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12 Theories That Are Indirectly Self-Defeating

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

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

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

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

Consider

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

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

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

What should I do? It is very likely that, whether or not I give this man
the gold, he will kill us all. T am in a desperate position. Fortunately, I
remember reading Schelling’s The Strategy of Conflict. * I also have a
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special drug, conveniently at hand. This drug causes one to be, for a
brief period, very irrational. Before the man can stop me, I reach for the
bottle and drink. Within a few seconds, it becomes apparent that T am
crazy. Reeling about the room, I say to the man: ‘Go ahead. I love my
children. So please kill them.” The man tries to get the gold by torturing
me. I cry out: “This is agony. So please go on.’

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

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

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

Consider next a general claim that is sometimes made:

(G1) If there is some motive that it would be both (a) rational
for someone to cause himself to have, and (b) irrational for him
to cause himself to lose, then (c) it cannot be irrational for this
person to act upon this motive.

In the case just described, while this man is still in my house, it would be
irrational for me to cause myself to cease to be irrational. During this period,
I have a set of motives of which both (a) and (b) are true. But (c) is false.
During this period, my acts are irrational. We should therefore reject (G1).
We can claim instead that, since it was rational for me to cause myself to be
like this, this is a case of rational irrationality.

6. HOW S IMPLIES THAT WE CANNOT AVOID ACTING
IRRATIONALLY

Remember Kate, who accepts the Hedonistic Theory about self-interest.
We may accept some other theory. But on these other theories there could
be cases that, in the relevant respects, are like Kate’s. And the claims that
follow could be restated to cover these cases.
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It is best for Kate that her strongest desire is that her books be as good as
possible. But, because this is true, she often works very hard, making
herself, for a period, exhausted and depressed. Because Kate is a Hedonist,
she believes that, when she acts in this way, she is doing what is worse for
her. Because she also accepts S, Kate believes that, in these cases, she is
acting irrationally. Moreover, these irrational acts are quite voluntary. She
acts as she does because, though she cares about her own interests, this is
not her strongest desire. She has an even stronger desire that her books be
as good as possible. It would be worse for her if this desire became weaker.
She is acting on a set of motives that, according to S, it would be irrational
for her to cause herself to lose.

It might be claimed that, because Kate is acting on such motives, she
cannot be acting irrationally. But this claim assumes (G1), the claim that
was shown to be false by the case I called Schelling’s Answer to Armed
Robbery.

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

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

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

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

This reply assumes one view about voluntary acts: Psychological Determin-
ism. On this view, our acts are always caused by our desires, beliefs, and other
dispositions. Given our actual desires and dispositions, it is not causally
possible that we act differently. It may be objected: ‘If it is not causally
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possible that Kate act differently, she should not believe that, to acf
rationally, she ought to act differently. We only ought to do what we can do.

A similar objection will arise later when I discuss what we ought mora‘lly
to do. It will save words if Kate answers both objectioqs. She can say: 'In
the doctrine that oughr implies can, the sense of ‘can’ is compatible with
Psychological Determinism. When my act is irrational or wrong, | ought to
have acted in some other way. On the doctrine, I ought to have acted in thils
other way only if I could have done so. If I could nor have acted in this
other way, it cannot be claimed that this is_what I oughll to have dom_:. The
claim (1) that I could not have acted in this ot!n:r way is not the clalm_(2)
that acting in this way would have been impossﬂ?]e, given my actual desires
and dispositions. The claim is rather (3) that‘ actlr_lg. in this way wouﬁd have
been impossible, even if my desires and dispositions had been dllffcrent.
Acting in this way would have been impossible,. whatever my .d_csm:s and
dispositions might have been. If claim (1) was claim (2), Determinists would
have to conclude that it is not possible for anyone ever to act w.r01l1gly or
irrationally. They can justifiably reject this conclusion. They can insist that
claim (1) is claim (3). ‘ : -

Kate could add: ‘I am not claiming that Free Will is companb!e with
Determinism. The sense of ‘can’ required for Free Will may be different
from the sense of ‘can’ in the doctrine that ought implies can. These senses
are held to be different by most of those Determinists who believe that Free
Will is not compatible with Determinism. This is why, though t!'lese
Determinists do not believe that anyone deserves punishment, they continue
to believe that it is possible to act wrongly or irrationally.’ 2 :

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

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

Note that this objector cannot claim that it is always possible ﬁ?r someone
to act rationally, whatever his desires and dispositiqns are. Evenllf he denies
Determinism, this objector cannot claim that there is no connection between
our acts and our dispositions. : A

This objector must also admit that our desires and dispositions may make
it harder for us to do what we believe to be rational. Suppose that I am
suffering from intense thirst, and am given a g_lass of iced water. An_d
suppose I believe that I have a reason to drink this water sl'owly., since this
would increase my enjoyment. I also have a reason not to spill this water. It
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is much easier to act upon this second reason than it is, given my intense
thirst, to drink this water slowly.

If the objector’s claims are true, Kate’s reply must be revised. She might
say: ‘It would be worse for me if my strongest desire was to avoid doing
what I believe to be irrational. It is better for me that my strongest desire is
that my books be as good as possible. Since this is my strongest desire, 1
sometimes do what I believe to be irrational. I act in this way because my
desire to make my books better is much stronger than my desire not to act
irrationally. You claim that I could often avoid acting in this way. By an act
of will, I could often avoid doing what I most want to do. If I could avoid
acting in this way, I cannot claim that I am in no sense irrational. But, given
the strength of my desire to make my books better, it would be very hard for
me to avoid acting in this way. And it would be irrational for me to change
my desires so that it would be easier for me to avoid acting in this way.
Given these facts, I am irrational only in a very weak sense.’

Kate might add: ‘It is not possible both that 1 have one of the best
possible sets of motives, in self-interested terms, and that I never do what 1
believe to be irrational. This is not possible in the relevant sense: it is not
possible whatever my desires and dispositions are. If I was never self-
denying, my ordinary acts would never be irrational. But I would have acted
irrationally in causing myself to become, or allowing myself to remain,
never self-denying. If instead I cause myself to have one of the best possible
sets of motives, I shall sometimes do what I believe to be irrational. If I do
not have the disposition of someone who is never self-denying, it is not
possible that I always act like someone with this disposition. Since this is not
possible, and it would be irrational for me to cause myself to be never self-
denying, I cannot be criticised for sometimes doing what I believe to be
irrational.’

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

Even if we deny Determinism, this objection still applies. As I have
claimed, we must admit that, since Kate does not have the disposition of
someone who is never self-denying, she cannot always act like such a
person.

Is it a good objection to S that Kate cannot always avoid doing what S
claims to be irrational? Remember Schelling’s Answer to Armed Robbery.
In this case, on any plausible theory about rationality, it would be irrational
for me not to make myself very irrational. But, if I do make myself very
irrational, I cannot avoid acting irrationally. On both alternatives, at least
one of my acts would be irrational. It is therefore true that, in this case, I
cannot avoid acting irrationally. Since there can be such cases, an
acceptable theory can imply that we cannot avoid acting irrationally. It is
no objection to S that it has this implication,
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We may believe that these claims do not fully answer this quecﬁon. A
similar objection will be raised later against certain moral theories. To save
words, I discuss these objections together, in Section 15.

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

Though they do not refute S, for those who acoept S the_se cases are of
great importance. In these cases S must cover, not just ordmalty acts, bl.!t
also the acts that bring about changes in our motives. According to S, it
would be rational to cause ourselves to have, or to keep, one of the best
possible sets of motives, in self-interested terms. If we believe that we could
act in either of these ways, it would be irrational not to do so. In the case of
most people, any of the best possible sets would cause these people
sometimes to do, in a quite voluntary way, what they know will be worse for
them. If these people believe S, they will believe thgt thcsc acts are
irrational. But they need not believe themselves to be irrational. This is
because, according to S, it would be irrational for them to change Ehglr
motives so that they would cease to act irrationally in this way. T}-13y Vv_’l“ in
part regret the consequences of these irrational acts. But thel zrra.nona{ny of
these acts they can regard with complacency. This is rational n"ratlonahty..

It may be objected, to these claims, that they falsely assume Psychological
Determinism. It may sometimes be possible for these people to do what the.y
believe to be rational, whatever their desires and dispositions are. If this
objection is correct, these claims need to be revised.‘ When these peopfle do
what they believe to be irrational, they cannot claim that th_ey are in no
sense irrational. But they can claim that, given their actual motives, it vsiould
be very hard for them to avoid acting in this way. And it w_ould be 1rrauoqai
for them, on their theory, to change their motives so that it would.be easier
to avoid acting in this way. They can therefore claim that they are irrational
only in a very weak sense. Having explained once how th.CSC claims could b.e
revised, I shall not mention this objection whenever, in wh?.t_ follows, it
would be relevant. It would be easy to make the needed revisions to any
similar claims.

7. AN ARGUMENT FOR REJECTING $ WHEN IT CONFLICTS
WITH MORALITY

It has been argued that the Self-interest Theory might tell us to _believe, not
itself, but some other theory. This is clearly possible. According to S, it
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would be rational for each of us to cause himself to believe some other
theory, if this would be better for him.

I have already mentioned one way in which this might be true. It might not
be possible for us to do what we believe to be irrational. S would then tell us,
in the cases I have been discussing, to try to believe a different theory. There
are also other ways in which this might be true. Let us return, for an example,
to the keeping of our promises.

One kind of mutual agreement has great practical importance. In these
agreements, each person in some group makes a conditional promise. Each
person promises to act in a certain way, provided that all the others promise
to act in certain ways. It can be true both (1) that it will be better for each of
these people if all rather than none of them keep their promises, and (2) that,
whatever the others do, it will be worse for each person if he himself keeps his
promise. What each person loses if he keeps his promise is less than what he
gains if all the others keep their promises. This is how (1) and (2) are both
true. Such agreements are mutually advantageous, though requiring self-
denial.

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

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

Suppose, however, that I am transparent, unable to lie convincingly. This
is true of many people. And it might become more widely true if we develop
cheap and accurate lie-detector tests. Let us assume that this has happened,
so that we are all transparent—unable to deceive others. Since we are to
some degree transparent, my conclusions may apply to our actual situation.
But it will simplify the argument to assume that all direct deception has
become impossible. It is worth seeing what such an argument might show.
We should therefore help the argument, by granting this assumption.

If we were all transparent, it would be better for each of us if he became
trustworthy: reliably disposed to keep his promises, even when he believes
that doing so would be worse for him. It would therefore be rational,
according to S, for each of us to make himself trustworthy.

Assume next that, to become trustworthy, we would have to change our
beliefs about rationality. We would have to make ourselves believe that it is
rational for each of us to keep his promises, even when he knows that this
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would be worse for him. I shall later describe two ways in which this
i ight be true.
assl‘:lir;it;?:il :2 ghange our beliefs when our reason for doing so is merely the;‘t
this change will be in our interests. We would have to use some fom g'f sel i
deception. Suppose, for example, that I learn that I am fatally 1!1. mcfc? :
want to believe that I am healthy, I pay a hypnotist to give me Fhls L?elle .
could not keep this belief if I remembered how I had acquired it. If 1
remembered this, I would know that the belief was false. The same would be
true of our beliefs about rationality. If we pay hypnotists to change these
beliefs, because this will be better for us, the hyprotists must make us forget
why we have our new beliefs. oo
On the assumptions made above, S would tell us to change our _bellef:s.
would tell us to believe, not itself, but a revised form. of S. Qn this revx.}ed
theory, it is irrational for each of us to d(? what he believes will be worse for
imself, except when he is keeping a promise. ki
hlt;'lfS told uspto believe this revised theory, would this be an objection to §?
Would it show that it is rational to keep such promis.es.? Wt? must focus
clearly on this question. We may be right to believe that it is rational to l:c.ecp
our promises, even when we know that this will be worse for us. I am as hmg,
‘Would this belief be supported if S itself told us to cause ourselves to have
i ief?’
1h1;0b;: people answer Yes. They argue that, if S .tells us to make ourseh;‘e:s
have this belief, this shows that this belief is ju§t1ﬁed. A_nd they a.pp]y :1 is
argument to many other kinds of act which, like keeping Qromlses,}t’ ey
believe to be morally required. If this argument succeeded, .lt.WOll.ld ailve
great importance. It would show that, in many ki-nds of case, it is ratlol\nda t(;
act morally, even when we believe that this will be worse f‘o.r us. oriafl‘
reasons would be shown to be stronger than the reasons pl_-ovnded by se 1;‘
interest. Many writers have tried, unsuccessfully, to ju.s.tlf y thls‘conclusmni
this conclusion could be justified in the way just mentm_nc(':l; this would solve
what Sidgwick called ‘the profoundest problem of Ethics’.

8. WHY THIS ARGUMENT FAILS

There is a simple objection to this argument. The argu_mgm a!:lpeals tc;g the
fact that S would tell us to make ourselves belit;eve that it is rational to“ ;}cjp
our promises, even when we know that this -w1ll be worse for_us. Ca . s
belief B. B is incompatible with S, since S claims that at.. is ma.tlc.mal tolrge_p
such promises. Either S is the true theory about ratlonallt?r, or it is not. : l:
true, B must be false, since it is incompatible with 8. If S is not true, B migh
be true, but S cannot support B, since a theory that is not m.?c ca‘nnot suppmj:
any conclusion. In brief: if S is true, B must be false, and if S is no’tlltruc,tlo
cannot support B. B is either false, or not supported. So, even if S tells us
try to believe B, this fact cannot support B.
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We may think that a theo
most be the best, or the best justified the
be restated in these terms, There are two possibili
we should reject B, since it is incompatible with S,
we should reject S. B cannot be
Neither of these possibilities gives any support to B.7

This objection seems to me stron
not convince. 1 shall therefore gi
support some wider conclusions,

I shall first distinguish threats from w.
unless you do ¥, call this a warning i

Callme a threat-fulfiller if 1 would always fulfil my threats.

Suppose that, apart from being a threat-fulfiller, someone is never
self-denying. Such a person would fulfil his threats even though he knows
that this would be worse for him. But he would not make threats if he
believed that doing so would be worse for him. This is because, apart from
being a threat-fulfiller, this person is never self-denyi

he believes will be worse for him, except when he is Sulfilling some threat.
This exception does not cover making threats.

Suppose that we are all both transparent and never self-denying. If this
was true, it would be better for me if I made myself a threat-fulfiller, and

then announced to everyone else this change in my dispositions. Since I am
transparent, everyone would

that, without my co-operation, there would be no further
say that, unless I get the largest share, I shall not co-operate. If others know
me to be a threat-fulfiller, and they are never self-denying, they will give me
the largest share. Failure to do so would be worse for them.

Other threat-fulfillers might act in worse ways. They could reduce us to
slavery. They could threaten that, unless we become their slaves, they will
bring about our mutual destruction. We would know that these people
would fulfil their threats. We would therefore know that we can avoid
destruction only by becoming their slaves.

The answer to threat-
threat-ignorer. Such a p
that doing so will be w
transparent threat-igno
be ignored, and he wo

fulfillers, if we are all transparent, is to become a
erson always ignores threats, even when he knows
orse for him. A threat-fulfiller would not threaten a
rer. He would know that, if he did, his threat would
uld fulfil this threat, which would be worse for him.

ry about rationality cannot be true, but can at
ory. The objection just given could
ties. If S is the best theory,

If S is not the best theory,
supported by a theory that we should reject.

g. But I know some people whom it does
Ve two more objections. These will also
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If we were all both transparent and never self-denying, wh'at char:‘gcs ::
our dispositions would be better for each of us? I answer this qu:j:s lolnam
Appendix A, since parts of the answer are not relevant to the ques '(:1‘1” e
now discussing. What is relevant is this. If we were all t.ranspa;;eut,t i i
probably be better for each of us if he becaml me a trustworthy t Il:abe-lf;a " ;
These two changes would involve certain risks; but these wou.;,e g n):
outweighed by the probable benefits. What would be t.hettl ne: e
becoming trustworthy? That we wouic! not be excl-uded from os«l:dmbe thi
advantageous agreements that require self-denial. What_ w;; b e
benefits from becoming threat-ignorers? That we would avoid becoming

t-fulfillers.
Slﬂ‘\;: oixau;mncxt assume that we c(_)uld not beoomc tTn':jstwort}l:g
threat-ignorers unless we changed our beliefs about rationality. lh'oseil\;rbe
are trustworthy keep their promises even when they know }halsedli wi hpe
worse for them. We can assume that we_could not become dlqu K ad dui
this way unless we believed that it is rational to kegp suf:h promises. ;:j i
can assume that, unless we were known to have thls_bchef. othlers w:)u i
trust us to keep such promises. On !’.hcse assumptions, S tells us be: min
ourselves have this belief. Similar remarks apply 1;) : oglr - ,-i
threat-ignorers. We can assume that we could pot become t r;at(-’lix; e
unless we believed that it is always rational to ignore threats. n ol
assume that, unless we have this belief, ot.hers would not be coivm e
we are threat-ignorers. On these assumptions, S tt‘:lls us to make ourse! o
have this belief. These conclusions can be combined. S tells Il:ts to r_nlllabe
ourselves believe that it is always irrational t_o do v!.'hat we believe wi
worse for us, except when we are keeping promises or ignoring threats.

Does this fact support these beliefs? Accorfiing Fo S, it w_oulcl be rational for
each of us to make himself believe that it is rational to_ngnore ti{eal::i'e;ig
when he knows that this will be worse for-hnm. Does this sho:v this belie
be correct? Does it show that it is ration.al ignore such threats?

It will help to have an example. Consider

My Slavery. You and I share a desert island. We are both tran§parent;
and never self-denying. You now bring about one change mb yt(})lut
dispositions, becoming a threat-fulfiller. Anq you have a bt(:_mb ;
could blow the island up. By regularly thrcathmlg to explode this .o? ;
you force me to toil on your behalf. The on.ly limit on your power 1:; l:t E!t
you must leave my life worth living. If my life became worse than that, i
would cease to be better for me to give in to your threats.

How can I end my slavery? It would be no good killing you, since you:
bomb will automatically explode unless you regularly dial some secre
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number. But

th.reat—ignorcr. Foolishly, you h
this chang_e in my dispositions, S

Assume that

transparently a threat-
always rational to igno
cause myself to have thj
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Suppose that I could make myself trans

ave not threatened tha
o this change would end

parently a

I have now made these changes,

ignorer, and have made myself
re th_reats. According to S, it was
s belief. Does this show this belief

I have become
believe that it is

Let us continue the story.

How I End My Slav,
forget that I have
end—such as the co
standard threat. You
blow us both to pi

worse for me. I know that Yyou are relia

ery. We both have bad luck
by v e - For a moment, you

ignorer. To gain some trivj

4 al
conut that I have just picked—you repeat your
say, that, unless | 2

| give you the coconut, you wil
eces. I know that, if | refuse, this will cert:inly t:

bly a threat-fulfiller, who will
now L!lat this will be worse for
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(G2) If it is rational for someone to make himself believe that it
is rational for him to act in some way, it is rational for him to act
in this way.

Return now to B, the belief that it is rational to keep our promises even when
we know that this will be worse for us. On the assumptions made above, S
implies that it is rational for us to make ourselves believe B. Some people
claim that this fact supports B, showing that it is rational to keep such
promises. But this claim seems to assume (G2), which we have just rejected.

There is another objection to what these people claim. Even though S tells
us to try to believe B, S implies that B is false. So, if B is true, S must be false.
Since these people believe B, they should believe that S is false. Their claim
would then assume

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

But we should obviously reject (G3). If some false theory told us to make
ourselves believe that the Earth was flat, this would not show this to be so.

S told us to try to believe that it is rational to ignore threats, even when we
know that this will be worse for us. As my example shows, this does not
support this belief. We should therefore make the same claim about keeping
promises. There may be other grounds for believing that it is rational to keep
our promises, even when we know that doing so will be worse for us. But this
would not be shown to be rational by the fact that the Self-interest Theory
itself told us to make ourselves believe that it was rational. It has been argued
that, by appealing to such facts, we can solve an ancient problem: we can
show that, when it conflicts with self-interest, morality provides the stronger
reasons for acting. This argument fails. The most that it might show is
something less. In a world where we are all transparent—unable to deceive
each other—it might be rational to deceive ourselves about rationality.?

9. HOW S MIGHT BE SELF-EFFACING

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




24 Theories That Are Indirectly Self-Defeating

n]]:{: ;:gumcnts given
wou casier if, as i
wholly transparent. If! \::I::l::lsifid’ o s
argument that showed that, according to S
everyone to cause himself not to believe S. ,
Suppose that this was true,
to believe some other theory. S would then be sel)
S, but could also change our beliefs, S would re;

would become a theory that no one believed. B
be sel_f-defeating. It is not the aim

, but to be true, or to
self-effacing does not show that it is not the best theo
S would be self-effacing when, if
But S need not tell us to believe it
believed some other theory, S wou

each of us has followed S—done wh
made the outcome better for himself,

Though S would not be failing in its own terms
an ao.oeptable theory cannot be self-effacing, I dcn,y
plausible for what, when examined, is a bad
want the best theory about rationality not
theory was self-effacing, telling us to beliey

central claim is

(CI) There is one ultimate mo
as possible.

ral aim: that outcomes be as good

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

(C2) What each of ys o
outcome best, and

(C3) If someone does what h

worse, he is acting wrongly,

ught to do is whatever would make the

e believes will make the outcome

above might be strengthened and extended. This

( tion made us all
never deceive each other, there might be an

it would be rational for

move itself from the scene. [t
ut to be self-effacing is not to

we belicved- S, this would be worse for us,
self. When it would be better for us if we
Id tell us 19 try to believe this theory. If we

10. How Consequentialism Is Indirectly Self-Defeating 25

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

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

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

To cover risky cases, C claims

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

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

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




