REASONS AND PERSONS

BY DEREK PARFIT
CLARENDON PRESS - OXFORD 1984

© Derek Parfit 1984 First published 1984 Reprinted (with corrections) 1984

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data: Parfit, Derek Reasons and persons. 1.
Motivation (Psychology) I. Title 170 BF683 ISBN 0-19-824615-3

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data Parfit, Derek. Reasons and
persons. Includes bibliographical references and index. 1. Ethics. 2. Rationalism. 3.
Self. I. Title. BJ1012.P39 1984 170 83-15139 ISBN 0-19-824615-3

To my parents

Drs. Jessie and Norman Parfit
and my sisters

Theodora and Joanna

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

SEVENTEEN vyears ago, I drove to Andalusia with Gareth Evans. I hoped to
become a philosopher, and as we drove through France I put to him my
fledgling ideas. His merciless criticisms made me despair. Before we reached
Spain, hope returned. I saw that he was almost as critical of his own ideas.
Like many others, I owe much to the intensity of his love of truth, and his
extraordinary vitality. I record this debt first because he died when he was
34.

I owe a great deal to my first teachers: Sir Peter Strawson, Sir Alfred
Ayer, David Pears, and Richard Hare. I have since learnt from many
people. In discussion I have learnt most from Thomas Nagel, Ronald
Dworkin, Tim Scanlon, Amartya Sen, Jonathan Glover, James Griffin, Ann
Davis, Jefferson McMahan, and Donald Regan. I have learnt much more
from reading the writings of these and many other people. Some of my
debts I acknowledge in the endnotes to this book. But I am certain that,
because of my weak memory and failure to make proper notes, this book
presents, as if they were my ideas, many claims or arguments that I ought to
attribute to some source. These forgotten sources, if they read this book,
will be rightly aggrieved. Though they should be mentioned in the endnotes,
I hope that most are at least mentioned in the Bibliography.

Several people helped me to write this book. Before he died two years
ago, John Mackie wrote extremely helpful comments on my earlier work. In
the last few months I have received many comments on a draft of this
book -- so many that I have not had time to make all the needed revisions.
Here is a randomly ordered list of those who have helped me in this way:
Jonathan Glover, Sir Peter Strawson, John McDowell, Susan Hurley, Paul
Seabright, John Vickers, Hywel Lewis, Judith Thomson, Samuel Scheffler,
Martin Hollis, Thomas Nagel, Robert Nozick, Richard Lindley, Gilbert
Harman, Christopher Peacocke, Peter Railton, Annette Baier, Kurt Baier,
Richard Swinburne, Michael Tooley, Mark Sainsbury, Wayne Sumner, Jim
Stone, Dale Jamieson, Eric Rakowski, James Griffin, Gregory Kavka,



Thomas Hurka, Geoffrey Madell, Ralph Walker, Bradford Hooker,
Douglas Maclean, Graeme Forbes, Bimal Matilal, Nicholas Dent, Robert
Goodin, Andrew Brennan, John Kenyon, James Fishkin, Robert Elliott,
Arnold Levison, Simon Blackburn, Ronald Dworkin, Amartya Sen, Peter
Unger, Peter Singer, Jennifer Whiting, Michael Smith, David Lyons, Milton

Wachsberg, William Ewald, Galen Strawson, Gordon Cornwall, Richard
Sikora, Partha Dasgupta, Dr. Jessie Parfit, and Dr. Charles Whitty.
I learnt something from everyone just named, and from some I learnt a
great deal. From a few people I learnt so much that I want to thank them
separately. Jonathan Bennett sent me very helpful comments on half of my
draft. Bernard Williams sent me extremely helpful comments on a draft of
Part Three. Six other people sent me very helpful comments on drafts of the
whole book. Four of these were John Leslie, Michael Woodford, Larry
Temkin, and Donald Regan. From two other people I learnt even more.
John Broome was a Visiting Fellow at my College throughout the academic
year at the end of which I write these words. Both in written comments, and
in very many discussions, he solved very many of my problems, and
suggested many great improvements. If every passage due to John Broome
was mentioned in the endnotes, there would be at least thirty of these notes.
As the different academic disciplines drift away from their neighbours, it is
heartening to find that an economist should be, in his spare time, so good a
philosopher. The person from whom I have learnt the most is Shelly Kagan.
Kagan's extraordinarily acute and penetrating comments were half as long
as my draft, and many of his suggestions are printed, with little change, in
this book. If his co-authorship was mentioned in the endnotes, there would
be at least sixty of these notes.
I write these words the day before this text goes to the printer. Because I
received so many good objections or comments, I could not have revised
and produced my text on time without help of other kinds. I have been
helped by Patricia Morison, and greatly helped by Susan Hurley and
William Ewald. Jefferson and Sally McMahan saved me many days of work
in sorting papers, checking references, and compiling the Bibliography. This
book is printed from camera-ready copy. Given my slowness in making the
needed revisions, the four people who produced this copy have often,
uncomplainingly, worked overtime, and late into the night. These generous
people are Angela Blackburn, Jane Nunns, Paul Salotti, and, most generous
of all, Catherine Griffin.
I am grateful for the help of everyone mentioned above. To those
mentioned in the last two paragraphs I record here my extreme gratitude.
This book has one author, but is really the joint product of all of these
people.
Finally, I record my great gratitude to an entity that is not a person: All
Souls College. If I had not had the extraordinary privilege of being a Prize
Fellow and then a Research Fellow of this College for the past sixteen years,
this book would certainly not exist.

All Souls College, Oxford D. A. P.

12 September 1983.



INTRODUCTION

Like my cat, I often simply do what I want to do. I am then not using an
ability that only persons have. We know that there are reasons for acting,
and that some reasons are better or stronger than others. One of the main
subjects of this book is a set of questions about what we have reason to do. I
shall discuss several theories. Some of these are moral theories, others are
theories about rationality.

We are particular people. I have my life to live, you have yours. What do
these facts involve? What makes me the same person throughout my life,
and a different person from you? And what is the importance of these facts?
What is the importance of the unity of each life, and of the distinction
between different lives, and different persons? These questions are the other
main subject of this book.

My two subjects, reasons and persons, have close connections. I believe
that most of us have false beliefs about our own nature, and our identity
over time, and that, when we see the truth, we ought to change some of our
beliefs about what we have reason to do. We ought to revise our moral
theories, and our beliefs about rationality. In the first two parts of the book
I give other arguments for similar conclusions.

I shall not describe, in advance, these arguments and conclusions. The
List of Contents provides a summary. The book is long, and sometimes
complicated. I have therefore separated my arguments into 154 parts, and
given each part a descriptive title. I hope that this makes the arguments
easier to follow, and shows what the book contains more clearly than an
Index of Subjects could. If I had not rearranged the arguments into these
separate parts, such an Index would have been too thick with references to
be of much use.

Many introductions to books of this kind try to explain the central
concepts that are used. Since it would take at least a book to give a helpful
explanation, I shall waste no time in doing less than this. My central
concepts are few. We have reasons for acting. We ought to act in certain
ways, and some ways of acting are morally wrong. Some outcomes are good
or bad, in a sense that has moral relevance: it is bad for example if people
become paralyzed, and we ought, if we can, to prevent this. Most of us
understand my last three sentences well enough to understand my
arguments. I shall also use the concept of what is in someone's self-interest,

or what would be best for this person. Though most of us also understand
this concept, some introductory remarks may help. I make a few remarks on
page 4, and a few more in Appendix I. My last central concept is that of a
person. Most of us think we understand what persons are. Part Three claims
that we do not.

Many introductions also try to explain how, when discussing morality, we
can hope to make progress. Since the best explanation would be provided
by making progress, this is the only explanation I shall try to give.



Strawson describes two kinds of philosophy, descriptive, and revisionary.
Descriptive philosophy gives reasons for what we instinctively assume, and
explains and justifies the unchanging central core in our beliefs about
ourselves, and the world we inhabit. I have great respect for descriptive
philosophy. But, by temperament, I am a revisionist. Except in Chapter 1,
where I cannot avoid repeating what has been shown to be true, I try to
challenge what we assume. Philosophers should not only interpret our
beliefs; when they are false, they should change them.
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PART ONE
SELF-DEFEATING THEORIES

1
THEORIES THAT ARE INDIRECTLY
SELF-DEFEATING

MANY of us want to know what we have most reason to do. Several
theories answer this question. Some of these are moral theories; others are
theories about rationality. When applied to some of our decisions, different
theories give us different answers. We must then try to decide which is the
best theory.

Arguments about these theories are of many kinds. One argument is that
a theory is self-defeating. This argument, uniquely, needs no assumptions. It
claims that a theory fails even in its own terms, and thus condemns itself.
The first part of this book discusses what this argument achieves. As I
shall explain, all of the best known theories are in certain ways self-
defeating. What does this show? In some cases, nothing. In other cases,
what is shown is that a theory must be developed further, or extended. And
in other cases what is shown is that a theory must be either rejected or
revised. This is what is shown about the moral theories that most of us
accept.

I start with the best-known case.

1. THE SELF-INTEREST THEORY
We can describe all theories by saying what they tell us to try to achieve.
According to all moral theories, we ought to try to act morally. According
to all theories about rationality, we ought to try to act rationally. Call these
our formal aims. Different moral theories, and different theories about
rationality, give us different substantive aims.
By 'aim’', I shall mean 'substantive aim'. This use of aim is broad. It can
describe moral theories that are concerned, not with moral goals, but with
rights, or duties. Suppose that, on some theory, five kinds of act are totally
forbidden. This theory gives to each of us the aim that he never acts in these
five ways.
I shall first discuss the Self-interest Theory, or S. This is a theory about
rationality. S gives to each person this aim: the outcomes that would be best
for himself, and that would make his life go, for him, as well as possible.
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To apply S, we must ask what would best achieve this aim. Answers to
this question I call theories about self-interest. As Appendix I explains, there
are three plausible theories.

On the Hedonistic Theory, what would be best for someone is what would
give him most happiness. Different versions of this theory make different
claims about what happiness involves, and how it should be measured.

On the Desire-Fulfilment Theory, what would be best for someone is what
would best fulfil his desires throughout his life. Here again, there are
different versions of this theory. Thus the Success Theory appeals only to a
person's desires about his own life.

On the Objective List Theory, certain things are good or bad for us, even
if we would not want to have the good things or avoid the bad things. Here
again, there are different versions. The good things might include the
development of one's abilities, knowledge, and the awareness of true
beauty. The bad things might include sadistic pleasure, being deceived, and
losing liberty, or dignity.

These three theories partly overlap. On all these theories, happiness and
pleasure are at least part of what makes our lives go better for us, and
misery and pain are at least part of what makes our lives go worse. These
claims would be made by any plausible Objective List Theory. And they are
implied by all versions of the Desire-Fulfilment Theory. On all theories, the
Hedonistic Theory is at least part of the truth. To save words, this will
sometimes be the only part that I discuss.

All these theories also claim that, in deciding what would be best for
someone, we should give equal weight to all the parts of this person's future.
Later events may be less predictable; and a predictable event should count
for less if it is less likely to happen. But it should not count for less merely
because, if it happens, it will happen later. %

It would take at least a book to decide between the different theories
about self-interest. This book discusses some of the differences between
these theories, but does not try to decide between them. Much of this book
discusses the Self-interest Theory. As I have said, this is not one of the
theories about self-interest. It is a theory about rationality. We can discuss S
without deciding between the different theories about self-interest. We can
make claims that would be true on all of these theories.

It will help to call some aims ultimate. Other aims are instrumental, mere
means to the achievement of some ultimate aim. Thus, for all except misers,
being rich is not an ultimate aim. I can now re-state the central claim of S.
This is

(S1) For each person, there is one supremely rational ultimate aim: that
his life go, for him, as well as possible.

As we shall see, S makes several other claims.

There are several objections to S. Some of these I discuss in Parts Two
and Three. In what follows I discuss the objection that, like certain other
theories, S is self-defeating.

2. HOW S CAN BE INDIRECTLY SELF-DEFEATING
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If we call some theory T, call the aims that it gives us our T-given aims.

Call T indirectly individually self-defeating when it is true that, if someone

tries to achieve his T-given aims, these aims will be, on the whole, worse

achieved.

On this definition, we do not simply ask whether a theory is self-defeating.

We ask whether it is self-defeating when applied to certain people, during

certain periods.My S-given aim is that my life go, for me, as well as possible.

It can be true that, if I try to do whatever will be best for me, this will be

worse for me. There are two kinds of case:

a. If I try to do what will be best for me, I may often fail. I may
often do what will be worse for me than something else that I
could have done.

b. Even if I never do what, of the acts that are possible for me,
will be worse for me, it may be worse for me if I am purely
self-interested. It may be better for me if I have some
disposition.

In cases of kind (a), the bad effects come from what I do. Suppose that I
steal whenever I believe that I will not be caught. I may be often caught, and
punished. Even in self-interested terms, honesty may therefore be the best
policy for me. These cases are not worth discussing. If this is the way in
which S is self-defeating, this is no objection to S. S is self-defeating here
only because of my incompetence in attempting to follow S. This is a fault,
not in S, but in me. We might object to some theory that it is too difficult to
follow. But this is not true of S.
The cases worth discussing are of kind (b). In these cases it would be
worse for me if I was purely self-interested, even if I succeed in never doing
what would be worse for me. The bad effects come, not from what I do, but
from my disposition, or the fact that I am purely self-interested.
What does this fact involve? I could be purely self-interested without
being purely selfish. Suppose that I love my family and friends. On all of the
theories about self-interest, my love for these people affects what is in my
interests. Much of my happiness comes from knowing about, and helping to
cause, the happiness of those I love. On the Desire-Fulfilment Theory, it will
be better for me if, as I want, things go well for those I love. What will be
best for me may, in these and other ways, largely overlap with what will be
best for those I love. But, in some cases, what will be better for me will be
worse for those I love. I am self-interested if, in all these cases, I do what
will be better for me.

It may be thought that, if I am self-interested, I shall always be trying to

do whatever will be best for me. But I often act in one of two ways,
believing that neither would be better for me. In these cases I am not trying
to do what will be best for me; I am acting on a more particular desire. And
this may be true even when I am doing what I know will be best for me.
Suppose that I know that, if I help you, this will be best for me. I may help
you because I love you, not because I want to do what will be best for me.
In describing what it would be for me to be self-interested, it is enough to
claim that, while I often act on other desires,I never do what I believe will be

11



worse for me. If this is true, it will be clearer to call me, not self-interested,
but never self-denying.

I shall now redescribe the interesting way in which, for any individual, S
might be indirectly self-defeating. This would be true when, if someone was
never self-denying, this would be worse for him than if he had some other
disposition. Even if someone succeeds in never doing what would be worse
for him, it could be worse for him that he is never self-denying. It could be
better for him if he had some other disposition. If he had this other
disposition, he may sometimes do what would be worse for him. But the
costs to him of acting in this way could be less than the benefits of having
this other disposition.

These claims can be true on all of the different theories about self-interest.
Hedonists have long known that happiness, when aimed at, is harder to
achieve. If my strongest desire is that I be happy, I may be less happy than I
would be if I had other desires that were stronger. Thus I might be happier
if my strongest desire was that someone else be happy.

Here is another example. Kate is a writer. Her strongest desire is that her
books be as good as possible. Because she cares so much about the quality
of her books, she finds her work rewarding. If her desire to write good
books was much weaker, she would find her work boring. She knows this,
and she accepts the Hedonistic Theory about self-interest. She therefore
believes that it is better for her that her strongest desire is that her books be
as good as possible. But, because of the strength of this desire, she often
works so hard, and for so long, that she collapses with exhaustion, and is,
for a period, very depressed.

Suppose that Kate believes truly that, if she worked less hard, her books
would be slightly worse, but she would be happier. She would find her work
just as rewarding, and she would avoid these severe depressions. Kate
therefore believes that, when she works so hard, she is doing what is worse
for her. But how could it become true that she never acts in this way? It may
be a fact that she would never act in this way only if she had a much weaker
desire that her books be as good as possible. And this would be even worse
for her, since she would then find her work boring. On the Hedonistic
Theory, it would be worse for Kate if she was never self-denying. 2

Suppose that we accept not the Hedonistic but the Desire-Fulfilment
Theory about self-interest. We may then deny that, in this example, Kate is
doing what is worse for her. Her strongest desire is that her books be as

good as possible. By working so hard, though she makes herself exhausted
and depressed, she makes her books better. She is thereby causing her
strongest desire to be better fulfilled. On our theory about self-interest, this
may be better for her.

If we are not Hedonists, we need a different example. Suppose that I am
driving at midnight through some desert. My car breaks down. You are a
stranger, and the only other driver in this desert. I manage to stop you, and
I offer you a great reward if you drive me to my home. I cannot pay you
now, but I promise to do so when we reach my home. Suppose next that I
am transparent, unable to deceive others. I cannot lie convincingly. Either a
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blush, or my tone of voice, always gives me away. Suppose, finally, that I
know myself to be never self-denying. If you drive me to my home, it would
be worse for me if pay you the promised reward. Since I know that I never
do what will be worse for me, I know that I would break my promise. Given
my inability to lie convincingly, you know this too. You do not believe my
promise. I am stranded in the desert throughout the night. This happens to
me because I am never self-denying. It would have been better for me if I
was trustworthy, disposed to keep my promises even when doing so will be
worse for me. You would then have driven me home.

It may be objected that, even if I am never self-denying, I could decide to
keep my promise, since making this decision would be better for me. If I
decide to keep my promise, you would trust me, and would drive me home.
This objection fails. I know that, after you have driven me home, it would
be worse for me if I pay you the promised reward. If I know that I am never
self-denying, I know that I would not keep my promise. And, if I know this,
I cannot decide to keep my promise. I cannot decide to do what I know that
I shall not do. If I can decide to keep my promise, this must be because I
believe that I shall not be never self-denying. We can add the assumption
that I would not have this belief unless it was true. It would then be true
that it would be worse for me if I was, and would remain, never
self-denying. It would be better for me if I was trustworthy.

I have described two ways in which it would be worse for someone if he was
never self-denying. There are many other ways in which this can be true. It
is probably true of most people, during most of their lives. When the
Self-interest Theory is applied to these people, it is what I call indirectly
individually self-defeating. Does this make S fail in its own terms? Does S
condemn itself? This depends on whether S tells these people to be never
self-denying.

3. DOES S TELL US TO BE NEVER SELF-DENYING?
It may seem obvious that S tells everyone to be never self-denying. But, as
described so far, S claims only that, for each person, there is one supremely
rational ultimate aim: that his life go, for him, as well as possible.

When applied to acts, S claims both

(52) What each of us has most reason to do is whatever would
be best for himself, and

(S3) It is irrational for anyone to do what he believes will be
worse for himself. %

S must also make claims about what we should do when we cannot predict
the effects of our acts. We can ignhore cases of uncertainty, where we have
no beliefs about the probabilities of different effects. In risky cases, where we
do have such beliefs, S claims

(S4) What it would be rational for anyone to do is what will bring him
the greatest expected benefit.

To calculate the expected benefit from some act, we add together the
possible benefits, and subtract the possible costs, with each benefit or cost
multiplied by the chance that the act will produce it. If some act has a
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chance of nine in ten of bringing me some benefit B, and a chance of one in
ten of causing me to lose some benefit that would be twice as great as B, the
expected benefit is B x 9/10 - 2B x 1/10, or seven-tenths of B.

What should S claim about the rationality of desires and dispositions?
Since S claims that, for each person, there is one supremely rational ultimate
aim, S should clearly claim that the supremely rational desire is the desire
that this aim be achieved. S should claim

(S5) The supremely rational desire is that one's life go as well as
possible for oneself.

Similarly, S should claim

(S6) The supremely rational disposition is that of someone who
is never self-denying.

If someone is never self-denying, though he sometimes acts on other
desires, he never acts against the supremely rational desire. He never does
what he believes will be worse for him.

To save words, call both desires and dispositions motives. There are ways
in which, over time, we can cause our motives to change. We can develop
habits. If we act in ways that we do not now enjoy, we may come to enjoy
them. If we change our work, or where we live, or read certain books, or
have children, this may cause predictable changes in our motives. And there
are many other ways in which we can cause such changes.

According to (S2), what each person has most reason to do is to cause
himself to have, or to allow himself to keep, any of the best possible sets of
motives, in self-interested terms. These are the sets of motives of which the
following is true. There is no other possible set of motives of which it is true
that, if this person had these motives, this would be better for him. By
'possible' I mean 'causally possible, given the general facts about human

nature, and the particular facts about this person's nature'. It would often
be hard to know whether some set of motives would be causally possible for
someone, or would be one of the best sets for this person in self-interested
terms. But we can ignore these difficulties. There are many cases in which
someone knows that it would be better for him if there was some change in
his motives. And in many of these cases such a person knows that, in one of
the ways described above, he could cause this change. (S3) implies that it
would be irrational for this person not to cause this change.

Similar claims apply to our emotions, beliefs, abilities, the colour of our
hair, the place in which we live, and anything that we could change. What
each of us has most reason to do is to to change anything in the way that
would be best for himself. If someone believes that he could make such a
change, it would be irrational for him not to do so.

We can now return to my earlier question. We are discussing the people
of whom it is true that, if they were never self-denying, this would be worse
for them than if they had some other disposition. Suppose that these people
know that this is true. Does S tell them to be never self-denying?

S claims the following. If such a person was never self-denying, he would
have the disposition that is supremely rational. But it would be irrational
for this person to cause himself to have, or to keep, this disposition. It
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would be rational for him to cause himself to have, or to keep, the other
disposition, since this would be better for him.

These claims may seem to give conflicting answers to my question. They
may seem to tell this person both to be, and not to be, never self-denying.
This misinterprets S. When S claims that one disposition is supremely
rational, S does not tell anyone to have this disposition. Remember the
distinction between formal and substantive aims. Like all theories about
rationality, S gives to everyone this formal aim: to be rational, and to act
rationally. What distinguishes different theories is that they give us different
substantive aims. In its central claim, (S1), S gives to each person one
substantive aim: that his life go, for him, as well as possible. Does S give to
each person another substantive aim: to be rational, and to act rationally? It
does not. According to S, our formal aim is not a substantive aim.

It may be thought that, in making these claims, I have not described the
best version of the Self-interest Theory. But this is the version that would be
accepted by most of those who believe this theory. Most of these people
would accept (S2) and (S3). Suppose I know that it would be best for me if I
make myself very irrational. I shall soon describe a case in which this would
almost certainly be true. If this is true, (S2) implies that what I have most
reason to do is to make myself very irrational. (S3) implies that it would be
irrational for me not to make myself very irrational. (S2) and (S3) do not
give me, as a substantive aim, being rational.

Does this imply that, for S, being rational is a mere means? This depends
on what is the best theory about self-interest. On the Hedonistic Theory, S
gives to each person this substantive aim: the greatest possible happiness
for

himself. Being rational is not an essential part of this aim. It is a mere
means. So is acting rationally, and having rational desires or dispositions.
Consider next the Objective List Theory. On some versions of this theory,
being rational is one of the things that is good for each person, whatever its
effects may be. If this is so, being rational is not a mere means, but part of
the substantive aim that S gives to each person. The same would be true, on
the Desire-Fulfilment Theory, in the case of those people who want to be
rational, whatever the effects may be.

It may be objected: 'Suppose that we accept the Hedonistic Theory. S
then tells us that being rational is a mere means. If this is so, why we should
try to be rational? Why should we want to know what we have most reason
to do? If we accept what S claims, and believe that being rational is a mere
means, we shall cease to be interested in the questions that S claims to
answer. This must be an objection to S. An acceptable theory about
rationality cannot claim that being rational is a mere means.'

We could answer: 'A theory would be unacceptable if it claimed that
being rational did not matter. But this is not what S claims. Suppose that I
cling to some rock as a mere means of escaping death. Though my act is a
mere means, it matters a great deal. The same can be true about being
rational." This may not completely answer this objection. As we shall see,
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there is a similar objection to certain moral theories. To save words, I
discuss these objections at the same time. This discussion is in Section 19.

I can now explain a remark that I made above. According to S, the
disposition that is supremely rational is that of someone who is never
self-denying. I wrote that, in making this claim, S does not tell us to have
this disposition. S gives to each person one substantive aim: that his life go,
for him, as well as possible. On some theories about self-interest, being
rational would, for some people, be part of this aim. But this would only be
because, like being happy, being rational is part of what makes our lives go
better. Being rational is not, as such, a substantive aim. Nor is having the
supremely rational disposition.

In the case of some people, according to S, being rational would not be
part of what makes their lives go better. These are the people that I am
discussing.It is true of these people that, if they were never self-denying, this
would be worse for them than if they had some other disposition. Since this
is true, being never self-denying would not be part of the aim that S gives to
these people. S does not tell these people to have what S claims to be the
supremely rational disposition: that of someone who is never self-denying.
And, if they can change their disposition, S tells these people, if they can,
not to be never self-denying. Since it would be better for these people if they
had some other disposition, S tells them to cause themselves to have, or to
keep, this other disposition. If they know that they could act in either of
these ways, S claims that it would be irrational for them not to do so. It
would be irrational for them to cause themselves to be, or to allow
themselves to remain, never self-denying.

4. WHY S DOES NOT FAIL IN ITS OWN TERMS
These claims answer the other question that I asked. When S is applied to
these people, it is what I call indirectly self-defeating. Does this make S fail
in its own terms? Does S condemn itself?
The answer is No. S is indirectly self-defeating because it would be worse
for these people if they were never self-denying. But S does not tell these
people to be never self-denying, and it tells them, if they can, not to be. If
these people are never self-denying, this is worse for them. This is a bad
effect, in S's terms. But this bad effect is not the result either of their doing
what S tells them to do, or of their having a disposition that S tells them to
have. Since this is so, S is not failing in its own terms.
It may be objected: 'This bad effect may be the result of these people's
belief in S. If they believe S, they believe that it would be irrational for them
to do what they believe will be worse for them. It may be true that, if they
believe that it is irrational to act in this way, they will never do so. If they
never act in this way, they are never self-denying. Suppose that, in one of
the ways that you described, having this disposition is worse for them. This
is a bad effect in S's terms. If belief in S has this effect, S does fail in its own
terms.'
In answering this objection, we need to know whether these people can
change their disposition. Suppose, first, that they cannot. Why would this
be true? If they cannot change their disposition, and they have this
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disposition because they believe S, the explanation must be that they cannot
cause themselves to be disposed to do what they believe to be irrational.
They could change their disposition only if they believed some other theory
about rationality. S would then tell them, if they can, to make themselves
believe this other theory. This possibility I discuss in Sections 6 to 8. As I
shall argue, even if this is true, S would not be failing in its own terms.
Suppose next that these people can change their disposition, without
changing their beliefs about rationality. If these people are never
self-denying, this would be worse for them than if they have some other
disposition. S tells these people to cause themselves to have this other
disposition. The objection given above clearly fails. It may be true that these
people are never self-denying because they believe S. But S claims that it is
irrational for these people to allow themselves to remain never self-denying.
If they do remain never self-denying, this cannot be claimed to be merely
'the result of their belief in S'. It is the result of their failure to do what they
could do, and what S tells them to do. The result is worse for them, which is
a bad effect in S's terms. But a bad effect which results from disobeying S
cannot provide an objection to S. If my doctor tells me to move to a
healthier climate, he would be open to no criticism if, because I refuse to
move, I die.

There is a third possibility. These people may be unable to change either
their dispositions, or their beliefs about rationality. Their belief in S is bad

for them, which is a bad effect in S's terms. Is this an objection to S? It will
be easier to answer this question after I have discussed other theories. My
answer is in Section 18.

5. COULD IT BE RATIONAL TO CAUSE ONESELF TO ACT
IRRATIONALLY?

I turn now to a new question. A theory may be unacceptable even though it
does not fail in its own terms. It is true of many people that it would be
worse for them if they were never self-denying. Does this give us
independent grounds to reject S?

According to S, it would be rational for each of these people to cause
himself to have, or to keep, one of the best possible sets of motives, in
self-interested terms. Which these sets are is, in part, a factual question. And
the details of the answer would be different for different people in different
circumstances. But we know the following, about each of these people.
Since it would be worse for him if he was never self-denying, it would be
better for him if he was sometimes self-denying. It would be better for him if
he was sometimes disposed to do what he believes will be worse for him. S
claims that acting in this way is irrational. If such a person believes S, it tells
him to cause himself to be disposed to act in a way that S claims to be
irrational. Is this a damaging implication? Does it give us any reason to
reject S?

Consider Schelling's Answer to Armed Robbery. A man breaks into my house.
He hears me calling the police. But, since the nearest town is far away, the
police cannot arrive in less then fifteen minutes. The man orders me to
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open the safe in which I hoard my gold. He threatens that, unless he
gets the gold in the next five minutes, he will start shooting my
children, one by one.

What is it rational for me to do? I need the answer fast. I realize that
it would not be rational to give this man the gold. The man knows that,
if he simply takes the gold, either I or my children could tell the police
the make and number of the car in which he drives away. So there is a
great risk that, if he gets the gold, he will kil me and my children
before he drives away.

Since it would be irrational to give this man the gold, should I ignore
his threat? This would also be irrational. There is a great risk that he
will kill one of my children, to make me believe his threat that, unless
he gets the gold, he will kill my other children.

What should I do? It is very likely that, whether or not I give this
man the gold, he will kill us all. T am in a desperate position.
Fortunately, I remember reading Schelling's The Strategy of Conflict. 2
I also have a special drug, conveniently at hand. This drug causes one

to be, for a brief period, very irrational. I reach for the bottle and drink
a mouthful before the man can stop me. Within a few seconds, it
becomes apparent that I am crazy. Reeling about the room, I say to the
man: 'Go ahead. I love my children. So please kill them.' The man tries
to get the gold by torturing me. I cry out: 'This is agony. So please go
on.'

Given the state that I am in, the man is now powerless. He can do
nothing that will induce me to open the safe. Threats and torture
cannot force concessions from someone who is so irrational. The man
can only flee, hoping to escape the police. And, since I am in this state,
the man is less likely to believe that I would record the number on his
car. He therefore has less reason to kill me.

While T am in this state, I shall act in ways that are very irrational.
There is a risk that, before the police arrive, I may harm myself or my
children. But, since I have no gun, this risk is small. And making myself
irrational is the best way to reduce the great risk that this man will Kill
us all.

On any plausible theory about rationality, it would be rational for me, in
this case, to cause myself to become for a period very irrational. This
answers the question that I asked above. S tells us to cause ourselves to be
disposed to act in a way that, according to S, is irrational. This is no
objection to S. As the case just given shows, an acceptable theory about
rationality can tell us to cause ourselves to do what, in its own terms, is
irrational.

Consider next a general claim that is sometimes made:

(G1) If there is some motive that it would be both (a) rational
for someone to cause himself to have, and (b) irrational for him
to cause himself to lose, then (c) it cannot be irrational for this
person to act upon this motive.
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In the case just described, while this man is still in my house, it would be
irrational for me to cause myself to cease to be very irrational. During this
period, I have a set of motives of which both (a) and (b) are true. But (c) is
false. During this period, my acts are very irrational. We should therefore
reject (Gl). We should claim instead that, since it was rational for me to
cause myself to be like this, this is a case of rational irrationality.

6. HOW S IMPLIES THAT WE CANNOT AVOID ACTING
IRRATIONALLY
Remember Kate. Kate accepts the Hedonistic Theory about self-interest.
We may accept some other theory. But on these other theories there could
be cases that, in the relevant respects, are like Kate's. And the claims that
follow could be restated to cover these cases.

It is best for Kate that her strongest desire is that her books be as good as
possible. But, because this is true, she often works very hard, making
herself, for a period, exhausted and depressed. Because Kate is a Hedonist,
she believes that, when she acts in this way, she is doing what is worse for
her. Because she also accepts S, Kate believes that, in these cases, she is
acting irrationally. Moreover, these irrational acts are quite voluntary. She
acts as she does because, though she cares about her own interests, this is
not her strongest desire. She has an even stronger desire that her books be
as good as possible. It would be worse for her if this desire became weaker.
She is acting on a set of motives that, according to S, it would be irrational
for her to cause herself to lose.

It might be claimed that, because Kate is acting on such motives, she
cannot be acting irrationally. But this claim assumes (Gl), the claim that
was shown to be false by the case I called Schelling's Answer to Armed
Robbery.

If we share Kate's belief that she is acting irrationally, in a quite
voluntary way, we might claim that she is irrational. But Kate can deny this.
Since she believes S, she can claim: 'When I do what I believe will be worse
for me, my act is irrational. But, because I am acting on a set of motives
that it would be irrational for me to cause myself to lose, I am not
irrational.’

She can add: 'In acting on my desire to make my books better, I am doing
what is worse for me. This is a bad effect, in self-interested terms. But it is
part of a set of effects that is one of the best possible sets. Though 1
sometimes suffer, because this is my strongest desire, I also benefit. And the
benefits are greater than the losses. That I sometimes act irrationally, doing
what I know is worse for me, is the price I have to pay if I am to get these
greater benefits. This is a price worth paying.'

It may be objected: 'You do not have to pay this price. You could work
less hard. You could do what would be better for you. You are not
compelled to do what you believe to be irrational.’

She could answer: 'This is true. I could work less hard. But I only would
do this if my desire to make my books better was much weaker. And this
would be, on the whole, worse for me. It would make my work boring. How
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could I bring it about that I shall not in the future freely choose, in such
cases, to do what I believe to be irrational? I could bring this about only by
changing my desires in a way that would be worse for me. This is the sense
in which I cannot have the greater benefits without paying the lesser price. 1
cannot have the desires that are best for me without sometimes freely
choosing to act in ways that will be worse for me. This is why, when I act
irrationally in these ways, I need not regard myself as irrational.’

This reply assumes one view about voluntary acts: Psychological
Determinism. On this view, our acts are always caused by our desires and
dispositions. Given our actual desires and dispositions, it is not causally
possible that we act differently. It may be objected: 'If it is not causally

possible that Kate act differently, she cannot believe that to act rationally,
she ought to act differently. We only ought to do what we can do.'

A similar objection will arise later when I discuss what we ought morally
to do. It will save words if Kate answers both objections. She can say: 'In
the doctrine that ought implies can, the sense of 'can' is compatible with
Psychological Determinism. When my act is irrational or wrong, I ought to
have acted in some other way. On the doctrine, I ought to have acted in this
other way only if I could have done so. If I could not have acted in this
other way, it cannot be claimed that this is what I ought to have done. The
claim (1) that I could not have acted in this other way is not the claim (2)
that acting in this way would have been impossible, given my actual desires
and dispositions. The claim is rather (3) that acting in this way would have
been impossible, even if my desires and dispositions had been different.
Acting in this way would have been impossible, whatever my desires and
dispositions might have been. If claim (1) was claim (2), Determinists would
have to conclude that it is not possible for anyone ever to act wrongly or
irrationally. They can justifiably reject this conclusion. They can insist that
claim (1) is claim (3)."

Kate could add: ' am not claiming that Free Will is compatible with
Determinism. The sense of 'can' required for Free Will may be different
from the sense of 'can' in the doctrine that ought implies can. These senses
are held to be different by most of those Determinists who believe that Free
Will is not compatible with Determinism. This is why, though these
Determinists do not believe that anyone deserves punishment, they continue
to believe that it is possible to act wrongly or irrationally.'

Kate may be wrong to assume Psychological Determinism. I claimed
earlier that our beliefs about rationality may affect our acts, because we may
want to act rationally. It may be objected:

This misdescribes how these beliefs affect our acts. We do not explain
why someone has acted rationally by citing his desire to do so.
Whenever someone acts rationally, it may be trivially true that he
wanted to do so. But he acted as he did because he had a belief, not a
belief and a desire. He acted as he did simply because he believed that
he had a reason to do so. And it is often causally possible for him to act
rationally whatever his desires and dispositions are. *

20


http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=96936480

Note that this objector cannot claim that it is always possible for someone
to act rationally, whatever his desires and dispositions are. Even if he denies
Determinism, this objector cannot claim that there is no connection between
our acts and our dispositions.

This objector must also admit that our desires and dispositions may make
it harder for us to do what we believe to be rational. Suppose that I am
suffering from intense thirst, and am given a glass of iced water. And
suppose I believe that I have a reason to drink this water slowly, since this
would increase my enjoyment. I also have a reason not to spill this water. It

is much easier to act upon this second reason than it is, given my intense
thirst, to drink this water slowly.

If the objector's claims are true, Kate's reply must be revised. She might
say: 'It would be worse for me if my strongest desire was to avoid doing
what I believe to be irrational. It is better for me that my strongest desire is
that my books be as good as possible. Since this is my strongest desire, I
sometimes do what I believe to be irrational. I act in this way because my
desire to make my books better is much stronger than my desire not to act
irrationally. You claim that I could often avoid acting in this way. By an act
of will, I could often avoid doing what I most want to do. If I could avoid
acting in this way, I cannot claim that I am in no sense irrational. But, given
the strength of my desire to make my books better, it would be very hard for
me to avoid acting in this way. And it would be irrational for me to change
my desires so that it would be easier for me to avoid acting in this way.
Given these facts, I am irrational only in a very weak sense.'

Kate might add: 'It is not possible both that I have one of the best
possible sets of motives, in self-interested terms, and that I never do what I
believe to be irrational. This is not possible in the relevant sense: it is not
possible whatever my desires and dispositions are. If I was never self-
denying, my ordinary acts would never be irrational. But I would have acted
irrationally in causing myself to become, or allowing myself to remain,
never self-denying. If instead I cause myself to have one of the best possible
sets of motives, I shall sometimes do what I believe to be irrational. If I do
not have the disposition of someone who is never self-denying, it is not
possible that I always act like someone with this disposition. Since this is not
possible, and it would be irrational for me to cause myself to be never self-
denying, I cannot be criticised for sometimes doing what I believe to be
irrational.’

It may now be said that, as described by Kate, S lacks on one of the
essential features of any theory. It may be objected: 'No theory can demand
what is impossible. Since Kate cannot always avoid doing what S claims to
be irrational, she cannot always do what S claims that she ought to do. We
should therefore reject S. As before, ought implies can.'

Even if we deny Determinism, this objection still applies. As I have
claimed, we must admit that, since Kate does not have the disposition of
someone who is never self-denying, she cannot always act like such a
person.
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Is it a good objection to S that Kate cannot always avoid doing what S
claims to be irrational? Remember Schelling's Answer to Armed Robbery.
In this case, on any plausible theory about rationality, it would be irrational
for me not to make myself very irrational. But, if I do make myself very
irrational, I cannot avoid acting irrationally. On both alternatives, at least
one of my acts would be irrational. It is therefore true that, in this case, I
cannot avoid acting irrationally. Since there can be such cases, an
acceptable theory can imply that we cannot avoid acting irrationally. It is
no objection to S that it has this implication.

We may believe that these claims do not fully answer this objection. A
similar objection will be raised later against certain moral theories. To save
words, I discuss these objections together, in Section 15.

I shall now summarize my other conclusions. In the case of many and
perhaps most people, the Self-interest Theory is indirectly self-defeating. It
is true, of each of these people, that it would be worse for him if he was
never self-denying -- disposed never to do what he believes would be worse
for him. It would be better for him if he had some other set of motives. I
have claimed that such cases do not provide an objection to S. Since S does
not tell these people to be never self-denying, and tells them, if they can, not
to be, S is not failing in its own terms. Nor do these cases provide an
independent objection to S.

Though they do not refute S, for those who accept S these cases are of
great importance. In these cases S must cover, not just ordinary acts, but
also the acts that bring about changes in our motives. According to S, it
would be rational to cause ourselves to have, or to keep, one of the best
possible sets of motives, in self-interested terms. If we believe that we could
act in either of these ways, it would be irrational not to do so. In the case of
most people, any of the best possible sets would cause these people
sometimes to do, in a quite voluntary way, what they know will be worse for
them. If these people believe S, they will believe that these acts are
irrational. But they need not believe themselves to be irrational. This is
because, according to S, it would be irrational for them to change their
motives so that they would cease to act irrationally in this way. They will in
part regret the consequences of these irrational acts. But the irrationality of
these acts they can regard with complacency. This is rational irrationality.

It may be objected, to these claims, that they falsely assume Psychological
Determinism. It may sometimes be possible for these people to do what they
believe to be rational, whatever their desires and dispositions are. If this
objection is correct, these claims need to be revised. When these people do
what they believe to be irrational, they cannot claim that they are in no
sense irrational. But they can claim that, given their actual motives, it would
be very hard for them to avoid acting in this way. And it would be irrational
for them, on their theory, to change their motives so that it would be easier
to avoid acting in this way. They can therefore claim that they are irrational
only in a very weak sense. Having explained once how these claims could be
revised, I shall not mention this objection whenever, in what follows, it
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would be relevant. It would be easy to make the needed revisions to any
similar claims.

7. AN ARGUMENT FOR REJECTING S WHEN IT CONFLICTS
WITH MORALITY
It has been argued that the Self-interest Theory might tell us to believe, not
itself, but some other theory. This is clearly possible. According to S, it

would be rational for each of us to cause himself to believe some other
theory, if this would be better for him.

I have already mentioned one argument for this conclusion. This assumes
that it would not be possible for us to do what we believe to be irrational. If
this was true, S would tell us, in the cases I have been discussing, to try to
believe a different theory. There are other arguments for this conclusion. I
shall consider these arguments as they apply to the keeping of our promises.
If the arguments succeed, they could be applied to many other kinds of act.
One kind of mutual agreement has great practical importance. In these
agreements, each person in some group makes a conditional promise. Each
person promises to act in a certain way, provided that all the others promise
to act in certain ways. It can be true both (1) that it would be better for each
of these people if all rather than none keep their promises, and (2) that,
whatever the others do, it would be worse for each person if he keeps his
promise. What each person loses if he keeps his promise is less than what he
gains if all the others keep their promises. This is how (1) and (2) are both
true. Such agreements are mutually advantageous, though requiring self-
denial.

If I am known to be never self-denying, I shall be excluded from such
agreements. Others will know that I cannot be trusted to keep my promise.
It has been claimed that, since this is true, it would be better for me if I
ceased to be never self-denying and became trustworthy. 2

This claim overlooks one possibility. It may be best for me if I appear to
be trustworthy but remain really never self-denying. Since I appear to be
trustworthy, others will admit me to these mutually advantageous
agreements.Because I am really never self-denying,I shall get the benefits of
breaking my promises whenever this would be better for me. Since it is
better for me to appear trustworthy, it will often be better for me to keep
my promise so as to preserve this appearance. But there will be some
promises that I can break secretly. And my gain from breaking some
promises may outweigh my loss in ceasing to appear trustworthy.

Suppose, however, that I am transparent, unable to lie convincingly. This
is true of many people. And it might become more widely true if we develop
cheap and accurate lie-detector tests. Let us assume that this has happened,
so that we are all transparent -- unable to deceive others. Since we are to
some degree transparent, my conclusions may apply to our actual situation.
But it will simplify the argument to assume that all direct deception has
become impossible. It is worth seeing what such an argument might show.
We should therefore help the argument, by granting this assumption.
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If we were all transparent, it would be better for each of us if he became
trustworthy: reliably disposed to keep his promises, even when he believes
that doing so would be worse for him. It would therefore be rational,
according to S, for each of us to make himself trustworthy.

Assume next that, to become trustworthy, we would have to change our
beliefs about rationality. We would have to make ourselves believe that it is
rational for each of us to keep his promises, even when he knows that this

would be worse for him. I shall later describe two ways in which this
assumption might be true.

It is hard to change our beliefs when our reason for doing so is merely
that this change will be in our interests. We would have to use some form of
self-deception, perhaps by employing hypnotists. And the hypnotists would
have to make us forget this process. We could not keep our new beliefs if we
remembered why we had them. Suppose, for example, that I learn that I am
fatally ill. Since I want to believe that I am healthy, I pay a hypnotist to give
me this belief. I could not keep this belief if I remembered how I had
acquired it. If I remembered this, I would know that the belief is false. The
same would be true of our beliefs about rationality. If we pay hypnotists to
change these beliefs, because this will be better for us, the hypnotists must
make us forget why we have our new beliefs.

On the assumption made above, S would tell us to change our beliefs. S
would tell us to believe, not itself, but a revised form of S. On this revised
theory, it is irrational for each of us to do what he believes will be worse for
himself, except when he is keeping a promise.

If S told us to believe this revised theory, would this be an objection to S?
Would it show that it is rational to keep such promises? We must focus
clearly on my question. We may be right to believe that it is rational to keep
our promises, even when we know that this will be worse for us. I am
asking, 'Would this belief be supported if S itself told us to cause ourselves
to have this belief?"

Some people answer Yes. They argue that, if S tells us to make ourselves
have this belief, this shows that this belief is justified. And they apply this
argument to many other kinds of act which, like keeping promises, they
believe to be morally required. If this argument succeeds, it has great
importance. It would show that, in many kinds of case, it is rational to act
morally, even when we believe that this will be worse for us. Moral reasons
would be shown to be stronger than the reasons provided by self-interest.
Many writers have tried, unsuccessfully, to justify this conclusion. If this
conclusion is justified by the argument I am discussing, this argument solves
what Sidgwick called 'the profoundest problem of Ethics'. ©

8. WHY THIS ARGUMENT FAILS
There is a simple objection to this argument. The argument appeals to the
fact that S would tell us to make ourselves believe that it is rational to keep
our promises, even when we know that this will be worse for us. Call this
belief B. B is incompatible with S. According to S, it is irrational to keep
such promises. Either S is the true theory about rationality, or it is not. If S
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is true, B must be false, since it is incompatible with S. If S is not true, B
might be true. But B cannot be supported, or shown to be true, by the fact
that S tells us to try to believe B. If S is not true, it cannot support B. A
theory that is false cannot support any conclusion. In brief: if S is true, B

must be false, and if S is false, it cannot support B. B is either false, or not
supported. If S tells us to try to believe B, this cannot support B.

We may think that a theory about rationality cannot be true, but can at
most be the best, or the best justified theory. The objection just given could
be restated in these terms.There are two possibilities. If S is the best theory,
we should reject B, since it is incompatible with S. If S is not the best theory,
we should reject S. B cannot be supported by a theory that we should reject.
Neither of these possibilities gives any support to B. *

This objection seems to me strong. But I know some people whom it does
not convince. They might say: 'If S is false, it cannot directly support B. But
we may be right to assume that, if S tells us to try to believe B, this fact
supports B.' I shall therefore give two more objections. These objections
also support some wider conclusions.

I shall first distinguish threats from warnings. When I say that I shall do X
unless you do Y, call this a warning if my doing X would be worse for you
but not for me, and a threat if my doing X would be worse for both of us.
Call me a threat-fulfiller if I would always fulfil my threats.

Suppose that, apart from being a threat-fulfiller, someone is never
self-denying. Such a person would fulfil his threats even though he knows
that this would be worse for him. But he would not make threats if he
believed that doing so would be worse for him. This is because, apart from
being a threat-fulfiller, this person is never self-denying. He never does what
he believes will be worse for him, except when he is fulfilling some threat.
This exception does not cover making threats.

Suppose that we are all both transparent and never self-denying. If this
was true, it would be better for me if I made myself a threat-fulfiller, and
then announced to everyone else this change in my dispositions. Since I am
transparent, everyone would believe my threats. And believed threats have
many uses. Some of my threats could be defensive, intended to protect me
from aggression by others. I might confine myself to defensive threats. But
it would be tempting to use my known disposition in other ways. Suppose
that the benefits of some co-operation are shared between us. And suppose
that, without my co-operation, there would be no further benefits. I might
say that, unless I get the largest share, I shall not co-operate. If others know
me to be a threat-fulfiller, and they are never self-denying, they will give me
the largest share. Failure to do so would be worse for them.

Other threat-fulfillers might act in worse ways. They could reduce us to
slavery. They could threaten that, unless we become their slaves, they will
bring about our mutual destruction. We would know that these people
would fulfil their threats. We would therefore know that we can avoid
destruction only by becoming their slaves.
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The answer to threat-fulfillers, if we are all transparent, is to become a
threat-ignorer. Such a person always ignores threats, even when he knows
that doing so will be worse for him. A threat-fulfiller would not threaten a

transparent threat-ignorer. He would know that, if he did, this would be
worse for him. Since his threat would be ignored, he would fulfil his threat,
which would be worse for him.

If we were all both transparent and never self-denying, what changes in
our dispositions would be better for each of us? I answer this question in
Appendix A, since parts of the answer are not relevant to the question I am
now discussing. What is relevant is this. If we were all transparent, it would
probably be better for each of us if he became a trustworthy threat-ignorer.
These two changes would involve certain risks; but these would be heavily
outweighed by the probable benefits. What would be the benefits from
becoming trustworthy? That we would not be excluded from those mutually
advantageous agreements that require self-denial. What would be the
benefits from becoming threat-ignorers? That we would avoid becoming the
slaves of threat-fulfillers.

We can next assume that we could not become trustworthy
threat-ignorers unless we changed our beliefs about rationality. Those who
are trustworthy keep their promises even when they know that this will be
worse for them. We can assume that we could not become disposed to act in
this way unless we believed that it is rational to keep such promises. And we
can assume that, unless we were known to have this belief, others would not
trust us to keep such promises. On these assumptions, S tells us to make
ourselves have this belief. Similar remarks apply to becoming
threat-ignorers. We can assume that we could not become threat-ignorers
unless we believed that it is always rational to ignore threats. And we can
assume that, unless we have this belief, others would not be convinced that
we are threat-ignorers. On these assumptions, S tells us to make ourselves
have this belief. These conclusions can be combined. S tells us to make
ourselves believe that it is always irrational to do what we believe will be
worse for us, except when we are keeping promises or ignoring threats.

Does fact this support these beliefs? According to S, it would be rational for
each of us to make himself believe that it is rational to ignore threats, even
when he knows that this will be worse for him. Does this show this belief to
be correct? Does it show that it js rational ignore such threats?

It will help to have an example. Consider My Slavery. You and I share a
desert island. We are both transparent, and never self-denying. You now
bring about one change in your dispositions, becoming a threat-fulfiller. And
you have a bomb that could blow the island up. By regularly threatening to
explode this bomb, you force me to toil on your behalf. The only limit on your
power is that you must leave my life worth living. If my life became
worse than that, it would cease to be better for me if I give in to your
threats.

How can I end my slavery? It would be no good killing you, since your
bomb will automatically explode unless you regularly dial some secret
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number. But suppose that I could make myself transparently a
threat-ignorer. Foolishly, you have not threatened that you would ignore
this change in my dispositions. So this change would end my slavery.

Would it be rational for me to make this change? There is the risk that
you might make some new threat. But since doing so would be clearly worse
for you, this risk would be small. And, by taking this small risk, I would
almost certainly gain a very great benefit. I would almost certainly end my
slavery. Given the wretchedness of my slavery, it would be rational for me,
according to S, to cause myself to become a threat-ignorer. And, given our
other assumptions, it would be rational for me to cause myself to believe
that it is always rational to ignore threats. Though I cannot be wholly
certain that this will be better for me, the great and nearly certain benefit
would outweigh the small risk. (In the same way, it would never be wholly
certain that it would be better for someone if he becomes trustworthy. Here
too, all that could be true is that the probable benefits outweigh the risks.)
Assume that I have now made these changes. I have become
transparently a threat-ignorer, and have made myself believe that it is
always rational to ignore threats. According to S, it was rational for me to
cause myself to have this belief. Does this show this belief to be correct?

Let us continue the story.

How I End My Slavery. We both have bad luck. For a moment, you
forget that I have become a threat-ignorer. To gain some trivial
end -- such as the coconut that I have just picked -- you repeat your
standard threat. You say, that, unless I give you the coconut, you will
blow us both to pieces. I know that, if I refuse, this will certainly be
worse for me. I know that you are reliably a threat-fulfiller, who will
carry out your threats even when you know that this will be worse for
you. But, like you, I do not now believe in the pure Self-interest
Theory. I now believe that it is rational to ignore threats, even when I
know that this will be worse for me. I act on my belief. As I foresaw,
you blow us both up.

Is my act rational? It is not. As before, we might concede that, since I am
acting on a belief that it was rational for me to acquire, I am not irrational.
More precisely, I am rationally irrational. But what I am doing is not
rational. It is irrational to ignore some threat when I know that, if I do, this
will be disastrous for me and better for no one. S told me here that it was
rational to make myself believe that it is rational to ignore threats, even
when I know that this will be worse for me. But this does not show this
belief to be correct. It does not show that, in such a case, it is rational to
ignore threats.

We can draw a wider conclusion. This case shows that we should reject

(G2) If it is rational for someone to make himself believe that it
is rational for him to act in some way, it is rational for him to act
in this way.

Return now to B, the belief that it is rational for someone to keep his
promises even when he knows that this will be worse for him. On the
assumptions made above, S implies that it is rational for us to make
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ourselves believe B. Some people claim that this fact supports B, showing
that it is rational to keep such promises. This claim seems to assume (G2).
But we have seen that we should reject (G2).

There is another objection to what these people claim. Even though S tells
us to try to believe B, S implies that B is false. If B is true, S must be false.
Since these people believe B, they must believe that S is false. They claim
that B is supported by the fact that S tells us to make ourselves believe B.
Since these people must believe that S is false, their claim assumes

(G3) If some false theory about rationality tells us to make ourselves
have a particular belief, this fact supports this belief.

It is clear that we should reject (G3). Suppose that some false theory told us
to make ourselves believe that the Earth is flat, and another false theory
told us to make ourselves believe that the Moon is blue. These facts would
do nothing to support these beliefs.

S told us to try to believe that it is rational to ignore threats, even when we
know that this will be worse for us. As my example shows, this does not
support this belief. And we should reject both (G2) and (G3). We should
clearly make similar claims about keeping promises. There may be other
grounds for believing that it is rational to keep one's promises, even when
one knows that doing so will be worse for oneself. But this would not be
shown to be rational by the fact that the Self-interest Theory itself tells us to
make ourselves believe that this is rational. It has been argued that, by
appealing to such facts, we can solve an ancient problem: we can show that,
when it conflicts with self-interest, morality provides the stronger reasons
for acting. This argument fails. The most that it might show is something
less. In a world where we are all transparent -- unable to deceive each
other -- it might be rational to deceive ourselves about rationality. &

9. HOW S MIGHT BE SELF-EFFACING
If S told us to believe some other theory, this would not support this other
theory. But would it be an objection to S? Once again, S would not be
failing in its own terms. S is a theory about practical not theoretical
rationality. S may tell us to make ourselves have false beliefs. If it would be
better for us to have false beliefs, having true beliefs, even about rationality,
would not be part of the ultimate aim given to us by S.

The arguments given above might be strengthened and extended. This
would be easier if, as I supposed, the technology of lie-detection made us all
wholly transparent. If we could never deceive each other, there might be an
argument that showed that, according to S, it would be rational for
everyone to cause himself not to believe S.

Suppose that this was true. Suppose that S told everyone to cause himself
to believe some other theory. S would then be self-effacing. If we all believed
S, but could also change our beliefs, S would remove itself from the scene. It
would become a theory that no one believed. But to be self-effacing is not to
be self-defeating. It is not the aim of a theory to be believed. If we personify
theories, and pretend that they have aims, the aim of a theory is not to be
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believed, but to be true, or to be the best theory. That a theory is
self-effacing does not show that it is not the best theory.

S would be self-effacing when, if we believe S, this would be worse for us.
But S does not tell us to believe itself. Since it would be better for us if we
believe some other theory, S tells us to try to believe this other theory. If we
succeed in doing what S tells us to do, this would be better for us. Though S
would remove itself from the scene, causing no one to believe itself, it would
still not be failing in its own terms. It would still be true that, because each
of us has followed S -- done what S told him to do -- each has thereby made
the outcome better for himself.

Though S would not be failing in its own terms, it might be claimed that
an acceptable theory cannot be self-effacing. I deny this claim. It may seem
plausible for what, when examined, is a bad reason. It would be natural to
want the best theory about rationality not to be self-effacing. If the best
theory was self-effacing, telling us to believe some other theory, the truth
about rationality would be depressingly convoluted. It is natural to hope
that the truth is simpler: that the best theory would tell us to believe itself.
But can this be more than a hope? Can we assume that the truth must be
simpler? We cannot.

10. HOW CONSEQUENTIALISM IS INDIRECTLY SELF-DEFEATING
Most of my claims could, with little change, cover one group of moral
theories. These are the different versions of Consequentialism, or C. C's
central claim is
(C1) There is one ultimate moral aim: that outcomes be as good.
as possible.

C applies to everything. Applied to acts, C claims both

(C2) What each of us ought to do is whatever would make the
outcome best, and

(C3) If someone does what he believes will make the outcome
worse, he is acting wrongly.

I distinguished between what we have most reason to do, and what it would
be rational for us to do, given what we believe, or ought to believe. We must
now distinguish between what is objectively and subjectively right or wrong.
This distinction has nothing to do with whether moral theories can be
objectively true. The distinction is between what some theory implies, given
(i) what are or would have been the effects of what some person does or
could have done, and (ii) what this person believes, or ought to believe,
about these effects.

It may help to mention a similar distinction. The medical treatment that
is objectively right is the one that would in fact be best for the patient. The
treatment that is subjectively right is the one that, given the medical
evidence, it would be most rational for the doctor to prescribe. As this
example shows, what it would be best to know is what is objectively right.
The central part of a moral theory answers this question. We need an
account of subjective rightness for two reasons. We often do not know what
the effects of our acts would be. And we ought to be blamed for doing what
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is subjectively wrong. We ought to be blamed for such acts even if they are
objectively right. A doctor should be blamed for doing what was very likely
to kill his patient, even if his act in fact saves this patient's life.

In most of what follows, I shall use right, ought, good, and bad in the
objective sense. But wrong will usually mean subjectively wrong, or
blameworthy. Which sense I mean will often be obvious given the context.
Thus it is clear that, of the claims given above, (C2) is about what we ought
objectively to do, and (C3) is about what is subjectively wrong.

To cover risky cases, C claims

(C4) What we ought subjectively to do is the act whose outcome
has the greatest expected goodness.

In calculating the expected goodness of an act's outcome, the value of each
possible good effect is multiplied by the chance that the act will produce it.
The same is done with the disvalue of each possible bad effect. The expected
goodness of the outcome is the sum of these values minus these disvalues.
Suppose, for example, that if I go West I have a chance of 1 in 4 of saving
100 lives, and a chance of 3 in 4 of saving 20 lives.The expected goodness of
my going West, valued in terms of the number of lives saved, is 100 x 1/4
+ 20 x 3/4, or 25 + 15, or 40. Suppose next that, if I go East, I shall
certainly save 30 lives. The expected goodness of my going East is 30 x 1,
or 30. According to (C4), I ought to go West, since the expected number of
lives saved would be greater.

Consequentialism covers, not just acts and outcomes, but also desires,
dispositions, beliefs, emotions, the colour of our eyes, the climate, and
everything else. More exactly, C covers anything that could make outcomes
better or worse. According to C, the best possible climate is the one that
would make outcomes best. I shall again use 'motives' to cover both desires
and dispositions. C claims

(C5) The best possible motives are those of which it is true that,
if we have them, the outcome will be best.

As before, 'possible’ means 'causally possible'. And there would be many
different sets of motives that would be in this sense best: there would be no
other possible set of motives of which it would be true that, if we had this
set, the outcome would be better. I have described some of the ways in
which we can change our motives. (C2) implies that we ought to try to cause
ourselves to have, or to keep, any of the best possible sets of motives. More
generally, we ought to change both ourselves, and anything else, in any way
that would make the outcome better. If we believe that we could make such
a change, (C3) implies that failing to do so would be wrong. 2

To apply C, we must ask what makes outcomes better or worse. The
simplest answer is given by Utilitarianism. This theory combines C with the
following claim: the best outcome is the one that gives to people the greatest
net sum of benefits minus burdens, or, on the Hedonistic version of this
claim, the greatest net sum of happiness minus misery.

There are many other versions of C. These can be pluralist theories,
appealing to several different principles about what makes outcomes better
or worse. Thus, one version of C appeals both to the Utilitarian claim and
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to the Principle of Equality. This principle claims that it is bad if, through
no fault of theirs, some people are worse off than others. On this version of
C, the goodness of an outcome depends both on how great the net sum of
benefits would be, and on how equally the benefits and burdens would be
distributed between different people. One of two outcomes might be better,
though it involved a smaller sum of benefits, because these benefits would
be shared more equally.

A Consequentialist could appeal to many other principles. According to
three such principles, it is bad if people are deceived, coerced, and betrayed.
And some of these principles may essentially refer to past events. Two such
principles appeal to past entitlements, and to just deserts. The Principle of
Equality may claim that people should receive equal shares, not at
particular times, but in the whole of their lives. If it makes this claim, this
principle essentially refers to past events. If our moral theory contains such
principles, we are not concerned only with consequences in the narrow
sense: with what happens after we act. But we can still be, in a wider sense,
Consequentialists. In this wider sense our ultimate moral aim is, not that
outcomes be as good as possible, but that history go as well as possible.
What I say below could be restated in these terms.

With the word 'Consequentialism', and the letter 'C', I shall refer to all
these different theories. As with the different theories about self-interest, it
would take at least a book to decide between these different versions of C.
This book does not discuss this decision. I discuss only what these different
versions have in common. My arguments and conclusions would apply to
all, or nearly all, the plausible theories of this kind. It is worth emphasizing

that, if a Consequentialist appeals to all of the principles I have mentioned,
his moral theory is very different from Utilitarianism. Since such theories
have seldom been discussed, this is easy to forget.

Some have thought that, if Consequentialism appeals to many different
principles, it ceases to be a distinctive theory, since it can be made to cover
all moral theories. This is a mistake. C appeals only to principles about
what makes outcomes better or worse. Thus C might claim that it would be
worse if there was more deception or coercion. C would then give to all of
us two common aims. We should try to cause it to be true that there is less
deception or coercion. Since C gives to all agents common moral aims, I
shall call C agent-neutral.

Many moral theories do not take this form. These theories are
agent-relative, giving to different agents different aims. It can be claimed,
for example, that each of us should have the aim that he does not coerce
other people. On this view, it would be wrong for me to coerce other people,
even if by doing so I could cause it to be true that there would be less
coercion. Similar claims might be made about deceiving or betraying others.
On these claims, each person's aim should be, not that there be less
deception or betrayal, but that he himself does not deceive or betray others.
These claims are not Consequentialist. And these are the kinds of claim that
most of us accept. C can appeal to principles about deception and betrayal,
but it does not appeal to these principles in their familiar form.
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I shall now describe a different way in which some theory T might be
self-defeating. Call T

indirectly collectively self-defeating when it is true that, if several people
try to achieve their T-given aims, these aims would be worse achieved.

On all or most of its different versions, this may be true of C. C implies that,
whenever we can, we should try do what would make the outcome as good
as possible. If we are disposed to act in this way, we are pure do-gooders. If
we were all pure do-gooders, this might make the outcome worse. This
might be true even if we always did what, of the acts that are possible for us,
would make the outcome best. The bad effects would come, not from our
acts, but from our disposition.

There are many ways in which, if we were all pure do-gooders, this might
have bad effects. One is the effect on the sum of happiness. On any plausible
version of C, happiness is a large part of what makes outcomes better. Most
of our happiness comes from acting on certain strong desires. These include
the desires that are involved in loving certain other people, the desire to
work well, and most of the strong desires on which we act when we are not
working. If we become pure do-gooders, most of our acts would be attempts
to make outcomes better, not just in our own community, but in the world
as a whole. We would therefore seldom act on these strong desires. It is
likely that this would enormously reduce the sum of happiness. This might

make the outcome worse, even if we always did what, of the acts that are
possible for us, made the outcome best. It might not make the outcome
worse than it actually is, given what people are actually like. But it would
make the outcome worse than it would be, if we were not pure do-gooders,
but had certain other causally possible desires and dispositions.

There are several other ways in which, if we were all pure do-gooders, this
might make the outcome worse. One rests on the fact that, when we want to
act in certain ways, we shall be likely to deceive ourselves about the effects
of our acts. We shall be likely to believe, falsely, that these acts will produce
the best outcome. Consider, for example, killing other people. If we want
someone to be dead, it is easy to believe, falsely, that this would make the
outcome better. It would therefore make the outcome better if we were
strongly disposed not to kill, even when we believe that this would make the
outcome better. Our disposition not to kill should give way only when we
believe that, by killing, we would make the outcome very much better.
Similar though weaker claims apply to deception, coercion, and several
other kinds of act. 1°

11. WHY C DOES NOT FAIL IN ITS OWN TERMS
I shall assume that, in these and other ways, C is indirectly collectively
self-defeating. If we were all pure do-gooders, the outcome would be worse
than it would be if we had certain other sets of motives. If we know this, C
tells us that it would be wrong to cause ourselves to be, or to remain, pure
do-gooders. Because C makes this claim, it is not failing in its own terms. C
does not condemn itself.
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This defence of C is like my defence of S. It is worth pointing out one
difference. S is indirectly individually self-defeating when it is true of some
person that, if he was never self-denying, this would be worse for him than if
he had some other set of desires and dispositions. This would be a bad effect
in S's terms. And this bad effect often occurs. There are many people whose
lives are going worse because they are never,or very seldom, self-denying. C
is indirectly collectively self-defeating when it is true that, if some or all of us
were pure do-gooders, this would make the outcome worse than it would be
if we had certain other motives. This would be a bad effect in C's terms. But
this bad effect may not occur. There are few people who are pure
do-gooders. Because there are few such people, the fact that they have this
disposition may not, on the whole, make the outcome worse.

The bad effect in S's terms often occurs. The bad effect in C's terms may
not occur. But this difference does not affect my defence of S and C. Both
theories tell us not to have the dispositions that would have these bad
effects. This is why S is not, and C would not be, failing in their own terms.
It is irrelevant whether these bad effects actually occur.

My defence of C assumes that we can change our dispositions. It may be
objected: 'Suppose that we were all pure do-gooders, because we believe C.

And suppose that we could not change our dispositions. Our dispositions
would have bad effects, in C's terms, and these bad effects would be the
result of belief in C. C would here be failing in its own terms.' There was a
similar objection to my defence of S. I discuss these objections in Section 18.

12. THE ETHICS OF FANTASY

I have assumed that C is indirectly collectively self-defeating. I have
assumed that, if we were all pure do-gooders, the outcome would be worse
than it would be if we had certain other sets of motives. If this claim is true,
C tells us that we should try to have one of these other sets of motives.
Whether this claim is true is in part a factual question. And I would need
to say much more if, rather than assuming this claim, I wished to show that
this claim is true. I shall not try to show this, for three reasons. I believe that
this claim is probably true. Rather than arguing about the facts, I believe
that it is more worthwhile to discuss what this claim implies. My third
reason is that I assume that most of us would not in fact become pure do-
gooders, even if we became convinced that Consequentialism is the best
moral theory.

Because he makes a similar assumption, Mackie calls Act Utilitarianism
'the ethics of fantasy'. ! Like several other writers, he assumes that we
should reject a moral theory if it is in this sense unrealistically demanding: if
it is true that, even if we all accepted this theory, most of us would in fact
seldom do what this theory claims that we ought to do. Mackie believes that
a moral theory is something that we invent. If this is so, it is plausible to
claim that an acceptable theory cannot be unrealistically demanding. But,
on several other views about the nature of morality, this claim is not
plausible. We may hope that the best theory is not unrealistically
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demanding. But, on these views, this can only be a hope. We cannot assume
that this must be true.

Suppose that I am wrong to assume that C is indirectly collectively self-
defeating. Even if this is false, we can plausibly assume that C is
unrealistically demanding. Even if it would not make the outcome worse if
we were all pure do-gooders, it is probably causally impossible that all or
most of us become pure do-gooders.

Though these are quite different assumptions, they have the same
implication. If it is causally impossible that we become pure do-gooders, C
again implies that we ought to try to have one of the best possible sets of
motives, in Consequentialist terms. This implication is therefore worth
discussing if (1) C is either indirectly self-defeating or unrealistically
demanding, or both, and (2) neither of these facts would show that C
cannot be the best theory. Though I am not yet convinced that C is the best
theory, I believe both (1) and (2).

13. COLLECTIVE CONSEQUENTIALISM
It is worth distinguishing C from another form of Consequentialism. As
stated so far, C is individualistic and concerned with actual effects.
According to C, each of us should try to do what would make the outcome
best, given what others will actually do. And each of us should try to have
one of the possible sets of motives whose effects would be best, given the
actual sets of motives that will be had by others. Each of us should ask: 'Is
there some other set of motives that is both possible for me and is such that,
if I had this set, the outcome would be better? Our answers would depend
on what we know, or can predict, about the sets of motives that will be had
by others.
What can I predict as I type these words, in January 19837 I know that
most of us will continue to have motives much like those that we have now.
Most of us will love certain other people, and will have the other strong
desires on which most happiness depends. Since I know this, C may tell me
to try to be a pure do-gooder. This may make the outcome better even
though, if we were all pure do-gooders, this would make the outcome worse.
If most people are not pure do-gooders, it may make the outcome better if a
few people are. If most people remain as they are now, there will be much
suffering, much inequality, and much of most of the other things that make
outcomes bad. Much of this suffering I could fairly easily prevent, and I
could in other ways do much to make the outcome better. It may therefore
make the outcome better if I avoid close personal ties, and cause my other
strong desires to become comparatively weaker, so that I can be a pure do-
gooder.
If I am lucky, it may not be bad for me to become like this. My life will be
stripped of most of the sources of happiness. But one source of happiness is
the belief that one is doing good. This belief may give me happiness, making
my austere life, not only morally good, but also a good life for me.
I may be less lucky. It may be true that, though I could come close to
being a pure do-gooder, this would not be a good life for me. And there
may be many other possible lives that would be much better for me. This
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could be true on most of the plausible theories about self-interest. The
demands made on me by C may then seem unfair. Why should I be the one
who strips his life of most of the sources of happiness? More exactly, why
should I be among the few who, according to C, ought to try to do this?
Would it not be fairer if we all did more to make outcomes better?

This suggests a form of Consequentialism that is both collective and
concerned with ideal effects. On this theory, each of us should try to have
one of the sets of desires and dispositions which is such that, if everyone had
one of these sets, this would make the outcome better than if everyone had
other sets. This statement can be interpreted in several ways, and there are
well-known difficulties in removing the ambiguities. Moreover, some
versions of this theory are open to strong objections. They tell us to ignore

what would in fact happen, in ways that may be disastrous. But Collective
Consequentialism, or CC, has much appeal. I shall suggest later how a more
complicated theory might keep what is appealing in CC, while avoiding the
objections.

CC does not differ from C only in its claims about our desires and
dispositions. The two theories disagree about what we ought to do.
Consider the question of how much the rich should give to the poor. For
most Consequentialists, this question ignores national boundaries. Since 1
know that most other rich people will give very little, it would be hard for
me to deny that it would be better if I gave away almost all my income.
Even if I gave nine-tenths, some of my remaining tenth would do more good
if spent by the very poor. Consequentialism thus tells me that I ought to
give away almost all my income.

Collective Consequentialism is much less demanding. It does not tell me
to give the amount that would in fact make the outcome best. It tells me to
give the amount which is such that if we all gave this amount, the outcome
would be best. More exactly, it tells me to give what would be demanded by
the particular International Income Tax that would make the outcome best.
This tax would be progressive, requiring larger proportions from those who
are richer. But the demands made on each person would be much smaller
than the demands made by C, on any plausible prediction about the
amounts that others will in fact give. It might be best if those as rich as me
all give only half their income, or only a quarter. It might be true that, if we
all gave more, this would so disrupt our own economies that in the future
we would have much less to give. And it might be true that, if we all gave
more, our gift would be too large to be absorbed by the economies of the
poorer countries.

The difference that I have been discussing arises only within what is called
partial compliance theory. This is the part of a moral theory that covers
cases where we know that some other people will not do what they ought to
do. C might require that a few people give away almost all their money, and
try to make themselves pure do-gooders. But this would only be because
most other people are not doing what C claims that they ought to do. They
are not giving to the poor the amounts that they ought to give.
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In its partial compliance theory, C has been claimed to be excessively
demanding. This is not the claim that C is unrealistically demanding. As I
have said, I believe that this would be no objection. What is claimed is that,
in its partial compliance theory, C makes unfair or unreasonable demands.
This objection may not apply to C's full compliance theory. C would be
much less demanding if we all had one of the possible sets of motives that,
according to C, we ought to try to cause ourselves to have. 12

14. BLAMELESS WRONGDOING
Though C is indirectly self-defeating, it is not failing in its own terms. But it

may seem open to other objections. These are like those I raised when
discussing S. Suppose that we all believe C, and all have sets of motives that
are among the best possible sets in Consequentialist terms. I have claimed
that, at least for most of us, these sets would not include being a pure do-
gooder. If we are not pure do-gooders, we shall sometimes do what we
believe will make the outcome worse. According to C, we shall then be
acting wrongly.

Here is one example. Most of the best possible sets of motives would
include strong love for our children. Suppose that Clare has one of these
sets of motives. Consider Clare's Decision. Clare could either give her child
some benefit, or give much greater benefits to some unfortunate stranger.
Because she loves her child, she benefits him rather than the stranger.

As a Consequentialist, Clare may give moral weight, not just to how much
children are benefited, but also to whether they are benefited by their own
parents. She may believe that parental care and love are intrinsically, or in
themselves, part of what makes outcomes better. Even so, Clare may believe
that she is doing what makes the outcome worse. She may therefore believe
that she is acting wrongly. And this act is quite voluntary. She could avoid
doing what she believes to be wrong, if she wanted to. She fails to do so
simply because her desire to benefit her child is stronger than her desire to
avoid doing what she believes to be wrong.

If someone freely does what she believes to be wrong, she is usually open
to serious moral criticism. Ought Clare to regard herself as open to such
criticism? As a Consequentialist, she could deny this. Her reply would be
like Kate's when Kate claimed that she was not irrational. Clare could say:
'T act wrongly because I love my child. But it would be wrong for me to
cause myself to lose this love. This bad effect is part of a set of effects that
are, on the whole, one of the best possible sets of effects. It would be wrong
for me to change my motives so that I would not in future act wrongly in
this kind of way. Since this is so, when I do act wrongly in this way, I need
not regard myself as morally bad. We have seen that there can be rational
irrationality. In the same way, there can be moral immorality, or blameless
wrongdoing. In such a case, it is the act and not the agent that is immoral.’
It may again be objected: 'The bad effect that you produced could have
been avoided. It is not like the pain that some surgeon cannot help causing
when he gives the best possible treatment. The bad effect was the result of a
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separate and voluntary act. Since it could have been avoided, it cannot be
claimed to be part of one of the best possible sets of effects.'

Clare could reply: 'l could have acted differently. But this only means
that I would have done so if my motives had been different. Given my
actual motives, it is causally impossible that I act differently. And, if my
motives had been different, this would have made the outcome, on the
whole, worse. Since my actual motives are one of the best possible sets, in

Consequentialist terms, the bad effects are, in the relevant sense, part of one
of the best possible sets of effects.'

It may be objected: 'If it is not causally possible that you act differently,
given your actual motives, you cannot make claims about what you ought
to do. Ought implies can.’

Kate answered this objection in Section 6. It cannot be claimed that Clare
ought to have acted differently if she could not have done so. This last
clause does not mean 'if this would have been causally impossible, given her
actual motives.' It means 'if this would have been causally impossible,
whatever her motives might have been'.

Like Kate, Clare may be wrong to assume Psychological Determinism. If
this is so,her claims can be revised.She should cease to claim that, if she has
one of the best possible sets of motives, this will inevitably cause her to do
what she believes to be wrong. She could claim instead: 'If I was a pure do-
gooder, it would be easy not to do what I believe to be wrong. Since I have
another set of motives, it is very hard not to act in this way. And it would be
wrong for me to change my motives so that it would be easier not to act in
this way. Since this is so, when I act in this way, I am morally bad only in a
very weak sense.'

Consider next The Imagined Case. It might have been true that Clare could
either save her child's life, or save the lives of several strangers. Because she
loves her child, she would have saved him, and the strangers would have
died.

If this had happened, could Clare have made the same claims? The deaths of
several strangers would have been a very bad effect. Could Clare have
claimed that it was part of one of the best possible sets of effects? The
answer may be No. It might have made the outcome better if Clare had not
loved her child. This would have been worse for her, and much worse for
her child. But she would then have saved the lives of these several strangers.
This good effect might have outweighed the bad effects, making the
outcome, on the whole, better.

If this is so, Clare could have said: 'l had no reason to believe that my
love for my child would have this very bad effect. It was subjectively right
for me to allow myself to love my child. And causing myself to lose this love
would have been blameworthy, or subjectively wrong. When I save my child
rather than the strangers, I am acting on a set of motives that it would have
been wrong for me to cause myself to lose. This is enough to justify my
claim that, when I act in this way, this is a case of blameless wrongdoing.'

A Consequentialist might have claimed: 'When Clare learns that she
could save the strangers, it would not be subjectively wrong for her to cause
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herself not to love her child. This would be right, since she would then save
the strangers.' Clare could have answered: 'I could not possibly have lost
this love with the speed that would have been required. There are ways in

which we can change our motives. But, in the case of our deepest motives,
this takes a long time. It would have been wrong for my to try to lose my
love for my child. If I had tried, I would have succeeded only after the
strangers had died. After they had died, this change in my motives would
have made the outcome worse.'

As this answer shows, Clare's claims essentially appeal to certain factual
assumptions. It might have been true that, if she had the disposition of a
pure do-gooder, this would on the whole have made the outcome better. But
we are assuming that this is false. We are assuming that the outcome would
be better if Clare has some set of motives that will sometimes cause her to
choose to do what she believes will make the outcome worse. And we are
assuming that her actual set of motives is one of the best possible sets.

We could imagine other motives that would have made the outcome even
better. But such motives are not causally possible, given the facts about
human nature. Since Clare loves her child, she would have saved him rather
than several strangers. We could imagine that our love for our children
would 'switch off' whenever other people's lives are at stake. It might be
true that, if we all had this kind of love, this would make the outcome
better. If we all gave such priority to saving more lives, there would be few
cases when our love for our children would have to switch off. This love
could therefore be much as it is now. But it is in fact impossible that our
love could be like this. We could not bring about such 'fine-tuning'. If there
is a threat to the life of Clare's child, her love for him could not switch off
merely because several strangers are also threatened. 13

Clare claims that, when she does what she believes will make the outcome
worse, she is acting wrongly. But she also claims: 'Because I am acting on a
set of motives that it would be wrong for me to lose, these acts are
blameless. When I act in this way, I need not regard myself as bad. If
Psychological Determinism was not true, I would be bad only in a very
weak sense. When I act in this way, I should not feel remorse. Nor should I
intend to try not to act in this way again.'

It may now be objected that, since she makes these claims, Clare cannot
really believe that she is acting wrongly. But there are sufficient grounds for
thinking that she does have this belief. Consider the imagined case in which
Clare saves her child rather than several strangers. Though she loves her
child, Clare would not have believed that his death would be a worse
outcome than the deaths of the several strangers. His death would have
been worse for him and her. But she would have believed that the deaths of
several strangers would, on the whole, be much worse. In saving her child
rather than the strangers, she would have done what she believes will make
the outcome much worse. She would therefore have believed that she is
acting wrongly. Her moral theory directly implies this belief. She would also
have believed that she should not feel remorse. But her reason for believing
this would not have casted doubt on her belief that she is acting wrongly.
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Her reason would have been that she is acting on a motive -- love for her
child -- that it would have been wrong for her to cause herself to lose. This
supports the claim that she deserves no blame, but it does not support the
claim that her act is not wrong.

It might be said

(G4) If someone acts on a motive that he ought to cause himself
to have, and that it would be wrong for him to cause himself to
lose, he cannot be acting wrongly.

If (G4) was justified, it would support the claim that Clare's act would not
have been wrong. And this would support the claim that she cannot really
believe that her act would have been wrong. But in Section 16 I describe a
case where (G4) is not plausible.

Clare could add that, in many other possible cases, if she believed that her
act was wrong, she would believe herself to be bad, and she would feel
remorse. This would often be so if she did what she believed would make
the outcome worse, and she was not acting on a set of motives that it would
be wrong for her to cause herself to lose. Consequentialism does not in
general break the link between the belief that an act is wrong, and blame
and remorse. This link is broken only in special cases. We have been
discussing one of these kinds of case: those in which someone acts on a
motive that it would be wrong for him to cause himself to lose.

There is another kind of case where the link is broken. C applies to
everything, including blame and remorse. According to C we ought to
blame others, and feel remorse, when this would make the outcome better.
This would be so when blame or remorse would cause our motives to
change in a way that would make the outcome better. This would not be
true when, like Clare, we have one of the best possible sets of motives. And
it might not be true even when we do not have such motives. If we are
blamed too often, blame may be less effective. C may thus imply that, even
if we do not have one of the best sets of motives, we should be blamed only
for acts that we believe will make the outcome much worse.

15. COULD IT BE IMPOSSIBLE TO AVOID ACTING WRONGLY?
Clare's claims imply that she cannot avoid doing what she believes to be
wrong. She might say: 'It is not causally possible both that I have one of the
best possible sets of motives, and that I never do what I believe to be wrong.
If I was a pure do-gooder, my ordinary acts would never be wrong. But I
would be acting wrongly in allowing myself to remain a pure do-gooder. If
instead I cause myself to have one of the best possible sets of motives, as I
ought to do, I would then sometimes do what I believe to be wrong. If I do
not have the disposition of a pure do-gooder, it is not causally possible that
I always act like a pure do-gooder, never doing what I believe to be wrong.
Since this is not causally possible, and it would be wrong for me to cause

myself to be a pure do-gooder, I cannot be morally criticised for failing
always to act like a pure do-gooder.'
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It may now be said that, as described by Clare, C lacks one of the
essential features of any moral theory. It may be objected: 'No theory can
demand what is impossible. Since we cannot avoid doing what C claims to
be wrong, we cannot always do what C claims that we ought to do. We
should therefore reject C. As before, ought implies can.'

This objection applies even if we deny Psychological Determinism.
Suppose that Clare had saved her child rather than several strangers. She
would have acted in this way because she does not have the disposition of a
pure do-gooder. Her love for her child would have been stronger than her
desire to avoid doing what she believes to be wrong. If we deny
Determinism, we shall deny that, in this case, it would have been causally
impossible for Clare to avoid doing what she believes to be wrong. By an
effort of will, she could have acted against her strongest desire. Even if we
claim this, we cannot claim that Clare could always act like a pure
do-gooder without having a pure do-gooder's disposition. Even those who
deny Determinism cannot completely break the link between our acts and
our dispositions.

If we cannot always act like pure do-gooders, without having a pure
do-gooder's disposition, the objection given above still applies. Even if we
deny Determinism, we must admit the following. We are assuming that we
believe truly that the outcome would be worse if we were all pure
do-gooders. If we have this belief, it is not possible that we never do what
we believe will make the outcome worse. If we cause ourselves to be, or
allow ourselves to remain, pure do-gooders, we are thereby doing what we
believe will make the outcome worse. If instead we have other desires and
dispositions, it is not possible that we always act like pure do-gooders, never
doing what we believe will make the outcome worse. The objector can
therefore say: 'Even if Determinism is not true, it is not possible that we
never do what we believe will make the outcome worse. In claiming that we
ought never to act in this way, C is demanding what is impossible. Since
ought implies can, C's claim is indefensible.'

Clare could answer: 'In most cases, when someone acts wrongly, he
deserves to be blamed, and should feel remorse. This is what is most
plausible in the doctrine that ought implies can. It is hard to believe that
there could be cases where, whatever someone does, or might have earlier
done, he deserves to be blamed, and should feel remorse. It is hard to
believe that it could be impossible for someone to avoid acting in a way that
deserves to be blamed. C does not imply this belief. If I saved my child
rather than several strangers, I would believe that I am doing what will
make the outcome much worse. I would therefore believe that I am acting.
wrongly. But this would be a case of blameless wrongdoing. According to C,
we can always avoid doing what deserves to be blamed. This is enough to
satisfy the doctrine that ought implies can.’

We may believe that these claims do not sufficiently meet this objection.
There was a similar objection to S. It is impossible that we never do what S
claims to be irrational. I began to meet that objection by appealing to the
case in Section 5: Schelling's Answer to Armed Robbery. In this case, on
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any plausible theory about rationality, I could not avoid acting irrationally.
To meet the objection to C, Clare might appeal to other cases where we
cannot avoid acting wrongly. That there are such cases has been claimed by
some of the writers who are most opposed to C. I discuss this answer in
endnote %,

16. COULD IT BE RIGHT TO CAUSE ONESELF TO ACT WRONGLY?
Since C is indirectly self-defeating, it tells us to cause ourselves to do, or to
be more likely to do, what it claims to be morally wrong. This is not a defect
in C's terms. We can ask a question like the one I asked about the
Self-interest Theory. C gives us one substantive moral aim: that history go
as well as possible. Does it also give us a second substantive aim: that we
never act wrongly? On the best known form of C, Utilitarianism, the answer
is No. For Utilitarians, avoiding wrong-doing is a mere means to the
achievement of the one substantive moral aim. It is not itself a substantive
aim. And this could also be claimed on the versions of C that judge the
goodness of outcomes in terms not of one but of several moral principles. It
might be claimed, for instance, by the theory that appeals both to the
Utilitarian claim and to the Principle of Equality. All these theories give us
the formal aim of acting morally, and avoiding wrong-doing. But these
theories could all claim that this formal aim is not part of our substantive
moral aim.

Though this claim might be made by any Consequentialist, it would not
be made on several other moral theories. On these theories, the avoidance of
wrong-doing is itself a substantive moral aim. If we accept one of these
theories, we may object to C in at least two ways. We may say, 'An
acceptable theory cannot treat acting morally as a mere means.'" This
objection I discuss in Section 19. We may also say, 'An acceptable theory
cannot tell us to cause ourselves to do what this theory itself claims to be
wrong.'

We should ask whether, if we raise this objection, we ourselves believe
that the acts in question would be wrong. We are considering cases where a
Consequentialist believes that, though he is acting wrongly, he is not
morally bad, because he is acting on motives that it would be wrong for him
to cause himself to lose. In such cases, do we ourselves believe that this
Consequentialist is acting wrongly?

This is unlikely in the imagined case where Clare saves her child rather
than several strangers. If we are not Consequentialists, we shall be likely to
believe that Clare's act would not have been not wrong. We may think the
same about some of the other cases of this kind. Suppose that Clare refrains

from killing me,though she has the true belief that killing me would make the
outcome better. Clare would think that, in refraining from killing me, she
would be acting wrongly. But she would regard this as a case of blameless
wrongdoing. She acts wrongly because she is strongly disposed not to Kkill,
and, for the reason given at the end of Section 10, she believes that this is a
disposition that it would be wrong for her to cause herself to lose. We may
again believe that, in refraining from killing me, Clare is not acting wrongly.
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If this is what we believe about these cases, it is less clear that we should
object to this part of C. We accept C's claim that, in these cases, Clare
would not show herself to be morally bad, or deserve to be blamed. Over
this there is no disagreement. We may object to C's claim that, though Clare
is blameless, her acts would be wrong. But perhaps we should not object to
this claim, if it does not have its usual implications.

We may still object that an acceptable moral theory cannot tell us to
cause ourselves to do what this theory claims to be wrong. But consider

My Moral Corruption. Suppose that I have some public career that
would be wrecked if I was involved in a scandal. I have an enemy, a
criminal whom I exposed. This enemy, now released, wants revenge.
Rather than simply injuring me, he decides to force me to corrupt
myself, knowing that I shall think this worse than most injuries. He
threatens that either he or some member of his gang will kill all my
children, unless I act in some obscene way, that he will film. If he later
sent this film to some journalist, my career would be wrecked. He will
thus be able later, by threatening to wreck my career, to cause me to
choose to act wrongly. He will cause me to choose to help him commit
various minor crimes. Though I am morally as good as most people, I
am not a saint. I would not act very wrongly merely to save my career;
but I would help my enemy to commit minor crimes. I would here be
acting wrongly even given the fact that, if I refuse to help my enemy,
my career would be wrecked. We can next suppose that, since I know
my enemy well, I have good reason to believe both that, if I refuse to let
him make his film, my children will be killed, and to believe that, if I do
not refuse, they will not be killed.

I ought to let this man make his film. We can plausibly claim that
governments should not give in to such threats, because this would merely
expose them to later threats. But such a claim would not cover this threat
made to me by my enemy. It would be wrong for me to refuse his demand,
with the foreseen result that my children are killed. I ought to let him make
his film, even though I know that the effect will be that I shall later often act
wrongly. After my children are freed, I shall often, to save my career, help
my enemy commit minor crimes. These later acts will be quite voluntary. I
cannot claim that my enemy's later threats force me to act in these ways. I
could refuse to act wrongly, even though this would wreck my career.

I have claimed that I ought to let this man make his film. This would be

agreed even by most of those who reject Consequentialism. These people
would agree that, since it is the only way to save my children's lives, I ought
to cause it to be true that I shall later often act wrongly. These people thus
believe that an acceptable moral theory can tell someone to cause himself to
do what this theory claim to be wrong. Since they believe this, they cannot
object to Consequentialism that it can have this implication.

If T let my enemy make his film, I would become disposed to help him
commit minor crimes. Let us now add some features to this case. I could
cause myself to lose this disposition, by abandoning my career. But my
enemy has threatened that, if I abandon my career, his gang will kill my
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children. It would therefore be wrong for me to cause myself to lose this
disposition. In contrast, if I refuse to help my enemy commit his crimes, he
will merely wreck my career, by sending to some journalist the film in which
I act obscenely. My enemy assures me that, if he wrecks my career, my
children will not be killed. He gets perverse pleasure from causing me to do
what I believe to be wrong, by threatening to wreck my career. This
pleasure would be lost if his threat was to kill my children. If I help him to
commit his crimes because this is the only way to save my children's lives, I
would not believe that I was acting wrongly. Since my enemy wants me to
believe that I am acting wrongly, he does not make this threat.

Knowing my enemy, I have good reason to believe what he says. Since it
is the only way to save my children's lives, I ought to let him make his film.
I ought to make myself disposed to help him commit his minor crimes. And
it would be wrong for me to cause myself to lose this disposition, since, if I
do, my children will be killed. But, when I act on this disposition, I am
acting wrongly. I ought not to help this man to commit his crimes, merely in
order to save my career.

This case shows that we should reject what I called (G4). This is is the
claim that, if I ought to cause myself to have some disposition, and it would
be wrong for me to cause myself to lose this disposition, I cannot be acting
wrongly when I act upon this disposition. In the case just described, when I
act on such a disposition, I am acting wrongly.

I shall now state together four similar mistakes. Some people claim that, if it
is rational for me to cause myself to have some disposition, it cannot be
irrational to act upon this disposition. This was shown to be false by the
case I called Schelling's Answer to Armed Robbery. A second claim is that, if
it is rational for me to cause myself to believe that some act is rational, this
act is rational. This was shown to be false by the case that I called My
Slavery. A third claim is that, if there is some disposition that I ought to
cause myself to have, and that it would be wrong for me to cause myself to
lose, it cannot be wrong for me to act upon this disposition. The case just
given shows this to be false. A fourth claim is that, if I ought to cause myself
to believe that some act would not be wrong, this act cannot be wrong. In
Section 18 I show that this is false. These four claims assume that rationality

Section 18 I show that this is false. These four claims assume that rationality
and rightness can be inherited, or transferred. If it is rational or right for me
either to cause myself to be disposed to act in some way, or to make myself
believe that this act is rational or right, this act is rational or right. My
examples show that this is not so. Rationality and rightness cannot be
inherited in this way. In this respect the truth is simpler than these claims
imply. These claims cannot show that, if we believe some act to be irrational
or wrong, we are making a mistake.

17. HOW C MIGHT BE SELF-EFFACING
It might be claimed that, if Consequentialism sometimes breaks the link
between the belief that our act is wrong and the belief that we are bad, we
would not in fact continue to regard morality with sufficient seriousness.
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Our desire to avoid wrongdoing may be undermined if we have other desires
which are often stronger. This desire may survive only if we believe that it
should always be overriding, and feel remorse when it is not. It might be
claimed, on these or other grounds, that it would make the outcome better if
we always keep the link between our moral beliefs and our intentions and
emotions. If this is so, it would make the outcome better if we did not
believe C.

I doubt these claims. But it is worth considering what they would imply.
According to C, each of us should try to have one of the best possible sets of
desires and dispositions, in Consequentialist terms. It might make the
outcome better if we did not merely have these desires and dispositions, but
had corresponding moral emotions and beliefs.

Consider, for example, theft. On some versions of C, it is intrinsically bad
if property is stolen. On other versions of C, this is not so. On these
versions, theft is bad only when it makes the outcome worse. Avoiding theft
is not part of the ultimate moral aim given to us by C. It might be true that
it would make the outcome better if we are strongly disposed not to steal.
And it might make the outcome better if we believed stealing to be
intrinsically wrong, and would feel remorse when we do steal. Similar claims
might be made about many other kinds of act.

If these claims are true, C would be self-effacing. It would tell us that we
should try to believe, not itself, but some other theory. We should try to
believe the theory which is such that, if we believe it, the outcome would be
best. On the claims made above, this theory might not be C. It might be
some version of what Sidgwick called Common-Sense Morality.

If C told us to believe some version of this morality, this would not be
Common-Sense Morality as it is now, but an improved version.
Common-Sense Morality is not the moral theory belief in which would
make the outcome best. Such a theory would, for example, demand much
more from the rich. It might make the outcome best if those in the richer
nations gave to the poor at least a quarter or even half of their incomes

every year. The rich now give, and seem to believe that they are justified in
giving, less than one per cent.

Suppose that C told us to believe some other theory. As I have said, it
would be hard to change our beliefs, if our reason for doing so is not a
reason which casts doubt on our old beliefs, but is merely that it would have
good effects if we had different beliefs. But there are various ways in which
we might bring about this change. Perhaps we could all be hypnotized, and
the next generation brought up differently. We would have to be made to
forget how and why we acquired our new beliefs, and the process would
have to be hidden from future historians.

It would make a difference here if we accept, not C, but Collective
Consequentialism. If we accept C, we might conclude that C ought to be
rejected by most people, but should still be believed by a few. Our theory
would then be partly self-effacing, and partly esoteric, telling those who
believe it not to enlighten the ignorant majority. On Collective
Consequentialism, we ought to believe the moral theory which is such that,
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if we all believe it, the outcome would be best. This theory cannot be
esoteric.

Some find it especially objectionable that a moral theory might be
esoteric. If we believe that deception is morally wrong, deception about
morality may seem especially wrong. Sidgwick wrote: 'it seems expedient
that the doctrine that esoteric morality is expedient should itself be kept
esoteric. Or, if this concealment be difficult to maintain, it may be desirable
that Common Sense should repudiate the doctrines which it is expedient to
confine to an enlightened few.' '° This is what Williams calls 'Government
House' Consequentialism, since it treats the majority like the natives in a
colony. 7 As Williams claims, we cannot welcome such a conclusion.
Sidgwicllg regretted his conclusions, but he did not think regret a ground for
doubt. =

I have claimed that it is unlikely that C is wholly self-effacing. It would at
most be partly self-effacing and partly esoteric. It might make the outcome
better if some people do not believe C; but it is unlikely that it would make
the outcome better if C was believed by no one.

Here is another ground for doubting this. Suppose that we all come to
believe C. (This will seem less implausible when we remember that C can be
a pluralist theory, appealing to many different moral principles.) We then
decide that C is wholly self-effacing. We decide that it would make the
outcome best if we caused ourselves to believe some improved version of
Common-Sense Morality. We might succeed in bringing about this change
in our beliefs. Given changes in the world, and in our technology, it might
later come to be true that the outcome would be better if we revised our
moral beliefs. But if we no longer believe C, and now believe some version
of Common-Sense Morality, we would not be led to make these needed
revisions in our morality. Our reason for believing this morality would not
be that we now believe it to be the morality belief in which would make the

outcome best. This would be why we caused ourselves to believe this
morality. But, in order to believe this morality, we must have forgotten that
this is what we did. We would now simply believe this morality. We would
therefore not be led to revise our morality even if it came to be true that our
belief in this morality would increase the chances of some disaster, such as a
nuclear war.

These claims should affect our answer to the question whether it would
make the outcome better if we all ceased to believe C. We might believe
correctly that there is some other moral theory belief in which would, in the
short run, make the outcome better. But once Consequentialism has effaced
itself, and the cord is cut, the long-term consequences might be much worse.
This suggests that the most that could be true is that C is partly self-
effacing. It might be better if most people cause themselves to believe some
other theory, by some process of self-deception that, to succeed, must also
be forgotten. But, as a precaution, a few people should continue to believe
C, and should keep convincing evidence about this self-deception. These
people. need not live in Government House, or have any other special status.
If things went well, the few would do nothing. But if the moral theory
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believed by most did become disastrous, the few could then produce their
evidence. When most people learn that their moral beliefs are the result of
self-deception, this would undermine these beliefs, and prevent the disaster.
Though I have claimed that this is unlikely, suppose that C was wholly
self-effacing. Suppose that it told all of us to make ourselves believe, not
itself, but some other theory. Williams claims that, if this is so, the theory
ceases to deserve its name, since it 'determines nothing of how thought in
the world is conducted'. *® This claim is puzzling since, as Williams also
claims, C would be demanding that the way in which we think about
morality, and our set of desires and dispositions, 'must be for the best'. 2
This is demanding something fairly specific, and wholly Consequentialist.
Williams makes the third claim that, if C was wholly self-effacing, it
would cease to be effective. 2! This need not be so. Suppose that things
happen as described above. We all come to believe in some form of C. We
then believe truly that, if we all believed some other theory, this would
produce the best possible outcome. C tells us all to believe this other theory.
In some indirect way, we cause ourselves to believe this other theory. No
one now believes C. This does not justify the claim that C has ceased to be
effective. It has had the effect that we all now believe some other particular
theory. Because we believe this other theory, this will affect what we do.
And our belief in this other theory will produce the best possible outcome.
Though no one believes C, C is still effective. There are two continuing facts
that are the effects of our earlier belief in C: our new moral beliefs, and the
fact that, because we have these beliefs, the outcome is as good as it can
possibly be.

Williams rightly claims that, if C was wholly self-effacing, it would not be
clear what this shows. We would have to decide whether it showed that this

theory 'is unacceptable, or merely that no one ought to accept it." 2 It is
clear that, on our last assumptions, no one ought morally to accept this
theory. If anyone does accept this theory, the theory would itself tell him
that he ought morally to try to reject the theory, and instead believe some
other theory. But, as Williams suggests, there are two questions. It is one
question whether some theory is the one that we ought morally to try to
believe. It is another question whether this is the theory that we ought
intellectually or in truth-seeking terms to believe -- whether this theory is the
true, or best, or best justified theory. I claimed that earlier that, if a theory
about rationality was self-effacing, this would not show that this theory
cannot be the true or the best justified theory. Can we make a similar claim
about moral theories?

Our answer to this question will depend in part on our beliefs about the
nature of moral reasoning. If a moral theory can be quite straightforwardly
true, it is clear that, if it is self-effacing, this does not show that it cannot be
true. But we may instead regard morality as a social product, either actually
or in some 'ideal constructivist' way. We may then claim that, to be
acceptable, a moral theory must fulfii what Rawls calls 'the publicity
condition': it must be a theory that everyone ought to accept, and publicly
acknowledge to each other. 2 On these meta-ethical views, a moral theory
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cannot be self-effacing. On other views, it can be. It would take at least a
book to decide between these different views. I must therefore, in this book,
leave this question open. This does not matter if, as I believe, C would not
be self-effacing.

18. THE OBJECTION THAT ASSUMES INFLEXIBILITY
I shall now return to an objection raised earlier. Consider those people for
whom the Self-interest Theory is indirectly self-defeating. Suppose that
these people believe S, and in consequence are never self-denying. This is
worse for them. It would be better for them if they had other desires and
dispositions. In the case of these people, this would not be possible unless
they believed a different theory. And it might be true that they cannot
change either their beliefs or their dispositions.
Similar claims might be true for Consequentialists. Suppose that, because
we all believe C, we are all pure do-gooders. This makes the outcome worse
than it would be if we all had other dispositions. But we cannot change our
dispositions unless we also change our beliefs about morality. And we
cannot bring about these changes.
It is unlikely that all these claims would be true. If they were, would they
provide objections to S and C?
It may help to consider an imaginary case. Suppose that Satan exists
while God does not. Satan cannot affect which is the true theory about
rationality, or which is the best or best justified theory. But he knows which
this theory is, and he perversely causes belief in this theory to have bad

effects in this theory's own terms.In imagining this case we need not assume
that the best theory is the Self-interest Theory. Whatever the best theory is,
Satan would cause belief in this theory to have bad effects, in this theory's
terms.

We can next assume the same about moral theories. Suppose that the best
moral theory is Utilitarianism. On this theory, we should all try to produce
the outcome that is best for everyone, impartially considered. Satan ensures
that, if people believe this theory, this is worse for everyone. Suppose next
that the best moral theory is not Consequentialist, and that it tells each
person never to deceive others,or coerce them, or treat them unjustly. Satan
ensures that those who believe this theory are in fact, despite their contrary
intentions, more deceitful, coercive, and unjust.

Satan ensures that, if anyone believes some theory, this has bad effects in
this theory's terms. Would this do anything to show that such a theory is
not the best theory? It is clear that it would not. The most that could be
shown is this. Given Satan's interference, it would be better if we did not
believe the best theory. Since we are the mere toys of Satan, the truth about
reality is extremely depressing. It might be better if we also did not know
this truth.

In this imagined case, it would be better if we did not believe the best
theory. This shows that we should reject

(G5) If we ought to cause ourselves to believe that some act is wrong,
this act jis wrong.
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As I claimed, wrongness cannot be inherited in this way.

Suppose that all we know is that belief in some theory would have bad
effects in this theory's terms. This would not show that this is not the best
theory. Whether this is shown must depend on why belief in the theory has
these bad effects. There are two possibilities. The bad effects may be
produced by our doing what the theory tells us to do. If this was true, the
theory would be directly self-defeating, and this might refute this theory.
The bad effects may instead be produced by some quite separate fact about
reality. If this separate fact was the interference of Satan, this would cast no
doubt on the theory.

What should we claim about the possibilities described above? Suppose
that the following is true. It would be worse for each of us if he believed S,
and was therefore never self-denying. If we all believed C, and were
therefore pure do-gooders, this would make the outcome worse. And, if we
had either of these beliefs and dispositions, we would be unable to change
them. It would then be true that belief in these two theories would have bad
effects in these theories' terms. Would this cast doubt on these theories? Or
would it be merely like Satan's interference?

The best theory may be neither S nor C. I shall argue later that we ought
to reject S. But if I am wrong, and either S or C is the best theory, I suggest
that the possibilities just described would not provide an objection to either

theory. If either S or C is the best theory, belief in this theory would have
bad effects in this theory's terms. But these bad effects would not be the
result of our doing, or trying to do, what S or C tell us to do. The bad
effects would be the results of our dispositions. And these theories would
not tell us to have these dispositions. They would tell us, if we can, not to do
so. S would tell us, if we can, not to be never self-denying. C would tell us, if
we can, not to be pure do-gooders. We would have one of these dispositions
because we believe in one of these theories. But these theories do not tell us
to believe themselves. S tells each person to believe the theory belief in
which would be best for him. C tells us to believe the theory belief in which
would make the outcome best. On the assumptions made above, S and C
would tell us not to believe S and C.

Because we believe either S or C, belief in either theory would have bad
effects in this theory's terms. But these bad effects would not be the result of
our doing what these theories tell us to do. They would be the result of our
having dispositions that these theories do not tell us to have, and tell us, if
we can, not to have. And they would be the result of our believing what
these theories do not tell us to believe, and tell us, if we can, not to believe.
Since these bad effects cannot be blamed on these theories in any of these
ways, I suggest that, if the claims made above were true, this would not cast
doubt on these theories. These claims would merely be, like Satan's
interference, depressing truths about reality.

19. CAN BEING RATIONAL OR MORAL BE A MERE MEANS?

S tells us to act rationally, and C tells us to act morally. But these are only
what I call our formal aims. I have assumed that acting morally would not,
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as such, be a substantive aim given to us by C. C might claim that acting
morally is a mere means. Similarly, acting rationally may not be part of the
substantive aim given to us by S. And S might claim that acting rationally is
a mere means. Is this an objection to these two theories?

There is a difference here between S and C. S cannot claim that our
formal aim is, as such, a substantive aim. But C could make this claim.
There may be an objection here to S. But there cannot be a similar objection
to C.

We might object, to S: 'If acting rationally is not an aim that we should
have, but a mere means, why should we be rational? Why should we want to
know what we have most reason to do?'

How should a Self-interest Theorist reply? He might accept the Objective
List Theory about self-interest. He might then claim: 'Being rational and
acting rationally are, in themselves, part of what makes our lives go better.
If they are, on the whole, better for us, S does not imply that being rational
and acting rationally are mere means. They are, in themselves, parts of each
person's ultimate S-given aim.'

Consider next a Self-interest Theorist who is a Hedonist. This person

must admit that he believes acting rationally to be a mere means. But he
could say: 'According to S, what you have most reason to do is whatever
will make your life go as well as possible. If you want to know what you
have most reason to do, and want to act rationally, S does not imply that
these are pointless desires. This is not implied by the claim that, if you
follow S, and act rationally, your acts matter merely as a means. Mattering
as a means is a way of mattering. Your desires would be pointless only if
acting rationally did not matter. S claims that, when you are deciding what
to do, compared with acting rationally, nothing matters more. This last
claim is justified even when what it would be rational for you to do is to
make yourself disposed to act irrationally. What matters most, even here, is
that you do what it would be rational for you to do.'

I turn now from S to C. C might claim that acting morally is a mere
means. We may object: 'If this is so, why should we care about morality?'
Consider first the simplest kind of Consequentialist, a Hedonistic
Utilitarian. Such a person might say: 'It matters morally whether what
happens is good or bad. It is bad if there is more suffering, good if there is
more happiness. It also matters whether we act morally, and avoid
wrongdoing. We should try to do the best we can to reduce suffering and
increase happiness. This matters, not in itself, but because of its effects. In
this sense, avoiding wrongdoing is a mere means. But this does not imply
that it does not matter morally whether we avoid wrongdoing. When we are
deciding what to do, compared with avoiding wrongdoing, nothing matters
more. This last claim is justified even when what we ought to do is to make
ourselves disposed to act wrongly. What matters most, even here, is that we
do what we ought to do.'

A Hedonistic Utilitarian must admit that, on his view, if wrongdoing did
not have bad effects, it would not matter. If there was more wrongdoing,
this would not in itself make the outcome worse. As with the Hedonistic
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version of S, the achievement of our formal aim does matter, but only as a
means.

Can this Utilitarian defend this claim? He might first appeal to the
unattractiveness of what Williams calls moral self-indulgence. ** Compare
two people who are trying to relieve the suffering of others. The first person
acts because he sympathises with these people. He also believes that
suffering is bad,and ought to be relieved. The second person acts because he
wants to think of himself as someone who is morally good. Of these two
people, the first seems to be better. But the first person has no thoughts
about the goodness of acting morally, or the badness of wrongdoing. He is
moved to act simply by his sympathy, and by his belief that, since suffering
is bad, he ought to try to prevent it. This person seems to regard acting
morally as a mere means. It is the second person who regards acting morally
as a separate aim that is in itself good. Since the first person seems to be
better, this supports the claim that acting morally is a mere means.

Consider next

Murder and Accidental Death. Suppose I know that X is about to die,
and that, as his last act, X intends to murder Y. I also know that, unless
Z is rescued, he will be killed by a forest fire. I might be able to
persuade X not to murder Y. And I might be able to save Z's life.
Suppose that I believe that, if Y is killed by X, this would not be worse
than Z's being killed by a forest fire. These two outcomes would be
equally bad, because they each involve someone's being killed. In the
first outcome there would also be a very serious case of wrongdoing.
But, according to my theory, this does not make this outcome worse.
(If the wrongdoer was not about to die, this might make this outcome
worse. But X is about to die.) Since I believe that wrongdoing does not,
as such, make an outcome worse, I believe that, if my chance of saving
Z would be slightly higher than my chance of persuading X not to
murder Y, I ought to try to save Z. &

Many people would accept this last conclusion. They would believe that, if
my chance of saving Z is slightly higher, I should try to save him rather than
Y. If we accept this conclusion, can we also claim that it is bad in itself if
there is more wrongdoing? Can we claim that I ought to try to prevent Z's
accidental death even though, because it involves wrongdoing, X's
murdering Y would be a worse outcome? It would be hard to defend this
claim. For many people, this is another case which supports the view that
the avoidance of wrongdoing is a mere means.

It may be objected: 'If X intends to murder Y, the badness is already
present. You do not prevent the badness if you merely persuade X not carry
out his murderous intention. This is why you ought to try to save Z." We
can change the case. Suppose that I know that X may soon come to believe
falsely that he has been betrayed by Y. X is not morally bad, but he is like
Othello. He is someone who is good, but potentially bad. I know that it is
probable that, if X believes that he has been betrayed by Y, he will, like
Othello, murder Y. I have a good chance of preventing X from coming to
acquire this false belief, and thereby preventing him from murdering Y. But
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I have a slightly greater chance of saving Z's life. As before, X is in any case
about to die. Many people would again believe that I ought to try to save
Z's life. This suggests that, if X forms his intention, and then murders Y,
this would not be a worse outcome than if Z is accidentally killed. If this
would be a worse outcome, why should I try to to save Z rather than Y?
Why should I try to prevent the lesser of two evils, when my chance of
success is only slightly higher?

Suppose that, because we believe that I ought to try to save Z, we agree
that Y's death would not be a worse outcome than Z's. If this is so, the
badness in Y's death is merely that Y dies. It cannot make this outcome
worse that X forms his murderous intention, and then acts very wrongly. As
I claimed, we may conclude that the avoidance of wrongdoing is a mere
means.

In such cases, many people believe that wrongdoing does not make the
outcome worse. Would it make the outcome better if there were more acts
that are morally right, and more duties that are fulfilled? I might often
promise to do what I intend anyway to do. I would thereby cause it to be
true that more duties are fulfilled. But no one thinks that this would make
the outcome better, or would be what I ought to do.

Suppose next that poverty is abolished, natural disasters cease to occur,
people cease to suffer from either physical or mental illness, and in many
other ways people cease to need help from other people. These changes
would all be, in one way, good. Would they be in any way bad? It is morally
admirable to help others in distress, at a considerable cost to oneself. In the
world that I have described, very few people need such help. There would be
far fewer of these morally admirable acts. Would this be bad? Would it
make this outcome in one respect worse?

If we answer No, this again supports the view that acting morally is a
mere means. But some of us would answer Yes. We would believe that, in
this respect, the outcome would be worse. And there are also many people
who hold a different view about wrongdoing. These people would believe
that, compared with Z's accidental death, X's murdering Y would, as an
outcome, be much worse. Can a Consequentialist accept these claims?

This depends on what principles he accepts. Consider first a Hedonistic
Utilitarian. If X's murdering Y would not involve more suffering than Z's
accidental death, or a greater loss of happiness, this Utilitarian cannot claim
that, as an outcome, the murder is much worse. Turning to morally
admirable acts, all that he can claim is this. One of the chief sources of
happiness is the belief that one is helping others, in significant ways. It
would therefore be in one way bad if very few people need such help.
Consider next a Consequentialist who accepts the Objective List Theory
about self-interest. On this theory, being moral and acting morally may be
in themselves good for us, whatever their effects may be. They may be
among the things that are best for us, or that make our lives go best. And
being morally bad may be, in itself, one of the things that is worst for us. If
a Consequentialist makes these claims, he can deny that acting morally and
avoiding wrongdoing are mere means. On any plausible version of C, it is
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better if our lives go better. On the claims just made, acting morally and
avoiding wrongdoing are parts of the ultimate moral aim given to us by C.

On this view, though these are parts of this aim, they are not, as such,
ultimate aims. They are parts of this aim because, like being happy, being
moral is one of the things that make our lives go better.

A Consequentialist could make a different claim. He could claim that our
formal aim is, as such, a substantive aim. He could claim that it would be
worse if there is more wrongdoing, even if this is worse for no one.
Similarly, it could be better if more people acted morally, even if this would
be better for no one. A Consequentialist could even claim that the
achievement of our formal aim has absolute priority over the achievement

of our other moral aims. He could accept Cardinal Newman's view.
Newman believed that pain and sin were both bad, but that the second was
infinitely worse. If all mankind suffered 'extremest agony', this would be less
bad than if one venial sin was committed. 2*

Few Consequentialists would go as far as this. But since Newman's view
is a version of C, we cannot claim that C gives too little weight to the
avoidance of wrongdoing. C could give this aim absolute priority over all
our other moral aims.

It may again seem that C is not a distinctive moral theory, but could
cover all theories. This is not so. Non-Consequentialists can claim, not that
C gives too little weight to the avoidance of wrongdoing, but that C gives
this weight in the wrong way. On this extreme version of C, the avoidance of
wrongdoing is one of our common moral aims. A Non-Consequentialist
would say that I ought not to act wrongly, even if I thereby caused there to
be much less wrongdoing by other people. On this version of C, I would
not, in this case, be acting wrongly. If I am doing what most effectively
reduces the incidence of wrongdoing, I am doing what I ought to do.

20. CONCLUSIONS

I shall now summarize the second half of this chapter. I assumed that, in the
ways that I described, Consequentialism is indirectly self-defeating. It would
make the outcome worse if we were always disposed to do what would
make the outcome best. If we all had this disposition, the outcome might be
better than it actually is, given what people are actually like. But the
outcome would be worse than it would be if we had certain other causally
possible sets of motives.

I asked whether, when C is indirectly self-defeating, it is failing in its own
terms. If it would make the outcome worse if we were always disposed to do
what would make the outcome best, C tells us that we should not have this
disposition. Since C makes this claim, it is not failing in its own terms.
Suppose that we all accept C. Our theory tells us that we should cause
ourselves to have, or to keep, one of the best possible sets of motives, in
Consequentialist terms. Since C is indirectly self-defeating, this implies the
following. If we have one of the best possible sets of motives, we shall
sometimes knowingly act wrongly according to our own theory. But, given
the special reason why we are acting wrongly, we need not regard ourselves,

52


http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=96936484

when so acting, as morally bad. We can believe these to be cases of
blameless wrongdoing. We can believe this because we are acting on a set of
motives that it would be wrong for us to cause ourselves to lose.

Some of these claims might be implied even if C was not indirectly self-
defeating. These claims would be implied if C was unrealistically
demanding. This is probably true. It is probable that, even if we all believed
C, it would be causally impossible that we become disposed always to do

what we believe would make the outcome best. If this is true, C tells us to
try to have one of the best possible sets of motives.

In making these various claims, C is coherent. Nor does it fail to take
morality seriously. There would still be many other cases in which, if we
accept C, we would regard ourselves as morally bad. This would be so
whenever someone knowingly makes the outcome much worse, and does not
do this because he has one of the best possible sets of motives. Though we
are not now solely concerned about the avoidance of wrongdoing, since we
are also concerned about having the best possible sets of motives, we would
still regard many acts as showing the agent to be morally bad.

It may be objected that these claims wrongly assume Psychological
Determinism. If a Consequentialist accepts this objection, he must qualify
his claims. He can claim that, if we have one of the best sets of motives, it
would often be very hard for us to avoid doing what we believe to be wrong.
He must admit that, in these cases, we are not wholly blameless; but we are
bad only in a very weak sense.

Another objection is that an acceptable moral theory cannot tell us to
cause ourselves to do what this theory claims to be wrong. But I gave an
example where this objection would be denied even by most of those who
reject C.

A third objection is that, since C is indirectly self-defeating, we cannot
always avoid doing what C claims to be wrong. Since we cannot always do
what C claims that we ought to do, C demands the impossible. It infringes
the doctrine that ought implies can. I claimed that this objection could be
answered.

A fourth objection is that it would make the outcome better if we had
moral beliefs that conflict with C. If this is true, C would be self-effacing. It
would tell us to believe, not itself, but some other theory. I doubted whether
this is true. C would at most be partly self-effacing, and partly esoteric. It
might make the outcome better if some people believe some other theory,
but it would not make the outcome better if no one believed C. And, even if
C was wholly self-effacing, I believe that this would not cast doubt on C.
Whether this is so depends on our view about the nature of morality, and
moral reasoning. Since I have not argued for any of these views, I did not
fully defend my belief that, if C was self-effacing, this would not cast doubt
on C.

I asked finally whether we can accept C's claim that acting morally is a
mere means. If we cannot, C need not make this claim. It could even claim
that the preventing of wrong-doing has absolute priority over our other
moral aims. Utilitarians cannot make this claim. But Consequentialists can.
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In the first half of this chapter I discussed the Self-interest Theory about
rationality. In the second half I discussed the group of moral theories that
are Consequentialist. It is plausible to claim that all these theories are

indirectly self-defeating. And they might perhaps be self-effacing. But, in the
case of these theories, to be indirectly self-defeating is not to be damagingly
self-defeating. Nor do these facts provide independent objections to these
theories. These facts do not show that these theories are either false, or
indefensible. This may be true, but the arguments so far have not shown
this. They at most show that what can be justifiably claimed is more
complicated than we may have hoped.

2 PRACTICAL DILEMMAS

21. WHY C CANNOT BE DIRECTLY SELF-DEFEATING
I HAVE described how theories can be indirectly self-defeating. How might
theories be directly self-defeating? Say that someone successfully follows
Theory T when he succeeds in doing the act which, of the acts that are
possible for him, best achieves his T-given aims. Use we to mean 'the
members of some group'. We might call T
directly collectively self-defeating when it is true that, if all of us
successfully follow T, we will thereby cause our T-given aims to be
worse achieved than they would have been if none of us had
successfully followed T.
This definition seems plausible. 'All' and 'none' give us the simplest cases. It
will be enough to discuss these.
Though it seems plausible, we must reject this definition. It ceases to be
plausible when it is applied to certain co-ordination problems. These are
cases where the effect of each person's act depends upon what others do.
One such case is shown below.

You
do (1) do (2) do (3)
do (1) Third-best Bad Bad
do (2) Bad Second-best Equal-best
do (3) Bad Equal-best Bad

If we both do (1), we both successfully follow C. Since you have done (1), I
would have made the outcome worse if I had done either (2) or (3). And you
could claim the same. If instead we both do (2), neither has successfully
followed C. Since you have done (2), I would have made the outcome better
if I had done (3). And you could claim the same. If we both do (1) rather
than (2), both rather than neither successfully follow C. But we thereby
make the outcome worse, causing our C-given aim to be worse achieved. On
the definition given above, C is here self-defeating.

This conclusion is not justified. It is true that, if we both do (1), both
successfully follow C. But if we had produced either of the best outcomes,
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we would also have successfully followed C. If I had done (2) and you had
done (3). each would have done what, of the acts that are possible for him,
would make the outcome best. The same is true if I had done (3) and you
had done (2). The objection to C here is not that it is self-defeating. The
objection is that it is indeterminate. We successfully follow (C) both if we
both do (1), and if one of us does (2) and the other does (3). Because this is
true, if we both successfully follow C, this does not ensure that our acts
jointly produce one of the best possible outcomes. But it does not ensure
that they do not. If we had produced one of the best outcomes, we would
have successfully followed C. C does not direct us away from the best
outcomes. The objection is less. C merely fails to direct us towards these
outcozryes. I shall explain in Section 26 how this objection can be partly
met. =
If C directed us away from the best outcomes, it would be certain that, if
we successfully follow C, we shall not produce one of the best outcomes.
This suggests another definition. Call theory T
directly collectively self-defeating when
i. it is certain that, if we all successfully follow T, we will thereby cause
our T-given aims to be worse achieved than they would have been if
none of us had successfully followed T. or
ii. our acts will cause our T-given aims to be best achieved only if we
do not successfully follow T.
(ii) expresses the idea that, to cause our T-given aims to be best achieved,
we must disobey T. By 'when' I do not mean 'only when'. We do not need to
cover all cases. As I explained, 'we' does not mean 'everyone living', but 'all
the members of some group'.
Could (i) and (ii) be true in the case of C? Could it be true that we will
make the outcome best only if we do not successfully follow C? Could it
therefore be certain that, if all rather than none of us successfully follow C,
we will thereby make the outcome worse? Neither of these is possible. We
successfully follow C when each does the act which, of the acts that are
possible for him, makes the outcome best. If our acts do jointly produce the
best outcome, we must all be successfully following C. It cannot here be true
of anyone that, if he had acted differently, he would have made the outcome
better. On this definition, C cannot be directly self-defeating.
C may be a pluralist theory, assessing the badness of outcomes by an
appeal to several different principles. One of these might be some version of
the Utilitarian claim; the others might be principles about just distribution,
or deception, or coercion, or entitlements. If these and other principles tell
us to agree on which outcomes would be better, the reasoning just given will
apply. Such a pluralist theory cannot be directly self-defeating, since it is

agent-neutral: giving to all agents common moral aims. If we cause these
common aims to be best achieved, we must be successfully following this
theory. Since this is so, it cannot be true that we will cause these aims to be
best achieved only if we do not follow this theory.
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22. HOW THEORIES CAN BE DIRECTLY SELF-DEFEATING
What if our theory is agent-relative, giving to different agents different aims?
We may now be unable to apply clause (ii) of my definition. If T gives to
different people different aims, there may be no way in which we can best
achieve the T-given aims of each. But we can apply clause (i), with a slight
revision. And I shall give another definition. Call T
directly individually self-defeating when it is certain that, if someone
successfully follows T, he will thereby cause his own T-given aims to be
worse achieved than they would have been if he had not successfully
followed T,
and directly collectively self-defeating when it is certain that, if we all
successfully follow T, we will thereby cause the T-given aims of each to
be worse achieved than they would have been if none of us had
successfully followed T.
The Self-interest Theory gives to different agents different aims. Could this
theory be directly individually self-defeating? The aim that S gives to me is
that my life goes, for me, as well as possible. I successfully follow S when I
do what, of the acts that are possible for me, will be best for me. Could it be
certain that, if I successfully follow S, I will thereby make the outcome
worse for me? This is not possible. It is not possible either in the case of a
single act, or in the case of a series of acts at different times. The argument
for this second claim is like the argument I gave above. S gives to me at
different times one and the same common aim: that my life goes, for me, as
well as possible. If my acts at different times cause my life to go as well as
possible, T must in doing each act be successfully following S. I must be
doing what, of the acts that are possible for me, will be best for me. So it
cannot be certain that, if I always successfully follow S, I will thereby make
the outcome worse for me.
What can be worse for me is to be disposed always to follow S. But in this
case it is not my acts that are bad for me, but my disposition. S cannot be
directly individually self-defeating. It can only be indirectly individually self-
defeating.
Can theories be directly collectively self-defeating? Suppose that Theory T
gives to you and me different aims. And suppose that each could either (1)
promote his own T-given aim or (2) more effectively promote the other's.
The outcomes are shown below.

You
do (1) do (2)
do (1) The _ T-given . aim of eachMine is best achieved,
I is third-best achieved yours worst
do (2) Mine is worst achieved,_The T-given a_im of each
yours best is second-best achieved

Suppose finally that neither's choice will affect the other's. It will then be
true of each that, if he does (1) rather than (2), he will thereby cause his
own

56



T-given aim to be better achieved. This is so whatever the other does. We

both successfully follow T only if we both do (1) rather than (2). Only then

is each doing what, of the acts that are possible for him, best achieves his T-

given aim. But it is certain that if both rather than neither successfully

follow T -- if both do (1) rather than (2) -- we will thereby cause the T-given

aim of each to be worse achieved. Theory T is here directly collectively self-

defeating.Such cases have great practical importance. The simplest cases

may occur when

a. Theory T is agent-relative, giving to different agents different
aims,

b. the achievement of each person's T-given aims partly depends on
what others do, and

c. what each does will not affect what these others do.

23. PRISONER'S DILEMMAS AND PUBLIC GOODS
These three conditions often hold if T is the Self-interest Theory. S is often
directly collectively self-defeating. These cases have a misleading name
taken from one example. This is the Prisoner's Dilemma. You and I are
questioned separately about some joint crime. The outcomes are shown on
the next page.
Whatever the other does, it will be better for each if he confesses. By
confessing each will be certain to save himself two years in prison. But if
both confess that will be worse for each than if both remain silent.

You
confess remain silent

I go free, you!

confess Each gets 10 years get 12 years

I

remain silent I get 12 years

you go free

Let us simplify. It will be worse for each if each rather than neither does
what will be better for himself. One case occurs when

(The Positive Condition) each could either (1) give himself the less
two benefits or (2) give the other the greater benefit,

and

(The Negative Condition) neither's choice would be in other ways better
or worse for either.

When the Positive Condition holds, the outcomes are as shown below.

"Each gets 2 years

You
do (1) do (2)
do (1) Each _ gets thel get _ both benefits,
I lesser benefit you get neither
do (2) I get neither benefit, Each . gets the
you get both greater benefit

If we add the Negative Condition, the diagram becomes as shown on the
next page.
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You

do (1) do (2)
d ) Third-best Best for
| 0 (1) for each worst for you
do (2) Worst for me, Second-best
best for you for both

Part of the Negative Condition cannot be shown in this next diagram.
There must be no reciprocity: it must be true that neither's choice would
cause the other to make the same choice. It will then be better for each if he
does (1) rather than (2). This is so whatever the other does. But if both do
(1) this will be worse for each than if both do (2).

When could neither's choice affect the other's? Only when each must
make a final choice before learning what the other chose. Outside prisons,
or the offices of game-theorists, this is seldom true. Nor would it ensure the
Negative Condition. There might, for instance, be delayed reciprocity.
Either's choice might affect whether he is later harmed or benefited by the
other. We can therefore seldom know that we face a Two-Person Prisoner's
Dilemma.

This last claim is supported by the extensive literature on Prisoner's
Dilemmas. This describes few convincing Two-Person Cases. My Negative
Condition seldom holds.

One of the cases much discussed is the arms race between the United
States and the Soviet Union. This is often claimed to be a Prisoner's
Dilemma. Should each of these nations secretly develop new weapons? If
only one does so, it may be able later to dictate to the other. This would be
its best outcome and the other's worst. If both do so, they will remain equal,
but at great expense, and with the insecurity of continued competition. This
would be third-best for both. Second-best for both would be if neither
secretly develops new weapons. Each should develop new weapons since it
will get its third-best outcome rather than its worst if the other does the
same, and its best rather than its second-best if the other does not do the
same. But if both develop new weapons this will be worse for both than if
neither did. 22

Part of my Negative Condition may here hold. If the new weapons can be
developed secretly, each nation must make its choice before learning what

the other chose. On the question of research, the reasoning just given may
be correct. But it is doubtful whether it applies to the production or
deployment of new weapons, where each can know what the other is doing.
Nor is it clear that mere progress in research might enable each to dictate to
the other. Moreover, this is a repeated or continuing situation. Similar
decisions have to be made again and again. Because of this, it ceases to be
clear that acting in one of two ways will be certain to be better for each. The
choice made by each may affect the later choices made by the other.

Much of the literature discusses this kind of repeated case: what are
misleadingly called Repeated Prisoner's Dilemmas. Many experiments have
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been done to see how pairs of people act in such cases. *° Apart from such
experimental work, there has been much theoretical discussion of 'Repeated
Prisoner's Dilemmas'. Though of interest, this discussion is irrelevant here.
We should distinguish two kinds of case. In the first, each person knows
that he will face some particular number of 'Repeated Prisoner's Dilemmas'.
This would not be true in the actual cases which have practical importance.
I shall therefore discuss these cases in endnote 3.

In the cases that have practical importance, we do not know how many
times we shall face 'Repeated Prisoner's Dilemmas'. On my definition, those
who face such a series of cases do not face even a single true Prisoner's
Dilemma. It is not true, of such people, that it will be worse for both if each
rather than neither does what will be better for himself. This is not true
because, in these 'Repeated Prisoner's Dilemmas', it is no longer clear which
of the two choices will be better for oneself. This is because one's choice
may affect the later choices made by the other. If one makes the co-
operative choice, this may lead the other later to do the same. As the game-
theorists say, if we consider all of their possible consequences, neither choice
is dominant, certain to be better for oneself. The question raised by such
cases is therefore an internal question for a Self-interest Theorist. If one's
aim is to do the best one can for oneself, how should one act in a series of
'Repeated Prisoner's Dilemmas'? In a true Prisoner's Dilemma, the
guestions raised are quite different. In a true Dilemma, if one acts in one of
two ways, it is certain that this will be better for oneself, not just
immediately, but in the long-term and on the whole. The problem raised is
not the internal problem of how one can best pursue one's own interests.
The problem is, that if each rather than neither does what is certain to be
better for himself, this will be worse for both of them.

Though we can seldom know that we face a Two-Person Prisoner's
Dilemma, we can very often know that we face Many-Person Versions. And
these have great practical importance. The rare Two-Person Case is
important only as a model for the Many-Person Versions. We face

a Many-Person Dilemma when it is certain that, if each rather than
none does what will be better for himself, this will be worse for
everyone.

This definition covers only the simplest cases. As before 'everyone' means
‘all the people in some group'.

One Many-Person Case is the Samaritan's Dilemma. Each of us could
sometimes help a stranger at some lesser cost to himself. Each could about
as often be similarly helped. In small communities, the cost of helping might
be indirectly met. If I help, this may cause me to be later helped in return.
But in large communities this is unlikely. It may here be better for each if he
never helps. But it would be worse for each if no one ever helps. Each might
gain from never helping, but he would lose, and lose more, from never being
helped.

Many cases occur when

(The Positive Conditions) (i) each of us could, at some cost to himself,
give to others a greater total sum of benefits, or expected benefits; (ii) if
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each rather than none gives this greater benefit to others, each would
receive a greater benefit, or expected benefit; and

(The Negative Condition) there would be no indirect effects cancelling
out these direct effects.

The Positive Conditions cover many kinds of case. At one extreme, each
could give to one of the others a greater benefit. One example is the
Samaritan's Dilemma. At the other extreme, each could give to all of the
others a greater total sum of benefits. In the cases between these two
extremes, each could give to some of the others a greater total sum of
benefits. At the second extreme, where each could benefit all of the others,
(ii) is redundant, since it is implied by (i). In the other cases, (ii) is often
true.

It would be true, for instance, if the benefits were randomly spread.

Another range of cases involves the different chances that what each does
would benefit the others. At one extreme, each could certainly give to the
others a greater total sum of benefits. At the other extreme, each would
have a very small chance of giving to the others a very much greater benefit.
In this range of cases each could give to the others a greater sum of
expected benefits. This is the value of the possible benefits multiplied by the
chance that the act will produce them. When the effects of our acts are
uncertain, my definition of the Dilemma needs to be revised. In these cases
it is not certain that, if each rather than none does what will be better for
himself, this will be worse for everyone. We face a Risky Dilemma when it is
certain that, if each rather than none gives himself an expected benefit, this
will either reduce the expected benefit to everyone, or will impose on
everyone an expected harm or cost.

In some Many-Person Cases, only the Positive Conditions hold. In these
cases, because the numbers involved are sufficiently small, what each does
might affect what most others do. These cases are practically important.
There are many cases involving nations, or business corporations, or trade

unions. Such cases have some of the features of a true Prisoner's Dilemma.
But they lack the central feature. Because the act of each may affect the acts
of enough of the others, it is not clear which act would be in the interests of
each. The question raised by such cases is another internal question for a
Self-interest Theorist. In a true Prisoner's Dilemma, there is no uncertainty
about which act will, on the whole, give the agent a greater benefit or
expected benefit. The questions raised by true Dilemmas are quite different.
Many-Person Dilemmas are, I have said, extremely common. One reason
is this. In a Two-Person Case, it is unlikely that the Negative Condition
holds. This may need to be specially ensured, by prison-officers, or
game-theorists. But in cases that involve very many people, the Negative
Condition naturally holds. It need not be true that each must act before
learning what the others do. Even when this is not true, if we are very
numerous, what each does would be most unlikely to affect what most
others do. It may affect what a few others do; but this would seldom make
enough difference.
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The commonest true Dilemmas are Contributor's Dilemmas. These
involve public goods: outcomes that benefit even those who do not help to
produce them. It can be true of each person that, if he helps, he will add to
the sum of benefits, or expected benefits. But only a very small portion of
the benefit he adds will come back to him. Since his share of what he adds
will be very small, it may not repay his contribution. It may thus be better
for each if he does not contribute. This can be so whatever others do. But it
would be worse for each if fewer others contribute. And if none contribute
this would be worse for each than if all do.

Many Contributor's Dilemmas involve two thresholds. In these cases,
there are two numbers v and w such that, if fewer than v contribute, no
benefit will be produced, and if more than w contribute, this will not
increase the benefit produced. In many of these cases we do not know what
others are likely to do. It will then not be certain that, if anyone contributes,
he will benefit others. It will be true only that he will give to others an
expected benefit. One extreme case is that of voting, where the gap between
the two thresholds may be the gap of a single vote. The number w is here v
+ 1. Though an election is seldom a true Prisoner's Dilemma, it will be
worth discussing later.

Some public goods need financial contributions. This is true of roads, the
police, or national defence. Others need co-operative efforts. When in large
industries wages depend on profits, and work is unpleasant or a burden, it
can be better for each if others work harder, worse for each if he himself
does. The same can be true for peasants on collective farms. A third kind of
public good is the avoidance of an evil. The contribution needed here is
often self-restraint. Such cases may involve

Commuters: Each goes faster if he drives, but if all drive each goes!
slower than if all take buses;

Soldiers: Each will be safer if he turns and runs, but if all do more will
be killed than if none do;

Fishermen: When the sea is overfished, it can be better for each if he
tries to catch more, worse for each if all do;

Peasants: When the land is overcrowded, it can be better for each if he
or she has more children, worse for each if all do. 32

There are countless other cases. It can be better for each if he adds to
pollution, uses more energy, jumps queues, and breaks agreements; but, if
all do these things, that can be worse for each than if none do. It is very
often true that, if each rather than none does what will be better for himself,
this will be worse for everyone.

These Dilemmas are usually described in self-interested terms. Since few
people are purely self-interested, this may seem to reduce the importance of
these cases. But in most of these cases the following is true. If each rather
than none does what will be better for himself, or his family, or those he
loves, this will be worse for everyone.
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24. THE PRACTICAL PROBLEM AND ITS SOLUTIONS
Suppose that each is disposed to do what will be better for himself, or his
family, or those he loves. There is then a practical problem. Unless
something changes, the actual outcome will be worse for everyone. This
problem is one of the chief reasons why we need more than laissez-faire
economics -- why we need both politics and morality.
Let us use labels. And let us take as understood the words 'or his family,
or those he loves'. Each has two alternatives: E (more egoistic), A (more
altruistic). If all do E that will be worse for each than if all do A. But,
whatever others do, it will be better for each if he does E. The problem is
that, for this reason, each is now disposed to do E.
This problem will be partly solved if most do A, wholly solved if all do. A
solution may be reached in one or more of the ways shown on the next
page.
The change in (3) differs from the change in (4). In (4) someone is
disposed to do A whether or not this would be better for him. It is a mere
side-effect that, because of this change in him, A would not be worse for
him. In (3) someone is disposed to do A only because, given some other
change in him, doing A would be better for him.
(1) to (4) abolish the Dilemma. The altruistic choice ceases to be worse for
each. These are often good solutions. But they are sometimes inefficient, or
unattainable. We then need (5). (5) solves the practical problem; but it does
not abolish the Dilemma. A theoretical problem remains. In this and the
next chapter I discuss how we can solve the practical problem. I discuss the
theoretical problem in chapter 4.

In solution (1), the self-benefiting choice is made impossible. This is
sometimes best. In many Contributor's Dilemmas, there should be
inescapable taxation. But (1) would often be a poor solution. Fishing nets
could be destroyed, soldiers chained to their posts. Both have
disadvantages.

(2) is a less direct solution. E remains possible, but A is made better for
each. There might be a system of rewards. But, if this works, all must be
rewarded. It may be better if the sole reward is to avoid some penalty. If this
works, no one pays. If all deserters would be shot, there may be no
deserters.

The choice between (1) and (2) is often difficult. Consider the Peasant's
Dilemma, where it will be better for each if he or she has more children,
worse for each if all do. Some countries reward two-child families. China
now rewards one-child families. But where the problem is most serious the
country is too poor to give everyone rewards. And, if such a system is to be
effective, non-rewards must be like penalties. Since the system would not be
wholly effective, some would have to bear such penalties. And such penalties
fall not on the parents only but also on the children.

An alternative is (1), where it is made impossible for people to have more
than two children. This would involve compulsory sterilization after the
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birth of one's second child. It would be better if this sterilization could be
reversed if either or both of one's children died. Such a solution may seem
horrendous. But it might receive unanimous support in a referendum. It
would be better for all the people in some group if none rather than all have

more than two children. If all prefer that this be what happens, all may
prefer and vote for such a system of compulsory sterilization. If it was
unanimously supported in a referendum, this might remove what is
horrendous in the compulsion. And this solution has advantages over a
system of rewards or penalties. As I have said, when such a system is not
wholly effective, those with more children must pay penalties, as must their
children. It may be better if what would be penalized is, instead, made
impossible.

(1) and (2) are political solutions. What is changed is our situation. (3) to
(5) are psychological. 1t is we who change. This change may be specific,
solving only one Dilemma. The fishermen might grow lazy, the soldiers
might come to prefer death to dishonour, or be drilled into automatic
obedience. Here are four changes of a more general kind:

We might become trustworthy. Each might then promise to do A on
condition that the others make the same promise.

We might become reluctant to be free-riders'. If each believes that
many others will do A, he may then prefer to do his share.

We might become Kantians. Each would then do only what he could
rationally will everyone to do. None could rationally will that all do E.
Each would therefore do A.

We might become more altruistic. Given sufficient altruism, each would
do A.

These are moral solutions. Because they might solve any Dilemma, they are
the most important psychological solutions.

They are often better than the political solutions. This is in part because
they do not need to be enforced. Take the Samaritan's Dilemma. It cannot
be made impossible not to help strangers. Bad Samaritans cannot be easily
caught and fined. Good Samaritans could be rewarded. But for this to be
ensured the law might have to intervene. Given the administrative costs, this
solution may not be worthwhile. It would be much better if we became
directly disposed to help strangers.

It is not enough to know which solution would be best. Any solution
must be achieved, or brought about. This is often easier with the political
solutions. Situations can be changed more easily than people. But we often
face another, second-order, Contributor's Dilemma. Few political solutions
can be achieved by a single person. Most require co-operation by many
people. But a solution is a public good, benefiting each whether or not he
does his share in bringing it about. In most large groups, it will be worse for
each if he does his share. The difference that he makes will be too small to
repay his contribution.

This problem may be small in well-organized democracies. It may be
sufficient here to get the original Dilemma widely understood. This may be
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difficult. But we may then vote for a political solution. If our government
responds to opinion polls, there may be no need to hold a vote.

The problem is greater when there is no government. This is what
worried Hobbes. It should now worry nations. One example is the spread
of nuclear weapons. Without world-government, it may be hard to achieve
a solution. **

The problem is greatest when its solution is opposed by some ruling
group. This is the Dilemma of the Oppressed.

Such Contributor's Dilemmas often need moral solutions. We often need
some people who are directly disposed to do their share. If these can change
the situation, so as to achieve a political solution, this solution may be self-
supporting. But without such people it may never be achieved.

The moral solutions are, then, often best; and they are often the only
attainable solutions. We therefore need the moral motives. How could these
be introduced? Fortunately, that is not our problem. They exist. This is how
we solve many Prisoner's Dilemmas. Our need is to make these motives
stronger, and more widely spread.

With this task, theory helps. Prisoner's Dilemmas need to be explained.
So do their moral solutions. Both have been too little understood.

One solution is, we saw, a conditional agreement. For this to be possible,
it must first be true that we can all communicate. If we are purely self-
interested, or never self-denying, the ability to communicate would seldom
make a difference. In most large groups, it would be pointless to promise
that we shall make the altruistic choice, since it would be worse for each if
he keeps his promise. But suppose that we are trustworthy. Each could now
promise to do A, on condition that everyone else makes the same promise. If
we know that we are all trustworthy, each will have a motive to join this
conditional agreement. Each will know that, unless he joins, the agreement
will not take effect. Once we have all made this promise, we shall all do A.

If we are numerous, unanimity will in practice be hard to obtain. If our
only moral motive is trustworthiness, we shall then be unlikely to achieve
the joint conditional agreement. It would be likely to be worse for each if he
joins. Since this problem has little practical importance, I discuss it in
endnote %,

There are few people whose only moral motive is trustworthiness.
Suppose that we are also reluctant to be free-riders. If each of us has this
motive, he will not wish to remain outside the joint conditional agreement.
He will prefer to join, even if doing so will be worse for him. This solves the
problem just mentioned for the joint agreement. And, if enough people are
reluctant to be free-riders, there will be no need for an actual agreement. All
that is needed is an assurance that there will be many who do A. Each
would then prefer to do his share. But a reluctance to free-ride cannot by
itself create this assurance. So there are many cases where it provides no
solution. 3¢

The Kantian Test could always provide a solution. This Test has its own

problems. Could I rationally will either that none practise medicine, or that
all do? If we refine the Test, we may be able to solve such problems. But in
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Prisoner's Dilemmas they do not arise. These are the cases where we
naturally say, 'What if everyone did that?' 3Z

The fourth moral solution is sufficient altruism. I am not referring here to
pure altruism. Pure altruists, who give no weight to their own interests, may
face analogues of the Prisoner's Dilemma. It can be true that, if all rather
than none do what is certain to be better for others, this will be worse for
everyone. *® By 'sufficient altruism' I mean sufficient concern for others,
where the limiting case is impartial benevolence: an equal concern for
everyone, including oneself.

The fourth solution has been the least understood. It is often claimed
that, in those Contributor's Dilemmas that involve very many people, what
each person does would make no difference. If this claim was true, a
rational altruist would not contribute. But, as I argue in the next chapter,
this claim is false.

3 FIVE MISTAKES IN MORAL MATHEMATICS

IT is often claimed that, in cases that involve very many people, any single
altruistic choice would make no difference. Some of those who make this
claim believe that it undermines only the fourth moral solution, that
provided by sufficient altruism. These people argue that, in such cases,
because we cannot appeal to the consequences of our acts, we must appeal
instead either to the Kantian Test, 'What if everyone did that?', or to the
reluctance to free-ride. *° But if my contribution involves a real cost to me,
and would certainly make no difference -- would give no benefit to others -- I
may not be moved by my reluctance to free-ride. This reluctance may apply
only when I believe that I am profiting at the expense of others. If my
contribution would make no difference, my failure to contribute will not be
worse for others, so I will not be profiting at their expense. I may believe
that the case is like those where some threshold has been clearly passed, so
that any further altruistic act is a sheer waste of effort. This belief may also
undermine the Kantian solution. If my contribution would make no
difference, I can rationally will that everyone else does what I do. I can
rationally will that no one contributes when he knows that his contribution
would make no difference. Since others may think like me, it is of great
importance whether any single act would make a difference. The claim that
it would not may not undermine only the fourth moral solution, that
provided by sufficient altruism. This claim may also undermine the second
and third solutions. Since we can seldom achieve the first solution, the joint
conditional agreement, it is of great importance whether this claim is true.

25. THE SHARE-OF-THE-TOTAL VIEW
It is false. Before explaining why, I must explain two other mistakes.
Consider The First Rescue Mission: I know all of the following. A hundred
miners are trapped in a shaft with flood-waters rising. These men can
be brought to the surface in a lift raised by weights on long levers. If I
and three other people go to stand on some platform, this would
provide just enough weight to raise the lift, and would save the lives of
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these hundred men. If I do not join this rescue mission, I could go
elsewhere and save, single-handedly,, the lives of ten other people.

There is a fifth potential rescuer. If I go elsewhere, this person will join
the other three and these four will save the hundred miners.

When I could act in several ways, how should I decide which act would
benefit people most? Suppose first that all five of us go to save the miners.
On the Share-of-the-Total View, each produces his share of the total benefit.
Since we five save a hundred lives, each saves twenty lives.Less literally, the
good that each does is equivalent to the saving of this many lives. On this
view, I ought to join the other four, and save the equivalent of twenty lives.
I should not go elsewhere to save the other ten people, since I would then be
saving fewer people. This is clearly the wrong answer. If I go with the other
four, ten people needlessly die. Since the other four would, without my help,
save the hundred miners, I should go and save these ten people.

The Share-of-the-Total View might be revised. It might be claimed that,
when I join others who are doing good, the good that I do is not just my
share of the total benefit produced. I should subtract from my share any
reduction that my joining causes in the shares of the benefits produced by
others. If I join this rescue mission, I shall be one of five people who
together save a hundred lives. My share will be twenty lives. If I had not
joined, the other four would have saved the hundred, and the share saved by
each would have been twenty five lives, or five more than when I join. By
joining I reduce the shares of the other four by a total of four times five, or
twenty lives. On the revised view, my share of the benefit is therefore twenty
minus twenty, or nothing. I should therefore go and save the other ten
people. The revised view gives the right answer.

Consider next The Second Rescue Mission. As before, the lives of a hundred
people are in danger. These people can be saved if I and three other people
join in a rescue mission. We four are the only people who could join
this mission. If any of us fails to join, all of the hundred people will die.
If T fail to join, I could go elsewhere and save, single-handedly, fifty
other lives.

On the Revised Share-of-the-Total View, I ought to go elsewhere and save
these fifty lives. If instead I join this rescue mission, my share of the benefit
produced is only the equivalent of saving of twenty-five lives. I can therefore
do more good if I go elsewhere and save fifty lives. This is clearly false, since
if I act in this way fifty more lives will be lost. I ought to join this rescue
mission. We must make a further revision. I must add to my share of the
benefit produced any increase that I cause to the shares produced by others.
If I join, I enable each of three people to save, with me, a hundred lives. If I
do not join, these three would save no lives. My share is twenty-five lives,
and I increase by seventy-five the shares produced by the others. On this
doubly revised view, my total share is a hundred lives. This is also the total

share produced by each of the others. Since each counts as producing the

whole of this total benefit, this is not a version of the Share-of-the-Total
View. It is a quite different view. This doubly revised view gives the right
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answer in this case. It is no objection to this view that it claims that each
saves a hundred lives. This is what each does, not by himself, but with the
help of the others. %2

This view can be put more simply. I should act in the way whose
consequence is that most lives are saved. More generally,

(C6) An act benefits someone if its consequence is that someone is
benefited more. An act harms someone if its consequence is that
someone is harmed more. The act that benefits people most is the
act whose consequence is that people are benefited most.

These claims imply, correctly, that I should not join the First Rescue
Mission, but should join the Second.

Consequentialists should appeal to (C6). So should others, if they give
any weight to what Ross called the Principle of Beneficence. On any
plausible moral theory, we should sometimes try to do what would benefit
people most.

(C6) may need to be further explained. Suppose that I can do either (1) or
(2). In deciding which would benefit people more, I should compare all of
the benefits and losses that people would later receive if I do (1), and all of
the benefits and losses that people would later receive if I do (2). The act
which benefits people more is the one that, in this comparison, would be
followed by the greater net sum of benefits -- the greater sum of benefits
minus losses. It is irrelevant if, as is often true, the acts of many other
people are also parts of the cause of the receiving of these benefits and
losses.

(C6) revises the ordinary use of the words 'benefit' and 'harm'. When 1
claim to have benefited someone, I am usually taken to mean that some act
of mine was the chief or immediate cause of some benefit received by this
person. According to (C6), I benefit someone even when my act is a remote
part of the cause of the receiving of this benefit. All that needs to be true is
that, if I had acted otherwise, this person would not have received this
benefit. Similar claims apply to 'harm'.

There is a second way in which (C6) revises our use of 'benefit' and
'harm'. On the ordinary use, I sometimes benefit someone even though what
I am doing is not better for this person. This can be true when my act,
though sufficient to produce some benefit, is not necessary. Suppose that I
could easily save either J's life or K's arm. I know that, if I do not save J's
life, someone else certainly will; but no one else can save K's arm. On our
ordinary use, if I save J1's life, I benefit him, and I give him a greater benefit
than the benefit that I would give to K if I save his arm. But, for moral
purposes, this is not the way to measure benefits. In making my decision, I
should ignore this benefit to J, as (C6) tells me to do. According to (C6), 1
do not benefit J when I save his life. It is not true that the consequence of

my act is that J is benefited more. If I had acted differently, someone else
would have saved J's life. (C6) implies correctly that I ought to save K's
arm. This is the act whose consequence is that people are benefited more.
On the revised use of 'benefit', this is the act that benefits people more.
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26. IGNORING THE EFFECTS OF SETS OF ACTS
The First Mistake in moral mathematics is the Share-of-the-Total View. We
should reject this view, and appeal instead to (C6). It is natural to assume
(The Second Mistake) If some act is right or wrong because of its
effects, the only relevant effects are the effects of this particular act.
This assumption is mistaken in at least two kinds of case.
In some cases, effects are overdetermined. Consider
Case One. X and Y shoot and kill me. Either shot, by itself, would have
killed me.
Neither X nor Y acts in a way whose consequence is that an extra person is
killed. Given what the other does, it is true of each that, if he had not shot
me, this would have made no difference. According to (C6), neither X nor Y
harms me. Suppose that we make the Second Mistake. We assume that, if
an act is wrong because of its effects, the only relevant effects are the effects
of this particular act. Since neither X nor Y harms me, we are forced to the
absurd conclusion that X and Y do not act wrongly.
Some would take this case to show that we should reject (C6). There is a
better alternative. We should claim
(C7) Even if an act harms no one, this act may be wrong because it is
one of a set of acts that together harm other people. Similarly, even if
some act benefits no one, it can be what someone ought to do, because
it is one of a set of acts that together benefit other people.
X and Y act wrongly because they together harm me. They together kill me.
(C7) should be accepted even by those who reject C. On any plausible moral
theory, it is a mistake in this kind of case to consider only the effects of
single acts. On any plausible theory, even if each of us harms no one, we can
be acting wrongly if we together harm other people.
In Case One, the overdetermining acts are simultaneous. What should we
claim in cases where this is not true? Consider
Case Two. X tricks me into drinking poison, of a kind that causes a
painful death within a few minutes. Before this poison has any effect, Y
Lkills me painlessly.
Though Y kills me, Y's act is not worse for me. (C6) therefore implies that,

in killing me, Y does not harm me. (Y's act is in one way slightly worse for
me, since it shortens my life by a few minutes. This is outweighed by the fact
that Y saves me from a painful death.) (C6) also implies that X does not
harm me. As in Case One, neither X nor Y harms me. (C7) implies correctly
that X and Y act wrongly because they together harm me. They together
harm me because, if both had acted differently, I would not have died.
Though (C7) gives the right answer, this case may seem to provide an
oh ection to (C6). It may seem absurd to claim that, in killing me, Y is not
harming me. But consider

Case Three. As before, X tricks me into drinking poison of a kind that
causes a painful death within a few minutes. Y knows that he can save
your life if he acts in a way whose inevitable side-effect is my immediate
and painless death. Because Y also knows that I am about to die
painfully, Y acts in this way.
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(C6) implies that Y ought to act in this way, since he will not harm me, and
he will greatly benefit you. This is the right conclusion. Since Y's act is not
worse for me, it is morally irrelevant that Y kills me. It is also morally
irrelevant that X does not kill me. (C6) implies correctly that X acts
wrongly. Though X does not kill me on the ordinary use of 'kill', X is the
real murderer in this case. X harms me, and acts wrongly, because it is true
that, if X had not poisoned me, Y would not have killed me. If X had acted
differently, I would not have died. Y does not harm me because, if Y had
acted differently, this would have made no difference to whether I died.
Since Y does not harm me, and he greatly benefits you, Y is doing what he
ought to do.

These claims show that Case Two provides no objection to (C6). In Case
Three, (C6) correctly implies that Y ought to act as he does, because he does
not harm me. In Case Two, Y's act affects me in just the same way. I was
therefore right to claim that, in Case Two, Y does not harm me. Y acts
wrongly in Case Two because he is a member of a group who together harm
me.

It may be thought that, if this is why, in Case Two, Y acts wrongly, Y
must be acting wrongly in Case Three. It may be thought that, here too, Y is
a member of a group who together harm me.

These thoughts show the need for another claim. In Case Three it is true
that, if both X and Y had acted differently, I would not have been harmed.
But this does not show that X and Y together harm me. It is also true that,
if X, Y, and Fred Astaire had all acted differently, I would not have been
harmed. But this does not make Fred Astaire a member of a group who
together harm me. We should claim

(C8) When some group together harm or benefit other people,
this group is the smallest group of whom it is true that, if they had
all acted differently, the other people would not have bee

harmed, or benefited.

In Case Three, this 'group' consists of X. It is true of X that, if he had acted
differently, I would not have been harmed. Y is not a member of this
'group'. In Case Two it is not true of either X or Y that, if he had acted
differently, I would not have been harmed. I would not have been harmed
only if both had acted differently. I would also not have been harmed if X,
Y, and Fred Astaire had acted differently. But (C8) rightly implies that Fred
Astaire is not a member of the group who together harm me. This group
consists of X and Y.

Consider next The Third Rescue Mission. As before, if four people stand on a
platform, this will save the lives of a hundred miners. Five people stand
on this platform.

Given what the others do, it is true of each of these five people that his act
makes no difference. If he had not stood on this platform, the other four
would have saved the hundred miners. Though none, by himself, makes any
difference, these five together save the hundred miners. This case shows the
need to add some further claim to (C8). In this case there is not one smallest
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group who together save the hundred lives. I shall return to such cases in
Section 30.

There is a second kind of case in which we should consider the effects of sets
of acts. These are co-ordination problems. One example is shown below.

You
do (1) do (2)

Second-best Bad
Bad Best

do (1)

do (2)
Suppose that we apply Consequentialism only to single acts. We shall then
claim that each has successfully followed C if he has done the act, of those
that are possible for him, whose consequence is the best outcome. As we
saw earlier, in co-ordination problems C will then be indeterminate. In this
case we successfully follow C both if we both do (2) and if we both do (1).
Suppose that we both do (1). Given what you have done, I have done the

act whose consequence is best. The outcome would have been worse if I had
done (2). The same claims apply to you. If we both do (1) both successfully
follow C, but we have not produced the best possible outcome.
Consequentialists should claim

(C9) Suppose that someone has done the act, of those that are
possible for him, whose consequence is best. It does not follow
that this person has done what he ought to have done. He ought
to have asked whether he is a member of some group who could
have acted in a way whose consequence would have been even
better. If this is true, and he could have persuaded this group to
act in this way, this is what he ought to have done.

If C includes (C9), C ceases to be indeterminate in this case. (C9) tells us
both to do (2). There are co-ordination problems where (C9) does not by
itself give us the right answer. In these cases, C must make more
complicated claims. I shall ignore these complications here. I mention
co-ordination problems merely to give the second reason why it is a mistake
to consider only the effects of single acts. Even if we reject C, we must again
agree that this is a mistake. On any plausible moral theory, we ought, in
some co-ordination problems, to do what would make the outcome best. %

27. IGNORING SMALL CHANCES

Return now to those Prisoner's Dilemmas that involve very many people. It
is often claimed that, in these cases, what each person does makes no
difference. This involves three more mistakes.

One concerns those cases where each altruistic act has an extremely small
chance of producing some extremely great benefit. It is sometimes claimed
that, below some threshold, extremely small chances have no moral
significance.

This mistake is often made in discussions of elections where there are very
many voters. Though an election is not a pure Prisoner's Dilemma, it can
illustrate this mistake. It has been claimed that, in a nation-wide election,
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one cannot justify voting merely by appealing to the consequences of one's
act. ** This claim is often false. Suppose that, if I vote, this will involve
some costs, and no other benefits apart from the possible effect on who
wins the election. On these assumptions, my voting cannot be justified in
self-interested terms. But it can often be justified in Consequentialist terms.
When I cannot predict the effects of my act, C tells me to do what would
produce the greatest expected benefit. The expected benefit of my act is the
possible benefit multiplied by the chance that my act will produce it. I may
be able to justify my voting by appealing to the expected benefit.

Consider a Presidential Election in the United States. If I vote, there may
be a very small chance that my vote will make a difference. On one estimate,
if I am voting in one of the large and marginal states, which might go either

way, the chance that I shall make a difference would be about one in a
hundred million. (The estimate is difficult. It should not be assumed that
any pattern of votes is as likely as any other. But several writers agree that
this chance is about one in a hundred million. *3)

Call the two candidates Superior and Inferior. And suppose that, if the
next President is Superior, this will on average benefit Americans. There will
be some Americans who will lose. It would have been better for these
Americans if Inferior had won. But the losses to these Americans -- the rich
minority-will be outweighed by the benefits to all the other Americans.
This is why Superior is the better candidate. If he is the one who is elected,
this will produce a greater total net sum of benefits minus burdens. The
average net benefit to Americans is this total sum divided by the number of
Americans. For simplicity, I ignore effects on non-Americans. If my vote
has a chance of one in a hundred million of affecting the result, the expected
benefit of my voting is as shown below.

The average net benefit

to Americans from the number
Superior's election X of Americans
the costs to
me and
-- others
One hundred million of my
voting.

Since there are two hundred million Americans, this sum is likely to be
positive. This will be so if Superior's election would on average bring to
Americans a net benefit more than half as great as the costs of my voting. I
must be pretty cynical to doubt this. Similar remarks apply to many other
public goods, and to altruists as well as Consequentialists. If an altruist does
not ignore very tiny chances, he will often have a moral reason to make a
contribution. The expected benefit that he would give to others would be
greater than the costs of his contribution.

It may be objected that it is irrational to consider very tiny chances. When
our acts cannot affect more than a few people, this may be so. But this is
because the stakes are here comparatively low. Consider the risks of causing
accidental death. It may be irrational to give any thought to a
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one-in-a-million chance of killing one person. But, if I was a nuclear
engineer, would I be irrational to give any thought to the same chance of
killing a million people? This is not what most of us believe. We believe,

rightly, that such chances ought to be considered. Suppose that nuclear
engineers did ignore all chances at or below the threshold of
one-in-a-million. It might then be the case that, for each of the many
components in a nuclear reactor, there is a one-in-a-million chance that, in
any day, this component would fail in a way that would cause a
catastrophe. It would be clearly wrong for those who design reactors to
ignore such tiny chances. If there are many reactors, each with many such
components, it would not take many days before the one-in-a-million risk
had been run a million times. There would fairly soon be a catastrophe.

When the stakes are very high, no chance, however small, should be
ignored. The same is true when each chance will be taken very many times.
In both these kinds of case, each tiny chance should be taken to be just what
it is, and included in the calculation of the expected benefit. We can usually
ignore a very small chance. But we should not do so when we may affect a
very large number of people, or when the chance will be taken a very large
number of times. These large numbers roughly cancel out the smallness of
the chance.

A similar point applies if an act is likely or certain to give to others very
small benefits. We should not ignore such benefits when they would go to a
very large number of people. This large number roughly cancels out the
smallness of the benefits. The total sum of benefits may thus be large.

These two points are not equally plausible. Very small benefits may be
imperceptible. And it is plausible to claim that an 'imperceptible benefit' is
not a benefit. But it is not plausible to claim that a very small chance is not a
chance.

28. IGNORING SMALL OR IMPERCEPTIBLE EFFECTS
The Third Mistake in moral mathematics is to ignore very small chances
when they would either affect very many people, or would be taken very
many times. The Fourth and Fifth Mistakes are to ignore very small and
imperceptible effects on very large numbers of people. These are similar
mistakes, and can be criticised with the same arguments. But imperceptible
effects raise one extra question.
I need not state both mistakes. The Fourth is the same as the Fifth except
that 'very small' replaces 'imperceptible'. Some people believe
(The Fifth Mistake) If some act has effects on other people that are
imperceptible, this act cannot be morally wrong because it has these
effects. An act cannot be wrong because of its effects on other people, if
none of these people could ever notice any difference. Similarly, if some
act would have imperceptible effects on other people, these effects
cannot make this act what someone ought to do.
I shall deny these claims. One kind of imperceptible effect is not
controversial. I may cause you serious harm in a way that is imperceptible.

72



The dose of radiation that I give you may be the unknown cause of the
cancer that kills you many years later. Though the cause may be unknown,
the harm here is perceptible. In denying the claims just stated, I am
referring to acts whose effects on people are imperceptible.

Consider first a variant of a case described by Glover. %*

The Drops of Water. A large number of wounded men lie out in the
desert, suffering from intense thirst. We are an equally large number of
altruists, each of whom has a pint of water. We could pour these pints
into a water-cart. This would be driven into the desert, and our water
would be shared equally between all these many wounded men. By
adding his pint, each of us would enable each wounded man to drink
slightly more water -- perhaps only an extra drop. Even to a very thirsty
man, each of these extra drops would be a very small benefit. The effect
on each man might even be imperceptible.

Assume that the benefit given to each man would be merely the relieving of
his intensely painful thirst. There would be no effect on these men's health.
Since the benefits would be merely the relief of suffering, these are the kind
of benefit of which it can most plausibly be claimed that, to be benefits at
all, they must be perceptible.

Suppose first that, because the numbers are not very large, the benefit
that each of us would give to each man would, though very small, be
perceptible. If we make the Fourth Mistake, we believe that such tiny
benefits have no moral significance. We believe that, if some act would give
to others such tiny benefits, this cannot make this act what someone ought
to do. We are forced to conclude that none of us ought to add his pint. This
is clearly the wrong conclusion.

Assume, next, that there are a thousand wounded men, and a thousand
altruists. If we pour our pints into the water-cart, each of us would cause
each wounded man to drink an extra thousandth of a pint. These men
could notice the difference between drinking no water and one thousandth
of a pint. Let us therefore ask, 'If these men will drink at least one tenth
of a pint, could they notice the effect of drinking any extra thousandth of
a pint?' I shall assume that the answer is No. (If the answer is Yes, we
merely need to suppose that there are more altruists and wounded men.
There must be some fraction of a pint whose effect would be too small to
be perceptible.)

Suppose that a hundred altruists have already poured their water into the
cart. Each of the wounded men will drink at least one tenth of a pint. We
are the other nine hundred altruists, each of whom could add his pint.
Suppose next that we make the Fifth Mistake. We believe that, if some act
would have imperceptible effects on other people, these effects cannot make
this act what someone ought to do. If we believe this, we cannot explain
why each of us ought to add his pint.

It may be said: 'We can avoid this problem if we redescribe the effect of
adding each pint. We need not claim that this gives to each of the men one

thousandth of a pint. We could claim that it gives to one man one pint.'
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This claim is false. The water will be shared equally between all these
men. When I add my pint, is the effect that an extra man receives a full pint?
If I had not added my pint, is there some man who would have received
nothing rather than a full pint? Neither of these is true. There is only one
correct description of the effect of my act. It gives to each of the thousand
men an extra thousandth of a pint.

It may next be said that we should appeal to the Share-of-the-Total-View.
On this view, the share that each contributes is equivalent to the benefit that
one man receives from one pint. But we cannot appeal to this view, since we
saw in Section 25 that it can imply absurd conclusions. We can ignore these
complications.

What we can appeal to is a claim about what we together do. We can
claim

(C10) When (1) the best outcome would be the one in which
people are benefited most, and (2) each of the members of some
group could act in a certain way, and (3) they would benefit
these other people if enough of them act in this way, and (4) they
would benefit these people most if they all act in this way, and
(5) each of them both knows these facts and believes that
enough of them will act in this way, then (6) each of them ought
to act in this way.

Each of us could give to each of the thousand wounded men an extra
thousandth of a pint of water. If enough of us act in this way this will
benefit each of these men. And we will benefit these men most if we all act in
this way. We know these facts, and we know that enough of us -- one
hundred -- have already acted in this way. (C10) implies correctly that each
of us ought to act in this way.

Remember now the Fifth Mistake. On this view, an act cannot be right
or wrong, because of its effects on other people, if these effects are
imperceptible. The case just described refutes this view. It is clear that, in
this case, each of us should pour his pint into the water-cart. Each of us
should cause each wounded man to drink an extra thousandth of a pint.
Each of us ought to affect each wounded man in this way, even though
these effects are imperceptible. We may believe that, because these effects
are imperceptible, each of us is benefiting no one. But, even if each benefits
no one, we together greatly benefit these wounded men. The effects of all
our acts are perceptible. We greatly relieve the intense thirst of these men.
Consequentialists may appeal to several principles. They may thus believe
that, in some cases, the best outcome is not the one in which people are
benefited most. To cover such cases, they can claim

(C11) When (1) the members of some group would make the
outcome better if enough of them act in some way, and (2) they
would make the outcome best if all of them act in this way, and

(3) each of them both knows these facts and believes that

enough of them will act in this way, then (4) each of them ought
to act in this way.
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Non-Consequentialists believe that, in some cases, we should try to produce
the best outcome. In some of these cases, they can appeal to (C11). As
before, in some cases, (C11) does not by itself give the right answer. We
would have to add a more complicated claim. I shall ignore these
complications. %©

As I showed in Section 26, there are two kinds of case where we need to
appeal to the effects, not just of single acts, but of sets of acts. We need to
make this appeal when (1) the effects of our acts are overdetermined, or (2)
we face co-ordination problems. We are now considering cases where (3)
each person's act will have imperceptible effects on other people. This may
be a third kind of case in which we need to appeal to the effects of sets of
acts. Whether we need to make this appeal depends in part on the answer to
another question.

29. CAN THERE BE IMPERCEPTIBLE HARMS AND BENEFITS?
It may be objected: 'You claim that each of the thousand altruists should
pour in his pint, since this is how the wounded men would be benefited
most. This claim is false. Suppose that one of the altruists does not pour in
his pint. Are the wounded men benefited less? They are not. They drink
slightly less water. But this effect is imperceptible. Since the effect is
imperceptible, the benefit to these men cannot be less.'
This objection assumes that there cannot be imperceptible benefits. If we
make this assumption, we face part of a wider problem, variously called the
Sorites Problem, Wang's Paradox, or the Paradox of the Heap. *
In our case, the benefit is the relieving of intensely painful thirst. If each
man receives a pint of water, his thirst will become less painful. His pain will
be less bad. Our problem is the following. We assume
(A) Someone's pain cannot become imperceptibly better or worse.
Someone's pain cannot become either less bad, or worse, if this
person could not possibly notice any difference.
And it is plausible to assume
(B) At least as bad as, applied to pains, is a transitive relation: if
someone's pain in Outcome (2) is at least as bad as it was in
Outcome (1), and his pain in Outcome (3) is at least as bad as it
was in Outcome (2), his pain in Outcome (3) must be at least as
bad as it was in Outcome (1).
A hundred altruists have already poured in their pints. Each of the wounded

men will drink at least a tenth of a pint. They would not notice the effect of
any extra thousandth of a pint. (If this is false, we can assume that this
fraction would be smaller.)

In different possible outcomes different numbers of altruists pour their
pints into the cart. Let us refer to these outcomes by citing the number who
contribute. Thus, if no one else contributes, this will produce Outcome 100.
Suppose that one more altruist contributes. Each wounded man will
drink more water, but the amount will be so small that he cannot notice
this. According to (A), each man's thirst cannot become less painful. Each
man's pain in Outcome 101 must be at least as bad as it would have been in
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Outcome 100. Suppose next that a second altruist adds his pint. As before,
none of the men can notice this difference. According to (A) each man's
thirst cannot become less painful. Each man's pain in Outcome 102 must be
at least as bad it would have been in Outcome 101. According to (B) each
man's pain in Outcome 102 must be at least as bad as it would have been in
Outcome 100. The same claims apply if a third altruist contributes. In
Outcome 103 each man's pain must be at least as bad as it would have been
in Outcome 100. These claims apply to every extra altruist who contributes.
Suppose that all of us contribute. The result is Outcome 1000, in which each
man drinks a whole pint. (A) and (B) together imply that each man's pain
must be at least bad as it would have been in Outcome 100. Drinking a
whole pint, rather than only one tenth, cannot do anything to relieve the
pain of each man's thirst. Since this conclusion is absurd, we must reject
either (A) or (B).

Which should go? I reject (A). I believe that someone's pain can become
less painful, or less bad, by an amount too small to be noticed. Someone's
pain is worse, in the sense that has moral relevance, if this person minds the
pain more, or has a stronger desire that the pain cease. *® I believe that
someone can mind his pain slightly less, or have a slightly weaker desire that
his pain cease, even though he cannot notice any difference. More generally,
there can be imperceptible harms, and imperceptible benefits. In many other
kinds of case, people have been shown to make very small mistakes when
they report the nature of their experiences. Why should we assume that they
cannot make such mistakes about the badness of their pain, and the
strength of their desire that some pain cease?

Suppose that you reject these claims, and continue to accept (A). You
must then reject (B). To avoid the absurd conclusion reached above, you
must admit that, when applied to pains, at least as bad as is not transitive.
And rejecting (B) has implications like those of rejecting (A). You must now
admit that your acts may be wrong, because of their effects on someone
else's pain, even though none of your acts makes this person's pain worse.
You must admit this because, though none of your acts makes this peison's
pain worse, they may together have this effect. Each act may be wrong,
though its effects are imperceptible, because it is one of a set of acts that
together make this person's pain very much worse.

Consider The Bad Old Days. A thousand torturers have a thousand victims.
At the start of each day, each of the victims is already feeling mild pain.
Each of the torturers turns a switch a thousand times on some
instrument. Each turning of a switch affects some victim's pain in a way
that is imperceptible. But, after each torturer has turned his switch a
thousand times, he has inflicted severe pain on his victim.

Suppose that you make the Fifth Mistake. You believe that an act cannot
be wrong, because of its effects on other people, if these effects are
imperceptible. You must then conclude that, in this case, no turning of a
switch is wrong. None of these torturers ever act wrongly. This conclusion is
absurd.
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Why are the torturers acting wrongly? One explanation appeals to the
total effect of what each torturer does. Each turns a switch a thousand
times. These acts, taken together, inflict severe pain on his victim.

Consider next The Harmless Torturers. In the Bad Old Days, each torturer
inflicted severe pain on one victim. Things have now changed. Each of the
thousand torturers presses a button, thereby turning the switch once on
each of the thousand instruments. The victims suffer the same severe
pain. But none of the torturers makes any victim's pain perceptibly
worse.

Can we appeal here to the total effect of what each torturer does? This
depends in part on whether we reject (A), believing that someone's pain can
become imperceptibly worse. If we believe this, we can claim: 'By pressing
the button, each torturer causes each victim to suffer slightly more. The
effect on each is slight. But, since each torturer adds to the suffering of a
thousand victims, each torturer imposes a great total sum of suffering. Since
the victims suffer just as much as they did in the Bad Old Days, each
torturer is acting just as wrongly as he used to do. In the Bad Old Days,
each torturer imposed on one victim a great sum of suffering. Each of the
Harmless Torturers imposes on these thousand victims an equally great
total sum of suffering.'

Suppose instead that we accept (A), believing that pains cannot become
imperceptibly worse. We must then admit that each of the Harmless
Torturers causes no one to suffer more. We cannot appeal to the total effect
of what each torturer does. Each presses a button, thereby turning a
thousand switches once. If we accept (A), we must claim that the acts of
each torturer impose no pain on anyone. None of the torturers harms
anyone.

Even if none of them harms anyone, each Harmless Torturer is acting just
as wrongly as he did in the Bad Old Days. If we cannot appeal to the effects
of what each torturer does, we must appeal to what the torturers together

do. Even if each harms no one, they together impose great suffering on a
thousand victims. We can claim

(C12) When (1) the outcome would be worse if people suffer more, and
(2) each of the members of some group could act in a certain
way, and (3) they would cause other people to suffer if enough of
them act in this way, and (4) they would cause these people to
suffer most if they all act in this way, and (5) each of them both
knows these facts and believes that enough of them will act in
this way, then (6) each would be acting wrongly if he acts in this
way.

This explains why the Harmless Torturers are acting wrongly.

Someone may object: 'In the case of the Harmless Torturers, (4) is not
true. These torturers do not cause their victims to suffer most if they all turn
each switch once. Suppose that one of them turned no switches. None of the
victims would notice any difference. Since a pain cannot become
imperceptibly less bad, if one of them does not act, the pain of the victims
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would be as bad as it would be if they all acted. Since (4) is not true, (C12)
does not imply that each of the torturers is acting wrongly.'

To answer this objection, we must qualify our claim, in a complicated
way. We can ignore these complications.

If we accept (A), our objection to the Harmless Torturers must be
complicated. If we reject (A), our objection could be simple. We could claim
that each of the torturers inflicts on the victims a great total sum of
suffering.

Of these two explanations, which is better? Even if we reject (A), we may
be wrong to give the simpler explanation. Whether this is so depends on the
answer to another question. Consider The Single Torturer. One morning, only
one of the torturers turns up-for work. It happens to be true that, through
natural causes, each of the victims is already suffering fairly severe pain.
This pain is about as bad as it would be after the switches had been turned
five hundred times. Knowing this fact, the Single Torturer presses the button
that turns the switch once on all of the machines. The effect is the same as in
the days when all the torturers act. More precisely, the effect is just like
that when each switch is turned for the five hundred and first time. The
Single Torturer knows that this is the effect. He knows that he is not
making any victim's pain perceptibly worse. And he knows that he is
not a member of a group who together do this.

Is the Single Torturer acting wrongly? Suppose we believe that he is not. We
cannot then appeal to the simpler objection in the case where all the
torturers act. We cannot claim that each is acting wrongly because he is
imposing on others a great total sum of suffering. If this is why each is
acting wrongly, the Single Torturer must be acting wrongly. He acts in the

same way, and with the same effects.If we believe that the Single Torturer is
not acting wrongly, we must give the other objection in the case where all
the torturers act. We must claim that each is acting wrongly because he is a
member of a group who together inflict great suffering on their victims.

I am inclined to believe that the Single Torturer is acting wrongly. But I
know of many people who believe that he is not. These people believe that it
cannot be wrong for someone to affect others in a certain way, if this person
knows both (1) that these effects will be imperceptible, and (2) that they will
not be part of a set of effects that, together, are perceptible. Since this belief
is widely held, and not implausible, it is better not to appeal to the effects of
what each torturer does. Even if we believe that there can be imperceptible
harms and benefits, as I do, it is better to appeal to what groups together
do. This appeal is less controversial.

If the Single Torturer is not acting wrongly, it may be unfair to claim that
some people make five mistakes in moral mathematics. If this torturer is not
acting wrongly, the Fifth Mistake is merely a special case of the Second
Mistake.

In this section I have asked whether there can be imperceptible harms and
benefits. I am inclined to answer Yes. If we answer No, we must abandon
the claim that, when applied to harms and benefits, at least as bad as and at
least as good as are transitive relations. I have also shown that it makes little
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difference which answer we accept. On either answer, we must abandon
what I call the Fifth Mistake. We must abandon the view that an act cannot
be either right or wrong, because of its effects on other people, if these
effects are imperceptible.

30. OVERDETERMINATION

Return now to the pints of water and the wounded men. Let us add some
features to this case. Suppose that, before the water-cart is driven to these
men, you arrive, with another pint. The wounded men need more than a
single pint. After drinking this pint their intensely painful thirst would not
be fully relieved. But the water-cart can hold only one thousand pints. It is
now full. If you add your pint, this will merely cause one pint to overflow
down some drain.

You have no moral reason to add your pint, since this would merely
cause a pint to be wasted. According to (C10), you ought to add your pint if
this would make you a member of a group who together benefit other
people. We may think that, if you add your pint, you are not a member of
the group who together benefit the wounded men. Some of your pint may
be drunk by these wounded men. And you are acting in the same way as the
other altruists did. But we might claim, 'Unlike the other altruists, you do
not give to each of the wounded men an extra thousandth of a pint of water.
Your act has no effect on the amount of water that these men receive.'

Things are not so simple. If you add your pint, this will be a case
involving overdetermination. It is true of you that, if you had not
contributed, this would have made no difference to the amount of water
that the men drink. But, since you have contributed, the same is true of each
of the other altruists. It is true that, if any one of these altruists had not
contributed, this would have made no difference to the amount of water
that the men drink. The water-cart would not have been full when you
arrive, and your pint would have made it full. What is true of you is true of
each of the other altruists. It is therefore true that you are a member of the
group who together benefit the wounded men.

In a case like this, we must appeal to what the agents know, or have
reason to believe. Suppose that the other altruists had no reason to believe
that you would arrive, with your extra pint. Each ought to have poured in
his pint. This is because each had good reason to believe that he would be a
member of a group of whom it is true both (1) that they together benefit the
wounded men, and (2) that they benefit these men most if they all pour in
their pints. When you arrive, you know that the water-cart is full. You have
no reason to contribute, since you know that you would not be a member of
such a group. If you contribute, you would instead be a member of a group
which is too large. We should claim

(C13) Suppose that there is some group who, by acting in a
certain way, will together benefit other people. If someone
believes that this group either is, or would be if he joined, too
large, he has no moral reason to join this group. A group is too
large if it is true that, if one or more of its members had not
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acted, this would not have reduced the benefit that this group,
gives to other people.

If you add your pint, this would make this group of altruists too large. If
you do not add your pint, this group would not be too large. This is a special
borderline case. (C13) also covers the more common cases where some
group is already too large.

3 1. RATIONAL ALTRUISM

The Fifth Mistake in moral mathematics is the belief that imperceptible
effects cannot be morally significant. This is a very serious mistake. When
all the Harmless Torturers act, each is acting very wrongly. This is true even
though each makes no one perceptibly worse off. The same could be true of
us. We should cease to think that an act cannot be wrong, because of its
effects on other people, if this act makes no one perceptibly worse off. Each
of our acts may be very wrong, because of its effects on other people, even if
none of these people could ever notice any of these effects. Our acts may
together make these people very much worse off.

The Fourth Mistake is equally serious. If we believe that trivial effects can

be morally ignored, we may often make people very much worse off.
Remember the Fisherman's Dilemma. Where there is overfishing, or
declining stocks, it can be better for each if he tries to catch more, worse for
each if all do. Consider

How the Fishermen Cause a Disaster. There are many fishermen, who
earn their living by fishing separately on some large lake. If each
fisherman does not restrict his catch, he will catch within the next few
seasons more fish. But he will thereby lower the total catch by a much
larger number. Since there are many fishermen, if each does not restrict
his catch, he will only trivially affect the number caught by each of the
others. The fishermen believe that such trivial effects can be morally
ignored. Because they believe this, even though they never do what they
believe to be wrong, they do not restrict their catches. Each thereby
increases his own catch, but causes a much greater lowering in the total
catch. Because they all act in this way, the result is a disaster. After a few
seasons, all catch very many fewer fish. They cannot feed themselves or
their children.

If these fisherman knew the facts, had sufficient altruism, and avoided the
Fourth Mistake, they would escape this disaster. Each knows that, if he
does not restrict his catch, this would be somewhat better for himself,
whatever others do. And each knows that, if he acts in this way, the effects
on each of the others will be trivial. The fishermen should not believe that
these trivial effects can be morally ignored. They should believe that acting
in this way is wrong.

As before, there are two ways in which we could explain why these acts
are wrong. We could appeal to the total effect of each person's act. Each
fisherman knows that, if he does not restrict his catch, he will catch more
fish, but he will reduce the total catch by a much larger number. For the
sake of a small gain to himself, he imposes on others a much greater total
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loss. We could claim that such acts are wrong. This claim does not assume
that there can be imperceptible harms and benefits. It is therefore less
controversial than the corresponding claim about what each of the Harmless
Torturers does.

Our alternative is to appeal to what these fishermen together do. Each
fisherman knows that, if he and all the others do not restrict their catches,
they will together impose upon themselves a great total loss. Rational
altruists would believe these acts to be wrong. They would avoid this
disaster.

It may be said: 'So would rational egoists. Each knows that, if he does
not restrict his catch, he is a member of a group who impose upon
themselves a great loss. It is irrational to act in this way, even in
self-interested terms.' As I shall argue in the next chapter, this claim is not
justified. Each knows that, if he does not restrict his catch, this will be better
for himself. When someone does what he knows will be better for himself, it

cannot be claimed that his act is irrational in self-interested terms.
Remember next

The Commuter's Dilemma. Suppose that we live in the suburbs of a
large city. We can get to and return from work either by car or by bus.
Since there are no bus-lanes, extra traffic slows buses just as much as it
slows cars. We could therefore know the following to be true. When
most of us are going by car, if any one of us goes by car rather than by
bus, he will thereby save himself some time, but he will impose on
others a much greater total loss of time. This effect would be dispersed.
Each might cause a hundred others to be delayed for twenty seconds,
or cause a thousand others to be delayed for two seconds. Most of us
would regard such effects as so trivial that they can be morally ignored.
We would then believe that, in this Commuter's Dilemma, even a
rational altruist can justifiably choose to go by car rather than by bus.
But if most of us make this choice we shall all be delayed for a long
time every day.

Rational altruists would avoid this result. As before, they could appeal
either to the effects of what each person does, or to the effects of what all
together do. Each saves himself some time, at the cost of imposing on others
a much greater total loss of time. We could claim that it is wrong to act in
this way, even though the effects on each of the others would be trivial. We
could instead claim that this act is wrong, because those who act in this way
together impose on everyone a great loss of time. If we accept either of
these claims, and have sufficient altruism, we would solve the Commuter's
Dilemma, saving ourselves much time every day.

Similar reasoning clearly applies to countless other cases. In some of these
it may be unclear whether the effects on others are trivial or imperceptible.
Consider the devices that purify the exhaust that our cars emit. We would
think it wrong to save ourselves the cost of repairing this device, if in
consequence we imposed great air-pollution on some other single person.
But many people would not think this wrong if it merely trivially or
imperceptibly increased the air-pollution suffered by each of very many
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people. This would be the actual effect in many large cities. It might be
much better for all of us if none of us caused such pollution. But, to believe
that we are acting wrongly, many of us need to change our views. We must
cease to believe that an act cannot be wrong, because of its effects on other
people, if these effects are either trivial or imperceptible.

As conditions change, we may need to make some changes in the way we
think about morality. I have been arguing for one such change.
Common-Sense Morality works best in small communities. When there are
few of us, if we give to or impose on others great total benefits or harms, we
must be affecting other people in significant ways, that would be grounds
either for gratitude, or resentment. In small communities, it is a plausible

claim that we cannot have harmed others if there is no one with a
complaint, or a ground for resenting what we have done.

Until this century, most of mankind lived in small communities. What
each did could affect only a few others. But conditions have now changed.
Each of us can now, in countless ways, affect countless other people. We
can have real though small effects on thousands or millions of people. When
these effects are widely dispersed, they may be either trivial, or
imperceptible. It now makes a great difference whether we continue to
believe that we cannot have greatly harmed or benefited others unless there
are people with grounds for a serious complaint, or for gratitude. If we
continue to believe this, even if we care about effects on others, we may fail
to solve many serious Prisoner's Dilemmas. For the sake of small benefits to
ourselves, or our families, we may deny others much greater total benefits,
or impose on others much greater total harms. We may think this
permissible because the effects on each of the others will be either trivial or
imperceptible. If this is what we think, what we do will often be much worse
for all of us.

If we care sufficiently about effects on others, and change our moral view,
we would solve such problems. It is not enough to ask, 'Will my act harm
other people?' Even if the answer is No, my act may still be wrong, because
of its effects on other people. I should ask, 'Will my act be one of a set of
acts that will together harm other people? The answer may be Yes. And the
harm to others may be great. If this is so, I may be acting very wrongly, like
the Harmless Torturers. We must accept this view if our concern for others
is to yield solutions to most of the many Prisoner's Dilemmas that we face:
most of the many cases where, if each of us rather than none of us does
what will be better for himself -- or better for his family or for those he
loves -- this will be worse, and often much worse, for everyone.

4 THEORIES THAT ARE DIRECTLY
SELF-DEFEATING

WE often face Many-Person Prisoner's Dilemmas. It is often true that, if

each rather than none of us does what will be better for himself, or his
family, or those he loves, this will be worse for all of us. If each of us is
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disposed to act in this way, these cases raise a practical problem. Unless
something changes, the outcome will be worse for all of us.

This problem has two kinds of solution: political and psychological. Of
the psychological solutions, the most important are the moral solutions. As
I argued, there are many cases where we need a moral solution.

I described four of these solutions. These are provided by four motives:
trustworthiness, reluctance to be a free-rider, wanting to satisfy the
Kantian Test, and sufficient altruism. There are two forms of each moral
solution. When one of these motives leads someone to make the altruistic
choice, what this person does may either be, or not be, worse for him.
This distinction raises deep questions. I shall simply state what my
arguments assume. On all plausible theories about self-interest, what is in
our interests partly depends on what our motives or desires are. If we have
moral motives, it may therefore not be true that the altruistic choice will
be worse for us. But this might be true. Even if it is, we might still make
this choice.

I am here dismissing four claims. Some say that no one does what he
believes will be worse for him. This has been often refuted. Others say that
what each does is, by definition, best for him. In the economist's phrase, it
will 'maximize his utility'. Since this is merely a definition, it cannot be false.
But it is here irrelevant. It is simply not about what is in a person's own
long-term self-interest. Others say that virtue is always rewarded. Unless
there is an after-life, this has also been refuted. Others say that virtue is its
own reward. On the Objective List Theory, being moral and acting morally
may be one of the things that make our lives go better. But, on the plausible
versions of this theory, there could be cases where acting morally would be,
on the whole, worse for someone. Acting morally might deprive this person
of too many of the other things that make our lives go better.

To return to my own claims. Many Prisoner's Dilemmas need moral
solutions. We must be directly disposed to make the altruistic choice. There
are two forms of each moral solution. One form abolishes the Dilemma. In

these cases, because we have some moral motive, it is not true that it will be
worse for each if he makes the altruistic choice. But in other cases this is still
true. Even in such cases, we might make this choice. Each might do, for
moral reasons, what he knows will be worse for him.

We often need moral solutions of this second form. Call them
self-denying. They solve the practical problem. The outcome is better for
everyone. But they do not abolish the Dilemma. A theoretical problem
remains.

The problem is this. We may have moral reasons to make the altruistic
choice. But it will be better for each if he makes the self-benefiting choice.
Morality conflicts with self-interest. When these conflict, what is it rational
to do?

On the Self-interest Theory, it is the self-benefiting choice which is
rational. If we believe S, we shall be ambivalent about self-denying moral
solutions. We shall believe that, to achieve such solutions, we must all act
irrationally.
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Many writers resist this conclusion. Some claim that moral reasons are
not weaker than self-interested reasons. Others claim, more boldly, that
they are stronger. On their view, it is the self-benefiting choice which is
irrational.

This debate may seem unresolvable. How can these two kinds of reason
be weighed against each other? Moral reasons are, of course, morally
supreme. But self-interested reasons are, in self-interested terms, supreme.
Where can we find a neutral scale?

32. IN PRISONER'S DILEMMAS, DOES S FAIL IN ITS OWN TERMS?
It has been claimed that we do not need a neutral scale. There is a sense in
which, in Prisoner's Dilemmas, the Self-interest Theory is self-defeating. It
has been claimed that, since this is true, moral reasons are superior to
self-interested reasons, even in self-interested terms.

As we have seen, S might be individually indirectly self-defeating. It might
be worse for someone if he was never self-denying. But this is not true in
Prisoner's Dilemmas. The bad effects are here produced by acts, not
dispositions. And it is clear which choice will be better for each person. It is
true of each that, if he makes the altruistic choice, this will certainly be
worse for him. S tells each to make the self-benefiting choice. And, whatever
others do, it will be better for each if he himself makes this choice. S is not
here individually self-defeating. But, in the sense defined in Section 22, S is
directly collectively self-defeating. If all successfully follow S, this will be
worse for each than if none do.

Does this show that, if we all follow S, we are irrational? We can start
with a smaller question. If we believe S, would our theory be failing even in
its own terms?

We could answer: 'No. The pursuit by each of self-interest is better for

him. It succeeds. Why is S collectively self-defeating? Only because the
pursuit of self-interest is worse for others. This does not make it
unsuccessful. It is not benevolence.'

If we are self-interested, we shall of course deplore Prisoner's Dilemmas.
These are not the cases loved by classical economists, where each gains if
everyone pursues self-interest. We might say: 'In those cases, S both works
and approves the situation. In Prisoner's Dilemmas, S still works. Each still
gains from his own pursuit of self-interest. But since each loses even more
from the self-interested acts of others, S here condemns the situation.'

This may seem an evasion. When it would be worse for each if we all
pursue self-interest, it may seem that the Self-interest Theory should
condemn itself. Suppose that, in some other group, facing the same
Dilemmas, all make the altruistic choice. They might say to us: 'You think
us irrational. But we are better off than you. We do better even in self-
interested terms.’

We could answer: 'That is just a play on words. You 'do better' only in
the sense that you are better off. Each of you is doing worse in self-
interested terms. Each is failing to act in a way that he knows would be
better for him." We might add: 'What is worse for each of us is that, in our
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group, there are no fools. Each of you has better luck. Though your
irrationality is bad for you, you gain even more from the irrationality of
others.'

They might answer: 'You are partly right. Each of us is doing worse in
self-interested terms. But, though each is doing worse, we are doing better.
This is not a play on words. Each of us is better off because of what we do.'
This suggestion is more promising. Return to the simpler Two-Person
Case. Each could either benefit himself (E) or give to the other some greater
benefit (A). The outcomes would be as shown below.

You
do (E) do (A)
do (E) Third-best Best for me,
I for each worst for you
do (A) Worst for me, Second-best
best for you for both

To ensure that neither's choice can affect the other's, so that there can be no
reciprocity, suppose that we cannot communicate. If I do A rather than E,

that will then be worse for me. This is so whatever you do. And the same
holds for you. If we both do A rather than E, each is therefore doing worse
in self-interested terms. The suggestion is that we are doing better.

What makes this promising is that it contrasts each with we. As we have
seen, what is false of each may be true of us.It can be true for example that,
though each harms no one, we together harm other people. If we both do A
rather than E, is it true that, though each is doing worse in self-interested
terms, we together are doing better?

We can use this test. The Self-interest Theory gives to each a certain aim.
Each does better in S's terms if, of the acts that are possible for him, he does
what causes his S-given aim to be better achieved. We do better in S's terms
if, of the acts that are possible for us, we do what causes the S-given aims of
each to be better achieved. This test seems fair. It might show that, if each
does the best he can in S's terms, we together could not do better.

When we are measuring success, only ultimate aims count. Suppose that
we are trying to scratch our own backs. The ultimate aim of each might be
that he cease to itch. We would then do better if we scratched each other's
backs. But we might be contortionists: the ultimate aim of each might be
that his back be scratched by himself If we scratched each other's backs, we
would then do worse.

What is the ultimate aim that the Self-interest Theory gives to each? Is it
that his interests be advanced, or that his interests be advanced by himself.
On the Self-interest Theory, if someone's interests are advanced by himself,
this person is acting rationally. I can therefore restate my question. What is
the ultimate aim given to each by S? Is it that his interests be advanced, or
that he act rationally?

In Section 3 I defended the following answer. Like all theories about
rationality, S gives to each the formal aim that he act rationally. But,
according to S, this formal aim is not, as such, a substantive aim. S gives to

85



each person one ultimate substantive aim: that his life goes, for him, as well
as possible. On the Hedonistic Theory about self-interest, being rational and
acting rationally are not part of this aim. They are both mere means. On
some other theories about self-interest, being rational and acting rationally
are not mere means. They are both, whatever their effects may be, parts of
the ultimate substantive aim that S gives to each person. But this would not
be true when they would be, on the whole, worse for someone.

We can imagine a theory that gives to each person this substantive aim:
that his interests be advanced by himself Someone who believes this theory
might crudely misinterpret Nietzsche, and value 'the fiercest self-reliance'. >3
If we both do A rather than E, we would be doing worse in these sub-
Nietzschean terms. The interests of each would be better advanced. But
neither's interests would be advanced by himself, so the sub-Nietzschean
aim would be worse achieved.

If we both do A rather than E, are we doing better in S's terms? We cause
the interests of each to be better advanced. In this respect, we are doing

better in S's terms,causing the S-given aim of each to be better achieved. On
the Hedonistic Theory about self-interest, this completely answers my
question. On this theory, S claims any act to be a mere means. The aim is
always the effect on one's conscious life. (Nietzsche's 'blond beasts' were, it
is said, lions. But, for them too, acting is a means. They prefer to eat what
others Kkill.)

On some other theories about self-interest, more must be said. According
to S, if we both do A rather than E, we are both acting irrationally. Each is
doing what he knows will be worse for himself. On some theories about
self-interest, being rational and acting rationally are parts of the aim that S
gives to each. On these theories, there can be true Prisoner's Dilemmas. But
some apparent Dilemmas are not true Dilemmas. I discuss these cases in
endnote %,

33. ANOTHER BAD DEFENCE OF MORALITY

In true Dilemmas, if we both do A rather than E, we are doing better in S's
terms. We are causing the S-given aim of each to be better achieved. This is
so on all theories about self-interest. We do better in S's terms if we do what
S tells us not to do.

Does this show that S is failing in its own terms? It may seem so. And it is
tempting to contrast S with morality. We might say, 'The Self-interest
Theory breeds conflict, telling each to work against others. This is how, if
everyone pursues self-interest, this can be bad for everyone. Where the
Self-interest Theory divides, morality unites. It tells us to work together -- to
do the best we can. Even on the scale provided by self-interest, morality
therefore wins. This is what we learn from Prisoner's Dilemmas. If we cease
to be seb_lsf—interested and become moral, we do better even in self-interested
terms.' =

This argument fails. We do better, but each does worse. If we both do A
rather than E, we make the outcome better for each, but each makes the
outcome worse for himself. Whatever the other does, it would be better for
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each if he did E. In Prisoner's Dilemmas, the problem is this. Should each
do the best he can for himself? Or should we do the best we can for each? If
each does what is best for himself, we do worse than we could for each. But
we do better for each only if each does worse than he could for himself.

This is just a special case of a wider problem. Consider any theory about
what we have reason to do. There might be cases where, if each does better
in this theory's terms, we do worse, and vice versa. Call such cases Each-We
Dilemmas. A theory can produce such Dilemmas even if it is not concerned
with what is in our interests.

Consequentialist theories cannot produce such Dilemmas. As we saw in
Section 21, this is because these theories are agent-neutral, giving to all
agents common aims.

If a theory does produce Each-We Dilemmas, it may not be obvious what

this shows. Reconsider the Self-interest Theory. This tells each to do the
best he can for himself. We are discussing cases where, if we all pursue
self-interest, we are doing what is worse for each. The Self-interest Theory is
here directly collectively self-defeating. But we cannot assume that this is a
fault. Why should S be collectively successful? Why is it not enough that, at
the individual level, S succeeds?

We might say: 'A theory cannot apply only to a single individual. If it is
rational for me to do whatever will be best for me, it must be rational for
everyone to do whatever will be best for himself. Any acceptable theory
must therefore be successful at the collective level.'

This involves a confusion. Call a theory universal if it applies to everyone,
collective if it claims success at the collective level. Some theories have both
features. One example is a Kantian morality. This tells each to do only what
he could rationally will everyone to do. The plans or policies of each must
be tested at the collective level. For a Kantian, the essence of morality is the
move from each to we.

At the collective level -- as an answer to the question, 'How should we all
act -- the Self-interest Theory would condemn itself. Suppose that we are
choosing what code of conduct will be publicly encouraged, and taught in
schools. S would here tell us to vote against itself. If we are choosing a
collective code, the self-interested choice would be some version of morality.
S is universal, applying to everyone. But S is not a collective code. It is a
theory about individual rationality. This answers the smaller question that I
asked above. In Prisoner's Dilemmas, S is individually successful. Since it is
only collectively self-defeating, S does not fail in its own terms. S does not
condemn itself.

34. INTERTEMPORAL DILEMMAS
Many bad theories do not condemn themselves. So the larger question
remains open. In such cases, what is it rational to do?
It may help to introduce another common theory. This tells each to do
what will best achieve his present aims. Call this the Present-aim Theory, or
P. Suppose that, in some Prisoner's Dilemma, my aim is the outcome that is
best for me. According to P, it is then the self-benefiting choice which is
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rational. If my aim is to benefit others, or to pass the Kantian Test, it is the
altruistic choice which is rational. If my aim is to do what others
do -- perhaps because I do not want to be a free-rider -- it is uncertain which
choice is rational. This depends on my beliefs about what others do.

As these remarks show, P may conflict with S. What will best achieve my
present aims may be against my own long-term self-interest. Since the two
theories may conflict, defenders of S must reject P.

They might point out that, even at the individual level, P can be directly
self-defeating. It can produce Intertemporal Dilemmas. These will be most
common for those who care less about their further future. Suppose that I

am such a person, and that, at different times, I have different aims. At each
time I could either (1) do what will best achieve my present aims or (2) do
what will best achieve, or enable me to achieve, all of my aims over time.
According to P, I should always do (1) rather than (2). Only so shall T at
each time do the best I can in P's terms. But over time I may then do worse,
in P's terms. Over time, I may be less successful in achieving my aims at
each time.

Here is a trivial but, in my case, true example. At each time I will best
achieve my present aims if I waste no energy on being tidy. But if I am never
tidy this may cause me at each later time to achieve less. And my untidiness
may frustrate what I tried to achieve at the first time. It will then be true, as
it sadly is, that being never tidy causes me at each time to achieve less.

35. A BAD DEFENCE OF S
Those who believe in the Self-interest Theory may appeal to such cases.
They might say: 'The Present-aim Theory is here directly self-defeating.
Even in P's terms, S is superior. The self-interested choice is (2). If you
always do (2) rather than (1), you will more effectively achieve your aims at
each time. If you follow S, you do better even in P's terms.'
Like the defence of morality, this argument fails. If I follow S, I do better
over time. But at each time I do worse. If I always do (2), 1 am at each time
doing what will /ess effectively achieve the aims that I then have. (1) is what
will best achieve these.
This distinction may be hard to grasp. Suppose that I always do (1) rather
than (2). It will then be true that, over time, I will less effectively achieve the
aims that I have at each time. If this is true, how can it also be true that, at
each time, I will more effectively achieve my aims at that time? To see how
this is possible, we can remember the Interpersonal Dilemma. For the word
'we' substitute 'I over time', and for the word 'each' substitute 'I at each
time'. In the Interpersonal Dilemma, we do better for each only if each does
worse for himself than he could. In the Intertemporal Dilemma, I do better
over time at each time only if at each time I do worse than I then could.
As these claims suggest, Each-We Dilemmas are a special case of an
even wider problem. Call these Reason-Relativity Dilemmas. S produces
Each-We Dilemmas because its reasons are agent-relative. According to S,
I can have a reason to do what you can have a reason to undo. P
produces Intertemporal Dilemmas because its reasons are time-relative.
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According to P, I can have a reason now to do what I shall later have a
reason to undo.

P can be intertemporally self-defeating. But P does not claim to be
successful at the intertemporal level. It is a theory about what we have
reasons to do at each time. Even in the Intertemporal Dilemmas, P is
successful at each time. If I always follow P, doing (1) rather than (2), I am
doing at each time what will best achieve my aims at that time. Since P is a

theory about what we have reasons to do at each time, it is not failing here
in its own terms. P does not condemn itself.

A Self-interest Theorist must claim that, nonetheless, P should be
rejected. He might say: 'Any acceptable theory must be intertemporally
successful. It is no defence that P does not claim such success. This merely
shows P to be structurally flawed. If a theory is intertemporally self-
defeating, this is enough to show that it should be rejected.’

These claims may do nothing to support S. If P is refuted by the fact that
it is intertemporally self-defeating, why is S not refuted by the fact that it is
interpersonally -- or collectively -- self-defeating? And if it is a good reply
that S does not claim to be collectively successful, why can the Present-aim
Theorist not make a similar reply?

As these remarks show, the Self-interest Theory can be challenged from
two directions. This makes it harder to defend. Answers to either challenge
may undermine answers to the other.

One challenge comes from moral theories. The other challenge comes
from the Present-aim Theory. There are several versions of this theory. The
simplest version is the Instrumental Theory. According to this theory, what
each person has most reason to do is whatever will best achieve his present
aims. This theory takes the agent's aims as given, and discusses only means.
No aim is claimed to be irrational. Any aim can provide good reasons for
acting.

Another version of P is the Deliberative Theory. This appeals, not to the
agent's actual present aims, but to the aims that he would now have, if he
knew the relevant facts and was thinking clearly. According to this theory, if
an aim would not survive such a process of deliberation, it does not provide
a good reason for acting.

A third version of P criticizes aims in a second way. On this theory,
even if they would survive such a process of deliberation, some kinds of
aim are intrinsically irrational, and cannot provide good reasons for
acting. What each person has most reason to do is whatever will best
achieve those of his present aims that are not irrational. This is the
Critical Present-aim Theory.

Of these versions of P, the least plausible is the Instrumental Theory. All
three versions often conflict with the Self-interest Theory. Someone may
know the facts and be thinking clearly, yet have aims which he knows to be
against his own long-term self-interest. And we may believe that some of
these aims are not irrational. Some examples might be: benefiting others,
discovering truths, and creating beauty. We may conclude that the pursuit
of these aims is not less rational than the pursuit of self-interest. On this
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view, pursuing such aims is not irrational even when the agent knows that
he is acting against his own long-term self-interest.

A Self-interest Theorist must reject these claims. He must insist that
reasons for acting cannot be time-relative. He might say: 'The force of a
reason extends over time. Since I shall have a reason to promote my future

aims, I have a reason to do so now.' This claim is at the heart of the Self-
interest Theory.

Many moral theorists make a second claim. They believe that certain
reasons are not agent-relative. They might say: 'The force of a reason may
extend, not only over time, but over different lives. Thus, if I have a reason
to relieve my pain, this is a reason for you too. You have a reason to relieve
my pain.' *®

The Self-interest Theorist makes the first claim, but rejects the second. He
may find it hard to defend both halves of this position. In reply to the
moralist, he may ask, 'Why should I give weight to aims which are not
mine? But a Present-aim Theorist can ask, 'Why should I give weight now to
aims which are not mine now? The Self-interest Theorist may reply with an
appeal to the Intertemporal Dilemmas, where the Present-aim Theory is
intertemporally self-defeating. But he can then be challenged with the
Interpersonal Dilemmas, where his own theory is collectively self-defeating.
A moralist might say: 'The argument for the Self-interest Theory carries us
beyond this theory. Properly understood, it is an argument for morality.'

In Part Two I shall pursue this line of thought. But something else should be
discussed first. At the interpersonal level, the contrast is not between the
Self-interest Theory and morality.

36. HOW COMMON-SENSE MORALITY IS DIRECTLY SELF-DEFEATING
As I implied in Section 22, the Self-interest Theory is not the only theory
that can produce Each-We Dilemmas. Such cases may occur when (a) some
theory T is agent-relative, giving to different agents different aims, (b) the
achievement of each person's T-given aims partly depends on what others
do, and (c) what each does will not affect what these others do. These
conditions often hold for Common-Sense Morality.

Most of us believe that there are certain people to whom we have special
obligations. These are the people to whom we stand in certain relations --
such as our children, parents, friends, benefactors, pupils, patients, clients,
colleagues, members of our own trade union, those whom we represent, or
our fellow-citizens. We believe that we ought to try to save these people
from certain kinds of harm, and ought to try to give them certain kinds of
benefit. Common-Sense Morality largely consists in such obligations. >*
Carrying out these obligations has priority over helping strangers. This
priority is not absolute. I ought not to save my child from a cut or bruise
rather than saving a stranger's life. But I ought to save my child from some
harm rather than saving a stranger from a somewhat greater harm. My duty
to my child is not overridden whenever I could do somewhat greater good
elsewhere.
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When I try to protect my child, what should my aim be? Should it simply
be that he is not harmed? Or should it rather be that he is saved from harm
by me? If you would have a better chance of saving him from harm, I would
be wrong to insist that the attempt be made by me. This shows that my aim
should take the simpler form.

We can face Parent's Dilemmas. Consider

Case One. We cannot communicate. But each could either (1) save his
own child from some harm or (2) save the other's child from another
somewhat greater harm. The outcomes are shown below.

You
do (1) do (2)
do (1 Both our children Mine suffers neither
o (1) suffer the greater harm harm, yours suffers both
: hal\:l*:qu sugi;errssslic;]’ggrs Both suffer the
do (2) Y lesser harm

neither

Since we cannot communicate, neither's choice will affect the other's. If the
aim of each should be that his child not be harmed, each should here do (1)
rather than (2). Each would thus ensure that his child is harmed less. This is
so whatever the other does. But if both do (1) rather than (2) both our
children will be harmed more.

Consider next those benefits that I ought to try to give my child. What
should my aim here be? Should I insist that it be I who benefits my child,
even if this would be worse for him? Some would always answer No. But
this answer may be too sweeping. It treats parental care as a mere means.
We may think it more than that. We may agree that, with some kinds of
benefit, my aim should take the simpler form. It should simply be that the
outcome be better for my child. But there may be other kinds of benefit that
my child should receive from me.

With both kinds of benefit, we can face Parent's Dilemmas. Consider

Case Two. We cannot communicate. But each could either (1) benefit
his own child or (2) benefit the other's child somewhat more. The
outcomes are shown below.

You
do (1) do (2)
do (1) Third-best for Best for mine,
I both our children worst for yours
Worst for mine, )
do (2) best for yours Second-best for both

If my aim should here be that the outcome be better for my child, I should
again do (1) rather than (2). And the same holds for you. But if both do (1)
rather than (2) this will be worse for both our children. Compare

Case Three. We cannot communicate. But I could either (1) enable
myself to give my child some benefit or (2) enable you to benefit yours
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somewhat more. You have the same alternatives with respect to me.
The outcomes are shown below.

You
do (1) do (2)

Each can give his I can benefit mine

do (1) child some benefit most, you can benefit
I yours least
I can benefit mine Each can benefit
do (2) least, you can benefit

yours most his child more

If my aim should here be that I benefit my child, I should again do (1) rather
than (2). And the same holds for you. But if both do (1) rather than (2) each
can benefit his child less. Note the difference between these two examples.
In Case Two we are concerned with what happens. The aim of each is that
the outcome be better for his child. This is an aim that the other can directly
cause to be achieved. In Case Three we are concerned with what we do.
Since my aim is that I benefit my child, you cannot, on my behalf, do so.
But you can help me to do so. You can thus indirectly help my aim to be
achieved.

Two-Person Parent's Dilemmas are unlikely to occur. But we often face
Many-Person Versions. It is often true that, if all rather than none give
priority to our own children, this will either be worse for all our children, or
will enable each to benefit his own children less. Thus there are many public
goods: outcomes that would benefit our children whether or not we help to
produce them. It can be true of each parent that, if he does not help, this
will be better for his own children. What he saves -- whether in money, time,
or energy-he can spend to benefit only his own children. But, if no parent
helps to produce this public good, this will be worse for all our children
than if all do. In another common case, such as the Fisherman's Dilemma,
each could either (1) add to his own earnings or (2) (by self-restraint) add
more to the earnings of others. It will here be true of each that, if he does
(1) rather than (2), he can benefit his children more. This is so whatever
others do. But if all do (1) rather than (2) each can benefit his children less.
These are only two of the ways in which such cases can occur. There are
many others.

Similar remarks apply to all similar obligations -- such as those to pupils,
patients, clients, or constituents. With all such obligations, there are
countless many-person versions like my three Parent's Dilemmas. They are
as common, and as varied, as Many-Person Prisoner's Dilemmas. As we
have just seen, they will often have the same cause.

Here is another way in which this might be true. Suppose that, in the
original Prisoner's Dilemma, it is our lawyers who must choose. This yields
the Prisoner's Lawyer's Dilemma. If both lawyers give priority to their own
clients this will be worse for both clients than if neither does. Any
self-interested Dilemma may thus yield a moral Dilemma. If one group face
the former, another may in consequence face the latter. This may be so if
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each member of the second group ought to give priority to some members
of the first. A similar claim applies when different groups, such as nations,
face a self-interested Dilemma. Most governments believe that they ought to
give priority to the interests of their citizens. There are several ways in
which, if all governments rather than none give priority to their own
citizens, this will be worse for all their citizens. The problem comes from the
giving of priority. It makes no difference whether this is given to oneself or
others.

My examples all involve harms or benefits. But the problem can arise for
other parts of Common-Sense Morality. It can arise whenever this morality
gives to different people different duties. Suppose that each could either (1)
carry out some of his own duties or (2) enable others to carry out more of
theirs. If all rather than none give priority to their own duties, each may be
able to carry out fewer. Deontologists can face Each-We Dilemmas.

37. THE FIVE PARTS OF A MORAL THEORY
What do such cases show? Most of us accept some version of the theory

that I call Common-Sense Morality. According to this theory, there are
certain things that each of us ought to try to achieve. These are what I call
our moral aims. We successfully follow this moral theory when each does
what, of the acts that are possible for him, best achieves his moral aims. In
my cases it is certain that, if all rather than none successfully follow this
theory, we will thereby cause the moral aims of each to be worse achieved.
Our moral theory is here directly collectively self-defeating. Is this an
objection?Let us start with a smaller question. Could we revise our theory, so
that it would not be self-defeating? If there is no such revision, ours may be
the best possible theory. We should first identify the part of our theory which
is self-defeating.One part of a moral theory may cover successful acts, on
the assumption of full compliance. Call this part Ideal Act Theory. This says
what we should all try to do, simply on the assumptions that we all try, and
all succeed. Call this what we should all ideally do. 'All' here does not mean
'everyone living'. It means 'the members of some group'.As I argued in
Chapter 1, it is not enough to decide what we should all ideally do. We must
take into account these four facts:
a. We are often uncertain what the effects of our acts will be;
b. some of us will act wrongly;
C. our acts are not the only effects of our motives;
d. when we feel remorse, or blame each other, this may affect
what we later do, and have other effects.
Our moral theory can therefore have the five parts shown below.

When we are deciding what we believe, we should first consider our Ideal
Act Theory. In asking what we should all ideally do, we are asking what our
ultimate moral aims should be. These are the foundation of our moral
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theory. The other parts of our theory are what we need to claim, given our
ultimate moral aims, when we consider the four facts stated above.

38. How WE CAN REVISE COMMON-SENSE MORALITY SO THAT IT
WOULD NOT BE SELF-DEFEATING

Suppose that we accept some version of Common-Sense Morality. In my
examples, what is true is this. If all of us successfully follow our moral
theory, it will be directly self-defeating. What is self-defeating is our Ideal
Act Theory. If we should revise our theory, this is the first part that we
should revise.
Call our theory M, and its revised version R. One of R's claims is
(R1) When M is self-defeating, we should all ideally do what will cause
the M-given aims of each to be better achieved.
Thus in all my Parent's Dilemmas we should all ideally do (2) rather than
(1). This would make the outcome better for all our children, and would
enable each to benefit his own children more.
(R1) revises our Ideal Act Theory. If we revise this part of our theory, we
shall naturally be led to revise the rest.
Consider first our Practical Act Theory. This describes what each of us
ought to do, given the facts (a) that we often do not know what the effects
of our acts will be, and (b) that some of us will act wrongly.
Return to the case of a public good which would benefit our children.
One such good is the conservation of scarce resources. Suppose that we are
the poor fishermen in the Fisherman's Dilemma, trying to catch enough to
feed our children. Because there is overfishing, there are declining stocks. It
is true of each that, if he does not restrict his catch, this will be slightly
better for his own children. They will be slightly better fed. This is so
whatever others do. But if none of us restricts his catch this will be much
worse for all our children than if we all restrict our catches. All our children
will be much worse fed. According to (R1), we should all ideally restrict our
catches. If some fail to do so, (R1) ceases to apply. But it would be natural
to make this further claim: each should restrict his catch provided that
enough others do so too.
What counts as enough? There is a natural answer to this question.
Consider any public good that would benefit our children, and that will be
provided only if there are voluntary contributions. Assume, for simplicity,
that there is no upper threshold above which contributions would be
wasted. Our children would benefit most if we all contribute. Suppose that
each of us knows that there will be some parents who will not contribute.

There must be some smallest humber k which is such that, if k or more
parents contribute, this would be better for each contributor's children than
if none contribute. If only one contributes, this would be worse for his
children than if he did not contribute. If all contribute, this would be better
for all our children than if none contribute. Somewhere between one and all
there must be the number k where the change from worse to better comes.

The number k has two special features: (1) If kK or more contribute, each
contributor is joining a scheme whose net effect is to benefit his own
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children. The children of each contributor will be benefited more than they
would have been if no one had contributed. (2) If /less than k contribute, any
contributor's children will be benefited less than they would have been if no
one had contributed. (1) and (2) make k a plausible moral threshold above
which each parent ought to contribute. We can claim

(R2) In such cases, each ought to contribute if he believes that there
will be at least k contributors.

If our Practical Act Theory claims (R2), this change in our moral view may
often change what we do.

It may be said: 'Since (1) is true, we need not claim that each ought to
contribute if each believes that there will be at least k contributors. Since
each is joining a scheme whose net effect is to benefit his children, his love
for his children will make him want to join this scheme. Doing so will be
better for his children.'

These claims are false. Suppose that at least k parents contribute. The
children of these contributors will be benefited more than they would have
been if no one had contributed. But each contributor is doing what is worse
for his own children. It would be better for each contributor's children if he
did not contribute, and spent all that he saved --in time, money, or energy --
to benefit only his own children. This is true however many others
contribute. Since each contributor is doing what is worse for his own
children, we need to claim that each ought to contribute, if he believes that
there will be at least k contributors. Each ought to contribute since, though
each is doing what is worse for his own children, the k contributors are
together doing what is better for all their children.

To support (R2) we can also point out that, if any parent does not
contribute when others do, his children will be 'free-riders'. They will benefit
from this public good at the expense of the children of contributors. They
will benefit at the expense of these other children because (a) they will be
benefited more than the children of contributors, and (b) this is true because
each contributor did what was worse for his own children.

Similar claims apply to our other special obligations. According to
Common-Sense Morality, we ought to give some kinds of priority to the
interests of those people to whom we are related in certain ways. Besides our
children, some examples are: our parents, pupils, patients, clients, those
whom we represent, and our fellow-citizens. Let us say that we are

M-related to these people. There are several other kinds of M-relation.
What these relations have in common is that, according to Common-Sense
Morality, or M, we have special obligations to all of those to whom we are
M-related.

There are countless cases where, if each gives priority to his M-related
people, this would be worse for all these people than if no one gave priority
to his M-related people. According to (R1), what we should all ideally do, in
such cases, is to give no priority to our M-related people. If we follow (R1),
this would be better for all these people.

Suppose we know that some people will give priority to their M-related
people. (R1) ceases to apply. But there will again be some smallest number k
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such that, if k or more do not give priority to their M-related people, this
would be better even for these people than it would be if all gave priority to
their M-related people. Since this is true, we can plausibly claim

(R3) When M is self-defeating, each of us ought to give no priority to
those whom he is M-related, if he believes that at least k others
will act in the same way.

If we accept (R3), this may again often change what we do. As before, if
each of k people gives no priority to his M-related people, each is doing
what is worse for his M-related people. This is why, according to Common-
Sense Morality, each is acting wrongly. But, though each is doing what is
worse for his M-related people, these k people are together doing what is
better for all these people. Though these k people act in a way that M claims
to be wrong, they together cause to be better achieved the M-given aims of
each. Since they follow (R3) rather than M, they together do better even in
M's terms. 8

Consider next the parts of our theory that claim what our motives ought to
be. Suppose that each could either (1) save his own child from some lesser
harm or (2) save another's child from some greater harm. According to
(R1), we should all ideally do (2). But should we be disposed to do (2)? If the
lesser harms would themselves be great, such a disposition might be
incompatible with love for our children. This may lead us to decide that we
should remain disposed to do (1). If we remain so disposed, we may
therefore, in such cases, do (1) rather than (2). Our children would then
suffer greater harms. But, if we are to love them, this is the price they must
pay.

It is worth describing the extreme case. Suppose that you and I each have
four children, all of whom are in mortal danger. We are strangers, and we
cannot communicate. Each could either (1) save one of his own children or
(2) save three of the other's children. If I love my children, I may find it
impossible to save the lives of three of your children at the cost of letting
one of my children die. And the same may be true of you. We will then both
do (1) rather than (2). Because we love our children, we save only two of our
children when we could have saved six.

It would on the whole be better if we continue to have such love for our
children. This may sometimes make it causally impossible that we do what
(R1) and (R2) claim that we ought to do. But there would be many other
cases where this would not be true. Thus it would be possible both to love
our children and to contribute to most public goods.

If we turn to our other special obligations, it is less plausible to claim that
we should be disposed not to do what (R3) claims that we should do. Thus
the governments of different countries ought to be able not to give priority
to their own citizens, when this would be better for all their citizens. When
we consider the effects of having different dispositions, the plausible view, in
most cases, is that we should be disposed to act upon (R3).

I have claimed that, if we ought to revise Common-Sense Morality, we
ought to accept claims (R1) to (R3). Since we ought to love our children,
there are certain extreme cases where we ought not to be disposed to act
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upon these claims. And there may be certain other similar exceptions. But in
most cases we ought to be disposed to act upon these claims. These changes
in our moral view may therefore often change what we do.

39. WHY WE OUGHT TO REVISE COMMON-SENSE MORALITY
If we revise Common-Sense Morality, or M, we ought to accept three of R's
claims: (R1) to (R3). I return now to the main question. If we accept M,
ought we to revise our view? Ought we to move from M to R? Is it an
objection to Common-Sense Morality that, in many cases, it is self-
defeating? If it is, R is the obvious remedy. R revises M where M is self-
defeating. And the only difference is that R is not.
Remember first that, in these cases, M is directly self-defeating. The
problem is not that, in our attempts to follow M, we are somehow failing.
That would merely make M indirectly self-defeating. As I have argued, this
might be no objection to our theory. The problem here is more serious. In
the cases I described, we all successfully follow M. Each succeeds in doing
what, of the acts that are possible for him, best achieves his M-given aims.
But, because we all successfully follow M, we cause the M-given aims of
each to be worse achieved. This is what makes M self-defeating. Can it be
claimed that this is no objection? This seems very doubtful. If there is any
assumption on which it is clearest that a moral theory should not be self-
defeating, it is the assumption that it is universally successfully followed.
Remember next that by 'aims' I mean substantive aims. I have ignored
our formal aim: the avoidance of wrongdoing. This may seem to remove the
objection. Take those cases where, if we follow M, either the outcome will
be worse for all our children, or each can benefit his children less. We might
say: 'These results are, of course, unfortunate. But how could we avoid
them? Only by failing to give priority to our own children. This would be
wrong. So these cases cast no doubt on our moral theory. Even to achieve
our other moral aims, we should never act wrongly.'

These remarks miss the point. It is true that, in these cases, M is not
formally self-defeating. If we follow M, we are not doing what we believe to
be wrong. On the contrary, since we believe M, we believe it to be wrong not
to follow M. But M is substantively self-defeating. Unless we all do what we
now think wrong, we will cause the M-given aims of each to be worse
achieved. The question is: Might this show that we are mistaken? Ought we
perhaps to do what we now think wrong? We cannot answer, 'No -- we
should never act wrongly'. If we are mistaken, we would not be acting
wrongly. Nor can we simply say, 'But, even in these cases, we ought to give
priority to our own children.' This just assumes that we are not mistaken.
To defend our theory, we must claim more than this. We must claim that it
is no objection to our theory that, in such cases, it is directly substantively
self-defeating.

This would be no objection if it simply did not matter whether our M-
given aims will be achieved. But this does matter. The sense in which it
matters may need to be explained. If we have not acted wrongly, it may not
matter morally. But it matters in a sense that has moral implications. Why
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should we try to achieve our M-given aims? Part of the reason is that, in this
other sense, their achievement matters. If the achievement of our moral
aims did not matter, they would be like a set of pointless rules, intended
merely to test our obedience.

It may now be said: 'You call M self-defeating. So your objection must
appeal to M. You should not appeal to some rival theory. This is what you
have just done. When you claim that it matters whether our M-given aims
will be achieved, you are merely claiming that, if they are not, the outcome
would be worse. This assumes Consequentialism. So you beg the question.'
This is not so. In explaining why, I shall again combine two distinctions.
When our aims are held in common, they are agent-neutral. Other aims are
agent-relative. Any aim may be concerned either with what happens or with
what we do. This gives us four kinds of aim. Four examples are shown
below.

Concerned with

what happens what we do
nt-neutral that children do that children are cared
age eutra not starve for by their own parents
_ . that my children that I care for
agent-relative do not starve my children

When I claim that it matters whether our M-given aims will be achieved, I
am not assuming that only outcomes matter. Some of our M-given aims are
concerned with what we do. Thus parental care may not be for us a mere
means. Nor am I assuming agent-neutralism. Since Common-Sense
Morality is, for the most part, agent-relative, this would beg the question.
But this is not what I am doing.

There are here two points. First, I am not assuming that what matters is
the achievement of M-given aims. Suppose that I could either (1) promote
my own M-given aims or (2) more effectively promote yours. According to
M, I should here do (1) rather than (2). I would thereby cause M-given aims
to be, on the whole, worse achieved. But this does not make M self-
defeating. If I follow M, I would cause my M-given aims to be better
achieved. In my examples the point is not that, if we all do (1) rather than
(2), we cause M-given aims to be worse achieved. The point is that we cause
each of our own M-given aims to be worse achieved. We do worse not just in
agent-neutral but in agent-relative terms.

The second point is that this can matter in an agent-relative way. It will
help to remember the Self-interest Theory. In Prisoner's Dilemmas, this
theory is directly self-defeating. If all rather than none successfully follow S,
we will thereby cause the S-given aims of each to be worse achieved. We will
make the outcome worse for everyone. If we believe S, will we think that
this matters? Or does it only matter whether each achieves his formal aim:
the avoidance of irrationality? The answer is clear. S gives to each the
substantive aim that the outcome be, for him, as good as possible. The
achievement of this aim matters. And it matters in an agent-relative way. If
we believe S, we shall believe that it matters that, in Prisoner's Dilemmas, if
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we all follow S, this would be worse for each of us. Though they do not
refute S, these cases are, in self-interested terms, regrettable. In claiming
this, we need not appeal to S's agent-neutral form: Utilitarianism. The Self-
interest Theory is about rationality rather than morality. But the
comparison shows that, in discussing Common-Sense Morality, we need not
beg the question. If it matters whether our M-given aims are achieved, this
can matter in an agent-relative way.

Does this matter? Note that I am not asking whether this is all that
matters. I am not suggesting that the achievement of our formal aim -- the
avoidance of wrongdoing -- is a mere means. Though assumed by some
Consequentialists, this is not what most of us believe. We may even think
that the avoidance of wrong-doing always matters most. But this is here
irrelevant. We are asking whether it casts doubt on M that it is substantively
self-defeating. Might this show that, in such cases, M is incorrect? It may be
true that what matters most is that we avoid wrongdoing. But this truth
cannot show M to be correct. It cannot help us to decide what is wrong.

Can we claim that the avoidance of wrong-doing is all that matters? If
that were so, my examples would show nothing. We could say, 'To be
substantively self-defeating is, in the case of Common-Sense Morality, not

to be damagingly self-defeating.' Can we defend our moral theory in this
way? In the case of some M-given aims, perhaps we can. Consider trivial
promises. We might believe both that we should try to keep such promises,
and that it would not matter if, through no fault of ours, we fail. But we do
not have such beliefs about all of our M-given aims. If our children, suffer
harm, or we can benefit them less, this matters. Our morality is not a set of
pointless rules, intended merely to test our obedience.

Remember finally that, in my examples, M is collectively but not individually
self-defeating. Could this provide a defence? This is the central question I
have raised. It is because M is individually successful that, at the collective
level, it can be directly self-defeating. Why is it true that, if we all do (1)
rather than (2), we successfully follow M? Because each is doing what, of the
acts that are possible for him, best achieves his M-given aims. Is it perhaps
no objection that we thereby cause the M-given aims of each to be worse
achieved?

It will again help to remember the Self-interest Theory. In Prisoner's
Dilemmas, S is collectively self-defeating. If we were choosing a collective
code, something that we shall all follow, S would tell us to reject itself. The
self-interested choice would be some version of morality. But those who
believe S may claim that this is irrelevant. They can say: 'The Self-interest
Theory does not claim to be a collective code. It is a theory of individual
rationality. To be collectively self-defeating is, in the case of S, not to be
damagingly self-defeating.'

Can we defend Common-Sense Morality in this way? This depends upon
our view about the nature of morality, and moral reasoning. On most views,
the answer would be No. On these views, morality is essentially a collective
code -- an answer to the question 'How should we all act? An acceptable
answer to this question must be successful at the collective level. The answer
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cannot be directly collectively self-defeating. If we believe in Common-Sense
Morality, we should therefore revise this theory so that it would not be in
this way self-defeating. We ought to adopt R.

Consider first Kant's view about the nature of moral reasoning. Assume
that I am facing one of my Parent's Dilemmas. Could I rationally will that
all give priority to their own children, when this would be worse for
everyone's children, including my own? The answer is No. For Kantians,
the essence of morality is the move from each to we. Each should do only
what he can rationally will that we all do. A Kantian morality cannot be
directly collectively self-defeating.

There are several writers who accept a Kantian view about the nature of
moral reasoning, but who also accept some form of Common-Sense
Morality. If they keep their Kantian view, these writers ought to move to
the revised version R, and accept claims (R1) to (R3).

Other writers hold Constructivist views about the nature of morality. A
morality is, for them, something that a society creates, or what it would be

rational for a society's members to agree to be what governs their
behaviour. This is another kind of view on which an acceptable moral
theory cannot be directly collectively self-defeating. Those who hold such a
view cannot continue to accept some version of Common-Sense Morality.
They must move to the corresponding versions of (R1) to (R3).

Those who hold a Constructivist view may question my division of a
moral theory. (R1) revises what I call our Ideal Act Theory. Constructivists
may see no need for this part of a moral theory. But they cannot object to
my proposal that we should answer the question of what we should all do,
simply on the assumptions that we shall all try, and all succeed. Answering
this question is at worst unnecessary. If a Constructivist asks what we
should all ideally do, his answer cannot be some version of Common-Sense
Morality. If he accepts some version of this morality, he must move to the
corresponding version of (R1), the revised version of his morality that
would not be directly collectively self-defeating. And, since he should accept
(R1), he should also accept (R2) and (R3). He should revise his Practical
Act Theory, the part that used to be his whole theory.

On most of the other views about the nature of moral reasoning, morality
is essentially a collective code. *° On these views, if we accept Common-
Sense Morality, we must move to R. But some believers in Common-Sense
Morality may have no view about the nature of moral reasoning. Could
these people plausibly claim that, even though there are many cases where
their morality is directly self-defeating, this is no objection to their morality,
and no ground for a move to R?

Such a claim seems to me implausible. And it is worth suggesting how
Common-Sense Morality comes close to telling us to move to R. Suppose
that, in my Parent's Dilemmas, we could all communicate. We would then
be told by Common-Sense Morality to make a joint conditional promise
that we will all follow, not this morality, but my revised version R. If I join
with others in this conditional promise, this will be better for my children.
My special obligation to my children will therefore be best fulfilled if I
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conditionally promise, with everyone else, that none of us will give priority
to their own children. Making this conditional promise will be the best that
I can do for my own children. If I promise to follow R, on condition that
everyone else promises the same, others will then follow R only because I
made this promise. If they follow R this will be better for my children. So
my promise makes the outcome better for my children.

Similar remarks apply to all of the other cases where Common-Sense
Morality is self-defeating. These are cases where we believe that we ought to
give priority to those to whom we are M-related. These include such people
as our parents, pupils, patients, clients, or those whom we represent. In all
these cases, if we can communicate, we shall be told by Common-Sense
Morality to make this joint conditional promise that we shall follow (R1).
Following (R1) will then be what each ought to do, because of what he
promised. We would not be abandoning Common-Sense Morality. We

would be using part of this morality to alter the content of what we ought to
do.

Suppose, next, that in a Parent's Dilemma, we cannot communicate. We
shall then be unable to achieve this 'moral solution' to this Dilemma.
Common-Sense Morality now tells each to give priority to his own children.
This will be worse for all of our children, or will enable us to benefit our
children less. Similar remarks apply to the other cases. Because we cannot
communicate, and therefore cannot make the joint promise, our morality
cannot tell us to follow (R1). If we could communicate, and review the
question, 'What should we all do?', our morality would tell us to promise not
to give priority to our own children, parents, pupils, patients, etc. Our
morality would tell us to promise not to do what, if we cannot
communicate, it tells us to do. It is clear that, on our morality, it would be
better if we could communicate, and could then promise to follow (R1).
This provides a sense in which our morality itself tells us to accept (R1).
There is a further ground for thinking that we ought to revise Common-
Sense Morality. This moral theory makes what I called the Second Mistake
in moral mathematics. It ignores the effects of sets of acts, by different
agents. It ignores the effects of what we together do. In Chapter 3 I showed
this to be a mistake. And, in showing this, I was not assuming
Consequentialism. Those who reject C would agree that, in some of my
examples, we should not ignore the effects of what we together do.
Common-Sense Morality makes this mistake whenever it is directly
collectively self-defeating. It tells each to do what will best achieve his M-
given aims. This claim assumes that it is enough to consider the effects of
what each person does. In these cases, if each does what best achieves his
M-given aims, we together cause the M-given aims of each to be worse
achieved. This is like a case where, if each does what harms no one, we
together harm many people. In such cases it is clearly a mistake to think
that what matters morally are only the effects of what each person does. We
must agree that this is a mistake even if we reject C and accept Common-
Sense Morality.
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Suppose that we deny that a moral theory must be successful at the
collective level. Even if we deny this, we must admit that, in the cases I have
discussed, Common-Sense Morality makes what is clearly a mistake. Since
this is so, we must revise this morality by accepting (R1) to (R3).

40. A SIMPLER REVISION
There is a simpler revision of Common-Sense Morality, for which I have not
argued. This is the wholly agent-neutral form of this morality, or, for short,
N. On this theory, each of us should always try to do what will best achieve
everyone's M-given aims. Our agent-relative moral aims become common
aims.

Because it is restricted to certain cases, my proposed revision R is
complicated. N is simple, and theoretically more appealing. I shall ask in the
next chapter whether, if we have moved to R, we should make the further
move to N.

It may seem that I could extend the argument above, so that its
conclusion would be that we should accept N. Consider any case in which
someone could either (1) promote his own M-given aims or (2) more
effectively promote the M-given aims of others. All such cases, taken
together, constitute what we can call the All-Inclusive Case. This includes
every case in which Common-Sense Morality differs from N. If we ought to
revise this morality in this All-Inclusive Case, we ought to accept N.

Suppose that, in this All-Inclusive Case, everyone does (1) rather than (2).
We shall thereby cause our M-given aims to be, on the whole, worse
achieved. If we all did (2), they would be, on the whole, better achieved. But
this would be true only on the whole, or for most of us. There would be
exceptions. It would not be true that the M-given aims of each would be
better achieved.

Remember the Samaritan's Dilemma. This is the Fourth Example in
Kant's Grundlegung. Could I rationally will that it be a universal law that no
one helps strangers in distress? For most of us, the answer is No. But there
are some exceptions. These are the rich and powerful, who have
body-guards and personal attendants. These people could rationally will
that no one helps strangers in distress. It would be worse for nearly
everyone if no one helped such strangers. But it would not be worse for
everyone.

A similar claim applies to my All-Inclusive Case. If we all successfully
followed the agent-neutral form of M, it would be true of most people that
their own M-given aims would be better achieved. But this would not be true
of everyone. On the definition that I gave, it is not true for everyone that M
is here directly collectively self-defeating. In that definition, 'everyone'
means 'all the members of some group'. In the All-Inclusive Case, most
people would be in this group. But there would be some outsiders.

In considering Kant's Fourth Example, we can insist that the rich and
powerful draw down a veil of ignorance. This can be claimed to be one of
the requirements of moral reasoning. But I cannot make the comparable
claim about the All-Inclusive Case. My argument is aimed, not at the
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pre-moral to introduce them to morality, but at those who believe
Common-Sense Morality. Since these people already hold a moral view, I
cannot similarly claim that they must draw down a veil of ignorance. This is
why I have not used this argument for the wholly agent-neutral form of
Common-Sense Morality. I have argued only for the more restricted version
R. R applies only to those cases where, if we all follow M rather than R, we
shall thereby cause the M-given aims of each to be worse achieved. We shall
all do worse not just in agent-neutral but also in agent-relative terms. This is
a crucial difference. In the All-Inclusive Case, I can claim only that, if we all

follow M, we shall thereby cause our M-given aims to be, on the whole,
worse achieved. To claim that this matters is to assume Agent-Neutralism.
This claim cannot be part of an argument for Agent-Neutralism. This would
beg the question.

5 TWO POSSIBILITIES

In Part One of this book I have asked what is shown when a theory is self-
defeating. My answers suggest two possibilities.

41. REDUCING THE DISTANCE BETWEEN M AND C
In Prisoner's Dilemmas, the Self-interest Theory is directly collectively self-
defeating. In these cases, if we all pursue self-interest, this will be worse for
all of us. It would be better for all of us if, instead, we all acted morally.
Some writers argue that, because this is true, morality is superior to the
Self-interest Theory, even in self-interested terms.
As I showed in Chapter 4, this argument fails. In these cases S succeeds at
the individual level. S need not be collectively successful, since it is a theory
about individual rationality.
When this argument is advanced by believers in Common-Sense
Morality, it back-fires. It does not refute S, but it does refute part of their
own theory. Like S, Common-Sense Morality is often directly collectively
self-defeating. Unlike S, a moral theory must be collectively successful.
These M-believers must therefore revise their beliefs, moving from M to R.
Their Ideal Act Theory should include (R1), and their Practical Act Theory
should include (R2) and (R3).
Unlike M, R is Consequentialist, giving to all of us common moral aims.
Since Chapter 4 shows that M-believers must move to R, this reduces the
disagreement between Common-Sense Morality and Consequentialism.
Chapter 1 also reduces this disagreement. We are pure do-gooders if we
always try directly to follow C, doing whatever would make the outcome
best. C is indirectly self-defeating. If we were all pure do-gooders, the
outcome would be worse than it would be if we had certain other desires
and dispositions. This fact does not refute C; but it shows that C must
include Ideal and Practical Motive Theories. C's Ideal Motive Theory must
claim that we should not all be pure do-gooders. C's Practical Motive
Theory must claim that each of us should try to have one of the best
possible sets of desires and dispositions, in C's terms. Each person has one
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of these sets if there is no other possible set of which it is true that, if this
person had this other set, the outcome would be better.

For most of us, the best dispositions would in the following sense roughly
correspond to Common-Sense Morality. We should often be strongly
disposed to act in the ways that this morality requires.

Here are two of the ways in which this is true. It would make the outcome
best if most of us have the strong desires on which most happiness depends.
It would be best if we love our parents. If we are couples, it would be best if
we love each other, and our children. We shall then be strongly disposed to
give certain kinds of priority to the interests of these people, as M claims
that we ought to do. It would also make the outcome best if most of us have
strong desires to do our work well. We shall then be strongly disposed to
give some kinds of priority to the interests of such people as our pupils,
patients, clients, customers, those with whom we have made contracts, or
those whom we represent. In acting in these ways we would again be doing
what M claims that we ought to do.

For different reasons, we should be strongly disposed not to act in certain
ways. If we want someone to be dead, we shall be likely to believe, falsely,
that this person's death would make the outcome better. We should
therefore be strongly disposed not to kill other people. Similar claims apply
to deceiving or coercing others, giving in to threats, and to several other of
the kinds of act that Common-Sense Morality claims to be wrong.

42. THE FIRST POSSIBILITY
Because C is an agent-neutral theory, it is indirectly self-defeating, and it
therefore needs to include Ideal and Practical Motive Theories that, in the
sense defined above, roughly correspond to M. Because M is an
agent-relative theory, it is often directly self-defeating, and it therefore needs
to be revised so that its Ideal and Practical Act Theories are in part
Consequentialist. C and M face objections that can be met only by
enlarging and revising these theories, in ways that bring them closer
together.
These facts naturally suggest an attractive possibility. The arguments in
Chapters 1 and 4 support conclusions that may dovetail, or join together to
make a larger whole. We might be able to develop a theory that includes
and combines revised versions of both C and M. Call this the Unified
Theory.
These claims are like those made by Sidgwick, Hare, and others. *° But
there are at least two differences:
(1) Most of these writers try to combine Common-Sense Morality and
Utilitarianism, or U. Sidgwick argues for the Hedonistic version of U; Hare
argues for the Desire-Fulfilment version. I have been discussing the wider
theory, Consequentialism. C may appeal to several principles about what
makes outcomes bad. C may claim, for example, that it would be worse if
there was more inequality, deception, and coercion, and people's rights were
not respected or fulfilled. If C makes these claims, C is already, compared
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with U, closer to Common-Sense Morality.

(2) In my claim that C is indirectly self-defeating, I merely follow
Sidgwick and Hare. But I follow neither in my argument against Common-
Sense Morality. This argument does not, like Hare's, appeal to a particular
theory about the nature of morality, or the logic of moral language. And my
argument does not, like Sidgwick's, appeal to our intuitions. I claim that
Common-Sense Morality is in many cases directly collectively self-defeating.
This claim requires no assumptions apart from those that are made by
Common-Sense Morality. When I conclude that, in these cases, this
morality must be revised, I do assume that a moral theory must be
successful at the collective level. But this assumption is not made by only
one theory about the nature of morality. It is either made or implied by
most of the many different theories about this subject. And it would be
accepted by most of those who believe some version of Common-Sense
Morality.

The arguments in Chapters 1 and 4 both give some support to what I call
the Unified Theory. But developing this theory, in a convincing way, would
take at least a book. That book is not this book. I shall merely briefly sketch
two parts of this theory.

43. WORK TO BE DONE

According to C, we should often be strongly disposed to act in the ways that
M requires. If we are C-believers, and we both have and act upon on these
dispositions, M-believers cannot object to what we do. But they can object
to our beliefs. Since our dispositions are not to do whatever would make the
outcome best, C would often claim that, in acting on these dispositions, we
are acting wrongly. In developing a Unified Theory, our greatest task would
be to reconcile these conflicting beliefs.

Besides claiming that we should have these dispositions, C may also claim
that it should be our policy to act upon them. C may claim that this should
be our policy, even though these are not dispositions to do whatever would
make the outcome best. It may be true, in the ways described in Chapter 1,
that it would make the outcome best if we followed this policy. Remember
next C's Reaction Theory. This claims that we ought to feel remorse, and to
blame others, when this would make the outcome best. If we follow the
policy just described, we would often fail to do what would make the
outcome best. C would therefore claim that, in one sense, we would be
acting wrongly. But C may also claim that, because we are following this
policy, we should not be blamed, or feel remorse. C might claim that we
should be blamed, and should feel remorse, only if we do not follow this
policy. This might be the pattern of blame and remorse that would make the
outcome best. If C makes these claims, this would reduce the conflict
between C and M. Though these theories would still disagree about which

acts are right or wrong, they would disagree much less about which acts are

blameworthy, and should arouse in us remorse. We would be closer to the
Unified Theory.
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These last claims are greatly over-simplified. In developing the Unified
Theory, we would need both to consider many different kinds of acts and
policies, and to consider how these would be related to such things as our
emotions, needs, and abilities. Many questions would need to be answered.
To be convincing, the Unified Theory must draw many distinctions, and
make many different claims. There would be much work to be done, none
of which I shall attempt here.

Since the Unified Theory would include a version of C, it may be objected
that it would be too demanding. As I have said, this objection may also be
met by C's Reaction Theory.

Return to the question of how much those in richer nations should give to
the poor. Since others will in fact give little, C claims that each of the rich
ought to give almost all his income. If the rich give less, they are acting
wrongly. But if each of the rich was blamed for failing to give nearly all his
income, blame would cease to be effective. The best pattern of blame and
remorse is the pattern that would cause the rich to give most. C might claim
that the rich should be blamed, and should feel remorse, only when they fail
to give a much smaller part of their incomes, such as one tenth.

Compared with Common-Sense Morality, C is in other ways much more
demanding. Thus C would often claim that one of us should sacrifice his
life, if he could thereby save two strangers. But failure to save these
strangers would not be, even in C's terms, blameworthy. Since it would
include C, the Unified Theory would be more demanding than
Common-Sense Morality, as it now is. But, if it makes these claims about
blame and remorse, its demands may not be either unreasonable or
unrealistic.

44. THE SECOND POSSIBILITY
Many people are moral sceptics: believing that no moral theory can be true,
or be the best theory. It may be hard to resist scepticism if we continue to
have deep disagreements. One of our deepest disagreements is between
Consequentialists and those who believe in Common-Sense Morality.
The arguments in Chapters 1 and 4 reduce this disagreement. If we can
develop the Unified Theory, this disagreement might be removed. We might
find that, in Mill's words, our opponents were 'climbing the hill on the other
side'.
Because our moral beliefs no longer disagree, we might also change our
view about the status of these beliefs. Moral scepticism might be
undermined.

PART TWO RATIONALITY AND TIME

6 THE BEST OBJECTION TO THE
SELF-INTEREST THEORY

45.THE PRESENT-AIM THEORY

THE arguments in Part One did not refute the Self-interest Theory. I shall
now advance other arguments against this theory. Some of these appeal to
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morality. But the main challenge comes from a different theory about
rationality. This is the Present-aim Theory, or P.

I described three versions of P. One is the Instrumental Theory. This
claims

IP: What each of us has most reason to do is whatever would best
his present desires.

I stretch the word 'desire' to cover intentions, projects, and other aims.
To apply the Instrumental Theory, we must be able both to distinguish
different desires, and to decide which desires someone really has. Both can
be difficult. But I shall ignore these difficulties here. All that I need to
assume is that we can sometimes decide what would, on the whole, best
fulfil someone's present desires.

In deciding this, we should ignore derived desires. These are desires for
what are mere means to the fulfilment of other desires. Suppose that I want
to go to some library merely so that I can meet some beautiful librarian. If
you introduce me to this librarian, I have no desire that is unfulfilled. It is
irrelevant that you have not fulfilled my desire to join this library. By
'desires' I shall mean 'un-derived desires'.

In deciding what would best fulfil these desires, we should give greater
weight to those that are stronger. Someone's strongest desire may be
outweighed by several other desires. Suppose that, if I do X, this would not
fulfil my strongest present desire, but it would fulfil al/l of my other present
desires. Though X would not fulfil my strongest desire, I may decide that, of
the acts that are possible for me, X is what would best fulfil my desires. If I
decide this, X may become what, all things considered, I most want to do.

In its treatment of conflict between desires, and of decisions in the face of
risk and uncertainty, the Instrumental Theory may take subtle forms. But,
as its name implies, it is entirely concerned with the choice of means. It does
not criticise the agent's ends -- what, he desires. As Hume notoriously wrote:
"Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to
the scratching of my finger. 'Tis not contrary to reason to choose my total

ruin to prevent the least uneasiness of an Indian, or person wholly unknown
to me. 'Tis as little contrary to reason to prefer even my own acknowledged
lesser good to my greater...'?!

This refusal to criticize desires is not an essential part of the Present-aim
Theory. Even Hume suggested that 'a passion . . . can be called
"unreasonable" . . . when it is founded on a false supposition." This
suggestion is developed in the Deliberative Theory. This claims

DP: What each of us has most reason to do is what would best achieve,
not what he actually wants, but what he would want, at the time of
acting, if he had undergone a process of 'ideal deliberation'-if he knew
the relevant facts, was thinking clearly, and was free from distorting
influences.

The relevant facts are those of which it is true that, if this person knew this
fact, his desires would change. This last claim needs to be refined, in ways
that we can here ignore. 2
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A third version of P is the Critical Present-aim Theory, or CP. This claims
that some desires are intrinsically irrational, and do not provide good
reasons for acting. CP may also claim that some desires are rationally
required. On this second claim, someone would be irrational if he did not
have these desires.

We must distinguish here between two kinds of reason: explanatory, and
good. If someone acts in a certain way, we may know what his reason was.
By describing this reason, we explain why this person acted as he did. But
we may believe that this reason was a very bad reason. By 'reason' I shall
mean 'good reason'. On this use, we would claim that this person had no
reason for acting as he did.

On the Deliberative Theory, any desire provides a reason for acting, if it
survives the process of ideal deliberation. Suppose that, knowing the facts
and thinking clearly, I prefer the world's destruction to the scratching of my
finger. On the Deliberative Theory, if I had a Doomsday Machine, and
could act upon this preference, it would be rational to do so. We may reject
this claim. We may believe that this preference does not provide a reason for
acting. And we may believe the same about many other possible desires. On
the Deliberative Theory, no desire is intrinsically irrational. If we believe
that there are such desires, we should reject this theory.

A Deliberative Theorist might reply that such irrational desires would not
survive the process of ideal deliberation. This could be made trivially true,
with a definition. The theorist might claim that anyone with these desires
cannot be 'thinking clearly'. But this in effect grants the objection. In
defining what counts as 'thinking clearly', the theorist would have to refer to
the desires in question. He would have to decide which desires are
intrinsically irrational.

The Deliberative Theorist might instead make his reply as a factual claim.
He might agree that what he means by 'thinking clearly' does not logically

exclude having the desires that we believe to be intrinsically irrational. But
he might insist that his theory is adequate, since those who were thinking
clearly and knew the facts would not have such desires.

Whether this is true is hard to predict. And, even if it were true, our
objection would not be fully met. If certain kinds of desire are intrinsically
irrational, any complete theory about rationality ought to claim this. We
should not ignore the question of whether there are such desires simply
because we hope that,if we are thinking clearly, we shall never have them. If
we believe that there can be such desires, we should move from the
Deliberative to the Critical version of the Present-aim Theory.

This theory has been strangely neglected. The Instrumental and
Deliberative versions, which are widely believed, make two claims: (1) What
each person has most reason to do is what would best fulfil the desires that,
at the time of acting, he either has or would have if he knew the facts and
was thinking clearly. (2) Desires cannot be intrinsically irrational, or
rationally required. These are quite different claims. We could reject (2) and
accept a qualified version of (1). We would then be accepting the Critical
version of P. This claims
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CP: Some desires are intrinsically irrational. And a set of desires may!
be irrational even if the desires in this set are not irrational. For
example, it is irrational to prefer X to Y, Y to Z, and Z to X. A set of
desires may also be irrational because it fails to contain desires that are
rationally required. Suppose that I know the facts and am thinking
clearly. If my set of desires is not irrational, what I have most reason to
do is what would best fulfil those of my present desires that are not
irrational. This claim applies to anyone at any time.

The charge 'irrational' is at one end of a range of criticisms. It is like the
charge 'wicked'. We may claim that some act, though not so bad as to be
wicked, is still open to moral criticism. We may similarly claim that some
desire, though not deserving the extreme charge 'irrational', is open to
rational criticism. To save words, I shall extend the ordinary use of
'irrational'. I shall use this word to mean 'open to rational criticism'. This
will allow 'not irrational' to mean 'not open to such criticism'.

In its claim about desires that are not irrational, CP need not appeal only
to the strength of these desires. It may, for example, give no weight to those
desires that someone wishes that he did not have. And CP need not only
appeal to what, even in the broadest sense, we can call desires. It can also
appeal to the agent's values, or ideals, or to his moral beliefs. All of these
can provide reasons for acting. But CP claims that some of these are not
good reasons. It may claim, for example, that even for those people who
believe in etiquette, or some code of honour, there is no reason to obey
certain pointless rules, or to fight the duels that honour demands.

I have described three versions of the Present-aim Theory. Though this
description is a mere sketch, it will be sufficient here. Much of what follows
will be concerned with what these different versions have in common. Partly
for this reason, I shall discuss only cases where the Deliberative and
Instrumental Theories coincide. These are cases where some person knows
all of the the relevant facts, and is thinking clearly. I shall also assume that
what would best fulfil this person's present desires is the same as what this
person most wants, all things considered. And I shall often assume that this
person's desires do not conflict either with his moral beliefs, or with his
other values and ideals. By making these assumptions I avoid considering
several important questions. These questions must be answered by any
complete theory about rationality. But they are not relevant to my main aim
in Part Two of this book. This aim is to show that we should reject the
Self-interest Theory.

Since this is my main aim, Part Two may be dull for those who already
reject this theory. But in Chapter 8 I discuss some puzzling questions about
rationality and time. And I shall support CP, claiming that some desires are
intrinsically irrational, and that others may be rationally required. Since
these claims are controversial, I shall give them some defence before
returning to the Self-interest Theory.
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46. CAN DESIRES BE INTRINSICALLY IRRATIONAL, OR
RATIONALLY REQUIRED?

Why do people think that, if a desire does not rest on some false belief, it
cannot be irrational? We can first remember why Hume, its most
distinguished holder, held this view. Hume took reasoning to be concerned
only with beliefs, and with truth or falsity. A desire cannot be false. And a
desire can be 'called unreasonable'’, on Hume's view, only if it involves
theoretical irrationality.
Reasoning is not concerned only with beliefs. Besides reasons for
believing, there are reasons for acting. Besides theoretical there is practical
rationality. There is thus a different and simpler way in which a desire may
be irrational. It may be a desire that does not provide a reason for acting.
Some followers of Hume refuse to call desires ‘irrational'. This difference
would be trivial if these people agree that some desires do not provide good
reasons for acting. Remember next that I use 'irrational' to mean 'open to
rational criticism'. This is a matter of degree. If a desire is not wholly
irrational, it may provide some reason for acting. If one of two desires is
more open to rational criticism, it provides a weaker reason.
If a desire is wholly irrational, it does not directly provide any reason for
acting. But some desires, even though irrational, do indirectly provide such
reasons. If I am claustrophobic, I may have a strong desire not to be in
some enclosed space. This desire is like a fear. Since fear involves a belief
that the object feared is dangerous, fear is irrational when this belief is

clearly false. Suppose that, when I have my strong desire to escape from
some enclosed space, I know that I am in no danger. Since my desire is like
a fear, I may judge it to be irrational. But this desire indirectly provides a
reason for acting. This is because this desire makes me intensely dislike
being in this enclosed space, and I have a reason to try to escape what I
intensely dislike.

When a desire directly provides a reason for acting, the reason is seldom
the desire.It is seldom true that, when someone acts in some way, his reason
simply is that he wants to do so. In most cases, someone's reason for acting
is one of the features of what he wants, or one of the facts that explains and
justifies his desire. Suppose that I help someone in need. My reason for
helping this person is not that I want to do so, but that he needs help, or
that I promised help, or something of the kind. Similarly, my reason for
reading a book is not that I want to do so, but that the book is witty, or that
it explains why the Universe exists, or that in some other way it is worth
reading. In both cases, my reason is not my desire but the respect in which
what I am doing is worth doing, or the respect in which my aim is
desirable -- worth desiring. 2

If a reason is seldom a desire, this may seem to undermine the Present-
Aim Theory. It may seem to show that what we have most reason to do
cannot depend on what we desire. This is a mistake. Even if a reason is not a
desire, it may depend on a desire. Suppose that my reason for reading some
book is that it explains the causes of the First World War. If I had no desire
to know what these causes were, I would have no reason to read this book.
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I claimed that, according to CP, some desires may be rationally required.
Return to the case where my reason for helping someone is that he needs
help. Does this reason depend on a desire? Would I have a reason to help
this person if I did not care about this person's needs? More generally,
would I have a reason to act morally if I did not care about morality?

These are both controversial questions. Some writers answer No to both.
According to these writers, both these reasons essentially depend on my
desires, or what I care about. ¢

Other writers claim that I do have a reason to act morally, or to help
someone who is in need, even if I have no desire to act in these ways. This
claim conflicts with the Instrumental version of P, and it may conflict with
the Deliberative version. But it need not conflict with the Critical version. If
we accept CP, we might claim

(CP1) Each of us is rationally required both to care about morality, and
to care about the needs of others. Since this is so, we have a
reason to act morally, even if we have no desire to do so. Whether
we have a reason to act in a certain way usually depends

on whether we have certain desires. But this is not so in the case
of desires that are rationally required.

This could be claimed by someone who accepts CP. My description of CP
leaves it an open question whether this should be claimed. Since this
question is controversial, it is best to leave this question open. Either answer
could be given by someone who accepts CP. If a theory left open every
controversial question, it would not be worth discussing. But, as we shall
see, this is not true of CP.

CP's other distinctive claim is that some desires, or sets of desires, are
intrinsically irrational. I wrote above that, in most cases, my reason for
acting is not one of my desires, but the respect in which what I desire is
worth desiring. This naturally suggests how some desires might be
intrinsically irrational. We can claim: 'It is irrational to desire something
that is in no respect worth desiring. It is even more irrational to desire
something that is worth not desiring -- worth avoiding.'

It might be said that masochists have such desires. But actual masochism
is a complicated phenomenon, that would need a long discussion. We could
imagine a simpler case, in which someone merely wants, at some future
time, to suffer great pain. Suppose that, unlike masochists, this person
knows that he would in no respect enjoy this pain, or find that it reduces his
sense of guilt, or be benefited by this pain in any other way. This person
simply wants to have sensations that, at the time, he will intensely dislike,
and very strongly want not to be having. Most of us would believe this
desire to be irrational.

Are there actual cases in which people have irrational desires? One
example might be the desire that many people feel, when at the edge of a
precipice, to jump. This strange impulse is felt by people who have not the
slightest wish to die. Since these people want to stay alive, it may be
irrational for them to act upon their desire to jump. But this does not show
that this desire is itself irrational. The desire to jump is not a desire to die. In
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the case of some people, the desire to jump is a desire to soar through the
air. This is a desire for something that is worth desiring. We can rationally
envy birds. In the case of other people, though they want to jump, they have
not the slightest wish to soar through the air. In the case of these people,
their desire to jump may be irrational.

Consider a desire to jump with a different cause. It has been claimed that,
at the height of their ecstasy, certain Japanese couples leap off precipices,
because they do want to die. They want to die because they are at the height
of their ecstasy. Can this be a reason for committing suicide?

Some would say: 'No. Death can be worth desiring because it will end
one's agony. But it cannot be worth desiring because it will end one's
ecstasy.'

This misdescribes the case. These couples do not want to die because this

will end their ecstasy. They want to die because they want their lives to end
at the highest or best point. This is not what most of us want. But, though
this desire is unusual, it is not clearly irrational. Ecstasy does not last, but
declines and decays. If some couple are in ecstasy, they can plausibly regard
the natural decay of their ecstasy as something that is very undesirable, or
well worth avoiding. By cutting short their ecstasy, their deaths would
ensure that this ecstasy will not decay. For such a couple, death may be
worth desiring.

There are other ways in which apparently crazy desires may not be
irrational. The object of these desires may, for example, be aesthetically
appealing. Consider whims. Nagel writes: 'One might for no reason at all
conceive a desire that there should be parsley on the moon, and do what one
could to smuggle some into the next available rocket; one might simply like
the idea.' > This desire is not irrational. It is an excellent whim. (That there
be parsley in the sea is, in contrast, a poor whim.)

It is irrational to desire something that is in no respect worth desiring, or is
worth avoiding. Though we can easily imagine such desires, there may be
few actual desires that are irrational in this way. And there is a large class of
desires which cannot be irrational. These are the desires that are involved in
purely physical pains or pleasures. I love cold showers. Others hate them.
Neither desire is irrational. If I want to eat something because I like the way
it tastes, this desire cannot be irrational. It is not irrational even if what I
like disgusts everyone else. Consider next experiences that we find
unpleasant. Many people have a strong desire not to hear the sound of
squeaking chalk. This desire is odd, since these people do not mind hearing
other squeaks that are very similar in timbre and pitch. But this desire is not
irrational. Similar claims apply to what we find painful.

Turn now to our desires about different possible pains and pleasures. It is at
this secondary level that the charge 'irrational' can be most plausible.
Someone is not irrational simply because he finds one experience more
painful than another. But he may be irrational if, when he has to undergo
one of these two experiences, he prefers the one that will be more painful.
This person may be able to defend this preference. He may believe that he
ought to suffer the worse pain as some form of penance. Or he may want to
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make himself tougher, better able to endure later pains. Or he may believe
that by deliberately choosing now to undergo the worse of two pains, and
sticking to this choice, he will be strengthening the power of his will. Or he
may believe that greater suffering will bring wisdom. In these and other
ways, someone's desire to suffer the worse of two pains may not be
irrational.

Consider next this imaginary case. A certain hedonist cares greatly about
the quality of his future experiences. With one exception, he cares equally
about all the parts of his future. The exception is that he has

Future-Tuesday-Indifference. Throughout every Tuesday he cares in the
normal way about what is happening to him. But he never cares about
possible pains or pleasures on a future Tuesday. Thus he would choose a
painful operation on the following Tuesday rather than a much less painful
operation on the following Wednesday. This choice would not be the result
of any false beliefs. This man knows that the operation will be much more
painful if it is on Tuesday. Nor does he have false beliefs about personal
identity. He agrees that it will be just as much him who will be suffering on
Tuesday. Nor does he have false beliefs about time. He knows that Tuesday
is merely part of a conventional calendar, with an arbitrary name taken
from a false religion. Nor has he any other beliefs that might help to justify
his indifference to pain on future Tuesdays. This indifference is a bare fact.
When he is planning his future, it is simply true that he always prefers the
prospect of great suffering on a Tuesday to the mildest pain on any other
day.

This man's pattern of concern is irrational. Why does he prefer agony on
Tuesday to mild pain on any other day? Simply because the agony will be
on a Tuesday. This is no reason. If someone must choose between suffering
agony on Tuesday or mild pain on Wednesday, the fact that the agony will
be on a Tuesday is no reason for preferring it. Preferring the worse of two
pains, for no reason, is irrational.

It may be objected that, because this man's preference is purely
imaginary, and so bizarre, we cannot usefully discuss whether it is
irrational. I shall therefore compare two other attitudes to time. One is
extremely common: caring more about the nearer future. Call this the bias
towards the near. Someone with this bias may knowingly choose to have a
worse pain a few weeks later rather than a lesser pain this afternoon. This
kind of choice is often made. If the worse of two pains would be further in
the future, can this be a reason for choosing this pain? Is the bias towards
the near irrational? Many writers claim that it is.

Consider next someone with a bias towards the next year. This man cares
equally about his future throughout the next year, and cares half as much
about the rest of his future. Once again, this imagined man has no false
beliefs about time, or personal identity, or anything else. He knows that it
will be just as much him who will be alive more than a year from now, and
that pains in later years will be just as painful.

No one has this man's pattern of concern. But it closely resembles the
pattern that is common: the bias towards the near. The difference is that this
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common bias is proportional to the feature that it favours. Those who have
this bias care more about what is in the nearer future. My imagined man has
the bias towards the near not in a proportional but in a cruder two-step
form. This man's bias draws an arbitrary line. He cares equally about the
next 12 months, and half as much about any later month. Thus he would
knowingly choose 3 weeks of pain 13 months from now rather than 2 weeks
of pain 11 months from now. Asked why he prefers the longer ordeal,

he says, 'Because it is more than a year in the future'. This is like the claim,
'Because it is further in the future'. But it is more open to rational criticism.
If some pain will be further in the future, it is perhaps defensible to think
this a reason for caring less about this pain now. But it is hard to believe
that it can be rational both to care equally about all pains within the next 12
months, and to care only half as much about later pains. If some pain will
be felt 53 rather than 52 weeks later, how can this be a reason for caring
about it only half as much?

A similar pair of cases would be these. Many people care more about
what happens to their neighbours, or to members of their own community.
This pattern of concern would be claimed by few to be irrational. Some
claim that it is morally required. But consider a man whose pattern of
concern is Within-a-Mile-Altruism. This man cares greatly about the
well-being of all those people who are less than a mile from his home, but he
cares little about those who are further away. If he learns of some fire or
flood affecting people within a mile, he will give generously to a fund to
help these people. But he will not help such people if they are one and a
quarter miles away. This is not a policy, chosen to impose a limit on this
man's charity. It is the result of a real difference in how much this man cares
about the suffering of others.

This man's pattern of concern crudely resembles the pattern that is
common: greater concern for the members of our own community. But his
concern draws another arbitrary line. If someone has no concern about
others, this, though deplorable, may not be irrational. If someone is equally
concerned about what happens to everyone, or is more concerned about
what happens to the members of his own community, neither of these is
irrational. But if someone is greatly concerned about what happens to those
who are less than a mile away, and much less concerned about those who
are more distant, this pattern of concern is irrational. How can it make a
difference that one of two suffering strangers is just under, and the other
just over, a mile away? That one of the two is more than a mile away is no
reason for being less concerned.

Hume's followers claim that, if a desire or pattern of concern does not
involve theoretical irrationality, it cannot be open to rational criticism. I
have denied this claim. It is true when applied to the desires that are
involved in physical pains and pleasures. But it may not be true of some
first-order desires. Some of these may be irrational. One example may be
the desire, when at the edge of a precipice, to jump. If this is not a desire to
soar through the air, or to prevent the natural decay of one's ecstasy, it may
be irrational.
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The best examples can be found when we turn to our second-order desires
about possible pains and pleasures. Such desires are irrational if they
discriminate between equally good pleasures, or equally bad pains, in an
arbitrary way. It is irrational to care less about future pains because they

will be felt either on a Tuesday, or more than a year in the future. And it is
irrational to care less about the suffering of other people because they are
more than a mile away. In these cases the concern is not less because of
some intrinsic difference in the object of concern. The concern is less
because of a property which is purely positional, and which draws an
arbitrary line. These are the patterns of concern that are, in the clearest way,
irrational. These patterns of concern are imaginary. But they are cruder
versions of patterns that are common. Many people care less about future
pains, if they are further in the future. And it is often claimed that this is
irrational. I shall discuss this claim in Chapter 8. ©

47. THREE COMPETING THEORIES
Return now to the Self-interest Theory. How is S challenged by the Present-
aim Theory, P? S claims both
(S2) What each of us has most reason to do is whatever would be best
for himself, and
(S3) It is irrational for anyone to do what he believes will be worse for
himself.
An argument for P may force S to retreat to weaker claims. The gravity of
threats to S thus depend on two things: how strong the arguments are, and
how far, if they succeed, they would force S to retreat.
The most ambitious threat would be an argument that showed that,
whenever S conflicts with P, we have no reason to follow S. We have no
reason to act in our own interests if this would frustrate what, at the time of
acting, knowing the facts and thinking clearly, we most want or value. This
would be, for S, complete defeat.
I believe that my arguments justify a qualified version of this stronger
conclusion. But they may be thought to show something less. They may
show only that, when S and P conflict, it would be rational to follow either.
Though this is a weaker conclusion, I shall claim that, for S, it is almost as
damaging.
I shall advance several arguments. These can be introduced with a
strategic metaphor. As we shall see, the Self-interest Theory lies between
morality and the Present-aim Theory. It therefore faces a classic danger:
war on two fronts. While it might survive attack from only one direction, it
may be unable to survive a double attack. I believe that this is so. Many
writers argue that morality provides the best or strongest reasons for acting.
In rejecting these arguments, a Self-interest Theorist makes assumptions
which can be turned against him by a Present-aim Theorist. And his replies
to the Present-aim Theorist, if they are valid, undermine his rejection of
morality.
Let us say that, in our view, a theory survives if we believe that it is
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rational to act upon it. A theory wins if it is the sole survivor. We shall then
believe that it is irrational not to act upon this theory. If a theory does not
win, having to acknowledge undefeated rivals, it must qualify its claims.
With three theories, there could be eight outcomes. The survivors could be:

(1) Morality The Self-interest Theory The Present-aim Theory Triarchy
(2) The Self-interest Theory The Present-aim Theory
(3) Morality The Present-aim Theory @ Dyarchies
(4) Morality The Self-interest Theory
(5) Morality
(6) The Self-interest Theory Monarchies
(7) The Present-aim Theory
(8) Anarchy

On the weaker of the conclusions described above, the Self-interest Theory
cannot defeat the Present-aim Theory. If S survives, so does P. This
eliminates (4) and (6). S survives only in (1) and (2). My stronger conclusion
eliminates these. And I shall claim that, if S survives only in (1) and (2), this
amounts to a defeat for S. (This book says little about (3), (5), (7), or the
bleaker (8).)

To reach my first argument, we must avoid some mistakes. These are harder
to avoid if, like many writers, we forget that the Self-interest Theory has
two rivals -- that it is challenged both by moral theories and by the Present-
aim Theory. If we compare the Self-interest Theory with only one of its
rivals, we may fail to notice when it steals arguments from the other.

48. PSYCHOLOGICAL EGOISM
One mistake is to assume that the Self-interest and Present-aim Theories
always coincide. No one assumes this in the case of the Instrumental version
of P. What people actually want is too often grossly against their interests.
But it is widely assumed that the Deliberative version of P coincides with S.
It is widely assumed that what each person would most want, if he really
knew the facts and was thinking clearly, would be to do whatever would be
best for him, or would best promote his own long-term self-interest. This
assumption is called Psychological Egoism. If we make this assumption, it
may be natural to regard P as a mere part of S. Though natural, this would
be another mistake. Even if they always coincided, the two theories would
remain distinct. And, if we submerge P in S, we may fail to judge S on its
own merits. Some of its plausibility it may steal from P.
Psychological Egoism can be made true by definition. Some writers claim
that, if someone wants to do what he knows will be worse for himself, he
cannot be thinking 'clearly’, and must be subject to some 'distorting
influence'. When the claim is made true in this way, it becomes trivial. P

loses its independence, and by definition coincides with S. This version of P
is not worth discussing.

There are two other ways in which Psychological Egoism has been made
true by definition. Some writers claim (1) that what will be best for someone
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is by definition whatever at the time, knowing the facts and thinking clearly,
this person most wants. Other writers claim (2) that, if some act would best
fulfil someone's present desires, this act by definition maximizes this
person's utility. Once again, when Psychological Egoism is made true by
definition, it becomes trivial. On these two definitions it is S that loses its
independence. (1) makes S coincide with the Deliberative version of P; (2)
makes S coincide with the Instrumental version. These two versions of S are
not worth discussing. It is clear that definition (2) is not about what is in our
own long-term self-interest, on any plausible theory about self-interest. As I
shall now argue, the same is true of definition (1). *

Most of us, most of the time, strongly want to act in our own interests.
But there are many cases where this is not someone's strongest desire, or
where, even if it is, it is outweighed by several other desires. There are many
cases where this is true even of someone who knows the relevant facts and
is thinking clearly. This is so, for instance, when the Present-aim Theory
supports morality in a conflict with the Self-interest Theory. What someone
most wants may be to do his duty, even though he knows that this will be
against his interests. (Remember that, for simplicity, we are considering
cases where what someone most wants, all things considered, is the same as
what would best fulfil his present desires.) There are many other cases, not
involving morality, where what someone most wants would not coincide,
even after ideal deliberation, with what would most effectively promote this
person's own long-term self-interest. Many of these cases are disputable, or
obscure. But, as we shall see, there are many others that are clear.

How common the cases are partly depends upon our theory about self-
interest. As I claimed in Section 2, these cases are more common on the
Hedonistic Theory, less common on the Success Theory. The cases may be
rarest on the Unrestricted Desire-Fulfilment Theory. On this theory, the
fulfilment of any of my desires counts directly as being in my interests. What
is most in my interests is what would best fulfil, or enable me to fulfil, all of
my desires throughout my whole life. Will this always be the same as what
would best fulfil my present desires, if I knew the truth and was thinking
clearly? There may be some people for whom these two would always
coincide. But there are many others for whom these two often conflict. In
the lives of these pepple, S often conflicts with P, even if S assumes the
Unrestricted Desire-Fulfilment Theory. S and P conflict because these
people's strongest desires are not the same throughout their lives.

There is one complication. This concerns the people whom I discussed in
Section 3: those for whom S is indirectly self-defeating. In its claims about
these people, S conflicts with P in a less direct way. But we can ignore this

complication. We can discuss S in cases where it is not indirectly
self-defeating. It cannot be unfair to S to concentrate on these cases. And
the important questions here take a clearer form.

Psychological Egoism cannot survive a careful discussion. On all of the
plausible theories about self-interest, S and P often conflict. What would
best fulfil our various desires, at the time of acting, often fails to coincide
with what would most effectively promote our own long-term self-interest.
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49. THE SELF-INTEREST THEORY AND MORALITY
S and P are simply related: they are both theories about rationality. S stands
in a subtler relation to morality. A moral theory asks, not 'What is
rational?', but 'What is right?' Sidgwick thought that these two questions
were, in the end, the same, since they were both about what we had most
reason to do. This is why he called Egoism one of the "Methods of Ethics".
A century later, these two questions seem further apart. We have expelled
Egoism from Ethics, and we now doubt that acting morally is 'required by
Reason'. Morality and the Self-interest Theory still conflict. There are many
cases where it would be better for someone if he acts wrongly. In such cases
we must decide what to do. We must choose between morality and S. But
this choice has seemed to some undiscussable. The claims of each rival have
seemed unrelated to the claims of the other.
They can be brought together. Among reasons for acting, we include both
moral and self-interested reasons. We can therefore ask which of these two
kinds of reason is the stronger, or has more weight. As I have claimed, we
may suspect that this question has no answer. We may suspect that there is
no neutral scale on which these two kinds of reason can be weighed. But we
do not dismiss the question as nonsensical. And we might reach an answer
without finding a neutral scale. We may find arguments that can defeat the
Self-interest Theory, showing that its reasons have no weight. In Part One I
discussed one such argument, the claim that S is self-defeating. This
argument failed. But I shall present other arguments, and I believe that at
least one of these succeeds.
These arguments will be helped by an explanation of the strength or
weight of moral reasons. We should therefore include within our moral
theory an account of rationality, and of reasons for acting. Since this part of
our moral theory will be concerned with what is rational, rather than what
is right, it needs to range more widely than the rest of our theory. In
particular, it needs to do what may seem a mistake. It needs to bring within
its range reasons for acting which are not themselves moral reasons.
This is most obviously done by the theories that I call agent-neutral.
When they discuss morality, Neutralists may treat the Self-interest Theory
in a conventional way. They may regard it as an independent or non-moral
theory, which must be overruled when it conflicts with morality, but which

has its own proper sphere of influence: the agent's own life, insofar as this
does not affect others. But, when they discuss rationality, Neutralists annex
the Self-interest Theory, usually calling it Prudence. It becomes no more
than a derivative special case. Prudence is the local branch of Rational
Benevolence. This is claimed not only by some Utilitarians, but also by
some non-Utilitarians, such as Nagel. 8

I can now describe another mistake. Neutralists may be wrong to annex
S, but they have at least seen what some moralists ignore. They have seen
that moral and self-interested reasons may have common features, or
common roots. This is most likely in the cases where these reasons do not
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conflict. Such cases may therefore be deceptive. In such cases S may seem
more plausible than it really is.

The most deceptive case is that in which a person's acts will affect only
himself. Many of us think that, in such a case, morality is silent. If it is not a
moral question here what this person does, morality neither conflicts nor
coincides with S. But, in their accounts of rationality, the two may here
coincide. If this person follows S, and does what will be best for him, he will
also be doing what will be best for everyone concerned. This is trivially true,
since he is the only one who is concerned. But this truth is not itself trivial.
It may lead us to conclude that this person is doing what, impartially
considered, makes the outcome best. S may then appear in borrowed robes.
A Self-interest Theorist may claim that it would be irrational for this person
to act otherwise, because he would be making the outcome worse. But The
S-Theorist has no right to make this claim. According to S, it is often
rational for someone to make the outcome worse. This is so when what
makes the outcome worse also shifts the bad effects on to someone else.
Even if we are not deceived by such cases, there can be no objection to
setting them aside. We can discuss S in the cases where it conflicts with
morality. Once again, this precaution cannot be unfair to S.

50. MY FIRST ARGUMENT

Before I start to criticize S, I shall make one general point. Some of my
claims may seem implausible, or counter-intuitive. This is what we should
expect, even if my claims are correct. The Self-interest Theory has long been
dominant. It has been assumed, for more than two millennia, that it is
irrational for anyone to do what he knows will be worse for himself. This
assumption was not questioned by Christian writers since, if Christianity is
true, morality and self-interest coincide. If wrongdoers know that they will
go to Hell, each will know that, in acting wrongly, he is doing what will be
worse for himself. Christian writers were glad to appeal to the Self-interest
Theory, since on their assumptions S implies that knaves are fools. Similar
remarks apply to Moslems, many Buddhists, and Hindus. Since S has been
taught for more than two millennia, we must expect to find some echo in
our intuitions. S cannot be justified simply by an appeal to the intuitions
that its teaching may have produced.

As my last two sections claimed, S may conflict both with morality and with
the Present-aim Theory. These are the cases in which S can best be judged.
My first argument emerges naturally from the defining features of these
cases.

When S conflicts with morality, S tells each of us to give supreme weight
to his own interests. Each must be governed by the desire that his life goes,
for him, as well as possible. Each must be governed by this desire, whatever
the costs to others. I shall therefore call this desire the bias in one's own
favour.

Most of us have this bias. And it is often stronger than all our other
desires combined. In such cases P supports S. But we are now supposing
that these two conflict. We are considering people who, though knowing the
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facts and thinking clearly, do not want to give supreme weight to their own
self-interest. They are concerned about their own interests. But this is either
not their strongest desire, or, if it is, it is outweighed by their other desires.
In one of these ways, for these people, P fails to coincide with S. What
would best fulfil their present desires is not the same as what would best
promote their own long-term self-interest.

S claims that these people should always be governed by the bias in one's
own favour. They should be governed by this desire even though this is not
their strongest desire. (This is what S claims in the simpler cases where it is
not indirectly self-defeating.) Should we accept this claim?

It will help to restate this question. There are different versions of the
Critical Present-aim Theory. One version coincides with S. 1Is this the version
that we should accept? In answering this question we shall see more clearly
what is involved in accepting S.

According to CP, some desires may be rationally required. If a desire is
rationally required, each of us has a reason to cause this desire to be
fulfiled. We have this reason even if we do not have this desire. If there is
one desire that is required to be our strongest desire, what we have most
reason to do is whatever would cause this desire to be best fulfilled.

To make CP coincide with S, we must claim

CPS: Each of us is rationally required to care about his own self-
interest, and this desire is supremely rational. It is irrational to
care as much about anything else.

On this version of CP, what each of us has most reason to do is whatever
will best promote his own self-interest.

I can now state my First Argument. We should reject CPS. The bias in
one's own favour is not supremely rational. We should accept

(CP2) There is at least one desire that is not irrational, and is no less-
rational than the bias in one's own favour. This is a desire to do
what is in the interests of other people, when this is either morally
admirable, or one's moral duty.

version of CP conflicts with S. Consider

My Heroic Death. 1 choose to die in a way that I know will be painful,
but will save the lives of several other people. I am doing what,
knowing the facts and thinking clearly, I most want to do, and what
best fulfils my present desires. (In all my examples these two coincide.)
I also know that I am doing what will be worse for me. If I did not
sacrifice my life, to save these other people, I would not be haunted by
remorse. The rest of my life would be well worth living.

On this version of CP, my act is rational. I sacrifice my life because, though
I care about my own survival, I care even more about the survival of several
other people. According to (CP2), this desire is no less rational than the bias
in one's own favour. According to CP, given the other details of the case, it
is rational for me to fulfil this desire. It is rational for me to do what I know
will be worse for me.
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51. THE S-THEORIST'S FIRST REPLY
In the case just described, a Self-interest Theorist must claim that my act is
irrational. He must therefore reject (CP2). He must claim that my desire is
less rational than the bias in one's own favour.
The S-Theorist might object: 'S is a theory about the rationality, not of
desires, but of acts. I need not claim that, in your example, your desire is
less
rational than the bias in one's own favour. I claim that, since you are doing
what you know will be worse for you, your act is irrational.’
This is a weak reply. If the S-Theorist does not claim that my desire is less
rational, why should we accept his claim that my act is irrational? Consider
(CP3) If there is some desire that is (1) not irrational, and (2) no
less rational than the bias in one's own favour, and (3) it is true of
someone that, knowing the facts and thinking clearly, what this
person most wants, all things considered, is to fulfil this desire,
then (4) it would be rational for this person to fulfil this desire.
This claim cannot be plausibly denied. Even if we accept S, we have no
reason to deny (CP3), since this claim is compatible with S. S is the best
theory if the bias in one's own favour is supremely rational. There would
then be (apart from this bias) no desires of the kind described in (CP3).
The S-Theorist cannot plausibly deny (CP3). If he has no other reply to
my First Argument, he must make claims about the rationality of different
desires. He must claim that there are no desires of the kind described in
(CP3). He must appeal to CPS, the claim that the bias in one's own favour
is supremely rational, and is therefore rationally required to be our
strongest desire. This appeal to CPS I shall call the S-Theorist's First Reply.

This reply directly contradicts my First Argument. I shall now extend this
argument. We should accept

(CP4) There are not just one but several desires that are either not
irrational, or at least no less rational than the bias in one's own
favour.

Consider what I shall call desires for achievement. These are desires to
succeed in doing what, in our work or more active leisure, we are trying to
do. Some desires for achievement may be irrational. This may be true, for
example, of the desire to stay down a cave longer than anyone else, or the
desire to achieve notoriety by an assassination. But consider artists,
composers, architects, writers, or creators of any other kind. These people
may strongly want their creations to be as good as possible. Their strongest
desire may be to produce a masterpiece, in paint, music, stone, or words.
And scientists, or philosophers, may strongly want to make some
fundamental discovery, or intellectual advance. These desires are no less
rational than the bias in one's own favour. I believe that this is true of many
other desires. If we believe this, our version of CP conflicts more sharply
with S.

It is worth remarking that, even if there are several desires that are not
irrational, there may be one desire that is supremely rational. This cannot
be plausibly claimed of the bias in one's own favour. But we might claim
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CPM: Each of us is rationally required to care about morality, and this
desire is supremely rational. It is irrational to care as much about
anything else.

On this version of CP, it would always be irrational to act in a way that we
believe to be morally wrong.

CPS makes CP coincide with S. The similar claim CPM may not make
CP coincide with morality. The difference is this. S claims to be a complete
theory about reasons for acting, covering all cases. Some moral theories
make the same claim. This is true, for example, of Consequentialist theories.
But, on the moral theories that most of us accept, morality does not provide
the only reasons for acting. On these theories, there are many cases where
we could act in several different ways, and none of these acts would be
morally better than the others. In these cases, even if we accept CPM, what
we have most reason to do will depend in part on what our present desires
are.

52. WHY TEMPORAL NEUTRALITY IS NOT THE ISSUE BETWEEN S
AND P
Of the three versions of P, I have been defending the Critical version. As the
last two sections show, this version can be very different from the

Instrumental and Deliberative versions, IP and DP. Of the many writers
who reject P, most ignore the Critical version. This is unfortunate. Many
objections to IP and DP are not objections to CP. In this section I discuss
one such objection.

Consider the view that we can rationally care less about our further
future. We can rationally care less about some future pain, not because it is
less certain, but simply because it is further in the future. On this view,
rationality does not require a temporally neutral concern about one's own
self-interest. The Present-aim Theory may seem to be the extreme version of
this view. P appeals only to present desires, and it claims, with some
qualifications, that it is irrational not to do what one knows will best fulfil
one's present desires. P may therefore seem to be the view that it is
irrational to care about anything other than one's present interests, or one's
own well-being at the present moment. Call this view the Egoism of the
Present, or EP.

Different versions of EP appeal to different theories about self-interest.
Suppose that we accept the Hedonistic Theory. EP then implies

HEP: What each of us has most reason to do is whatever will most
improve the quality of his present state of mind.

Suppose that I am in agony. If I endure this agony for another minute, it
will cease for ever. If I press a button, my agony will instantly cease, but will
return within a few minutes, and will continue for another fifty years. HEP
tells me to press this button since, by ending my present agony, this would
improve the quality of my present state of mind. It is irrelevant that the cost
of this improvement would be agony for fifty years. HEP assumes that is
irrational not to be most concerned about one's present state of mind. It is
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irrational to be more concerned about one's states of mind throughout the
next fifty years. This view is absurd.

Remember next the Instrumental version of the Present-aim Theory. This
claims

IP: What each of us has most reason to do is whatever would best fulfil
his present desires.

Like HEP, IP essentially refers to the present. But there is a vast difference
between these views. They are at the opposite extremes of a whole range of
views. According to IP, since no desire is irrational, and it is rational to do
what one believes will best fulfil one's present desires, it could be rational to
do anything. There is no kind of act that must be irrational. According to
HEP, since one kind of act is always rationally required, every other kind of
act is irrational. These two views could not be further apart.

If we are Hedonists, these remarks clearly show that the Present-aim
Theory and the Egoism of the Present are completely different views.
Suppose next that we are not Hedonists. Suppose that our theory about
self-interest is the Unrestricted Desire-Fulfilment Theory. If we assume

Hedonism, EP is radically different from the instrumental version of P. But
if we assume the Unrestricted Desire-Fulfilment Theory, these two may
coincide.

I write 'may' because, if we are not Hedonists, the Egoism of the Present
may not be a possible view. Suppose that I ask, 'Which act would be most
in my interests now? This would be naturally taken to mean, 'Of the acts
that are possible for me now, which would be most in my interests?' But this
is not the question asked by an Egoist of the Present. He asks a question
that is unfamiliar, and has at best a very strained sense. This is, 'What is
most in the interests, not of me, but of me-now?’ We may believe that this
question has no sense, since this entity me-now cannot be claimed to have
interests. (I may now be interested in certain things. But this is irrelevant). If
we do not reject this question, and our theory about self-interest is the
Unrestricted Desire-Fulfilment Theory, we might claim that what is most in
the interests of me-now is what will best fulfil my present desires. This
would then be what I have most reason to do now, according to EP. And
this is also what I have most reason to do now, according to the
Instrumental version of the Present-aim Theory.

In its Hedonistic form, EP is absurd. If we assume the Unrestricted
Desire-Fulfilment Theory, EP may coincide with the Instrumental version
of P. But this is no objection to P. We should accept, not the Instrumental,
but the Critical version.

CP is not wholly temporally neutral, since it appeals to the agent's present
desires. But we could add to CP

(CP5) Each of wus is rationally required to care about his own
self-interest. And this concern should be temporally neutral.
Each of us should be equally concerned about all the parts of his
life. But, though we should all have this concern, this need not be
our dominant concern.
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If we add this claim, CP partly coincides with S. Both theories agree that we
should be equally concerned about all the parts our lives. Since they both
require this temporally neutral concern, this requirement is not what
distinguishes S from this version of CP. If we believe that it is irrational to
care less about our further future, this provides no reason for accepting S
rather than this version of CP.

In this chapter I have advanced my First Argument, and described the
S-Theorist's First Reply. This reply claims that the bias in one's own favour
is supremely rational. Is this claim justified? Would it be less rational to care
more about something else, such as morality, or the interests of other
people? If the right answer is No, my First Argument succeeds. Since I have
not proved that the right answer is No, my argument is not decisive. But I
believe that I am right to deny that the bias in one's own favour is
supremely rational. If there is a single other desire that is no less rational, as

(CP2) claims, we should accept a version of CP that conflicts with S. I have
claimed that there are several such desires.

We should reject S even if we accept the claim that, in our concern about
our own self-interest, we should be temporally neutral. CP can make this
claim. The disagreement between S and P is not a disagreement about this
claim.

In the next chapter I shall advance another argument against S. This will
place my First Argument in a wider context. The second argument
challenges the Self-interest Theory in a more systematic way.

7 THE APPEAL TO FULL RELATIVITY

53. THE S-THEORIST'S SECOND REPLY
A Self-interest Theorist might give another reply to my First Argument. It
will help to assume that this S-Theorist accepts the Desire-Fulfilment
Theory about self-interest. This will simplify his reply. We need not assume
that the S-Theorist accepts the Unrestricted Desire Fulfilment Theory. He
could accept the Success Theory, which appeals only to our desires about
our own lives. On the Success Theory, it is irrelevant whether our other
desires are fulfilled. We can take 'desires' to mean 'relevant desires'.
The S-Theorist might reject what I call his First Reply. He might claim
(S7) The Self-interest Theory need not assume that the bias in one's
own favour is supremely rational. There is a different reply to your
First Argument. The argument for S is that a reason's force extends
over time. You will have reasons later to try to fulfil your future desires.
Since you will have these reasons, you have these reasons now. This is
why you should reject the Present-aim Theory, which tells you to try to
fulfil only your present desires. What you have most reason to do is
what will best fulfil, or enable you to fulfil, all of your desires
throughout your life.
This is the S-Theorist's Second Reply. 1 shall claim that this reply cannot
support S.
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54. SIDGWICK'S SUGGESTIONS

Sidgwick writes:

From the point of view, indeed, of abstract philosophy I do not see why the
Egoistic Principle should pass unchallenged any more than the Universalistic.
I do not see why the axiom of Prudence should not be challenged, when it
conflicts with present inclination, on a ground similar to that on which Egoists
refuse to admit the axiom of Rational Benevolence. If the Utilitarian has to
answer the question, 'Why should I sacrifice my own happiness for the
greater happiness of another?', it must surely be admissible to ask the
Egoist, 'Why should I sacrifice a present pleasure for a greater

one in the future? Why should I concern myself about my own future feelings
any more than about the feelings of other persons? It undoubtedly seems to
Common Sense paradoxical to ask for a reason why one should seek one's
own happiness on the whole: but I do not see how the demand can be
repudiated as absurd by those who adopt the views of the extreme empirical
school of psychologists, although those views are commonly supposed to
have a close affinity with Egoistic Hedonism. Grant that the Ego is merely a
system of coherent phenomena, that the permanent identical I is not a fact
but a fiction, as Hume and his followers maintain: why, then, should one part
of the series of feelings into which the Ego is resolved be concerned with
another part of the same series, any more than with any other
series? 2

This much-quoted passage lacks the clarity -- the 'pure white light' ° -- of
most of Sidgwick's prose. The explanation seems to me this. Sidgwick's
Egoistic Prudence is the Self-interest Theory about rationality. His passage
suggests two arguments against this theory. The passage is unclear because,
in stating one of these arguments, Sidgwick goes astray.

Sidgwick first claims that Prudence and Rational Benevolence may be
challenged on 'similar' grounds. What are these grounds? The last two
sentences suggest one answer. If it is only 'Hume and his followers' who
cannot dismiss the challenge to Prudence, Hume's view about personal
identity may be the 'ground' of this challenge. The 'similar' ground of the
challenge to Rational Benevolence may be some different view about
personal identity.

This interpretation fits two of Sidgwick's later claims. 'It would be
contrary to Common Sense to deny that the distinction between any one
individual and any other is real and fundamental . . . . this being so, I do not
see how it can be proved that this distinction is not to be taken as
fundamental in determining the ultimate end of rational conduct for an
individual." ' These claims suggest how a Self-interest Theorist can
challenge the moralist's requirement of Rational or Impartial Benevolence.
This challenge can appeal to the fundamental nature of the distinction
between individuals, or between different lives. The distinction between lives
is deep and fundamental if its correlate, the unity of each life, is deep and
fundamental. As I shall argue later, this is what Common-Sense believes
about personal identity. On this view, it has great rational and moral
significance that we are different people, each of whom has his own life to
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lead. This supports the claim that the supremely rational aim, for each
person, is that his own life go as well as possible. And this is the claim with
which a Self-interest Theorist can challenge the moralist's requirement of
Impartial Benevolence. As Sidgwick suggests, this challenge is supported by
the Common-Sense View about personal identity.

This view is denied by 'Hume and his followers'. As Sidgwick writes,

Hume believed that 'the Ego is merely a system of coherent phenomena . . .
The permanent identical "I" is not a fact but a fiction." And Sidgwick
suggests that Hume's view supports a challenge to the Self-interest Theory.
The two suggested challenges cannot both be well-grounded. In
challenging the requirement of Impartial Benevolence, a Self-interest
Theorist appeals to the Common-Sense View about personal identity. The
Self-interest Theory may in turn be challenged by an appeal to Hume's
view. The first challenge is well-grounded if the Common-Sense View is
true. If this view is true, the second challenge appeals to a false view. Since
Sidgwick accepted the Common-Sense View, and believed that Hume's view
was false, it is not surprising that he did not develop his suggested challenge
to the Self-interest Theory.

Hume's view is inadequate. But in Part Three I shall defend a view that,
in the relevant respects, follows Hume. And I shall claim that, as Sidgwick
suggests, this view supports an argument against the Self-interest Theory.

In the rest of Part Two, my aim is different. I shall continue to challenge the
Self-interest Theory with arguments that do not appeal to any view about
the nature of personal identity. One of these is the second argument that
Sidgwick's passage suggests.

Since this passage uses the ambiguous 'should’, it may seem to be about
morality. But, as I wrote, it is about what we have most reason to do.
Sidgwick's 'axiom of Rational Benevolence' we can state as

RB: Reason requires each person to aim for the greatest possible sum
of happiness, impartially considered.

This can be challenged, Sidgwick claims, by asking

(Ql) 'Why should I sacrifice my own happiness for the greater
happiness of another?'

The Hedonistic 'axiom of Prudence' we can state as

HS: Reason requires each person to aim for his own greatest happiness.

This can be challenged by asking

(Q2) 'Why should I sacrifice a present pleasure for a greater one in the
future? Why should I concern myself about my own future feelings
any more than about the feelings of others?'

I claimed that these two questions may have 'similar' grounds because each
implicitly appeals to a view about personal identity. This may be part of
what Sidgwick had in mind, as the end of his passage, and the later claims I
quoted, both suggest. But there is a simpler interpretation. (Q1) rejects the
requirement of impartiality between different people. It implies that a
rational agent may give a special status to a particular person: himself. (Q2)
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rejects the requirement of impartiality between different times. It implies
that a rational agent may give a special status to a particular time: the
present, or the time of acting. The two questions have 'similar' grounds
because of the analogy between oneself and the present. This analogy
provides another argument against the Self-interest Theory.

55. HOW S IS INCOMPLETELY RELATIVE
This argument can be introduced with these remarks. Sidgwick's moral
theory requires what he calls Rational Benevolence. On this theory, an
agent may not give a special status either to himself or to the present. In
requiring both personal and temporal neutrality, this theory is pure.
Another pure theory is the Present-aim Theory, which rejects the
requirements both of personal and of temporal neutrality. The Self-interest
Theory is not pure. It is a hybrid theory. S rejects the requirement of
personal neutrality, but requires temporal neutrality. S allows the agent to
single out himself, but insists that he may not single out the time of acting.
He must not give special weight to what he now wants or values. He must
give equal weight to all the parts of his life, or to what he wants or values at
all times.
Sidgwick may have seen that, as a hybrid, S can be charged with a kind of
inconsistency. If the agent has a special status, why deny this status to the
time of acting? We can object to S that it is incompletely relative.
According to S, reasons for acting can be agent-relative. I have a reason
to do whatever will be best for me. This is a reason for me but not for you.
You do not have a reason to do whatever will be best for me.
A Present-aim Theorist can claim
(P1) If reasons can be relative, they can be fully relative: they can be
relative to the agent at the time of acting.
This claim can appeal to the analogy between oneself and the present, or
what is referred to by the words 'I' and 'now'. This analogy holds only at a
formal level. Particular times do not resemble particular people. But the
word 'F refers to a particular person in the same way in which the word
'now' refers to a particular time. And when each of us is deciding what to
do, he is asking, "What shall I do now? Given the analogy between 'I' and
'now’, a theory ought to give both the same treatment. According to (P1), a
reason can have force only for me now.
'Here' is also analogous to 'I'' When some adviser tells me how he
escaped from a less hostile environment, I might protest, 'But what should I
do here? If a person could be in several places at the same time, it would not
be enough to ask 'What shall I do now? If I could now be in several
different places, this question would not be fully relative. But there is in fact
no need for this addition. A Present-aim Theorist can claim that a reason

can have force only for me now. He need not add 'here' because, since I am
here, I cannot be elsewhere. 12

A Present-aim Theorist might make two bolder claims. He might claim

(P2) Reasons for acting must be fully relative. We should reject claims
which imply that reasons can be incompletely relative. Thus we
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should reject the claim that reasons can be agent-relative but
temporally neutral. We can call such claims incompatible with full
relativity.

(P3) Consider any pair of claims that are related in the following way:
The first claim contains the word 'I', but does not contain the word
'now'. The second claim is just like the first, except that it does
contain the word 'now'. Call such a pair of claims analogous. If the
first claim conflicts with the second, it is incompatible with full
relativity, and should therefore be rejected. If the first claim does
not conflict with the second, it is an open question whether we
should accept the first claim. But, if we accept the first claim, we
should also accept the second. This is because, if we accept the first
but reject the second, our view is incompatible with full relativity.
And we are not, as we ought to be, giving to 'I' and 'now' the same
treatment.

(P3) may be unclear, and it may be unclear why a Present-aim Theorist
makes this claim. But, when I apply (M), both of these will become clear.
Claims (P1) to (P3) state what I call the Appeal to Full Relativity. 1 believe
that this is a strong objection to the Self-interest Theory.

56. HOW SIDGWICK WENT ASTRAY
Before I discuss this objection, I shall suggest why Sidgwick failed to see its
strength. This will help to explain the objection.
At the start of the passage quoted above, Sidgwick seems aware that the
threat to S comes from P. His second sentence begins: 'I do not see why the
axiom of Prudence should not be questioned, when it conflicts with present
inclination . . ." This suggests the question that would be asked by a Present-
aim Theorist:
(Q3) Why should I aim for my own greatest happiness if this is not
what, at the time of acting, I most want or value?
This is a good question. But it is not the question that Sidgwick later asks.
His passage suggests that he was half aware of the Appeal to Full Relativity.
But he does not fully state this appeal, and he fails to see its strength. I
suggest that he went astray in one or more of the following ways:

(a) He may have either overlooked the Present-aim Theory, or assumed that
it was not a serious rival to the Self-interest Theory.

(b) He was a Hedonist. If we assume Hedonism, we can state S as HS: the
claim that reason requires each person to aim for his own greatest
happiness. When applied to me, this claim implies

(S8) Reason requires that I aim for my own greatest happiness.

Sidgwick accepted (S8). And he may have thought that, if we appeal to the
analogy between 'I' and 'now’, those who accept (S8) should also accept
HEP: Reason requires that I aim now for my own greatest happiness
now, or at the present moment.

This is another statement of the Hedonistic Egoism of the Present. As I
claimed in Chapter 6, this view is absurd. The absurdity of HEP may have
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led Sidgwick to reject both the analogy between 'I' and 'now' and the
Appeal to Full Relativity.

(c) This Appeal tells us to reject S and accept P. Sidgwick believed that S
was plausible. He may not have seen that, even if we appeal to full relativity,
we can admit that S is plausible. S can be stated in a series of claims. And
the Appeal to Full Relativity allows us to accept some of these claims. We
can accept those parts of S that are compatible with the Present-aim
Theory. Sidgwick thought that S was plausible, and he may have thought
HEP to be absurd. But what is plausible in S are the parts of S that are both
compatible with, and analogous to, parts of P. And the absurd HEP is
analogous to a part of S that we should reject. Since this is so, as I shall
claim, the Appeal to Full Relativity does not conflict so sharply with
Sidgwick's intuitions.

57. THE APPEAL APPLIED AT A FORMAL LEVEL
Consequentialists reject the bias in one's own favour. Rashdall asks, for

instance, why 'an impartial or impersonal Reason . . . should attach more
importance to one man's pleasure than to another's?' 'It is', he
concedes,' . . . intelligible !* that one thing should appear reasonably to be

desired from a man's own point of view, and another thing when he takes
the point of view of a larger whole. But can both of these points of view be
equally reasonable? How can it be reasonable to take the point of view of
the part when once the man knows the existence of the whole . . .?' ¢

A Self-interest Theorist can reply: 'We are not asking what it is rational
for Reason to do. We are asking what it is rational for me to do. And I may
reasonably decline to take 'the whole's point of view'. I am not the whole.
Why may not my point of view be, precisely, my point of view?'

The Self-Interest Theory may in turn be challenged. A Present-aim
Theorist can say: 'We are not just asking what it is rational for me to do.

We are asking what it is rational for me to do now. We must consider, not
just my point of view, but my present point of view.' As Williams writes,
'The correct perspective on one's life is from now.' %>

This point can be made in more formal terms. Following Nagel, I
distinguished two kinds of reason for acting. Nagel calls a reason objective if
it is not tied down to any point of view. Suppose we claim that there is a
reason to relieve some person's suffering. This reason is objective if it is a
reason for everyone -- for anyone who could relieve this person's suffering. I
call such reasons agent-neutral. Nagel's subjective reasons are reasons only
for the agent. I call these agent-relative. 1©

I should explain further the sense in which reasons can be relative. In one
sense, all reasons can be relative to an agent, and a time and place. Even if
you and I are trying to achieve some common aim, we may be in different
causal situations. I may have a reason to act in a way that promotes our
common aim, but you may have no such reason, since you may be unable to
act in this way. Since even agent-neutral reasons can be, in this sense,
agent-relative, this sense is irrelevant to this discussion.
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When I call some reason agent-relative, I am not claiming that this reason
cannot be a reason for other agents. All that I am claiming is that it may not
be. On the Present-aim Theory, my reason for acting is a reason for other
agents if they and I have the same aim. Similarly, when P claims that some
reason is relative to time,it is not claiming that, as time passes, this reason is
bound to be lost. P claims only that it may be lost. The reason will be lost if
there is a change in the agent's aim.

If all reasons for acting are agent-neutral, this would be fatal to the
Self-interest Theory. Consider each person's reason to promote his own
interests. If this is a reason for everyone, each person would have equal
reason to promote the interests of everyone. The Self-interest Theory would
be annexed by Impartial Benevolence. A Self-interest Theorist must
therefore claim that reasons for acting can be agent-relative. They can be
reasons for the agent without being reasons for anyone else.

A Present-aim Theorist would agree. But he can add (P1): The claim that
a reason can be relative to the agent at the time of acting. It can be a reason
for him at this time without being a reason for him at other times.

This claim challenges the S-Theorist's Second Reply, which assumes that
any reason's force extends over time. According to S, as Nagel writes, 'there
is reason to promote that for which there . . . will be a reason.' %
Self-interested reasons are in this sense timeless, or temporally neutral.
Though timeless, they are not impersonal. As I claimed, S is a hybrid
theory. According to Neutralist moral theories, reasons for acting are both
timeless and impersonal. According to the Present-aim Theory, reasons are
both time-relative and agent-relative: they are reasons for the agent at the
time of acting. According to the Self-interest Theory, reasons are
agent-relative but they are not time-relative. Though S rejects the
requirement of impersonality, it requires temporal neutrality.

As a hybrid, S can be attacked from both directions. And what S claims
against one rival may be turned against it by the other. In rejecting
Neutralism, a Self-interest Theorist must claim that a reason may have force
only for the agent. But the grounds for this claim support a further claim. If
a reason can have force only for the agent, it can have force for the agent
only at the time of acting. The Self-interest Theorist must reject this claim.
He must attack the notion of a time-relative reason. But arguments to show
that reasons must be temporally neutral, thus refuting the Present-aim
Theory, may also show that reasons must be neutral between different
people, thus refuting the Self-interest Theory.

Nagel once advanced an argument of this second kind. If his argument
succeeds, Neutralism wins. I am now discussing, not Nagel's argument, but
the Appeal to Full Relativity. Like Nagel's argument, this appeal challenges
the Self-interest Theory. One part of this appeal is (P1), the claim that, if
reasons can be agent-relative, they can be fully relative: relative to the agent
at the time of acting.

Either reasons can be relative, or they cannot. If they cannot, as Nagel
argued, Neutralism wins. We must reject both the Self-interest Theory, and
the Present-aim Theory, and most of Common-Sense Morality.
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Suppose next that, as Nagel now believes, reasons can be relative. (P1)
rightly claims that, if reasons can be relative, they can be relative to the
agent at the time of acting. As I shall argue in Sections 59 to 61, it could be
true that I once had a reas