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‘Many of us want to know what we have most reason to do. Several
theories answer this question’ (p. 3). Wanting to know what one has most
reason to do might be understood simply as wanting to know what to do.
But if I want to know what to do, a theory, whether about rationality or
about morality, will not answer my question. Parfit’s question must be
understood another way. He supposes that S, the Self-interest Theory,
gives this answer: ‘What each of us has most reason to do is whatever
would be best for himself’ (p. 8).' One might then understand the ques-
tion as asking what considerations give one sufficient reason for acting.
The Self-interest Theory answers: considerations about what would be
best for oneself.

Or so Parfit may claim. But let us consider what he tells us about S, as
a theory about rationality:

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’. ... 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. (p. 3)

A person who achieves the formal aim given him by S acts rationally
and is rational. A person who achieves the substantive aim given him by
S has his life go for himself as well as possible. How are these related? A
natural supposition would surely be to treat the substantive aim given by
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0 particular theory of rationality as its specification of the formal aim,
Lnch theory of rationality provides an account of what it is to be rational;
this necount is formulated in the substantive aim that it gives each per-
won, Thus, according to S, to be rational is to have one’s life go for oneself
i well as possible.

Bt this is not Parfit’s view. He says: ‘According to S, our formal aim
v not a substantive aim’ (p. 9). And he insists that S does not ‘give to
vuch person another substantive aim: to be rational, and to act rationally’
(ibidd.). Now of course, if the substantive aim were a specification of the
lormal aim, then it would be true that S did not give to each person
another substantive aim, but in giving to each person the aim that her life
po as well as possible, it would thereby give her the aim of acting and
heing rational. And Parfit denies this. Indeed, he says that ‘In the case of
some people, according to S, being rational would not be part of what
makes their lives go better’ (p. 10).

S0 what is Parfit’s account of the relation between the formal aim,
neting and being rational, and the substantive aim, having one’s life go as
well as possible? To answer this, we must know what, on Parfit’s under-
stunding of the Self-interest Theory, it is to be rational. But what can it
be il not to act so that one’s life goes as well for oneself as possible? And
il this is what it is to be rational, then how can Parfit suppose that ‘being
tational would not be part of what makes their lives go better’? For if to
be rational is to act so that one’s life goes as well as possible (henceforth
I shall take ‘for oneself’ as read), then surely if one is rational, one’s life
must go as well as possible. If one acts so that one’s life goes as well as
possible, then one’s life goes as well as possible.

This last argument moves too quickly. But I shall defer discussing
this; for the present we should note that Parfit does not give us a direct
necount of what it is to be rational. However, we might construct one
for him, by taking what he says about rational actions, desires and
dispositions, and supposing that, to be rational, one must always do
what is rational, and have both ‘the supremely rational desire’ and
‘the supremely rational disposition’ (p. 8). And we may now apply this to
5. Parfit says that according to S, “What it would be rational for anyone
1o do is what will bring him the greatest expected benefit’ (ibid.). He
nlso says that according to S, ‘The supremely rational desire is that one’s
life go as well as possible for oneself,’” and ‘The supremely rational
disposition is that of someone who is never self-denying,” where to be
never self-denying is never to do what one believes will be worse for one
(1bid.).

On this reading, the formal aim given by S is that one always do what
will bring one the greatest expected benefit, and desire that one’s life go
ns well as possible, and be disposed never to do what one believes will be
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worse for one. And the substantive aim is that one's life go as well as
possible. Parfit’s examples show that the substantive aim is not a specifi-
cation of the formal aim, and indeed that someone who adopts the
formal aim may well fail to achieve his or her substantive aim. Suppose
I am never self-denying. Then, if I promise to do what at the time of
keeping or breaking my promise would be worse for me, I shall break the
promise. Suppose | know that I am never self-denying. Then I cannot
promise sincerely to do what would be worse for me. Suppose I am
transparent. Then I cannot convincingly purport to promise to do what
would be worse for me. But as in Parfit’s example of my car breaking
down in the desert (p. 7; I shall henceforth refer to this as ‘the desert
breakdown case’), it may be greatly to my advantage to make such a
promise. Only a convincing promise to pay you a large reward will
induce you to drive me out of the desert, and I have no other way out. So
my life will go better if I make such a promise. If T am trustworthy,
‘disposed to keep my promises even when doing so will be worse for me’
(p. 7), I can make a convincing promise. If I am never self-denying, I
cannot. So my life will go better if I am trustworthy, rather than never_
self-denying. But the rational disposition is to be never self-denying, If I

follow my substantive aim, T shall, if I can, make myself trustworthy. But

if I follow my formal aim, I shall be never self-denying. Thus the substan-
tive aim is not a specification of the formal aim, and someone who adopts
the formal aim may fail to achieve his substantive aim,”
This"argiiment may seem insufficient. In the desert breakdown case I
do better to be trustworthy. But does this show that it is better for me to
be trustworthy than to be never self-denying? Someone might object that
even if being trustworthy is sometimes beneficial, at other times it is
costly. Suppose you are gullible. You believe whatever you are told.
Then, if I am never self-denying, I can falsely promise to reward you if
you drive me out of the desert, knowing that I will not pay you. Whereas
if I am trustworthy, I cannot avoid paying if I promise you a reward, and
so do worse. The objector grants that if we restrict our attention to a
particular case, we may think that the formal and substantive aims di-
verge, but he claims that from an overall standpoint the aims coincide.
A first response to this objection is that the overall benefits of being
able to promise sincerely to do what will be worse for me may reasonably
be expected to outweigh the overall costs of keeping promises when one
could have got away with insincerity. A person need not make promises
except when she expects to benefit thereby, and if she is rational (by the
standard of S), she will not make promises except in such contexts. A
person who frequently made foolish promises might of course suffer
from his trustworthiness, but in making foolish promises, this person
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would already be acting in a way that was not best for him. Someone w.hu
conild count on herself to make promises only when it would be best for
her could expect to benefit from being trustworthy.

A lurther response rests on the fact that even gcncrul]y IrEJf:lwurlhy
persons have been known to make false or insincere promises. I'here are
oeensions that call for trustworthiness; on other occasions one may do
hietter not to be self-denying. Since our concern is with rationality a‘nd
nol morality, we need not hesitate here over the th()ugh! thal selective
trustworthiness may be a less than admirable characle.:rlstlc: V\{c need
unly note that a person must expect to do better overall 1f she is dlsposed
10 be selectively trustworthy rather than never self-denying, assuming of
tourse that she is reasonably astute. :

I'he objection fails. And so Parfit insists that althopgh aC(.:()leflg to
theory S never to be self-denying is the supremely rgtlonial dlSpOSll.l()l‘]:
yol tu;ing never self-denying is not part ol‘c the substantive aim th_at S gml-,s
1o many, if not all, persons. Thus, according to Parﬁl, S may be 1ndxrccl. I);
individually self-defeating. ‘It can be true that, if I try to t':io_whatever wi
b best for me, this will be worse for me’ (p. 5). And this is not because
I will fail to do what is best for me. ‘Even if I never do what, of the act‘s
that are possible for me, will be worse for me, it may be worse for mf; if
I wm purely self-interested [i.e., never self-denying]. It may be better for
me il 1 have some other disposition’ (ibid.). ) B,

Parfit further claims that ‘S implies that we cannot avoid acting irra-
tonally' (p. 13). I shall not summarize his rather convoluted.dpcus.smn,
but reconstruct the argument in somewhat different ten:ms. Itis 1r.rat10nal
lor anyone to do what he believes will be worse for himself. I_t is there-
lore irrational for anyone to perform a self-denying act. B.ut it 1s worse
lor one to be never self-denying. If one is never self—denymg: ther! one
i acted irrationally in not trying to acquire some other disposition,
uuich as trustworthiness, that it would be better for one to havc_a. If one has

some other disposition, then one acts irrationa.lly in performing the self-
tenying acts towards which one is sometimes dlspoged. Thus, whether or
fol one is never self-denying, sometimes one acts irrationally. !

‘T'his argument is not conclusive. For it may be that one can do nothfng
nbout one’s dispositions. If so, then one may be never self—t’ienyl‘ng

without having acted irrationally. I shall therefore repla(fe Pa.rljit s claim
by a weaker one: S implies that to the extent that 't_he_ d!spo_smo‘n.to be
never sclf-denying'i‘s_“iii"ﬁijf" control, we cannot avoid. \ac;_[lmgg;a,u_ggg_l_l.y_.__.
According to the account of rationality that I have ascribed to Parfit, a
rational person has the supremely ratxonaldmpommn*aud_sq,m_,ciﬁlmm
has this corollary: S implies that to the extent that the disposition to

e i

be never self-denying is in our control, it is rational to make oneself
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irrational, and irrational to remain rational. For the supremely rational
disposition--is-to-be-never self-denying; but-it is rational to acquire
another disposition; thereby becoming irrational, and irra tional to re-
main never self-denying and rational. A,

Earlier I questioned the view that if one acts so that one’s life goes as

well as possible, then one’s life goes as well as possible-We may now see
why. When T-act so that my life goes-as well

as possible; Tam ot being
Self—denying. But if I am never self-denying, then I must expect my life to
g0 worse than if I am disposed to perform acts some of which are self-
denying. In so far as it is within my power to

affect my dispositions, then,
my life will go as well as possible only if I bring it about that | sometimes
act so that my life does not £0 as well as possible.

|
|

I

Although S may be indirectly individually self-
that it can be directly individually self-defeating.
were directly individually self-defeating, then it
someone were successfully to follow it, he w
substantive aim given him by S to be worse ach
successfully followed it. But this is not so:

defeating, Parfit denies
He says (p. 55) that if §
would be certain that if
ould thereby cause the
ieved than if he had not

S gives to me at different times one
goes, for me, as well as possible. If
1o go as well as possible, I must in

and the same common aim: that my life
my acts at different times cause my life

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, T will
thereby make the outcome worse for me. (p. 55)

Parfit’s definition and argument may both seem
indirectly individually self-defeating,
tries to achieve his S-given aim, that a

puzzling. S may be
yet it is not certain that if someone
im will be worse achieved than if he

Why, then, does Parfit claim that
defeating, it would have to be certai
follows it will cause his S-given aim
in some particular way successfully
success in following S does not gu
given aim to be worse achieved t
possible that someone might be su.

arantee that one will cause one’s S-
han it might otherwise be. But is it
ccessful in following S and yet thereby
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chuse his S-given aim to be worse uchicvgd 1'hz'm it might be? Al?d if it is
possible, then surcly S could be directly individually self—c‘iefeat%ng..

Recall Parfit’s claim that S implies that we cannot avoid actm% 11;31'
tionally. If this is true, then it is not posmblt_: alv.vays successfullir t:;,ecll sy
5. If the disposition never to be self-denying is in my cont;o | iy
remain never self-denying, 1 do what I expect to b?, worse for t:rlle, i
failing to follow S, or I cease to be never sclf-.d.enymg, and r;lulsf Iegp i
sometimes to do what is worse for me, thu.s failing to follow S. : cg :
by successfully following S, then I bring it about t!'nat _I fio not a v:'r gl
follow S. So if the disposition never to be self-denying is in my contlor;
then I must sometimes do what is worse.for me, and t_he questi
whether S is directly individually self—defeatmg.doejs not arise. il

What if the disposition never to be self-denying is not in my cEn rcl)l d
‘T'hen if I have this disposition, it may be that I always act 1'a‘u(?fr1('{:1i Y, ?n
s0 successfully follow S. It is worse for me that I am never se -h_enyé ; Sge,
but nothing I do makes the outcome worse for me.than somet lfl;g s
I might do. And so Parfit’s claim seems to l?e _true, m.that, u? sgv g
is possible always successfully to follow S, it is not directly indivi y
Ml-'rg(ieef ?z;ltnag\.rgumenl may seem mistaken. If I am never self—c}[eg}::f:
then surely I do what is worse for me. For exa_mple, in the ciiese; .tr e
down case I do not make the sincere promise that woul. e gltz i
assistance. What I do is worse for me than making that promise. Bu 96
this show that I do what is worse for .me? I cannot _make the pro_mf:st(;
Knowing myself to be never self-denying, 1 cannot smcerel).( plrorlrsésd &
reward you for driving me out of the desert. What I car; dois n‘z:;r s fy
my disposition. I do what is best for me given that la(rjr.1 nssed Ty
denying. That it would be betltler fm; nl‘tle wesre I differently disp

t I fail successfully to follow S. _ ! o

"“l[SS ?}?i‘:rtigﬁt? Is what a person can do limited by his or her dlspo_sll'glggi
If I"am never Sel-deiying, does it follow ihat I can GEO, il B0n:
self-denying actions? ’ Surely this is wrong; a person wub ,_?t fmg*gﬁ'aﬁ
disposition r may on occas;oqap__fi{f?{m a courageous aﬁlgg;“&"{"“ﬁé"ﬁg{:‘ér
ogy misses the real point. Suppose that T am firmly dlsgfi?.d 2“{5‘“‘“5}{-
scif-denying-Fhen-in-deliberating about what t°do, T consider the v B
:ﬁls alternatives, ¢hoosing an ::i&for} that affordf i CXPC?‘;(}ECT}&C
at Teast as great ﬁs_‘tﬁﬁi"of"ﬁﬁjf"aiﬁb'fl that T'believe gﬁsﬁiﬁfé othn}i__.ga_an
criterion of owmmmmm:z;ngteoﬁ )
notbese -dehyinMn action can be _;5.11.9..‘.",.9-991 LQ.R‘.’:,‘S?!_:H_EEXIP% f[‘,{z
by comparing its expected outcome with that 9(!!18__%1}?%?_@%_1)0 b
actions. Thus I select from the members of the set of possible act 1;0? Iﬁﬁam
that, relative to that set, will involve no self-_c!e{nal. Suppos: ) adesert
considering whether to pay you a reward for driving me out of the :
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I take both Paying you and not paying you o be my possible actions, and I
S, 1

I cu‘mu.dcr which‘al'l'nrds me the greater expected benefit and so involvey
no self-denial. If I choose not to Pay you, believing it to afford me th

greater cxpected benefit, I do not Suppose that paying you would -
impossible sxmp]y because it would be self-denying, 4 "
d tNow f:t())lnmder promising to pay you a reward. The claim is that it jy
thc;tlcylossl e for me to smce.rely promise o pay you a reward, if | believe
i am never self-denying and that paying you the reward would
nvolve self-denial. But why? I believe that it is possible for me to

Hhis conclusion should make us suspect Parfit's account of rationality.
Fven i we are willing to admit that rationality may not be an unmixed
Blesaing, we should, I think, admit this with reluctance, and only when we
aie sutisfied that our admission does not rest on misunderstanding ra-
Honaulity. 1 believe that there is a better understanding than Parfit offers,
wind one that avoids at least some of the unwelcome consequences of his
account. I eannot fully develop such an understanding here, but taking
countort in the fact that Parfit’s own discussion is sketchy, I shall offer an
piually sketchy alternative.

My starting-point is the relation between the formal and the substan-
Hve i given each agent by a theory of rationality. I have no objection
10 Parhit's idea that theories of rationality may be characterized primarily
i terms of such aims; rather, I want to insist, as I suggested at the outset,
thit the substantive aim given by a theory of rationality is its particular
Wity ol giving content or substance to the formal aim that all such theo-
Honshare, Thus I propose that we interpret S, the Self-interest Theory, as
piving to cach agent the aim that his life go as well for himself as possible,
this being its way of specifying the formal aim of being rational that it
Hilnt give him in so far as it is a theory of rationality.

| shall suppose that to be rational one must always do what is rational,
und have both the supremely rational desire and rational dispositions.
Although-this is somewhat simitar-to-the account ‘of rationality that I
meribed to Parfit, I give a different content to what it is rational to do,
andd | do not speak of any disposition as supremely rational. Let us
consider the question of rational dispositions first. Parfit supposes that
for theory S it is possible to specify a disposition as rational without
tepard to the agent’s circumstances, by relating it straightforwardly to
the substantive aim given by the theory. Thus he supposes that, accord-
ing (0 S, the supremely rational disposition.is ‘that-of Someone - who is
never self-denying’ (p. 8). I propose, however, that a disposition is ra-
tional if and only if havihgm conducive to one’s substantive aim.
S pives one the aim that one’s Tile go as well as Possible=triherefore:
claims that a disposition is rational if, among those humanly possible,
having it will lead to one’s life going as well as having any other. Since,
s Parfit has shown, to be never self-denying is self-defeating in terms of
this aim, to be never self-denying is not always a rational disposition. If
i selectively trustworthy person may expect to do better than someone
who is never self-denying, and if there is no alternative better still, then
selective trustworthiness is a rational disposition, and being selectively
trustworthy is a necessary condition of being rational. But there need be

The answer, I think, is that promising requires that one su 0se not
only that' 1t 1s possible to perform the promised act, but thalt)%ne \I:f;l
per_form 1t.‘ It is not possible for me to promise — sinc;:rely - to pay yo
Ivhlle holding the be]ief that I shall almost certainly not pay yoﬁ )I/Sﬁtl:t,' ]

am aware that I am disposed to be never self-denying, and that.payin !
{0:: would involve self-denial, then in all likelihood I hold the belief tha%

s al! aln?ost certainly not pay you. And then it is not possible for me t
promise srncerf:!y lo pay you. Holding the belief that | shall not pay yoz

-y

accprdmg_ to S_, as Parfit understands it, she does have the supremel ’
rational disposition. But she is cursed by her rationality g
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no one disposition that, independently of un agent's circumstances, is
sufficient to ensure that his life will £0 as well as possible, and thus I do
not suppose that there need be a single supremely rational disposition.
The supremely rational desire, on Parfit’s account of S, ‘is that one’s
life go as well as possible for oneself’ (p- 8). He says little about how this
is to be interpreted. It would, I think, be clearly mistaken to suppose that
a person is rational only in so far as she is directly motivated by the _
supremely rational desire. However, if we understand the supremely
rational desire as that which in effect governs or regulates one’s other
desires, ensuring that a person’s particular desires, at least in so far as
they are motivationally effective, are compatible with her life going as
well as possible, then I need not object to Parfit’s account. If, as I have
suggested, selective trustworthiness is a rational disposition, then on
particular occasions a person should be moved by the desire to keep her
promise, even though she may realize that she would do better to break
it. But such a desire is tully compatible with her desiring that her life go
as well as possible, in so far as she recognizes that did she not desire to
keep her promises, she would expect to lose out overall; since she would
be unable to make convincing promises in situations in which she could
profit by doing so, or to receive benefits that depended on her fellows
believing her to be trustworthy or reliable. Acting on those desires that
make one trustworthy may be in itself a cost, but having those desires
that make one trustworthy, at least in some relationships and with some
persons, is a much greater benefit.

Let us turn to the claims of theory S about what it is rational to do. In
taking the rational action to be what maximizes the agent’s expected
benefit (or utility, in the standard parlance), Parfit follows what in my
view is the orthodox position advocated by the theory of rational choice.
But, as we have seen, at least some agents — those who are capable of
affecting their dispositions and who would do best to
trustworthy, or at least not to be never self-denying — cannot always do
what on this account is rational. On Parfit’s view, not only are some
persons cursed by rationality; others are condemned to irrationality.

Parfit’s account connects rational action with rational motivation. A
pefson who has the supremely rational disposition never to be self-

~denying 5}i§ir‘the supremely rational desire that his life go as well as
possible will be moved to perform those actions that will bring him the
greatest expected benefit. | propose to retain the connection between

Tational action and rational motivation; but of course in terms of what I

s loctive trustworthiness is a rational (Iispnsili.nn, it is ””1|”I.m-l-|l|“l::‘r: I:l'::’
sl some ol one's promises, even though doing so miy be 8¢ ying
ot maximize one's expected benefit, o) N
- I‘I:m does rational action relate to the substantive aim .g.lrzlcn(l;yl Ill:t':rls:
S PNy necount (p. 8) makes this relation simplcunq tluult_ I' Ti-"«‘ "
I thit one's lile go as well as possible. 'l'hcru.f(.trc. In "Iny. i“f'”'; :“l -
which one has a choice among actions, an action is I'.El.tl()lhlll il .'i!l‘t ( ."y“
Iy reasonably be expected to lead to one's life gm'ng .n‘.s' \:\ft:“";{
pmsible, But this simple relation is sacrificed by my ﬂ]:l‘t‘f'n«lf:l‘;t‘il(‘;cq nol.
A patticular action may be rational el\ien t}:)(;:lingcl ¢ age f
At it to lead to her life going as well as possible. 0 AN
. .ll‘ l:«l'lv I8 of course an indi%ect link between lhIe rgllopalny o(lj.iz ;Lnl(t::
wind the agent’s life going as well as possible. T'hls lmk. is pr‘(:'w 1: : );ch
sunnection between rational actions and ratl_onal_displo.? m:i (.smy{f :
tlimed that according to theory S, an action is rational ll‘ai‘l o
wonld be motivated by a rational disposition.JThlls 1m'p ies ?hm 8
welion is rational, then Tiwﬁiﬁét'bé"a'ﬁiémbél‘:of a set of d(]:ll:)g?s OSitgon
tullectively performable, could be motivated by ?..P.?E‘!‘?“i; A (fnt‘s A
1wl of compatible dispositions, and that .?yo_uid lead to the' :l%v e
polng ns well as would the actions belonging to.any ‘Set[ . facompaliblc
Motivated by some alternative possible d}SpOSlthﬂ or Sel e
dispositions. Let us call such a set of actions an optimal dispositionall
wherent set.
| |: ‘onsider once again the desert breakdown case..SllPPl(:_S@ th?:n;izz:;
disposed to prudent trustworthiness; I am prudent in ma :ll'l% Eeep i
when | can expect to benefit from sincere _pronnsmg, an i .
promises I make. I promise to reward you if you.dere Hée o
denert; you drive me out, and I reward you. Rewa}’r'gwg'yq"}H?:%vér o
1o my life_going as well as_would not rewarding you. tporthinéss ¥
actions belonging to the set motivated by prudent trus v;fife et
iomising to reward you and rewarding you — lead to T:be m(g)tivated
¢asl as well as the actions beloniging to any set thfi_t woul elf—déh -
by any alternative possible disposition, such as.being neve: Sed : mY liff;
There is, of course, a set of actions whose members wouldh.ea Ss(i th}; o
poing better than the set motivated by prudent trustwort J?fid?fé@érd-
whose members are promising (sincerely) to rewafd you a-ll; il
Il you — but no single coherent disposition can motivate bo
il this set. : i
“ : )’ c:)urse an action may belong to an optimal dispositionally (l:lo:esrec;ni
sl and yet not be rational. Not rewarding you bf:lOHgS t(: ::li-denying
numely, the set of which it is the sole rpember. Being ne\(fjt? B
provides adequate motivational basis for not re_WﬂTI.tlﬂ%s Zvi(ient: 5
dispositional coherence is readily satisfied. And optimality

be selectively

have claimed to be rational dispositions, which are those that, given the
_agent’s circumstances, will lead to his life going as well as possible. Thus
Linterpret theory S as claiming that what it would be rational for one to
do is whatever one would be rationally motivated to_do, Ti so far as
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I'do not reward you, my life will £0 better than i 1 perform any alternas
tive action, But not rewarding you is not rational, since it is not motis
vated by a rational disposition. Furthermore, an action may be ration
and yet belong to a sub-optimal dispositionally coherent set. Rewarding
you belongs to such a set — namely, the set of which it is the sole member,
since the alternative set of which not rewarding you is the sole member
is an optimal dispositionally coherent set. But if an action is rational and
belongs to a sub-optimal dispositionally coherent set, then this must be a
subset of an optimal set given coherence by the same disposition. And if
an action is not rational and belongs to an optimal dispositionally coher-
ent set, then this must be a subset of a sub-optimal set given coherence
by the same disposition. For a rational action is one motivated by a
2 ) _Tational disposition, and a disposition is rational if and only if all of the
2 P‘ywm

st week | shall not help you; on the other h:{ﬂ}l. if 1 am tills|l)-‘-)sc;l|1[]‘,
Sty then I shall. I T expect ul.hcrs to be fairly g(m: ‘Jur.‘l;.,c‘,i.\‘.‘;)wcz
lipsitions, then 1 do better to be dm’p‘nscd to mulllmll?fl 'c,m, u).livm:d
welty thin 1o be never self-denying. The scl‘n.f actto.ns dll]'l :lkc; os
W pertorm i T am disposed to mutually hcpch?lal {%qlpr()t.lzhlc; m.c .
I g better, but not simply hCCiIUSC‘lhlS.dlSp()bllll)n (,n th-‘lw()uld
tlorm ndvantageous acts, such as mal‘nng sincere pmmlscs,d.: bt
:ll i powsible for me were I never self-denying. Ra%her, Thy mlt;:) .act e
BIVEN tine Lo expectations by other persons thal. motivate "Z i
ways that afford me opportunities that, even given mz seld- h(;r\:gé wi o
Wuvlonr, make me better off than the opportunities I shou

vii sell-denying. ; i
% I v completes my sketchy reformulation of the Self-interest Theory

e e i

* T L 07T Ty Lyt T o r S gt et emsthassbedoten i y i g ndorse S as the correct
actions it motivates collectively lead to the agent’s life going at 1eastas ul tatlonality. As I noted earlier, I do not wz:nt to :‘Ve by s
s ‘well as it would were she motivated by any other possible disposition. fhiwory of rationality, but only to offer ar:) a lt)el;nﬁztl 1( E may’nol il
R " J ;  Thus an action is rational if and only if it belongs to a maximal set o Aseount of what S claims than that given by i’am' of cotirabiRtARdIE
s actions that is given coherence by some disposition, “and is 6ptimat Aeeount.) And in giving such an alternative
oAt : T —————————

Aamong dispositionally coherent sets. -
R/L"} : At the end of section II I said that a person who was unable to affect

'\ W i’l"h" “ her disposition never to be self-denying might be rational in having
4
: «L g but that she would be cursed by her rationality. On the reformulation of

. (according to Parfit’s version of S) the supremely rational disposition,
e
aw y/ S that I have been sketching, such a person is not fully rational, since
oM

sigpest how in general one should relate the form.al 3nfi-substantfve alms
ul i theory of rationality, and determine what dispositions, desires an
Wiellons are rational according to that theory.

v
o ~ nevertobe self-denying is not a rational disposition. To be fully rational, 4 hose rewards and punish-
ﬂ/l“i \. aperson must be able to have those dispositions that lead to her life , Nuppose that there is a very po'_werful. demlondv;te(;minmg Nordnd
i L T going as well as possible. And the lifetime optimal dispositionally coher- ments outweigh all Oﬂ.lf.',l” considerations in oo 1
Vi N ent set of actions that are motivated by these dispositions may, and lile goes. This demon issues rules to govern :

‘-‘{_,‘ “ gt normally will, include some that do not in themselves lead to her life

rewnrd obedience to his rules or punish disobedience. Rather, he re-
- going as well as possible. Being disposed to perform such actions leads to

wirds the disposition to obedience, and punishes all other dispositions.

. p i i will
‘fﬁ’ der life going better than if she were disposed to perform only those He does this by affecting one’s OPPorFm;:t'es’ S(])-,:higt d?:;gsggr:(omobey
; actions each of which at the time of performance would lead to her life enjoy more favourable opportunities if - e‘:j ors Al sopi
:‘\({ going as well as possible. The desert breakdown case illustrates this in the demon’s con.lman.d.s than if he or Shz is 151‘);).?; mmangs b
Lo terms of the effects of the agent’s dispositions on what she is able to do; this world the disposition to obey the demon

if she is, and knows herself to be, never self-denying, then advantageous
acts of promising prove unavailable to her. But it may be helpful to
conclude this part of my argument with a rather different example.

We are farmers; my crops are ready for harvesting now, and yours will
be ready next week. If we harvest together, each of us will do better than
if we harvest alone. You are therefore willing to help me with my har-
vesting now if you can count on me to reciprocate next week. But for
whatever reason (perhaps I don’t much care for you, and am selling my
farm and moving away after the crops are in) we both know that next
week I shall do better not to help you. If I am never self-denying, then

indeed, supremely rational. Since the demon does not re?vall'dr:;?::;i!
ubedience or punish disobedience, there may well be particu at Bt
tions in which a person makes her life go h_ass well by obeyuzﬁ :tion)i
isobeying. But on my interpretation of S this doe.s not aftf)e(; et: ;ctions
ulity of the disposition to obedience, or of the particular obedien

at i tivates.
Ih ..Sl'(;:nzl?)ersons think that there actually i§ a den'{on wl'}ose reward; 2:[];1::;
punishments are all-important in determining tl}elr fate; they c{_egazl i
demon as god. Some of these persons may t_hmk t.hat _god 111:¢ihgn ™
wards obedience and punishes disobedience, if not in this wor
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the next one, They are rational if they are dis
denying, for they are then led straightforw
ering how their lives, including their lives

posed 1o be never self
ardly to obedience by consid
after earthly death, will go i

[ ity is a curse il irrationality is

S nsteniheantly reduced. Rationality is a curse only il irratic "I.'"rgrg

ﬂlh! Uy rewnrded, This s, 1 think, a significant improvement on !
vy ! ’

B

\4

preted it, they are rational not if they are disposed to be never selfs
denying, but only if they are disposed to be obedient.

But other still may have a different belief about god’s concerns. They
may think that god rewards, not the disposition to obedience, but the
belief that obedience is the supremely rational aim, They may think thg

f o det inritaRRIe
Pl supposes that it can be rational to cause opese:‘lttol{tlcclllfrqul:::: 11:‘)'c
Is In circumstances in which irrationality itself is

I 1 o this in circumstances it : : Pl

:niw-l uliject of reward, or rationality the direct object of pusmsz;;*il:n b

Mot this view he considers an examplse Edﬁptefi frosr:ercf ey f‘rmcd

ich I shall refer to simply as ‘Schelling’s an 1 ‘

| 1014, which 1 shall refer wopt it

ior to those who consider that pubiber orders me to open the safe where 1 keefp mylgfea; g

4 Ml iy children, one by one, so long as I refuse. I e
Sty he will kill us anyway, to prevent our identifying him

‘ e, for a

upremely rational aim. But liee, Fortunately T have - drug at handt}tlha;rsa}lfﬁz S(;fb:- :()w ‘can
1t also claims that, in so far as it is within one’s power, it is irrational to l::wl period, very irrational’ (ibid.). I take hf: a0l eg, topbrbinelgat
believe this, and rational to believe instead that obedience to god’s will Wi nothing that will induce me to open]: o o i;—rationar (p.13). And
1s the supremely rational aim It claims that being disposed to obe y Lot toree concessions from someone W tc;]lst identify him later. Thus
god is rational. A disposition is rational if it makes one’s life go as well as see Lum irrational, I am 'less likely to be a iluoce the great risk that this
possible; the disposition that makes one’s life go as well as possible nking lnyscll'irralion.al is the best way to re
1s the disposition that would be most conducive to attaining the suy- il will kill us all” (ibid.). : he influence of the drug thus:
premely rational aim, were that aim to be obedience to god’s will. But it Purlit describes my behaviour under t (? ‘1‘r(13 o ahead. I love my chil-
claims that one should believe that being disposed to obey god is rational Movling about the room, I say to the man: someon‘; behave in this
simply because it is most conducive to the aim of being obedient, and e, So please kill them'” (fblq-)- (':)bselrvllangt should we? Suppose you
not because it will make one’s life go as well as possible. Indeed Wiy, we might well cons@er hlm irrational. Bu said 10" Jou TN
if one believes that being disposed to obey god is rational because it fully understand the situation. If someone i
will make one’s life £0 as well as possible, then one’

i : i ; at all.
Liniithier! He’s totally irrational,’ yox;l m{ght wcllléets,g?:(:;thljrozircum_ |',
his behaviour wou ;
ey s he seems, and crazy as h ; ; gk
:lmlws. actually what he’s doing is _E,EGEEQX.EQ‘ELQMLJ{;’ S bg;te(;f r?;‘i) bc% {
i 1 way that bzéfﬁ?mble relation t_o w:hat the a
; ! hat he’s doing.
W or says. And that’s exactly w Wil ;
] We mig{ﬂ hesitate, though, to allow that my behaviour i atogalRuR
I think this is because what I do is not_under my iontr%gﬁ&%ﬁ%
Uhpecially not under my reasoned control. Tt s true that | ;110 es!
il i way that escapes my reg%qgggﬂ Egl.ltwr-.g-!_vh»l?nlﬁv _%24 Ef m
. S ST n¢v:n'.?. n-r pop we‘mlg- t“}gg‘g:wmg.m“'w that b
icontrolled actions rational? Indeed, we might w -
ﬁﬁ]‘ilﬁour under the influence of the drug shouli_ Bﬁﬁ%%ﬁ% 'W"E"”"
wctions at all. But of course we could nof then say_that, ..?gma?fog;gl,ﬁ
Wiitionally. The only actiogn thggWBCOU]dJUdgﬁrézaélzlglﬁio ARG
A A R TV AR A d that is a*th‘ fectly. raf I
would be my taking the rug, and thatis a iona acuma
jecording to theory S, ‘\’vﬁet}‘{f&_ we . interpret it as Parfit does or as I

that an action is rational in so far as it conforms to god’s will. But again,
the real reason that this is

true is not the reason why one should believe
the action to a disposition that makes one’s |
life go as well as possible, but one should believe it because the action

is related to a disposition that is most conducive to obedience to god’s
will.

o

propose.



IMW

m',l.m: ‘wI‘mlc.vcr we n_lighl intuitively be inclined
'er:i,qlumll r;islnl)]nz;hly‘ 15 a technical term in both Parfit’
€. 1n Schelling’s answer the dispacifi
~2CHCTIng's answer I5position that will make
v as well as possible is to-actin a qui p that will make

sometimes mistaken.
Parfit also rejects the claim that he labels G2:

It is rational for some

: : one to make hims i
him to act in some w; i g

IR at it is ration ]
ay, 1t is rational for him to act i alfes

n this way. (p. 23)

believe it rational to be g threat-i
thepry. But on my inte
believes that his life will
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subional todgnore threats, and this belief may be true (although a person
il have reason to believe it even if it were not). Should we conclude
it onomy interpretation of S, G2 is true? Specifically, should we agree
Wit 1E {1 is rational to dispose oneself to be a threat-ignorer, and so to
Believe that itis rational to ignore all threats, then it is rational to ignore
i npocalyptic threat despite what one expects to be the consequences?

Aud should we welcome this conclusion?

Suppose that I may reasonably expect my life to go better if I am a
thient-dgnorer. I ignore various threats; on some occasions I find this
vuntly, but this need give me no reason to reconsider or regret my
dinposition. Although I may be unaware of the specific situations in
which being a known threat-ignorer has saved me from being the victim
ol i threat, I may reasonably believe that I have benefited more from
siich situations than I have lost from ignoring threats that have been
sibsequently carried out. But now suppose that you, a known threat-
siloreer, issue an apocalyptic threat. You will blow us all up — you, me
und our respective families — unless I give you the last piece in my box of
thocolate fudge. I don’t much want the fudge, but I am a threat-ignorer;
| reluse you the fudge, and, as I expect, you blow us all up. This may be
litational on your part, but rational or irrational, given that I could and
ilidd expect it, do I not act irrationally in denying you the fudge? For now
iy disposition to threat-ignoring does not make my life go better — and
ol just in terms of my future expectations, but on balance. Although in
the past I reasonably expected my life to go better overall if I were a
threat-ignorer, I realize that if I now ignore your threat, that expectation
will prove false, and my life will have gone worse overall. One might
sippose that I should have qualified my disposition to be a threat-
lgnorer, so that I should not have extended it to apocalyptic threats. But
| may reasonably have believed that any qualification would reduce its ex
unte value, so that unqualified threat-ignoring offered me the best life
prospects.

I have no casy resolution of the problem implicit in this example.
I'here are self-denying dispositions that may reasonably be expected to
make one’s life go better overall. If one holds any of these dispositions,
one is committed to perform particular actions that will not make one’s
life go as well as possible. But there are several different forms of
commitment possible. The weakest is to be committed to particular
costly actions only so long as one reasonably expects adherence to the
disposition to be prospectively maximally beneficial. In defending
the rationality of dispositions requiring this level of commitment, and of
the actions they motivate, I accept the claim G1. Stronger is to be
committed to particular costly actions so long as one reasonably expects
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v Lo illus - ilferences
My I with these relations, and 1 use theory S to 1IIquntI<; "P; ;::Ir oy
' ¢ ' o 4 §
:mh Parhit on these matters., 1 should note my gr.llllml.k .l;.: l.|r |“ ook s,
thi : suggesting various clarifications ¢

y ‘ s paper and suggesting 1 i

e lier deatt of this j ‘ . . g
:‘lnlhmn many - but as he will recognize, not all - of which I have p

pPast and prospective adherence 1o (he disposition 1o be maximally bene-
ficial in comparison to what one would have expected from past and
Prospective adherence (o any other disposition. I also defend the ration-
ality of dispositions requiring this leve] of commitment, and of the ac-
tions that they motivate. To this extent I accept the claim G2, Strongest
is to be committed to particular costly actions even if one recognizes that

rational if they are directed ar the aim, not if they are directed by it. For
him the rational person is disposed to pursue the aim; for me the rational

shows how he Supposes the various parts of 5 theory of rationality — the
specification of the formal aim and the substantive aim, the characterization
of rational dispositions, desires and actions - are related. My concern in this




