¢ing on one
occasion, but not on another, then R cannot have been the full reason in
the first place.) Kant’s account of causation is built around the Principle
of Sufficient Reason,58 which would make it natural for him to express his
justificatory requirement by attributing to agents the tacit commitment
to a causal connection between their reasons and their actions. One’s
reasons are given in the content of one’s representations, and this would
in turn justify a willingness to think of the exceptionless causal connection
as operating at the level of contents. And since all there could be to
intelligible causation is inferential dependence, it is a reasonable way to
cast what is really a claim about reasons.

In the Jasche Logic, Kant distinguishes the material criterion of truth —
whether the cognition agrees with the object to which it is referred — and
the formal criteria, which specify “universal logical marks of the agree-
ment of cognition with itself or — what is one and the same — with the
universal laws of the understanding and of reason.” Since in the practical
domain agreement with the object of cognition is not at issue, the formal
criteria Kant identifies — the Principle of Contradiction and the Principle
of Sufficient Reason — ought together to constitute conditions of ade-
quacy for a practical cognition.?¥ The Missing Argument appropriately
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presents the Cl-procedure as a method of verifying that a practical
cognition — a maxim — satisfies both formal criteria. In particular, the
Categorical Imperative, first formulation, is made out by the argument
to be a test for when one’s reasons could be sufficient for, that is, justify
fully and completely, on their own, the action one is proposing.G"

The pieces of the Missing Argument are all there in Kant, but the
Missing Argument is missing — and not because the objections we would
bring to bear on it, were it to be read as metaphysics, are an obstacle
to deploying it as a philosophical fiction. (If it were assembled, it would
appear as part of a doctrine whose function was symbolic and practical,
a view from which inconvenient entailments need not be drawn.) When
I said earlier that I hoped to track down the motivations for the Kantian
universalizability requirement, I distinguished those from the reasons
(i.e., the arguments) that Kant and later Kantians actually have given. I
am proposing the logical doctrine we have justidentified as the proximate
motivation for the Categorical Imperative, first formulation (and its later
reformulation as the Cl-procedure). To say in what sense that claim is to
be taken, I want to apply a perhaps unusual description to the Missing
Argument, which I will borrow from the lexicon of psychoanalysis.

An unconscious thought or motivation is not to be understood (in
the way the popular reception of Freud understands it) as a fully artic-
ulated thought that is somehow kept hidden out of its owner’s sight.
For psychoanalytic practice, thought is unconscious because it is unartic-
ulated, and therefore inarticulate. For instance, an unconscious desire
might consist in fragmentary images, patterns of association, bodily be-
havior such as hysterical paralysis and vomiting, and the like: that is, in
proto-cognition which is unavailable to the thinking subject because it
lacks the conceptual and propositional structure that would allow it to
interlock inferentially with other articulated thoughts. A psychoanalytic
interpretation offers to its client a form which the chaotic bits and pieces
can fill naturally; if the client accepts the interpretation, the associatively
triggered images, unregimented impulses, and so on become the mat-
ter of a new proposition, and of a definite propositional attitude. The
additional structure then allows the deployment, within the client’s regi-
mented conceptual and inferential system, of what had been chaotic bits
and pieces. Once that has happened, the owner of the newly formed
thought can look at it straight on, assess it, and, more to the point, think
with it — thus making it properly part of its owner’s (conscious) mind.
This is why successful psychoanalytic interpretations serve a therapeutic

function.%*
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Consider the Principle of Sufficient Reason as an unconscious motiva-
tion, in the psychoanalytic sense I have just sketched, for the Categorical
Imperative, first formulation. That is, it is a doctrine, with an ensuing
train of thought, into which some of the unregimented bits and pieces
of Kant’s views can be integrated.®® In attempting to bring the uncon-
scious motivations of Kantian moral philosophy to consciousness, I am
practicing what you can if you like call philosophical psychoanalysis; but
let me emphasize that the point is not to engage in personal speculation
about Kant. If I am interested in the philosophical motivations for the
Categorical Imperative, that is because I suspect that they can and do
still move us today, even when they do not express themselves as textu-
ally orthodox Kantian positions. But it is very implausible that we are
moved by hidden aspects of Kant’s very likely idiosyncratic personality. If
this is psychoanalysis, it is psychoanalysis of philosophy, not of this or that
practitioner of it.

The point of providing this sort of psychoanalytic interpretation is not
to set up a modus lollens: to say that the Principle of Sufficient Reason
commits you to the Cl-procedure; that we have seen the CI-procedure to
be self-refuting; and so that we should reject the Principle of Sufficient
Reason. That would not be a manageable argument to run; it’s too
easy to surrender the further premises required to make up the Missing
Argument. Rather, it is to motivate a clearheaded and self-aware exam-
ination of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, and of whether we are
committed to it.

If we end up rejecting the Principle of Sufficient Reason, then the CI-
procedure is likely to come to seem an unreasonable constraint to impose
on our decisions. The thought we found in the Kantian unconscious was
that proper reasons are sufficient reasons: reasons that give the full and
complete justification for an action, and whose sufficiency is shown in
their being equally full and complete justification for similar actions,
on occasions that are similar in the respects specified by the reason.
The Cl-procedure tests, not that one’s reason s a full, complete and
successful justification for one’s action (I imagine that would make the
action required), but that it meets the logical conditions for being such a
reason (which makes it permitted). Whether or not the reason expressed
by your maxim ¢ sufficient, if it passes the Cl-procedure it is, as far as its
logical shape goes, a candidate for being a sufficient reason.

But we can now reconsider whether this demand is reasonable. If we
take seriously the idea that defeasibility is a basic and ineliminable feature
of practical inference, and one that is not usefully modelled in terms of
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the approach to a deductive ideal, then we need to confront the fact that
our practical reasons are never (or almost never — there may be exceptions
even to that practical rule) sufficient reasons, in the Kantian sense. And if
our practical reasons are not ever actually going to be sufficient reasons,
why should we care if they have the logical shape of a sufficient reason? (If
you are never actually going to be the president, why worry about whether
you satisfy one or another of the formal preconditions for running for
the office?) If there’s too much of a disconnect between the advice you
give people, and what they can and will do, your advice is practically
irrelevant. But advice that isn’t practically relevant isn’t really advice. (A
related but perhaps overstated point is sometimes made with the slogan
“Ought implies can.”) If the Principle of Sufficient Reason is something
that we have to ignore in the course of working up the considerations that
figure into practical deliberation, then it doesn’t belong in our theory of
practical reasoning.

That is not a stopping place, but rather a frame for a further inves-
tigation. When a patently implausible claim has been identified as the
motivation for something on the order of the Categorical Imperative,
the ensuing question is, what considerations motivated (and perhaps still
motivate) i#? And is there another and more plausible way to address
those further motivations? (What is the Principle of Sufficient Reason, as
a constraint on practical reasons, getting right?) But I will not begin that
investigation here.

Notes
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Rawls, 1989, is an overview that appropriates the position it attributes to
Kant as a precursor of Rawls’s own constructivist political theory; Rawls, 2000,
makes available his very influential lectures. It should not be assumed that the
influence was all one-way; over the years, his presentation of Kant assimilated
much of the work he had delegated to his students.

Nell, 19775, focuses on laying out the Kantian deliberative procedure, pro-
viding a much less terse rendering of the view set out in O’Neill, 1989,
ch. 5 (and more generally throughout the volume). Korsgaard, 1990, ac-
cepts O’Neill’s account of the procedure and focuses on motivating it;
Korsgaard, 19g6a, develops a range of Kantian positions around the moti-
vated procedure, and it is now probably the center of gravity of this reading.
While Herman, 1993, advances the interpretation, it also breaks ranks on a
number of points, and in Section 6 I will discuss the reasons Herman’s views
diverge from others in the group.

I will not tie myself too tightly to the nuances of any version of the New
Kantian view; I mean my sketch of it to represent the shared structure fairly,
but I do not want to imply that the fine print is attributable to each and
every instance of the class. I will flag important disagreements as I go, as
well as descriptions of their view that New Kantians would themselves find
controversial or prejudicial.

From G 421, with grammatical modifications. I will cite Kant’s works using
the following abbreviations, in the translations following the title.

G: Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785/1981)
A/B: Critique of Pure Reason, giving the pagination for the A and B editions
(1781/1787/1998)
Ce: Critique of Practical Reason (1788/1997)
DV: Doctrine of Virtue (Metaphysics of Morals, second part) (1797/1994)
R: Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793/1998)
L: Logic (1992)

With the exception of the first Critique, pagination will be that of the standard
Academy edition of Kant’s works (1go2-).

Herman, 1990, pp. 150-1, 188, provides a useful compilation of the dif-
ferent formulations of the Categorical Imperative.
Despite the step-by-step presentation and occasional remarks by the authors
we are considering (Herman, 1993, p. 115, calls it an “algorithm”), the CI-
procedure is not technically a procedure or algorithm. Procedures can be
executed mechanically and are guaranteed to terminate; inspecting the steps
in this one will show that neither is true of it; Rawls, 2000, p. 166, acknowledges
this point, as does Nell, 1975, p. 73. Rawls’s own work progressively distanced
itself from the idea that the central problems of political theory could be ren-
dered as well-defined exercises in game theory, and I suspect that the “pro-
cedure” terminology is a holdover from an earlier stage in his development.
Rawls adds a fourth “unless” slot that we can understand to be included in C
(2000, p. 168). Kant and the majority of the New Kantians think of the point
of the action as its end; Kant in particular holds it to be a formal fact about
actions that they have identifiable ends (C2 g4; DV 382-5).1am being looser



10.

11.

12.

1.

The Categorical Imperative and Contradiction in the Will 129

about this partly to accommodate Herman, 1993, p. 221, who quite plau-
sibly insists that the full desirability characterization of an action is to be
represented in its maxim, and partly for reasons I will get to in due course.
I’'m framing the condition disjunctively because it’s not always clear or agreed
among the New Kantians which disjunct the test pivots on. See Nell, 1975,
pp. 69 ff; Herman, 1993, p. 118; Korsgaard, 1996a, ch. g, esp. sec. g; Rawls,
2000, p. 169; O’Neill, 1989, p. 96.
Herman is something of an exception; see note 46.
G 421n, DV 390, 392—4. I don’t here want to take up the question of how
plausibly the perfect/imperfect distinction can be tied to the step at which
the Cl-procedure is exited. For a New Kantian review of exegetical contro-
versies having to do with this distinction, see Nell, 1975, ch. 4.
The pointnowis not thata practice thatis unsuccessful for this kind of reason
will be replaced by a different practice. As a matter of fact, we more or less
live in the world Kant describes, where people lie to get loans as a matter
of course. That is why loans are not made on the basis of such promises.
Mortgage originators do not stay in business by trusting their customers;
they make sure there is collateral to foreclose on.
Closer to home, letters of recommendation for the academic job market are
another case where, for the most part, the discounting doesn’t go nearly
deep enough. “His dissertation will certainly change the field he is in.” “She
is the best student who has ever come through our program.” “The work he
has done as a graduate student would make a successful case for tenure.”
Sound familiar?
Because Kant predates the twentieth-century repudiation of psychologism,
claims with prescriptive force are often presented in his work as descriptions
of an idealized mind. For some discussion, see Anderson, 2001.
Presentations of the Cl-procedure usually include a gloss to roughly the
effect that in constructing your representation of the perturbed social world
you are to keep as much as possible of the world as we know it intact. This
is analogous to the way we reason about contrary-to-fact conditionals; when
asking “What would have happened if p?” we imagine as much as possible
of the background to remain as is. We have just seen that it is still an open
question whether this is the appropriate understanding; however, see also
the final objection in Section 2.
Is it really conceivable? Perhaps not: a feminist objection to Hobbesian state-
of-nature arguments is that human beings are too vulnerable actually to grow
up or live in such a world (Vogler, 1995).
Again, this could be taken as an empirical claim, or as prescriptive, about how
your choice has to look “from the practical point of view.” (For development
of this latter idea, see Bok, 1998.) The prescription can be motivated by
a specifically moral thought such as: just as you have to respect others, by
leaving them space to adopt a reasonable range of ends, so you have to
respect yourself, and not allow that range of ends to be foreclosed. The
price of this kind of motivation, however, would be building explicitly moral
considerations into the conception of practical rationality at the core of the
theory. (I'm grateful to Geoff Sayre-McCord for discussion here.)
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Again, is it really? It is suggestive that, while Kant seems to have thought that
the no-talent maxim guided the way life was lived in the South Pacific, no
actual human society has ever operated on this basis.

This particular argument may not seem much like Kant’s (somewhat ob-
scure) text, but it is a New Kantian way of handling the case; see O’Neill,
1989, p. 99. Kant does remind us that parents try to have their children
develop a range of skills that will serve whatever ends they adopt down the
road (G 415).

For areconstruction of the argument that there must be “broad obligations,”
i.e., imperfect duties, see O’Neill, 1989, p. 230. The argument turns on the
claim that one does not have available principled ways of delimiting one’s
obligation more tightly. Kant provides a subsidiary argument to support this
observation that is, however, less plausible than the observation itself is: any
further argument would establish a different ground of obligation (DV 403;
compare A787-8/B815-6).

And more generally, as Cindy Stark has reminded me, not all violence is an
impediment to agency; Fight Club is a recent film whose eponymous institu-
tion can serve as an example.

Whether this argument is to be understood as invoking a contradiction in
conception or a contradiction in the will depends on how contradiction in
conception is understood (see note 6), and on whether the former or the
latter of these problems is being emphasized. Herman presents it as invoking
your stake in your own agency generally, and so as exploiting a contradiction
in the will; on that reading, the duty not to avail oneself of violent means
would be imperfect. I want to leave to one side here the question of whether
we should be happy with an argument that portrays abjuring violence as an
imperfect duty; what does matter is that the argument is endorsed by several
New Kantians, being treated by them — and this is a point for which I will
have a use later on — as something of an accomplishment.

Loosely adapted from Herman, 1993, ch. 6; compare Korsgaard, 1996a,
pp. 98-100; Nell, 1975, pp- 79-80.

Herman (1993, pp. 53—4) gives an argument meant to block the following
objection: that you can avoid contradictions in the will by deciding to adopt
only projects guaranteed not to require resources provided by mutual aid,
others’ talents, and so on.

I'll provide arguments for these claims, as well as an explication of what is
meant by the “size” of an action, in Section 6.

There are other possible final clauses for the CI-maxim, for instance, “out
of respect for the moral law.” That would express the point of the action,
but not perhaps an end. (I say “perhaps,” because while such respect is not
anything like a goal, Kant redescribes respect for persons as treating them
as “ends in themselves,” and persons are not, except in pathological cases,
anything like goals either; possibly the right gloss on Kant’s term “end” would
make an end of respect for the moral law.) Another alternative final clause
might be “to promote the Highest Good”; I take it that the Highest Good is
best understood as occupying the role, in Kant’s account, of the formal end
(but of course not the determining ground) of moral and rational action in
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general. For present purposes, however, it does not much matter what the
final clause of the CI-maxim is taken to be, because final clauses do work at
the contradiction in conception phase of the Cl-procedure, and not at the
contradiction in the will stage. The argument I am about to construct will
not need to demonstrate a contradiction in conception.

Taking seriously the requirement that the Cl-procedure is self-endorsing
conforms to the approach taken by New Kantian metaethics. Korsgaard, for
instance, extracts from a historical survey the lesson that self-endorsement is
the only possible source of normativity; she subsequently generalizes the first-
cut requirement, of a faculty’s endorsing itself, to the general endorsement
of all of one’s faculties by all one’s faculties. (Korsgaard, 1996b, pp. 62, 65—
6.) On both the less and the more stringent versions of the view, a faculty’s
flunking itself out should strip the normativity from its pronouncements.
Need the sort of maxim we have in mind be foundational? Perhaps you have
some reason for a proposal as important as: always acting on the moral
law. (Respect for persons, or a deep commitment to some set of values; see
note 46.) And normally, when you get around to running a maxim through
the Cl-procedure, you already think the course of action it proposes is a good
idea, for some reason or other. But Kant himself seems to have thought that
adherence to the Categorical Imperative could have no further ground; see
note 4o. That said, I don’t think we have to settle the question here.
Compare O’Neill, 1989, pp. 129—-30. But how could Kant have held both
this view and accorded the importance that he did to imperfect duties? I
think there really is a deep tension in his view here, but the parts of it that
are on display are formally compatible. The imperfect duties are given as
mandatory ends, not as maxims. Acting to promote a mandatory end requires
formulating a more structured intention — a maxim — that specifies what, on
a specified class of occasions, you will do to promote the end. (The class of
occasions you specify may not exhaust the occasions on which you will, in one
way or another, act to promote the end; those further occasions will have to
be covered by other maxims.) Your maxim will then have to be checked for
permissibility, using the universalizability test. For instance, to develop my
talents is a mandatory end, but not yet a maxim. When I consider developing
my talents by robbing banks, I now have a maxim, but this maxim fails at
the contradiction in conception stage of the Cl-procedure. (If everybody
robbed banks, there would be no banks to rob.) So although I must find
ways to develop my talents, I may not do it by robbing banks.

Rawls tries to deal with a related objection — that moral restrictions will also
get in the way of plans you may have — by appealing to a special class of
interests, which he calls “true human needs”; the idea is that these give rise
to different kinds of obstacles to agency. (Rawls, 2000, pp. 173—4; such needs
are an exegetical adaptation of his own notion of “primary goods.”) So note
that I am constructing the argument so that there is no plausible difference
of this kind to which to appeal.

Kant himself had been influenced by the Leibnizian tradition, and so there
is some plausibility to a reading of the text on which permissible actions turn
out to be unique and so required, and on which Kant’s vision of the kingdom
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of ends is reminiscent of Leibnizian preestablished harmony. For now, we
can say that the New Kantians find this sort of rigorism uncongenial, both
because it is not in keeping with the Zeitgeist, and because the point of their
project is to reclaim Kant as a predecessor to Rawlsian liberalism, a position
that tries to maximize, rather than maximally constrict, freedom of action.
We will provide a more principled reason for not falling back on rigorism
below.

Over and above that, you might be worried that your needing an exception
shows that you did not have a (by Kantian lights) coherent intention in
the first place. But since we cannot anticipate the exceptions our projects
will require, insisting that a project is coherently intended only if it will not
require exceptions would unacceptably undermine agency.

G 423; we can imagine someone wealthy enough to pay for all the help he
needs.

Korsgaard, 1999, p. 25, my emphasis. Quotations below are from pp. 24-5
of this same paper.

Compare Hill, 1992, a paper whose title announces its subject to be a
Kantian treatment of exceptions, and which turns out to be an attempt to
work up more nuanced reasons for more nuanced — but formally universal
and exceptionless — policies. (In this case, “policies that involve taking the
lives of terrorists,” and possibly bystanders.)

One option that has been suggested to me is that the burden be taken up
by an Aristotelian sensitivity to when exceptions are called for. (That is, the
more complex policy is to be implemented partly as the original, explicitly
stated, but less complicated policy, and partly as a disposition to notice the
specified classes of exception when they come up; Herman’s “rules of moral
salience” are a New Kantian attempt to integrate such patterns of attention
and recall into the Kantian apparatus.) What matters for present purposes —
and the reader should verify this as we walk through the argument — is that
how the more complex rule is implemented makes no difference, first, to
its social effects, and, second, to the cognitive burden (computational and
otherwise) involved in following it.

Why can’t the problem be solved by integrating the accumulating exceptions
into cleanly formulated rules? After all, something like this goes on in the
sciences; why not in ethics?

I think that the accretion of detail outpaces our ability to identify simpli-
fying patterns; that’s visibly true of such examples as the tax code. It’s true
in the sciences as well, and some philosophers of science, such as Cartwright
(1983), argue that the simplicity of the laws is consequently purchased at
the expense of their truth. And there is a further obstacle in ethics. Recall
that maxims have to capture the motivations the agent actually has. Those
motivations are normally tied to a specific conceptual apparatus. Now what
we learn from the history of such simplifications in the sciences is that they
are accompanied by fairly radical conceptual shifts. But we can only insist
on deploying a new set of concepts in one’s maxims if they can summon
up corresponding motivational structure. As a matter of sociological fact,
change in such concept-embedding motivations is very slow. So once again,
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we should expect the process of practical simplification to fall ever farther
behind the accretion of legitimate exceptions to our rules. (For example, an
anti-Semitic maxim will express a motivation tied to the concept “Jew.” That
means that we can’t effect the gestalt or paradigm shifts that would render
our maxims less complicated, when those shifts would involve replacing the
concept “Jew,” if we can’t get rid of the anti-Semitism.)

34. You may be inclined to look for more restricted versions of either the CI-
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maxim or the Revision Maxim; in that case, notice where the strategy lands
you. The Kantian account needs machinery to prevent tailored versions of
intentions to lie, cheat, and steal from slipping through the Cl-procedure.
(See note g9 for a terse recapitulation of the problem.) So a restricted ver-
sion of, say, the Revision Maxim needs to come with a motivated account of the
machinery, and an argument demonstrating how, in light of that account,
proposed revisions to the Revision Maxim are not blocked (even though
unacceptable revisions to lying maxims and their ilk are). I don’t have a
tight argument showing that no such proposal can work — that’s because it’s
hard to have a good enough sense of the range of possible proposals ahead
of time — but I have no reason to expect that any will.

Bendor, 2003, reviews the history of (and obstacles to) the reception, in
political science, of the methodological suggestion that human cognitive
limitations need to be taken into account in theory construction.

Computer science has a well-established mathematical subdiscipline that

studies computational complexity, and novice computer scientists are taught
that intractability is ubiquitous. But it is remarkable that, half a century ago,
as distinguished a founder of that discipline as Alan Turing (1950) could
be quite certain that a program exhibiting intelligence would run on the
hardware available in his day — that is, on what was, by our lights, scarcely a
pocket calculator.
See, for instance, Hayek, 1989, at pp. 143—4, 149-50, Hayek, 1948, chs. 2,
4, '7-9. Invisible-hand capitalists have taken to gloating over the vindication
of Hayek’s attack on socialism, but they may well have very similar prob-
lems; there is a growing body of evidence that market clearing is often a
computationally intractable problem.

We can now give the principled response to the rigorist rejoinder

broached in note 27. Even if there is a unique equilibrium point in the
game of policy selection (and of course we have no proof that there is), we
have no reason to believe that it is computationally accessible. If it is not,
then it is not for practical purposes a solution at all. From the standpoint of
practical reasoning, a solution that it is in principle impossible to produce
is irrelevant.
Some domains may look to be complicated, but be question-begging if used
as counterexamples. I am arguing that humans have to negotiate their en-
vironments by deploying exceptions, rather than complicated rules. So one
should not slide from thinking that, say, etiquette looks tricky, to thinking
that, because tricky problems have to be handled by complicated rules, it dis-
plays a human ability to deploy complicated rules. In fact, etiquette is tricky
mostly because exceptions require a good deal of delicacy and judgment.
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Recall that the Cl-procedure is meant as a rational reconstruction. That
means that we do not have to walk through the procedure aloud, before each
action, but we must still possess the cognitive abilities needed to underwrite
sensitivity to its dictates. Analogously, we do not write out parse trees before
we utter sentences, but the grammatical complexity of the sentences we
produce is limited by our cognitive capacities.

Members of a maxim hierarchy are related to one another roughly as the
answers to Anscombe’s famous series of “Why?”-questions (1985, sec. 23);
for work in the Anscombian tradition that takes up the ways in which “larger”
actions embed and justify “smaller” actions, see Vogler, 200z2.

In Herman, they are prominent as a partial solution to the so-called Problem
of Relevant Descriptions. It is a familiar point that whether or not the CI-
procedure rules any actions (as opposed to maxims) out of order depends
on how much flexibility there is in selecting a maxim to test. Actions have
indefinitely many descriptions, and one can always find a description of an
action that really could be made the rule: lying may not be universalizable,
but lying only to the naive and clueless probably is universalizable.

Herman has realized that the requirement that what is checked be the
psychologically actual intention underlying the contemplated action, and
not just any old description of it, will not produce a recognizably moral
pattern of permissions (and, more important from a theoretical point of
view, an orderly pattern) if agents’ psychologies are sufficiently idiosyncratic.
If the peculiarly tailored maxim (the one that slips past the CI-procedure)
really does express your intent, then the Cl-procedure will tell you that you
can go ahead with it. The problem is not just that the CI-procedure usefully
regulates only those with already very standard patterns of motivation, while
giving the strange and the psychopathic carte blanche. It is that necessary but
entirely unaccounted for regimentation of agents’ motivational structure has
become the engine of the theory. This would amount to failure of the New
Kantian theoretical enterprise, and Herman has devoted much thought and
ingenuity to forestalling it (1993, esp. ch. 4; ch. 7, sec. 4; ch. 3, sec. g).

Maxim hierarchies can be used to provide a certain amount of anchoring
against the tides of agential idiosyncrasy, because, for any given maxim that
itself passes the Cl-procedure, one can still test its superiors and inferiors
in the hierarchy. (Something like this move can also be found in O’Neill,
1989, p. 87, where “specific intentions” turn out to be “ancillary to more
fundamental intentions or principles that might indeed have revealed moral
unworthiness in the agent.”) However, perhaps maxim hierarchies do not
solve the Problem of Relevant Descriptions on their own: for all it has been
argued, agents could be thoroughly perverse, all the way up their casuistical
hierarchies, in a manner that would slip through the Cl-procedure.

Kant does give a quick argument that looks like it should be working as
a reductio, but that he claims instead establishes that “the first subjec-
tive ground of the adoption of moral maxims is inscrutable” (R 21, and
esp. 21n). The problem is that the ground of the free adoption of a maxim
must be sought, not in any incentive of nature, but in a further (freely
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adopted) maxim; this generates a regress of maxims; but since humans have
small-finite psychologies, they cannot support such a regress; their psycho-
logically available reasons will bottom out, if you keep pressing, in a brute
natural fact (typically an impulse or inclination).

In my view the best way to accommodate this tension is not to take refuge
in “inscrutability,” but to regard the demand thatleads to embedding maxims
in a hierarchy as just that: a demand, to make the effort to articulate one’s
motivations further when that is appropriate.

. The phrase is from O’Neill, 1989, p. 87: “if in welcoming my visitor with a

cup of coffee I intentionally select a particular cup, my specific intention
clearly cannot be universally acted on.” Her distinction between “specific
intentions” and “maxims” is intended to get you out of having to have such
choices approved by the Cl-procedure. See also her note 6 on that page, and
112, 1. 2.

New Kantians are comfortable with judgment calls in the application of max-
ims; see, e.g., Nell, 1975, p. 87. But they see that as a very different matter,
having to do with the fringes of the theory, and not with its overall structure.
Herman, 1993, pp. 220-1, allows that “the maxims Kant uses are at all levels
of generality” (she thinks her own account of maxims to be “unorthodox”).
Korsgaard, 19g6b, p. 107, reminds us approvingly that “Kant proposes that
we can tell whether our maxims should be laws by attending not to their
matter but to their form,” to which we can add that the size of a maxim is a
matter of its matter and not of its form.

O’Neill thinks of maxims as “underlying [practical] principles” (1989,
pPp- 84-5), to be contrasted with both “aspects of action that are ‘below the
level of intention,’”” and “our more specific intentions”; see pp. 129, 151-2,
158. In her earlier writing, the issue is “the amount of detail about an agent’s
circumstances and his proposed act which can be included in his maxims”
(Nell, 1975, p- 37)-

Notalways: O’Neill suggests getting out of a class of hard cases not by refusing
the title of maxim, but by simply waiving the test provided by the CI; Nell,
1975, pp. 76—7. Herman, 1993, p. 225, announces that “each interpreter of
the CI must develop ways to set aside the puzzle maxims.”

In the course of her efforts to address the Problem of Relevant Descriptions,
Herman has endorsed reversing the characteristically Kantian priority of
deliberative procedure to value, so as to let values underwrite and control
the procedure (see Herman, 1993, pp. 153—4, and compare Cz2 63); and you
might think that some such appeal to values could be used to address the
difficulties raised by the argument we have been developing. Herman has
come to see the Cl-procedure as expressing respect for persons (or “ends-in-
themselves”), and this alternative way of motivating the Cl-procedure allows
one to forgo thinking of it as a consistency test. Making that move opens up
the possibility of restricting the applicability of the Cl-procedure, because
an intention or policy (such as the policy of acting in accord with the CI-
procedure) will no longer have to be considered practically inconsistent if
it fails to pass the Cl-procedure. (However, the alternative motivation does



130

47

48.

49

50.

51

52.

Ethics Done Right

not fix what I claimed above was the decisive rejoinder to the Glass Ceiling
objections.)

This is radical surgery on the Kantian position that I hope can in the end
be avoided, if only because it would make Kantian moral theory much less
deep, and much less interesting, than it has the promise of being. To see
how radical, recall the Kantian commitment to autonomy over heteronomy,
and recall that whether one is autonomously or heteronomously related to
one’s evaluations is a matter of how they are accepted, and not a matter
of their content. In principle, one’s acceptance even of the importance of
autonomy, or of the value of persons, could be heteronomous (for instance,
if one believed that autonomy was supremely valuable because an authority
had said so). Now in Herman’s revision of Kant’s views, it is the value of
persons and of autonomy that come first, and that underwrite allegience to
the Categorical Imperative. So Herman is advocating a “Kantian” position on
which one is to be heteronomous with respect to one’s deepest and morally
most central commitments.

Not always: New Kantians sometimes write in a way that suggests they think
Kant’s moral theory to be supported by our pretheoretical sense of what
morality requires. (E.g., O’Neill, 1989, p. 94.) They may be encouraged
by Kant’s own claims to this effect, but it is a rare philosopher, however
original his view, who does not help himself to this sort of PR; to take such
a pronouncement at face value is to forget how startling and radical Kant’s
moral views are. Alternatively, it may indicate the extent to which some “moral
intuitions” have been reshaped by long exposure to Kantian theory.
Kantorowicz, 1957, is the classic treatment. A similar purpose was served by
the English device of the crown (the property of which was distinct from
the personal property of the king); philosophers will be familiar with the
much-reproduced frontispiece of Hobbes’s Leviathan. Even in the United
States, the two-bodies doctrine has left traces in canon law: the concept
of corporations sole, a device that makes of the successive occupiers of an
ecclesiastical office a corporation able to own property; for an overview, see
Gerstenblith, 1995, pp. 454-01.

Kant’s willingness to help himself philosophically to now obscure legal doc-
trines has been documented by Henrich, 1975.

That Kant adapted concepts from the legal tradition of the Holy Roman
Empire - see note 49 — would not count as a scholarly discovery if he had
taken the trouble to say so explicitly.

For an example of this sort of coyness in another Enlightenment author, take
Hume, 1778/1983, vol. iii, p. 436: “in all religions except the true, no man
will suffer martyrdom, who would not also inflict it willingly on all that differ
from him.” Hume was known to his contemporaries as the “great atheist,”
and although his readers understood that the qualifying clause was meant
to be empty, he nevertheless went through the motions of supplying it.

See, for instance, Harman, 1976, pp. 442 ff. This condition is understood
to be part of the content or object of the intention, not a piece of, as it
were, the propositional attitude wrapper. Attempts are sometimes made to
analyze intentions as complex desires; in such analyses, the condition that
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the intention cause the intended action is introduced as one of the things
one wants.

G 446. Note that, as I've presented the train of thought, it relies on the
contestable assumption that causation is transitive. Note also that we need
to understand this claim so that it is compatible with a point recently em-
phasized by Korsgaard: that in the Kantian way of seeing things, you are the
cause of your actions.

Here is one place where “willing” (at any rate prior to Kant’s Wille/ Willkiir
distinction) and “intending” diverge: it is another contemporary common-
place about intending that one can only intend what one believes one can
effect (Harman, 1976, p. 432). But one can “will” that circumstances of some
type be causally connected to actions of another type — in fancy terminology,
one can will one’s maxim to be universalized — regardless of whether this is
something one can effect.

For instance, the argument assumes both that causal laws are exceptionless,
and that they operate at the level of the contents of the agent’s cognitions;
Davidson, 1980, accepts the former but not the latter; Fodor, 1994, cf. pp. 3—
4, 8, 46, accepts the latter but not the former.

Nietzsche makes this point — as per usual, angrily — in The Gay Science
(1887/1974), sec. 335. (I'm grateful to Lanier Anderson for bringing this
passage to my attention.)

Joke credit: Warren Goldfarb.

Compare, in the first Critique, the Second Analogy, and esp. A201/B246
(“Thus the principle of sufficient reason is the ground of possible
experience...”), as well as the beginning of the third Antinomy, where in
characterizing natural causation Kant is explicit about the requirement that
the governing rule must be “without exception” (A 444/B472). (Kant pro-
ceeds to paraphrase the latter point with what is a variant of traditional
formulations of the Principle of Sufficient Reason: “But now the law of na-
ture consists just in this, that nothing happens without a cause sufficiently
determined a priori” [A 446/B474]).

L 51-2. I don’t mean “cognition” here to translate “Erkenntnis,” but rather as
a generic term for a contentful mental state deployable in inference.

There is some uptake of this way of seeing the CI-procedure among the New
Kantians (e.g., Herman, 1993, pp. 143—4). The idea that the Principle of
Sufficient Reason is implicated in the Categorical Imperative is not a new
one; see, for instance, Engstrom, 1986.

On occasion, New Kantian interpreters seem aware that something like
the Missing Argument is lurking in the background. (Korsgaard, 19qo, ch. 3;
however, I don’t claim that she would agree with my reconstruction.) When
they are, they hasten to look for machinery more congenial to contemporary
metaphysics, which might be substituted for it, and much of Korsgaard’s re-
centefforthas been channeled in this direction: Korsgaard, 1996b, pp. 136 f;
Korsgaard, 1999.

Kant was aware that often enough we must act on the basis of reasons
that are not sufficient. Not taking the self-same reasons to be good enough
in some other situation is a stance typical of the imperfect duties: that some
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people need help is a reason to help them, but it cannot be a sufficient
reason, because we quite correctly do not help others who also need help.
(It would be impossible to help everyone who needed it.)

. This exposition follows Jonathan Lear (1998a; 1998b). Note that the uses

to which I propose to put this rendition of psychoanalysis don’t require
that it be standard issue Freudian doctrine, and in fact Lear presents it
as psychoanalysis psychoanalyzed, that is, as an interpretation offered to
psychoanalysis, of precisely the kind I have just described.

Three remarks. First, why describe such a thought as unconscious, with the
accompanying suggestion that one already has the thought? Therapeuti-
cally successful psychoanalytic interpretation typically produces acknowledg-
ments of the form: Yes, that’s what I was thinking all along. Such retroactive
self-ascriptions are a useful marker of acceptance and uptake, even if we
don’t have to understand them as literally true.

Second, calling a thought unconscious, in this sense, does not mean that
the bits and pieces to be integrated into it have not themselves been con-
scious. Kant, for instance, was giving explicit attention to one or another
version of the Principle of Sufficient Reason as early as the New Elucidation
(1755/1992).

And third, why is this particular thought unconscious? (Why is the Missing
Argument missing?) The default explanation, on the psychoanalytic ap-
proach we are appropriating, for the matter of a potential thought remain-
ing inchoate and fragmentary, is that imposing a unified and inferentially
tractable form on it takes cognitive resources, that the resources are in short
supply, and that one just hasn’t gotten around to it. But it would be possible
to look into the sort of explanation for its absence that is widely regarded as
characteristic of the psychoanalytic school, namely, that a thought is being
repressed because it is too dangerous to entertain. I won’t pursue that line
of thought here, but if one were to do so, one might begin with the follow-
ing observation: that to turn to the intelligible self is to abjure the elaborate
theoretical resources of the first Critique, and to be left facing the practical
domain almost empty-handed.
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Reasonably Virtuous

Whatkind of a person should you be? This question, labelled the “ethical”
as opposed to the “moral” question, has become, over the past quarter-
century, the focal point of a prominent movement in Anglo-American
moral philosophy, one that looks back to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics
for inspiration and origins.' The formal answer is that you should be
a virtuous person, and so work in this tradition is generically described
as “virtue theory” — the substance and disagreements having to do with
what virtue is, or, more practically, requires. Virtue theory’s shift of focus
makes urgent the further question of why you should be virtuous (on one
or another substantive understanding of the notion): does rationality
require virtue, or can you be, as Candace Vogler’s provocatively titled
book has it, reasonably vicious?? I hope here to motivate a different way
of thinking about virtue, partly in order to give a new spin to this further
question about its rationality.

Let me say very synoptically why I am so unhappy with contemporary
treatments of virtue that I feel the need to strike out in a new direction.
The record shows that even very intelligent and thoughtful philosophers
who try their hand at this topic by and large produce work that uncrit-
ically consecrates local preconceptions of the morally admirable. The
substantive renditions of virtue hold no surprises about what the virtues
are, which I take to be a symptom that the kind of theoretical articulation
we rely on to keep our premises at arm’s length from our conclusions
is lacking. If discussion of virtue is going to be philosophically worth-
while, it needs to be rebuilt around a technique able to criticize and cor-
rect platitudes, and so able to generate unanticipated and even startling
consequences.3

133
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Aristotle has been the richest source of inspiration for thought about
virtue, and indeed the various approaches with which I am dissatisfied ap-
propriate one or another aspect of his treatment.# So I suggest returning
to Aristotle and seeing whether there is yet another way to appropriate
him. In the service of developing a fresh understanding of virtue, I want
to propose a new way of reading the Nicomachean Ethics (or the bulk of it,
since I will set his description of the contemplative life, in the last book,
to one side for the present). I do not claim that it captures Aristotle’s own
intentions, or reconstructs his train of thought; it is not that he saw his
own argument in the way I will describe. Rather, I am about to outline
a way of organizing the material in the first nine books, one that will be
useful to us as we look for another angle from which to approach the
topic of virtue.

1

Aristotle introduces the practical syllogism as the logical device that (in a
twentieth-century idiom) rationally reconstructs our practical reasoning
(that is, our deliberations about what to do): it is possible in principle
to recast the support for choosing a course of action in this form, and
in doing so to display the force of the reasons underwriting the choice.
A practical syllogism will have a major premise, expressing a general
view about what is important or what one wants, a minor premise about
a (relatively) particular matter of fact, and a conclusion expressing a
resolution to act that is at the level of particularity of the minor premise.
For example:

1. I could really do with some coffee.
2. What I'm being offered is a cup of coffee.
3. I'll take it.

In this practical syllogism, (1) is the major premise, expressing a generic
desire that could in principle be satisfied by many different cups of coffee;
(2), the minor premise, registers an opportunity to have a particular cup
of coffee; and (g), the conclusion, is to be thought of as having practical
force, and quite possibly as being directly expressed in the indicated
action. (The considerations represented by a practical syllogism typically
lie behind an action in something like the way a parse tree lies behind
an utterance; one need not be a linguist, or be at all articulate about the
grammar of one’s native language, in order for the grammar to explain
the form of the utterance, and one does not have to have taken time
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out to think about the grammar for one’s sentence to be informed by
grammatical considerations.) Consider this next practical syllogism:

1. I’d better give up things that make me jittery.
2. Coffee makes me jittery.
3. So I’d better give up coffee.

Here the resolution will become the major premise of more particular
practical syllogisms, involving particular cups of coffee, before it is trans-
lated into action; although practical in force, its conclusion remains at
the level of particularity of the minor premise.>

Notice that I have not tried to coerce Aristotle’s practical syllogisms
into any very uniform format (one which designates its elements as, say,
oughts or shoulds or desires); the practical syllogism is essentially an
imprecise inference pattern. Aristotle famously insists that one should not
demand more precision of a subject matter than it will bear (NE 1094b,
1098a25ff); the subject matter he has in mind is ethics, and I will shortly be
in a position to suggest that the source of its imprecision is the imprecision
of the logical device we are examining. And notice that the imprecision
of the practical syllogism is not just a matter of the way it resists overly
fastidious attempts at characterizing its components. Practical syllogisms
are defeasible, that is, even when a bit of reasoning of this form seems to be
perfectly in order, it can be defeated by suitable additional information.®
The first of our sample syllogisms is defeasible by further premises such as:
but I've given coffee up; or, the coffee here tastes like muddy dishwater;
or, I think this is the cup that Hercule Poirot has put the knockout drops
in; or, but I only drink organic fair-trade. That is, any of these additional
facts, and indefinitely many others, warrant not drawing the conclusion
of this otherwise perfectly satisfactory snippet of inference.

The Nicomachean Ethics (again, excepting its final book) is a portrait
of the phronimos, or practically intelligent man — who Aristotle argues is
identical both to the virtuous man and to the happy (or successful or flour-
ishing) man.? I propose the following characterization of the phronimos:
he is the master of the logical device that, according to Aristotle, repre-
sents properly performed practical reasoning; that is, he is the master of
the practical syllogism. (That practical reasoning plays an important part
in Aristotle’s conception of virtue is not a new point, but this formulation
of its role is, I believe, new.) Aristotle’s portrait displays what it takes to
deploy this inference pattern competently — and not just competently,
but sure-footedly and expertly. By way of confining our attention to the
cases in which we have a significant interest, let me stipulate that I do
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not mean merely that the phronimos is capable of executing practical syl-
logisms, whether or not he does much of it. (Viz., I don’t mean that the
practically intelligent person might be someone who exercised his intelli-
gence only as aweekend hobby.) Rather — call this the Scope Condition —we
are to understand him to be a person in whose life the practical syllogism
plays a pervasive and important role.

If the characterization is right, then it should be possible to derive
from it everything that Aristotle tells us about the practically intelligent
person. It is in fact almost possible,® but I will not defend that large
exegetical claim now; it would require a treatise-length reading of the
Nicomachean Ethics, and 1 have other tasks on my agenda. Instead, here
are a few examples intended to show what the claim comes to.

Consider Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean (sometimes called the
Goldilocks theory of virtue), that is, the idea that virtues are intermediate
states, located between corresponding vices of excess and deficiency (see,
e.g., NE 1108b10-15). Recall that practical syllogisms are defeasible, and
take as a further example a practical syllogism appropriate to the Greek
battlefield:

1. When the hoplites attack, you’d better charge.
2. The hoplites are attacking.
3. Charge!

To be a competent user of this inference pattern requires exhibiting sen-
sitivity to the practical syllogism’s defeating conditions: if you don’t know
when not to draw the conclusion, you don’t know how to reason with
practical syllogisms. And there are two directions in which you might fail
to exhibit the proper sensitivity. On the one hand, you might treat too
many circumstances as defeating conditions, and be prone not to draw
the conclusions of such syllogisms when you should. (For example, you
might think that the especially menacing way their weapons glint in the
sun excuses you from charging.) On the other hand, you could treat too
Jew circumstances as defeating conditions, and be prone to drawing the
conclusions of such syllogisms even when you shouldn’t. (For instance,
as in Lord Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light Brigade” — although the poet
seems to take the cavalry to have had a correct grasp of the defeasibility con-
ditions of their practical syllogisms.) The former disposition is cowardice;
the latter is rashness; the virtue of courage is the happy medium between
these two vices.9 That is, the way in which virtues can be positioned be-
tween contrasting vices is (in part) a matter of what competence with the
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defeasibility of practical syllogisms looks like, surveyed over appropriate
domains of practical syllogisms picked out by shared subject matter.

Or again, take Aristotle’s analysis of how virtue lapses into akrasia (or
weakness of will). When you affirm the premises and conclusion of a
practical syllogism, but then fail to implement the conclusion you have
drawn, the best explanation is that you did not really affirm the premises
after all: rather, you were mouthing them, in something like the way that
an actor recites the lines of his script (NE 1147a18-24; cf. 1142a20).
The point here is that mastery of the practical syllogism requires being
able to take its premises on board not merely as it were by rote, but
with the full emotional understanding of their import that will allow you
to act on their consequences. The practically intelligent person will be
someone for whom this kind of emotional comprehension is a matter of
course, and so who will not exhibit akratic patterns of deliberation and
action.

Letme gesture atjust one further aspect of Aristotle’s portrait of virtue,
his discussion of friendship.'® This is perhaps the most sustained treat-
ment of a single topic in the Nicomachean Ethics, but it is not so much an
analysis of the dispositions or character traits of the virtuous man as a
description of his social surround. In order to be virtuous, your friends
must be virtuous themselves; virtuous friends inspire you to imitation,
call you on your failings, and so on. (This means — though Aristotle does
not quite say it — that you need straight-talking rather than wishy-washy
friends.) If virtue amounts to mastery of Aristotle’s preferred practical
logical device, this kind of peer pressure means being corrected by your
friends when you get the defeasibility conditions of a practical syllogism
wrong, being pressed toward an appropriately robust emotional grip on
the practical considerations you are in the course of deploying, and so
on. Virtue theory tends to get thought of as stopping at the boundaries of
the individual, but if the question is “What has to be true of you in order
for you successfully to use the practical syllogism?” part of the answer will
be facts that are not so much about you as what is around you. In this
case, to be a master of the practical syllogism, you have to have the right
kind of social support network, viz., virtuous friends.

To recap, the suggestion is to see the practical syllogism as the ex-
planatory core of Aristotle’s picture of virtue, in the following sense: the
features of the virtuous person are necessary preconditions for wielding
the practical syllogism successfully, and for employing it in the full range
of cases to which it is appropriate.’' An account of virtue begins with a
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theory about what it is to deliberate correctly, and goes on to ask what a
human being must be like if he is to be successfully guided by this theory.
Answering that question tells you everything you need to know about
virtue.

2

Aristotle’s account of practical reasoning is important, and it repays close
examination. But it is only one of the many theories of practical reason-
ing currently in play.'*> We can abstract away from Aristotle’s account by
identifying virtue as: what a person has to be like if he is to be a master
of the inference patterns that rationally reconstruct practical reasoning
properly performed — whatever those turn out to be. I want to suggest
that this is the most profitable way to think of virtue, and to support
that suggestion I want to see what happens when we unplug Aristotle’s
own theory of practical reasoning, and plug in a succession of alternative
theories instead. This sort of survey will of necessity be telegraphic, but
it ought to convey a sense of the range of different character portraits
that this notion of virtue can generate when we allow the underlying
conception of practical reasoning to vary.

Take, first, instrumentalism: the idea that all practical reasoning is
means-end reasoning; that your goals or desires are given, and that
figuring out what to do is entirely a matter of determining how to
achieve those goals or satisfy those desires. For the majority of ana-
Iytic philosophers, instrumentalism is probably still the default view of
practical reasoning;'3 so it is helpful to ask what the instrumentalist
portrait of virtue would look like.

First, you can’t make any progress on determining the means to your
ends unless you know what it is that you want in the first place; that is,
a relatively narrow type of self-knowledge is one of the instrumentalist
virtues, and people who poke around in the kitchen cupboards looking
for they’re not quite sure what exhibit, on a small scale, what it’s like
to lack this virtue. (Many virtues are required by more than one of the
theories of practical reasoning in play, and as we traverse them I will
use self-knowledge as an illustration of how such commonalities end up
looking on slightly closer inspection.) Second, determining the means to
your ends is just so much wasted motion unless you actually go through
with them, and unless you persist until, well, the very end, so a further
instrumentalist virtue is resoluteness.' Third, being good at means-end
reasoning is in large part being good at coming up with means to your
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ends, which is to say that resourcefulness is another instrumentalist virtue,
one with two contrasting components. On the one hand, the resourceful
person has the talent of improvising nonstandard means to his ends out
of whatever his circumstances make available.'> On the other hand, pre-
paredness is a characteristic of the instrumentally effective individual: he
makes a point of having at hand a toolkit of relatively generic means. (In
societies such as ours, he can read and write, he has a driver’s license, a
credit card, and favors owed him by people in high places.) He is likeable
(which makes others inclined to do what he asks), persuasive, fast on
his feet, unencumbered by scruples, and charmingly portrayed by Cary
Grant in Howard Hawks’s classic film, His Girl Friday (1940).

Fourth, in the normal course of things, most of the ends one adopts
can be reached not only via sane and straightforward means, but via
crazy and pointless ones: if what you want is a pizza, you could order
takeout around the corner. .. or you could fly to Paris, where they have
pizza, t00.'® The cartoonist Rube Goldberg became known for depicting
pointlessly roundabout ways of attaining otherwise plausible goals; his
“machines” are funny because they exhibit what is as far as the interests
of instrumental rationality are concerned a vice, while remaining techni-
cally in conformity with the means-end pattern. Leaving to one side the
question of whether doctrinaire instrumentalists are in a position to help
themselves to the distinction between sane and crazy means to an end,
part of being a competent instrumental reasoner is noticing and choos-
ing the sane rather than the crazy ones. Call the virtue ¢fficiency, and call
the vice Rube Goldbergism."7

Fifth, for instrumental reasoning to play an important role in one’s
life (that is, for the Scope Condition to be satisfied), one must have ends
that are largely attainable, that is, ends to which available means can be
taken. The spirit of instrumentalism is that while you can be criticized
for an inappropriate choice of means, your ultimate ends are neither
rational norirrational, butjust the ones you happen to have. Nonetheless,
realism — the disposition to have ends that are achievable — turns out to
be an instrumentalist virtue, on the approach we are now exploring.

Finally for now, satisfying the Scope Condition (that is, having the
instrumental virtues be important enough to be interesting) requires
an environment that puts a premium on means-end reasoning. Perhaps
extremely traditional societies do not; I have been told that the now-
vanished Soviet Union did not. (In the USSR, the means to most available
ends had been preselected; you didn’t try to figure them out, you just got
on line.'®)
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3

Proceeding now to a further account of practical reasoning, consider
Michael Bratman’s planning-oriented theory.'® On this view, much
practical reasoning consists in forming, adopting, filling in, and finally
implementing plans. Plans have three relevant defining features. They
are stable, that is, once you have adopted a plan, you will not recon-
sider it unless special circumstances arise. (Because it will take a minor
emergency to make me reconsider our cafe appointment, you can plan
on meeting me there yourself; plans facilitate coordination, both inter-
and intrapersonal.) Plans are normally incomplete when adopted; they
get filled in as you go. (When I plan to meet you at the cafe, I do not
figure out how I am going to get there; rather, I leave that for later,
when I will know where I am going to be coming from.) And plans frame
deliberation, restricting the courses of action that I actively consider to
those compatible with the plan. (Since I am planning to meet you at the
cafe, I can save myself the trouble of wondering whether to go shopping
instead.)

First, dispositions having to do with reconsidering one’s plans make
up the virtue most obviously demanded by practical reasoning of this
kind. If you will not reconsider your plans under any circumstances, you
will too often end up performing wildly inappropriate actions. But if you
reconsider your plans at the drop of a hat, any hat, then you forgo the
benefits of stable plans entirely. A competent plan-using agent has to get
right the range of conditions that trigger reassessment of his plans.=°

Second, while some steps of some plans are triggered by conditions
enumerated in that plan, others are not; the difference is that between
a plan to go to the gym on Monday morning at 10:00, on the one hand,
and planning to get more exercise by getting in more running, swimming
and biking, on the other. Plans with the latter kind of indefiniteness are
in practice dropped if you don’t find occasions to execute their steps. So
a competent plan-using agent will find suitable occasions for taking the
untriggered steps, rather than falling victim to procrastination.®'

Third, given that plans are filled in as you go, you need a sense of
what’s feasible, one that will discriminate between realistic and unreal-
istic plans — without your having to see what the details are. (This is
nontrivial, as many thesis advisors staring at dissertation proposal drafts
will testify; the virtue is that of knowing how much to bite off.) This nor-
mallyinvolves the ability to budget time and other resources realistically.**
Fourth, you need a sense of how much of your plan has to be firmed up
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now, and what can safely be delegated to your future self. Fifth, since
you will normally have more than one plan in progress, you have to be
good at coordinating your plans; this will constrain both what plans you
adopt, and how you fill them in. Budgeting skills help here also, and
sometimes techniques like modularization are appropriate (for exam-
ple, doing your writing on Tuesdays and your class prep on Wednesdays).
Perhaps more interestingly, coordinating your plans with one another on
the one hand requires you to have a clear enough idea of what they are
(which is to say that self-knowledge is a virtue on the planning theory
of practical reasoning as well), but on the other hand, requires you to
manage the coordination without having the plans fully filled in (which
is to say that there are built-in limits to what there is for self-knowledge to
know).

Sixth, notice that while the freewheeling willingness to treat anything
that will advance one’s objectives as a live option is (modulo the need to
avoid Rube Goldbergism) a virtue, on the instrumentalist conception of
practical reasoning, because plans frame deliberation, it is a vice on the
planning conception. The newspaper editor of His Girl Friday, for whom
itis all in the day’s work to have pockets picked, romantic rivals’ mothers
kidnapped, and counterfeit money planted on unsuspecting insurance
salesmen, may be the very model of a modern instrumentalist, but he
turns on too many dimes to be a good planner.

And finally, you need social surroundings that support planning: de-
vices like day planners and watches (but perhaps not cell phones, which
seem to undermine the stability of plans), collective success in holding
natural disaster and social chaos at bay (since planning, and even con-
tingency planning, is only a sensible approach against a background of
relative stability), and an environment in which others are also guided
by plans, and so provide a relatively stable backdrop for your own plan
execution.?3

4

Nextin our list of theories of practical reason, take a recent Kantian ratio-
nal reconstruction of practical deliberation, the so-called Cl-procedure.?4
Let me digress to explain how it is supposed to work, starting off with a
little bit of quasi-technical terminology: One, a maxim is a three-part rep-
resentation of a course of action you might perform; it specifies a descrip-
tion of the action, a triggering condition for actions of this description,
and an end or point of performing the action. (For instance: When hiring
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a CEO [triggering condition], make sure to tie his compensation to the
company’s performance on the stock market [action description], so he’ll
be motivated to prioritize shareholder value [end or point].) Two, a per-
turbed social world for a particular universalized maxim is a representation
of a world in which everyone acts on that maxim — that is, it is the an-
swer to the question, What would happen if everyone did that? (So the
perturbed social world for the previous maxim is one in which CEOs get
much of their pay in stock options.)

Executing the Cl-procedure means testing a proposed course of ac-
tion for permissibility, as follows. First, you are to identify the maxim
that genuinely captures your motivation and intent. Second, you are to
ask if the perturbed social world for your maxim is conceivable, and
whether it so much as makes sense to proceed on your maxim in such
a world. The Lake Wobegon maxim (When raising a child, make sure
it is above average, so that you can take parental pride in how much
better your child is than other children) fails this test: Garrison Keillor’s
famous description of the perturbed social world in which “all the chil-
dren are above average” isincoherent, and were we to waive that problem,
it would still be a world in which the point of the maxim is not served
by the action it proposes (since you can’t be proud of your child be-
ing better than the other children by being above average, if they’re all
above average). Third, you are to ask whether you could “will” such a
world, where this means, roughly, checking that your own agency would
not be radically undercut in the perturbed social world. If a more or
less stably valued currency is a background condition of enough suc-
cessful agency, a hyperinflationary economy cannot be “willed,” and if
hyperinflation is what you get in the perturbed social world that univer-
salizes some maxim of yours, say one that has you double your prices,
then acting on that maxim is prohibited. You may act on your maxim
(only) if the associated perturbed social world can be both conceived and
willed.

What would the Kantian virtues look like, on the conception of virtue
which we are exploring? In his Tugendlehre, Kant treated the topic of virtue
atlength,®5 focusing on the “imperfect duties”; the idea is that you have to
use your judgmentin deciding how far to take mandatory but open-ended
pursuits like helping others and developing your talents. From our point
of view, the focus of his treatment is very close to Aristotle’s concern with
mastering the defeasibility conditions of practical syllogisms; that is, it is
peripheral to a conception of deliberation that puts the ClI-procedure at
its core, and looks like an Aristotelian wing clumsily added onto Kantian
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architecture. By walking through the steps of the Cl-procedure, we can
generate virtues more in keeping with the original foundations (or, if you
like, the “groundwork”).

First, self-knowledge is necessary for deliberation of this kind: you
cannot very well check that your maxims universalize if you do not
know what they are (and Kant himself used to worry about how difficult
self-transparency of this sort really is) .26 Because what have to be tracked
are maxims, rather than simply ends, this variety of self-knowledge is more
demanding than the instrumentalist’s. It did not really matter whether
means-end reasoners were able to articulate the class of conditions under
which they were willing to take an action, as long as they could see that
the right instrumental connection held in the case at hand; but it does
matter to Kantians.

Second, there is the related ability to notice (and to be motivationally
engaged by) the aspects of your circumstances that belong in a sensible
maxim; Barbara Herman has discussed this under the heading of “Rules
of Moral Salience,” and we can call it moral alertness. She has also suggested
that the way to avoid being alienated from the deliverances of the CI-
procedure is to have concerns shaped by a personal history of Kantian
deliberation (in a not entirely successful metaphor, by one’s “deliberative
field”), the desired effect being that the maxims you entertain get rubber-
stamped by the CI-procedure.*?

Third, there is the ability imaginatively to explore the perturbed social
world. Kant seems to have underestimated the difficulty of the task, but
itis in fact a daunting requirement, and our initial example of a maxim
is a convenient illustration. In retrospect (meaning, after a dramatic se-
ries of corporate scandals, bankruptcies and Congressional hearings),
it seems that when the maxim is generally adopted, the pressure to up
stock prices gradually corrupts the practices and institutions that link
those prices to the underlying performance of the corporation. Eventu-
ally the fraudulent accounting comes to light, the stock prices collapse,
and the shareholders end up not with more value but with less. That is,
this particular maxim gives rise to a contradiction in conception — which
fact was entirely unobvious back in the 198os, when it seemed like en-
lightened capitalist management reform. Again, not a few governments —
Weimar Germany is a memorable example — have blithely marched down
the road to hyperinflation without anticipating the ensuing economic
chaos. Thinking through cases of the CI-procedure is hard because one
has to anticipate the workings of what sometimes gets called the Law of
Unintended Consequences.
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The point here is that a perturbed social world — a representation
of the world as it would be if everyone hewed to a given maxim — is an
abstract object of atleast the complexity of a chess board. (Actually, itis far
more complex, because so much of the perturbed social world is made up
of obscure empirical facts, rather than cleanly announced conventions,
because the social milieu has so many more elements than a chessboard,
and because the pathways of influence are so multifarious.) The ability to
see deep into the board is a talent that anyone who wants to be a strong
chess player has to cultivate, and the ability to see deep into the perturbed
social world — call it psychohistorical sensitivity*® — is likewise a talent that
anyone who wants to be a grandmaster of the Cl-procedure will have to
cultivate. What will happen, six moves down, if I castle now? is an easier
question to answer than, What would things be like if — as it’s now being
widely proposed — stock options were always treated as an expense?

Fourth, because there are many ways an environment can support or
undercutyour agency, and because your agency can be undercut to one or
another degree, in determining whether you can “will” a perturbed social
world you need a well-developed sense of how manageable a prospective
impediment to agency really is. (Is it intolerable or merely irksome?)
Consider the maxim, “When it’s easier than not, I will litter, so as to get
rid of my trash with the minimum effort.” A world in which that maxim
is universalized gets in the way of projects such as going for walks in
litter-free surroundings, but such projects are clearly not so critical to my
agency as to make endorsing the maxim amount to a contradiction in my
will.?9

Like the theories of practical reasoning we have surveyed so far,
Kantian virtue requires an appropriate social backdrop. For one thing,
satisfying the Scope Condition means living in an environment where
the Cl-procedure does not filter out all of one’s options. For another, the
chess analogy suggests that becoming a grandmaster of the Cl-procedure
will normally require analogs of the institutions used to train strong chess
players.

Think some more about the chess players. Kantian virtue is geeky, and
that means that you wouldn’t want everyone to have it. I have nothing
against geeks (after all, I'm pretty much a geek myself) , but I'm very aware
that if the world is going to keep on turning, there have to be a lot of
people who aren’t geeky (people who aren’t like me), doing the many
non-geeky things that need to be done. Recall that standard Kantian
arguments for the so-called imperfect duties take division of labor very
seriously —you have to have other people, with different skill sets, around



Reasonably Virtuous 145

to help you out — and here we are facing an analogous fact of life, call
it the division of virtues. It’s not just that you wouldn’t want everyone to
be a chess or CI geek: you couldn’t will it, because that would mean
that none of the skills requiring incompatible personality traits would
be available for projects you might undertake. So it looks as though you
can’t universalize a virtue that is a precondition for successful Kantian
decision making, which is awfully close to saying that Kantian decision
making does not pass the test that it itself imposes.3°

Now I don’t want to claim right now that the problem is irresolvable;
that would take more argument than I’'m willing to present here. Rather,
notice instead what the payoff of demonstrating its irresolvability would
be. We are construing virtue as what it takes successfully to implement
a theory of practical reasoning. If the portrait of virtue associated with
a theory of practical reasoning is incoherent, or (as I am suggesting in
this case) incompatible with the theory of practical reasoning itself, then
that theory, a theory of how to figure out what to do, is impractical, which
is to say that it fails in the worst way that such a theory can. That is, the
problem I have started sketching for Kantian moral theory shows how
virtue ethics, as we are now reconstructing it, can serve as a reality check
for theories of practical reasoning.3’

On the one hand, we have in virtue theory a method of assessing
candidate theories of practical reasoning for feasibility. On the other, I've
been suggesting that we may be on our way to a notion of virtue that does
not depend unduly on our prior and probably untrustworthy intuitions
(that is to say, our prejudices) about virtue.3®* The attractive prospect
before us is: first to arrive at our conception of how to figure out what to
do, in a way that does not depend on our conception of virtue, and then
to use that conclusion to determine the correct substantive account of
virtue. Our reality check on theories of practical reasoning is formulated
so that we can help ourselves to both these strategies at once, without
circularity. Notice that the broad outlines of the link between rationality
and virtue are already fairly clear. Because the virtues are preconditions
of effective practical rationality, one’s stake in being virtuous is just one’s
stake in effective practical reasoning — that is, it is one’s interest in and
commitment to successful because thoughtful choice.33 And if we allow
the Scope Condition to represent our view that choice is characteristic
of human life, in that good choices are a sine qua non of almost anything
of importance in human life going well, then that stake is large — large
enough for it to be entirely understandable that Aristotle came very close
to identifying the happy with the practically intelligent life.
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5

Practical empiricism is a theory of practical reasoning for which I have
argued elsewhere, and so I want to consider the virtues associated with
it.34 A good way to quickly lay out its main ideas is to look at how a
natural extension of the Aristotelian picture we started out with ends up
becoming overidealized.

Recall that the Aristotelian practical syllogism is first and foremost de-
feasible, and notice that mastery of its defeasibility conditions amounts
to being implicitly aware of the relevance of all of one’s other concerns
to the practical problem at hand. John McDowell has argued that such
knowledge will in turn have to include an understanding of the rele-
vance of the various potentially defeating concerns to each other, and
that consequently the application of a practical syllogism is to be guided
by a global conception of what matters — in Aristotle’s vocabulary, of eu-
daemonia. Aristotle’s virtuous man is not only, normally, happy; he also
understands what happiness is (and this explains how it is that mastery
of a practical inference pattern entails having the right major premises
to feed into it).35

The practical empiricist criticism is that this is far too ambitious a de-
mand to make of anyone. If many very different things matter and are
important (or to put it a different way, if what matters overall is not inter-
nally homogenous but variegated and complex), why should we expect
that anyone ever grasps all of it? People know their way around the parts
of life they are familiar with, and they are unsurprisingly ignorant about
those parts they have not yet encountered. All models of virtue are ideal-
ized, but the idealization in the Aristotelian depiction is so fantastic that
it is hard to see how it could be a useful guide to anyone’s actual life.3°

On the contrasting view that I endorse, you learn as you go, bit by bit.
Practical empiricism holds that you learn from experience about what
matters, about what is important, what is desirable, what undesirable,
what makes things go better for you, and what makes them go worse.
Learning from experience entails being able to make observations whose
content is intrinsically practical; the cognitive function of such reactions
as pleasure, displeasure, pain, frustration, boredom, and interest is to
underwrite such observations. (That it feels bad is a signal, one whose
content is, more or less, stop that!)

Since observations are essentially particular and present, drawing
lessons from experience thatare going to be useful for the future requires
generalizing, that is, using inference patterns that amount to practical
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versions of induction. For instance, when you notice that selling cars
feels easy and good and likewise selling headstones, and annuities, and
satellite dish contracts, you might conclude, inductively, that being in
sales is a good thing. Notice that the content of one sort of pleasure is
competence: more or less, I can do this! And notice that one is arriving at
conclusions of the form, “Such and such a ¢ype of thing is generally worth-
while,” or, “So-and-so a course of action is generally a bad idea.” Practical
induction is where the major premises of your practical syllogisms come
from (or ought to come from), and where you get (or ought to get) the
generalizations that allow you to manage practical considerations which
press you toward conflicting courses of action.

In short, practical empiricism is about not being sure that you know
what you want; instead, it adopts the more openminded view that you
need to find out what o want, and to do so in just the way you find out
much else that matters, by empirical investigation. Where Aristotelian
ethics demands of you that you apprehend, all at once, what matters
overall, practical empiricism takes you to be doing well if you manage
to see, in a timely way, the small chunk of the big picture (if there even
is a big picture) that you actually need next, and here’s a for instance.
Perhaps you dreaded being a summer associate at a law firm enough to
have thanked your lucky stars that it included an externship with a public
interest group. And perhaps, to your immense surprise, you find yourself
spending your time at the nonprofit wishing that you were back in your
office at the law firm. (When this happens, it’s not just an accident: law
firms supply law students with summer jobs hoping that they will draw
inductive conclusions from practical observations about their time there,
and join the firm.) If you do draw those conclusions, you may change
your mind about what to do when you graduate from law school. Doing
so may, if you like, amount to acquiring a piece of the Aristotelian vision
of eudaemonia, but the point is that you don’t need the big-picture vision
to make your next choice: what you need is to know what it feels like to
be working in your law office versus what it feels like to be working for
an NGO.37

In sketching the practical empiricist virtues, we have to proceed cau-
tiously, because the arguments for the practical empiricist approach also
suggest that the question of what character traits conduce to practical-
inductive inference is itself an empirical question. For that reason, I want
to start out with what it takes to make practical induction work in an ar-
tificial, constrained, but nonetheless real and entirely familiar family of
environments — specifically, restaurants. Here we can be fairly confident
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that our description of the practical-inductive virtues is realistic. After-
wards, I will relax the constraints of the toy environment, and speculate
about what the more demanding environments necessitate.

For practical induction to have scope to operate, you need to be trying
things out, which in turn means that the social environment allows you to
try things out (restaurants provide this by offering you a la carte menus,
and the local restaurant scene provides you a relatively slowly changing
range of restaurants to explore). Trying things out is normally driven by
curiosity and a willingness on your own part to experiment; italso requires
tolerance on the part of your social circle for your very small-scale Millian

“experiments in living.”38

(Dining is a social occasion, and if your friends
won’t accompany you to the new restaurant, that is usually a significant
impediment to exploring its cuisine; notice the contrast with Aristotelian
virtuous friends, who play their role in Aristotelian virtues precisely by
being intolerant.) Practical induction requires self-knowledge: an aware-
ness of one’s pleasures and displeasures, and more generally of how one
feels, accompanied by noticing the circumstances in which the feelings
arise. (Not a common accomplishment: most restaurant-goers scarcely
notice what they’re eating). But the sort of self-knowledge that we saw
instrumentalist practical reasoning to demand can get in the way of suc-
cessful practical induction; it’s easy to be so sure you know what you want
thatit prevents you from learning thatitisn’t what you really want, after all.

If you are to benefit from learning what is important from experience,
then you must be willing to leave old concerns behind when something
better comes along. This is fine when it comes to restaurants; once we
discover that the desserts at some restaurant are not up to the rest of
the meal, we change venues for dessert. But there is an entrepreneurial
aspect to practical empiricist virtue which can look dishearteningly like
unsentimental rootlessness, and which competes with loyalty, commit-
ment, and ties to home. This is an instance of a general point that I will
take up in due course: that virtue, on this generic conception of it, may
turn out to be the kind of thing that elicits, at any rate at first viewing,
not admiration, but a sigh and a shrug.

Practical induction (whether the form it takes is the traditional and
caricature-like induction by enumeration, or a more sophisticated ver-
sion of generalizing from experience) requires repeatability. Now this
has three consequences for practical-inductive inference which are ev-
idently manageable in the restaurant domain. First, the more holistic
the domain, the less inductively relevant repeatability there is. In the
restaurant domain, there is already a certain amount of holism: how you
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enjoy the sauce depends on what it’s on; likewise, how the dessert goes
down may depend on how heavy the rest of the meal has been. You can’t
predict whether the grilled sugar loaf chicories will be successful solely
on the basis of whether you enjoyed previous grilled sugar loaf chicories.
Still, partly because restaurant menus are so very structured, the holism
is quite restrained compared to other domains — a point humorously
underlined for aesthetics by Komar and Melamid.39

Second, the larger the decision, the less chance you will have to repeat
the choice, to see how it comes out if you make it differently, and so on.
Restaurant decisions are small scale; because you can go back night after
night, you can work your way through the menu, trying out all the items
and many of the allowable combinations. But even for restaurants, there
are exceptions: Charlie Trotter’s is too expensive, the menu changes too
frequently, and you wouldn’t fully appreciate it if you became a regular.
And once you leave the restaurant, real life faces you with big choices,
choices you will make only once, or at most a handful of times.

Third, even when it comes to restaurants, there is only a moderate de-
gree of intersubjective constancy. My own tastes may be fairly consistent
over time, and so I can rely on my own practical observations; butI cannot
rely nearly as much on the Zagat’s, which compiles the observations of
the restaurant-going public. Science compensates for holism and for the
scale problem — for the fact that there are only so many experiments a
single scientist can do — by relying on intersubjective constancy; scientific
method means being methodical, i.e., waiting for results. That’s possi-
ble because science is a collective enterprise: you may not be around for
the results, but some other scientist will be, and you can help yourself to
the results of previous scientists. Such enterprises, however, require high
levels of intersubjectivity, and the worry is that many practical domains
aren’t, as they say, rocket science, or any other kind of science either, and
that this technique won’t work. I take it that this is why, when liberal soci-
eties allow “experiments in living,” they do not subject the experimenters
to the procedures and reviews that are routinely imposed, in those same
societies, on pharmaceutical research. (When I decide to try out a new
way to live, I don’t have to run my proposal past a human subjects com-
mittee; [ don’t have to show that the “experiment in living” has a control
group, is double-blind, etc.) Unlike the results produced by pharmaceu-
tical trials, others’ “results” are perhaps inspirational and suggestive; but
to know what works for me, I will have to try it out on my own.

What virtues are required when real life outside the restaurant poses
large choices, in domains characterized by a high degree of evaluative
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holism, and by no more than the moderate level of intersubjectivity we
are familiar with from eating out? If you need the results of practical
induction quickly enough for them to be of use to you, you cannot afford
to be methodical about exploring these choices. Instead, you will have to
be good at guessing a way of parsing your practical situation — very good,
since for larger decisions, you will need to guess right on the first few
tries. A virtue like this one ought to remind you of the abilities needed to
learn the syntax of one’s first language, a routine accomplishment that
prompts some surprising explanations.4® A similarly surprising explana-
tion is evidently called for here, if users of practical induction are to have
a way between the horns of an uncomfortable dilemma: that of either
needing constrained, restaurant-like environments to make it work; or
of resigning themselves to doing their practical reasoning badly in just
those cases that matter most.

Pending such a surprising explanation, is there a way between the
horns of the dilemma? We could say, somewhat defensively, that there
is no method of decision making that works well everywhere; the vari-
ous accounts of practical reasoning do have this in common, that they
demand a great deal of individual agents (that’s why what they demand
can without too much strain be called virtues), that agents can’t always be
expected to live up to those demands. . . and that that’s all we’re likely to
get. We could say, also defensively, that we shouldn’t pessimistically over-
estimate the scope of the problem; childraising would not be possible
if whatever you did amounted to letting the child make all the deadly
and painful mistakes for itself, and in fact you don’t reinvent or person-
ally recapitulate all of human history. (Ontogeny can’t really recapitulate
phylogeny, not this way.) We could say that many choices, especially the
very large-scale ones, are too unspecific to be, as they are, wrong; whether
deciding to live in London is a mistake or not depends on how you fill
in the details. (I’ll take up this sort of specificationist practical reasoning
in Section #.) So practical induction does not have to account for what
success we have in making decisions like these. And we could say that
since, when it comes to making decisions, people normally get better
with practice, and since human life is short, we ought to conclude that
practice in making real decisions is best begun as soon as possible. Our
institutions of formal schooling have, in the past century or so, become
so hypertrophied as to defer the onset of this kind of experience, for
an ever-growing proportion of the population, well into adulthood. But
if practical induction is a correct characterization of practical reasoning
properly performed, this policy is a terrible mistake. For, on the account
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of virtue we are exploring, our educational institutions provide what is
quite literally schooling in vice.

6

This is all very well, I expect traditionalist readers to object, but what does
it have to do with virtue? When Edward Gibbon attributed the decline and
fall of the Roman Empire to the erosion of the republican virtues, he did
not mean that Romans became poorer practical reasoners, but rather
that, while their “personal valour remained. .. they no longer possessed
that public courage which is nourished by the love of independence,
the sense of national honour, the presence of danger, and the habit of
command,”' or, more briefly, that the Roman character ceased to be
conducive to the collective good. Practical reasoning is something done
by individuals; virtue is essentially social; and so thinking of virtue as
turning on practical reasoning is leaving out the most important aspect
of it. Cleanliness, we are told, is next to godliness, but it’s hard to see
what the socially important property of being well scrubbed has to do
with high-quality decision making. And in answering the question, What
kind of person should you be? the more traditional theories tell you
how to live your whole life, not just how to handle the smallish part of
it that contributes to deliberative success: they give you a much richer
picture of the virtuous man than is on offer here. If aspects of traditional
thought about virtue such as these cannot be preserved in my account,
then I am not advancing a new approach to virtue, but just changing the
subject.

Now first, I doubt that the worry that we are not getting portraits of full
lives is on the mark. Just for instance, we saw Bratman’s planning view to
be fairly tightly circumscribed, as theories of practical reasoning go, but
Vogler criticizes planning views on the grounds that the social surround-
ings required for planning betray the way in which this conception of
practical reasoning is class bound.4* Because it is a familiar kind of per-
son who is equipped to engage in planning across the board — roughly,
a member of the Western managerial classes — she concludes that such
views are unsatisfactory as general accounts of deliberative rationality. We
should conclude instead that this approach to virtue tells you a good deal
more about how your life should look than you might have thought at
first glance. If even such a relatively minimalist theory of practical reason-
ing presents us with a recognizable character and lifestyle, we can expect
other and more elaborate theories to give us no less.
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Second, in my view it is a mark of the theoretical power of the ap-
proach that we are going to have to be openminded about what virtue
turns out to be, and to take seriously whatever results we get by apply-
ing the very abstract account of virtue to what we take to be the correct
theory of practical reasoning. We should not expect every theory of prac-
tical reasoning to give us nice virtues; we should not take it to be an a
priori feature of virtue that it benefits others, or that it is pretheoretically
attractive.®3 If, as it happens, our theorizing ends up telling us that the
virtuous man is a pillar of the community, that he is likeable, that he is
someone whose company we would enjoy, and so on, the compliments
are worth having only because they are not automatic. And so, because I
think that we ought not to sacrifice the leverage the approach gives us,
I do not recommend traversing the connection in the other direction,
that is, using the relative niceness of the ensuing portraits to make one’s
choice of a theory of practical reasoning.44

I’'ve been claiming that the most influential philosophical analysis of
virtue exhibits a certain structure, and that the approach it introduced
can be extended by detaching that structure from Aristotle’s own theory
of practical reasoning, and reconnecting it to alternative such theories.
So I am suggesting that extending the approach this way preserves the
philosophical role of virtue theory. The complaint, that the results of
doing so may not be what we are ordinarily used to calling “virtue,” asks
us to make a choice: should we follow ordinary usage, or philosophical
function? History indicates that sticking with ordinary usage, at the price
of sacrificing theoretical structure, will not prove to be all that philosoph-
ically useful. The more mediocre ranges of so-called ordinary-language
philosophy produced many analyses of one or another not very struc-
tured concept. (“When do we say that it’s a chair?”) Those analyses have
been largely forgotten, because, whether or not they were successful in
their own terms, there was very little that other philosophers could do
with them.

Philosophical approaches to virtue that too directly tie the virtues to
beneficial or approved social outcomes tend to make virtue incompre-
hensible. Woody Allen’s Zelig (1983) portrays the bearer of an impossible
character trait, the chameleon-like ability to fit in wherever one happens
to be. Since part of fitting in in Chinatown is speaking Chinese, part of fit-
ting in in Germany is speaking German, and so on, Zelig speaks Chinese
in Chinatown, German in Germany, and so on. .. or rather, since he has
never learned any of these languages, he imitates speaking Chinese, etc.,
well enough to fool the native speakers. The comic impossibility reflects
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the theoretical disadvantages of the too-direct approach. Just as you can-
not simply have the disposition to say the right thing at the right time,
without actually learning particular languages with their particular gram-
mars, and just as you cannot more generally have the disposition to fitin,
wherever you happen to be, without actually learning the skills that the
particular social locations require, so you cannot have the disposition to
do the socially beneficial thing, without having the ability to engage in
successful practical reasoning about what to do in one or another partic-
ular situation. (Likewise, you cannot just have the disposition always to do
the appropriate or correct thing: another way of putting the problem with
McDowell’s rendering of the virtuous man is that he is an ethical Zelig.)
It would be a fruitless theoretical approach to language to decide that
what we are interested in is the ability to say the right thing at the right
time, and so we should focus on that, rather than on grammar, mastery
of which underlies the ability to speak a natural language (and so, inci-
dentally, the ability to say, in one natural language or another, the wrong
thing at the wrong time). If virtue theory is going to be philosophically ser-
viceable, it requires the sort of theoretical articulation that is provided by
seeing practical reasoning as its backbone. Letting go of popular precon-
ceptions of virtue, in the way that the theoretical commitment to starting
with practical reasoning requires, need not be a bad thing. Not that long
ago, the willingness to duel over small points of honor was a popularly ac-
knowledged virtue, butit no longer is; the character traits that merchants
have had to cultivate were formerly dishonorable, and are now part of
our image of the well-comported individual. Rather than tying ourselves
to a focus-group conception of virtue, we should be willing to change
what we think of as virtue, as we have done so many times in the past.

7

All that said, there is nevertheless a natural way to connect the approach
I am advocating with the social dimension of the ethical tradition. Most
treatments of practical reasoning focus on the case in which it is per-
formed by individuals, just because it is so much simpler to start out
there. But organizations and other collectives make decisions, too, and
we can ask what a person has to be like to be good at collective decision
making of one kind or another.45 What traits make up this kind of person-
ality profile, and so, the virtues of collective practical reasoning, depends,
as before, on what collective decision making, properly performed, looks
like, that is, on what the right theory of (collective) practical reasoning
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is. But regardless of how that comes out, we might expect treachery, for
instance, to prove a vice: to use Gibbon once more, effective collective
decision making does not take place when the decision makers are overly
willing to (metaphorically or literally) stab one another in the back. And
quite possibly justice, in two of its senses, will turn out to be a virtue:
collective decision making works only when individuals abide by the de-
liverances of its procedures; pleonexia — the disposition to grab more than
your share —is prone to undermine cooperation among deliberators. (Of
course, what stake one has in being a good participant in collective delib-
eration may be less obvious, or more tenuous, than one’s stake in doing
one’s own personal practical reasoning well.)

What counts as collective virtue will not depend solely on an a pri-
ori theory of practical reasoning, and the virtues that support collective
practical reasoning will not be everywhere the same, but rather will vary
with the institutions that provide the framework for the deliberative pro-
cess. For example, capitalism comes in more than one variety. Liberal
(or stockholder) capitalism is characterized by short-term business rela-
tionships, and so the obligations that govern those relationships tend to
be exhaustively and explicitly defined by (so-called “sharp-in/sharp-out”)
contracts. In stakeholder (or Rheinlander or “coordinated”) capitalism,
business relations are longer term, and incomplete contracting is the
norm; the understanding is that when unexpected circumstances arise,
the parties to a contract will address those circumstances so as to pre-
serve their stakes in the relationship. Accordingly, in the environment
of stakeholder capitalism, having a reputation for being someone with
whom you can work things out matters a great deal more than it does in
the environment of stockholder capitalism. What counts as deliberatively
working things out is different in the two sorts of business environment,
and so the different business environments give rise to different virtues
of collective deliberation.4°

Rather than trying to show how one or another theory of practical
reasoning can be made to reproduce a set of virtues of which the tradi-
tionalist will approve, I want to explore briefly how turning to collective
practical deliberation can give us a new perspective on yet another theory
of practical reasoning. (Of course, many different theories of practical
reasoning lend themselves to social and institutional implementations,
not just this one.) Specificationism has it that many of our ends (as well
as rules, policies, and so on) are too indefinite to be starting points for
means-end reasoning. Before you can start looking around for steps to
take, you need first to come up with a further specification of the end,
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one that is concrete enough to fix what counts as a step toward it. Sup-
pose we have decided that our new political party stands for the common
good. That is not yet a platform, and in hashing out a platform we will
be specifying a conception of what the common good is, and thus, our
common end.47

The main problem with launching in on a discussion of what the spec-
ificationist virtues would look like is that specificationism is not yet suffi-
ciently specified. By way of sidestepping that problem, let’s further specify
a social procedure for specifying ends, one that academics ought to find
familiar. Agencies that support research may want to fund work that is
original, promising, agenda-setting, and so on. This kind of end is not
specific enough to guide any actual course of research (and if the agency
laid out guidelines concrete enough to guide an actual course of research,
it would thereby fail to be original, promising, and so on). So such agen-
cies solicit proposals on the part of researchers, and constitute a panel
whose task is to select those that are original, promising, and so on. Such
a proposal amounts to a concrete specification of the agency’s originally
indefinite goals, and the selection process amounts to adopting one such
specification (hopefully, the best).

Here we can divide up the virtues that figure in this version of specifi-
cationist deliberation into proposal-related and selection-related. On the
proposal side, we can further divide up the virtues into those related to
the content of the proposal, and those related to its packaging. On the
packaging side, virtues include the display of professionalism (needed to
give the selection panel confidence that the project will be executed as
promised), and the ability to present the project in a way that is compre-
hensible, engaging, and attention-grabbing.

The social nature of the process means that the emphasis is not on
applicants coming up with many good ideas; each applicant will only
submit one proposal. Ratheritlies on applicants developing the proposals
they will actually submit, making them stronger, more interesting, and
generally making them stand out from the crowd. So perseverance and
sticking to it are virtues. The attention that lets you notice ideas, results,
subprojects, and so on that can be used to further articulate, enrich, and
even merely embroider your proposal is a virtue. On the other hand, so
is an ability not to be distracted by ideas for competing proposals; if you
brainstorm your way into too many good ideas, you need to be able to
abandon most of them. A willingness to renegotiate your project, so as
to bring the panelists (and other necessary players) on board turns out
to be a virtue as well.4®
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On the side of the reviewers or panelists, since the method relies on
panelists knowing, for example, promise when they see it, a good deal
of the work is done by faste.49 Taste is in many ways a mysterious matter,
but one thing we know about it is that palates go dead fast. So while you
will only be a good reviewer if you’ve had some experience, to be a good
reviewer you need the ephemeral virtue of not having had too much.

Openmindednessis afurther reviewer’svirtue, and notice that because
the stick-to-itiveness of successful applicants in developing their ideas nor-
mally has partisanship as a concomitant, good applicants do not typically
make good reviewers: the virtues of the different roles in this socially dis-
tributed form of deliberation are not just different, but to some extent
psychologically incompatible.

Finally, notice how this specification of specificationist deliberation
makes a very open-ended task more tractable by turning it into a compar-
ison problem. Having the stack of proposals in front of you means that
you need to generate a scale or ranking that is suitable to the proposals
that are already there. And so a further panelists’ virtue is being good at
comparisons, and being good at identifying features of the items you are
comparing that can be used to specify your initially indefinite end.5°

8

I'have notbeen arguing for a conclusion, but rather advancing a proposal,
and so I will conclude by recapitulating its merits.

The conception of virtue we have been considering is theoretically
powerful in that it allows us to engage in genuine argument as to what
character traits are virtues. It comes with an explanation of why it is ra-
tional to be virtuous, and so makes intelligible our interest in virtue. It
allows us to generate portraits of the virtuous character corresponding
to the different theories of practical reasoning in play. On the one hand,
it allows us to select the correct portrait from among these by choosing
the correct theory of practical reasoning; on the other hand, it provides
an implementability test for the various theories of practical reasoning,
and so advances the debate as to which one of those is the correct one.
(Of course, more than one of the accounts of practical reasoning may
be correct — not all of them claim exclusivity, and in particular practical
empiricism does not — and so we may need to merge the portraits of the
corresponding virtues.) And while theoretical power comes at a price,
that of not building the traditional image of the virtues as socially bene-
ficial into their definition, essentially social virtues can be delineated by
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investigating what character traits contribute to the success of collective
deliberation. All in all, this seems to me to be a promising approach.5*

Notes

I’'m grateful to Janet Abbate, Lori Alward, Michael Bratman, Pepe Chang, Ursula
Coop, Amy Johnson, Jennifer Johnson, John Leslie, Gloria Park, Rachel Shuh,
and audiences at Wake Forest University and Oxford University for helpful dis-
cussion, as well as to Scott Anderson, Chrisoula Andreou, Carla Bagnoli, Sarah
Buss, Alice Clapman, Alice Crary, Julia Driver, Robert Firmage, Steve Gardiner,
Don Garrett, Eric Hutton, Gabrielle Juvan, Mitzi Lee, Ron Mallon, Maria Merritt,
Matt Pamental, Henry Richardson, Gabriel Richardson Lear, Valerie Tiberius,
and Shelley VerSteeg for comments on an earlier draft.

1. T'llrefer to itin the running text by NE and Bekker’s page and line numbers.
The ethical/moral contrast, made current by Bernard Williams (1985), ap-
peals to the respective etymologies of the words “ethos,” meaning character,
and “morals,” related to mores or customs, so picking out rule-oriented views;
see also Anscombe, 1997. For recent overviews of virtue theory, see Watson,
1990, Hursthouse, 1999, Copp and Sobel, 2004.

2. Vogler, 2002. That, conversely, virtue requires rationality is by and large but
not always taken for granted; for instance, Driver, 2001, objects.

3. Some current approaches promise the sort of theoretical power I am de-
manding, but then fail to deploy the machinery they claim to put in place.
For instance, Thompson, 1995, Thompson, 2004, and Foot, 2001, look to
a kind of Aristotelian natural history to tell us what normal, nondefective
members of the relevant species (human beings, but the theory is in prin-
ciple more general) are like and what they do. But real natural history of
the sort invoked by the methodological framework is lacking: there is no in-
vestigation of how the human species occupies its ecological niche (and no
evolutionary investigation of how it came to do so); there is no use of the
work — in, for instance, evolutionary psychology — that ought to be relevant
to this sort of project; there is no feel for what such natural histories are like.
Descriptions of how species work, what their erga are, are not usually pretty
and sweet: female black widow spiders eat their mates; in primate species that
forage in groups, males kill infants that they take to be not their own children
(Hrdy, 1981); in many species of birds, the first-hatched chick will push its
sibling eggs out of the nest. So we should not just be handed Foot’s pious
and unsupported assertion that justice is part of human practical rationality.
(Thompson, 2003, does point out that Foot’s substantive ethical views are
detachable from her metaethics, but as far as I can tell, he neither disavows
Foot’s substantive ethics nor provides the missing argumentation for it.)

Consequentialist approaches to virtue theory (such as Driver, 2001) ex-
hibit a similar problem. They hold that you tell what the virtues are by looking
to the consequences, and that what the consequences are is an empirical ques-
tion. (This seems to promise the kind of theoretical traction we’re looking
for.) But consequentialists don’t conduct empirical investigations into what
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consequences ensue on the various character traits, and are nonetheless quite
confident as to which character traits are virtues.

When you appeal to results, and it’s an empirical question what traits
produce the best results, it’s not a good idea to assume that you know with-
out actually investigating. Reliabilist virtue epistemology has already turned
up these sorts of surprises: when Gigerenzer, Todd, and the ABC Research
Group, 1999, investigated what cognitive techniques produced the best re-
sults in various theoretical domains, they found that ignorance was often
the best approach. So we shouldn’t assume or expect that anything like
what are ordinarily called the virtues will be selected by a consequentialist
methodology.

Should we really expect the results the consequentialist needs to be as
surprising as all that? Don’t we have all of human history to instruct us? So
we do, but notice how rarely it is that people can agree on what the lessons
of history are; and notice also that in the cases where someone has taken a
methodologically careful look, what everyone knows to be the lessons of the
past turn out all too often not to be well supported at all. (For a popular —
but bitter — survey of what this problem looks like in professional psychology,
see Dawes, 1994.)

4. The Thompson-Foot idea of ethics as biology is certainly there in Aristotle; the
consequentialist approach takes up Aristotle’s expectation that virtue will nor-
mally reveal itself in a life that is both happy and socially beneficial; and of
course intuition-driven virtue theory will remind one of the Aristotelian
method of systematizing endoxa.

5. There’s an important point that I just want to touch on here, which is that
Aristotle’s practical syllogism shouldn’t be identified with plain old means-end
reasoning (which I'll get to in the next section). For one thing, means-end
reasoning is solely about: what is for what else. But, if the claim I am about to
advance is correct, the practical syllogism will have to account for Aristotle’s
“middle level” ends, ends that we have both for their own sakes and for the sake
of something else (namely, eudaemonia). (I'm grateful to Henry Richardson
for pressing me at this point.) For instance, Aristotle implicitly rehearses
the following practical syllogism: One ought to have a happy and well-lived
life. A happy and well-lived life involves having friends. So one should have
friends. But, as he also points out, one loves one’s friend for the friend’s own
sake, and not for an ulterior motive, that is, not as a means to an end such as
one’s happiness. So if this practical syllogism is to make sense of friendship,
it should not be understood as a straight means-end inference.

6. In the terminology of the Al community, inference deploying practical syllo-
gisms is nonmonotonic.

7. For the rendering of eudaimonia as success, see Hutchinson, 1995, pp. 199ff;
as flourishing, see Cooper, 1986, p. 89, or Putnam, 1981, p. 148.

8. The qualification is meant as follows: I think the large-scale features of Aristo-
tle’s virtuous man can be derived from this characterization, as well as many
of the more minor features; but a number of incidental traits do not in any
obvious way drop out of it. See, for instance, Aristotle’s remarks about what
the virtuous man is prone to forget, at NE 1124b1o-15 and 1125a1-5.
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Of course, “too many” and “too few” don’t here bear a numerical or counting
interpretation: keep in mind that there are indefinitely many of either. And
more carefully, there are two contrasts on the side of excess, one (rashness)
having to do with action, and the other (nameless) vice having to do with lack
of fear (NE 1107b1-5); in general, virtues have to do both with actions and
with feelings (NE 1106b15—20). There are two ways to integrate Aristotle’s
points about appropriateness of feeling into my account. I will touch on one
in a moment, when I discuss Aristotle’s account of akrasia; because I will
have a use for it later, let me just mention the other. Although feelings are
involuntary, they admit of justification; for Aristotle, these justifications have
the form of practical syllogisms. (For example, one should be angry when
one has been insulted; I have been insulted; so I should be angry.)

The doctrine of the mean has taken on a life of its own, and turns up even
when defeasible practical syllogisms are not in the background. For instance,
Kenny, 1992, ch. 4, presents faith as the virtue positioned between the vices
of credulity and skepticism.

I'll briefly take up another — the fact that the phronimos has the right major
premises for his practical syllogisms — at p. 146, and in note 5o0.

For a lengthier reconstruction of Aristotle’s actually rather counterintu-
itive understanding of philia, see Millgram, 1987.

N.B.: This way of reading Aristotle can be anchored in a (Thompson-Foot)
natural-history characterization of humans provided that Aristotle’s view of
the human ergon as “the soul’s activity that expresses reason” (NE 1098a5—-10;
cf. 1103bg0-35) is properly rephrased: what humans do is perform actions
informed by practical syllogisms.

For an overview of the field, see Millgram, ed., 2001, ch. 1. Maclntyre, 1999,
takes an approach that is quite close in spirit to the one I'm about to rec-
ommend, in that he identifies the virtues as preconditions for successful
practical reasoning. (See esp. pp. 96, 105, 107, 110-11, 120, 136, 140f, 148,
155-6.) Our accounts differ in the first place in that his avoids relying on
the kind of substantive theories of practical inference that I survey below.
For a sophisticated defense, see Vogler, 2002, where it is called the “calcula-
tive view.” (She reserves “instrumentalism” for its psychologistic or mentalis-
tic versions.)

The term is borrowed from the discussion in Korsgaard, 1997, p. 232.
Aficionados of the 1985—92 ABC television show can think of this as the
MacGyver virtue: the ability to assemble, out of a piece of lead pipe, a roll of
scotch tape, and a few other random-seeming contents of the locked room,
a working explosive device.

I've seen the point made by John Searle (in a manuscript that is, as far as I
know, not destined for publication), and I think it’s his example; and I've
heard it made by Steve Engstrom.

Goldberg, 2000. “Efficiency” fails to highlight the aesthetic dimension of
the virtue; notice that Goldberg is able to portray the vice as comic. Perhaps
Aristotle is trying to capture this in his characterization of how the virtu-
ous man will choose between alternatives, selecting “the one through which
it will come to be most easily and most finely [kallista]” (NE 1112b17).
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(I’'m grateful to Gabriel Richardson Lear for suggesting the point and the
passage.)

My informant here is David Wolff. Korsgaard, 19qo, ch. g, interestingly sug-
gests that social progress consists largely in removing occasions for means-
end reasoning. Vogler, 2002, however, holds the need for instrumental (or,
in her vocabulary, “calculative”) rationality to be pervasive because actions
have instrumental structure; if you are acting, the Scope Condition is trivially
satisfied.

Bratman, 1987, Bratman, 1999, Bratman, 2001.

Several points. First, this is a temporally extended analog of the Aristotelian
command of a practical syllogism’s defeasibility conditions.

Second, the virtue covers more than just explicit reconsideration. Some-
times one drops one’s plans by simply forgetting about them (for example,
one’s childhood intention to become a fireman), and the virtue we’re ac-
knowledging involves having this happen when appropriate.

Third, pressing on this virtue is likely to get us versions of some of the
traditional “executive virtues.” For instance, temperance or continence —not
being too easily distracted by temptations — will be necessary for stable plan
execution, as will courage, in those cases where plans need to be executed
under dangerous conditions.

Fourth, Curtis Bridgeman has pointed out to me that just how prone to
reconsideration you should be depends on which phase of the plan you’re in.
At the early brainstorming phases, a willingness to subject your plan to top-
to-bottom revision is probably a good thing; later on, when you are getting
down to the nitty-gritty details, and there is more sunk cost, your plan should
be stiffer.

And fifth, notice that the right kind of stability in one’s intentions nor-
mally presupposes a related sort of stability in one’s assessments. Bratman
has been working on the question of how stability in one’s plans is to be
sustained in the face of instability in one’s evaluations (1999, chs. g, 4), but
if I am right, that may be the wrong strategy to take.

I'm grateful to Michael Bratman for suggesting the virtue.

For this last point, I'm grateful to Michelle Hill. See also Cummins, Poirier,
and Roth, 2004, which points out that how much time you allocate to the
planning process must itself be task-sensitive.

Policies are open-ended relatives of plans; my plan for tomorrow will be
over tomorrow, but our joint intention as to how we are going to treat pe-
titions to be exempted from a curriculum requirement may be activated
indefinitely many times in the indefinitely distant future. Staying within the
spirit of the planning theory means that policies should also be minimally
filled in; sufficient unto the day thereof is the determination of what counts
as a “comparable course” or a “language contributing to the student’s pro-
gram of research.” This means that the planning agent needs an appropriate
set of interpretive skills and abilities, similar to those applied to the laws by
judges (but to be distinguished from the omnipresent forms of judgment
emphasized by Wittgensteinians). (I'm grateful to an unpublished — and
untitled — manuscript by Paul Teller for this point.)
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There are many preconditions for a capacity like planning, and we do not
normally think of all of them under the rubric of virtues. (Maybe you won’t
do a good job of developing and executing your plans unless you have had a
good night’s sleep; butisinsomnia avice?) Some of the contrastis shouldered
by our taking for granted some things and not others, but notice that the sort
of imperialism we are seeing is shared by almost all of the standard moral
theories: what they count as moral or ethical subject matter usually includes
a great deal that the ordinary person does not think of that way. (What the
standard moral or ethical theories count as their subject matter typically
excludes a good deal that the ordinary person thinks of as belonging to it,
as well.)

This rendering of the first version of the Categorical Imperative is due to
John Rawls and a number of his students; see Nell, 1975, O’Neill, 1989,
Korsgaard, 1990, Korsgaard, 1996a, Herman, 199o, Rawls, 1989. I wish here
to remain agnostic as to how faithful the rendering is to Kant, and also to
put to one side the other formulations of the Categorical Imperative.

Kant, 1go2—, vol. 6, pp. $75-493 (1797/1994, for an English version).
Kant, 1785/1981, Ak. 407; see also Kant, 1go2—, vol. 6, pp. 441-2, 447.
Herman, 1993, chs. 4, 8 (esp. p. 179). Kantians should have a worry that Her-
man herself has not fully addressed, namely, that the Rules of Moral Salience
will constitute alocus of heteronomy in a moral theory devoted to extirpating
it: if itis just a brute fact that you notice some things and not others (and take
account of them in your maxims), and your noticing these rather than those
is needed to get the Cl-procedure to work, then the moral theory bottoms
outin the brute facts. There is a response that Herman might develop, which
is that Rules of Moral Salience have to be generated by the Cl-procedure.
So, for instance, rules like, “When in polite conversation, ignore your inter-
locutor’s physical deformities, in order to put him at ease,” might well fail
the ClI-procedure. (If everybody were to pretend the physical deformity wasn’t
there, it would acquire the status of an unmentionable, therefore horrible
fact; its owner would be generally uneasy, and conversations awkward —a con-
tradiction in conception.) Or again, testing a proposed maxim like, “I won’t
pay any attention to other people’s problems,” and seeing it to generate a
contradiction in the will (if nobody notices your problems, they won’t help
you out), would give rise to an imperfect duty to keep on the lookout for
other people in trouble. To be sure, there is a bootstrapping problem in this
neighborhood to be figured out: how do you get the process of acquiring a
suitable body of tried and tested Rules of Moral Salience off the ground?
After Asimov, 1991; I’'m grateful to Amy Johnson for suggesting the name.
We can distinguish that ability from a further component, that of actually
noticing the “contradictions” in conception and the will. For a fascinating
description of what it is like to see deep into a chess board, see de Groot,
1965.

Because judgment calls of this kind cannot be executed mechanically, and
because all impediments to agency obviously cannot be allowed to generate
contradictions in the will, a startling result for Kantian moral theory follows:
that the duties generated at the final step of the Cl-procedure, each of which
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is an imperfect duty, collectively have the formal structure of an imperfect
duty. That is, just as it is left up to the agents to decide which of the indefi-
nitely many actions that might come under the heading of imperfect duties
to perform, so it is left up to the agents to determine which of the indefi-
nitely many would-be imperfect duties are binding on them, that is, are real
duties.

Why do we need grandmasters of the Cl-procedure? Why won’t a lower level
of adeptness do? My sense is that philosophers underestimate the skill level
required to get results that are worth having at all. It is noteworthy that when
you ask what would happen were such and such a maxim universalized, you
rarely hear the response: Who on earth knows? (I'm grateful to Brad Hooker
for reminding me of that fact.) But examples like those we have surveyed
suggest that that is very often the right answer: even the best and the brightest
seem to get it wrong often enough.

There is a recently popular line of argument which might seem to constitute
an analogous reality check for — and objection to — virtue theories, namely,
that virtues are robust character traits (robust in that they’re stable across a
broad range of social situations); empirical work in social psychology shows
that character traits are not in this sense robust; therefore there are no virtues
(Doris, 2002). Butnotice thatif virtues are introduced as personality features
needed for successful practical reasoning, to show that a personality feature
is only stable over a narrow range of situations may tell us that we are not
robustly effective practical reasoners, without making the notion of virtue
any less useful. Merritt, 2000, suggests compensating for lack of internal
robustness by designing compensating environments; this is a suggestion I
would be happy to adopt, and one which would put the account of virtue I'm
advocating to good use. Or again, we might use a characterization of virtue,
developed along the lines I'm suggesting, as a basis for a training program
designed to improve our abilities as practical reasoners.

However, we shouldn’t be too hasty in buying into the argument Doris is
constructing even on the older view of virtue. On the traditional conceptions
of virtue, virtue is the product of forms of training that are simply no longer
seen in advanced industrialized societies; consequently, with one marginal
exception, Doris draws his conclusions using research performed on popula-
tions that, by the lights of the ancient Greek and Roman virtue ethicists, are
notvirtuous. (So of course the subjects of the experiments Doris reports don’t
exhibit stable virtues. .. they haven’t been trained. For a recent and philo-
sophically very insightful description of what such training plausibly looks
like in nonhuman cases, see Hearne, 1987.) His argument consequently fails
to make contact with the historically central discussions of virtue. And for
the same reasons, it does not show that training programs aimed at virtues
as they are being recharacterized here would be unsuccessful.

“May,” because we cannot claim these merits if our arguments for our pre-
ferred theory of practical reasoning do in fact turn on our intuitions. And
recall thatitis an important (and much-discussed) feature of Aristotle’s own
view that you can’t determine what counts as a correct inference without
using the practically intelligent person as a reference point, so that there
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is a circularity built into the foundations of the view. Rationality does not
function, in Aristotle’s theory, as a criterion for virtue that is independent of
the virtues it endorses, and so his account falls short of the kind of theoretical
independence we would like to have.

On some popular ways of reading Aristotle, he arrived at his account of
virtue by systematizing the body of opinion available in his culture. But isn’t
that in tension with my taking Aristotle as a model for ways of thinking about
virtue that do not simply endorse local preconceptions of it? And if Aristotle
did move beyond those local preconceptions, and if competing approaches
to virtue also model themselves on Aristotle, why should we expect them to
prove beholden to the local preconceptions?

It’s important not to overestimate the degree to which Aristotle’s virtues
are just the virtues of the ancient Greeks; his methodology makes his theories
responsible to endoxa — things people think — but also allows the endoxa to
undergo reinterpretation, so that what Aristotle has them mean is in the
end often quite distant from what the man on the street would have thought
he meant by them. And recall that I've already touched on the potential of
alternative theoretical approaches for revision, and the ways in which they
fumble that potential, in note 3.

Two points: First, that’s not to say that virtue is merely a means to practical
rationality; only on an instrumentalist theory of practical rationality must a
practical stake in something, or a commitment to it, take that form. Second,
it’s also not to say that the virtue is something over and above the capacity
to successfully deploy practical argumentation: that having the capacity is
not enough, because you also need the appropriate virtue. (Compare: if it
takes a couple hundred thousand dollars to buy a particular house, it’s not
as though having the money is something additional to the ability to buy the
house.)

See Chapter 1, and Millgram, ed., 2001, pp. 16-17, Millgram, 1997,
Millgram, 2004.

McDowell, 1998, esp. chs. 4, 5. While McDowell’s reading of Aristotle has
become, in recent years, fairly standard, it is of course by no means the only
available reading.

McDowell works his way into his conception of the virtuous agent by objecting
to the idea that one’s reasons could be codified into a rule; in particular, what
can’t be codified are the defeasibility conditions of practical syllogisms. He
takes himself to have learned the futility of the appeal to rules from Wittgen-
stein, and more generally, he writes as though Wittgenstein had provided the
metaethical theory that would be naturally paired with a substantive ethics
derived from Aristotle.

But this pairing is a mistake. In McDowell’s picture, the ideally virtuous
person is functioning as a standard or anchor for the theory, the reference
point with respect to which correctness of character and behavior is to be
assessed. (The right thing to do is what the phronimos would do; the right way
to do it is as the virtuous person would.) That s, the phronimos is functioning
as a replacement for the very rules that Wittgenstein tried so persistently to
show cannot do such a job. Wittgenstein devoted a great deal of effort to
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discrediting other such substitutes (think of his treatment of the fallback
appeal to perfectly rigid machines). If Wittgenstein has taught us that an
anchoring appeal to rules is futile, he has also taught us that the same kind of
appeal to other devices —whether impossibly perfect machines or impossibly
perfect persons — is also futile.

From Wittgenstein’s point of view, the problem with focusing on, say, a
yardstick, in order to understand what length is, is that the yardstick distracts
you from the complicated mesh of practices in which it is put to use. (It’s
not as though you understand length better by staring harder and harder at
the yardstick.) Likewise, the problem with an exclusive preoccupation with
the perfectly virtuous person, from a Wittgensteinian point of view, should
be that it distracts you from the complicated mesh of practices in which
ascriptions of virtue have their home. (It’s not, a Wittgensteinian should
think, as though you understand virtue better by staring harder and harder
at the phronimos.)

Henry Richardson has pointed out to me that Aristotelian virtuous persons
might still need practical induction, in order to make explicit the implicit
conception of eudaemonia which they owe to their upbringing. I have been
arguing not that Aristotelians have no use for practical induction, but that,
since no one could ever be brought up that well, we need practical induction
for other reasons.

See Anderson, 1991, for attribution of this notion to Mill.

The artists commissioned a survey that produced, for each country in the
survey, a list of features that respondents preferred in a painting; then, for
each country, they executed paintings thatjointly realized the list of preferred
features (Komar and Melamid, 1999). The resulting paintings are very funny,
and absolutely hideous — and not necessarily because popular taste in art is
bad, since it is quite clear that the respondents would find the (entirely
competently executed) paintings hideous, too. Observing that blues and
greens in previous paintings were to your taste does not allow you to infer that
a subsequent painting will be to your taste because it has blues and greens.
Agnieszka Jaworska has pointed out to me that in principle one could paint
a very good painting with all the features on the list — even though it’s now
not at all obvious how — which I take it goes to show that in aesthetics the
phenomenon I’'m labeling “holism” goes as deep as you like.

Chomskians opt for built-in knowledge of a ‘Universal Grammar’; Deacon,
1997, more plausibly points out that natural languages are the product of
a process very much like natural selection, one that filters elements of a
language for learnability.

Gibbon, 1906, vol. I, p. 44.

Vogler, 2002, pp. 106—7; her primary (though unnamed) target appears to
be the Rawlsian notion of a “life plan.”

For instance, I would be very surprised if instrumentalism supported an
account of virtues on which they tended to advance the collective interest;
going after whatever goals you happen to have is not, even when the invisible
hands don’t just twiddle their thumbs, a way of being mutually supportive. I
have already remarked that Kantian virtues look geeky, and that the virtues
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of practical empiricism can on occasion look a little too ruthless for comfort.
Perhaps when Machiavelli describes the Prince’s “virtue,” he is providing
historical precedent for adopting this sort of position.

Other theoretical approaches to virtue for the most part try to explain
away antisocial appearances; in my view, that’s just not facing up to the con-
sequences of one’s theory.

As does Foot, 2001. Bear in mind that when you let your conception of
morality shape your theory of rationality too directly, talk about reasons
and rationality becomes no more than a dialect in which you express your
prejudices and preferences. That is, if you happen to approve of so-and-
so doing such and such, you’ll say things like, so-and-so has reason to do
such and such. The actual effect of not maintaining arm’s-length distance
between your moral theory and your theory of rationality is that a crude
form of noncognitivism becomes the substantively correct account of your
rationality-related vocabulary.

Compare Bratman, 1999, chs. 5—-8, which tries to characterize jointintentions
in a way that is continuous with his treatment of individuals’ plans, as well as
Bratman, 2004.

Why focus on collective deliberation? After all, most of what we spend our
time doing together is not deliberating. But then, most of what we spend our
time doing individually isn’t deliberating, either, and individual deliberation
has enough of a central organizing role to shape a life. That is to say, there’s
justification for a collective analog of our Scope Condition.

See Williamson, 19835, esp. ch. g, pp. 120-3, and Hall and Soskice, eds., 2001,
esp. ch. 1; I'm indebted to John Leslie for the example.

For discussion of specificationism, see Chapter 10, and Kolnai, 2001,
Wiggins, 2001, Richardson, 1994, Millgram, 1gg6a.

Perhaps because both practical empiricism and specificationism share the
claim that one can deliberate about one’s ends, I have occasionally seen the
two views conflated; so here is a quick compare and contrast. Recall that prac-
tical empiricism turns on the idea that you have to learn what matters from
experience, using practical versions of observation and inductive arguments
from those observations. Specificationism turns on the compelling thought
that your ends might have so little content that it would be premature to go
looking for means to them, and so that a preliminary stage of adding content
has to be understood as practical reasoning. As far as practical empiricism
is concerned, your views about what matters could be already fully specific
when they are acquired; this would allow you to skip the specification stage
entirely. As far as specificationism is concerned, you could make your ends
more concrete without appealing to experience at any point. This means
that, in principle, practical empiricism and specificationism are conceptu-
ally orthogonal to one another. My own view is that some version of each is
probably correct; for a brief treatment of the bearing of practical empiricism
on specificationism, see Millgram, 1997, sec. 6.7.

Latour, 1996, attributes the failure of the large-scale engineering project
whose post-mortem he is conducting to a shortage of just this virtue; compare
item 4 in note 20.
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Panelists may be quite articulate about what makes particular proposals
promising, but their descriptions will normally be satisfiable by proposals
that are not promising at all. Teachers will recognize the phenomenon from
those sessions in which they have to explain to a student that a paper that con-
forms to some announced list of desiderata is nonetheless an unsuccessful
paper.

Broadie, 1987, complains that because there is more content to the conclu-
sion of specificationist deliberation than there was in its premises, it cannot
really be reasoning. She is in the odd position of someone who holds that,
whatever engineers were doing when they designed the Sony Walkman, or
the Mosaic web browser, or the F-16, or any other innovative technology that
satisfied a vague set of requirements in ingeniously new ways, it couldn’t
have been thinking. Her confusion can be traced to a more interesting prob-
lem: that in some cases of specificationist reasoning, the conditions for a
successful specification are specified along with the solution itself.

Here’s a famous example. Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics can be read as
centered around both the practical syllogism, and around specification-
ist reasoning — partly because, as Wiggins has argued, the practical syl-
logism can (anyway sometimes) bear a specificationist reading. Aristotle
takes it that everyone wants to live well — to lead a happy and successful
life — and his problem becomes that of specifying what such a life comes
to. The Nicomachean Ethics is a sketch of the results of the deliberative
exercise.

Or rather, the Nicomachean Ethics contains two different sets of results,
which means, incidentally, we have a solution to one of the traditional exeget-
ical puzzles, that of making sense of the relation between the contemplative
life sketched in Book x, and the active political life of Books i-ix. It’s typical
of vague or indefinite goals that you can specify them in more than one way —
for example, if your goal is to build a subway system, there are many very
different specifications of a subway system that you could reasonably end up
with — and Aristotle is simply running through the specificationist exercise
twice, and ending up with two alternative blueprints.

The point I want to emphasize here is that the criteria — such as “com-
pleteness” and “self-sufficiency” — that a life must satisfy in order to count
as eudaimon end up amounting to very different things in Books i-ix and x,
respectively. And this gives the impression that there is nothing in specifica-
tionist deliberation that is not up for grabs, since the criteria for deliberative
success are themselves undergoing specification simultaneously. And this is,
I take it, what is really bothering Broadie. In my view, the best way to address
this problem in practice is to add institutional structure, on the model of the
case I've just described in the text.

You may have been wondering, for awhile now, whether Aristotelian virtue
doesn’t require having the right premises for one’s practical syllogisms, and
so you may have been thinking that the account I gave of it earlier on cannot
be correct. I've already mentioned a McDowellian way of speaking to that
worry, and we can now supplement that with a specificationist way of doing
so: The phronimos, who is specifying the universally shared dummy end of
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eudaimonia, will arrive at so-called middle-level ends that serve as the right
premises for his further practical syllogisms.

The direction of explanation in this proposal is from the theory of practical
reasoning to the virtues, and consequently so is the direction of persuasion:
it is because you believe the theory that you are to take on the task of be-
coming more virtuous. There is another approach (discussed in Millgram,
2002), which begins with the persona, and is characterized by the converse
direction of explanation: it is because you find the personality of Socrates
compelling, or Montaigne’s self-rendering frank, or Nietzsche’s voice inspir-
ing, that you have an interest in their theoretical activities, and successful
theoretical engagement is in these cases not normally a matter of coming
to believe their theories. That is, the other approach begins by eliciting a
response that is essentially personal.

It is, I believe, a further merit of the conception of virtue I have been
recommending that it makes possible an ¢mpersonal answer to what seem
to be those most personal of questions, What kind of a person should I be?
and, Why should I be like that?



Murdoch, Practical Reasoning, and Particularism

Particularism is a contemporary movement in moral philosophy that it is
hard to know what to do with. On the one hand, it’s hard to dismiss. Its
ranks include respectable — even prominent — authors such as Jonathan
Dancy, Margaret Little, John McDowell, David McNaughton and Richard
Norman.' It purports to occupy one of the two extreme positions on the
spectrum of views about the generality of reasons for action, and is worth
a close look just for that. And it refuses to go away: particularism is the
current incarnation of what used to be called “situationism” or “situation
ethics,” which means that it has been around for a while. Philosophical
views that stick around usually have something to them, and one is ill-
advised to write them off without further ado. On the other hand, much
of what is said on its behalf is either difficult to believe, or looks to be
a philosophical dead end. And the view is faced with objections and
difficulties — old objections, which for the most part one can find fielded
against situationism? — to which it seems to have no satisfactory response.

I want to suggest here that particularism would benefit from renewing
its connection to the work of Iris Murdoch.? I am going to recommend
Murdoch’s understanding of practical reasoning as a useful philosophical
frame for what I will claim is the most important shared element of the
particularist family of positions. In doing so, I mean to be encouraging
those who work in the philosophical subspecialty of practical reasoning
to add Murdoch’s take on it to the contemporary menu of competing
accounts.

That it is not already on the menu deserves at least brief explanation.
The notion that practical reasoning and moral or ethical theory are two
distinct topics for investigation, and that the former can be pursued more
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or less independently of the latter, is, in the philosophical community,
of relatively recent currency (perhaps 1980 or so).* Murdoch’s philo-
sophically most productive period was probably the 1960s, a period that
antedates this separation of subject matters, and so she is usually thought
of as having been a powerful and insightful moral philosopher, but not
as having articulated important opinions about how one ought more
generally to make up one’s mind about what to do. That is unfortunate:
Murdoch’s treatment of the subject is characteristically penetrating, and
in part because she was not a member of the current generation of spe-
cialists in practical rationality, her understanding of practical reasoning
can serve as a corrective to presumptions about the subject matter that
are today pretty much common ground in the field.

1

If it is hard to find a crisp and uncontroversial statement of the partic-
ularist position, that is perhaps best explained by the most compelling
and broadly shared moment in particularism being a move rather than a
claim. Particularists will point out (call this the defusing move) that while
a given consideration may count as a moral reason on one occasion, say
for doing such and such, the very same consideration is on another oc-
casion no reason for doing such and such, or even a reason precisely for
not doing such and such. In an example of the phenomenon, not itself
morally loaded, that Dancy borrows from Wilfred Thesiger, the hardships
involved in crossing the desert on camelback are (part of) a reason to
embark on the adventure — but only so long as there are no roads, “for
to have done the journey on a camel when I could have done it in a car
would have turned the venture into a stunt.”> In a typical execution of the
defusing move, the original consideration has not been overridden by an-
other stronger reason; it is not that the charm and challenge of crossing
the desert bedouin-style is trumped by some other weightier consider-
ation, such as your ailing mother’s threat to join the French Resistance
while you are away. Rather, the reason behaves differently — for instance, it
has a different “valence” — once the background has changed. Particular-
ists are impressed by the apparently uniform availability of the defusing
move; once you get the knack of it, you are likely to feel quite confident
in your ability to produce a defusing circumstance for just about any pu-
tatively general consideration.® And so both proponents and opponents
produce remarks like the following: “The leading thought behind partic-
ularism is. .. that the behaviour of a reason...in a new case cannot be
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predicted from its behaviour elsewhere.” “Particularists hold that the very
same properties may count morally in favour in some circumstances and
against in other circumstances.”” My sense of the territory is that charac-
terizations of this kind are the least likely to provoke dissent, but are also
less than a theoretical position. Instead, they function as expressions of
confidence in the defusing move.

Particularists then do go on to provide a theoretical position, but one
which is unsatisfyingly thin. To explain the success of the defusing move,
theyadduce the holism and contextsensitivity of reasons for action.® They
proceed to draw lessons for our understanding of morality, and those
lessons are to one or another degree antinomian: most radically, that
morality has no place for rules; more modestly, that moral rules function
merely as reminders, or as generalizations about the kinds of situations
we tend to find ourselves in. So, for instance, one extreme version of par-
ticularism is described as holding that “itis not that general principles are
insufficient to guide us in our consideration of the particular case — they
simply do not exist.” McNaughton has it that a particularist “believes that
we have to judge each particular moral decision on its individual merits;
we cannot appeal to general rules to make that decision for us.” And Little
tells us that “the real lesson of particularism is. .. that there is reason to
doubt the existence of any codifiable generalities linking moral and non-
moral properties.” These ways of talking through the success of the defus-
ing move have looked, to some philosophers, like they require a matching
metaethical view, and so, again for instance, when Frank Jackson, Philip
Pettit, and Michael Smith attack particularism, they characterize it as “the
view that the evaluative is shapeless with respect to the descriptive: there
is no descriptive pattern unifying the class of right acts.”*®

For my own part, I find the fragments of theory that have accreted
around the defusing move unsatisfying, and not nearly as convincing as
the move itself. First, the gestures at holism and context do not appear
as distinct components of an explanation; to say that holism is true of
reasons for action is, in these discussions, just to say that how a reason
works varies with context. They are not even properly an explanation,
as opposed to a restatement or reification of the claim that the defusing
move works. And in any case, appeals to context-dependence should
set off alarm bells; they usually function philosophically as conversation-
stoppers, and this subject area is no exception. They direct attention
to surroundings that are arbitrarily various; variety of this kind resists
accounts of how change in context effects a change in (here) the force
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of reasons; and so they bring one up short and leave one not knowing
what to think about next.

Second, the antinomian moral conclusions fly in the face of the expe-
rience of moral argument. It is not just that they can make particularism
seem like a moral theory for scoundrels (would you trust someone who
had told you that he might treat his promise as a reason not to keep it?),
or anyway render mysterious the social role of moral deliberation.'" As-
similating rules of morality to the string that one ties around one’s finger
(one particularist attempt to make a place for them) makes it hard to see
how the rule could be deployed as a premise in an argument, and we do
use rules in this way. The heuristic value of reminders is to call to mind
the premises that one will actually use. . .at which point the reminders
exit stage left.

Moreover, the other particularist spin on rules — treating them as sum-
maries of rough local regularities — seems to me similarly not to match
our practice. To adapt an example of Murdoch’s, and one to which I will
return:'* when one learns a second language, one starts with the gram-
mar. Thatgrammar is used in activities as various as generating utterances,
justifying one’s choices of phrasing when they are challenged, and crit-
icizing other people’s prose. So the grammatical rules are not merely
summaries of regularities, and they evidently do not capture merely local
regularities: it is not as though we might discover a new region of English
in which the grammar we have is entirely irrelevant. Nonetheless, mastery
of a language is a very good illustration of the phenomenon of interest
to particularism. As one’s ear for the language improves, one finds that
the defusing move can be applied to the grammar. It is not just that there
is more to good style than grammar, so that stylistic sensibilities take up
where the rules of grammar leave off; rather, style may require not just
disregarding a grammatical rule on some occasion, but even treating the
ungrammaticality as areason for doing it that way. (Think of the occasions
on which you have had to explain to a copyeditor why you are going to stet
out his correction of an ungrammatical but idiomatic passage.'3) Here
we have a family of cases of particularist reasoning in which the rules do
real (and not merely summarizing) work, and so we need to find a way
of understanding particularism that does not preclude rules from doing
work of this kind.

Third, the metaethical remarks that accompany other particularist
claims prompt metaphysical objections, and while I do not think those
objections ought to detain us for long, they can be understood to express
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aworry that needs to be taken fully seriously. The prototypical objection is
that our moral concepts must surely follow discernable, usable patterns
in the way things are; the particularist seems to be denying this. The
objection is, again prototypically, tied to metaphysical views about super-
venience that require underlying patterns. For reasons I will get to shortly,
I think that this second step is a mistake. The real worry here is that the
particularist does seem to be abjuring the patterns, and itis the systematic
way in which we navigate these patterns that gives content and body to
our claim that what we have on hand is a reason. When the patterns are
thought of as rules, the complaint brought to bear on the particularist
insistence that one has a reason, but not a general one — not one that
can be recast as a rule — is that we do not know how to make reasons
intelligible except through their generality.'* Now, first, a particularist
view would do best to avoid presenting a pretext for the specifically meta-
physical objections. And, second, the demand that we spell out what we
mean by saying that something is a reason seems to me too deep to be ad-
dressed by a specifically ethical theory, and especially by one as currently
resource-poor as particularism; it would again be best to find a version of
the view that would allow the question to be postponed.

2

I have been pressing toward the conclusion that the defusing move needs
a better theoretical home than it has in most recent presentations of
particularism. But before I claim to have gotten there, I had better have
said something about the serviceability of the position that McDowell
has been working up over the last few decades. That position is by now
impressivelywell conditioned, it has strongly influenced the current cadre
of particularists, and so one might think that there was noneed tolook any
further: McDowell is developing a contemporary rendering of Aristotle,
and so particularism can be thought of as a kind of Aristotelian view. It
will be a reminder of what is most distinctive about the defusing move
(and so of just what we are trying to find an illuminating theoretical home
for) to show how this identification can be resisted.

The alternative that I want to be able to set aside is focused on the
notion that moral rules have exceptions that need to be managed on a
case-by-case basis, or that moral considerations compete and can override
one another, also in a way that requires case-by-case treatment. Aristotle’s
views, and for that matter McDowell’s, are of course more complex than
this, so (emulating a similar hedging move by Bernard Williams) I will
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call the alternative the sub-Aristotelian view.'> On the sub-Aristotelian
view, ethical reasoning can be thought of as proceeding via the medium
of a practical syllogism. The major premise of the syllogism expresses a
general ethical consideration (or, if you like, a rule), but practical syllo-
gisms are defeasible (that is, they can be defeated by competing consid-
erations). For instance, my practical syllogism might proceed from the
major premise that I ought to be frequenting restaurants that use or-
ganic ingredients, and the minor premise that Cafe Fanny uses organic
ingredients, to the conclusion that I will frequent Cafe Fanny. But that
practical inference might be derailed by the fact that I am also hunting
for cafes with a lot of edge, and Fanny’s edge has faded. McDowell has
augmented this picture of defeasibility, in a way obviously congenial to
particularists, by insisting that a defeated consideration may be not simply
outweighed, but “silenced,” that is, made into no reason at all. If the use
of organic ingredients has become dowdy, then it may no longer be prop-
erly treated as a (possibly outweighed but still) positive feature; rather,
organic certification may now be in and of itself a liability.

The heart of the sub-Aristotelian view is its proposal for determining
when a defeasible syllogism is in fact defeated: the phronimos, or practi-
cally intelligent person (who is also the virtuous person), is the reference
point with respect to which defeasibility (and choice more generally) is
to be managed. The right thing to do is what the phronimos would do (or
anyway what the phronimos would advise you to do). The choices between
competing practical considerations cannot be systematized, and so the
best one can do is to rely on the sensitivities of the virtuous, and their
grasp of the not fully articulable ideal — eudaemonia or the well-lived life —
that regulates their activity.'®

But claiming the sub-Aristotelian position as a theoretical frame for the
defusing move would be to give the move less than its due. For any con-
sideration, our description of the defusing move has it, an occasion can
be found on which that consideration will point in a completely different
direction. And that goes for the consideration: this is what the phronimos
would (have reason to) do. For instance, whatis called for might be moral
weakness, perhaps when your friend, in a series of akratic episodes, has
made a mess of his life, and needs comfort and encouragement to put
the pieces back together. The Aristotelian phronimos might well, in such a
situation, be left helpless, his attempts at counselling being turned away
with the resentful complaint that he just doesn’t know what it’s like not to
be able to resist temptation, or to have done something really stupid.'?
As a morally frail person yourself, perhaps even as the graduate of a
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twelve-step program, you have reason to sit down for as long as it takes,
and sympathetically tell your friend that you know what it’s like; but you
do nothave reason to do as the phronimos would do, because the phronimos
cannot come out with that reassurance convincingly.

A fallback position, already mentioned in passing, is to take the refer-
ence point to be what the phronimos would advise, rather than what the
phronimos would do. This is only tempting as long as one has not thought
about what it takes to give good advice. Allow that there is something
to the Aristotelian idea that virtue is a mean between extremes. Along
the spectrum whose extremes are complete obliviousness to others, and
imaginative overinvolvement in others’ lives, virtuous people occupy a
position that is a mean; they pay some attention to others, but they do not
spend too much time living vicariously, imagining themselves in others’
shoes, finding out just how they are thinking of their situation, and so
on. Good advisors, however, are people who are good at adopting others’
points of view (if that were not the case, we would not have needed to
move to the fallback position), and this is very much a skill that requires
practice. So good advisors are people who spend much of their time and
energy finding out about others’ lives, imagining what they would do in
other people’s places, and so on. That is, good advisors are far too close
to the gossipy, nosy, and meddlesome end of the spectrum to be anything
like admirably virtuous, and so virtue should not be counted upon for
good advice. Notice that the connection is not just a matter of how we go
about our classifications: even if you start out with a virtuous self, over-
doing your excursions into sympathetic imagination, especially when it is
focused on the troubled, is likely to make you less sure-footed than when
you began.'®

Granted, the claim that the virtuous make bad advisors may seem to
sit badly with the world of difference it can make to talk things out with
someone whose judgment, level-headedness, integrity, and so on one
admires. But talking things out is in these cases only rarely a matter of
being told what to do. The helpful phronimos does not normally dispense
instructions, and these are what the fallback sub-Aristotelian position
requires.

The fallback position is unworkable, and while the pre-fallback sub-
Aristotelian view may yet be workable when embedded in an Aristotelian
moral theory, it is not a frame for the much more radical particularist
defusing move. Apparently, Aristotelian virtue ethics and particularism
occupy different locations in the space of moral theory, and the defusing
move really does need a theoretical home all its own.
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3

It is now time to start in on an admittedly somewhat lopsided sketch of
what Murdoch had to say on the subject of practical reasoning. (Lopsided
because, recall, Murdoch and her contemporaries did not distinguish her
views about practical reasoning from her substantive moral views; since I
am distinguishing them, I will have to take more than the usual liberties in
my presentation.'?) Most standard ways of seeing the problem space take
practical reasoning to proceed from a description of a decision situation,
one thatis treated as simply given, to a practical conclusion: a decision, an
intention to act, or anyway a realization as to what that action should be.
But to Murdoch’s way of thinking, the hard part of practical reasoning
is getting the description of your situation right in the first place. You
have to come to see your circumstances the right way, or, equivalently, to
apply the right set of specialized terms, or, perhaps again equivalently, to
employ the right family of metaphors; once that is taken care of, it will be
obvious what to do. You might take someone to be aloof and distant, and
so be rather standoffish yourself; once you come to see his manner as shy,
it will be natural to be much more open towards him. Itis redescribing an
employer asrecklessly and criminally endangering its workers, neighbors,
and clients that leads the whistleblower to step forward. It is opening up
the question of whether someone is really your friend — whether he could
really be your friend, given how he had been acting — that is the most
important part of figuring out how to conduct one’s future relations with
him.*°

Note that particularist defusing moves can normally be recast as
Murdochian moves to improved descriptions, ones in which the defusing
features play a pivotal role. That a company is your employer is a reason
not to leak its confidential documents to the press, but when its employ-
ees are being pressed to become complicit in its misdeeds, that you are
an employee becomes precisely a reason to leak.

The idea that the real problem is getting the problem description right
is pertinent not just to practical reasoning, but to theoretical reasoning
as well. When they are in school, the tricky part is getting the logic or
physics students to convert the story problem to the right set of formu-
lae, and after they graduate, the even trickier part is getting them to
convert the situation they are facing into the right story problem.*' Now
when one starts to think about what it takes to get the representations
right in a strictly theoretical or factual domain, it is natural to start with
problems in which the goal is given, and to understand the correctness of
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the representation in terms of its usefulness in attaining the given goal.
Murdoch’s recognition that getting the problem description right is just
as much a difficulty in the practical case as in the theoretical case should
make us more cautious here: in real-world cases, setting the goal is part
of figuring out the description of the practical problem, and it cannot be
taken as simply given.

Murdoch’s insight here does not so much entail as presuppose
particularism.?* Suppose that the defusing move did not generally work.
Then it would be possible to accumulate a checklist of the features of situ-
ations that operate as reasons for action. (Perhaps the list would never be
completed, but we could expect that after a while it would, barring one’s
encountering genuinely novel circumstances, attain stability enough.)
You could then construct a description of your decision situation more
or less mechanically, by proceeding down the checklist and incorporating
the features on the list that turn up in the decision situation into your
description. And so, after some initial startup period (and after some
practice with a possibly longish list), the process of arriving at the right
description of one’s problem would 7ot be the difficult part of delibera-
tion at all, which is to say that Murdoch’s shift of focus only makes sense
if the particularists are right about what I have suggested is the most
important element of their view.?3

The view against which Murdoch is moving will seem to its proponents
to be metaphysically motivated: the description of the decision situation
is a description of the facts, and so getting it right is a job for theoretical
rather than practical reasoning. But that motivation begs the question,
and Cora Diamond has reconstructed Murdoch’s response: that insisting
on the distinction between fact and value has to be understood as itself the
expression of a substantive (and mistaken) evaluative position.?4 Once
one is looking for it, the response is hard to miss: Murdoch throws down
the gauntlet very early on in The Sovereignty of Good, by listing among the
facts to which her account will be responsible, “the fact that an unexam-
ined life can be virtuous and the fact that love is a central concept in
morals” (1-2/299).

The problem of getting the right description is to see things as they
really are, but “truth,” “reality,” and their paronyms, are, in Murdoch’s
way of using them, not to be captured by the idea of accuracy, of peo-
ple in lab coats checking that their measurements correspond to the
dimensions of the objects on the workbench. Murdoch, best known as
a novelist, thinks of truth by way of novelistic truthfulness: “Truth is not
a simple or easy concept. Critical terminology imputes falsehood to an
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artist by using terms such as fantastic, sentimental, self-indulgent, ba-
nal, grotesque, tendentious, unclarified, wilfully obscure and so on.”*5
Elsewhere she warns her readers of the “philosophical difficulties [that]
may arise if we try to give any single organized background sense to the
normative word ‘reality.’”*® When the point is to see your way through
a practical problem — to take a very simple example, the problem sub-
jects were given in Maier’s memorable study — it may be accurate, but
irrelevant, to view a pair of pliers as a gripping tool: to bring one of
the hanging cords within reach of the other, you will have to make a
pendulum out of it, and to do that you will have to see the pliers as a
weight.?7

Put this way, it is obvious that getting a description right is not nor-
mally a matter of getting the metaphysically right description. The meta-
physical objections I gestured at earlier took it for granted that one
description of a problem situation (the “factual”) was privileged in a
way that made further descriptions (the “evaluative”) acceptable only if
they stood in some specified relation (for example, reduction or super-
venience) to the privileged ones. But as far as Murdoch is concerned,
the privilege of the “factual” description would have to be the con-
clusion of a practical or moral — not metaphysical — train of thought.*®
While there might be special circumstances in which the morally or prac-
tically right thing to do would be to distinguish questions of fact from
further practical questions, it is not at all obvious what the argument
for always so doing would be.?d The truism that you need to keep an
open mind while looking for the description that will let you make
headway on a practical problem has nothing to do with — and does not
entail — theses regarding the “shapelessness” of the evaluative with respect
to the descriptive.

The cases that are the most natural examples of Murdoch’s treatment
are typically a bit to one side of the contemporary particularist’s favorite
examples. Perhaps that it is plagiarism is a reason to send it on to the
Honor Council. The particularist applying the defusing move looks for
circumstances where its being plagiarism is precisely a reason not to pur-
sue the matter, whereas the Murdochian looks for away to dislodge the de-
scription. (When Borges imagines someone intentionally writing a novel
that is word-for-word identical with Don Quixote, that is no longer plagia-
rism, the official definition notwithstanding; it is an instructive exercise
to explain why.3°) I think we should not be put off by the way the illus-
trations diverge; it suffices that applications of the defusing move can be
redescribed as Murdochian redescription.
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4

Murdoch has a number of claims to make about the process of improv-
ing one’s description of one’s circumstances, and I want to sketch some
of these in a manner that shows their hospitality to particularism. I do
not exactly want to argue for them, but, rather, to indicate how the dif-
ferent pieces of the view fall into place when one is looking at the other
pieces.3! (I do think that, even when motivated, a number of her claims
are quite implausible, and I will register my dissent from time to time.)
The next piece of the puzzle that I want to take up is her frequent sug-
gestion that, with the right description in place, your practical reasoning
is done: “true vision occasions right conduct” (66/453). You are to arm
yourself with descriptions that in an actual choice situation will have di-
rect practical import; in her characterization, “the agent. .. will be saying
‘This is A B C D’ (normative-descriptive words), and action will follow
naturally.”3® While I am inclined to think that here she is overstating her
point, we can say something about what would make such a claim seem
attractive.

Of those situations in which one seems to have on hand a description
that makes practical demands, but where one still does not know what
to do, many are cases in which the relevant considerations conflict or
compete. “Generalists” (a particularist label for their opponents) might
approach such a problem by asking which consideration was most weighty
(which had greater antecedent force), but a particularist should not ex-
pect that there is a procedure that will take as inputs the weights of the
considerations and produce an answer as output. After all, the defusing
move works on just about anything; so, sometimes, that a consideration
is weighty speaks for it, but there will be other times — for example times
that call for frivolity or superciliousness — when it speaks against.33 So the
evaluatively loaded descriptions of the situations will have to themselves
fit together in a way that resolves the practical problem, without the in-
tervention of a weighing mechanism. (Murdoch’s example of this is the
unity of the virtues: while it might seem that one needs to choose between
doing the brave thing and doing the honest thing, perceptive redescrip-
tion will conveniently show that only the honest thing is the brave thing,
and so that the conflict is merely apparent.34) But if conflicts must be
resolved by unifying redescription, then successful description will itself
have to carry one on to the ensuing action. For when there is deliberative
distance between a description and an ensuing action, there are always
further and conflicting considerations to intervene.
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The upshot for our purposes is that Murdoch’s way of framing the
defusing move avoids some of the formal excesses of antinomianism. First,
ifaccepting a description D shows the action a to be appropriate, without
further intervening deliberative steps, then we have a rule that takes one
from D to a. And thiswill allow a particularist to sidestep the objection that
we cannot make sense of reasons without allowing for their generality. For
on the Murdochian picture, whenever D is the appropriate description, a
properly follows. But (and this is why particularists can allow themselves
that last claim) none of the work is being done by such rules, because one
cannot determine whether D is the appropriate description of a given
situation simply by ticking off the features mentioned in D.

Second, the Murdochian picture can allow substantive rules — for ex-
ample, rules of grammar — to play a guiding rather than merely heuristic
role, while nonetheless making room for the defusing move. When the
appropriate description has it that this is an occasion to apply the rule (as
when writing English prose is an occasion to apply the rules of English
grammar), then the rule functions as my reason for writing it this way.
But when the appropriate redescription highlights the idiomatic register
in which I must write on this occasion, the rule now functions as a reason
not to write it this way.

5

Murdoch commits herself to two further, related claims. One is that the
process of substituting better descriptions never ends; there is always
more work to be done on, as she says, coming closer to seeing things as
they really are. Second, doing so is seeing them more and more idiosyn-
cratically; progress in moral reasoning is progress away from the shared
public world and into private vision and, eventually, mutual unintelligi-
bility: “since we are human historical individuals the movement of un-
derstanding is onward into increasing privacy.”3> When one’s descriptive
apparatus moves further and further away from the shared common con-
ceptual world, a successful deliberator will sooner or later reach the point
where others simply cannot understand his reasons (or, what is the same
thing, his characterizations of choice situations). That point can perhaps
be postponed by making one’s unprecedented descriptions available to
others as best one can, by for instance embedding them in fiction that
conveys their content and potential relevance, and perhaps this is one
explanation for Murdoch’s taking the art of the novel so seriously.3% But
it will sooner or later be reached and moved beyond, if the deliberative
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enterprise is on track. Now there are stronger and weaker ways of read-
ing such a claim, but the fact that Murdoch spends much of her essay on
“The Idea of Perfection” arguing against Wittgenstein’s Private Language
Argument is convincing evidence that (what I will call) the idiosyncracy
claim is meant to bear a robust construction.37

Once again, we can motivate this part of her view by appealing to
others. Allow that conflicting considerations are negotiated by redescrip-
tion. There are always further potential conflicts on the horizon, and
so there is always room for further redescription. We can think of the
limit in which all the demands introduced by our conflicting “normative-
descriptive” terms have been resolved, and all our evaluations unified, as
our apprehending an infinitely thick or fractal concept, the Good, and
so we might think of Murdoch’s picture of the Good as a kind of Kantian
regulative ideal.3® Convincing unifying redescriptions of this kind tend
to be ingenious, clever, and surprising; they turn on highlighting some
feature of a situation that one had been overlooking, and showing how it
tellswhen itis placed next to some other overlooked feature on the other
side of the situation. (Murdoch insists that the Good is enormously hard
to see, and the best reason in the vicinity for that claim is that the eval-
uative unifications are unobvious.) They are also path-dependent: what
next description will be appropriate is partly a matter of the currently
available descriptions that give rise to the conflict, and these in turn have
resulted from descriptions one had been working with previously. The
unobviousness of each move, together with path-dependence of this kind,
will promote idiosyncrasy.

I am not entirely sure how Murdochian the connection I am draw-
ing here is. Murdoch does sketch (but only sketch) an argument for the
idiosyncrasy claim. When ideal or limit concepts are in play (as they typ-
ically are in the moral domain), application of the concept cannot be
anchored to a public standard. This is partly because the uninstantiated
ideal limit cannot be exhibited as a reference point, and this in turn is
partly because of the ways in which application of these concepts is a
function of one’s personal history.39 One’s history is in part a history of
one’s redescriptive resolutions of conflicting considerations, and since
the conceptual and more generally descriptive repertoire in terms of
which one sees a new conflict is a function of that history, our gesture at
an argument is at any rate compatible with what Murdoch says about her
reasons for idiosyncrasy.

The claim that different persons will properly work with idiosyncratic
descriptive tools that they do not share with others must be distinguished
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from the claim that occasions for practical deliberation will require one-
use, throwaway concepts, that is, ways of seeing appropriate to a single
occasion. Toreturn to an example of which I have already made some use,
at the early stages of mastering a language, the action-guiding descrip-
tions can be shared as widely as you like, and they figure into rules to which
the speaker or writer must conform (for example, the grammatical con-
cept “splitinfinitive,” which launches the rule “Don’t split infinitives”). As
one’s command of the language grows, however, and one becomes a bet-
ter and more autonomous prose stylist, the crisply formulable rules are
no longer binding (a good stylist can decide when to split infinitives), the
practical guidelines to which one responds are better thought of as em-
bodied in descriptions rather than rules, and as a strong writer develops
an ear for the language and his own writing voice, the descriptions that
serve him in this capacity will be — while fully responsible to the demands
of the language — peculiar to him alone. They will also be quite possibly
intelligible to him alone: there are many Kantians, and many admirers
of James Joyce, but no one who is able to write something that would
pass as another book from the hand of either Kant or Joyce; this shows
that would-be imitators do not have available the conceptual repertoires
that guided the respective authors. Nonetheless, because a writer may
choose to maintain a consistent voice, the descriptions he deploys for
this purpose will for the most part lend themselves to repeated use.

Having made the distinction, a particularist may well wonder, first, why
he should take Murdoch’s idiosyncrasy claim on board, or even whether
it is of a piece with the defusing move (rather than just an extraneous
helping of relativism). Now I am not myself insisting on the idiosyncrasy
claim; I have tried to motivate it, but I haven’t produced anything like
an argument that would make its conclusion impossible to evade, even if
one already accepted much of the rest of Murdoch’s views. Still, I think
the idiosyncrasy claim is worth particularist attention, and let me try to
say why.

The idiosyncrasy claim amounts to a view about what patterns are to
be discerned in successful applications of the defusing move. (It proba-
bly presupposes the defusing move as well; if the defusing move did not
work, then your reasons would be the reasons that are relevant elsewhere
to others.) Idiosyncrasy has it that for different individuals with differ-
ent deliberative histories, reasons will differ. Recall the complaint that
particularist gestures at context function as conversation-stoppers. If that
complaintis to be addressed, particularists need to be looking for patterns
with roughly the level of traction that the idiosyncrasy claim purports to
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have. So what I am pressing is not the demand that particularists take the
idiosyncrasy claim on board, but that they use it as a model for working
up other, similarly shaped claims that they are willing to take on board.

6

When theoretical reasoning is faced with one or another conundrum, it
may refrain from drawing a conclusion on the grounds that the evidence
at hand is insufficient.#®> But when practical reasoning is faced with a
decision, a decision must be made, because doing nothing, it is often
remarked, is a decision too.4' (At any rate, doing nothing is a choice in
a far more robust sense than skeptical epocheis a belief.) This asymmetry
between the practical and theoretical realms gets expressed in standard
pictures of practical reasoning as the notion that, in any decision situa-
tion, practical reasoning correctly performed must be able to produce an
answer to the question: what shall I do?

Murdoch disagrees. As in the theoretical domain, you may not have
available premises sufficient for deriving an answer to your question. To
be sure, you may (have to) decide to do one thing or another; but in
such a case, you will not be doing it because you have decisive reasons.
To conclude, from the fact that you must make a choice, that you have
grounds adequate for making one choice in particular (or that it doesn’t
much matter which choice you make), is like concluding, from the fact
that your plan absolutely must work, that it will work. That is, it is allowing
emotional convenience to obscure the obvious, or, as Murdoch would put
it, it is letting the self — the “fat relentless ego” (52/342) — get in the way
of seeing what is really there. The state of being inadequately prepared
for the decision one is facing has a phenomenological character, a sense
of the choice being up to one’s arbitrary will. Or rather, to put it the
other way around, the freedom celebrated by moral philosophers of such
diverse stripes as Hare and Sartre is merely what it is like to be put on
the spot without the deliberative resources needed to make an intelligent
choice.

Because Murdoch thinks that the most important part of the equip-
ment one needs is a suitable description of — or way of seeing — one’s
situation, those resources include a descriptive apparatus that highlights
its practically relevant aspects, and it includes the ability in practice to
deploy that apparatus. (I mean that if you do not take, say, grasping the
concept of a bicycle to include the ability to recognize passing bicycles,
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then you need not just the concept, but that ability too.) It should not
be assumed that either the acquisition or the application of such a de-
scriptive epithet is immediate.4* For example, as philosophy teachers, we
try to teach our students to have on hand — and to be able correctly to
recognize occasions for — labels like: an evasive moment in an argument,
or a vicious circularity, or an insufficiently motivated position. It may
take years for a student to develop this kind of competence. ..and even
once this happens, he may exhibit a peculiar blindness when it comes to
recognizing occasions for their application in his own work.

Part of the reason that augmenting one’s stock of, say, concepts is so
time-consuming is the one that Murdoch emphasizes: it is often a process
that requires getting past an emotional stake one has in seeing things
some other way. Murdoch in fact holds that the main and perhaps the
only real obstacle to deliberative progress is the pull of fantasy, that is, the
self’s desire to avert its gaze from what is “really there” in front of one.
(“Consciousnessis...normally. .. acloud of more or less fantastic reverie
designed to protect the psyche from pain” (79/364); the production of
great art is a model for practical deliberation, because beauty distracts us
from fantasy and allows us to see what is “really there.”) I will later try to
say what I think is right about this claim; but for now, Murdoch’s manner
of speaking notwithstanding, it is obvious enough that resistance is by
no means the only reason augmenting and deploying one’s descriptive
repertoire takes time. Consider Douglas Coupland, a recent example
of someone who made a career of finding names for very familiar, but
until then unlabeled, bits of nineties experience.4® His success would
be inexplicable if anyone could just come up with apt descriptions at the
drop of a hat. Coming by the terms needed for adequately describing our
world is hard enough for finding le mot juste a handful of times to make
a bestseller (or a single telling concept, an academic’s career), and for
inventing a word to occasionally be an important political achievement.
It wouldn’t be such a big deal if it were easy.

So if you are to face decisions in which you are equipped to act for
your reasons, you must do your homework ahead of time; if you wait until
it is time to choose before you start thinking about what to do, too much
of the time it will be too late. But if Murdoch is right about the immense
difficulty of progressing to a more adequate set of practically orienting
descriptions, simply starting early is not going to be enough. We have just
supplemented her reason for that claim, the inertia of a frame of mind
that is emotionally easy on one, with the point that it’s hard to think
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of specially apt concepts, and the more straightforward consideration of
the two shows that, even with a good deal of lead time, you will have a
scanty collection of practical guides if you have to fabricate all of them
by yourself. You will do much, much better if you can help yourself to the
products of others’ labor — as in pretty much every other part of life. But
for the concepts developed by others to be usable by you, they will have
to be common rather than idiosyncratic concepts.

I think there is a real difficulty for the view here. It is first of all a
practical rather than a theoretical difficulty, and it is a difficulty for par-
ticularism whether or not Murdoch’s full theoretical frame is being taken
on. On the one hand, the lead time required to develop the means of
seeing one’s situation properly means that one has to prepare for deliber-
ation ahead of time. The optimal way to do that is to acquire generic, all-
purpose deliberative resources from others (because the results of one’s
own endeavors will simply be too sparse to suffice). A particularist reading
of the moral realm, however, is constructed around an awareness of the
limitations of generic deliberative resources. If the particularist reading
is right, then, much of the time we are bound to deliberate poorly.

The idiosyncrasy claim provides a further reason for thinking that the
way one sees things must be enough to determine, all by itself, what
one is to do. If further inference is required to arrive at decision, then
one’s description will only be useful if it deploys terms and concepts that
engage one’s other inferential resources; like apt descriptions, these are
also hard to come by in a timely way on one’s own, and so most of them
are inevitably community property. For instance, the description of a
potential business partner as dishonest and unreliable is useful because
one has handy a tried and tested rule of thumb to the effect that one
had better not enter into close working relationships with dishonest and
unreliable people. But highly idiosyncratic descriptions will not interlock
in this way with other inferential resources. In Murdoch’s novel The Italian
Girl, Edmund, its narrator and protagonist, describes a stage in arriving
at a decision to offer Maggie, the Italian servant of the title, a ride to Italy,
and himself in the bargain:

I could not remember that I had looked at anyone in quite that way before: when
one is all vision and the other face enters into one’s own. I was aware too of a
bodily feeling which was not exactly desire but was rather something to do with
time, a sense of the present being infinitely large. (1967, p. 168)

Itis a plausible illustration of what idiosyncrasy in perception is supposed
to come to, and itis plausible that only such a form of words might capture
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the content of one’s perception on some occasion. The problem is that
one is unlikely to have available rules, or even rules of thumb, like: when
one is aware of a bodily feeling that is not desire but rather to do with
time, etc., offer her a ride to Italy. So applications of highly idiosyncratic
concepts will only be useful if they can do their work on their own, without
the contribution of other interlocking pieces of intellectual machinery.
But this is not a plausible position at which to have ended up. To point
out that one has to have done one’s homework if one is going to be
sufficiently well prepared to think about one’s situation is not to have
shown that one must be so well prepared that one does not even have to
think. Even if our aim is to reach a state in which the gap between seeing
and acting has been eliminated, it ought to be acknowledged that the
aim is rarely attained; most of the time, we are still going to have to think
about what to do, and so the resources we lay by for a rainy day should
prepare us to do our thinking, which is to say they should be sufficiently
standardized to interlock with other concepts that we have.

7

Practical reasoning is reasoning directed toward deciding what to do,
and accordingly there is a long line of schematizations of practical rea-
soning that designate as the final step a decision, or the forming of an
intention, or even an action. That connection has recently been brought
into the foreground by a perceptive group of moral philosophers who
hope to read off the shape of practical deliberation from the shape of
the actions that are its product.4t Now when one sees practical reasoning
in this way, it is natural to see episodes of practical reasoning as them-
selves actions: instances of the action-type “deciding what to do” that
consequently conclude successfully in actual decision.4> Murdoch’s un-
derstanding of practical reasoning does not, however, share this area of
common ground in the contemporary debate, and it is interesting to see
how Murdoch provides us with resources we can use to criticize some of
the most interesting recent work in moral philosophy.

Let us continue to identify practical reasoning as ultimately done with
a view to action.4® As Murdoch has noticed, however, most of it must
be done far ahead of time, while it is too early to have any very definite
circumstances for action in mind. It follows that episodes of practical
reasoning often do not, even when they are properly executed, termi-
nate in decisions or actions. Rather, when successful they eventuate in
the production of cognitive resources: metaphors or concepts or ways of
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seeing situations that have practical force once they are brought to bear
on appropriate situations.47

Butitis also overstating matters to say that on Murdoch’s view exercises
in practical deliberation ferminate; recall that she holds that there is always
further room for improvement in one’s practical vision. One may leave
off working on some set of “normative-descriptive” epithets for a while, in
the way that one might take a break from washing the dishes; but one is
never donewith them (or should never be done with them), just as in some
households one is never done with the dishes. Even when an occasion for
action that deploys the concepts comes and goes, that need not mean that
one is done with the job; because the kind of practical resources one is
developing may be useful later, there will often be a point to trying to see
a past choice better than one had managed to at the time. (And of course
there may be a moral or ethical point, even if there is no future-directed
reason to keep improving the descriptive tool.)

This means that, while the point of this kind of deliberative activity
may still be to advance the cause of well-chosen action, because there is
no visible point of closure toward which it can be oriented, the kinds of
control structures that govern actions will not be appropriate for regulat-
ing it. Vogler has emphasized that because actions come with a built-in
end or termination point, to which the action’s previous stages are means
or steps, one can check the practical rationality of a step by checking to
see whether it is a step toward the termination point. (So, for instance, if
the termination point has already been reached when the step is taken,
as when you have already found your keys, but keep on looking for them,
then your further looking is not rational but compulsive.) Since there is
no end of this kind in view in much Murdochian deliberation, the stages
of deliberation cannot be referred to an end in this way to see if they are
practically rational.48

Even if action does not terminate Murdochian deliberative activity,
the question remains: when is your description good enough to acton? A
particularist can and ought to resist giving a general and rule-like answer.
(Compare: when is a painting good enough? A walk through your local
museum will convince you that curatorial decisions are particularist; that
it is by a minor artist of such and such a school is a reason not to hang it
in one exhibit, and just as much of a reason to hang it in another.) Still,
we might be worried about a looming regress. Whatever a particularist
has to say about whether a given description is good enough to act on
will presumably be itself a (second-order) description. But when will the
second-order description be good enough to act on?
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I earlier worried that the particularist gesture at the dependence of
reasons on context had the effect of bringing discussion up short, and I
have been trying to suggest that we will do better by reimporting Murdoch
into that discussion. The hard part, once again, of figuring out what to
do is supposed to be getting the description of your situation right; so
what we need to think about next is how you ought to go about getting
the right description. This might sound like a proposal for a manual that
would instruct us in producing practically relevant portrayals of one’s
circumstances (think of something along the lines of the journalist’s “Five
W’s,” only more so). A particularist will not find such a project promising
at first glance, and now that we have reopened the question of the kind
of control structure the descriptive phase of practical deliberation has
to have, it will seem even less promising at second glance. Manuals work
best when they are explaining how to achieve some fairly definite end.

Murdoch has it, we saw, that the primary obstacle to seeing matters
as they really are is being distracted by oneself: by the desire to be vindi-
cated, by comforting fantasies, and the like. Her prescription is to redirect
one’s attention away from the self, and she holds that this can be done
only incrementally, and that it will normally require external aids. (She
recommends great art, nature, and, possibly, prayer.) This diagnosis, I ar-
gued, is difficult to accept as stated; the distractions of the self are some
among many other obstacles, though I am willing to believe that in the
moral domain they are especially important. But there is something that
Murdoch is getting right about practical reasoning, and I would like to
conclude by trying to say what that is.

Getting one’s descriptions right — seeing things in the right way — is
most importantly a matter of what one notices.49 And so the task here
really is that of directing or redirecting one’s attention. Now while there
is some degree to which one can force one’s attention this way or that,
and so to which attending or noticing can figure as stages in a plan, to
a great extent attention resists voluntary direction. You can’t keep your
eyes from sliding off the pages of some books; you suddenly realize that,
despite your firmest intentions, you cannot remember the last ten or so
minutes of a talk that you are now willing to describe as tedious; you
are unable not to notice an interlocutor’s verbal tics. Attention follows
responses like interest or curiosity, in something like the way that the
growth of plants follows their responses to light.>®

Let me press the analogy just a bit further. Plants solve practical prob-
lems, but they do not typically (there are occasional exceptions, as in
the carnivorous plants) act. Agency involves a kind of coordination that
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requires centralized command, but plants produce outcomes (such as
efficient configurations of leaves) without coordination of this kind.5!
(When one root encounters a concentration of nutrients, and so
branches, there is no central nervous system deciding whether this root
should branch, or some other.) And since actions require a high de-
gree of coordination of this kind, plants do not produce actions. When
a plant grows toward the light, there is very often no determinate end
point against which the previous stages of growth can be positioned as
steps in a plan. (Rather, the plant will continue growing as long as the
light attracts it — sometimes to its detriment, as when a tree breaks under
its own weight.>*) Our practical vocabulary is specialized around agency,
but we need to come to recognize this as a practical hinderance: not all
practical problems are solved by doing something.

The thought that human beings engage in, or are the locus of, activity
that is less than action is not unfamiliar. Our bodies grow, digest, and
all the rest of it, and the notion of “subpersonal cognitive processes” has
been fairly well assimilated into the current picture of human psychology.
But we have not yet managed to reject a view, perhaps inherited from as
far back as Aristotle, of where these processes fit into the organization of
the person — a view that is more an expression of pre-Copernican evalu-
ative bias than it is an honest description of what we are really like. On
this view, some creatures have merely vegetative souls; these solve their
practical problems through devices like phototropism. Creatures with
animal souls — that is, creatures that solve their practical problems by
acting on the basis of what they perceive — have, as it were, a vegetative
substratum, but this is subservient to the governing animal organization
of such a creature. Creatures with rational souls — human beings — have
vegetative and animal substrata in turn, but these lower layers serve the
higher rational organization, and in particular the animal (viz., percep-
tual and active) aspects of human activity are directed by the highest and
autonomous layer, the person’s rational agency.

What Murdoch has right is that, in human beings, agency and the
actions it produces are themselves directed by processes that resemble,
in the terms of the Aristotelian picture, activity of the vegetative part of
the soul. The agential structure of persons is better thought of not as the
governing top layer, but as one of the middle layers in a sandwich. This is
why the stages of practical deliberation that Murdoch is focusing on do
not look like actions oriented toward definite termination points.53

The aspects of rationality that we most value turn out to belong to
what we have the unjustifiable habit of regarding as a “lower” part of the
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soul. That idea is likely to generate a certain amount of resistance. First,
it will be objected, plants grow toward the light blindly; how can a process
of that sort count as rational — and, particularists will add, how can we
expectit to be more flexible than the rules they are rejecting? Second, the
compelling force of rational inference is lacking: if it is all noticing and
attention, the practical reasoning cannot lie in arriving at the description
of one’s problem, because there is — as Jonathan Dancy vividly put it to
me — no therefore in mental movements of this kind.

But, on the first count, humans do differ from plants in that we can
to some extent train the responses that guide our attention (and so our
ability to notice what we need to). Taking the response of interest as rep-
resentative, along with a nearby example, recall that what it is to become
a philosopher is in part to acquire a sense of what is philosophically in-
teresting; if things are going well, what one finds interesting will change
not only as one comes to understand the field better, but as the field
itself changes. It is their mutability, their ability to track or underwrite
contentrich assessments such as “interesting,” and the traction they al-
low for criticism that makes the responses that direct our attention less
hidebound than the unvarying reasons that so frustrated particularists.
So if the hardest part of thinking through our practical problems is arriv-
ing at the right way of seeing them, the next thing to think about is how
to modify and adjust the responses that determine our attention, so that
we will be able to notice what needs to be noticed. That s itself a practical
problem, and if Murdoch is right, we will have to address it situation by
situation, starting off by trying to describe what the impulses that direct
our attention are responses to, and how well they are doing their job.

On the second count: Perhaps there are no rules that attention must
follow, in the way that inferences can follow logical rules; but since a
particularist should not allow that inferences are carried along by rules,
thatis no reason for agreeing that the “therefore” is missing. I don’t have
a satisfactory account of the force of a “therefore,” and while sometimes
that does not preclude arguing for its presence, I’'m not going to attempt
that here. Instead, by way of suggesting that we should be less certain
about the alleged contrast than the objection has it, I want to point out
that what looks like a symptom of this kind of compellingness is present.
That one cannot believe at will is best explained by the fact that beliefs
stand in inferential relations to other beliefs, and that we also cannot
notice at will, and have a great deal of difficulty paying attention at will,
may likewise be best accounted for by something of a piece with the force
of (uncontroversially rational) inference.
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8

I have been advancing a series of suggestions about how to proceed in
the development of an area of moral theory. I pointed out that the sub-
Aristotelian position is a poor fit for particularism, and that particularism
needs a better theoretical home if it is not to function as a philosophi-
cal conversation-stopper. I introduced Murdoch’s idea that the early-on
descriptive phase of practical reasoning should be the focus of our at-
tention, because that is where all the hard deliberative work has to get
done. This does seem to me to be a promising way to think about the de-
fusing move, which I suggested was the heart of particularism. However,
I tried to show how pressure develops in Murdoch’s view (and possibly
more generally, in views of this kind) to connect description directly with
action, at the expense of subsequent deliberation. I inspected Murdoch’s
notion that successfully executed redescription will tend to be idiosyn-
cratic; while I am not entirely convinced, I think that particularists ought
to be entertaining claims with roughly this look and feel. I have just been
asking you to notice how Murdoch’s understanding of practical reason-
ing is tied to a nonstandard picture of the place of agency in the person.
And I hope that the way I have laid matters out makes the idea of pairing
particularism with Murdoch’s take on practical reasoning attractive. But
argumentatively inclined readers may be thinking that we have had far
too much in the way of suggestion, and not nearly enough in the way of
argument. So this would be an appropriate place to remind them that,
on the account of practical deliberation that we find in Murdoch, this is
just what deliberation with a practical point is supposed to be like.
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of the fit between them.
See, for instance, Kolnai, 1970.
As it happens, there is a history of influence to be recovered: McDowell
is (modulo the qualification mentioned in note 1) probably the most
influential of the contemporary particularists; other particularists have
been strongly influenced by him, and McDowell was himself influenced
by Murdoch. Most particularists are either not aware of or do not devote
much attention to the connection; it is indicative of how little that a recent
anthology titled Moral Particularism contains only one reference to Murdoch,
and that reference gets the title of her best-known philosophical publication
wrong: Hooker and Little, 2000, p. 292n. For traces of the pattern of
influence, see Dancy, 1993, pp. ix, xii; McDowell, 1998, ch. g, notes §5—7;
McNaughton, 1989, p. ix.
Of course, the idea itself has been around for a long time; decision theorists
have taken it for granted since, anyway, the 1940s, and (as Michael Thompson
has reminded me) G. E. M. Anscombe famously made a point of choosing
examples of reasons for action that went against the moral grain. Note that the
distinction I am invoking here is not to be confused with that between ethics
and metaethics, which was quite popular for much of the twentieth century; if
this latter distinction can be sustained, both substantive theories of practical
reasoning (in particular, those that specify the forms that practical inference
takes) and substantive moral theory will come down on the same side of it.
Dancy, 2000, p. 144, quoting from Thesiger, 1959; he produces the example
in the course of a discussion of the Sure-Thing Principle, and does not
seem to think of it as an illustration of the defusing move. Dancy, 19909,
P- 144, acknowledges that particularism has had to get by without having a
“canonical expression.”
To be sure, not everyone agrees that the defusing move always works. For
instance, Brad Hooker is willing to insist that pleasure, at any rate when
it’s not a sadist’s pleasure, is always a “moral plus” (2000, p. 8), and David
Bakhurst, even while agreeing that it is not always in the same way a reason
for action, likewise holds that “suffering is enduringly significant. .. [and]
not something that. .. [a morally sensitive] agent could leave out of a moral
description” (2000, p. 178). A similarly hedged resistance can be found in
Brannmark, 1999. But disagreement of this kind is, on the occasions I have
run into it, premature. To continue with pleasure and suffering, variations on
the camelback adventure will serve as defusing surrounds; or again, climbing
a mountain might be motivated by the extreme limits to which one will be
pushed, that is, by the pain and suffering it will involve. When people choose
to undergo real suffering on their way to the next peak or oasis, the suffering
may well not belong in a morally oriented description of the situation.

One line of resistance to particularism is to insist that the defusing move
works for derivative or secondary considerations, but not for basic ones.
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However, pleasure and pain are the standard and typical candidates for being
context-resistant “basic” reasons; they don’t fare well when examined, and
there is this to be said for particularism: I've yet to see an alleged basic reason
that does any better. There is an interesting and plausible objection in this
vicinity to other standard ethical views: perhaps utility, or universalizability,
will be the significant consideration in a given choice, but it would be hubris
to be sure that utility, or universalizability, will always be the only relevant
consideration. (See the opening paragraph of Gass, 1957, for a case in which
the basic or primary considerations deployed by the standard moral theories
seem weirdly inappropriate; I’'m grateful to Hilary Putnam for bringing the
piece to my attention.)

. Dancy, 1993, p. 60; Hooker, 2000, p. 6.
. Dancy, 1993, pp. 60—2; Dancy, 2000.

9. McNaughton and Rawling, 2000, p. 257 (the view they are describing here

10.
11
12.

13.
14.
15.
16.

17.

is not their own); McNaughton, 1989, p. 190; Little, 2000, p. 288; Little also
adopts the generalization explanation of rules. The reminder view of rules
can be found in Dancy, 1993, p. 677; he gives a related account of the moral
uses of imagined situations at Dancy, 1985, 150-1. See also McDowell, 1998,
pp- 57-8, on what he subsequently calls the “thesis of uncodifiability,” and
the quoted characterization of particularism at Dancy, 1985, p. 149.
Jackson, Pettit, and Smith, 2000, p. 99; compare Dancy, 1993, pp. 73—9.
For the objection, see Hooker, 2000, pp. 16ff.

Murdoch’s Sovereignty of Good (1970) is perhaps the most widely available
of her philosophical works, but Existentialists and Mystics (1998) stands a
good chance of becoming the canonical collection of her nonfiction. (It is
not to be treated as a critical edition; for instance, her important paper, “On
Vision and Choice in Morality,” has been abridged so as to remove its original
concessions to Aristotelian Society format.) The essays in Sovereignty appear
in Existentialists as well. Accordingly, for the remainder of this chapter, slashed
cites in the text will give first the page in Sovereignty, followed by the page in
Existentialists; unslashed cites give the page in Existentialists. This example is
to be found at 89g—go/g73.

Compare McNaughton, 1989, p. 203, on rules of style.

For this last claim, see Raz, 2000, pp. 66—7.

Williams, 2001, p. 78.

For a particularist gesture at the sub-Aristotelian position, see Dancy’s “ac-
count of the person on whom we can rely to make sound moral judgements”
(1998, at p. 64). Perhaps compatibly, McNaughton, 1989, pp. 203-5, ex-
presses his qualms about using the professional ethicist (who is to be distin-
guished from the phronimos) as a moral reference point.

The pointis related to one made by Williams against Aristotelian alternatives
to his “internalism” (1995). Because your differences from the phronimos can
give you reasons for action, what the phronimos has reason to do may not be
what you have reason to do: the virtuous person is temperate and so has no
need to lock his liquor cabinet, but if you are an alcoholic, you may have
all the reason in the world to lock it up and throw away the key. (Perhaps
if we mute Aristotle’s insistence that the phronimos have been well brought
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up we can allow for one who remembers, for instance, an akratic past. But
we obviously cannot have a phronimos who has lived through all the possible
fallings-away from virtue.) The counterexamples exploit what Shope (1978)
has labeled the “conditional fallacy.”

We do have to allow that an Aristotelian virtuous man can make the best
of some situations for which a virtuous man could not be responsible. (For
example, a soldier ordered onto a battlefield by incompetent and vicious
generals — a circumstance dramatized on film in Gallipoli [Weir, 1981].)
That is still not the same as drawing on resources that require him to be less
than virtuous himself.

Three remarks. First, the effect should be familiar from the identity crises suf-
fered by senior-year applicants for fellowships abroad — the upshot of having
worked up four or five rather different projects and accompanying inter-
view personalities. Second, perhaps there are people one could legitimately
call virtuous advisors, but these would be people who possessed the advising
virtues, not people who were both virtuous and advisors. (See Geach, 1956.)
And third, there is not much point in taking refuge in the insistence that
the phronimos does everything right by definition, and so of course dispenses
good advice. If we cannot make the phronimos intelligible to ourselves as a
human personality, then the concept cannot play the role of ideal or model
that Aristotelian theory assigns it.

Murdoch herself tended to think of the background to her ethical views as
philosophy of mind or moral psychology; see 4/301-2.

These examples are due to Lori Alward and Amy Johnson.

Psychologists and cognitive scientists have found these issues of interest for
much of the last century; see, e.g., Duncker, 1945, or, more recently, Chi,
Feltovich, and Glaser, 1981.

She does explicitly endorse views of a piece with contemporary particularism
at 8xff.

The checklist metaphor, differently deployed, crops up in discussions of
particularism, including Dancy, 1985, p. 150, McNaughton, 1989, p. 62, and
Little, 2000, p. 287.

Diamond, 19g6.

Murdoch, 1992, p. 86.

40/332; compare 37/829, 64/352.

Maier, 1931.

It is here that keeping track of particularism’s historical debt to Murdoch
could especially have prevented wasted motion. Jackson, Pettit, and Smith,
for instance, begin their discussion of particularism by introducing “the dis-
tinction between, on the one hand, the descriptive, non-evaluative, factual,
natural, etc. and, on the other, the evaluative, ethical, normative, moral
etc.” as a distinction without which the view they oppose cannot be so much
as stated (2000, p. 81). But perhaps they would have been less confident
on this point had they identified Murdoch as a member of the particular-
ist tradition. Murdoch was, after all, thought of until recently by philoso-
phers in the analytic tradition primarily as the source of the view that what
are now called “thick ethical concepts” can be used as an objection to the
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fact-value distinction. (The term was made familiar by Geertz, 1973, ch. 1,
who in turn attributes it to Ryle; I'm grateful to Gopal Sreenivasan for help-
ing me follow the citation trail. See Millgram, 1995, for the way in which
Murdoch’s ideas were adapted by writers such as McDowell, Putnam, and
Williams.)

I don’t, however, want to suggest that the analytic appropriation of Mur-
doch was faithful to her views. As she was appropriated, the objection was
supposed to be that concepts such as “devious,” “sleazy,” “cute,” and so on
have both evaluative or prescriptive and factual or descriptive aspects, but
that they cannot be factored into separate evaluative and descriptive com-
ponents; the conclusion that was supposed to follow was that the fact-value
distinction is impossible to sustain. But there is, as we might expect, no ar-
gument to that effect in Murdoch’s own discussion; her claim is rather that
it is inadvisable to sustain the distinction.

I'm grateful to Carla Bagnoli for discussion on this point. Murdoch herself
seems to think that there might be arguments for sometimes but not always
doing so; she describes the demand as part of “a Liberal ideal” (1992, p. 84).

There is a further way to see how the allegedly metaphysical distinction
is beside the point. Return to the grammar example, and call grammatical
particularism the thesis that the defusing move works within the grammar
of a language. In a language of which grammatical particularism was true,
that a noun was masculine, say, would be a reason for using the masculine
article. .. except that there would be a not fully systematizable array of con-
texts in which it was a reason for using the feminine or neuter article. (If the
defusing contexts are really unsystematizable, they cannot be judged gram-
matical or ungrammatical by appeal to a nontrivial rule, but we can suppose
that native speakers classify them as acceptable and unacceptable.) We can
imagine languages of which grammatical particularism is true; I sometimes
suspect that it is almost true of French and English. It is evidently possible
to modify arguments against particularism of the type advanced by Jackson,
Pettit, and Smith, 2000, to conclude that grammatical particularism cannot
be correct: that there must be codifiable rules that determine some patterns
of the linguistic elements (such as words, phonemes, or letters) to be the
grammatically correct constructions.

Now notice that when the metaphysical or metaethical contrast between
“evaluative” and “descriptive” is drawn, the elements that the grammar gov-
erns — words, sentences, and even letters — are not so much as identifiable
using only those features that those who draw the distinction could defend
placing on its descriptive side. This strongly suggests that the concerns re-
garding particularism do not at bottom have anything to do with the contrast
between evaluative and descriptive, and that arguments that so present them
are their less than faithful expressions.

Borges, 1998.

Murdoch does not present anything like a standardly shaped argument for
them herself. In Millgram, 1998, I outlined and assessed what I took to be
Murdoch'’s strategy for supporting her theses, that of using her own novels
as arguments for her view. I am now less certain that I correctly understood

» «
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her intentions. As we will see, on Murdoch’s account, moral progress is a
matter of gradually redirecting one’s attention; this happens incrementally,
and can be assisted, but not compelled, by providing better objects on which
to fix one’s attention. So we should not expect an argument, even a novelistic
argument, that is intended to force an abrupt turn in one’s moral life; at
most we will be provided with, or reminded of, other things to think about,
and terms to think about them in, and it is likely that this is the way she
intends Sovereignty to operate.

2. 42/%33; actually, she seems to be suggesting not just that one need not do

further practical reasoning, but that one cannot. She writes: “One is often
compelled almost automatically by what one can see” (37/329). She speaks
repeatedly of “a world which is compulsively present to the will”; “we cannot
suddenly alter what we can see and ergo what we desire and are compelled
by” (39/930f); “man...is a unified being who sees, and who desires in ac-
cordance with what he sees...” (40/332) (her emphasis throughout).
Alternatively, one will not be in a position to say, before arriving at one’s
answer, what the weights are. Compare McNaughton, 1989, pp. 199—200.
57-8/346-7; 95/378.

29/922,and compare $3/926: “Reasons are not necessarily, and qua reasons,
public.” This may be Murdoch’s view of specifically moral thought, rather
than a rendering of practical deliberation more generally; certainly she al-
lows that many concepts whose structure is simple and public - “red light”
and “green light,” for example — are fine as they are.

Compare: “in Shakespeare or in Dostoievsky charity wears a strange and
unique face. We are not classifying, but experiencing something new, if we
give it that name” (Murdoch, 1989, p. 145).

11ff/g071f; I am not claiming that Murdoch has the (very controversial)
Private Language Argument right, and so I don’t need to take a stand my-
self on what the Argument is or how it works. What matters for the point
at hand is its reception in the 1960s: Murdoch is arguing against the claim
that the private is logically parasitic on the public, and so that thoughts
whose contents are in principle incommunicable cannot be made sense
of. This was understood at the time as a claim about the metaphysics of
mind.

For obvious reasons, one should not expect convincing and worked-out

examples of robustly idiosyncratic reasons (though I will present a surrogate
for one below). Difficulties of this general flavor are typical of particularism;
compare Lippert-Rasmussen’s complaint that Dancy is not in a position to
treat his imagined cases as arguments for his view (1999, p. 106n).
See 42/953. I don’t see how a particularist could have a guarantee that such
evaluatively unifying redescriptions will always be available; an argument
to that effect would have to turn on some feature of situations that was
guaranteed always to be present and always to be practically relevant, but
the central motivating thought of particularism is that there can be no such
feature. Murdoch seems to acknowledge this when she says that while “the
search for unityis deeply natural . . . [it] may be capable of producing nothing
but a variety of illusions” (76/562).
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28 ff/ 921 ff, and especially the following remark: “...if M [a mother-in-law
in a famous example] says D [her daughter-in-law] is ‘common’. .. this use
of it can only be fully understood if we know not only D but M” (33/325).
Of course, in-principle sufficiency is not all there is to it: the theoretical
reasoner may fail to see how the evidence is sufficient. The science student
may know full well that the questions in the problem set have solutions, but
nonetheless refrain from turning answers in because he cannot tell what the
supplied information is sufficient for.

A typical remark of this sort: “Even to omit to do anything positive, and to
remain passive, is to adopt a policy; Oblomov had his own solution to the
practical problems confronting him; his was one possible solution among
others” (Hampshire, 1954, pp. 162—-3).

Particularists sometimes use metaphors which suggest that perception, or
a faculty resembling it, might bypass these difficulties. For instance, Dancy
frequently talks about “shape,” and it’s easy to think that shape is something
you can just see.

See especially his breakout novel, Generation X (1991), which has the dubious
distinction of having become a culture icon almost entirely on the basis of
its title and marginalia.

Vogler, 2002, argues for the primacy of instrumental reasoning on the
grounds that actions are instrumentally structured. The product of success-
ful practical reasoning is action, and consequently practical reasoning must
trace the means-end outline of the action it is generating; other forms of
practical rationality are optional, but this one is not. Vogler regards her view
as descended from Anscombe and, indirectly, Aquinas. Schapiro, 2001, sug-
gestively argues that actions are moves in a practice, and I take it that the
suggestion is that practical reasoning will have to be something like reason-
ing about what move to make in a game (and so will accordingly conform
to something like Kant’s Categorical Imperative). Korsgaard, 1999, develops
an argument for similarly Kantian conclusions turning on what it takes to
attribute actions to agents.

Vogler, 2001a, p. 461.

The reader might reasonably wonder if Murdoch herself would concede
that much; she makes much of the idea that moral progress is valuable even
when it has no consequences for action at all. (Compare §/301, 17/912, and
her essay on “Vision and Choice in Morality,” 76-98.) But since, as I have
remarked, she does not distinguish her substantive moral theory from her
account of practical reasoning, it is hard to know what aspect of her view to
pin this idea to.

Vogler, 2000, points out that the development of such cognitive resources
(her own example is writing a cookbook) cannot simply be assumed without
further ado to be a stage in what I am inclined to think of as the normal and
central case, practical reasoning interrupted or divvied up between persons.
“Once the [cook]book is done,” she reminds us, “it can be read for pure
entertainment and the author need never again cook another French meal
(this could be why he writes the book — in order to be done with French
food forever).” But it is important that (to switch to an adjacent example)
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when a manufacturer cans garbanzos, it is taking over a phase of my own
food preparation, viz., saving me the trouble of boiling them myself; that is
the point of providing the ready-made ingredient, even if the manufacturer
does not know of me personally, or of my cooking plans, or even whether
that particular can is slated to be used as food or an impromptu doorstop.
For a response, see Vogler, 2002, pp. 28-9, esp. n5.

For examples in a nonmoral subject area, see Duncker, 1945, esp. chs. 7-8.
That said, it’s important not to overstate the point. Most of the jobs in our
economy are tedious, but the people who hold those jobs have no alternative
but to stay focused on them anyway, and they manage to do this to a greater
or lesser degree. (I'm grateful to Tamar Laddy for pressing me on this point.)
However, we may be on our way to a new reason for endorsing the view, often
identified with the early Marx, that this is not the way we should want our
economy to work.

An important account of agency as a response to the need for coordination
is worked out in Korsgaard, 1996a, ch. 13.

Having said that, let me qualify it. A good deal of plant activity is characterized
by the stepwise progress toward a termination point thatis central to Vogler’s
account of action. Even when itisnotgoverned by a central command center,
we find a plant, say, first blooming, then bearing fruit, then shedding its
leaves, and then hunkering down for the winter.

This idea is not unique to Murdoch - for instance, Bratman takes the dis-
position to reconsider one’s plans on some occasions but not on others to
be more or less of this type (1987). But the amount of emphasis Murdoch
places on it is distinctive. For further discussion, see Millgram, 2004.



Was Hume a Humean?

When it comes to talking about practical reasoning, “Humean” is a syn-
onym for “instrumentalist.” That is, a “Humean” view of practical reason-
ing is one on which only means-end reasoning directed towards satisfying
antecedently given desires counts as practical reasoning at all. Witness,
for instance, Michael Smith’s fairly recent paper, “The Humean Theory
of Motivation,” which advances just this view; Smith, who does not discuss
Hume himself, simply takes it for granted that the label “Humean” fits.* It
wasn’t always this way: when Aurel Kolnai, some years back, wished to crit-
icize instrumentalism, he described the view as Aristotle’s, an attribution
that would be unlikely now.?

Why care about a name? There are two reasons. First, if any theory of
practical reasoning today deserves to be considered the received view, itis
instrumentalism. Calling it Hume’s not only gives it the cachet that comes
of association with a distinguished member of the philosophical pan-
theon, but invokes in its favor the arguments — and the rhetoric — Hume
producesin the Treatise. Arguments for instrumentalism are hard to come
by, but the lack is perhaps less urgently felt than it might be because it is
assumed that Hume’s arguments are already on hand. Second, the label
gets in the way of reading Hume, and so obscures our vision of a char-
acteristically ingenious and subtle philosophical mind: if we know what
Humeanism is, and we consequently think we know what Hume thought,
we are much less likely to see, and learn from, what he actually did think.

I'm going to argue that linking Hume’s name with instrumentalism is
as inappropriate as linking Aristotle’s: that, as a matter of textual point,
the Hume of the Treatise is not an instrumentalist at all, and that the
view of practical reasoning that he does have is incompatible with, and
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far more minimal than, instrumentalism. Then I will consider Hume’s
reasons for his view, and argue that they make sense when they are seen
against the background of his semantic theory. And finally, I will try to
say why it is that Hume has nonetheless been read as he has.

Nailing down Hume’s views on practical reasoning is a fairly ambitious
project, and if this chapter is to be kept within manageable bounds, we
will need to restrict its scope. While I will discuss the body of argument
preceding the famous “is-ought” paragraph in Chapter 7, I will not dis-
cuss the first Appendix to the second Enquiry; it deserves stand-alone
treatment, since there is reason to believe that Hume changed his mind
on some of these issues as he was finishing up the Treatise. That means
that I will be focusing on the discussion surrounding Hume’s well-known
pronouncement that “reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the
passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and
obey them.”3

1

The instrumentalist appropriation of the battle cry, “Reason is the slave
of the passions,” identifies Humean passions with desires, as they are con-
ceived by the contemporary philosophical community, and understands
reason’s slavery to consist in its being allocated the task of finding the
means to satisfy them. But a second glance at the trope should make it
less than obvious that this is what the passage means. The point of prac-
tical reasoning, on the instrumentalist model, is to generate subsidiary
motivations — desires or intentions — for the means to satisfy one’s initial
desires. Practical reasoning of this kind has a critical and coercive func-
tion: as Kant was to later point out, he who wills the end must will the
means. (While an instrumentalist believes that only means-end reasoning
is practical reasoning, he does believe that means-end reasoning is prac-
tical reasoning, and so that one is committed to the conclusions of one’s
means-end reasonings.) In terms of the kind of image the passage is likely
to evoke, the instrumentalist’s passion is not a reclining pasha who sends
reason scurrying off to bring back this or that object of desire; rather,
reason returns with further passions, which the initial passions must, on
pain of irrationality, adopt. (Actually bringing back the objects of desire
is a job for the agent, not one of the agent’s mental parts.) This is not at
all the role of a slave, and what it has reason doing does not match what
Hume says in the second half of his battle cry: that reason “can never
pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them.” The rhetorical
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device and the instrumentalist construal of the passage do not fit very
well together, and this should be enough to keep us open-minded about
the force of these lines.

Ifitis not obvious what the claim that reason is the slave of the passions
means, how can we determine what it does mean? The claim is presented
as the conclusion of two adjacent arguments. This means that the content
of the claim that reason is the slave of the passions must be whatever
the conclusion of those arguments turns out to be. (This application
of the principle of charity is licensed by the fact that Hume, like most
philosophers, takes valid argumentation very seriously.4) To find out what
the claim comes to, then, we must reconstruct the arguments for it.

Fortunately, both arguments are quite straightforward. The first has
the following skeleton:

1. “Theunderstanding exertsitself after two differentways, asitjudges
from demonstration or probability...” (T 413:21-2). With only
minimal anachronism, we can rephrase this as the claim that all
reasoning is either mathematical reasoning, or empirical reasoning
about matters of fact.5

2. “Abstract or demonstrative reasoning...never influences any of
our actions...” (T 414:9-10). That is, mathematical reasoning on
its own does not produce practical conclusions.

3. Empirical reasoning on its own (or supplemented with mathemat-
ical reasoning) does not produce practical conclusions (T 414:13-
34).

4. Therefore, “reason alone can never produce any action, or give
rise to volition” (T 414:45—6). That is, reasoning (or the under-
standing) does not produce practical conclusions.

The conclusion of the argument running from 414:21 to 414:36 is
evidently not that all practical reasoning is instrumental, but that there is

no such thing as practical reasoning at all.®

The conclusion is explicitly
stated, and, more importantly, if Hume’s argument is to be valid, this is
what the conclusion must be. So if “reason is the slave of the passions” is
the conclusion of this argument, then this is what it must mean.

This conclusion is reinforced by Hume’s second argument, which ap-
pears at T 415:20-39 (and is repeated at T 458:7-18). The argument

runs:
1. “A passion is an original existence”(T 415:29); “original” is being
contrasted with “representative,” so what this means is that passions
don’t represent anything.
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2. Since truth and falsity require representation (the agreement or
“disagreement of ideas, consider’d as copies, with those objects,
which they represent”; T 415:91—3), passions can’t be true or false.
Reason concerns itself only with truth or falsity.

@

4. Therefore, a passion cannot be opposed (or, for that matter,
endorsed?) by reason; practical states of mind cannot be produced
by reasoning.

While the argument’s structure is not as clearly highlighted as its pre-
decessor’s, it is evident that the argument has something very like the
form just outlined; and if this is right, then its conclusion is tantamount
to the claim that there is no such thing as practical reasoning, since if
there were, reason would be able to endorse or oppose some motiva-
tional states. As before, if the argument is to be valid, its conclusion must
amount to a denial of practical reasoning. And since both of the argu-
ments for reason’s slavery to the passions converge on this conclusion,
this must be what “reason is the slave of the passions” means.

What this shows is that Hume is not an instrumentalist. An instrumen-
talist holds that there is one (but only one) kind of practical reasoning,
viz., means-end reasoning. Hume holds the rather more minimalist view
that there are no legitimate forms of practical reasoning: he is, to adapt
a phrase of Christine Korsgaard’s, a skeptic about practical reasoning.
There are different ways to call someone a skeptic; this way has the skep-
tic about practical reasoning not merely doubting but denying that there
is such a thing as practical reasoning, and, a fortiori, such a thing as in-
strumental practical reasoning. Korsgaard describes “a sort of being who
could engage in causal reasoning and who could, therefore, engage in
reasoning that would point out the means to her ends, but who was not
motivated by it.” On the view of the skeptic about practical reasoning, as
I am proposing to use the term, this creature has got practical rationality
right.5 Hume differs from the instrumentalist in thinking that not even
means-end reasoning is legitimate.

We can confirm this conclusion — and see a little more of what it
comes to — by turning to the subsequent discussion in the Treatise. Hume
acknowledges that we do sometimes describe passions as unreasonable;
and he also acknowledges that passions often seem to be responsive to
certain kinds of reasoning —in particular, reasoning about what is a means
to what, which is perhaps why he has been so widely mistaken for an
instrumentalist.9 His explanation for these facts invokes the judgments
that often accompany, or provoke, passions. These judgments can be
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true or false, they can be the conclusions of reasoning, and they can
be criticized as irrational. And these judgments are causally effective in
producing and removing passions:

I may desire any fruit as of an excellent relish; but whenever you convince me of
my mistake, my longing ceases. I may will the performance of certain actions as
means of obtaining any desir’d good; but as my willing of these actions is only
secondary, and founded on the supposition, that they are causes of the propos’d
effect; as soon as I discover the falshood of that supposition, they must become
indifferent to me. (T 416:36—417:8)

But these connections between reasoning and the passions are not
enough to make the reasoning genuinely practical: Hume is careful to
insist that not only must “a passion...be accompany’d with some false
judgment, in order to its being unreasonable”: “even then ’tis not the
passion, properly speaking, which is unreasonable, but the judgment”
(T 416:25-8); or, as he puts it after his second pass over one of the ar-
guments we have just reviewed, “these false judgments. .. may be said to
render [the associated passions] unreasonable, in a figurative and improper
way of speaking.”*°

Suppose, to adapt the example we just quoted, I desire a persimmon
because I expect it to taste delicious. I, like most people, am built so
that, when I realize that the persimmon will not taste as good as I had
thought — perhaps it is still unripe, and will have the chalky taste char-
acteristic of unripe persimmons — I stop wanting the fruit. Similarly, if,
desiring a persimmon, I conclude that I can get one by making a trip to
the corner produce market, I am likely to acquire a desire to drop by the
produce market. And I am constructed so that when I discover that the
produce market will be out of ripe persimmons after all, the desire to go
there fades. Because my judgments as to the flavor of persimmons and
ways of getting them can be rationally arrived at, and rationally criticized,
my desires are sensitive to my reasoning. And, miraculous as it may seem
that I am built this way, it is, from an evolutionary standpoint not avail-
able to Hume, not all that surprising: organisms that exhibit this kind of
sensitivity are likely to do better than organisms that do not.

But this sensitivity is not itself an aspect of rationality, and failure of
such sensitivity does not expose one to the criticism that one is being
irrational. If I realize that the persimmon is unripe, and continue to
desire to eat it, there is no mistake I am making. If, after I recall that the
corner produce market has no ripe persimmons, I still want or intend to
make a trip there, I am not being in any way irrational.'* And, conversely,
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if I desire the persimmon, arrive at the conclusion that I can have one by
retrieving it from the top of the refrigerator, but, even when there are no
competing desires, do not come to desire or intend to fetch it, I am not
being irrational in that case either. In the face of these considerations, I
can shrug my shoulders, and point out that none of them amounts to a
reason to do, or want to do, or not do, or not want to do, anything — since
nothing could count as such a reason.

The attribution of instrumentalism to Hume is sometimes defended by
appeal to Hume’s statement that “reason alone” does not produce prac-
tical conclusions; the point of Hume’s phrasing, on this account, is that
instrumental reasoning requires desires. But this way of reading Hume is
confused. On the instrumental model, desires are among the premises of
practical reasoning, together with beliefs about what is a means to what.
Butif needing premises is enough to make it the case that “reason alone”
is not doing the work, then nothing particular to practical reasoning can
have been shown, since — with the possible exception of mathematical
reasoning, which Hume may have thought did not need to be supplied
with premises — all reasoning requires premises. What Hume is saying
here is, rather, that once reasoning has arrived at the judgments that are
its conclusions, those judgments must be supplemented with passions in
order to “produce any action, or give rise to volition.” And this interaction
of judgment and passion does not count as reasoning.

So much for setting the record straight regarding Hume’s alleged in-
strumentalism. Hume is a skeptic, not an instrumentalist: if nothing could
count as a reason for action, then the considerations adduced as instru-
mental reasons cannot count as reasons for action either. Let us return
for a moment to the figure of the slave: at their whim, the passions send
reason searching for information about their objects and the ways of ob-
taining them. But that information, once obtained, exercises no coercive
force whatsoever over the passions: the slave does not issue commands to
its masters, or tell them what to do with the information it has gleaned.
The passions will do whatever they like, and when they do, their slaves
will not be the ones to call them to account.

2

Skepticism about practical reasoning is a counterintuitive position, and
because one does not adopt counterintuitive views without reason, we
can take it that Hume had what he took to be compelling reason to
hold it. Since we know Hume to have been an intelligent and thoughtful
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philosopher, it is worth trying to figure out what his reasons might have
been, if only in order to ask whether they are good enough for us to
join him in his skepticism. Now since we have just seen his arguments
for the view, we might think that his reasons must already be out on the
table; another look at the arguments, however, will persuade us that they
are not.

The arguments are valid: this was, after all, what made it so easy to de-
termine what their shared conclusion was. But why did Hume believe
their premises? I will not try to say whether or not the premises are
true; what matters just now is that they are certainly question-begging.
Consider the major premise of the first argument, that all reasoning is
either mathematical or empirical. This is a terrible premise to use in
an argument whose conclusion is that there is no such thing as practi-
cal reasoning: anyone who needed to be persuaded of the conclusion
would be extremely unlikely to concede it. (After all, why isn’t practical
reasoning a third kind of reasoning?) The other argument seems little
better, although the problem with it could be located in any of several
places. Why should someone who is seriously entertaining the possibil-
ity of practical reasoning agree that “reason is the discovery of truth or
falshood” (T 458:6), thereby excluding the process of correctly arriving
at new desires and intentions? Or why should he agree that “a passion
is an original existence” (T 415:29) — that is, not representing, and so
not responsible to, further facts or states of affairs? Why can’t mental
states be both world-guided and action-guiding — as, indeed, actual emo-
tions seem to be? Some explanation is required of Hume’s willingness
to accept these premises, despite their being close enough to his con-
clusion to deprive the arguments of most of the work they ought to be
doing.

We can explain Hume’s views on practical reasoning — and, along the
way, some of his psychological views — using his semantic theories. Of im-
mediate interest is the well-known fact that Hume took content-bearing
mental entities to be very much like mental pictures.'* Importantly, this
isn’t just naive or antiquated empirical psychology; it is, rather, an ex-
pression of the semantic view that content is carried by resemblance. A
familiar way of explaining Hume’s views is to invoke his psychology (the
so-called theory of ideas). But a counterintuitive and apparently unmo-
tivated philosophical view isn’t explained by deriving it from a counter-
intuitive and apparently unmotivated psychological view. Hume’s philo-
sophical psychology and his views on practical reasoning should not be
considered two distinct bodies of doctrine, one of which can be invoked
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to explain the other. (If anything, Hume can only find the psychology
plausible if he finds the theory of practical reasoning embedded in it
plausible.) They are two sides of the same coin, and must be explained —
or go unexplained — together.

Semantic theories, which I am suggesting will do the explanatory job,
have to account for, first, the contents of mental items, their being about
things, and, second, the different roles mental items play in thought:
what makes the content of an attitude (propositional or otherwise) the
content it is, and what makes an attitude the particular attitude it is.
So, contemporary philosophers might explain how items with semantic
properties — for example, words or sentences — have contents using the-
ories of reference together with recursive definitions of the contents of
a complex item from the contents of its components. And they might
distinguish between the attitudes held towards these contents — such as
believing, wanting, or merely imagining — by appealing to, say, functional-
role theories. Hume’s semantic theories have to cover the same territory,
just because this is the territory that any body of semantic theory has to
cover. But Hume does not have the focus on language so characteristic
of the philosophy of this century. (This means that in using the term
“semantic,” I am not assimilating Hume’s views to theories of language.
Hume differs from us most interestingly in that the objects of the atti-
tudes are not propositions — that is, idealized sentences — but something
very much like pictures, that is, not linguistic items at all.) And so his
theories do the job rather differently than ours.

Hume takes the contents of mental items to be carried by resem-
blance, but not just resemblance to anything; like contemporary causal
theories of reference, contents derive from preceding links in a causal
chain leading back to an initial object. “Ideas,” says Hume, “always rep-
resent the objects or impressions from which they are deriv’d.”? Resem-
blance is the mechanism that transmits content from one link in the
chain to the next. Let’s call this the causal resemblance theory of mental
content.

If the causal resemblance theory covers — to a first approximation — the
territory covered by modern theories of mental content, what does Hume
have to cover the area we leave to functional-role theories? It is clear that
mental entities play different roles in thought (for example, imagining,
believing, and wanting), and that Hume must somehow distinguish these
roles from one another. A thought of a golden mountain may be merely a
fancy I am toying with; it may be a belief that there is a golden mountain
somewhere; or it may be a desire to come by a golden mountain.
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As I remarked a moment ago, one upshot of the causal resemblance
theory is that content-bearing mental entities are conceived of as some-
thing very like mental pictures. Now when pictorial resemblance consti-
tutes representational content, the pictorial features of mental entities
are fully determined by their contents. Consequently, those features can-
not be varied to distinguish one role from another. If you were to take an
idea representing, say, a landscape, and write “belief” on the upper part
of it, you would get, not a representation of the landscape serving the
function of a belief, but a representation of a different landscape (one
with skywriting that says “belief”), whose mental role would have been no
further determined.'4

What further features of a mental picture can serve to distinguish men-
tal roles? Hume’s first proposed answer is vivacity: roughly, the brightness
of the picture.'> (A vivacious idea [bright picture] of a golden mountain
is the belief in a golden mountain, whereas a less vivacious idea of the
same thing is a fancy that does not amount to belief.') Vivacity varies
along a single dimension: the only way to vary the vivacity of a perception
is by making it more or less vivacious, just as there is only one way pictures
can become dimmer or brighter.

When you wou’d any way vary the idea of a particular object, you can only encrease
or diminish its force and vivacity. If you make any other change on it, it represents
a different object or impression. (T 96:13-16)

Now if vivacity is the only way to distinguish representational states,
Hume will have to be careful not to squander his sole available resource.
Hume needs to distinguish not only imagination from belief, but belief
from hallucination or sensation, and these from memory, probabilistic
belief, and so on. The way he does it is to assign bands on the vivacity
spectrum to the different content-bearing mental states. In descending
order of vivacity, these are: impressions, memories,'7 beliefs, judgments
of probability,'® poetical near-beliefs,'9 and imaginings.

However, simply because it varies along a single dimension, vivacity
alonewill not suffice to tell beliefs, desires, and imaginings apart. Believing
must be more vivid than imagining; given this, where on the scale of
vivacity can we locate desire? Desire is also, one would think, more vivid
than mere imagining, which leaves us two choices: either desire is more
vivid than belief, or it falls somewhere between imagining and belief.
But it’s implausible that desire is more vivid than belief, since you can’t
transform a belief into a desire by making it more vivid (say, by increasing
the evidence for it).*® Similarly, you can’t transform a desire into a belief
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impressions
memories
beliefs
probability judgments
poetical near-beliefs
imaginings
FIGURE 1. Vivacity or forcefulness distinguishes different types of representa-
tional mental states.

by making it less vivid. And the alternative, that desire is more vivid than
imagining but less vivid than belief, is hardly better: making imagination
vivid need not transform it into desire, making a desire more vivid does
not transform it into a belief, and, finally, making a belief less vivid does
not transform it into a desire — even if occasional cases of daydreaming
or wishful thinking appear to fit some of these descriptions.®!

Types of representational mental states are distinguishable only by
vivacity, but vivacity can’t be used to distinguish beliefs and imagin-
ings from desires. There is only one way out: desires cannot be rep-
resentational. There is another way to make this point. Think of
whether a mental state is representational or not as a stable property:
its representationality.** The problem, recall, was to distinguish types of
mental states from each other; and it turned out that vivacity was not
enough to do the job. Representationality is a further feature that
can be used to distinguish types of mental states from each other; in
Hume’s scheme of things, passions are identified as such in part by being
nonrepresentational.

Humean passions differ from the contemporary philosopher’s notion
of desire in being multitudinous and qualitatively varied. So Hume needs
not only to be able to tell passions from beliefs; he must be able to tell
passions from each other. But once passions are nonrepresentational,
this is no longer a difficulty. The problem that vivacity was needed to
solve was that of distinguishing representational mental states; Hume was
forced into using vivacity because the pictorial features of a representa-
tional perception are all controlled by the content, leaving nothing left
over to mark what kind of mental state it is. But once we turn to impres-
sions of reflection, we are leaving representation behind. So Hume can
distinguish one kind of nonrepresentational impression from another by
its “peculiar” feeling, rather than by its vivacity.?3

We are now in a position to explain why the premises of Hume’s argu-
ments seemed so natural to him. These premises have to be seen against
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the background of Hume’s semantic theory — a theory in which, while
writing the Treatise, Hume must have been entirely immersed.?4 The se-
mantic theory makes more or less inevitable, in the manner just outlined,
a philosophical psychology in which mental states either have contents or
motivational force, but not both. (The view is a precursor of contempo-
rary belief-desire psychology, but is more radical in that Humean passions
cannot have the analog of the propositional objects allowed desires; the
intentionality of the passions must be simulated by causally linking a pas-
sion with a content-bearing judgment.*>) Once motivating mental states,
or passions, are understood not to bear contents, that passions are not the
objects of reason should cease to be surprising: reasoning manipulates
only mental states with contents.

Let’s return briefly to the premises of Hume’s two arguments. Recall
that the causal resemblance theory of mental content gives rise to a way of
thinking on which mental contents are rather like mental pictures. What
mental operations on such contents might count as forms of reasoning?
Evidently, one can highlight structural features of one’s mental pictures
(that is, trace out what Hume calls “relations of ideas”), or one can in-
vestigate the ways in which one idea gives rise to another (here, only
the patterns that track causal connections are candidates for the hon-
orific term “reasoning”). So, against this background, the first premise of
Hume’s first argument is quite natural: reasoning will either regard “the
abstract relations of ideas” (that is, be mathematical), or the relations of
the objects that the ideas represent, and which are responsible for the
ways in which the ideas succeed one another — that is, “those relations of
objects, of which experience only gives us information” (T 418:23—4).

Hume’s second argument falls into place against this background pic-
ture as well; in fact, itis almost a direct expression of it. We have explained
why passions are “original existences,” and it is now also clear why reason-
ing is responsible only to the agreement or “disagreement of ideas, con-
sider’d as copies, with those objects, which they represent” (T 415:91-3):
given what the contents of mental entities are like, on the background
semantic theory, there is nothing else for reasoning to be responsible
t0.20

Let us quickly take stock of our location in the argument. Hume is
not an instrumentalist but a skeptic about practical reasoning. And now
that we are in a position to see what drives Hume’s skepticism, it is clear
that the very considerations that would require him to abandon all but
instrumentalist reasons for action require him to abandon those reasons
as well. Hume does not arrive at his skepticism on a case-by-case basis,
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rejecting one type of putative practical reasoning after another untilnone
are left. The semantic theory that is the engine of his views is unable to
distinguish between types of reason for action, and so when it is put
into gear, it makes a clean sweep of all of them. The motivating states
that are the only candidates for reasons for action turn out to have no
contents. And content-free mental states cannot be reasons, instrumental
or otherwise. Hume’s skepticism about practical reasoning is by no means
an independent dogma, but is generated by the semantic views that shape
so many of the arguments in the Treatise.

That said, it needs to be qualified; I will do that by considering a pair
of problems with the story I have just sketched. Practical reasoning is
not possible, on Hume’s view, because passions cannot be representa-
tive states. And we saw that this was inevitable because they could not be
accommodated in the ladder of vivacity used to distinguish representa-
tional mental states from one another. But this might have been avoided
by allowing different kinds of vivacity: one for motivation, one for belief,
and so on. The first problem, then, is the objection that Hume in fact did
allow for different kinds of vivacity.?7 Assuming this objection can be met,
the second problem is that of explaining why Hume didn’t help himself
to different kinds of vivacity.

The objection that Hume actually did allow for different kinds of vi-
vacity is supported by lists like “more vivid, lively, forcible, firm, steady
conception of an object” (EHU 49); the objection has it that the point of
such listsis not to compensate for linguistic imprecision but to express the
disjunctive context-dependent character of the denoted quality. But there
are, I think, passages that make it clear that the vocabulary is meant to
express a single notion for which there is no good single term, rather
than to list many notions: for example, “the same quality, call it firmness,
or solidity, or force, or vivacity.

What is interesting is that Hume later recanted this position, acknowl-
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edging it to be an “error,” albeit one “of less importance” than the incom-
patibility of his views on causation and personal identity. The relevant pas-
sage is to be found in the Appendix to the Treatise, where Hume is in the
process of changing his mind about various things (T 636:25-31);9 the
passage it refers to shows that in the Treatise proper, “vivacity” is univocal
(T 96:13-16; previously quoted). This is why Hume’s arguments in the
second Enguiry do not include successors to the arguments I have con-
strued as depending on this view about vivacity.3° Hume’s change of mind
on this topic goes some distance toward explaining the fifth argument in
the first Appendix to the Enquiry, which has a distinctly instrumentalist
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cast:3' perhaps, as the background semantic view became more flexible,
Hume found himself able to admit instrumentalist patterns of practical
reasoning into the fold.3* That Hume abandoned the arguments sur-
rounding the “slavery” passage upon abandoning this view about vivacity
is strong circumstantial evidence in favor of an interpretation that takes
this view of vivacity to be essential to those arguments.

Why did Hume take vivacity to be univocal and unidimensional when
he was writing the Treatise? It is, of course, possible that the alternative
simply hadn’t occured to him, perhaps due to the controlling power of a
metaphor or analogy: real pictures have only one kind of brightness. Still,
why doesn’t Hume appeal to the fact that different physical representa-
tions of the same object can have different looks and feels, in the way that
oil paintings, drawings, and photographs look different, even when they
have the same subject?

If Hume found the option unappealing, perhaps the reason is that the
difference in look would have to explain why one perception was motivat-
ing and another was not. If the different looks were, say, the watercolor
look and the oil-painting look, an image of a soufflé with the watercolor
look would have to be mere imagining of or belief about a soufflé, while
the oil-painting-like mental image would — just in virtue of its being an
oil-like image — have to motivate me to go for the soufflé (regardless of
what the soufflé was depicted as being like). And it is implausible that
this kind of difference in look could explain motivation.33

3

I began by noting that “Humean” is often used as a synonym for “instru-
mentalist.” But if Hume is a skeptic rather than an instrumentalist about
practical reasoning, this usage calls for explanation. Itisnotas though the
passages I have adduced have been other than in plain view, and it is too
much to suppose that they have gone entirely unnoticed by Hume’s read-
ers. If they suffice to show Hume to have been a skeptic about practical
reasoning, why has anyone ever thought otherwise? If Hume’s skepticism
is as obvious as I have made it out to be, why don’t other readers read
Hume the way I do? Some, of course, have and do. But an explanation
is still needed for the majority who do not. By way of concluding, I will
sketch two possible explanations, and draw a moral from each.

The first is that Hume’s readers have not seen why Hume #%ad to be
a skeptic about practical reasoning. The considerations laid out in Sec-
tion 2, which make Hume’s skepticism inevitable, have been overlooked
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for two contrasting sets of reasons: they were, in Hume’s day, too obvious,
and, in our own, too obscure. They turn on a semantic theory that once
receded into the background because it was taken for granted, and that
now is so alien, and so thoroughly discredited, that when connections
that rely on it are not explicitly drawn, they simply fail to be noticed. I
have argued that Hume was committed to his view about practical reason-
ing by his semantic theories, which we no longer share; this means that
Hume had grounds for taking his skepticism about practical reasoning
seriously even if he found it to be counterintuitive. It also means that,
while there is much to be learned from examining Hume’s arguments,
we should not, so long as we reject the semantic theory that is their start-
ing point, expect to be able to appropriate those arguments ourselves.
If I am right, instrumentalists err in invoking Hume’s authority not just
because they are mistaken in thinking that Hume shares their view, but
in that they suppose that Hume’s arguments, perhaps slightly modified,
can be adapted to the uses of a contemporary philosopher. They cannot.

A second, and, I am inclined to think, more important explanation
for the invisibility of Hume’s skepticism is that Hume has not been read
as a skeptic about practical reasoning because, even when the passages
that support such a reading have been noticed, it has been thought un-
charitable to construe Hume in this way.

There are two points to be made here, regarding method and con-
tent, respectively. First, the so-called principle of charity, when taken as
the principle that interpretation should make its text out to be, as far
as possible, correct, has its dangers. In particular, it prevents one from
learning from those whose views are very different from one’s own. The
greater the difference between views, the more wrong-headed the con-
trasting view is likely to seem; and the more wrong-headed it seems, the
less likely charitable interpreters will be to hear the “wrong-headed” view
at all, as opposed to a reconstruction conforming to their own sense of
what is plausible. But the greater the difference in views, the more in-
teresting the contrasting view: we will learn more from listening to those
who disagree with us than from those who repeat to us that of which we
are already convinced. The principle of charity, understood as an injunc-
tion to maximize truth in interpretation (rather than, for instance, tight-
ness of argument), tends to become a way of filtering out precisely those
philosophical views that are most interesting and most important. The
reception of Hume’s skepticism regarding practical reasoning is a case in
point,3¢ and the problem does not just arise in reading Hume. It often
seems that the more interesting the philosopher, the less commentators
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are willing to take him at his word. When this happens, nobody is doing
anybody any favors, charitable intentions notwithstanding.

And - proceeding now to content — skepticism about practical reason-
ing is philosophically interesting and important. Skepticism should be
a reference point in the discussion of practical reasoning: the always-
present null hypothesis against which other accounts must vindicate
themselves. It is not an artificial or uncompelling hypothesis. One is ei-
ther extremely fortunate or unfortunately complacent if one has not had
bleak mornings during which it seems suddenly clear that purported rea-
soning about action is nothing more than empty posturing, the attempt
to proceed under the comforting but unsupportable notion that actions
or decisions, or the mental activities leading up to them, might be right
or wrong, because rational or irrational.

Notes

For comments on an earlier draft of this paper, I'm grateful to Don Garrett,
Elizabeth Radcliffe, and Wayne Waxman. A version of this paper was read to
the Hume Society in March 1994; my thanks to Justin Broackes for his response
and to members of the audience for objections and discussion. An ancestor of
parts of this paper benefited from comments from Alyssa Bernstein, Hilary Bok,
Lindy Cassidy, Steve Engstrom, Don Garrett, Robert Nozick, Hilary Putnam, Tim
Scanlon, and Candace Vogler.

1. Smith, 1987. This is not at all an isolated case. By way of further example,
Lewis, 1988, begins by describing instrumentalism as a “Humean thesis about
motivation.”

2. Kolnai, 2001.

Hume, 1888/1978, 415:18-19. Subsequent references to Hume’s Treatise will
be to T, page number, and, where this is useful, line numbers; T 5:6-8 would
refer to Hume, 1888/1978, page 5, lines 6-8. The Enquiries are cited respec-
tively as EPM and EHU, with page and line numbers likewise from Hume,
1777/1978.

4. Hume’s enthusiasm for tight argument may be even greater than the philo-
sophical run of the mill: there’s an almost erotic tone to his description, at
T go:10, of an argument as “very strong and beautiful”; and his subsequent
tirade against philosophers who won’t accept the force of a conclusive argu-
ment (T g1:27-46) is an indication of the weight Hume himself put on such
arguments. I will return to the principle of charity in Section g.

5. The element of anachronism has to do with the ways in which Hume’s con-
ception of mathematical reasoning differs from our own. As far as the argu-
ment at hand goes, it’s worth noting that recasting the dichotomy as between
deductive and inductive reasoning would not do; it should not be at all ob-
vious that deductive reasoning cannot produce practical conclusions. It is
also worth remarking that Hume’s well-known arguments elsewhere about
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the workings of reasoning about causation — the empirical reasoning he has
foremost in mind here — complicate the contrast being drawn here: given
Hume’s views there, do we want to allow that causal inferences deserve the
(for us) honorific title “reasoning”? I’ll leave these qualms to one side for the
present.

This is to understand practical reasoning as reasoning that terminates in a
practical conclusion such as an intention. If one were to call “practical” rea-
soning lying in the causal history of an intention (or, alternatively, reasoning
that makes a difference to what intentions are formed), then one would need
to redescribe Hume’s conclusion as the claim that reasoning, while perhaps
practical, cannot terminate in a practical conclusion. (I'm grateful to Wayne
Waxman and Justin Broackes for pressing me on this point.)

However, there are reasons not to use “practical” this way. First, it will not
help defend the attribution of instrumentalism to Hume. An instrumentalist
is someone who believes that all practical reasoning is means-end reasoning.
On the alternative use of “practical” that we are now examining, the claim that
Hume was an instrumentalist would amount to the claim that only reasoning
about what is a means to what makes a difference to what intentions get
formed, and what actions get performed: that only instrumental reasoning
could have effects on our actions. But what has an effect on what Hume
famously held to be a contingent matter; and he in fact argued that forms
of reasoning other than instrumental reasoning create passions and cause
actions. (See note g.) So, on this use of the word “practical,” Hume was not
an instrumentalist either, since many kinds of reasoning other than means-
end reasoning make a difference to action.

Second, we can now see that using “practical” this way is a waste of a good
word: there is no point in drawing a distinction when nothing lies beyond the
line being drawn. Any reasoning can causally influence subsequent action; so
if reasoning is practical when it could lie in the causal history of a practical
attitude such as an intention, then all reasoning is practical. Better to use
the term to invoke the responsiveness to logical canons that distinguishes
intelligent thought from free association: to show that reasoning is practical
would then be to show that actions and motivating attitudes are governed by
the same logical canons that control the sequences of thoughts that make up
intelligent thinking; and ¢Ais, I hold, is what Hume is concerned to contest.
Hume provides a quick argument, at T 414:35—415:13, to the effect that
reason’s inability to produce what we might call “positive” practical conclu-
sions — for example, decisions to do something that one had not already been
inclined to do — entails its inability to produce “negative” conclusions, that
is, decisions not to do something one was already on one’s way to doing. Al-
though Hume does not say this, if the argument works, it works in the other
direction as well — as, on my reading of Hume, it ought to. So I am going
to shorten the exposition by describing Hume’s conclusion as covering both
“positive” and “negative” practical reasoning.

Korsgaard, 1996a, ch. 11. My use of the word “skeptic”is of course not continu-
ous with Hume’s, and it also diverges from that of Korsgaard, who presents an
instrumentalist reading of Hume as the “classical formulation” of skepticism
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about practical reasoning. My excuses for assuming the risks of confusion
involved in shifting the use of the term are that thisis the best term for the job,
and that this is the cleanest way to cut up the territory. Note that, on my use
of the term, and on the reading of Hume for which I am arguing, Korsgaard
comes out right: the passages in question are the classical formulation of
skepticism about practical reasoning after all.

. There are, in fact, other types of reasoning to which Hume takes the passions

to be responsive. Some are obliquely related to instrumental reasoning. For
instance, “we are no sooner acquainted with the impossibility of satisfying any
desire, than the desire itself vanishes” (T xviii:5—6). Or again, instrumental
reasoning can seem to work in reverse, as when our hunger is diminished
by “whatever inclines us to set our victuals at a distance” (T §94:29-395:6;
cf. T 536:3—4). Butnotall responsiveness of passion to reasoning is aresponse
to reasoning about what would bring about what; the most prominent case
of this is sympathy, in which the inferred belief as to another’s feelings gives
rise to qualitatively similar feelings.

T 459:26—9, my emphasis; nearby, he describes this attribution of the prop-
erties of a judgment to the action with which it is associated as “an abusive
way of speaking, which philosophy will scarce allow of” (T 459:6-7).

Which Hume actually thinks is not unlikely to happen, if I am already on my
way (T 451:16-19; cf. also 452:5—11). This should count as a qualification to
the just-quoted “as soon as I discover the falshood of that supposition, they
must become indifferent to me”; they — the actions I had supposed would
attain my goal — may well not.

Of course, this description needs to be complicated, for instance, to accom-
modate the variety of sensory modalities; for our purposes, these compli-
cations will not matter. The picture in the head metaphor, however, is not
just an expository convenience; while Hume doesn’t rely on it explicitly, it
does seem to shape his thinking. Cf., e.g., T 20:11, where he describes an
(abstract) idea as an “image in the mind.”

T 37:29-31; also see, e.g., T 157:30-1, 161:9-10, 239:1-3; at T 163:14 he
describes the claim as “our fundamental principle.”

Cf. T 94:32-95:3.

See, for example, T 96, EHU 47ff; 58:91—4.

See, again for example, T 116:25-7; 119:34—-120:1; 120:16—-20.

T 85:15-18; 86:1—0; 8:26—9:11; §71n.

T 129-31. Cf. T 143:9-12, where Hume describes “the shading of those col-
ors, under which [an impression] appears to the memory or senses”; the
problem is that remoteness imitates the effect of probabilistic judgment. For
our purposes, the passage is useful in that it shows that probabilistic judg-
ment is a matter of “the shading of those colors.” (Itis also a nice illustration
of the way in which Hume thought in terms of mental pictures.)

T 123:30-2; 630:24-7.

There is, according to Hume, an interesting class of exceptions: beliefs about
desires or passions, which figure most prominently in Hume’s discussion of
sympathy. Hume’s account of sympathy deserves more extended treatment
than I can give it here; for now, it suffices that, if only because not all beliefs
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are beliefs about passions or desires, the special case does not solve the
general problem of distinguishing belief from desire.

For simplicity of presentation, I am ignoring the further just-mentioned
uses to which vivacity is put. The reader may experiment with fitting desire
between adjacent bands of the full spectrum to verify that these further uses
do not affect the present point.

This stability might be contested: surely modifying the functional role can
make a representational state nonrepresentational. (Candace Vogler has in-
stanced a seventies artist who blew photographs up into nonrepresentational
abstracts.) But that is to allow representation to be determined by functional
role, rather than by causation and resemblance alone. The appeal to func-
tional role may be the right appeal to make, but it is not in Hume’s bag
of tricks; if it were, and were thought through with Hume’s accustomed
rigor, the qualitative resemblance of ideas to impressions would have quickly
proved to be a superfluous part of the account.

T 472; compare also T 617:28-30, where Hume concedes that this way of
doing thingsis notall that illuminating: “there is something very inexplicable
in this variation in our feelings.”

This isn’t the place to amass evidence for this claim; suffice it for now that the
Treatise begins with an exposition of the basis of the theory, and the semantic
theory is appealed to in the course of argument after argument.

By contrast with belief, “will and desire are annex’d to particular conceptions
of good and pleasure” (T 625:3—9). For an example of how propositional
objects are simulated, see T 278, where Hume describes the “object of [the]
passions of [pride and humility] ” as “that to which they direct their view, when
excited”; “that passion, when excited, turns our view to another idea” (my
emphasis). The objects of the passions are a contingent matter, “determin’d
by an original and natural instinct, and ...from the primary constitution
of the mind” (T 286:5—7; compare EPM 213n). Cf. also T 287:9-11, 15-17
(note the use of the word “produce”); T 3678 (contingency of the objects of
love and hatred), and T 399 (definition of the will as an internal impression,
picked out not by its logically necessary object but by the circumstances in
which it normally arises).

Annette Baier has dismissed this argument as a “very silly paragraph,” “de-
plorably” inserted into the Treatise (1991, p. 160). Baier’s grounds are, first,
that Hume elsewhere extensively discusses the passions, in a way that seems
to allow them intentional objects; second, that the Enquiry does not repeat
this argument; and third, Hume’s insistence that the passions are causally
influenced by beliefs arrived at by reasoning. On the first point, Baier is right
that Hume is quite sensitive to the way emotions work, but mistaken to think
that Hume regards what we would think of as their intentional objects as a
logical component of the passions, or as individuating them. (See note 25 for
examples of causal locutions used where the modern reader would expect
logical or constitutive ones.) I will in a moment present a better explanation
for the argument’s absence in the second Enguiry, and for now note that
the suggestion that the argument is a momentary oversight conflicts both
with Hume’s willingness to repeat it, more or less verbatim, some 43 pages
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later, and with the convergence of its conclusion with that of the argument
on the immediately preceding pages. Finally, the appearance of reasoning
in the causal history of a passion is irrelevant to whether the passions fall
under the aegis of reason; on this point, see note 6, above. Baier seems to
take Hume’s insistence on the nearly ubiquitous causal role of beliefs in the
formation of impressions of reflection as the view that passions “incorporate
the influence of reason...[and] presuppose beliefs” (159); but the argu-
ment we are considering gives us every reason to think that Hume did not
make the mistake of confusing causal with logical influence. For discussion
of Baier’s views, see Cohon, 1994.

The objections considered in the remainder of this section are due to Steve
Engstrom; I’'m grateful to him for his thoughtful comments.

T 106:9-10; cf. also T 628:28-629:14; EHU 48—q.

Actually, what Hume says is not that vivacity can be multidimensional, but
that there are differences in feeling over and above differences in vivacity
that can be varied without changing the content of an idea. For our purposes,
the distinction between these is terminological only: the question of interest
is, is there more than one parameter that can be varied to distinguish ideas
with the same content?

They do include recast descendants of some of the arguments preceding the
famous “is-ought” passage.

It might be suggested that there is a simpler explanation for the omission
of these arguments from the Enguiry: in hopes of popularizing his views,
Hume left out the counterintuitive and hard to assimilate material. But even
if thisisa correctaccount of what wentinto the second Enquiry proper, it quite
evidently does not apply to its first appendix, which contains arguments as
difficult to swallow, and whose conclusions are entirely as radical, as anything
in the Treatise.

As does EPM 277:2-6.

This is not, of course, anything like a sufficient account. For one thing, it
fails to explain how the fifth argume