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158 INGMAR PERSSON

same desires, that is, they obliterate all motivational differences be-
tween us in respect of personality traits and interests. That seems to
me to be very hard to swallow, :

To conclude, I cannot see—however unfortunate we may think
this is— that there is anything in the notion of practical rationality
vouchsafing a conative convergence among rational agents. I am
inclined to concede to Smith, though, that when we present reasons
and argue about moral matters, we do have an expectation or pre-
sumption that these reasons will appeal to others, too, and that we
will therefore be able to attain a consensus. But I am not convinced
that, if the falsity of this presumption is brought to our attention,
this would render our practice of engaging in moral deliberation
and making moral judgements otiose, still less that it would make
these enterprises impossible because its truth is something enshrined
in, or presupposed by, our moral concepts. For subjecting ourselves
to the process of moral deliberation may still bring us closer to a
convergence, and by negotiating and compromising we may-be able
to overcome the residual conflicts.

6. Ceonclusion

There are then reasons to doubt that Smith succeeds in showing
that normative reasons are categorical. So, even if moral require-
ments were to consist in such reasons-——despite the objections raised
in sections 2 and 3—he has not succeeded in vindicating the objec-
tivity of moral judgements. With respect to the other task of ex-
pounding the practicality requirement in a manner consistent with
the Flumean theory, we have seen that he faces a dilemma. Smith
has therefore failed to resolve his moral problem, but nonetheless
he has succeeded in writing a most impressive book.

Reply to Ingmar Persson’s critical notice of
The Moral Problem

by

MICHAEL SMITH
Australian National University

I aavs LEARNED a good deal from reading Ingmar Persson’s com
mentar'y on The Moral Problem. He accurately represents the ar )
mentative strategy of the book. The problems he raises are all d%fl"l —
cult, and demand a considered response. Though the journal lhals

given me Fhe Privﬂege of having the last word on this occasion Iam
under no illusion that mine is the final word ’

b g
L. Persson’s objection to the Humean theory of motivating reasons

As Persson points out, I coin the term ‘motivating reasons’ to pick
out those psychcrlogical states that explain an agent’s actions. I ar-
lgue. that motwatmg reasons are constituted by two distinct ps;ycho—
tEgical states: 'a desire, on the one hand, and a means-end belief on
" e othf:;:1 (Smith 1994: pp.11 F-ZS). These states are distinct in that
mﬁ(a) 5:21111 ways pull any contingent pairing of them apart, at least
y: someone who has b  but n¢
moda oth could have had the one but not the
i give the following three premise argument for the claim that
motivating reasons are constituted, inter alia, by desires:

Elag II:IIav_ing a motivating reason is, inter alia, having a goal
aving a goal is being i i i
o ne g in a state with which the world must
(c) Being in a state with which the world ﬁlust fit is desiring

lE)’elc‘iss’rm obJ:ects that while the three premises do entail that “some
d;) Iy ,S, ln;vmg a motwatipg reason partly consists in her having a
di:tlil: t, ; ey dﬁ not entail that “the reason had, the reason itself as
ct irom the state of having it ists | i
0 » bartly consists in desire”, The
do not entail the latter claim because, he tells us, the three premise)s(
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do not rule out the possibility that a motivating reason consisfs in a
belief alone, a belief which it is appropriate to descnb; as a ‘moti-
vating reason’ only when the subject l}as a smta-ble Fles;re. If a sub-
ject is appropriately described as having a motlvgtmg reason o?ﬂy
when he has a suitable desire, then, though having a mot%vz‘itmg
reason entails desiring, by hypothesis, the motivating reason is itself
comprised by the belief alone: the desire itself is no par‘f of '11;.
Everything turns on whether the belief that‘ 15 a motwatl.ng rea-
son could have existed without being a motivating reason. If it could
then I have no real objection to Persson’s proposal, for.what makes
a belief a motivating reason is then the presence of a suitable desire,
a desire whose existence is not guaranteed by the presence of the
belief. Persson’s proposal then does not differ in any important re-
spect from the view of motivating reasons that I l?lyself det;end: the
independent role of desire is crucial in bo.th. But if the‘ belief copld
not have existed without being a motivating reason—if the beliefs
Persson has in mind, and the desires he has in mind, are supposed
to be necessarily connected—then this is somet}%ing that my argu-
ment is supposed to block. For, given the principle “No necessary
connection between distinct existences’, it then follows .that the be-
liefs Persson has in mind, and the desires he has in mind, are lnot
distinct existences. They comprise a single, unitary, psychological
state. They are ‘besires’, to use J.E.J. Altham’s excellent term (1986).
The worry would then be that (), (b) and (¢) do _not rul'e out th'e
possibility that motivating reasons are constitut.ed. inter alia by uni-
tary besires, rather than by desires which are -dIStlIlCt from any be-
liefs. If they were then that would most certainly rule out any cru-
cial independent role for desire in motivation. o
In fact, however, I do consider the possibility that motivating
reasons consist of besires, and argue against it (Smith 1994: pp.1 18.—
24). T insist that the claim that motivating reasons can be co.nﬁu—
tuted by besires is plausible only if we can 1dent.1fy a proposxtlpn
which is such that, whenever someone is in a belief-like state with
respect to it, they are in a desire-like state w1th rc?spgct to a_nother
proposition, But, as I argue at some ‘lejngth, it is 1mp1aus'}ble tlo
suppose that there are any such proposm.o‘us. The b.est gand1date is
perhaps a proposition about the desirabl‘hty of actu?g ina certam:
way. If whenever someone is in a belief-like state with the content
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that it is desirable that they 0, they are in a desire-like state with the
content that they ¢, then this psychological state would indeed be a
besire, and it could constitute a motivating reason, contrary to my
conclusion that motivating reasons are constituted by desires that
are distinct from beliefs. But as I point out, following Michael Stocker
(1979), depression, weakness of will, and other forms of practical
unreason can cause us to be entirely unmoved by the things that we
believe to be desirable. We can therefore pull apart the belief-like
part of this state and the desire-like part, at least modally, just as I
suggested. This shows that the belief-like part is not necessarily con-
nected with the desire-like part. Tn order for a subject who believes
it desirable to ¢ to have a motivating reason to ¢ they must have, in
addition, a distinct desire to ¢, a desire whose possession is not
entailed by the possession of the belief. For this reason it is implau-
sible to suppose that a belief about the desirability of acting in a
certain way is itself a motivating reason, where to be g motivating
reason it would have to be necessarily connected with a suitable
desire,

Of course, this does not constitute decisive proof that there is no
proposition which is such that, when a subject is in a belief-like
state with resepect to it, they are in a desire-like state with respect to
another proposition. (a), (b) and (¢}, even supplemented by the claim
that evaluations are not expressions of besires, do not together en-
tail that there are no besires. But if the best candidate for such a
proposition——an evaluation —is one which subjects can believe to
be true while having no corresponding desire, then it seems to me
irresistable to suppose that there are no such propositions, (a), (b)
and (c), together with the supplementary claim about evaluations,
provide a defeasible but still (I think) compelling reason to accept
the conclusion that motivating reasons are constituted inter alia by
desires that are distinct from beliefs, and not by ynitary besires.

2. Persson’s objection to the analysis of normative reasons

Suppose it is desirable for me to ¢ In certain circumstances C. What
makes this true? I say it is the fact that nty fully rational self would
desire that I ¢ in C, where my fully rational self’s desires are those
he would have if he had a systematically justifiable set of desires:
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that is, a set that is maximally coherent and unified in the light of
all relevant facts (Smith 1994; pp.151-61). In Persson’s .terms my
fully rational self is thus fully “rational ”: that is, “relative to the
optimal epistemic situation”. . . .

Persson thinks that this proposal is still ambiguous in an impor-
tant sense. It might mean that ¢-ing is “(a) what we would desire
that we do in C if we were fully rational in C or (b) what we would
desire in another situation than C in which we are fully rational,
that we do in C.” But in order to make it clear that there is no such
ambiguity in my proposal, 1 say that in interpreting it we h‘ave to
imagine two possible worlds (Smith 1994; pp. 151——2):.the evah.i-
ated’ possible world, which is the possible world in which I am in
circumstances C, and the ‘evaluating’ possible world, which is the
possible world in which I am fully rational, In these terms, my claim
is that what makes it desirable for me to ¢ in C is that my fully
rational self in the evaluating world, when he considers my predica-
ment in the evaluated world in which I am in circumstances C, would
want that I ¢ in that evaluated world. The circumstances of action
that my fully rational seif faces in the evaluating world, _and the
desires my fully rational self has about what he is to do in those
circumstances, whatever they are, are thus irrelevant. As far as [ can
tell this means that my proposal is not ambiguous in the way Persson
suggests. I say that the desirability of my ¢-ing in C is unambigu-
ously a matter of (b), not (a).

The interesting question, of course, is not whether I propose that
desirability is a matter of (a) or (b), but rather whether (a) or (b) is
correct. But it seems to me that a proposal along the lines of (a)
faces formidable problems, problems not faced by a proposal along
the lines of (b). In order to see what these problems are, consider an
example. Suppose there is a spider on the wall of my 7 vear old
son’s bedroom, a spider he is desperate for me to remove, but that I
have an irrational fear of spiders which immobilizes me. What is the
desirable thing for me to do in these circumstances? A reievant. fea-
ture of my circumstances is surely the fact that I have an irratlogal
fear of spiders: knowing the desirable thing to do will be, inter alia,
a matter of knowing the thing which is such that, by doing it, I best
deal with my irrational fear. Perhaps I should grit my teeth, catch

' the spider and take it outside; perhaps I should call for help; per-
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haps 1 should remove my son from the room and let him sleep
elsewhere until someone else can deal with the spider. It all depends
on which of the things T can do is a good thing to do, and which of
the good things is the best thing to do (Pettit and Smith 1993).
But now ask what makes one of these the desirable thing for me
to do if we interpret the proposal along the lines of (a). The desir-

* able thing for me to do would then be what I would want myself to

do if I were in circumstances in which: (1) there is a spider on the

‘wall of my 7 year old son’s bedroom, a spider he is desperate for me

to remove, (i) I have an irrational fear of spiders, and (iii) I am

fully rational. But a problem arises immediately, because this is not

a characterisation of a possible set of circumstances for me to be in:
(i) and (iif) contradict each other. Nor does it help if we reinterpret
(iif) so as to require not that T am fully rational, but rather that I
am as fully rational as possible given (ii). Someone who is as fully
rational as possible given (ii) is someone who can exercise self-con-
trol: they could grit their teeth, catch the spider and remove it. This
is what they would want themselves to do. But would that be a
desirable thing for me to do? Not if T am incapable of such self-
control, and would simply botch the job, and drop the spider in my
son’s bed!

The problem here is one which a proposal along the lines of (a)
simply cannot avoid. Such a proposal makes what it is desirable for
me to do in my circumstances a function of what someone else
would want themselves to do in completely different circumstances
from those that I face: circumstances in which, for example, they
have abilities I do not have. No such problem faces a proposal
along the lines of (b), however. For whether my fully rational self—
whose own circumstances of action are, to repeat, completely irrel-
evant-—desires me to grit my tecth and catch the spider and remove
it, or to call for help, or to remove my son from the room alto-
gether until someone else is able to deal with the spidet depends, as
it should, on which of these enable me to do what my fully rational
self wants me to do in the circumstances I am in with the abilities I
have. 1 therefore much prefer a proposal along the lines of (b) to (a).

Persson objects to a proposal along the lines of {b) by counter-
example. “Suppose I irrationally believe that I will be punished in
an after-life if I do certain enjoyable things that are harmless to
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others. As a result, I abstain from these things and lead a dullgr life,
but I do not gain by this sacrifice, since there is no after-life. ¥t
seems clear that what is desirable is that I do not abstain . . ., 'but is
this also what my fully rational self would advise me to c?o in my
actual, irrational circumstances C? This scems less than evncvlent for
advising me to do these things is advising me to do somethllng that
in my actual circumstatices would occasion me great anxiety for
being punished later.”

Persson’s example needs clarification. We must always ask whgt
it is desirable to do in a given set of circumstances, where the cir-
cumstances characterise my predicament as fully as possz’b!e.. In
Persson’s example my fully rational self, who knows that ther§ is no
afterlife, is presumably wondering what he wants me to do in cir-
cumstances in which I falselv believe that T will be punished in the
afterlife if T partake of enjoyments that do no harm'to others. As-
suming that my fully rational self wants to maximize my gverall
enjoyment the relevant question is therefore whether there is in fact
more enjoyment overall in the life in which I falsely b§lleve th‘at
I will be punished and I sacrifice the enjoyments, or in the'hfe
in which I falsely believe that T will be punished but do not sacrifice
the enjoyments. In other words, does the anxiety I suffer, falsely
believing that I will be punished in the afterlife, outv.veigh the e:'ctra
enjoyment, or does it not? If the latter then, desp1t§ the anxiety
I suffer, my fully rational self would presumably desire me to go
for the harmless pleasures. If the former then, because of the anxi-
ety, my fully rational self would presumably desire me to make
the sacrifice. I don’t see anything counterintuitive about these an-
swers, 1 don’t see why Persson thinks it is implausible to suppose
that my fully rational self would advise me to do something ‘Fhat
causes anxiety if, overall, I thereby get more in the way of enjoy-
ment. : '

Note, incidentally, that the evaluation in Persson’s example is not
one which would figure in my own deliberations. If 1 falsely believe
that there is an afterlife then, when I deliberate, T will presumably
falsely believe that my fully rational self believes that there is an
afterlife as well. At best such an evaluation is one which could have
an affect upon my actions only via the actions qf others. C‘)the.:r
people, (truly) believing that my belief that there is an afterlife s
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false, could so arrange things that I partake of the enjoyements
despite my false belief that I will be punished. If, despite the conse-
quent anxieties I suffer, my life contains more enjoyment overall
than it would have contained if T had made the sacrifices, then it
seems to me that these people do indeed cause me to do something
more desirable than what I would have done otherwise.

3. Persson’s objection to the claim that normative beliefs
can give rise to desires

I say that an agent who believes that they would desire that they ¢
in circumstances C if they were fully rational rationally should de-
sire that they ¢ in C. In those who are contingently rational, I say it
follows that their normative beliefs can therefore give rise to desires, .
much as the beliefs that p and that p entails q can give rise to the
belief that q.

Persson makes the perfectly correct point that the ‘rationally
should’ here cannot mean ‘would if fully rational’ where ‘rational’
means “rational,”. That is, it cannot mean that they would desire
that they ¢ in C if they had a systematically justifiable set of desires:
a set of desires that is maximally informed, coherent and unfied
{contrast the passage in Smith 1995a: p.127, corrected in Smith forth-
coming ). Someone who falsely believes that they would desire that
¢ in C if they were fully rational rationally should desire that they ¢
in C. But it need not be the case that they would desire that din C
if they had a systematically justifiable set of desires—that is, a set
of desires that is maximally informed, coherent and unifed. -be-
cause, ex hypothesi, they would then nor desire that they ¢ in C.
What, in that case, does ‘rationally should’ mean?

Persson suggests that it means “rational,™: that is, rational “rela-
live to one’s actual epistemic situation”™, or “given the reasons ‘avail-
able’ to one in some suitable sense”. His suggestion therefore seems

to be that, in my view, someone who believes that they would desire

that they ¢ in C if they were fully rational believes that they have a
‘reason’ to desire that they ¢ in C, where the belief that they have a
‘reason’ to desire that they ¢ in C is the belief that they would desire
that they ¢ in C if they had the beliefs and desires they would have if
they updated in the light of ‘available’ evidence. This is close to what
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I had in mind, but not quite the same. Let me explain what I meant
by ‘rationally should’.

Imagine two agents who believe that they would desire that they
¢ in C if they had a maximally informed, coherent and unified set of
desires. One of these agents also desires that she ¢s in C, but the
other does not desire that he os in C. What can we say about the
relative merits of these two agents’ psychologies, straight away, given
just what we’ve said? The obvious thing to say, it seems to me, is
that the former psychology exhibits more in the way of coherence
than the latter. The latter agent fails to have a desire that be be-
lieves he would have if he had a maximally coherent set of desires,
and this fact, all by itsell, constitutes a kind of incoherence or dis-
equilibrium in his overall psychological state. The former agent’s
desires do not suffer any such disequilibrium or incoherence. Even
if her belief is false, she still enjoys a sort of coherence, or equilib-
rium, simply in virtue of the fact that she has a matching desire to ¢
in C. Rationality, in the sense of this sort of coherence, is thus on
the side of agents whose desires match their beliefs about the desires
they would have if they were fully rational. This is the sense in
which, as it seems to me, agents who believe that they would desire
that they ¢ in C if they were fully rational ‘rationally should” desire
that they ¢ in C. They rationally should in the sense that there is a

sort of coherence or equilibrium they enjoy if they do.
If this is right—if coherence, in the sense just identified, augurs in
favour of agents who believe that they would desire that they ¢ in C
if they were fully rational actually desiring that they ¢ in C-—-then I say
it should come as no surprise that normative beliefs can produce cor-
responding desires. Agents who possess the requisite tendency towards
coherence will in fact have corresponding desires, and those who lack
the requisite tendency towards coherence will presumably lack corre-
sponding desires. Rational agents de possess the requisite tendency,
and those who lack it are practically irrational. Indeed, this enables us
to understand what is going on when agents are practically irrational,
Remember | said earlier that depression, and the like, can cause agents
not to desire to do what they believe it is desirable to do. This suggests
that what depression can cause is a diminution, or an absence, of the
requisite tendency towards coherence. This is sow depression causes

agents not to desire to ¢, when they believe it desirable to 0.
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P.ersson thinks that if I tell a story like this then T face a dilemma
Which horn of the dilemma [ am impaled on depends on what T sa -
about the tendency towards coherence, On one horn the tc:nd:ancy
towia,rds co'herence is simply a disposition: a disposition to acquire i
‘desne to ¢» n C, given a belief that I can do what desirable by ¢-in
m C; a disposition to acquire a desire to v in C, given a belief tha%

- I can do what desirable by y-ing in C; and so on. But given that I
mxself de‘fend the view that, quite generally, the desire to  is simpl
a dlsp'ostxlon to acquire a desire to ¢ in C, given a belief that I caII: 11
by ‘QJ-mg in C; a disposition to acquire a desire to y in C given a
%Jelief that I can k by y-ing in C; and so on, it follows tha£ there is
a-nother and more everyday name for this tendency, namel d
sire to do what desirable. ’ nace

This is not a conclusion I can happily accept, however. My claim
that .the belief that it is desirable that I¢in C can produce thg desire
to ¢1n C via the contingent tendency towards coherence is supposed
to contrast with the claim that that belief can indeed produc: that
desue,. but only in conjunction with the contingent desire to do
whgt 1.s desirable. Indeed, my argument against ‘externalism’ j
ethics is precisely that externalists are committed to the false viet?
that‘ such a desire provides the main source of moral motivatio
(Snzuth 1994: pp.71-84; Smith forthcoming b). Those who reliabln

dE:SII‘f': to ¢ when they believe it desirable to f--where this presum)-(
ably 1nc.1udes those who are perfectly virtuous——are according t
ext'ernallsts, never moved, except instrumentally, by t’he feature% octi
their acts that make them desirable: in this case, let’s suppose, b
.the fact that their act is an act of ¢-ing. What move’s such peE))p le 1;0 y

Estrgmentlally 1s always just one feature: the feature of beinz an arc;

Ofa;eifsgfssl;able. As 1 point out, this commits externalists to a kind

) Exten.lalism of this kind is supposed to contrast with the sort of
lIlteI:IlE-thI’n’.I favour. I say that internalists can hold that the belief

that it is desirable to ¢ in C can produce, via the tendency toward:
col.'lerefnce, a non-instrumental desire to ¢ in C. In essence Persson’:
objection is that he doesn’t see how that can be so. The distinctio

bet:ween the tendency I have in mind and a desire to do what s

dgsmable is, he thinks, a distinction without a difference. This mea .

that T do not distinguish my own internalist view fron; that of nlll;
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externalist opponents. My view collapses into the kind externalism I
ici ue against.
ex};ﬁj?ﬁlatlf‘:idenies are desires, of course. Con-sider quite generally
the tendency to adjust beliefs in the light of ev1denc§: the tendenc‘y
to believe g when I believe that p and that p entails q, say. Th%s
tendency is not plausibly thought to be a deS}re to believe what is
entailed by the propositions that I already beheve'becaus'e, as func-
tionalists in philosophy of mind point out, there is nothing for'the
beliefs that p and that p entails q to be except a whele host Qf Ju§t
such tendencies: [ do not really believe that p and that p ent_aﬂs qif
the belief that q is not thereby produced in me. An alternative sug-
gestion is thus that, in much the same way and for mu'ch tl:le samne
reason, the tendency to desire that I ¢ in C when 1 believe it desiz-
able to ¢ in C might be a tendency that is internal to my statc.a of
believing that ¢-ing in C is desirable. Perhaps I do not really believe

that ¢-ing in C is desirable if the desire to ¢ in C is not thereby

produced in me. But if I say this ther I am impaled on the other
horn of the dilemma. ' . -

As T have- already indicated, I spend some time arguing against
the idea that beliefs about what is desirable and desires are neces-
sarily connected. The belief that ¢-ing in C is desi'rable i-s, I insist, a
distinct psychological state from the desire to ¢ in C, in the sense
that the two can always be pulled apart modally: I could aiv&fays
have had the one but not the other. But if 1 (‘io n(?t really believe
that ¢-ing in C is desirable if the desire that I ¢ m C is not I.Jrodu.ced
in me then this is simply false. If a failure to desire todin C is a
failure really to believe that ¢-ing in C is desirable then the two are
a unitary psychological state after all. T have myself p.roved the
existence of besires. My view collapses into the; kind anti-Humean
theory of motivation I explicitly argue against.

Persson’s dilemma is very serious indeed. To grasp one or the
other horn of the dilemma is for the overall argument of The Moral
Problem to be a dismal fajlure. Having said that, let me now confes.;s
that I have been vaguely worried that T am vulnerable to just this
dilemma for some time. The first time it occurred to me was whe?n
John O’Leary-Hawthorne put one horn of the dilemn.la'to me in
conversation after an oral presentation of the ideas in the book
soon after it came out. Geoff Sayre-McCord subsequently put the
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other horn of the dilemma to me in email correspondence. I vaguely
realised that what I said to the one was in tension with what T said
to the other. But no one has ever crystalised the dilemmatic nature
of the problem I face in quite the way Persson does in his coramen-
tary.

Having now had some time to think about it, however, I am less
worried. There is a third option, one which avoids both horns of the
dilemma. Persson’s analogy with belief points the way. Let’s be agreed
that not all tendencies are desires: when we come to believe that g,

- on the basis of our beliefs that p and that p entails q, no role needs
~ to be played by the desire to believe what 1s entailed by the propo-

sitions we already believe, Certain tendencies to conform our beliefs
to evidence must therefore be internal to the state of believing itself.
But it is a mistake to overstate this conclusion. it should not be
interpreted so strictly that the principle ‘If you believe that p and
you believe that p entails q then you believe that q’ turns out to be
analytic. This is because the term ‘helief” is itself a folk notion, and,
given what the folk mean by that term, inferential failure simply
need not imply a lack of belief. Not if, as we ordinarily suppose,
people can indeed stubbornly fail to believe that q when they be-
lieve that p and that p entails q. (Here I take back some of what I
said against Pettit in Smith 1994: pp-209-10, footnote 8.)

What is plausibly true, of course, is that there are limits to the
sorts of inferential failure that are possible, Suppose p is entailed by
m, by n, by o, and so on and so forth, and suppose that p in turn
entails q, entails r, entails s, and so on. Given that beliefs get their
content by their functional role, and given that their functional role
maps, inter alia, the logical relations in which the propositions that
give the contents of beliefs stand to each other, it follows that in
order to count as the belief thar p, a psychological state must be one
which is produced by enough of the beliefs that m, n, o, and so
forth, and must in turn be one which produces enough of the beliefs
that g, r, s and so on. : .

However there need be no hard and fast rule about which of
these dispositions a state must comprise in order for it to count as
the belief that p. It may be a vague matter. Moreover there could
even be certain dispositions which it would be very implausible to
Suppose & state must comprise in order to count as the belief that p.
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If we imagine a very long chain of complicated inferences that no
ordinary person would ever be expected to make—think of some
complex piece of mathematics that moves from p ultimately through
to z—then it might be very implausible indeed to suppose that some-
one fails to count as really believing that p just because they do not
believe that z. Thus, even though all there is in reality is a whole
host of dispesitions displaying rational patterns—dispositions to
believe s, that s entails t, t, that t entails u, u . . . and so on and so
forth up to z—it turns out that we can distinguish—though per-
haps only in a vague way —between those dispositions that are con-
stitutive of a subject’s believing that p and those which display what
we might call his ‘inferential power’. Someone who is very good at
mathematics has a lot of the latter. Someone who is not very good
at mathematics does not. But this does not stop them really believ-
ing the premises from which various mathematical conclusions follow.

Having made this distinction the important point to note is that
in one sense these dispositions all remain perfectly on a par. None
of them is plaustbly thought to be a desire. Contrary to Perssons’
suggestion, it therefore scems that there is indeed a middle ground
between a tendency that constitutes desiring on the one hand, and
the sort of rational tendency that is constitutive of believing on the
other. There is, at the very least, the sort of rational tendency con-
stitutive of inferential power, where this needs to be distinguished

_from the tendencies internal the state of believing. The crucial dis-

tinction between desires and these tendencies is their special rational
status. The crucial distinction between tendencies with this special
rational status and those internal to belief is that, given our ordi-
nary concept of belief, we do not take the former to be constitutive
of believing. '

It seems to me that we should say something similar about the
tendency towards overall coherence that I describe. In order to count

as the belief that ¢-ing in C is desirable, a psychological state must -

be produced by enough of the belicfs whose contents entail that ¢-
ing in C is desirable, and it must produce enough of the beliefs
whose contents are entailed by the fact that ¢-ing in C 1s desirable.
But even though the belief that ¢-ing in C is desirable will also
produce the desire to ¢ in C in someone who has the requisite ten-
dency towards coherence, it is very implausible to suppose that a
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psych.ol.ogical state counts as the belief that ¢-ing in C is desirabl
only if it produces the desire to ¢ in C. The reason why is mu hathe
same as in the ordinary belief case, e
‘ The? term ‘belief” is a folk notion, and it is simply part of the wa
i which we use that term that we are allowed to count people d
really b.eheving that their ¢-ing in C is desirable even when thz dacs>
. not .desllre to ¢ in C. We are allowed to count them as reall hazf'
the belief because the connection between believing that q)-)i(ng inm(%r

# 18 desirable and desiring to ¢ in C is one which ordinary folk regu-

larly fail to make: depression and weakness of will are all too co
mon. Much as we do not describe those who can get to z from nal—
the oply ones who really believe that p, but rather as people \l:fhj
have' mpressive inferential powers, so we describe those who desire
to ¢ in C when they believe ¢-ing in C to be desirable not as the onl
ones who really have beliefs about the desirability of ¢-ing in C, b f
.rather as possessing impressive strength of will. Just as figm rf:,ssi:fl t
1nferept1al power is not plausibly thought to be a desire topbeh'e o
What is entailed by the propositons we already believe, so im .
sive strength of will is not plausibly thought to be a élesire tgrzsc;

what is desirable. Each is si i i
o ach is simply a rational tendency, just as 1 sug-

P
4. Persson’s objection to the characterisation of relativism vs
non-relativism about reasons

‘I say that we have normative reason to ¢ in certain circumstances C
ju;t m case we would desire that we ¢ in C if we were fully ratioes 1
whiere to be fully rational we must have a systematically justifi nl?} ’
set of desires: that is, a set of desires that is maximally injf/ojrmed1 . ;
cohm"er‘lt and unified (Smith 1994: 158—61). Furthermore, I a o
that it 1s.part of what we mean when we say that a set of ziesirigu'e
systematically justifiable that the desires that-are elements i tli .
set are desires that other people too would have if the hadn .
tematlcally justifiable set of desires (Smith 1994 pp 1631174) 3;531/15“
ration.al age.nts converge in the desires they have abo'ut what i-s tc1)1 bz
Fio.ne i various circumstances, and converge by definition, because
1dt is part of what we mean by the sys_tematic justification of our
esires that people who have such desires have a Justification for
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them that other people too could see to be a justification: a justifi-
cation for one fully rational agent to adopt a desire to act in a
certain way in certain circumstances is justification for another to
adopt a desire to act in that way in those circumstances as well (see
also Smith 1995b; pp.294-7).

When we analyse the concept of a normative reason in this way I
claim that normative reasons turn out to be non-relative rather than
relative, and normative reason claims turn out to be categorical
rather than merely hypothetical imperatives (Smith 1994: 174-5).
Normative reasons are non-relative and normative reason claims
are categorical because, via a conversational process involving ra-
tional reflection and argument, we are each able to come up with an
answer to the question “What would our fully rational selves desire
ourselves to do in such and such circumstances? and our answers to
this question, provided we have each reflected properly, will all be
one and the same. People who are in the same circumstances there-
fore have normative reason to do the very same thing. This is the
mark of non-relative reasons: the mark of categorical normative rea-
son claims.

Importantly, note that my claim that we have a normative reason
to ¢ in certain circumstances C just in case we would desire that we
¢ in C if we had the set of desires that we would all converge upon
if we were fully rational is a claim about our concept of a normative
reason. Thus, even if what I say is right, it might still be the case
that, substantively, this concept is not instantiated (Smith 1994,
pp.63-6). Perhaps there are no normative reasons. As it happens, I
am inclined to believe that, substantively, there are at least some
normative reasons (Smith 1994, pp.187-9). But it is important to
keep the distinction between conceptual issues and substantive is-
sues in mind, not least because I am more confident of the concep-
tual claim than the substantive claim.

~ For his part, Persson thinks that, substantively, there are no non-
relative normative reasons. Much more importantly, however, he
thinks that I mischaracterise what non-relative normative reasons
would have to be like, and that my arguments for the claim that our
concept of a normative reason is non-relative, in the sense in which
I characterise them to be non-relative, therefore fail to establish that
pormative reasons really are non-relative. His objections centre on
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my claim that what marks non-relativists off from relativists is the
fact that non-relativists hold that “. . . ‘what is to count as a reason
for you in your circumstances must also count as a reason for me in
mine if’ our circumstances are the same’ . ..” He objects: “If our
‘circumstances’ here includes our preferences . . ., this claim is com-
mon ground between relativism and non-relativism, It expresses some-

. thing relativists deny only if the term ‘circumstances’ does not cover

that to which they claim reasons to be relative, namely desires or
prefergnces . . "
. Persson’s objection betrays a misunderstanding of the way in which
1t seems to me relativists should construe my analysis. I say that we
have a normative reason to ¢ in circumstances C just in case our
fully rational selves in the evaluating world desire that, in the evalu-
ated world in which we are in circumstances C, we ¢. Persson thinks
that relativists should constrie this as the suggestion that a person
A’s reasons in the evaluated world are fixed by the nature of her
fully rational self in the evaluating world, where her nature as a
fully rational self in the evaiuating world is in turn fixed by her
nature in the evaluated world. His idea is that we should take A’s
desires in the evaluated world, and we should say that her fully
rational self is someone who has the maximally coherent set of de-
sires that we get by taking those desires as a starting point.

Now, if this were indeed how a relativist should construe my
analysis then, just as Persson says, relativists and non-relativists would
not differ in the way I suggest. If in specifying A’s circumstances in

. the evaluated world we had to mention the desires and preferences

she has in that world, and then in characterising A’s nature as a
fully rational self we had to see it as a fixed by those same desires
;::md preferences, then it would be common ground between relativ-
1sts and non-relativists that people who are in the same circum-
stances have normative reason to do the very same thing. But this is
not how it seems to me a relativist should construe my analysis.

In order to see why, let’s suppose that you and I are both relativ-
ists, and that we are each asked, here and now in the actual world
what we have normative reason to do in a completely hypotheticai
case: an evaluated world in which our circumstances, including our
preferences, are exactly the same as each others. Imagine our cir-
cumstances in the evaluated world to be characterised in the follow-
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ing way: “You are sitting in a room with a packet of cigarettes and,
as you look at them, you are overcome with a desire to smoke. The

- evaluated world has no other relevant features: there are no other
people, you have no other preferences or desires, there is not much
in the way of a future, and there has not been much in the way of a
past. What do you have normative reason to do in these circum-
stances? It seems-to me that, even as relativists, our answers to this
question will most certainly be influenced by the desires we have,
here and now, in the actual world,

Thus, suppose that in the actual world T have very strong anti-
smoking preferences, preferences so strong that I would want my-
self not to smoke even if I had a desire to smoke. Then it seems to
me, intuitively, that I may well deny that I have normative reason
to smoke in the possible world in which I have a desire to smoke.
This is because, if we take my actual desires as a basts for construct-
ing a maximally informed and coherent and unified set of desires
then my strong anti-smoking preferences could well survive as part
of this set. If they did, then I would truly be able to say that my
fully rational self in the evaluating world—where the nature of my
fully rational self in the evaluating world is now fixed by my actual
nature, not by my nature in the evaluated world—wants me not to
smoke in the evaluated world: that is, my fully rational self wants
me not to satisfy my evaluated world desire to smoke. As I said,
this seems to me to be the intuitively right answer for a relativist to
give. He should suppose that his actual judgements about what he
shouid do in the evaluated world reflect his acrual preferences about
what he is to do in the circumstances he faces in the evaluated
world.

With this relativistic construal of my analysis in mind, let’s now
ask what you should do in the evaluated world. Suppose that in the
actual world you have no strong feelings about smoking. You pre-
fer that people satisfy whatever desires they happen to have with
regard to smoking. If we use your actual desires as a basis from
which to construct a maximally informed and coherent and unified
set of desires then your ‘please yourself” preferences might well sur-
vive as part of this set. If they did then you could truly say that
your fully rational self in the evaluating world—where, again, the
nature of your fully rational self in the evalnating world is fixed by
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your actual nature, not your nature in the evaluated world— wants
you to smoke in the evaluated world: that is, your fully rational self
wants you to satisfy your desire to smoke. Again, this seems to me
to be the intuitively right answer for you to give as a relativist. You
sh01'11d hold that your actual judgements about what you have nor-
mative reason to do reflect your actual desires about what you are
to do in the circumstances you face in the evaluated world.

It therefore follows that—on this way of construing my analysis
as a relativist—even if we do include information about the prefer:
ences that agents have in characterising the circumstances of action
that are to be evaluated, relaijvists will deny that what counts as a
Feasgn for you in your circumstances must count as a reason for me
in mine if our circumstances are the same. The reasons you have in
th@ evaluated world reflect. the desires you have in the evaluating
wprld, and these in turn are a function from your actual desires
given that we are asking you, as you are here and now in the actuai
world, what you should do in the evaluated world. And given that
we asking me, as I am here and now in the actual world, what T
§hould do in the evaluated world, it follows that the reasons I have
in the evaluated world reflect the desires that I have in the evaluat-
ing world, where these are in turn a function from my actual de-
sires. According to this relativistic construal of my analysis, then
since our actual desires differ, our reasons in the evaluated worlci
can differ, despite the fact that our circumstances are the same: that
is, despite the fact that the evaluated world we are evaluating is
identical in all respects, including the desires we have.

Non-relativists, by contrast, think that if our circumstances are
the same-in the evaluated world, then we have the Very same rea-
son.s. This is because, according to non-relativists, both my fully
r?.tlonal self and your fully rational self— our selves in their respec-
tive evaluating worlds—must have the maximally informed and co-
herent and unifed set of desires that we would all converge upon
unc-:ler conditions of full rationality. The possibility that our fully
rational selves have divergent desires in the evaluating world is thus
ruled out by definition. It makes no difference that we differ in our
actual desires. Notwithstanding Persson’s misgivings, it thus scems
to me that I have given an adequate and accurate description of
the difference between relativist and non-relativist conceptions of
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reasons—at least on the relativistichconstrlml 1of the analysis that
e to be the mtuitively right construal, .

See’?fe;fc: nrilight still be some lingering doubts. .It }rught well b; asi;sg
why relativists shouldn't construelthe analy'sm in the vifay ‘ersthat
suggests. What is wrong with their con.strumg the ana ys1§ t111116 .
way? The answer is very simple anq straightforward. On;: 0 few
constraints on a theory of normative reasons that nearly ever31/( ©
accepts is that we must construe normative reasons so gs to ma ¢to
turn that an agent who believes that she has a pormatwe reasobn j
¢ in certain circumstances C is motivatfad to ¢ in C, a,.t least absen
practical irrationality. But this constram.t on normative reasoll?sb—
the practicality of beliefs about normative r.ez%sons—canl on y{33 te
met by the relativist if he construes the ana}ys'1s in the way s}.;lgg On.
The constraint is violated if they construe it in the way Perss
Su%ieziscier to see why, remember how I explained the practicalllty of
beliefs about normative reasons. I pointed out that th'e ox;;aral hpsy—
chology of someone who believes that they would desire ij act1 td ?f,_.q;
in C if they had a maximally informed, cpherent and }1111 ie ; ?1 t
set, exhibits a kind of disequilibrium or incoherence 1'f t'hey a;l o
desire that they ¢ in C, and I suggested that, because this is Tlo, those:
whose psychology incorporates a tendency towards gverah (iot ;:er
ence acquire a desire to ¢ in C when they come to believe t1 at t tiy
have a normative reason to ¢'in C. But note thatz on a re at:v;s t;
contrual of the content of this bslief, the explanation work.s only i
that content Is construed in the way I suggest. Tlvle expllanatlon .13 no
explanation at all if we construe the content in the way Persson
sui%?tsetj -all, the psychology of an agent who beli.eves that he would
desire that he ¢s in C if he had the maximally informed, coherent

and unfied set of desires that ke would have if we constructed such a.

set on the basis of desires that he does not in fact !.tave exhibits no
incoherence or disquilibrium at all in failing to Flemre that he q)szl 'Hi
C. {Think of famihar Ulysses-type cases.? Such }ncoherence cl)lr 1st
equilibrium is exhibited only if the maximally informed, coheren

and unified set of desires is constructed on the basis of the <liesu*e§ |
he in fact has. But—to repeat—this is to consirue the content of -

the belief in the way that I suggest, not in the way that Persson
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suggests. This is why relativists cannot consirue the analysis in
Persson’s way.

5. Persson’s objection to the argument for non-relativism
about normative reasons

.Even if my characterisation of the difference between relativist and
non-relativist conceptions of normative reasons Is not flawed in the
way Persson suggests, I still have to provide an argument for the
claim that our ordinary concept of a normative reason is indeed
non-relative, rather than relative. In fact I give only one real argu-
ment for this conclusion, an argument Persson js unthappy about,

The argument I give is that, on the relative colception of norma-

tive reasons, normative reasons are entirely arbitrary, whereas on
the non-relative conception they are not. Since arbitrariness under-
mines any normative significance a consideration might initially ap-
pear to have, I conclude that normative reasons must thercfore be
non-relative. Only so can normative reasons have their requisite
normative status. Persson objects to this argument. “[M]y percep-
tual knowledge is also arbitrary in a similar sense——my perceptual
apparatus or path through the world could easily have been differ-
ent, resulting in my body of perceptual knowledge being different —
but that does not drain it of justificatory power. So why should the
arbitrariness of desires have this effect?” But Persson fails to distin-
guish between two quite different things.

My pereeptual circumstances— that is, my route through the world,
and even my perceptual apparatus—is of course entirely arbitrary,
in the sense of being utterly contingent. I could have taken a differ-
ent route through the world, and I could have had compietely dif-
ferent perceptual mechanisms. If 1 had, then perhaps I would have
had quite different perceptual beliefs. Similarly, the circumstances
of action that I face —that is, what is going on around me, my
desires, my talents, and so on and so forth—are all likewise entirely
arbitrary, in the sense of being utterly contingent, If T had been in
different circumstances then perhaps 1T would have had different
reasons for action.

What is not entirely arbitrary in the perceptual case, however, is

~what I should believe given that T am in the perceptual circumstances
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that I happen to be in: that is, given the route 1 took through the
world, the perceptual mechanisms I have, and so on. If we imagine
a whole host of pairings of perceptual circumstances and resultant
perceptual beliefs, then what is not arbitrary is the particular pair-
ings: we could not just jumble up the circumstances and the beliefs,
and still have a list of pairings where the circumstances could just as
plausibly be said to ‘ustify’ the beliefs. Similarly, what is not arbi-
trary in the case of normative reasons is what I have normative
reason to do given that I am in the circumstances of action that 1
am in. This is simply to repeat the point just made. For the non-
relativist, but not the relativist, agents whose circumstances are the
same must have the same normative reasons. To deny this is to
suppose that facts about what an agent has a normative reason to
do in certain circumstances is utterly arbitrary, in the sense that it
can vary in just the way we denied that pairings of perceptual cir-
cumstances and the beliefs they justify could vary.

Think again of whether it is desirable for me to smoke in the
" evaluated possible world described earlier. On the relative concep-
tion of reasons the answer to this question depends on whether the
question is being asked of me as [ am here and now in the actual
world, in which case the answer is ‘no’, or whether it is being asked
of me as [ am in a possible world in which my desires happen to be
just like (we imagined) yours to be here and now in the actual world,
in which case the answer is ‘yes’. The desirability or otherwise of my
smoking in the circumstances characterised in the evaluated world
is in this way made to depend upon, and to vary with, something
quite extraneous to the circumstances I face in that evaluated world.
The sitnation is thus quite the opposite of the situation Persson
describes with regard to perceptual beliefs. The analogy with per-
ception thus supports the non-relativist conception of reasons, not
the relativist conception. It supports my claim that only a non-
relativist conception makes makes normative reasons non-arbitrary.

Let me make it clear what I have not said. I bave not said that an
agent could not have a normative reason to satisty whatever desires
he happens to have in the evaluated world. He would indeed have
such a normative reason if the desire that we would all converge
upon, if we had a maximally informed and coherent and unified set
of desires, is a desire to act on whatever desires we happen to have

REPLY TO INGMAR PERSSON 179

in whatever set of circumstances we happen to find ourselves. Noth-
ing I have said against a relativistic conception of normative rea-
sons undermines the truth of this claim because, if this is indeed the
desire that we would all converge upon, then there is nothing arbi-
trary about acting so as to satisfy our desires. This is indeed what
we have a non-relative normative reason to do.

When reading through Persson’s commentary I sometimes found
myself wondering whether this is the view towards which he is him-
self attracted. Certainly it is the view you must take if you think
that.our desires always give us normative reason to satisfy them
But If: this is Persson’s view then note that he cannot consistently be;
‘skeptwaf—as he says he is—about the possibility of a convergence
in the desires of fully rational agents. For someone who takes this
view thinks that there is such a connative convergence, a conver-
gence on the desire that we act so as to satisfy whatever, desires we
happen to have in whatever circumstances of action we happen to
find ourselves,

As I said, Persson says he is skeptical about the possibility of a
convergence in the desires of fully rational agents. He says he finds
the_ suggestion that being fully rational would “obliterate all moti-
Yatlonal differences between us in respect of personality traits and
interests . . . very hard to swallow”. Indeed, he thinks it is quite
obvious that “idiosyneratic preferences—perhaps like your prefer-
ence .fc‘n' beer and mine for wine—-could survive the imposition of
cc')ndmons of full rationality”. But the trouble is that I agree with
him. [ too find it hard to swallow the claim that rational reflection
an.d argument would lead us to have the same tastes and interests in
drink, food, clothes, music, sports and so on. Fortunately, though, I
do'.not say that the existence of non-relative normative r’easons r,e—
quires any such thing. Indeed, I explicitly deny that it requires any
51_Jch thing (Smith 1994: p.173). The convergence required is more
circumscribed. '

Suppose I grow up in a culture that encourages in me a taste for
beer and a distaste for wine, and that Persson grows up in in a
oulture that encourages in him a taste for wine and a distaste for
beer. My suggestion is not that, if there are any normative reasons
at all, then via a process of rational reflection and argument our
fully rational selves would each have to converge on a desire to
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drink beer, or a desire to drink wine, or a desire to drink beer on
Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and wine on Tuesdays, Thurs-
days, and the weekends! My suggestion is rather that, if there are
any normative reasons at all, then our fully rational selves must
converge on a desire that we (say) drink beer if we happen to have
had a desire to drink beer caused in us by our enculturation, and
wine if we happen to have had a desire to drink wine caused in us
“by our enculturation. Our fully rational selves may therefore indeed
differ in that mine has a desire to drink beer, and Persson’s has a
desire to drink wine. But these differences do not suffice to make
them less than fully rational because, given the desire upon which
they converged, these are each desires that it is rationally permissi-
ble to have.

More needs to be said to make it seem plausible that fully ra-
tional agents would all converge in their desires even in the circum-
scribed way I have just described, of course. But as I make plain at
the end of The Moral Problem, my own view is that there is no way
of making that seem plausible short of giving normative arguments
and seecing whether people are thereby brought to agree in their
judgements about the normative reasons people have, and so are
consequently brought to converge in their desires, at least in so far
as they do not suffer from weakness of will, depression and the like.
.The empirical fact of convergence, if there were such a convergence,
would give us a reason to suppose that the more idealised conver-
gence required for the existence of normative reasons is indeed forth-
coming. But I admit that nothing I have said here, or in the book,
does or could show decisively that such a convergence is forthcoming.
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