
Introduction

We all believe that some actions are morally wrong. But when we
claim that an action is wrong, what kind of judgment are we making?
Judgments about right and wrong cannot be straightforwardly under-
stood as factual claims about the empirical world or about our own
psychology. Yet they do seem to make claims about some subject
matter, claims which are capable of being true or false. Moreover,
while certain kinds of experience can be important in putting us in a
position to make moral judgments, making these judgments them-
selves does not seem to be a matter of observation. Rather, we arrive at
the judgment that a certain kind of action would be wrong simply by
thinking about the question in the right way, sometimes through a
process of careful assessment that it is natural to call a kind of reason-
ing. But what kind of reasoning is it? Finally, the fact that a certain
action would be morally wrong seems to provide a powerful reason
not to do it, one that is, at least normally, decisive against any compet-
ing considerations. But it is not clear what this reason is. Why should
we give considerations of right and wrong, whatever they are, this kind
of priority over our other concerns and over other values? The aim of
this book is to answer these questions.

In one sense, the question of the subject matter of judgments of right
and wrong has an obvious answer: they are judgments about morality
or, more speci~cally, about what is morally right. Moral judgments
have the form of ordinary declarative sentences and obey the usual
laws of logic. Why not just take them at face value, as making claims
about what they say they are about? I believe that we should take these
judgments at face value, as making claims about their apparent subject
matter, right and wrong. But we also have reasons for wanting a fuller
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characterization of this subject matter. One possible reason arises
from a metaphysical concern. If judgments of right and wrong can be
said to be true or false, this must be because there is some realm of facts
that they are meant to describe, and to which they can correspond, or
fail to correspond. It might therefore seem that an adequate answer to
the question of subject matter should, ~rst and foremost, make clear
what part of “the world” these judgments make claims about.

But this metaphysical question is not, for me at least, the primary is-
sue. What drives me to look for a characterization of the subject matter
of judgments of right and wrong that goes beyond the trivial one I men-
tioned above, is not a concern about the metaphysical reality of moral
facts. If we could characterize the method of reasoning through which
we arrive at judgments of right and wrong, and could explain why there
is good reason to give judgments arrived at in this way the kind of im-
portance that moral judgments are normally thought to have, then we
would, I believe, have given a suf~cient answer to the question of the
subject matter of right and wrong as well. No interesting question
would remain about the ontology of morals—for example, about the
metaphysical status of moral facts.

This is because, in contrast to everyday empirical judgments,
scienti~c claims, and religious beliefs that involve claims about the
origin and control of the universe, the point of judgments of right and
wrong is not to make claims about what the spatiotemporal world is
like. The point of such judgments is, rather, a practical one: they make
claims about what we have reason to do. Metaphysical questions
about the subject matter of judgments of right and wrong are impor-
tant only if answers to them are required in order to show how these
judgments can have this practical signi~cance. It may be said that we
need a metaphysical characterization of the subject matter of morality
in order to establish that moral judgments are about something “real,”
but it is worth asking what kind of reality is at issue and why it is
something we should be worried about.

One worry would be that there may be no right answer to questions
of right and wrong. This is a serious challenge, and it may seem that in
order to answer it we must provide a metaphysical account of the
subject matter of judgments of this kind. I believe that this is not what
is necessary, however. The question at issue is not a metaphysical one.
In order to show that questions of right and wrong have correct
answers, it is enough to show that we have good grounds for taking
certain conclusions that actions are right or are wrong to be correct,
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understood as conclusions about morality, and that we therefore have
good grounds for giving these conclusions the particular importance
that we normally attach to moral judgments.

A second interpretation of the charge that judgments of right and
wrong are not about anything “real” would take it as the claim that
they should not have this importance. This is a charge that any account
of the reason-giving force of judgments of right and wrong needs to
meet. But it is again not clear that an adequate response requires an
account of the metaphysical status of the subject matter of such judg-
ments, because it does not seem that the reason-giving force of facts
about right and wrong derives from their metaphysical status. This is
shown by the fact that it is not clear how an account of this status—for
example, one showing that judgments of right and wrong are about
some aspect of physical and psychological reality—would, simply in
virtue of the “reality” it would give to the subject matter of judgments
of right and wrong, bolster their reason-giving force.

The view I will defend takes judgments of right and wrong to be
claims about reasons—more speci~cally about the adequacy of rea-
sons for accepting or rejecting principles under certain conditions. It
might be objected that this is to explain right and wrong in terms of
something else—the idea of a reason—that is equally in need of philo-
sophical explanation. As I will argue in Chapter 1, I do not believe that
we should regard the idea of a reason as mysterious, or as one that
needs, or can be given, a philosophical explanation in terms of some
other, more basic notion. In particular, the idea of a reason should not
be thought to present metaphysical or epistemological dif~culties that
render it suspect. As long, therefore, as we have suitable ways of
determining whether there would or would not be good reasons for
rejecting a principle under the relevant circumstances, and as long as
we have reason to care about this result, a characterization of judg-
ments right and wrong in terms of such reasons provides a satisfactory
account of the subject matter of these judgments.

Thus, of the three questions about right and wrong with which I
began—the questions of subject matter, method of reasoning, and
reason-giving force—it is the second and especially the third which I
take to be of primary concern. Accordingly, I take the reason-giving
force of judgments of right and wrong as the starting point of my
inquiry. I begin by offering a characterization of the reason-giving
force of such judgments, and then take that characterization as the
basis for an account of their subject matter.
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When I ask myself what reason the fact that an action would be
wrong provides me with not to do it, my answer is that such an action
would be one that I could not justify to others on grounds I could
expect them to accept. This leads me to describe the subject matter of
judgments of right and wrong by saying that they are judgments about
what would be permitted by principles that could not reasonably be
rejected, by people who were moved to ~nd principles for the general
regulation of behavior that others, similarly motivated, could not
reasonably reject. In particular, an act is wrong if and only if any
principle that permitted it would be one that could reasonably be
rejected by people with the motivation just described (or, equivalently,
if and only if it would be disallowed by any principle that such people
could not reasonably reject).

This description characterizes moral wrongness in a way that is
appropriate for our purposes. First, it bears the right relation to our
~rst-order moral beliefs. Those actions, such as wanton killings, that
strike us intuitively as obviously wrong are also clearly wrong accord-
ing to this account, since any principles that permitted these things
could reasonably be rejected. More generally, it is plausible to take our
intuitive judgments of right and wrong to be judgments about the
subject matter just described. But this description of the subject matter
of our judgments of right and wrong also has the appropriate degree of
independence from our current ~rst-order beliefs, since it leaves open
the possibility that some of these beliefs are mistaken and that the
authority that we now attach to those beliefs in fact belongs to others
instead.

Second, this characterization describes wrongness in a way that
provides plausible answers to the philosophical questions I mentioned
at the outset. It describes judgments of right and wrong as judgments
about reasons and justi~cation, judgments of a kind that can be correct
or incorrect and that we are capable of assessing through familiar
forms of thought that should not strike us as mysterious. In addition,
as I have just suggested and will argue at greater length in Chapter 4,
these judgments are ones that we have reason to care about and to give
great weight in deciding how to act and how to live.

Many people might agree that an act is wrong if and only if it could
not be justi~ed to others on grounds that they could not reasonably
reject. But they might say that this is true only because what people
could or could not reasonably reject is determined by facts about what
is right or wrong in a deeper sense that is independent of any idea of
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reasonable rejection. So, for example, some acts are wrong because
they are acts of wanton killing or acts of deception, and because they
are wrong it would be reasonable to reject any principle permitting
them. But this last fact is to be explained in terms of the former ones,
not the other way around.

My view denies this. It holds that thinking about right and wrong is,
at the most basic level, thinking about what could be justi~ed to others
on grounds that they, if appropriately motivated, could not reasonably
reject. On this view the idea of justi~ability to others is taken to be
basic in two ways. First, it is by thinking about what could be justi~ed
to others on grounds that they could not reasonably reject that we
determine the shape of more speci~c moral notions such as murder or
betrayal. Second, the idea that we have reason to avoid actions that
could not be justi~ed in this way accounts for the distinctive normative
force of moral wrongness.

In the article in which I ~rst presented this view, I referred to it as
“contractualism.”1 I will continue to use this name, despite the fact
that it has certain disadvantages. There are a number of other views,
differing in various ways from the one I present, which are commonly
called contractualist.2 In addition, ‘contract’ and its cognates seem to
many people to suggest a process of self-interested bargaining that is
foreign to my account. What distinguishes my view from other ac-
counts involving ideas of agreement is its conception of the motiva-
tional basis of this agreement. The parties whose agreement is in
question are assumed not merely to be seeking some kind of advantage
but also to be moved by the aim of ~nding principles that others,
similarly motivated, could not reasonably reject. The idea of a shared
willingness to modify our private demands in order to ~nd a basis of
justi~cation that others also have reason to accept is a central element
in the social contract tradition going back to Rousseau. One of the
main reasons for calling my view “contractualist” is to emphasize its
connection with this tradition.

The account of right and wrong presented in Part II is likely to strike
many as a Kantian theory, and the idea that the rightness of an action
is determined by whether it would be allowed by principles that no one
would reasonably reject does have an obvious similarity to Kant’s
Categorical Imperative. In addition, my overall strategy resembles
Kant’s argument in the Groundwork in that it begins by characterizing
the distinctive reason-giving force of judgments of right and wrong
and takes this characterization as the key to understanding the content
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of these judgments and the kind of reasoning through which we arrive
at them. But my account of the reasons supporting our concern with
the rightness of our actions is very different from Kant’s. My strategy
is to describe these reasons in substantive terms that make clear why
we should ~nd them compelling. While Kant sought to explain the
special authority of moral requirements by showing how they are
grounded in conditions of our rational agency, I try to explain the
distinctive importance and authority of the requirements of justi~abil-
ity to others by showing how other aspects of our lives and our
relations with others involve this idea. The result is an account of right
and wrong that is, in Kant’s terms, avowedly heteronomous.

In “Contractualism and Utilitarianism,” I described my project as
an investigation of the nature of morality, and I identi~ed, as the
motivational basis of my account, a desire to be able to justify one’s
actions to others on grounds that they could not reasonably reject. The
structure of this book re_ects the fact that both of these claims now
seem to me to be mistaken.

The range of moral criticism, as most people understand it, is very
broad. Various forms of behavior, such as premarital sex, homosexu-
ality, idleness, and wastefulness, are often considered immoral even
when they do not harm other people or violate any duties to them.
Whether or not these forms of behavior are in fact open to serious
objection, what those who believe that they are immoral have in mind
is clearly not that they are wrong in the sense I described above. What
I have presented is thus most plausibly seen as an account not of
morality in this broad sense in which most people understand it, but
rather of a narrower domain of morality having to do with our duties
to other people, including such things as requirements to aid them, and
prohibitions against harming, killing, coercion, and deception. This
domain is the subject that has been most discussed (often under the
name “morality”) in contemporary moral philosophy. But while it is
an important part of morality, as generally understood, it is only a
part, not the whole.

It is not clear that this domain has a name. I have been referring to it
as “the morality of right and wrong,” and I will continue to use this
label. But ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are also commonly used in a broader
sense, as when it is said that certain forms of sexual conduct or
conduct that leads to the destruction of animal species is wrong. The
part of morality that I have in mind is broader than justice, which has
to do particularly with social institutions. ‘Obligation’ also picks out a
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narrower ~eld, mainly of requirements arising from speci~c actions or
undertakings. So I have taken the phrase “what we owe to each other”
as the name for this part of morality and as the title of this book, which
has this domain as its main topic. I believe that this part of morality
comprises a distinct subject matter, uni~ed by a single manner of
reasoning and by a common motivational basis. By contrast, it is not
clear that morality in the broader sense is a single subject that has a
similar unity.

I originally identi~ed the motivational basis of “what we owe to
each other” as a desire to act in a way that can be justi~ed to others,
because I took the idea of a desire to be clearer and less controversial
than that of a reason. It seemed to me unproblematic (perhaps the least
problematic claim about reasons) to say that a person who has a desire
has a reason to do what will promote its ful~llment. I was inclined to
believe that not all reasons are based on desires in this way, but
defending this more controversial thesis did not seem necessary for my
purpose, which was, primarily, to identify the reason-giving force that
considerations of right and wrong have for those of us who are moved
by them. I therefore characterized the source of this reason-giving
force as a desire to act in ways that can be justi~ed to others, thinking
that I could leave aside such questions as what to say about those who
lacked this desire and whether the fact that an act was wrong would
give such people any reason to avoid it.

This strategy proved untenable, however. Many people pressed me
to say whether, on my view, a person who lacked this desire would
have any reason to avoid acting wrongly, and to explain how I would
account for the fact that lacking this desire is a particularly serious
fault. In addition, it became clear that the accounts I wanted to offer of
the structure of reasoning about right and wrong, and of the relation
between this part of morality and other values, were much more
naturally put in terms of reasons. It was very dif~cult, perhaps even
impossible, to present these accounts adequately within a conception
of practical reasoning that took it to be a matter of ~guring out how to
ful~ll various desires and how to balance these desires against one
another. This forced me to undertake a deeper examination of reasons
and rationality, which led to the conclusion that my initial assumption
about reasons and desires got things almost exactly backward. Desire
is not a clearer notion in terms of which the idea of having a reason
might be understood; rather, the notion of a desire, in order to play the
explanatory and justi~catory roles commonly assigned to it, needs to
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be understood in terms of the idea of taking something to be a reason.
Nor do desires provide the most common kind of reasons for action;
rather, it is almost never the case that a person has a reason to do
something because it would satisfy a desire that he or she has. I argue
for these conclusions in Chapter 1, where I also set out the ideas of
rationality, irrationality, and reasonableness that are relied on in sub-
sequent chapters.

Chapters 2 and 3 take up the notions of value and well-being. It is
commonly supposed that value (or “the good”) and individual well-
being are notions that are independent of the part of morality that is
my main concern. They can thus provide grounds on which the re-
quirements that make up this part of morality can be justi~ed, but they
also constitute a potential source of dif~culty for it, since its require-
ments may con_ict with the promotion of well-being and other forms
of value. To be valuable, or “good,” on this common view, is to be
something that is to be brought about or promoted. The things that are
valuable are thus states of affairs, or components of states of affairs,
and one of the main things that contribute to the value of a state of
affairs is the well-being of the individuals in it. Most other things are
valuable because of the contribution they make to individual well-
being. In Chapter 3 I argue that this common view of well-being as a
“master value” is mistaken, and I argue against the idea that there is a
single notion of well-being that should play a central role both in
individual decision-making and in the justi~cation of moral principles.
Chapter 2 attacks the more general idea that to be valuable is to be “to
be promoted.” My argument proceeds by examining some of the
things that are generally held to be valuable, such as friendship and
intellectual and artistic accomplishment. Recognizing these things as
valuable does involve seeing some states of affairs as “to be pro-
moted,” but I argue that not all the reasons that are involved in
recognizing these values or most others are reasons to promote certain
states of affairs. In particular, I argue that to recognize human life as
valuable is, ~rst and foremost, to see the reasons we have for treating
others in ways that accord with principles that they could not reason-
ably reject. This connects the sphere of value, or “the good,” with
“what we owe to each other” in a way that reduces the apparent
con_ict between them.

Chapter 4 presents my account of the motivational basis of what we
owe to each other and shows how this account can explain the priority
and importance that moral considerations are generally thought to
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have. Chapter 5 then describes the structure that moral justi~cation
takes on this account, examining and elaborating the idea of principles
that no one can reasonably reject.

The idea of responsibility, and the notions of freedom and volun-
tariness that it involves, play important roles in the content of these
principles and also in the process of justifying them, since the force of
a person’s reasons for rejecting a principle that would require him to
bear a certain burden can be reduced by the fact that this burden is
one he could have avoided by choosing appropriately. The idea of
responsibility is also relevant to moral assessment in another, equally
familiar, way as a condition for attributing an action to an agent as
one for which he or she can be morally assessed. The aim of Chapter
6 is to show how my version of contractualism explains these two
notions of responsibility, and to argue for the importance of distin-
guishing between them.  Chapter  7 considers the duty to keep a
promise, duties not to lie, and related duties concerning the expecta-
tions we lead others to form. The arguments for these duties provide
examples of the process of justi~cation described in Chapter 5. In
addition, since the validity of a promise depends on its being made
voluntarily, these arguments illustrate points made in Chapter 6 about
the ways in which ideas of freedom and voluntariness ~gure in the
justi~cation of moral principles.

Promises as I describe them do not, however, provide the only
ostensibly moral reasons for keeping one’s word, and at the end of
Chapter 7 I will discuss some other reasons, such as those arising from
oaths and ideals of personal honor. These provide useful examples for
the discussion of moral relativism in Chapter 8. My account of the
morality of right and wrong is not a form of relativism, but it allows
for considerable variability in what is morally required, both because
a variety of requirements can be justi~ed within my account of what
we owe to each other, and because of the plurality of values that
morality in the broader sense can include. I argue that this is as much
variability as a reasonable relativist could require. The range of actual
disagreement about right and wrong is broader than this, however,
and in the last part of Chapter 8 I will consider how this disagreement
should be understood and what conclusions we should draw from it.

The possibility of such disagreement raises a question about the kind
of claim I am making in Part II of this book. I argue that contractual-
ism provides the best interpretation of what at least many of us are
claiming when we say that an action is morally wrong. But I am not
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offering it as an account of the meaning of the word ‘wrong’ or of the
expression ‘morally wrong’. These terms can be used by people who
hold noncontractualist accounts of morality, such as utilitarian or
divine command theories, and it would not be plausible to claim that
in such cases these words are being misused or have a different mean-
ing. People who hold noncontractualist views about moral wrongness
would agree with contractualists that to call an action morally wrong
is to say that it violates important standards of conduct and is there-
fore open to serious criticism. Perhaps this much is part of the meaning
of these terms. But holders of these different views disagree about what
these standards are and about what it is that makes them authoritative.
As a result, when they claim that actions are wrong the claims they are
making have overlapping but divergent content. I will sometimes say
in such cases that people have in mind different “senses” of moral
wrongness. This is not, however, to say that the words involved have
multiple meanings but rather that, with their ordinary meanings, they
are used to express different claims.

It might be said that the holders of such views disagree about what
makes acts wrong, and that this is what I am offering a particular
account of in this book. This description is plausible in at least two
respects. First, part of what I am offering is a characterization of
certain standards by which, I argue, the rightness or wrongness of
actions should be judged; so it seems appropriate to call this an ac-
count of what makes acts wrong. Second, in order for different moral
views (contractualist, utilitarian, divine command, and so on) to be
actually disagreeing, they have to be talking about the same thing and
making competing claims about it. One natural way to describe the
situation is thus to say that they agree about what wrongness is, and
are disagreeing about what gives acts this property.

Two considerations count against this way of describing things,
however. The ~rst is that giving an account of what makes acts wrong,
on the most natural understanding of that phrase, is a matter of
identifying the relevant wrong-making properties, such as being an
intentional killing or the breaking of a promise. The view just sug-
gested is that being disallowed by any principles that no one could
reasonably reject should be understood simply as a more general prop-
erty of this kind, a property which, like these more speci~c wrong-
making properties, brings with it the (separate) property of being
morally wrong. This further property then provides reasons to avoid
acting in the way speci~ed, to criticize those who so act, and so on. But,
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while one aim of my contractualist account is to give a general crite-
rion of wrongness that explains and links these more speci~c wrong-
making properties, this is not its only, or even its chief, aim. It also
aims to characterize wrongness in a way that makes clear what reasons
wrongness provides, and this aim goes beyond saying “what makes
acts wrong,” at least on the most natural reading of these words.

A second problem with this description emerges when we ask what
the property of moral wrongness is supposed to be on this account. If
the views I have mentioned agree about what wrongness is and dis-
agree only about what makes acts wrong, what is the property about
which they agree? Since these views disagree both about the content of
moral standards and about the ground of their authority, it would
seem that the property that is the shared object of their disagreement
must either be an unanalyzable normative property of wrongness (akin
to the simple, unanalyzable, non-natural property of goodness that G.
E. Moore believed he had identi~ed) or else the higher-order property
of violating (some or other) important standards of conduct and there-
fore being open to (some or other) serious objection.

As I argue in Chapter 2, I believe that a formal, or “buck-passing,”
analysis of the latter kind is correct in the case of goodness and value.
Goodness is not a single substantive property which gives us reason to
promote or prefer the things that have it. Rather, to call something
good is to claim that it has other properties (different ones in different
cases) which provide such reasons. But wrongness seems different. In
at least a wide range of cases, the fact that an act is wrong seems itself
to provide us with a reason not to do it, rather than merely indicating
the presence of other reasons (although it may do that as well).

A Moorean account of the kind just mentioned would be in accord
with this intuition, since it would identify wrongness as a speci~c
unanalyzable, non-natural property that provides us with reasons. The
problem with such an account is not that this property would be
“non-natural.” (I am quite willing to accept that “being a reason for”
is an unanalyzable, normative, hence non-natural relation.) The
dif~culty is rather that an account that simply points to an unanalyz-
able property of wrongness leaves unexplained the reasons we have to
avoid actions that are wrong and to criticize those who engage in them.
I believe that it is possible to say more about what these reasons are,
and one of the main aims of my contractualist theory is to do this.
Many utilitarian theories, divine command theories, and other ac-
counts are best understood as offering alternative explanations. It
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therefore seems to me that contractualism and these other views are
better described as rival accounts of the property of moral wrongness
itself, rather than as differing accounts of the conditions under which
actions have that property.3

It may be helpful here to consider an analogy between the distinc-
tion I have just been discussing and the distinction between our con-
cept of a natural kind, such as gold, and the property of being gold.4

Whatever our concept of gold may be, the property of being gold is the
property of having the physical constitution that is typical of that
substance and underlies its observed characteristics, such as being
yellow, malleable, and resistant to certain acids. It was an empirical
discovery, not a conceptual truth, that, for example, gold has a certain
atomic structure. Similarly, whatever our concept of a tiger may be, the
property of being a tiger is the property of having the physical nature
that is typical of creatures belonging to that species. Unlike gold and
tiger, moral wrongness is not a natural kind; but it is what might be
called a normative kind. That is to say, the property of moral
wrongness can be identi~ed with a certain normatively signi~cant
property which is shared by actions that are wrong and which ac-
counts for their observed normative features, such as the fact that we
have reason to avoid such actions, to criticize those who perform
them, and so on.

Adopting this analogy for the moment, one of the claims I will argue
for in Chapter 4 can be put as the claim that the actions that are
commonly taken to merit moral disapproval in the very broadest sense
of the term ‘moral’ do not, in fact, form a single normative kind. That
is to say, there is no single normatively signi~cant property which they
all have and which provides the main reason not to perform them.
(This does not mean that there may not be, in each case, good reason
not to do these things, and hence that they may all have the higher-
order property of being actions which there is good reason to avoid
and which are therefore open to serious criticism.) But the contractual-
ist theory that I will set out in Chapters 4 and 5 provides an account of
the normative kind to which a large and central class of the things we
normally call “morally wrong” belong. Because this class is both large
and central, I will refer to what I am offering as an account of the
morality of right and wrong even though, as I will note below, the
expression ‘morally wrong’ is also used in the broader sense just
mentioned. Similarly, if the stuff we normally call gold turned out not
all to be examples of the same substance, we would still refer to a
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characterization of the substance that most, although not all, of the
stuff we have called gold is as an account of the nature of gold.

This example shows the limits of the analogy between wrongness
and natural kinds, however. If gold has a certain physical structure,
then people who believe that it has some other structure, or who call
stuff that does not have this structure gold, are simply mistaken. In the
case of morality, however, there may be more room for differing
views. Suppose that contractualism offers a satisfactory account of at
least a large and central class of our judgments of right and wrong.
Suppose that it identi~es a property that many actions that we call
morally wrong seem in fact to have; that this property seems to be
connected in the right way with our reasons for thinking those actions
to be wrong; and that it provides a plausible interpretation of reasons
for avoiding such actions and criticizing those who perform them. If a
competing account of moral wrongness cites, as the reason for avoid-
ing actions that is given by the fact that they are wrong, some consid-
eration that is not a good reason at all, or is not a reason of the right
kind, then that view is simply mistaken. But even if the contractualist
account is fully satisfactory in the ways I have described (and even if it
is the most satisfactory such account), there may still be other reasons
for avoiding some of the actions commonly held to be morally wrong.
Alternative accounts of wrongness that emphasize these other reasons,
and which may therefore pick out a different subset of the actions that
people think of as morally wrong than contractualism does, may
therefore deserve to be taken seriously in certain ways, even if they
cannot claim to be the best account of wrongness. I will consider the
possibility of such accounts in Chapter 8.

What began as an investigation of “the nature of morality” has
ended as a book dealing with three concentric and successively nar-
rower normative domains: reasons, values, and what we owe to each
other. Chapter 1 provides a general account of reasons and rationality;
Chapters 2 and 3 give an analysis, in terms of reasons, of the general
idea of value and of ideas of individual well-being; and Chapters 4
through 7 examine what we owe to each other, seen as an aspect of one
central value, the value of human, or rational, life.
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1

Reasons

1. Introduction 1. Introduction

I will take the idea of a reason as primitive. Any attempt to explain
what it is to be a reason for something seems to me to lead back to the
same idea: a consideration that counts in favor of it. “Counts in favor
how?” one might ask. “By providing a reason for it” seems to be the
only answer. So I will presuppose the idea of a reason, and presuppose
also that my readers are rational in the minimal but fundamental sense
that I will presently explain.

The idea of a reason does not seem to me to be a problematic one that
stands in need of explanation. I will say something in Section 11 about
why various attempts—dispositional, expressivist, and so on—to ex-
plain this notion strike me as unsatisfactory. I doubt whether any
general account of this kind could succeed, but it is not my present
purpose to argue that this is the case, since nothing that I will go on to
say depends on it. The claims about value and morality that I will be
making in later chapters would be compatible with any deeper account
of reasons which left the contours of our ordinary notions of reasons
and rationality undisturbed. The main aim of this chapter is to describe
what I take those contours to be, and to do so in a way that will, I hope,
lend support to my claim that the idea of a reason should not be seen as
problematic. I will also try to present the matter in such a way as to
make it plausible that if there is a problem about reasons it is a general
one about reasons of all kinds. There is no particular problem about
practical reasons, or reasons for action. If the kind of reasons that we
respond to when we decide that a certain action is morally wrong stand
in need of explanation, what needs explaining is the notion of moral
wrongness, not the general idea of a reason for action.
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My strategy will be to locate reasons, in the sense I will be con-
cerned with, as the central element in a familiar form of re_ection, and
to call attention to structural features which I argue are common to
thinking about reasons of all kinds: reasons for belief, for action, and
for such attitudes as fear, resentment, and admiration. Since reasons
for action have been thought to bear a distinctively close relation to,
and perhaps even to be dependent on, desires, I will discuss the
relation between reasons and desires. I will argue that desires, insofar
as they are distinguished from the recognition of reasons, have a much
less fundamental role in practical thinking than is commonly sup-
posed. Indeed, I have become convinced that insofar as “having a
desire” is understood as a state that is distinct from “seeing something
as a reason,” it plays almost no role in the justi~cation and explana-
tion of action. My aim in all of this will be to make clear the role that
I take reasons to play in our own thinking and in argument with each
other, thus providing a basis for my discussion of values and well-
being in Chapters 2 and 3, and for the discussion, in the chapters that
follow, of the structure and motivational basis of our ideas of right
and wrong.

2. Judgment-Sensitive Attitudes 2. Judgment-Sensitive Attitudes

The rudimentary observation that a reason is a consideration that
“counts in favor of” something points toward a question, “In favor of
what?” and hence toward an important distinction, between those
things for which reasons, in the sense I have in mind, can sensibly be
offered or requested and those for which they cannot. It makes no
sense to demand a reason, in this sense, for an event in the world that
is unconnected with any intentional subject. I might ask, “Why is the
volcano going to erupt?” But what I would be understood to be asking
for is an explanation, a reason why the eruption is going to occur, and
this would not (at least among most contemporary people) take the
form of giving the volcano’s reason for erupting.

I might also ask, “Why do you think that the volcano is going to
erupt?” and there are at least two things that I might be asking. First
and most naturally, I might be taken to be asking you to give a
justi~cation for this belief. “Why should one think that the volcano
will erupt? What reason is there to think this?” This is the sense of
“reason” that I will be concerned with. I will call it the standard,
normative sense. I have just illustrated this sense by citing reasons for
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belief, but reasons in the same sense can be asked for and given for
other attitudes such as intentions and fears.

In offering a justi~cation for the belief that the volcano will erupt
you may also be explaining how you came to have that belief: you have
it because you have taken it to be supported by these reasons. As I will
emphasize in a moment, it is characteristic of attitudes like belief that
there is a close tie between justi~cation and this kind of explanation.
Nonetheless, the two can come apart. There is a difference between
asking what reason there is for believing that P and asking what a
given person’s reason for believing it was. (I will refer to the latter as
the person’s operative reason.) Both of these questions have to do with
what I am calling “reasons in the standard normative sense.” The ~rst
asks for an assessment of the grounds for taking P to be the case, while
the second asks what, as a matter of biographical fact, Jones took to be
a reason for believing it. So, while both questions deal with the idea of
a reason in the standard normative sense, it is the ~rst question that is
primary: the second is concerned with what an individual takes to be
reasons in this primary sense.

What I am concerned with, then, are reasons in the “standard
normative sense.” So when I say that something is or is not a reason I
will not be concerned with whether it is or could be someone’s opera-
tive reason but with whether it is a good reason—a consideration that
really counts in favor of the thing in question. It may seem that in
simply assuming the notion of a reason in a fully normative sense, and
by assuming that rational agents are capable of making and being
moved by judgments about reasons in this sense, I am begging an
important question in contemporary debates about reasons. But I do
not think that these matters are really in dispute in the contemporary
discussion of these issues.

To begin with, it is dif~cult to see how they could be in dispute.
Genuine skepticism about reasons—skepticism about whether any-
thing ever “counts in favor of” anything else in the sense typical of
reasons, or about whether we are actually capable of making judg-
ments about when this is the case—would be a very dif~cult position
to hold. Perhaps one could hold such skepticism just about reasons
for action, holding that although various states in fact move us to act,
there is no sense to the question of when we have good reason for
these actions. But even this view strikes me as awkward and unstable.
To hold it consistently one would need to regard all one’s actions as
things that merely happen, and to abstain from taking at face value
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any thought about what could be said for or against performing
them.

Hume may have held such a view, but I do not believe that most
modern-day “Humeans” follow him in this. When Bernard Williams,
for example, says that a person has a reason to � if �-ing would
advance some aim that he or she has, it seems clear that he intends this
claim in a fully normative sense. This is indicated, I think, by his
emphasis on the idea that the claim that such a person has a reason is
something that could be offered to him or her as advice.1 The very idea
of offering such advice presupposes that the agent in question is capa-
ble of thinking about what he or she has reason to do—that is, capable
of understanding judgments about reasons in a normative sense. So I
take the contemporary controversy (at least that between Williams
and defenders of “external” reasons) to be not about the intelligibility
or reality of “taking something to be a reason” but rather about when
people really do have reasons in this sense and about the role of such
reasons in explaining their actions.

What is the range of things for which reasons in the standard nor-
mative sense can be asked for or offered? States or occurrences that are
independent of any conscious agent are clearly excluded. Most, per-
haps even all, of the things that are included are attitudes of rational
agents such as beliefs, intentions, hopes, fears, and attitudes such as
admiration, respect, contempt, and indignation. These must be distin-
guished, however, from mere feelings such as hunger (as distinguished
from taking oneself to have a reason for seeking food) or tiredness or
distraction. These are states for which no reason in the standard
normative sense can be demanded. They may affect our judgment
about the reasons we have (when one is tired it may seem that nothing
is worth doing), but they need not depend on any judgment about
reasons.

The class of attitudes for which reasons in the sense I have in mind
can sensibly be asked for or offered can be characterized, with appar-
ent but I think innocent circularity, as the class of “judgment-sensitive
attitudes.” These are attitudes that an ideally rational person would
come to have whenever that person judged there to be suf~cient rea-
sons for them and that would, in an ideally rational person, “extin-
guish” when that person judged them not to be supported by reasons
of the appropriate kind. Hunger is obviously not a judgment-sensitive
attitude; but belief is, and so are fear, anger, admiration, respect, and
other evaluative attitudes such as the view that fame is worth seeking.
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Having a judgment-sensitive attitude involves a complicated set of
dispositions to think and react in speci~ed ways. For example, a per-
son who believes that P will tend to have feelings of conviction about P
when the question arises, will normally be prepared to af~rm P and to
use it as a premise in further reasoning, will tend to think of P as a piece
of counterevidence when claims incompatible with it are advanced,
and so on. Similarly, a person who intends to do A will not only feel
favorably disposed, on balance, to that course of action, but will also
tend to be on the lookout for ways of carrying out this intention
(~nding means, looking for ways of ~tting it in with other plans, and
so on), and will think of this intention as a prima facie objection when
incompatible courses of action are proposed. An attitude is judgment-
sensitive if it is part of being the attitude it is that this complex of
dispositions should be sensitive to a particular kind of judgment. But
having such an attitude involves not only being disposed to judge in
certain ways but also being disposed to various patterns of unre_ective
thought, such as being disposed to think of the proposition believed or
the course of action intended at the relevant moments.

I have said that judgment-sensitive attitudes constitute the class of
things for which reasons in the standard normative sense can sensibly
be asked for or offered. Actions might be cited as a class of glaring
exceptions to this claim, on the ground that they are not themselves
attitudes yet are clearly things for which standard normative reasons
can be given. But they are only an apparent exception. Actions are the
kind of things for which normative reasons can be given only insofar
as they are intentional, that is, are the expression of judgment-sensitive
attitudes. Against this, it might be pointed out that (at least in normal
cases) in order to intend to do something I must take myself to have a
reason for doing that thing. So it might seem that reasons for action
are, after all, primary, and reasons for intending are dependent upon
them. But there is no real disagreement here. A reason for doing
something is almost always a reason for doing it intentionally, so
“reason for action” is not to be contrasted with “reason for intend-
ing.” The connection with action, which is essential to intentions,
determines the kinds of reasons that are appropriate for them, but it is
the connection with judgment-sensitive attitudes that makes events
actions,2 and hence the kind of things for which reasons can sensibly be
asked for and offered at all.

The idea of judgment sensitivity helps to isolate the sense in which
attitudes can be things we are “responsible for” even when, unlike
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most voluntary actions, they are not the result of choice or decision.
Not only perceptual beliefs, but many other attitudes as well arise in us
unbidden, without conscious choice or decision. Nonetheless, as con-
tinuing states these attitudes are “up to us”—that is, they depend on
our judgment as to whether appropriate reasons are present. Because
of this dependence on judgment, these are things we can properly be
“held responsible” for in several central senses of that phrase: they can
be properly attributed to us, and we can properly be asked to defend
them—to justify the judgment they re_ect. On the other hand, it is not
open to us to adopt, modify, or reject judgment-sensitive attitudes in
any way we choose. For while it is up to us to judge whether appropri-
ate reasons for that attitude are or are not present, it is not generally
within our power to make it the case that these reasons are or are not
there; this depends on facts outside us. But these limits on our power
and freedom do not undermine our responsibility for our attitudes in
the senses listed above.

In some cases judgment-sensitive attitudes can be “up to us” in a fur-
ther sense, since there may be reasons that support but do not require
these attitudes. This is commonly true of intentions: there may be
suf~cient reason for following one course of action even though it
would not be irrational to pass it up and do something else instead. As I
will argue in Chapter 6, however, this additional degree of “freedom”
is not required in order for a person to be properly held responsible for
an action. Because “being responsible” is mainly a matter of the appro-
priateness of demanding reasons, it is enough that the attitude in ques-
tion be a judgment-sensitive one—that is, one that either directly
re_ects the agent’s judgment or is supposed to be governed by it. For
this reason, one can be responsible not only for one’s actions but also
for intentions, beliefs, and other attitudes.3 That is, one can properly be
asked to defend these attitudes according to the canons relevant to
them, and one can be appraised in the light of these canons for the atti-
tudes one holds. The “sting” of ~nding oneself responsible for an atti-
tude that shows one’s thinking to be defective by certain standards will
be different in each case, depending on our reasons for caring about the
standards in question. But the basic idea of responsibility is the same.

3. Rationality 3. Rationality

This discussion of judgment-sensitive attitudes has already brought us
close to several ideas of rationality: the idea of a rational creature and

22 REASONS

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



the ideas of what it is rational or irrational to do. This section sets out
a few basic points about how I will understand these important no-
tions. I will argue that we should construe the notion of irrationality
more narrowly than is sometimes done, and my understanding of
rationality will in this respect be more permissive. The result will be
that some theses that have been put forward as claims about rational-
ity must be considered instead as substantive claims about what rea-
sons there are. Making this shift does not settle the question of what
we have reason to do, but I believe that it allows important issues
about reasons and rationality to be considered in a fairer light.

A rational creature is, ~rst of all, a reasoning creature—one that has
the capacity to recognize, assess, and be moved by reasons, and hence
to have judgment-sensitive attitudes. In line with what I have said in
the preceding section, I am drawing no distinction here between theo-
retical and practical reasoning. The capacities I am attributing to a
rational creature include both the capacities to recognize, assess, and
be moved by reasons for belief and the capacities to recognize, assess,
and be moved by reasons for other attitudes such as intention, fear,
and admiration. These re_ective capacities set us apart from creatures
who, although they can act purposefully, as my cat does when she tries
to get into the cabinet where the cat food is kept, cannot raise or
answer the question whether a given purpose provides adequate rea-
son for action. We have this capacity, and consequently every action
that we take with even a minimum of deliberation about what to do
re_ects a judgment that a certain reason is worth acting on.4

This is not to say that intentional actions are always based on
conscious re_ective judgments, at the time of acting, that certain rea-
sons are worth acting on; nor is it to claim, more generally, that all
judgment-sensitive attitudes arise immediately from such judgments of
adequacy. Judgment-sensitive attitudes can arise spontaneously, with-
out judgment or re_ection, but they are responsive to the agent’s
judgments about the adequacy of reasons in a number of looser and
more general ways. Let me mention three such ways.

First, when a rational creature does make a conscious re_ective
judgment that a certain attitude is warranted, she generally comes to
have this attitude. For example, if she judges there to be good grounds
for a belief that P, then she generally has this belief. That is to say,
unless she revises this judgment or takes it to be undermined, she has
feelings of conviction about P when the question arises, and she is
prepared to af~rm that P and to use it as a premise in further reasoning.
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Similarly, if she judges there to be compelling grounds for forming a
certain intention, then she adopts that intention and it is manifest in
her further behavior: unless or until she revises this judgment, she
looks for ways to implement this intention, takes herself to have
reason to avoid incompatible intentions, and acts on it when the
occasion presents itself.

Second, when a rational creature judges that the reasons she is
aware of count decisively against a certain attitude, she generally does
not have that attitude, or ceases to have it if she did so before—ceases
to feel conviction in regard to the belief or to use it as a premise, or
ceases to look for ways to implement the intention, and is not inclined
to act on it.

Third, although rational creatures commonly form beliefs, inten-
tions, and other attitudes unre_ectively, the formation of these atti-
tudes is generally constrained by general standing judgments about the
adequacy of reasons. For example, if a person holds that a certain class
of putative evidence is not good grounds for forming beliefs, or that
certain reasons are not good grounds for action of a given kind, then
she generally does not unre_ectively form beliefs on the basis of such
evidence or unre_ectively take action of the given kind on the basis of
those reasons.

I have said several times that an agent’s judgment about the ade-
quacy of certain reasons normally makes a difference (where it is
relevant) to his or her thought and action unless that judgment is
overruled by a later one. The possibility of overruling and being over-
ruled is a distinctive characteristic of judgments and judgment-sensi-
tive attitudes. Desires can con_ict in a practical sense by giving
incompatible directives for action. I can want to get up and eat and at
the same time want to stay in bed, and this kind of con_ict is no bar to
having both desires at the same time. Judgments about reasons can
con_ict in this same way. I can take my hunger to be a reason for
getting up and at the same time recognize my fatigue as a reason not to
get up, and I am not necessarily open to rational criticism for having
these con_icting attitudes. But judgments can also con_ict in a deeper
sense by making incompatible claims about the same subject matter,
and attitudes that con_ict in this way cannot, rationally, be held at the
same time. This is true not only of judgments about “the external
world” but equally of judgments of other kinds, for example about the
adequacy of certain reasons. I cannot simultaneously judge that cer-
tain considerations constitute good reason to get up at six and that
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they do not constitute good reason to do this. If I ~rst hold one of these
opinions and then shift to the second I have to overrule my former
judgment, by holding, for example, that circumstances have changed,
or that there is new information, or that the earlier judgment “got it
wrong,” perhaps by failing to take note of some relevant fact or by
giving one consideration more weight than it deserves.

4. Irrationality Narrowly Construed 4. Irrationality Narrowly Construed

Rationality involves systematic connections between different aspects
of a person’s thought and behavior. But it is suf~cient for rationality in
the general sense I am describing—suf~cient for being a rational crea-
ture—that these connections be systematic, not merely accidental or
haphazard. They need not hold in every case: rational creatures are
sometimes irrational. Irrationality in the clearest sense occurs when a
person’s attitudes fail to conform to his or her own judgments: when,
for example, a person continues to believe something (continues to
regard it with conviction and to take it as a premise in subsequent
reasoning) even though he or she judges there to be good reason for
rejecting it, or when a person fails to form and act on an intention to
do something even though he or she judges there to be overwhelmingly
good reason to do it. These are clear cases of irrationality because the
thought or action they involve is in an obvious sense “contrary to (the
person’s own) reason”: there is a direct clash between the judgments a
person makes and the judgments required by the attitudes he or she
holds.

Irrationality in this sense occurs when a person recognizes some-
thing as a reason but fails to be affected by it in one of the relevant
ways. Beyond this, are there also more substantive standards that it is
irrational to violate? Is it sometimes irrational to fail to accept certain
considerations as reasons? It seems to me that philosophical usage, but
perhaps not “ordinary” usage, is divided on this point. Some philoso-
phers may con~ne the term ‘irrational’ to what I have called the
clearest sense, in which a person fails to respond to what he or she
acknowledges to be relevant reasons, but many others extend the term
more broadly.5 I myself will con~ne ‘irrational’ to the narrower sense
in both theoretical and practical domains. As I will now argue, this ~ts
better with ordinary usage and has other important advantages.

Consider ~rst the question of irrationality in the theoretical realm.
Not every mistaken belief is one that it is irrational to hold, even when
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the reasons for taking it to be mistaken are entirely available to the
believer. Suppose, for example, that I am convinced by a fallacious
proof of Fermat’s Last Theorem. This might happen because the proof
is very complicated, or because the proof proceeds at a certain point by
an enumeration of the possible cases and I simply fail to see that a
certain possibility has been left out. This would be a mistake on my
part, but more would be required to support a charge of irrationality.
This charge might seem more plausible in the case of a believer in
extrasensory perception, who denies that controlled experiments by
established scientists cast doubt on the reality of psychokinesis, and
who points instead to allegedly con~rming experiments by its support-
ers. But it is worth asking what difference between this case and that of
the person who accepts the fallacious proof makes the charge of irra-
tionality warranted. Let us stipulate that the person who believes in
extrasensory perception is clearly mistaken; his conclusions violate the
relevant standards of statistical reasoning and good scienti~c proce-
dure. This alone does not seem to me to make these conclusions in-
stances of irrationality. We might call them irrational if certain further
things were true: if, for example, the person admitted that the estab-
lished scientists’ experiments would, if valid, count against psychokine-
sis, and admitted that he could see no _aw in the methods used, but still
kept insisting that there must be some _aw, without being able to cite
any reason for this conclusion. But if the person was simply hasty, or
not very good at statistics, or at weighing evidence, or at thinking of
possible sources of bias in the experiments that are supposed to demon-
strate the possibility of psychokinesis, then the charge of irrationality
would seem no more warranted than in the case of the fallacious proof.

Derek Par~t considers this same issue in the case of practical think-
ing and makes the opposite terminological choice. He writes:

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’.6

It may seem that nothing of substance hinges on the choice of
terminology here, as long as one is clear about what one takes ‘irra-
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tional’ to mean. I believe, however, that there are good reasons for
restricting ‘irrational’ to the narrower of the two senses Par~t de-
scribes. As he indicates in calling this “the ordinary use,” and as I have
argued above in discussing the case of belief, this sense has the stronger
claim to be in accord with our ordinary intuitions. I believe that we
normally draw a distinction between an attitude’s being irrational and
its being mistaken or “open to rational criticism.” We need not take
ordinary usage as authoritative on this point, but I believe that it is
helpful to preserve this distinction and to mark it clearly. ‘Irrational’ is
certainly sometimes used in the broader sense that Par~t describes, and
we could stipulate that we were going to use it in this sense. Even if we
were to make this stipulation, however, the intuitive resonance of the
stronger, narrow sense of ‘irrational’ would remain, and would be
likely to have a distorting effect on our thinking.

This effect can be seen in defenses of subjectivism about reasons
which appeal to the oddness of applying the term ‘irrational’ to a
person who has desires that we regard as mistaken. Bernard Williams,
for example, observes that there are many things that we can say about
a person who does not behave as we think he ought to, such as “that
he is inconsiderate, or cruel, or sel~sh or imprudent.” Williams says
that his opponent (the defender of reasons that do not depend on an
agent’s subjective motivational set) would add that there are reasons
for acting differently that this man is not seeing the force of. (Indeed,
this seems to many of us to be entailed by the epithets just
listed—cruel, heartless, and so on.) But Williams also says that the
defender of such “external reasons” wants to claim that the man just
described is irrational.7 Williams is quite right that this claim would be
implausible, but wrong, I think, to hold that his opponent is commit-
ted to making it.

To the extent that the narrow sense of irrationality that Par~t calls
“the ordinary use” is in fact ordinary, or is at least one of the senses of
the term in common use, it will sound odd to call this man irrational
(whatever stipulation we may have made about the use of that term),
since he is clearly not irrational in that sense. But insofar as this
oddness depends on the narrower understanding of ‘irrational’ it is not
germane to the point at issue in Williams’ argument, since the question
is not whether the desire is irrational in this narrower sense but
whether it is open to rational criticism as, for example, mistaken or
misguided. Someone who wishes to defend the latter claim need not
(and should not) go on to make the former, stronger claim as well.
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Con~ning ‘irrational’ to the narrower use circumvents this dialectical
tangle and lets us confront the main issue directly, with less danger of
being misled by semantic resonances that are in fact irrelevant. We
should appeal to intuitions about whether a person does or does not
have a reason, not to intuitions about irrationality.

In her essay “Reasons for Action and Desires,” Philippa Foot ap-
pears to deny what I am here suggesting, that we can hold that a person
makes a mistake in failing to appreciate the force of a reason, yet
refrain from saying that he is therefore irrational. I believe that her
argument is like Williams’ in turning on an appeal to intuitions about
irrationality in the narrow sense, so it is relevant to examine it here.
Some people hold, she says, that “the cool calculating man is not to be
called irrational, but [they] nevertheless say that he has reason to act
morally whatever his interests and desires.” She goes on to say that this
seems to be an inconsistent position. Her argument is the following.

Suppose a man to assert these propositions:

A1. I have a reason to do action a.
A2. I have no reason not to do a.
A3. I am not going to do a.

From which he must conclude

A4. I am going to act irrationally.

On the other hand, the following are admitted to be consistent:

B1. I shall act immorally unless I do a.
B2. I have no reason not to do a.
B3. I am not going to do a.
B4. I am not going to act irrationally.

But, Foot says, “We can show by a simple argument that when
B1–B4 are true, A1 is false; from which it follows that B1 cannot entail
A1.”8

This argument seems to me to be faulty. At least it is so if my view of
irrationality is accepted. For on that view what forces the conclusion
A4 is not the truth of A1–A3 but the fact that the person has assented
to them, in particular the fact that the person has assented to A1. This
can easily be seen by translating A1–A4 into the second or third person
or into the past tense. So transformed, A1–A3 could clearly be true
while A4 was false. But someone might assent to B1 without assenting
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to A1. (Indeed, this is just the attitude that the “cool calculating man”
is likely to have.) So from the consistency and truth of B1–B4 we
cannot conclude that A1 is false but only that it is false that the person
has asserted (or accepts) it.

Stating the argument in the ~rst person and present tense binds
together the truth of the statement that the agent has a reason and the
acceptance of this judgment by the agent. It thus converts the claim
that a person has a reason even though he may not recognize it into a
charge of irrationality in the narrow sense. Like Williams’ argument,
Foot’s can be resisted if we attend more carefully to the idea of irra-
tionality that is being appealed to.

As Par~t mentions, the price of con~ning the term ‘irrational’ to the
narrow use I have described may seem to be that we are barred from
applying it to even extreme cases of consistent but substantively sense-
less behavior. He gives the example of a person who expresses “future
Tuesday indifference.” This person, while concerned in general with
what may happen to him in the future, does not care about what
happens to him on Tuesdays. He would therefore be willing to accept
excruciating pain occurring on a future Tuesday in order to avoid a
minor ache on some other day of the week. Certainly this attitude is
“open to rational criticism,” and there is certainly a temptation to go
farther and say that it is irrational, as Par~t suggests.9

One problem with this case is that there are several different ways of
understanding the position that this man is supposed be in. If, as
suggested, he is concerned with his future interests in general, what
reason can he have for thinking that it makes a difference whether
something happens to him on a Tuesday rather than on some other
day of the week? If he has some positive reason for this (even a very
implausible one, such as some strange theory of well-being), then I
have no hesitation in saying that he is not irrational, just seriously
mistaken in his assessment of the reasons that he has. In the example
as given, however, he is not said to have any such further reason: he
just does not care what happens to him on Tuesdays. If he believes that
he has a reason to avoid pain on Tuesdays (because it is just as bad as
pain on any other day) but does not care about this, then he is irra-
tional on my account, since he is failing to respond to a reason that he
judges himself to have. The case in which Par~t and I would disagree,
then, is one in which, although the person may have views about what
he has reason to do from which it follows that he should avoid pain on
Tuesdays, he has not drawn this conclusion, and he will not do any-
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thing to avoid such pain. It is dif~cult to imagine attributing this view
to someone, absent further explanation. Taking the description to be
correct, however, I am prepared to say that such a person would not be
irrational, but only substantively mistaken. But it is certainly an ex-
treme case.

5. The (Most) Rational Thing to Do 5. The (Most) Rational Thing to Do

It is particularly tempting to classify this version of future Tuesday
indifference as a case of irrationality because the connection between
the judgments that the agent accepts (that all future pains are bad) and
the conclusion that he fails to accept (that he has reason to avoid pains
on future Tuesdays) is so close that it is dif~cult to see how he could
accept one without accepting the other. There is little room for confu-
sion, for failure to follow the steps of an argument, or for substantive
disagreement. The same would be true of a person who purports to
believe that A and that if A then B, but denies that this gives any reason
to believe B (or denies that it gives such a reason on Tuesdays). But
there is also a more general tendency to lump together, as “require-
ments of rationality,” two kinds of requirements that should, I believe,
be kept distinct. Requirements of the ~rst kind specify the form that
our thinking must take if we are to avoid the charge of irrationality.
Requirements of the second kind specify what we have most reason to
do, hence what we would do if we were “ideally rational.”10 Accounts
of the latter kind are often referred to as “conceptions of rationality,”
but I believe that they are more appropriately seen as substantive
conceptions of the reasons that we have.11

The distinction between the two is well illustrated by the idea that
there is a rational requirement to give weight to one’s future interests.
There certainly are some cases in which a person’s failure to give
weight to his or her future interests is irrational. These are cases in
which a person judges that these considerations are reasons but then
fails to take them into account in deciding what to do, or fails to give
them the weight that he or she judges them to have. This is what is
usually going on when we fail to _oss our teeth, to fasten our seat belts,
or to do other things that we can see we have reason to do because they
will promote our present or future aims. Cases of this kind are ex-
tremely common, and this may explain the widespread tendency to cite
failure to give weight to considerations of one’s own well-being as the
prime example of irrationality.
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But not every failure to give weight, or to give proper weight, to
one’s future interests is an instance of irrationality. It is, for example, a
matter of controversy how one’s future interests should be taken into
account in present decisions—whether these interests should be “dis-
counted” because of their remoteness in time and if so at what rate.
This may be called a debate about “rationality,” but this label is
appropriate only if what is meant is that it is a debate about what we
have most reason to do, or what we would do if ideally rational. A
person who believes, on general theoretical grounds, that her future
interests should be sharply discounted, and who acts accordingly, may
be making a mistake about the reasons that she has, but this does not
make her irrational, any more than it does a person who accepts a
fallacious argument or makes some other mistake about reasons. One
might of course stipulate that “irrationality” simply means acting
contrary to one’s interests. But such a stipulation has the effect of
giving one class of reasons special status as far as rationality and
irrationality are concerned. Given that there are reasons for action
other  than  those  provided  by an  agent’s own interests, I see no
justi~cation for giving this one class of interests such special status.

Another area in which “requirements of rationality” in the two
senses just distinguished are often run together is in claims made for
axiomatic theories of rational choice.12 People often violate these axi-
oms by making mistakes in probabilistic reasoning, or by failing to see
that the complex gamble they have chosen is dominated by another
alternative (that is to say, that this alternative would be better from
their point of view, no matter which of the uncertain states turns out
to be realized).13 But these mistakes do not deserve the name of irra-
tionality any more than accepting a fallacious proof or making some
other error in calculation does. Decision theory should thus be under-
stood as presenting requirements of rationality in the second sense I
distinguished: that is to say, as offering a partial account of what one
has most reason to prefer, and hence would prefer if one were “ideally
rational.” More speci~cally, the axioms of such a theory state consis-
tency conditions that our choices, and judgments of desirability and
probability, would meet if we were perfectly rational, just as a system
of deductive logic states consistency conditions that would be ful~lled
by the beliefs of an ideally rational person. Violating conditions of
either of these kinds leaves one open to rational criticism: criticism that
is of a particularly clear and uncontroversial kind since it does not
depend on any substantive claims about the truth of particular state-
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ments or the desirability or probability of particular outcomes. But this
relatively uncontroversial character is not accurately described by say-
ing that although other mistakes leave one open to criticism, violating
these conditions amounts to irrationality. It is not, after all, always
irrational to have inconsistent beliefs or to reject a claim that (although
one does not realize it) follows logically from other things one holds.

The axioms of rational choice theory provide only a partial account
of ideal rationality, since they state only conditions of consistency and
since these conditions apply only to reasons for promoting certain
states of affairs or for wanting them to occur. A full account of what
an “ideally rational” agent would do could involve at least three
possible dimensions of idealization, in the directions of (1) possession
of full information about one’s situation and the consequences of
possible lines of action, (2) awareness of the full range of reasons that
apply to someone in that situation, and (3) _awless reasoning about
what these reasons support. The most fully ideal notion of “the (most)
rational thing to do” would thus be “the course of action that is best
supported by all the relevant reasons given a full and accurate account
of the agent’s actual situation.” Given the great variety of reasons for
action, it seems to me very unlikely that there could be such a thing as
a theory of reasons in this sense—that is to say, a systematic, substan-
tive account of what we have most reason to do.14

6. Reasonableness 6. Reasonableness

In between the minimum standards marked out by the idea of irration-
ality and the ideal of what it would be (most) rational to believe or do,
there are the notions of what is reasonable and unreasonable. I will
later be relying on these ideas in the context of moral argument, but
they have a wider use, and I want to say a few things here about how I
understand this use, as a basis for that later discussion.

Recalling the three dimensions of idealization that I have just men-
tioned in discussing “the (most) rational thing to do,” I suggest that
judgments about what it is or is not reasonable to do or think are
relative to a speci~ed body of information and a speci~ed range of
reasons, both of which may be less than complete. For example, the
reasonableness of a belief or action may be assessed relative to the
agent’s beliefs at the time and the reasons he sees as relevant. But the
grounds of assessment may be broader than this, provided that the
reasons and information in question are available to the agent. When
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we urge a person, “Be reasonable!” or complain, “Don’t be unreason-
able!” we may be objecting to the way that person is reasoning from a
shared body of information and conception of the relevant considera-
tions, but we may also be urging him to take into account facts or
reasons that he is presently ignoring. We can say, for example (insist-
ing on a broader range of information), “That was not a reasonable
conclusion. You should have noticed that the boat was gone and that I
was therefore almost certainly not on the island any longer,” or (insist-
ing on a broader range of reasons) “It was unreasonable of me to
refuse to consider the possibility that Smith’s experiment revealed a
fundamental problem with the theory,” or “That was not a reasonable
thing to do. You should have realized that telling that joke was quite
out of place at a funeral.”

In each of these cases a certain general aim or concern is presup-
posed—scienti~c progress or a concern with other people’s feel-
ings—and a claim is made about what reasons there are given this
general concern. The same is true in most everyday situations in which
the charge of unreasonableness is made. When we say, in the course of
an attempt to reach some collective decision, that a person is being
unreasonable, what we often mean is that he or she is refusing to take
other people’s interests into account. What we are claiming is that
there is reason to take these interests into account given the supposed
aim of reaching agreement or ~nding a course of action that everyone
will be happy with. It is in this sense that I am using the term when I
say that an action is wrong if it would be excluded by any principles
that no one could reasonably reject given the aim of ~nding principles
that others, similarly motivated, could also accept. I will say more in
Chapter 5 about the idea of reasonableness as it ~gures in moral
argument.

7. Reasons and Motivation 7. Reason s and Motivation

Rationality involves systematic connections between a person’s judg-
ments and his or her subsequent attitudes. A rational person who
judges there to be suf~cient grounds for believing that P normally has
that belief, and this judgment is normally suf~cient explanation for so
believing.15 There is no need to appeal to some further source of
motivation such as “wanting to believe.” Similarly, a rational person
who judges there to be compelling reason to do A normally forms the
intention to do A, and this judgment is suf~cient explanation of that
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