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DESIRES, VALUES, REASONS, AND THE DUALISM O
PRACTICAL REASON :

Michael Smith

Abstract _
Tn On What Matters Derek Parfit argues that facts about reasons for

action are grounded in facts about values and against tllle view th;g
they are grounded in facts about the desires that subject_s_bwou d
have after fully informed and ratlon_al deliberation. I descr ibe an ;
evaluate Parfit’s arguments for this value-based conception o

reasons for action and find them wanting. I also assess his response
to Sidgwick’s suggestion that there is a Dualism of Practical Reason.
Parfit seems not to notice that his preferred value-based (.:onclf:é}
tion of reasons for action augurs strongly in favour of a view like

Sidgwick’s.!

Derek Parfit’s main task in the early chapters of, On What Matiers is
to state and defend a version of a ‘value-based theczry of reasogs:
for action against various versions of what he calls_a desn"e-ﬁase
theory.? As the names suggest, value _based theories hold that ?;n
agent’s reasons for action are a function of the values that ca}r: 1(61
realized by his actions. Desire-based theores, by C(.)ntr'.:usttt,1 % '
that they are a function of the desires, perhaps idealized, that his
i ill satisfy. .

ac%ﬁi;ﬁ&id afr};d desire-based theories are .rival theories about
what it is for something to be a reason for action. Another sort of
question we can ask about reasons is which particular acts we have

1

i i [hi ference on Derek Parfit’s book
I An earlier version of this chapter was read_ at a con .
manuscript held at the University of Reading in 2006. My thanks go to all those who
icipated, especially Derek Parfit.
p%rucz;lplac;uotespin thg text from On What Matiers are taken.from the 7 November EOOE
version of thé manuscript which was at that point called Climbing the Mountain. Thebl? pri
2008 version of the manuscript contains some important ch;nges that]} dmdlcgsgisgnocxg ;r;
{ I ignificant changes. For example, the
footnote 15. There are also some less signi : neton
i i f reasons for action becomes the distinc
between desire-based and value-based theeries o caso 5 disune
‘ jectivi 2 ’ ‘Objectivism about Reasons’: same disting
ion between ‘Subjectivism about Reasons’ and *Obj m abs :
322 cfifferent nanglcs. Since it was agreed that the chapters m'thls pock volume Wctuld refer
to ti)e 7 November 2007 version of the manuscript, I will stick to the earlier more

descriptive names in what follows.
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reason to perform in various circumstances. Theorists who hold
quite different views about what makes something a reason for
action might yet agree in their answers to this more practical
question. (Gompare: theorists who accept quite different meta-
ethical theories ~ intuitionism and definitional naturalism {say) —
might yet both agree that utilitarianism correctly characterizes
what we morally ought to do.) Though Parfit postpones a full
discussion of practical questions unti] later in the book, he does
consider two practical claims in the early chapters. One is a claim
that he takes to be a datum, namely, that we all have reasons to
want to avoid future agony and thus to try to avoid it if we can. The
other is a claim with which he partially agrees and partially dis-
agrees, namely, Sidgwick’s suggestion that, since we have both
egoistic and impartial reasons for action, where these reasons are
incommensurable, it follows that there is a dualism of practical
reason.

Though there is much to agree with in the early chapters of On
What Matters, I do have some misgivings. For one thing, the dis-
tinction Parfit makes between value-based and desire-based theo-
ries of reasons for action seems to me not to capture the crucial
differences between rival theories. To capture these differences
we need to make rather different distinctions. As we will see, the
full import of this taxonomic point becomes clear when we cor-
sider Parfit’s own preferred explanation of his datum. For
another, Parfit’s response to Sidgwick’s arguments for the dualism
of practical reason is difficult to understand. Indeed, given what
Parfit tells us about the nature of reasons for action themselves, it
seems to me that, notwithstanding his response to Sidgwick, he
might weil be committed to the incommensurability of reasons for
action in an even more radical way than Sidgwick.

The chapter is in five sections. In Section 1 T describe and
evaluate Parfit’s account of desire-based theories of reasons for
action. In Section 2 I explain his views about the nature of value.,
In Section 3 1 describe and evaluate his account of value-based
theories of reasons for action in the light ‘of his views about the
nature of value. In Section 4 I consider and respond to the argu-
ments he gives for preferring value-based theories of reasons for
action to desire-based theories. As we will see, his arguments for
preferring value-based theories turn on his preferred explanation
of the alleged datum thdt we all have a reason to want to avoid
future agony. And then, finally, in Section 5 I consider Parfit's
discussion of Sidgwick on the dualism of practical reason,
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1. Desire-Based Theories of Reasons for Action

Parfit tells us that:

i one group of theories, all . . . reasons [f01." action]
' A:Lr(jacc;:)lvr;gég by fgcts Ebout what might fulfil or achieve (1)13(1)"
present telic desires or aims. Spme of these theories spgeaires
our actual present desires or aims. Others appeal to the (;f °
or aims that we would now have, or would want ourselves ;:10 Hav u,
if we had carefully considered all of the relevant facts. ;)S all ca
this group of theories desire-based. (On What Matters, §3)

Though desire-based theories come in many _deferEgt f_orfgzsl,s :(;
what follows I will restrict my attention to-the kind o rf‘:su"eh sed
theory which holds that what we have reason to d}(: g W gfun
would want ourselves to do if, as Parfit puts it, we ha C?r arg
considered all of the relevant facts’, Whe_re what it mians fo cts e
fully consider all of the relevant facts is in turn for those fac e
have the impéct that they would have in rational delzbefgtwnt al
future references to desire-based theories should be understo

as references to this sub-class). ‘ .
Parfit spells out the additional commitments of desire bhased

theories of this kind in the following terms:

When some desire-based theorists appeal to the desires tha;th we
would have after fully informed an.d mt'wnal dehbe_ratlon,th e}ef
are referring only to procedural rationality. Accordlrkllg to thfar,;jk
writers, when we are deciding what to do, we oug cti tot i )
carefully about the possible outcomes of our acts, & Spf Eﬁf)nw
that are easier to achieve, use our 1¥nag1nat10n,.an Oh
certain other rules. But we are not rationally required tg r:lwie
any particular telic desires, or aims. We can b? procg uWh ,53;
rational whatever we care about, or want to achieve. (On

Matters, §6)

There is an important concession and an equally important claim

he{[?l;e important concession is ch}t (some) dt_asn‘e—based tlilgor;flts
‘do presuppose that there are rational principles %ovem %n e
formation of the desires whose contents ﬁx what we have re_a: 21
do. What we have reason to do, according to these Fhmj:fons Si[-l :
function of what we would desire after the impact of information,

DESIRES, VALUES, REASONS, AND THE DUALISM OF PRACTICAL REASON 119

where the impact of that information isn’t merely causal. For
cxample, it isn’t relevant to what reasons an agent has that (say)
he is so constituted that he will acquire an intrinsic aversion to
spiders the very first time he ever sees one, Evolutionary consid-
erations might well afford an explanation of why all agents are so
constituted, but, even if they did, that wouldn’t suffice to show
that it is rational for agents to respond to the perception of spiders
by acquiring such an intrinsic aversion. What’s relevant to what
reasons an agent has, then, is the way in which the impact of
information makes for rational changes in his desires, where this,
in turn, is fixed by the ‘rules’ of rationality to which Parfit refers.

The equally important claim that Parfit makes in this passage is
that, according to desire-based theorists who hold that what we
have reason to do is a function of what we would desire that we do
after informed and rational deliberation, the rules of rationality
that govern the formation of desires in rational deliberation are
procedural, by contrast with substantive, Though Parfit doesn’t say
much about what this distinction between procedural and sub-
stantive rules of rationality amounts io, he does tell us what the
upshot is supposed to be of the rules all being procedural. The
upshot is supposed to be that ‘[w]e can be procedurally rational
whatever we care about, or want to achieve’. Thus, Parfit tells us,
according to these desire-based theorists, ‘we are not rationally
required to have any particular telic desires, or aims’?

As we will see, the fact that desire-based theorists are supposed
to hold that all rules of rationality governing the formation of
desires are procedural, by contrast with substantive, turns out to
be the distinctive feature of such theores, Let’s therefore attempt
to classify as procedural or substantive a range of principles that
various theorists have thought qualify as principles of rationali
governing the formation of desires (n what follows ‘RR’=
‘Reason requires that’);

R1: RR (If someone has an mtrinsic desire that p and a belief |
that he can bring about p by bringing about q, then he has
an instrumental desire that he brings about q)*

®  Parfit does say a little more about what it means to he procedurally rational i the 16

April 2008 version of the manuscript. See footnote 15 below.

Rl is 2 version of the familiar means-end principle, See Michael Smith, ‘Instrumental
Desires, Instrumental Rationality’, Proceedings of the Atistotslian Society, Supplementary VoL, 78
(2004), pp. 93-109. .
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R2: RR (If'someone has an intrinsic desire that p, and an
intrinsic desire that g, and an intrinsic desire that r,
and if the objects of the desires that p and q and r
cannot be distinguished from each other and from the
object of the desire that s without making an arbitrary
distinction, then she has an intrinsic desire that s)®

R3: RR (If someone has an intrinsic desire that p, then
cither p itself is suitably universal, or satisfying the
desire that p is consistent with satisfying desires whose
contents are themselves suitably universal)®

R4: Jp3q RR (If someone believes that p, then she has an

© intrinsic desire that q)7

R5: Jp RR (People do not desire that p)®

R6: Jg RR (People desire that q)° :

There are obviously many more principles of rationality than

these that theorists have posited, but these will suffice for present

purposes. The question is which of these principles is procedural

and which is substantive.
Principles like R1 and R2 are clearly procedural. For they

simply tell us which combinations of desire and belief (in the case
of R1), or which combinations of desire (in the case of R2), are
rationally permissible. They also fall short of requiring us to have

¥ R%is the minimal principle of ratjonality to which we need to appeal in order to rule
out Future-Tuesday-Indifference. See Derek Parfit, Reasens and Persons (Osxford: Oxford
University Press, 1984).

¢ R$ is the sort of principle Kantians think govern the formation of desires. See
Christine Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity (Cambridge: Cambridge YUniversity Press,
1996). Some Kantians would doubtless prefer a reformulated version of B3 that pertains to
maxims or intentions. I will, however, ignore the differences between desires and .inten-
tiems in what follows, as, for the most part, this distinction is irrelevant to the points I wish
to discuss.

7 As we will see, this is the sort of principle that theorists commit themselves to when
they think, as Scanlon and Parfit do, that there are reasons for desiring. See T. M. Scanlon,
What We Owe 15 Each Other (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard Unjversity Press, 1998).

#  R5is the sort of principle to which people are committed when they think that lacking
certain desires is constitutive of being fully rational. See, for example, Mazk Johnston's
response to Hume’s claim that it is not irrational to prefer the destruction. of the whole
world to the scratching of one’s finger in Mark Johnston, ‘Dispositional Theories of Valtue’,
Proceedings of the Avistotelian Society, Supplementary Vol., 63 (1989), pp. 139-74,

R6 s the sort of principle to which people are committed when they think that Aaving
certain desires Is constitutive of heing fully rational, See, for example, Parfit's outline of
various ‘critical’ versions of the present aim theory in Reasons and Persons. See also David
Gauthier's comments on the way in which theorists typically argue for the claim that
morality has a ratienal foundation (see footnote 14 below).
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P(isi:;culartdgsiljes, as both accord with what Jay Wallace calls the
tre-out, desire-in principle’: which desires it ic ror:
depends o wpaein L : €8Ires 1t 1s rational to have
esires we have to begin with.’® Desg;
N. ‘ - Desire-ba
theorists, as Parfit conceives of them, can therefore presumaslfli

S;}elsilfsa They violat_e Wallace's desire-out, desire-in principle:
ch desires it is rational to have is independent of which desires

:1}112?; I}{)é"esugl;l;iy cannot accept principles like these, But what
aho: desjrg?j ¢ Are t_hese prinaiples procedural or substantive?
| -based theorists accept them?
o Iﬁ:;cshitfg;ighs tI;iSLlll;:et 11{11 anthQ, R4 governs combinations
psych - AL tells us that we shouldn’t (i
E(ﬁlefs v}\fthout also having certain desires, Like R1 an}éal‘é;’ letﬂ;fg;
€lls us now to reason when we deliberate. To this extent, ’it looks

é)i;}ir chtl)lr‘ltgr;ts. 'It thus violates Wallace’s desire-out desire-in prin
- which desires it is rational for ug to ha i '

. °S 1 s ve depends entirely on
what we believe; it is 1}Frelevant which desires we have to bggin

desires, as fixed by R1 and R2, thereby commits himself to at least

OIle instance of e .
s 1o € of an R4 style principle. Let me briefly explain why

* See R, Jay Wall ‘ ‘
Pp. 267-07. Jay Wellace, ‘How 1o Argue about Practical Reason', Mind, 99 (1990), -
See aiso Michael Smith, 'Fx fori icati
, . 4 th s .
Value’, szzlosophiml Issues, 12 (20 (}))2;;}% gggfﬁl?llcaUOns of the Dispositional Theﬂry of
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s reflective enough to form the belief

i hiect who i ; ]
th;:ns?lgelrxlfveoililudjesire that r if she had a set of desires and beliefs

i inciples governing the
formed to all (other) rational princip ‘ |
}Eﬂnﬁ&? of desires and beliefs (R1 and 1_{2 (say)): Sm]fel‘ﬂ}fe;i tlls;
evident dissonance in the pairing of thlslgeﬂectw; fg};gw an
i indil it would seem

either aversion or indifference to v, 1 o o Toliow e
i tron painotaki

eby comumits herself to desiring that ! '

isx}is;}kil:;en?:;e in her psychology."* But, aslsuxr‘lmg Iil((;‘f\; flzlfzhgl‘;;}tf;

j i f a rational principle, ‘

ence requires the backing o e, L aming
desire-based theorist must grant z .

isilftlaltnie of an R4 style principle governing the formaton of

desires:

: | ' i desire that r if she
reflective, RR_ (If a subject believes she would
R4had a set of( desiresjand beliefs that confor'med to all. (otherc)1
rational principles governing the formation of desires an
beliefs, then she desires that r)

To repeat, this instance of an R4 style pr_'mcipl_e Ifol}llowssfzi)lxgl_
commonsense assumptions about thil Wa}&—lip V\;hlc ! f;e ; % z bo
' i ho have the ability to T
logical states of subjects w. _ o o e ot Bt
i di i sychological sta :
rational standing of their own P ‘ lates s
i it s¢ that we can derive substantive pri
together. In this way 1t seems that wi _ i
cigles of rationality even if we initially think that all stuch prin
13
1 are procedural. . - _
Clp;e;"w cozsider R3. The requirement that desires Ze Esultzg:;g
i ] int on the form that our desires ¢
universal sounds like a constraint : desires ca
traints procedura or S
take. But are such formal cons S
’ : dural. But now remem
Let’s say that they are procequr nowW ret ) o
told us }t]hat if follows from a rational prmc1ple 8 bgmg E;roggdcllloes
i ' iring Us to have certain deswes.
ihat it falls short of requiring Us sires. 80 Joes
i ing to be procedural, requl
R3. which we are assuming : 1 e Us 10 bave
tai i i 1aim that this formal cons .
certain desires? Kantians clain ou
desires does have a substantive upshot. Roughly speaking, they

the claim that there is a kind of incoherence ?n the psyc}hollogy g?sat
ibed, note that there is a very gimilar kind of in.cohe_rence in the ;()lsytrg 1;110(gg'ther)

de;?“ tcwlao believes that he would believe that p if his beliefs conforme

subjec

i inci fails to believe that p. ) )
raonl P o o Whges this point in his discussion of the relationship between
° Pardi more o e Conc(eO Wh tI])\/Iatters §13). He doesn't tell us, though, why the
. . d desires (On 2 B . He ¢ A
ﬂmﬁfﬁ:xﬁih:faf It]he class of desire-based theories, defined in the way he defines the
ups

simply empty.

1z Tn support of
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think the only desires that are suitably universal are desires to act
in ways that leave other rational beings free to lead lives of their
own choosing, on condition that they in turn leave yet other
rational beings free to lead lives of their own choosing, and so on.
This means that Kantians, at any rate, claim that they can derive

~an R4 style principle, and hence R5 and R6 style principles as well,
{rom an R3 style principle. In other words, they too think that they
can derive a substantive principle from a procedural principle.
However, speaking for myself, I am not sure whether the Kantians
are right about this. It thus seems to me to be opaque whether R3 -
requires us to have particular desires. So should we suppose that
desire-based theorists can accept that rational deliberation is gov-
erned by a principle like RS or not?

The upshot of this discussion should now be clear. Parfit tells us
desire-based theorists hold that the rules of rationality that govern
desire formation are one and all procedural, rather than substan-
tive, and he further tells us that it follows from this that desire-
based theorists have to reject substantive principles of rationality
like R5 and R6. But we have seen that principles of rationality like
R3, though procedural, may, for all we know, allow us to derive
principles of rationality like R4, R5 and R6; that R4, which looks to
be both procedural and substantive at the same time, also allows
us to derive substantive principles like R5 and R6; and that we can
derive at least one instance of an R4 style principle from R1 and
R2 style principles together with commonsense assumptions
about the ways in which the psychological states of subjects who
have the ability to reflect on the rational standing of their own
psychological states must fit together. There therefore isn’t a clear
distinction to be drawn between theories that accept merely pro-
cedural principles of rationality and those that in addition accept
substantive principles. Yet Parfit needs such a disiinction if he is to
rely on itin demarcating the distinctive feature of the desire-based
theories of reasons for action to which he objects.

How, then, should we proceed? My own view is that we should
ditch all talk of procedural versus substantive principles of ratio-
nality in the classification of theories of reasons for action. Instead
we should classify desire-based theories of reasons for action more
directly in terms of the principles of rationality that they take to
govern desire formation, where these principles could include
none or some or all of R1, R2, R3, R4, Rb, and R6, and presumably
many more such principles besides, This is because all such theo-
ries agree that what we have reason to do is what we would desire
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that we do after informed and rational deliberation. What they
disagree about is which principles of rationality govern the forma-
tion of desires and the logical relations between these principles.
For example, they disagree about whether R3 governs the forma-
tion of desires and they disagree about whether certain R4 style
principles follow from R3. A classification of theories of reasons
for action along these lines would thus have the great virtue of
focusing attention on more fundamental disagreements of this
kind rather on distractions such as whether certain principles are
or are not procedural or substantive.

Though this is not the place to adjudicate these more funda-
mental disagreements, | do want to say one thing about them as
it is relevant to the discussion that follows. The ordering of the
principles described above is not accidental. As we move down
the list from R1 to R6 it becomes more and more controversial
whether there are any principles of rationality of the relevant kind
governing the formation of desires. Thus, while it is extremely
plausible to suppose that our desires are governed by a principle
of means-end rationality (R1); and while it is still very plausible,
though perhaps a little less so, to suppose that it is irrational to
have a set of desires whose contents differ in arbitrary ways (R2);
and while it is still plausible, but not uncontroversially so, to
suppose that our desires are subject to some sort of universaliza-
tion constraint (R3); it is very controversial indeed to suppose that
there are any principles of rationality governing the formation of
desires like R4, R5, and R6. It should therefore come as no sur-
prise that so much effort has gone into the sorts of atternpts that
Kantians and others have made to derive (substantive) principles
of rationality governing the formation of desires like R4, R5, and
R6 from {procedural) principles like R1, R2, and R3. Correspond-
ingly, it seems that there will always be methodological reasons to
prefer a desire-based theory that derives more controversial claims
about the principles of rationality that govern desire-formation
from less controversial. When it comes to desire-based theories of
reasons for action, the weaker the better."

W 1In this context it is worthwhile recalling the strategy of argument employed by David
Gauthier in Morals by Agreement (Qxford: Clarendon Press, 1986). Gauthier attempts to
argue for the conclusion that morality has a rational foundation from the premise that
rational agents seek to do that which will maximally satisfy their desires: that is, based
simply on the assumption that R1 is rational principle governing the formation of desires.
His argument can thus be seen as an attempt to derive R4, R5, and R6 style principles

s
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2. Parfit on the Nature of Value

The second main kind of theory of rea

E\?hgiuzaﬁ“f,a;s ngat Izie (}:121115 a ‘value-based’ theory, Before explaining
ue-based theory says about reasons f i

. ns for action, howeyv
we need.to remind ourselves what Parfit thinks abo t th e
of value itself, o e nature
Of?;fgoﬁng)erp; ct)f va%ue 1'1]; terms of which a value-based theo

ction 138 to be understood is what P

o . ' arfit ¢
in the reason-tnvolving sense’, where value in the Teason: e

scnse itself comes in various kinds
individuals:

sons for action, according

the Anvolving
One kind is relativized to

When we claim that some event would be
fgod Jor so?eone, in the reason-involving sense, we mean that
ere are facts about this event i i
‘ nt that give this pers
: on self
Interested reasons to want this event to occur, arI:d that give

th t tO ocCur fOI

It would be in this sense
for us if we were in pai
What Matters, §2)

good for us if we were ha and bad
n, or if we suffered in Oth};II)‘);\FaYS. (On

One ki . . .
o eFI:;léixof Vallue in the reason-involving sense is thus goodness
for. ample, my own happiness is good-f .
is a fact about the nature e e e there
of my own happines i
N ut the ) piness — the way it feels
d the fact itis mine - that provides me with a reason to m}:ant that

simply fro authier hi it i
progi ge mrcr,lr]:a{]}t.yc\,;;l:}tihler Elmsc;].f notes that it is unusual for someone who is attempting to
a rational foundation to a in this ws
provide mor : ‘ rgue in this way, The more u :
- 15 to appeal to an “understanding of reason’ that ‘already includrse:atlhsffrr(;tzggi

dimension of impartiality’ that he seeks to a e
i to take it f 5e rgue for (ibid., p. 6). The more usual st
depend an “fﬁgsir?r?;:i stglatt (fay) “what makes it rational to satisfy an interest ldf;é:t:lg
(0 be truc by definition thai :; (lbld., p- 7). On this more usual strategy. it thus turns oat
is, hawever, an obvions o e.raFlonal_person secks to satisty all interests’ (ibid.). There
Gauthier. The problempigothzino‘;ﬂstﬁotﬁ;? vc;l? tisual Stml}:)egy[Of ecent the aCCDréing "
concepti S . e nyone should accept the i
gonception of rationaly which it prespposes. He thus makes the medodological sier
acting in-cérta.in - wgténgbto argue that rationality does or does not augr in favour of
has the virtue amo}:;’ o étter to argue on the hasis of a conception of rationality that
Gauthier's ow;l attemg Eoﬁgc;pt'lons, of weakness’ (ibid., p- 8). Though we might doubt that
methodological ob Pt to derive R4, RS, and R6 style principles from R1 is successful, hi
g servalion is surely correct, In that same spirit, we might say thata r}llé();;

of 1z UOl'ldli[Si that deri S 3 t? P
2 ! d Ve 24, R5, and R6 i i
; ; e . style princi les fI'Dﬂ] R3 also 1as the virtue, am()ﬂg
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od-for-you though. Rather, your
my happiness gives you what
t that I be happy, an idea that

. . tgo
I be happy. My happiness 1s no
happiness is goodfor-you. A’t best,
Parfit calls ‘altruistic reasoni.1 to wan
i resently. o .
mibzig;ncf kcjl;i?lr(‘ii£ vl?alue is a){so relativized to individuals, butin a
3

different way to goodness-for.

o care about the well-being of
ok C'ano}t'lﬁzi ;gc?;%,rsefsg; toulr close relatives and t‘hosse ;;;Z
fgé(ialiike selfinterested reasons, these a}trmsu;) E)eeaz(;xédauy
botl; personal and partial, since they are redsorllz e e
concerned about the well-being of those geop
to us in certain ways. {On What Matters, §2)

i j ol voodness in the reason-involving sense. This
o mig'hficsgl vglfept?lji#iould assign to the outcome of (sayzhrélg
1cshti}11c;:relr§1 being happy, independently 1of g%??;;p?;e;ﬁhat o

i ' net effect on my:own lev : S,
'hac}{) plgfliise?l?:iyagg whether their happiness 1s good—for—nie_. M}; 22;{3
dren being happy is partially good in the reason-invo \gng ense
e th %e is a fact about the nature of my children’s : 3}1)(1; s
bet;i:u:;\y i(t3 feels and the fact that it is possessed by my children

vides me with a reason to want that they be happy. issggﬂs
e It:)sr?)f artial goodness in the reason-involving sense ar i
gllfvg S relleJt:iVized to particular people as well. Thfa hap%me%ﬂ;ut noz
h'lgren is g00dme and the happinegs of yours 18 goodyou Dut pot
iicle versa. However they are not assigniments of goodne

the people to whom they are relativized. My children’s happ@ess

i d-for-me. ;
i dy., but it need not be goo
* %A?x?d there is third kind of value as well.

ve, to care about everyone'’s
alin the sense that they are
ll-being whatever that per-

We also have some reasons, I_ behe-
well-being. Such reasons are zm:pam
reasons to care about anyone's we
son’s relation to us. ‘ _
These reasons are also imparti
these are the only reasons
gave us an impartial pomt o
of view’ in something close
sense in which we talk of
financial, aesthetic, or other such po
about certain possible events, our ac

al in the different sense that

f view. ] am using the phrase “point
to its literal sense, not the loqser
the reasons we may have from a
int of view. When we think
tual point of view is impar-

that we would have if our situation |

DESIRES, VALUES, REASONS, AND THE DUALISM OF PRACTICAL REASON 127

tial: That is true when we are constdering possible events that
would involve or affect people who are all strangers to us. When
our actual point of view is not impartial, we can think about
possible events from an imagined impartial point of view.
Suppose that, after some shipwreck, some rescuers could save
either me or many other people who are all strangers to me, I

- would have strong self-interested reasons to want these rescuers

to save me rather than these many strangers. But I would know
that, if I were in the impartial position of some detached or
uninvolved observer, I would have more reason to want the
rescuers to save many people rather than saving only one.
From any impartial point of view we would all have reasons,
I'believe, to care equally about everyone’s well-being. But that is
a substantive belief, not something that is implied by my defi-
nition of an impartial point of view, Some people might instead
believe that, from such a point of view, we would all have
reasons to care more about the well-being of certain people,
such as those people who are morally best, or those who have
the greatest abilities. Note next that, even when our point of view
Is impartial, that does not ensure that we are impartial. We
might care more about the well-being of certain strangers, such
as those who are more like us, or those whose faces we like. But
we would have no reasons, 1 believe, to care more about the
well-being of these people. ‘ :
We can now describe another kind of goodness. When we
claim that one of two possible events would be

better in the impartial reason-involving sense, we mean that

.everyone would have, from an impartial point of view, stron-
ger reasons to want this event to occur.

It would be in this sense better, for example, if my imagined
rescuers saved the lives of more people. It would also be in this
sense better if any person, or any other sentient or conscious
being, ceased to be in pain. This kind of goodness we can call
impersonal. But this word may be misleading. Such goodness
may be impersonal only in the sense that it is not goodness for
particular people. Many events are made to be impersonally
good by the ways in which they are good for one or more
people, or other sentient beings. And, since ‘everyone has
reasons to want such events to occur, such impersonal goodness
involves omnipersonal reasons. {On What Matters, §2)
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Impartial goodness, which is different both from goodness-for
and partial goodness, is the kind of goodness that we might
suppose anyone’s happiness has. Your happiness, or mine, or 2
stranger’s, is impartially good because there is a fact about the
nature of the happiness possessed by you, or me, or a stranger —
the way it feels and the fact that it belongs to someone — that
provides not just me but everyone with a reason to want that you
or me or the stranger be happy. These are among the reasons
Parfit calls ‘altruistic Teasons’ to want some outcome. Assignmenis
of impartial goodness in the reason-involving sense are thus not
relativized to particular people. The happiness of anyone is simply
good. It need not be good-forme and nor need it be goody..

As is T hope clear, this discussion of Parfit on the nature of value
yaises an important question. Does he really think that there
are different kinds of goodness: goodnessfor, partial goodness,
and impartial goodness? He certainly says that goodness-for and
impartial goodness are different kinds of goodness, and, as we
have seen, he implies that that there is a third kind, partial good-
ness, as well. Or does he think that there is just one kind of
goodness? There is just goodness in the reason-involving sense —
this is a matter of there being some reason for wanting or caring
about something — and three different kinds of reason for caring
about three correspondingly different things? As we will see when
we come to discuss Parfit’s response to Sidgwick on the dualism of
practical reason, this turns out to be a pivotal question with no
obvious answer. '

3. Value-Based Theories of Reasons for Action

We are now in a position to outline the second main kind of
theory of reasons for action Parfit discusses.

According to another group of theories, reasons for acting are
all provided by the facts that make certain things worth doing
for their own sake, or make certain outcomes worth producing
or preventing. Two examples might be the facts (Hat some act
would keep a promise to someone who is dead, or would amuse
someone who is bored. Most of these acts or outcomes would
be good or bad for particular people, or impersonally good or
bad. So I shall call these reasons value-based. But . .. value-based
reasons derive their force, not from the goodness or bhadness of
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these acts or outcomes, but from the facts th
, at would mak
them good or bad. (On What Matters, §3) e

However, according to Parfit, for actions or outcomes to be good
is a matter of there being features that provide us with reasons to
want.those outcomes or actions. As he puts it:

QOur reasons to h'ave some desire are provided, I have claimed
by facts about this desire’s object, or the event that we want. We
have such reasons when the event that we want would be in

some way relevantly good. We can call such ect-gi
O it W 38 reasons object-given.

And he further clarifies the way in which this means that value-
based reasons for action depend on the facts that make actions
themeelves, or the outcomes of actions, worth producing in the
following passage:

On value-based theories of the kind I believe we should accept
our reasons for acting all derive their force from the facts thaé
give us reasons o have the desires and ajms that our acts are
intended to fulfil or achieve. These other reasons are, in this
way, more fundamental. ’

To illustrate the kinds of claim that value-based theories
make, we can next consider a few of the facts that give. us
reasons to have particular desires and aims. What are most
important are intrinsic telic object-given reasons. These are
reasons to want some possible event as an end, or for its own

sake, which are provided by some of this event’s intrinsic fea-
tures. (On What Matters, §5)

According to such value-based theories, a reason for acting in a
certain way thus derives its force from the fact that gives us an
intrinsic telic object-given reason to want that action itself, or an
outcome of the action, for its own sake. ’
Consider again our examples by way of illustration. The reason
I'have to act so as to make myself happy, which is good-for-me
Flerlves its force from two features of my own happiness — the way
it feels and the fact that it is mine — which, according to Parfit arz
more fundamental reasons for me to want that I be happy fc;r its
own sake..The reason I have to act so as to make my children
happy, which is partially good, derives its force from two features
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of the happiness of my children — the way it feels and the fact that
it belongs to my children — which are more fundamental reasons
for me to want that my children be happy for its own sake. And the
reason I have to act so as to make a stranger happy, which is
impartially good, derives its force from two features of the happi-
ness of the stranger — the way it feels and the fact that it belongs
io someone —which are more fundamental reasons for me to want
that the stranger be happy for its own sake.

Note that such value-based theorists who think that these more
fundamental reasons for wanting exist thereby commit themselves
to the further existence of rational principles governing the for-
mation of desires. They commit themselves to the existence of
such principles because, if there are indeed object-given reasons
for desiring of the kind that.they postulate, then, on the plausible
assumption that these are reasons that one could follow, this
entails the possibility of reasoning oneself into having the relevant
desires on the basis of one’s belief that those reasons obtain.

The situation is thus much the same as with reasons for believ-
ing. The fact that there are certain reasons for believing that ¢ —
the facts that p and that if p then q (say) — commits us-to the
existence of a rational principle governing the formation of
beliefs like:

R7: RR (If someone believes that p and believes that if p then
g, then she believes that q)

The existence of such reasons for believing commits us to the
existence of R7 because, on the plausible assurnption that we can
follow these reasons, their existence entails the possibility of our
reasoning ourselves into having the belief that q on the basis of
our belief that these reasons obtain. _

Similarly, then, the fact that there are certain reasons for desir-
ing (say) my own happiness — the facts that happiness feels the way
it does and is mine — entails the possibility of my reasoning myself
into having the desire that I be happy on the basis of my belief
that those reasons obtain. In other words, it commits us to the
existenice of a rational principle governing the formation of
desires like:

R4sedor RR (If someone believes that a certain episode of
happiness could both feel the way that happiness does and
be his own, then he desires that he enjoys that episode of
happiness)
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But this is just an instance of an R4 style principle, that instance
when.a p is the (egocentric) proposition that a certain episode of
happiness could both feel the way that happiness does and be
one’s own, and q is the (egocentric) proposition that one enjoys
that episode of happiness.

We are now in a position to assess Parfit’s insistence that value-
based theories of reasons for action are different in kind to desire-
based theories. For reasons that are now evident, this claim is
Ipassively overblown. We've already seen that desire-based theo-
rics can admit the existence of principles of rationality governing
the formation of desires, and we have also seen that the best way
to distinguish different versions of a desire-based theory from
each other is by focusing directly on what they take these rational
principles to be. Different versions of a desire-based theory will
claim that none or some or all of R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, and R6, and
presumably other principles as well, govern the formation of
desires.

Parfit’s own preferred version of a value-based theory is simply
a particular version of such a desire-based theory, the version
according to which the principles of rationality that govern the
formation of desires include at least three instances of an R4 style
principle. In addition to R45°°™", he holds that desire formation is
governed by a principle corresponding to partial goodness:

Rl goomness, RR (If someone believes that a certain episode of
happiness could both feel the way that happiness does and
belong to someone with whom he has a special relationship,
then he desires that that person enjoys that episode of
happiness)

and that it also governed by an instance corresponding to impar-
tial goodness:

Ryimperial goodvess, RR (If someone believes that a certain episode
of happiness could both feel the way that happiness does and
belong to someone, then he desires that that person enjoys
that episode of happiness)

In terms of our preferred taxonomy of theories of reasons for
action, Parfit’s value-based theory is a desire-based theory. Indeed,
as we will see, it is a version of a desire-based theory that is
vulnerable to a serious objection.
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4. Why Parfit Prefers Value-Based Theories of Reasons for
Action to Desire-Based Theories

Let’s now consider Parfit’s reason for preferring value-based theo-
ries of reasons for action to desire-based theories. His reason is
that desire-based theories must allow, whereas value-based theo-
ries need not allow, that there are people who have no reason
whatsoever to want to avoid future agony. This is an objection
because, according to Parfit, itis a datum that we all have a reason
to want to avoid future agony, a datum that desire-based theories
cannot accommodate.

After imagining a wide variety of replies to this objection Parfit
says:

Some desire-based theorists might give a different reply. These
people appeal to the desires that we would now have, or would
want ourselves to have, if we had gone through some process of
fully informed and rational deliberation. So they might claim
that :

(F) in such cases, if we were fully rational, we would want to
avoid all future agony.

(F) is ambiguous. Understood in one way, (F) is a claim that
would be made by any plausible value-based theory about

" reasons. These theories make claims about what we can call
substantive rationality. On such theories, we all have strong
reasons to have certain aims, and to be substantively rational we
must have these aims. These reasons are object-given, in the
sense that they are provided by the intrinsic features of what we
would be trying to achieve. One such aim is avoiding future
agony. If we did not want to avoid such agony, we would not be
fully substantively rational, because we would be failing to
respond to our strong object-given reasons to have this desire
and aim.

Desire-based theorists cannot make such claims. Desire-
based reasons are provided, notby the intrinsic features of what
we want, but by facts about what would fulfil our present telic
desires. So desire-based theories imply that we have no object-
given reasons to want to avoid future agony. When some desire-
based theorists appeal to the desires that we would have after
fully informed and rational deliberation, they are referring only
to pmceduml rationality. According to these writers, when we are
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deciding what to do, we ought to think carefully about the
possible outcomes of our acts, adopt aims that are ecasier to
achieve, use our imagination, and follow certain other rules.
But we are not rationally required to have any particular telic
desires, or aims. We can be procedurally rational whatever we
care about, or want to achieve. So desire-based theorists cannot
claim that anyone who is fully rational would want to avoid all
future agony. (On What Matters, §9)

This is the full passage, the last part of which I quoted in Section 1
above: the passage in which Parfit makes the crucial claim that what
he means by a desire-based theory is a theory according to which
the formation of desires is governed by principles of procedural, as
opposed to substantive, rationality. In this passage Parfit seems to
make the further assumption that the only way in which we can
explain why people have a reason to want to avoid future agony is
by appealing to something like the following R4 style principle:

R4fewre agowy: RR - (If someone believes that a certain future
episode of agony would both feel the way that agony feels
and be his own, then he is averse to the prospect of suffering
that episode of agony)

and that this is a problem for desire-based theories, because
desire-based theorists cannot allow that there exist substantive
principles of rationality like this. They can only believe in proce-
dural principles of rationality, procedural principles like R1, R2,
and R3.

If this is Parfit’s argument, then he faces many problems. For
one thing, as I indicated at the end of Section 1, Parfit is simply
wrong to suppose that desire-based theorists are unable to
endorse any R4 style principles. Desire-based theorists as such
look like they will have to accept R4™%, a principle which tells
subjects who are sufficiently reflective to form beliefs about the
rational standing of their own desires to desire that which they
believe they would desire if their desires and beliefs were other-
wise rational. For another — and this is the more serious problem
with the argument in this passage — Parfit simply ignores the fact
that there are many alternative ways in which someone could
explain why we all have reason to want to avoid future agony, only
some of which make a direct appeal to R4 2%,

Consider, for example, desire-based theories of reasons for
action that make a direct appeal to a principle of rationality like
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R6: that is, theories according to which there is a_rationafl require-
ment to be averse to present and future agony. Since this R6 style
principle entails R4fore agony R gfutvre 2gony yea]d still be true. On th_15
view there would therefore still be the very reasons to wantto avoid
future agony that Parfit posits, but the truth of this claim w?uld be
wholly explicable in terms of the more fu_ndamental_ claim that
aversion to future agony is constitutive of being fully rational. Parfit
doesn’t even consider such a theory. Yet, since it disagrees w;th him
about which are the most fundamental principles of ra‘.tlonallt_y
(recall again the taxonomic suggestion at the (?nd of Section 1), it
is a direct competitor to his own preferred version of a value-based
theory which holds that R4%™™ %™ js fundamental. 7 .
More worrying still, desire-based theories that appeal to a uni-
versalization constraint like R3 might also secure the same result.
Suppose, for example, that the Kantians are right a't_)out _the way
in which R3 constrains one’s desires about how one is to interact
with others, and suppose in addition that one’s desires concern-
ing one's present interactions with one’s future se_lf are rationally
constrained in much the same way. In that case, just as the only
desires concerning other people that are suitably universal, and
hence rational, are those that leave those other people free to lead
lives of their own choosing on condition that they leave yet others
free to lead lives of their own choosing, so the only desires con-
cerning one’s future self that are suitably universal, and hence
rational, are those that leave one’s future self free to fead a life ‘of
its own choosing, on condition that that future self leaves its
future self free to lead a life of its own choosing, and so on.-Qn the
plausible assumption that being agony free is a precondition of
anyone’s leading a life of his own choosing — the assumption is
that the difference between mere pain and agony is t‘hat‘_agon_y
renders one incapable of rational choice — R4™** % might in this
way be derivable from R3. o '
The real objection to what Parfit says in the passage quoted is
thus that he gives no argument at all for preferring a value-based
theory — that is, a theory that appeals at the most func%amentz_il
level to R4B™e a8 _ to one of these alternative theories. This
objection is especially telling given that at least one of these
alternative explanations of the reason that we all have to want to
avoid future agony, the explanation based on R3, is an explana-
tion that is plainly available to a desire-based theory even as Parfit
conceives of such theories: R3 is, after all, a manlfesFly procedural
principle. Moreover, given that it is more controversial to appeal
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directly to an R4 style principle than it is to appeal to R3 (and here
again we recall the point made at the end of Section 1), itseems that
a theory that succeeds in deriving R4™%™ *° from RS3 is preferable
to the value-based theory that Parfit himself recommends.

¥ In the 16 April 2008 version of the manuscript, Parfit admits that his arguments
against desire-based theories — or rather, in the terminology of the 16 April 2008 version of
the manuscript, Subjectivism — do not impact upon certain versions of such theories:

There is another kind of theory that I should briefly mention. Subjectivists, I have said,
appeal only to claims about procedural rationality. But some writers, though appealing
only to such claims, are much closer to Objectivists in their beliefs about what we ought
rationally to want, and to do. What we ought to do, these people claim, depends on what
we would want, or choose, if our desires were, in strong senses, eokerent and systematically
Justified. On this view, if we cared about our present agony but not about ouf fitture
agony, our desires would not be coherent or systematically justified. To be procedurally
rational, we must care equally about avoiding agony at any time. These people also claim
that, if we cared only about our own well-being, our desires would not be fully coherent
or justified. To be fuily procedurally rational, we must care about everyone’s well-being,
According to some Kantans, if we set ourselves any end or aim, we are not fully
procedurally rational unless we also value the capacity of all other rational beings to set
their ends, and we commit ourseives to treating others only in ways to which they could
rationally consent. These people’s theories are, in a way subjective, since they appeal to
what we would want or choose if we were fully informed and in these demanding ways
procedurally rational. But I shall use ‘procedurally rational’ in its ordinary thinner
sense, and 1 shall call these people, not Subjectivists, but Systematic Coherentists. Like
Objectivists, these Coherentists believe that we are rationally required to have certain
telic desires or aims, such as a desire to aveid all future agony. That is true, Objectivists
believe, because the nature of agony gives us decisive reasons to have this desire, These

Coherentists defend such beliefs in a quite different way. On their view, we have ho such

reasons o want to avoid agony. Nor do we have such value-based objectgiven reasons to

care about or to value other things, such as the well-being of others, or rational agency.
‘We are rationally required to have such desires, concerns, and values, not because we

have such reasons to have them, but because our failure to have them would make our

pattern of concern incoherent, or systematically unjustified. Since such views are very

different from the views that I call Subjectivist, I shall not discuss them further here. But
if we have value-based objectgiven reasons, as I believe, we should reject Systematic

Coherentism. We should claim that some things matter, in the sense that we have such
reasons to care about these things. {On What Matters, §6)

This is a curious passage because, at least as [ understand the Eantians, they insist that they
to0 are simply appealing to the ‘ordinary thinner sense’ in which desires might be proce-
durally rational. Their claim is not that R3 is procedural in some thick sense, but rather that
surprising conelusions follow from the fact that R3 is procedural in the ordinary thinner
sense, Moreover, and much more importantly, Parfit misrepresents the Systematic Coher-
entists when he says that ‘{o]n their view, we have no such reasons to want to avoid future
agony.” The Systematic Coherentists can agree that we have object-given reasons for
wanting various things. They simply insist that the fact that we have such object-given
reasons is itself explicable by a more basic fact about the rational constraints on cur desires.
In other words, the issue isn’t whether R4™%™ % ig tryie. but rather whether it is a
fundamental truth as opposed to a truth that is dexived from a more fundamental truth like
R3 - or, for that matter, a version of R6. (Remember once again Gauthier’s methodological
observation mentioned at the end of footnote 14.)
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5. Sidgwick’s Dualism of Practical Reason and Parfit’s Response

With the argument for the value-based theory {)f rt;zllls;zs ﬂfl(:;
action in place — and from here-on I will sgnnp y a:v; e it
Parfit’s preferred version of the value-bas_ed 1r1eor§fes correct
Parfit initially focuses on three more practical theort

reasons for action.

.

“"According to

Rational Egoism: We always have most reasor to do whatever
would be best for ourselves.

According to

Rational Impartiatism: We always have most reason to do what-
ever would be impartially best.

act of ours would be impartially best, in the reason

isr(l):ollidng sense, if we are doing what, from an impartial p(fmg)é
view, everyone would have most reason to want us to (1)d O
one ’view, what would be impartially best is whatever wou ,
on balance, best for people, by benefiting pt?oplc?dm0§ti< -

In his great, drab book The Methods of Ethics, Si gw1§_dq iy
fies and combines these two views. According to what Sidgwi
calls -

The Dualism of Practical Reasonf ‘We always have most retzliqs::latcc;
do whatever would be impartially best, unless some 01(1 T act
would be best for ourselves. In such cases, we V;TIOU | Dave
sufficient reasons to actin either way. fwe knew the releva

facts, either act would be rational.

Of these three views, Sidgwick’s, 1 believe, is the closest to the

truth. According to Rational Egoists, we could not rationally act

| han

in any way that we believe would bhe worse for ourselvgs t
;r(;meyothgr possible act. That i(si rgot true. S;ggha.ex‘l]eagﬁ ;tnt%lil;::l)cet
rational, for example,when and ecause w :  that (s &t
would make things go impartially Bnuch beLter_. C(})l‘ d ratio
injure myself if that were the pnly way in whic me
E;?‘glylglelj*’s life c?]ould be saved. ]—‘_xcc’ordmg to Ratloﬁaillmpigt;alld
ists, we could not rationally act in any way that we be i:?e}fet vould
be impartially worse than some ‘other possible act. }zlt not
true. Such an act might be rational, for examph;l, yg &nr e

because we believe that this act would be muc ette
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ourselves. [ could rationally save my own life rather than saving
the lives of several strangers.

On Sidgwick’s view, we have both impartial and self
interested reasons for acting, but these reasons are not compa-
rable. That is why, whenever one act would be impartially best
but another act would be best for ourselves, we would have
sufficient reasons to act in either way. (On What Matters, §16)

Suppose . . . that one possible act would be impartially best, but
that some other act would be best for ourselves. Tmpartial and
selffinterested reasons would here conflict. In such cases, we
could ask what we had most reason to do all things considered.
But this question, Sidgwick claims, would never have a helpful
answer. We could never have more reason to act in either of
these ways. ‘Practical Reason’ would be ‘divided against itself’,
and would have nothing to say, giving us no guidance. This
conclusion seemed to Sidgwick deeply unsatisfactory. (Ibid.)

But why does Sidgwick think that there is no answer to the ques-
tion what we have most reason to do when selfinterested and
impartial reasons conflict? '

According to Parfit, this is because Sidgwick accepts the “Two
Viewpoints Argument’. The Argument has three premises: (i) We
assess the strength of our self-interested reasons from our own
personal viewpoint (‘How much do we want a certain outcome
when we reflect on the effects of our action on our own well-
being?’); (ii) we assess the strength of our impartial reasons from
the imagined perspective of an outside observer (‘How much
would an outside observer want a certain outcome when they
reflect on the effect of our action on everyone’s well-being?’); and
(iii) there is no third, neutral, viewpoint from which we can
compare the strengths of these reasons. These three premises
entail that the two kinds of reasons are incomparable (ibid.).

However Parfit rejects the Two Viewpoints Argument:

This argument assumes that, when we are trying to decide what
we have most reason to do, we can rationally ask this question
either from our actual personal point of view, or from an
imagined impartial point of view. We should reject this assump-
tion. It is often worth asking what we would have most reason to
want, or prefer, if we were in the impartial position of some
outside observer. By appealing to what everyone would have
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such reasons to want or prefer, we can more easily eicvgﬁzn EEE

important sense in which cutcomes can be bettmtE cr)z wors t.o oy

when we are trying to decide what we have most cason 1o 2o
ht to ask this question from our actual poin .

o Oll;? ot ienore some of our actual reasons merely becausle

xsjrztovuvouf(li nogtq;lave these reasons if we had some other, merely

imagined point of view. .

lmOgur paftial and impartial reasons a}re21 as I1d e

comparable. Some reasons of either lunh C(f(lilnd he stronger

B, O O e cu actual, personal point of view,

e these reasons tual, .
fvohltlalglirr or not this point of view 1s 1mpart1a11. Tgi:‘:a};g ‘s;c‘:,\lrl
comparisons, we don’t need a third, neutral p .

(Ibid.)

have claimed,

. . il

Parfit may well be right that we can compare p'art:la‘ir }eltgtclll g;lgz;rzm

ns ‘from our actual, personal point ojf view, hether or 00
E?ssgoint of view is impartial’. But he certa;lnly doesn 2 ieto 1111 Odcz
‘beli i . Moreover, he seems n . .

g&i};ﬁ; 10%:\26‘1;2:\?5 g}]j(ili? gﬁa Sr(:atll\ilre of value make it 1ook. hk‘f ;htls

couldn’t possibly be so for reasons that are remtarjlji)gl em;;p?am_

those invoked in the Two Viewpoints Axgumen Let me oxplain,
Assume, just for a moment, that Parfitis a cm’ﬁv ig entialistin 0

k sense that he thinks that we can analyse all fa wohat
ivvzahave reason to do in terms of facts abc‘)uF the Vaatleezse e
outcomes of the things that we can do_. Thlls) is a :;eit Hfakes o
which someone might be a cor_lsequentlahst ecatlilcular 1akes 1o
assumptions at all about what is of Yalue. I.nlpz}lfhis - i,mportam
no assumption that values are all impartial. Th s iportant
because, as we have seen, Parfit himself doesn’t thin - a2l
values are impartial. He thinks that there alrce1 at lea:“I;l t(ximi] Kinds o
oodness, goodness-for and impartial goodness, e seems
%ommitted to a third kind of g}?oiness as vieﬂ;i ;1?:1‘:)2 }; }gonse_

i in which someon _
g?lggrtliglsiss:tlgi 1X§£<eie?§§son too, as it allows tha; fa;ts Hzll,;?;’lt
1Sfialwuuas might themselves be constituted b}{h 'mlfrih altuflacatls ental
facts. This too is important, as Parfit himself 1111fs hat facts about
values are constituted by the more fundan}entertr h:}c e e
features that constitute reasons for wanting. 1; il be mpor
tant in what follows. With' th}lls weqichaslsllérgi};tvtot?l ;t t(;l - gr eptal
ism 1 however, together with U ,

E:E(;;l c]?fl E;ci;dness, we aJ.ige in a position to see why Parfit’s own
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views about the nature of value make the conclusion that we have
incommensurable reasons for action seem almost irresistible.
Suppose, for reductio, that my reason to save my own life, given
how good for me my own life is, is stronger than my impartial reason
to save the lives of two complete strangers given the impartial
goodness of saving them. Given the truth of consequentialism, we
have to be able to analyze this fact about the relative strengths of
y reasons for action in terms of facts about the values of my
acting in each of these ways. What this means, more specifically, is
that there would have to be more value associated with the outcome
of my saving my own life than there is in the outcome associated
with my saving the lives of two complete strangers. But now
remember that, in Parfit’s view, there are two different kinds of
goodness at stake in the two outcomes. There is the goodness-for
associated with the claim that my saving my own life has value and
there is the impartial goodness associated with the claim that my
saving the lives of the two strangers has value. It therefore seems
that all we can say is that it would be better-for-me to save my own
life rather than save the Jives of the two complete strangers, and
that it would be impartially better to save the lives of the two
complete strangers rather than save my own life. There is no third
kind of goodness in terms of which we can formulate the relevant
evaluative cornparison. Here the stmilarity to the Two Viewpoints
Argument should be manifest.

The upshot is that my reason to save my own life, given how
good for me my own life is, cannot be stronger than my impartial
reason to save the lives of two complete strangers, given the impar-
tial goodness of saving them. Moreover, since similar reductios
could be constructed to show that nmy reason to save my own life
cannot be weaker than the reason to save the lives of the two
complete strangers, that it cannot be equal in strength to the
reason to save the lives of the two compléte strangers, and that it
cannot be roughly equal in strength to the reason save the lives of
the two complete strangers, the only conclusion to draw is that the
reasons are incommensurable. A conclusion much like Sidgwick’s
thus seems to follow from Parfit’s own views about the nature of
value together with the assumption of consequentialism.

It might be thought that Parfit’s deeper explanation of the
nature of goodness-for, partial goodness, and impartial goodness
i terms of reasons for wanting somehow prevents this argument
for the incommensurability of these different reasons for action
from going through. He tells us, remember, that my saving my
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consequentialism, there is nothing to ground the claim that the
reasons for action constituted by the one are stronger than the
reasons for action constituted by the other. :
How might Parfit respond to this argument for the incommen-
surability of reasons for action grounded in the features that
constitute the different sorts of values? It seems to me that there
are just three possible responses. One response is to accept the
conclusion and revise his views about the comparability of reasons
for action 80 as to bring his own view more in line with Sidgwick’s.
If he were to give this response, however, then. it is important to
note that he would end up with a view that is even more radical
than Sidgwick’s. This is because Parfit doesn’t Jjust hold that there
are fwo potential sources of incommensurability in our reasons
for action, but seems committed to there being a third source as
well: reasons for actions are generated not just by the reasons for
wanting that constitute goodness-for and Impartial goodness, but
also by the reasons for wanting that constitute partial goodness.
Since partial goodness could conflict with both goodness-for and
impartial goodness in much the same way as they conflict with
each other, Parfit would therefore seem obliged to embrace not
Jjust a dualism of practical reason, like Sidgwick, but a pluralism of
Ppractical reason.

The second possibility is that Parfit might reject the consequen-
tialist assumption that we can analyze all facts about reasons for
action in terms of facts about value. If he rejects this consequen-
tialist assumption then it is open to him to insist that, even though
the different reasons for action can themselves be analyzed in
terms of the values of the outcomes of the things we can do, there
is a further non-consequentialist fact about the strengths of these
reasons for action. This is a non-consequentialist fact because we
cannot explain it in terms of any of the features that constitute the
associated values. When Parfit responds to the Two Viewpoints
Argument, what he says is in fact interpretable as a response along
these lines. He tells us that ‘partial and impartial reasons are
... comparable . .. [alnd that we can compare these reasons
from our actual, personal point of view, whether or not this point
of view is impartial’. Though, as T said earlier, Parfit doesn’t
explain why we should suppose that we can compare these reasons
from our actual, personal point of view, it seems to me that we can
now see what he might have in mind. He might be thinking that
partial and impartial reasons for action have a further property,
one thatis not grounded in any of the features that constitute the
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associated values, of having a certain strength vis-d-vis other
reasons for action. In our actual situation, he might be thinking,
we have the ability to detect what this further property is.

The third possible response to the argument for incommensu-
rability was in fact foreshadowed earlier. Parfit might insist that
when he says that something has value in virtue of the features
that provide us with reasons to want it, he has in mind one of the
other options — Option 2, Option 3, or Option 4 — and he might
then construct an evaluative comparison out of the materials thus
made available. For example, if he takes Option 2, then he might
point out that we can sensibly ask whether, when we conjoin the
conclusive reasons that I have to want the outcome of my saving
my own life, other things being equal, and the conclusive reasons
I have to want the outcome of my saving the lives of two strangers,
other things being equal, these two reasons together provide me
with conclusive reasons to want the one outcome more than the

- other, or for desiring the two outcomes equally sirongly, or for
desiring the two outcomes with a strength that is, as Ruth Chang
puts it, on a par.'® So long as one of these questions gets a positive
answer, the values in play may turn out to be commensurable
after all. For if the conclusive reasons for wanting the different
outcomes together provide me with conclusive reasons to want
one outcome more than the other, then we might suppose' that
that outcome is better; if they together provide me with con-
clusive Teasons {0 want the outcomes equally strongly, then we
might suppose that the two outcomes arc equally good; and if
they together provide me with conclusive reasons to have desires
for the outcomes whose strengihs are on a par, then we might
suppose that the outcomes arc roughly equal in value.

Note, however, that if Parfit takes this third view then he must
tell us which of these three options he takes and he must explain
how taking that option enables us to make evaluative compari-
sons. Moreover, and just as importantly, hé must stop saying that
goodness-for and impartial goodness are different kinds of good-
ness { On What Maiters, 82). The idea that there are different kinds
of goodness naturally suggests the view that the corresponding
comparatives are different in kind as well — certain outcomes are
impartially better and others are betterfor — and then the argument
for incommensurability is off and running. Parfit should undercut

16 See Ruth C_hang, “The Possibility of Parity’, Ethics, 112 (2002), pp. 6569-88.
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