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A (justifying)1 reason to φ is just a consideration in favor of φ-ing – that claim is a modern piece of
philosophical commonsense. Many people writing about practical reasons – and I am limiting my
discussion to practical reasons – take this claim as a lodestar, including luminaries such as T. M.
Scanlon2 and Joseph Raz.3 My goal is not to disagree with this claim but rather to complicate it.
Conceptually speaking,4 a reason to φ is a consideration in favor of φ-ing, but not all considerations
in favor of φ-ing are necessarily reasons.5 We can distinguish the concept of a reason from the
concept of a consideration. Or so I try to demonstrate below. The gist of the distinction is as
follows. A consideration in favor of φ-ing minimally favors φ-ing, but a reason to φ favors φ-ing in a
more robust way. If this is right, there are three, not two, grades of justificatory work that some
proposition p can do vis-à-vis φ-ing: 1) p can be a reason to φ, 2) p can be a consideration in favor of
φ-ing but not yet a reason, and 3) p can be neither a consideration nor a reason in favor of φ-ing.
The goal of this essay is to elucidate the heretofore-unrecognized distinction between reasons and
considerations.
Now, when you tell a philosopher that you have discovered something new, she will often
reply that what you said is confused or nonsense. Once you convince the philosopher that your
claim makes sense, she will reply that it is not new. Once you convince the philosopher that your
non-confused distinction, theory, interpretation, or whatever is indeed new, she will then reply that
your claim is a trivial one. This pattern of response suggests the path this paper must trot. In §1, I
In what follows, each time that I use “reason” I mean “justifying reason,” unless the context makes it clear otherwise.
Scanlon 1998:17.
3 Raz 1999: 186; Raz 2011:18.
4 Throughout the essay, I am talking about the concept of a reason, not reasons themselves. The same for considerations.
I am trying to show that there are two concepts (or that it would be useful to think in terms of two concepts). I am not
doing ontology.
5 As I make clear below, the notion that every consideration in favor of φ-ing is also a reason to φ is itself a substantive
claim and a contentious one.
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try to elucidate the distinction between reasons and considerations. In §2, I compare this new
distinction with similar accounts that almost make this distinction. In §3, I begin explaining what
work this new distinction can do.

§1 Distinguishing Reasons from Considerations
The task of distinguishing reasons from considerations is a difficult task in large measure
because, as Joseph Raz notes, “the notion of a normative reason cannot be explained through an
eliminative definition.”6 By “eliminative definition,” Raz means the kind of definition wherein the
definiendum does not figure in the definiens. Raz likely thought that we can do no better than
offering definitions like that of Scanlon. Scanlon says that p is a reason for something if p counts in
favor of that thing in a particular way: “[b]y providing a reason for it.”7 Even those who work up
more sophisticated definitions, which technically avoid circularity by differentiating “reason” the
count noun from “reason” the mass noun – even those folks don’t say anything particularly
illuminating. This is not a jibe, for I rely on one such sophisticated definition below. Instead, the
preceding is an apology, an advance warning, that I cannot explicate the concept of a reason that
clearly. The same goes for the concept of a consideration. Nonetheless, as Jonathan Dancy notes,
“[i]f one cannot explicate a philosophically significant concept, there may however be other ways of
giving people a sense that the concept is itself in good order and that they have a reasonably clear
grasp on it. One way of doing this is to work through a range of examples.”8 Taking my cue from
Dancy, I begin this section with a series of examples to bring the distinction into focus. After the
examples, I attempt definitions of both reasons and considerations.

Raz 2011:18.
Scanlon 1998:17.
8 Dancy 2003: 101.
6
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1.1 Lead by Example
Consider the following set of propositions.

(P1)

The dog was in my way.

(P2)

The dog did not greet me with sufficient glee.

(P3)

I get immense pleasure from kicking dogs.

(P4)

The dog is ugly.

(P1) - (P4) all, in some minimal way, bear on and indeed count in favor of me kicking the dog.
Thus, they are all considerations in favor of me kicking the dog. Some philosophers will deny that
some or all of these propositions are reasons to kick the dog. To see this, let us focus on (P3).
Talbot Brewer writes, “sometimes the prospect of pleasure is no reason at all… to do that which
gives rise to it.”9 I would guess that Brewer envisions acts like kicking dogs. I would also guess that
many philosophers would say that, even if it gave me pleasure, I have no reason to torture cats, burn
ants with a magnifying glass, or do other acts of cruelty. Using this list of horribles helps to make
the Brewer contention plausible and familiar, but it also risks two misunderstandings.
First, it might be thought that Brewer and similarly-minded philosophers claim that getting
pleasure from kicking dogs provides no moral reason to kick the dog. Brewer is not making that
claim because he, like other neo-Aristotelians, denies that there are specifically moral reasons to do
things, but leave that aside. Brewer and others like him contend that some propositions like (P3)
provide no reason of any kind to kick dogs. Even in cases where there is no immorality involved,
some philosophers hold that the prospect of pleasure is just insufficient for being a reason. Warren
Quinn, for example, imagines a case in which a pyromaniac takes pleasure in setting fires, and Quinn
9

Brewer 2011: 144.
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notes that one might say that “the pyromaniac’s pleasure fails to give him a genuine reason to set the
fire.”10 Sure, immorality might be involved in setting fires, for setting fires might impose an
unnecessary risk to others’ safety, but we can imagine a careful pyromaniac who refrains from
setting fires in the middle of New York City and instead sets fires in a suitably remote spot. For
Quinn and similarly-minded philosophers, the careful pyromaniac is in the same boat as her careless
counterpart because “pleasure … cannot provide the basic reason to pursue the object.”11
Second, it might be thought that Brewer and Quinn are claiming that (P3) does not provide
sufficient reason to kick the dog. On this construal, these philosophers would be claiming that the
prospect of pleasure provides a pro tanto reason to kick the dog yet that reason is outweighed by
another pro tanto reason, such as the fact that kicking the dog will cause it pain. This construal is also
incorrect. We should take these philosophers at their word; they sincerely hold that the fact that
doing something may afford a person pleasure might be no reason at all for her to do that thing.
Brewer, Quinn, and other philosophers who deny that propositions like (P1) - (P4) are
reasons for me to kick the dog, they may well be mistaken. To disagree with them is to engage in a
normative dispute about whether a given consideration counts in favor of an action in the right way,
the reason way. But there can be no doubt that (P1) - (P4) are considerations that somehow favor or
support kicking the dog. To see this, compare (P1) - (P4) to the following set of propositions.

(P5)

It is 68 degrees outside.

(P6)

I locked myself out of the house last week.

(P7)

My hair is in rollers.

Quinn 1993: 191.
Quinn 1993: 196. One might wonder what Quinn means in bringing up a “basic reason.” His idea is that the A’s
prospect of pleasure in φ-ing might be able to provide a reason for A to φ in those cases in which A already has a reason
to φ, but the prospect of pleasure alone does not suffice to be a reason. Basic reasons are those reasons which, all by
themselves, count as a reason for something.
10
11
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There is a sale on airline tickets to Seoul.

None of these propositions in any way supports or favors me kicking the dog. In others words, (P5)
- (P8) are not even considerations in favor of me kicking the dog.

1.2 Reasons and Considerations Defined
With these examples in place, now I can offer definitions of both reason and consideration. I
turn first to defining a consideration. Here is how I understand that concept: c is a consideration for
A to φ if and only if 1) c is a proposition in light of which A could form an intention to φ and 2) c is
not wholly orthogonal to A’s φ-ing.
The first condition, as stated, could be contentious in several ways. For example, some
might contend that considerations are not propositions but the facts to which propositions refer;
others might contend that considerations are mental states or other objects. Since people say these
sorts of things about reasons,12 they may well say them about considerations. I have arguments for
thinking of considerations (and reasons too) as propositions, but here is not the place for that
debate. I hope to avoid unnecessary controversy on these matters by saying a) one can
propositionalize pretty much anything that other philosophers want to count as considerations or
reasons and b) not much will turn on thinking of considerations or reasons as facts, mental states, or
other objects. The real action in this definition of considerations lies in the second condition.
On the second condition, this is quite vague, and here is where the examples from above can
help. One might wonder what is it is for c to be wholly orthogonal to A’s φ-ing. A paradigm case of
orthogonality lies in the relation between (P7) and me kicking the dog. That my hair is in rollers just
has nothing to do with whether I should kick the dog. If I did kick the dog, that my hair is in rollers
12

Alvarez (2009) says that reasons are facts; Broome (2004) says that a property of a situation can be a reason.
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would fail to make that action intelligible. To put the claim more positively, considerations in favor
of φ-ing are relevant, not orthogonal to φ-ing; considerations makes actions intelligible, not
unintelligible.
Having done my best with defining a consideration, I now turn to defining a reason. Here is
how I understand that concept: r is a reason for A to φ if and only if 1) r is a proposition in light of
which A could form an intention to φ and 2) r is not orthogonal to A’s φ-ing, orthogonal in the
manner established by practical reason.
The first condition for a reason may occasion worries similar to those raised by the first
condition in the definition of a consideration. Let us set those aside. The interest lies in the second
condition.
The second condition has the appearance of circularity, but indeed it is a mere appearance.
Admittedly, I did say for r to be a reason, r must, inter alia, not be orthogonal to something in the
manner establish by reason. So it looks like the definiendum is in the definiens, but, as John
Broome points out, there is a difference between reason the count noun and reason the mass noun.13
While denoted by the same word, these refer to slightly different things. A reason is a proposition
that usually refers to some state of affairs in the natural world. For instance, that Donald Trump is
speaking is a reason for me to put on headphones. Reason, by contrast, is not a proposition referring
to a state of affairs; rather, reason is a right-making capacity or feature of the world. It is because of
reason, in this sense, that Trump’s speaking can serve as a reason for me to put on headphones.
The foregoing means that the second condition does not make my definition circular. Still,
there is a sense in which it fails to be illuminating, for I have said that for r to be a reason, r must,
inter alia, be related to something in the way licensed by a certain right-making capacity. Which
right-making capacity? Oh, the one that makes of a proposition a reason for action. Hopefully, the
13

Broome 2015: 85.
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abovementioned negative examples (i.e. examples that are arguably not reasons) help give some
sense to the idea of the right-making capacity.

§2 Nearby Distinctions
In this section, I review two recent discussions that appear to capture my distinction
between reasons and considerations but in other terms. I show that neither quite captures what I
have in mind.

2.1 Alvarez and Motivating Reasons
Maria Alvarez has developed a tripartite division of the roles that reasons can play,14 and it
might thought that what I call considerations can be lumped into what she calls motivating reasons. This
is not so. To see why, I begin with setting out her division and explaining why one might be
tempted to think considerations are motivating reasons. After that, I can show how considerations
differ from motivating reasons.
It is a commonplace among philosophers to distinguish justifying reasons (what I have been
calling reasons throughout) from explanatory reasons. The former somehow favor A’s acting in a
certain way, while the latter explain why A acted that way. Alvarez updates this picture in two ways.
First, after noting that the very same fact can both justify A’s φ-ing and explain why A φ-ed, Alvarez
reaches the claim that “the justifying reason” and the “explanatory reason” are not two separate
reasons but the same reason playing two different roles. Second, and more important for our
purposes, Alvarez adds a third role a reason can play: motivating.
According to Alvarez, “A reason is called a ‘motivating reason’ because it is something that
motivates an agent, i.e. what he took to speak in favour of his φ-ing, and what played a role in his
14

See Alvarez 2009.
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deciding to φ.”15 Alvarez cautions that some motivating reasons are not explanatory reasons. That I
forgot that I have to teach right now may explain why I’m watching a movie at home, but I did not
take the fact that I forgot about my class to speak in favor of watching the movie.
Alvarez notes that motivating reasons, insofar as speakers can take them to speak in favor of
an action, have some normative force, but this normative force does not ipso facto make the
motivating reason a justifying reason. It may “fall short,” she says.16 One might think that
motivating reasons, since they have some normative force but not necessarily the amount enjoyed by
a full-fledged justifying reason, closely resemble what I call considerations.
This appearance is illusory for one simple reason. Motivating reasons must, in fact, motivate
someone to act; whereas, something is a consideration in favor of acting in such-and-so way,
regardless of whether someone acts on it.

2.2 Husi and Basic Norms
In the course of defending a version of globalism anti-realism about normativity, Stan Husi
has developed a distinction between authoritative norms and basic norms. While Husi’s notion of a
basic norm bears similarity to a consideration, ultimately he marks off a different concept.
For Husi, metanormative realists hold that there are authoritative norms, norms which are
“authoritative, true, and correct, period, not just reflectively endorsed as correct.”17 Authoritative
reasons, presumably, are species of authoritative norms. Authoritative norms stand in contrast to
basic norms, norms which are “authority-free”18 and concern “issues related to how to reason and
argue.”19 To unpack the authority-free part, Husi envisions a kind of norm that has no bindingness.

Alvarez 2009: 185-186.
Alvarez 2009: 187.
17 Husi 2011: 424.
18 Husi 2011: 432.
19 Husi 2011: 432.
15
16
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Such norms exist, for Husi, but all that means for a norm to exist is that some people endorse it.
Husi draws this distinction in order to show that globalism anti-realism about normativity is not selfrefuting; particularly, he aims to show that this sort of anti-realist can still traffic in reason talk when
telling interlocutors that they ought to accept her view.
There is an obvious dissimilarity between basic reasons, which would presumably be a
species of basic norms,20 and considerations: Husi’s basic reasons are subject matter limited. Basic
reasons just concern argumentation; whereas, considerations have wider scope. This dissimilarity
can remedied by generalizing Husi’s point. He can countenance the conceptual possibility of norms,
and indeed reasons, that are “authority-free” but are not subject matter limited. Call these basic
reasons*. Basic reasons* do resemble considerations for the following reason. About some given
proposition, we might ask whether it suffices to be an authoritative/justifying reason or whether it is
something missing the correct right-making or authoritative stuff such that it is just a consideration
or just a basic reason*.
Another dissimilarity lurks. Considerations, unlike basic reasons*, do not lack authority.
First of all, some considerations are also reasons, and those have all the authority enjoyed by
reasons. And even for those considerations that lack the kind of authority possessed by reasons,
they have a lesser kind of authority.

§3 The “So What?”
Many questions emerge from drawing the distinction between reasons and considerations.
In this final concluding section, I briefly mention just two.
First, one might wonder whether all considerations are reasons. Some philosophers would
argue with Brewer and Quinn about whether the prospect of pleasure gives one a reason to perform
20

Though all the basic norms might be authority-free versions of what Broome (1999) calls normative requirements.
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the pleasure-causing act. This distinction arms interlocutors with proper terminology. With the
distinction, one can see that the conversation Brewer and his potential opponents concerns whether
the kind of right-making which renders p a consideration that favors φ-ing – the right-making
bestowed by relevance or intelligibility – whether that suffices to make p a reason to φ.
Second, one might wonder why we should care about whether our considerations are also
reasons. In other words, what Christine Korsgaard calls the normative question21 looms larger for
reasons than it does for mere considerations, at least arguably. It is obvious why we should care
about whether that which motivates us to φ is also a consideration in favor of φ-ing. What motivates
us to φ should be relevant to φ-ing. It is less obvious why we should care whether p which is a
consideration in favor of φ-ing also passes the (possibly) stricter test to be a reason to φ.
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Decision-Theoretic Consequentialism and the Desire-Luck Problem

Introduction
In his 1991 paper, “Decision-Theoretic Consequentialism and the Nearest and Dearest
Objection,” Frank Jackson responds to Bernard William’s objection that there is a tension
between consequentialism and some of our fundamental intuitions. Jackson’s main project is to
show that a proper understanding of consequentialism, namely decision-theoretic
consequentialism (DTC), resolves that seeming tension. He argues against the already existing
interpretations of consequentialism by proposing a dilemma: they are either too objective, which
prevents them from giving guidance for action, or their guidance leads to wrong actions. An
example of such an interpretation is Peter Railton’s 1984 proposal of objective consequentialism
(OC) in which the only criterion of rightness is fully external: whether in fact the action
maximized utility or not.
Inspired by Thomas Nagel’s 1979 problem of moral luck, which I explain shortly,
Jackson moves away from the external criterion of rightness toward an internal criterion that is
compatible with consequentialism. Jackson argues that “the fact that an action might have the
best results might be obscure for the agent…. Hence, the fact that a course of action would have
the best results is not in itself a guide to action, for a guide to action must in some appropriate
sense be present to the agent’s mind.”1Jackson concludes that a theory of right motive should
supplement the criterion of rightness. He states, “I thus am agreeing with Thomas Nagel’s claim
that morality requires of us not only certain forms of conduct but also the motives required to

1

(Jackson, 1991, p. 466)

1

produce the conduct.”2 In Jackson’s view, either a right motive or maximization of utility can
make an action right but neither are necessary. He provides an account for right motivation as a
combination of beliefs and right desires. Beliefs as the internal element of right motivation are
the subjective probability function that determines the agent’s degree of credence for the
occurrence of different outcomes. And desires as the external element of right motivation ought
to conform to the consequentialist ranking of the alternatives.
Jackson’s proposal, although successful in responding to some objections, leads to the
similar problems that motivated it. I suggest a distinction between the heuristic and justificatory
role of decisions in the discussion of criterion of rightness. According to this distinction, DTC
and OC are on the same page when it comes to the heuristic role of decisions and of the decisionmaking process. They both consider the determination of the right decision process highly
contextual and a matter of empirical evidence. Thus, the advantage of DTC is that it provides a
prescription for a justified decision, a decision that regardless of the outcomes is not
blameworthy. A justified decision, according to DTC, is a rational decision, which is defined by
decision theory. However, I provide examples in which a rational decision is morally unjustified
and therefore blameworthy. The possibility of such cases crumbles the hope of providing a
criterion for moral justification based on a decision-theoretic criterion of rationality.
DTC distinguishes itself from fully internal views about right motivation by including an
external criterion of rightness for desires. However, this inclusion makes a new problem that I
call the desire-luck problem. According to this problem, it seems justified to morally assess
people’s desires when moral assessment is appropriate for matters over which the agent has

2
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control, but I discuss studies that show the significant influence of outside factors on our desires
in the process of decision making. Therefore, the rightness of a motivation and thereby
justification of the related decision can be dependent upon factors over which the agent does not
have any control. Therefore, DTC is facing a familiar dilemma. If it does not provide any
prescription for how to achieve the right desire, its criterion for rightness of motivation is
questioned by the desire-luck problem. But if DTC provides a prescription for achieving the right
desire, there might be cases in which following those prescriptions leads to unjustified decisions
in another context.
Decision-Theoretic Consequentialism
Nagel’s moral luck problem inspires Jackson’s project. The problem of moral luck
concerns the contradiction between two moral intuitions. The intuition that “moral assessment is
only appropriate for matters over which the agent has control” does not seem compatible with
the intuition that “it is sometimes justified to assign praise or blame to things over which agents
do not have full control.” Jackson reformulates this problem and introduces a new one that I call
the prescription problem. If I understand Jackson correctly, the idea is that a moral theory cannot
prescribe something that it considers blameworthy. In other words, assuming that wrongness and
blameworthiness have to be co-extensional3, it is contradictory to prescribe something that might
turn out to be wrong. Agents do not always have all the information about what turns out to be
right. Thus, a moral theory cannot blame an agent for making a decision that leads to a wrong
outcome when the agent did not know what exactly the outcome would be. The following is how
Jackson explains this problem.

This is not an obvious assumption and not everyone agree with it. But it seems necessary to make this assumption
to understand Jackson’s argument.
3

3

When we act, we must perforce use what is available to us at the time, not what may be
available to us in the future or what is available to someone else, and least of all not what
is available to a God-like being who knows everything about what would, will, and did
happen. (Jackson, 1991, p. 472)
The prescription problem emphasizes the lack of direct relationship between the morally
right action and the morally right decision. We cannot be certain about the outcome of our
decision, but this does not imply that we are not responsible for making the right decision. Thus,
there should be a criterion of right decision that guarantees that, regardless of the outcome,
making a decision based on that criterion does not make the agent blameworthy. Considering this
problem, the fact that OC defines rightness only in terms of the external outcome leads to a
dilemma. If OC does not provide any prescription for a right decision, the blame or praise
worthiness of a decision seems arbitrary and a matter of moral luck. But if OC prescribes the
right decision, there might be cases in which those prescriptions lead to worse outcomes that are
blameworthy:
Suppose that consequentialism says nothing about the mind of the agent at all. It says
merely that right action is action with property ϕ, for some consequentialist treatment of
ϕ which pertains solely to what in fact would happen and not at all to what the agent
thinks. In that case, consequentialism, as Williams puts it, “has to vanish from making
any distinctive mark in the world,” by which, I take it, he is, at least in part, making the
point we made earlier that consequentialism must say something about right decision. On
the other hand, suppose that consequentialism is expressed as a doctrine about how to go
about making the morally right decision, as a variety of subjective consequentialism in
Railton’s terms, and suppose in particular that its says to think along ϕ lines. What then if
4

thinking along ϕ lines is discovered to have bad consequences in certain situations?
(Jackson, 1991, p. 470)
Jackson proposes a new account of right action that is neither fully objective nor fully
subjective. In this account, neither outcome nor motivation is necessary to determine the
rightness of an action, though they both are sufficient conditions. He states that “What is true is
that doing an act for the right reason is sufficient but not necessary for it being what ought to be
done in the sense we are insisting is central in ethics.”4 If one makes a justified decision, a
decision based on right motivation, regardless of the outcome, one has done the right thing. Also,
if one makes a decision that leads to the best outcome but was based on evil motivation, the
decision is still right. In a footnote, Jackson states that “on my view, consequentialism does not
imply that a morally good intention is essential to a morally good act, at least if morally good act
here means what an agent ought to do. It is possible to the right thing for the wrong reason. For
an act which maximizes expected moral utility, and it might be that which prompts the agent to
action.”5
Jackson proposes a theory of right motivation that is based on a combination of right
desires and beliefs. Desires are idealized to and defined by a value function that is determined by
the objective ranking of the possible outcomes based on their objective utility. According to
Jackson, desires “rank the states of affairs in terms of how much the person would like the state
of affairs to happen.”6 Beliefs are the subjective probability function, or the degree of credence,
that the agent assigns to each outcome. This function indicates what an agent in fact believes
instead of what an agent ought to believe. Hence, in Jackson’s account, a morally right action is

4

(Jackson, 1991, f.n. 20)
(Jackson, 1991, f.n. 20)
6
(Jackson, 1991, p. 464)
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5

an action that either has the best outcome or is chosen by the right motivation that was also
partially determined by the best outcome. This partial determination is due to the contribution of
desires to the criterion of right motivation.
Encountering motives in the account of rightness enables Jackson to solve the dilemma; it
solves the prescription problem without making consequentialism self-defeating. Jackson argues
that the “decision-theoretic account of consequentialism disarms the second horn of the dilemma
by answering that in such situations the agent ought not to think along ϕ lines, for the agent’s
beliefs will then include that thinking along ϕ lines, in such situations has low expected moral
utility.”7 What an agent ought to do is to have desires that rank the alternatives in accordance
with the consequentialist value function. Then, the subjective probability function, which is the
idealized and “quantitative guise” of the agent’s beliefs, multiplied by the value function tells the
agent what the right decision is. In this process, the agent is maximizing expected utility without
consciously aiming for it.
Decision-theoretic consequentialism disarms the second horn of the dilemma by rejecting
commitment to the view that maximizing expected moral utility is the right motive for action.
The consequentialist value function to which the agent’s desires should conform does not assign
any additional value to what maximized expected utility since that would be “double counting.”8
The subjective probability function, which indicates the agent’s beliefs, does not have anything
to do with maximizing expected utility either. So, maximizing expected utility cannot be the
motive for action. Thus, consequentialism prescribes the right motive for action that guarantees
the right decision based on the objective outcomes, regardless of whether in fact the action has

7
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(Jackson, 1991, p. 470)
(Jackson, 1991, p. 471)
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the best outcomes or not, and without demanding that the agents have the motivation of
maximizing utility or expected utility.
Jackson’s proposal responds to the objection that Michael Stocker (1976) raises for
modern ethical views. According to Stocker, considering motivation in the account of rightness
of action implies that “a morally good intention is an intention to do the act for the sake of its
goodness or rightness.”9 However, according to DTC, “What ought to move a person to action
according to consequentialism are desires which may be represented as ranking states of affairs
in the consequentialist way, but maximizing expected utility is not a factor in this ranking.”10
In sum, the rule for action in DTC is to maximize expected moral utility instead of moral
utility. The shift from utility to expected utility enables this theory to talk about right actions in
terms of right motivations, which leads to a criterion for right decisions. An action with right
motivations can be right even if it does not have the best outcomes. This move obviates any need
for commitment to any mental process as long as either the action maximizes utility or the
decision is justified. In Jackson’s term, DTC has “built into its very account of right action, a
doctrine about right motivation”11 that “is not committed to any particular view about the mental
process that an agent ought to go through in deciding what to do.”12
An action can be consequentially motivated without any need for consequentialist
deliberation. Even when the action does not maximize utility, the agent’s decision is right if it is
justifiable. But the justification does not require any mental process. In Jackson’s terms,
“sometimes you ought not to go through any mental process at all.”13 For example, Jill has to
9

(Stocker, 1976, p. 469)
(Jackson, 1991, p. 471)
11
(Jackson, 1991. P. 468)
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(Jackson, 1991. P. 468)
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(Jackson, 1991, p. 472)
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decide between drug A and B, and she spontaneously chooses drug A without even thinking
about it consciously. But it turns out that drug B was the better choice. In this case, Jill’s decision
is justified since she knew that it is more likely for drug A to improve the symptoms than drug B.
Jackson supports this justification by arguing that “spontaneous action is not action without
belief, it is action without conscious reviewing of belief.”14 In sum, if, without any conscious
consequential deliberation, Jill’s desires are aligned with the consequential value function and
she applies her beliefs to them rationally, she is not blameworthy. To determine the justification
for her action, however, it does not matter whether she actually applied the beliefs rationally or
whether she knew what she desired. What matters is whether it is possible to describe her
decision from a third-person perspective and to attribute the right desires to the application of her
beliefs in that passive description.
Objections
The main advantage of DTC is in the justification of a decision. The prescription problem
can be interpreted in two different ways. One interpretation has to do with the way the criterion
of rightness guides the agent to in fact achieve the desired outcome. The main concern in this
interpretation is to prescribe a decision process that guarantees the best outcome; I call this
interpretation the heuristic concern. The other interpretation has to do with how the criterion of
rightness can prevent the agent from being blamed. The main concern of this interpretation is the
justification of the prescribed action; I call this interpretation the justificatory concern. The
justificatory concern is the key to connecting Jackson’s prescription problem to the problem of
moral luck. In what follows, I argue that DTC and OC both leave the heuristic concern of the
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prescription problem to be resolved by empirical evidence. The main difference between DTC
and OC is that DTC attempts to solve the justificatory element of the prescriptive problem while
OC does not. However, I argue that DTC is not successful in its attempt since it raises other
problems that I discuss shortly.
In his paper, “Alienation Consequentialism and the Demands of Morality,” Peter Railton
addresses Jackson’s prescription problem in its heuristic sense. He considers the objection that
the “lack of any direct link between objective consequences and a particular mode of decision
making leaves the view too vague to provide adequate guidance in practice.”15 Railton’s solution
for this problem, which leaves Jackson unsatisfied, is that “objective consequentialism sets a
definite and distinctive criterion of right action, and it becomes an empirical question… which
modes of decision making should be employed and when.”16 Railton’s response, similar to DTC,
leaves the decision process a matter of empirical question. OC and DTC agree that the decision
process that in fact maximizes utility or expected utility is highly context dependent and should
be a matter of empirical evidence. If lack of deliberation is the method that achieves the desired
outcomes, neither OC nor DTC demands conscious thinking.
Rationality, in its narrow sense, is the main idea behind the criterion for justification of a
decision for DTC. DTC ends up with a set of objective requirements that if an agent satisfies, she
will not be blameworthy. These requirements are mainly derived from the idea that the agent’s
decision should be rational. Thus, regardless of how a person in fact came to a decision, as long
as it is possible to interpret her decision process in terms of maximizing expected utility and as
rational, the decision is justified and not blameworthy. As discussed in the previous section,
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DTC is not committed to any specific mental process; indeed, it does not require any sort of
mental deliberation to make an action justified. This lack of commitment to any mental process
is possible because the justification criterion is not based on what the agent in fact does but
rather on an after-the-fact description of the action.
The rationality criterion proposed by DTC does not accommodate the justificatory concern.
In other words, it is possible to act in accordance with the criterion for right actions in DTC and
still be morally blameworthy. In example 1, I provide a case in which intuitively the agent seems
blameworthy, and morally unjustified, while her decision seems rationally justified.
Example 1: Jill is about to leave work when she figures her expensive watch has been stolen. She
knows that the watch was on her desk all day and that no one entered or left her office after she
got there. Six people are in the room, and she does not know any of them personally. However,
one of the people in the room is African American. She knows that African Americans commit
60% of the total crimes in her country. Thus, if we take Jackson’s criterion seriously, regardless
of whether she is right or not, she is morally justified to believe that there is a high chance that
the African American person in the room is to blame. However, the rational justification of this
conclusion does not make it morally justified. There is a strong intuition17 that she is in fact
blameworthy if she thinks the person who belongs to a group that commits more crime in society
has more likelihood of being the one who stole her watch.
Example 1 is one of many possible examples that show that rationality does not provide moral
justification for action. At least rationality in its narrow sense as defined by decision theory does
This intuition is due to her action falling into the category of discrimination, which “is prohibited by six of the
core international human rights documents. The vast majority of the world’s states have constitutional or statutory
provisions outlawing discrimination. (Osin and Porat 2005) And most philosophical, political, and legal discussions
of discrimination proceed on the premise that discrimination is morally wrong and, in a wide range of cases, ought
to be legally prohibited” (Altman, 2016).
17

10

not provide enough space for the conversation about moral responsibility and about
blameworthiness. The formal model of rationality that is introduced by decision theory is
notorious for over-simplification and/or over-rationalization of human behavior. 18
Various modifications of the prisoner’s dilemma are the standard counterexamples against
the narrow definition of rationality. This famous example in game theory is used to show that a
rational decision is not the best decision in terms of maximizing overall utility.19 The prisoner’s
dilemma is a standard case with usually two participants who each need to decide between two
alternatives. However, the decision of the other participant partially determines the outcome of
the participant who is deciding. If the agent acts in accordance with the decision-theoretic
criterion of rationality, the outcome will be worse overall. A rational decision in this case is to
“play safe” and not assume that the other agent will collaborate. However, this decision
guarantees a worse outcome. The “irrational” decision is to assume the collaboration of the other
agent, and it achieves the best outcome overall. In sum, if best consequences for everyone is
concerned, in the prisoners’ dilemma it seems justified for each individual to not act “rationally.”
DTC has an inevitable problem that I call the desire-luck problem. DTC pushes the
moral-luck—and thereby prescription—problem one step back to the desires, which leads to
problems similar to those that motivated its proposal. The formulation of the desire-luck problem
is as follows. Our moral assessment seems appropriate for matters over which an agent has
control. We do not have full control over our desires, but according to DTC, we are justified in
assessing people morally based on their desires. Jackson argues that the desire that the agent
ought to have is the one that conforms to the consequentialist value function. However, there is
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no prescription for how agents should acquire such desires, and the psychological studies that I
discuss shortly suggest that it is not always possible to have full control over our desires.
The desire-luck problem causes a dilemma for DTC in the same way that standard
consequentialism was subject to a dilemma. If DTC does not prescribe how we can get to the
right desires, it needs to deal with cases in which the desires are affected unbeknown to the
agent. Instances of implicit bias and situational bias, like the bystander effect, show how
vulnerable are our desires to the effect of things that we do not have much control over. In fact,
there might be no way for us to realize that those affects exist without professional help. On the
other hand, if DTC assumes control over desires and prescribes a method, this could be selfdefeating. It may turn out that such a method in fact leads to desires that will not conform to the
consequentialist value function in other contexts.
We do not have full control over what affects our desires, so the fact that they conform to
the consequentialist value function may be due to pure luck. Many studies suggest that our
ranking of alternatives is affected by things that we are not aware of and that we do not have full
access to how they affect our judgment. There are studies that suggest that our desire to help a
person, or our judgment about how serious her situation is, might be affected by how much of a
hurry we are in. Studies about the bystander effect also suggest that whether we rank helping a
victim high among the alternatives is significantly affected by whether other people are willing
to help the victim or not.20 The common feature of these studies is that their participants show
significantly less desire to help in certain mental states or in a situational context compared to
normal contexts and that they are unaware of this difference. However, none of these
uncontrollable effects on desires prevents us from blaming someone who doesn’t help a victim
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because she is late to work. Therefore, lack of access to what changes our desire makes having
the right set of desires in a particular situation a matter of luck.
DTC can be self-defeating if it provides guidance for how to adopt the right desires. A
person might do everything that maximizes expected utility, but in doing so, unbeknown to her,
her desires could be affected to the point that they do not conform to the consequentialist value
function anymore. In what follows, I provide an example to make this point. Then I explain why
DTC needs to talk about desires in an intuitive sense and why defining desires in terms of
emotions seems like a natural option. I use an account of learning for emotions that seems more
compatible with decision theory, and finally, I discuss why the provided example leads to a
contradiction for DTC. The following example is about a case in which desires are adjusted to
maximize expected utility in one context, but the permanent change in desires makes the agent
blameworthy in other contexts.
Example 2: Jalisa is a good nurse, but in order to do her job and stay sane, she has, over time,
lost her sensitivity to people’s pain. She does not prioritize someone’s pain over answering a
phone call or over something that she can do to help, for instance, stitching someone’s wound
and not be emotionally distressed by the patient’s pain like a normal person. This manner is in
fact motivated by all professionals in the community since it helps them avoid the effects of
emotional distress in their decision-making process. However, her insensitivity to pain that came
from years of working as a good nurse hurts her new partner’s feelings. Jalisa’s reaction to her
partner’s pain is far from what it needs to be.
Jackson’s project can be summarized in three major moves, but for them to be valid,
formal desires must be connected to an intuitive understanding of desires. His notion of desire is
simply to formal and abstract to be what intuitively we expect desires to be. But, the plausible
13

option for this connection is to use emotions to make the connection. In his first move, Jackson
argues for the importance of motives for a moral theory and for justification of a decision. In the
second move, he uses the intuition that motivation is composed of emotions and feelings.
Finally, in his third move, he uses decision theory, which describes decisions in terms of a
subjective element that he calls beliefs and an objective element that he calls desires. However,
to transition from the second to third move, Jackson needs to show that his definitions of desires
and beliefs are close to what intuitively composes motives. The formal notion of desires,
common in linguistic and decision-theoretic descriptions of desire-like mental states, is usually
understood as having a close relationship with emotions. The common view about the role of
emotions among philosophers is that “Emotions make certain features of situations or arguments
more prominent, giving them a weight in our experience that they would have lacked in the
absence of emotion.”21 This view about the role of emotions has important similarities with the
role of the preference function in decision theory that Jackson defines as desire. Moreover, other
considerations about the nature and the role of emotions and desires makes an appeal to
understanding desires in terms of emotions.22
Understanding desires in terms of emotions enables us to talk about how an agent can
have control over what she desires. Emotions are learned by association with “paradigm

(de Sousa, 2014)
The following is de Sousa’s explanation for why this account of emotions makes it appealing to understand
desires in the way that Jackson talks about in terms of emotions: “This account does not identify emotions with
judgments or desires, but it does explain why cognitivist theorists have been tempted to make this identification.
Emotions set the agenda for beliefs and desires: one might say that they ask the questions that judgment answers
with beliefs and evaluate the prospects that may or may not arouse desire. As every committee chairperson knows,
questions have much to do with the determination of answers: the rest can be left up to the facts. In this way
emotions could be said to be judgments, in the sense that they are what we see the world ‘in terms of.’ But they need
not consist in articulated propositions. Much the same reasons motivate their assimilation to desire. As long as we
presuppose some basic or preexisting desires, the directive power of ‘motivation’ belongs to what controls attention,
salience, and inference strategies preferred” (de Sousa, 2014).
21

22
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scenarios.” A type of a situation and a set of characteristics of expected responses to the situation
are two elements of a “paradigm scenario.”23 A complex and controversial mix of biological and
cultural24 factors determines what the expected responses are in each type of situation.25 The
process of learning, however, happens through time by associating the proper responses to each
paradigm scenario. For some more fundamental emotions, the associations are “drawn first from
our daily life as small children and later reinforced by the stories, art, and culture to which we are
exposed. Later still, they are supplemented and refined by literature and other art forms capable
of expanding the range of one's imagination of ways to live.”26
Jalisa is blameworthy in the context of her relationship, but her blameworthiness is a
natural consequence of following the prescriptions in another context. In Jalisa’s example, the
paradigm scenario is a type in which someone is in pain and needs help. In the context of the
hospital that she works in, it is expected that she not feel any emotional distress and not let the
patient’s pain change her desires or her preference function. But in the context of her new
relationship, Jalisa needs to be sensitive to her partner’s pain. The right desire in this context for
Jalisa is to prioritize her partner’s pain. But when Jalisa successfully learns to have the
appropriate desire in one paradigm scenario, it is not possible for her to immediately have the
right desire in a novel context, namely in her relationship, that triggered the same paradigm.
Jalisa’s motivation and therefore her decision in response to her partner is wrong and
blameworthy since she does not have the right desire or the right preference function. Still, her

(de Sousa, 2014)
The view that culture and social elements affect emotions is supported by empirical studies. For example, the
relationship between a complex emotion like love is partially determined by the socio-economic factors. (Ben Ze'ev
and Goussinsky 2008; Illouz 2012).
23
24
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(de Sousa, 2014)
(de Sousa, 2014)

15

blameworthiness for her decision and her desire is due to the DTC prescription for right
motivation and to her normal response to learning the right desire in a paradigm scenario.
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Structured Lives without Reflection
Brian McLean, 8/15/17 (DRAFT – please do not circulate without permission)

[NOTE: This paper is on the longer end. If you have limited time, it would be fine to read only up
through sections II, along with the conclusion. The final couple sections address an objection to the view
developed within the earlier sections; I’d be most interested to hear about reactions to the view itself and
the motivations for the view. At the end, I make a contrast between structuring one’s life and structuring
one’s life autonomously. I’m still not totally confident in this distinction; I’d be interested in hearing what you
all think!]

We often think of ourselves as the authors of our lives, as giving a certain shape to our lives over
time. We form and pursue commitments to careers, political causes, relationships, and so on, and the
pursuit of these commitments gives our lives a certain unified shape. And when we pursue such
commitments, we ourselves are giving our lives that shape: we ourselves are structuring our lives over time.
For instance, a professional academic gives a shape to her own life by forming and pursuing a
commitment to produce great academic work in her research area. And this contrasts with the other ways
that our lives could acquire a shape. A serious bodily illness, for instance, can give a shape to a life, unified
by the challenges presented by the disease. But such a shape is imposed from the outside. There is a
pronounced difference, we think, between giving a shape to one’s own life and having a shape imposed from the
outside.
On first gloss, this difference consists in the fact that when we give a shape to our own lives, we’re
doing so by pursuing motives that figure within our psychology. By contrast, when a shape is imposed on
our lives from the outside, it’s coming from forces that are literally external to our psychology. 1 However, a
cursory glance at the moral psychology literature reveals that this simple story won’t withstand scrutiny.

Hence, to set up the most straightforward instance of the contrast, I’ve focused on bodily illness, rather than any illness, including
mental illness.

1

1

There are many cases in which an agent’s own motives function like an external force. Harry Frankfurt’s
classic example of the unwilling addict is a case in point. 2 The unwilling addict strongly desires to use a
drug, and the desire is so strong that he’s going to use it, no matter what. 3 But he disavows acting on this
incredibly strong desire. He exercises his reflective capacities, by reflectively rejecting acting on this very
strong desire – and this is what makes the desire akin to an external force. 4 If the unwilling addict uses the
drug, day in and day out, it is true that his life would have a certain shape to it. But the unwilling addict
would not be shaping or structuring his own life; the shape would be coming from the outside, in an
important sense, even though it’s coming from within his own psychology.
By contrast, in many ordinary cases, we reflectively endorse acting upon the commitments that are
shaping our lives. A professional academic, for instance, doesn’t merely have a commitment to academic
research that happens to be shaping a lot of her activity over time. It’s also a commitment that she
endorses acting upon. In other words, in the ordinary cases, we reflectively endorse acting upon the
motives that are giving a shape to our lives. And that, we might think, is the crucial difference. The
respect in which the professional academic, unlike the unwilling addict, is structuring her own life (as
opposed to having a structure imposed from the outside) is that she reflectively endorses acting upon the
commitment that is shaping her activity over time. 5

Crucially, on Frankfurt’s earlier view, there is a conflict between the desire that moves the addict to act and a special higherorder motivational state. The unwilling addict has a higher-order desire that his desire to use the drug not be effective in moving
him to act. This higher-order desire is a higher-order volition, or a higher-order desire concerning which among his desires will
be his will, or the desire that will be effective in producing his action. See discussion at Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and
the Concept of a Person,” Journal of Philosophy 68, no. 1 (1971): 7–10. It is important that the higher-order volition in question be
decisive, in the sense that he has no other conflicting volitions of the same or yet higher-order. (One could, for instance, desire
that one not act on the basis of some particular first-order desire, but have a yet higher-order desire that this particular secondorder volition not be effective in suppressing the action generated by that first-order desire, and so on…) The higher-order
volition needs to identify the agent decisively with one of his first-order desires, where this means that there is “no room for
questions concerning the pertinence of desires or volitions of higher orders” Ibid., 16. In later work, Frankfurt develops this view
of decisive identification in terms of the way such identification “resounds through an unlimited sequence of possible further
reconsiderations of his decision” – this occurs when we are certain, or at least very confident, that we would reach the same
conclusion (e.g., about which desire to act upon) upon reconsidering the matter anew. See discussion at Harry Frankfurt,
“Identification and Wholeheartedness,” in The Importance of What We Care About (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998),
sec. IV.
3 See especially Frankfurt’s description at Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” 7–10.
4 As I said in the introduction, by this I mean that the agent forms a mental state that constitutes his rejection of acting upon this
desire. The exercise of one’s Frankfurtian reflective capacities includes, crucially, taking a side with respect to whether to act on a
particular motive.
5 Of course, Frankfurt’s early work wasn’t the last word on which mental state constitutes the agent’s reflective endorsement or
rejection. Most famously, Watson objects to Frankfurt’s emphasis on higher-order volitions: “But why does one necessarily care
about one’s higher-order volitions? Since second-order volitions are themselves simply desires, to add them to the context of
2

2

Indeed, prominent accounts of an agent’s reflective endorsement extend very neatly to account
for this contrast. 6 Michael Bratman’s view, for instance, is that an agent’s endorsement of acting upon a
desire consists roughly in her having a policy in favor of treating that desire as providing a justifying end
in motivationally effective reasoning – and such policies just have as their functional role shaping the agent’s
activity and deliberation over time and across circumstances. 7 Even more, such states owe their privileged
status as settling where the agent stands to the fact that they support cross-temporal psychological ties that
constitute the agent’s identity over time. 8 Similarly, on Christine Korsgaard’s view, we appeal to an
agent’s practical identity: a conception under which she values herself. 9 An agent reflectively endorses
acting on a particular desire if she has a practical identity that treats the desired aim as reason-providing.
And many of the obvious candidates for an agent’s practical identity – friend, parent, neighbor, and so on
– are such as to significantly shape the agent’s activity over time, giving a shape to her life.
Bratman and Korsgaard, as well as others working within the literature on reflective endorsement
and rejection, developed their views with an eye toward addressing issues surrounding the topics of

conflict is just to increase the number of contenders; it is not to give a special place to any of those in contention.” Gary Watson,
“Free Agency,” Journal of Philosophy 72, no. April (1975): 218. See also criticisms at J. David Velleman, “What Happens When
Someone Acts?,” Mind 101, no. 403 (1992): sec. IV. On Frankfurt’s newer view, this rejection would be related to the way that
acting on the basis of this desire would be unthinkable – it would conflict with the “essential character of his will. Harry Frankfurt,
“Autonomy, Necessity, and Love,” in Necessity, Volition, and Love (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 132. This inability
also resounds through the agent’s psychology: it is one which it is unthinkable to change. The inability is due to the agent’s will.
See Harry Frankfurt, “On the Necessity of Ideals,” in Necessity, Volition, and Love (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990),
112. (For an extremely helpful discussion of the evolution of Frankfurt’s views, see again J. David Velleman, “Identification and
Identity,” in Self to Self: Selected Essays (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 331–34.) Of course, in the wake of
Frankfurt’s seminal work, a number of prominent philosophers have provided their own views on the agent’s endorsement- and
rejection-constituting attitudes. For just a few examples of work in this vein, see Michael Bratman, “Reflection, Planning, and
Temporally Extended Agency,” in Structures of Agency (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 21–46; Watson, “Free Agency”;
Christine M. Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, vol. 110 (Cambridge University Press, 1996), chap. 3; Velleman, “What
Happens When Someone Acts?”
6 Here, again, I’m emphasizing the endorsement or rejection of acting on a particular desire rather than of having a particular
desire. Frankfurt gives a nice case in which these could come apart. A scientist, curious about the experience of desiring a drug,
may very well desire to desire a drug, even though he would not desire to act on the basis of this desire. See Frankfurt, “Freedom
of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” 9. Rejecting acting on the basis of a particular desire may also not involve a
commitment to getting rid of the desire. See discussion at Michael Bratman, “A Desire of One’s Own,” Journal of Philosophy 100,
no. 5 (2003): n. 29.
7 Bratman, “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” 40. The caveats are that the agent needs to be satisfied
with the relevant policy, in the sense of having no conflicting self-governing policies. Ibid., 35. And Bratman thinks that quasipolicies, like personal ideals, could also constitute the agent’s reflective endorsement of acting upon a desire. Ibid., 42–43.
8 See discussion at Bratman, “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” 32; Bratman, “A Desire of One’s Own,”
150.
9 Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, 110:100–102.
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autonomy and autonomous action. 10 But because their proposals extend very neatly to account for the
contrast between shaping one’s own life and having a shape imposed from the outside, they give us a
reasonable starting point for thinking about this contrast. So, let’s take seriously the thought that reflective
endorsement (however it is spelled out) of acting upon one’s commitments is what makes the crucial
difference. For an agent to structure her own life, she needs to reflectively endorse acting upon the
commitments that are shaping her activity in a way that gives her life a unified structure. This view
reflects a commitment to the following thesis:
Endorsement Link: Necessarily, if an agent structures her life around the pursuit of a
commitment, then she reflectively endorses acting upon that commitment.
Endorsement Link, again, is meant to crystalize a consequence of the thought that the agent’s reflective
endorsement makes the difference between her shaping her own life and her having a shape imposed on
her life, from the outside.
The problem with Endorsement Link is that an agent could never bother to endorse acting on a
particular commitment, yet still structure her own life around it. To make this claim plausible, I will
describe such an agent in detail, emphasizing the extensive deployment of her rational capacities that is
compatible with being entirely wanton with respect to acting on that commitment. Such an agent
extensively deploys her rational capacities while immersed in the pursuit of a commitment that is extensively
shaping her activity over time and across circumstances. This discussion provides the motivation for an
alternative to the view that an agent’s reflective endorsement makes all the difference – this is the
Rational Immersion View. On this view, an agent counts as structuring her own life if she is
extensively deploying her rational capacities for deliberation and planning while immersed in the pursuit of
a commitment that is manifesting across a wide range of circumstances in which she actually finds herself.

I. The Committed Wanton

10 For an especially crisp formulation of such problems, see Michael Bratman, “Two Problems about Human Agency,” in
Structures of Agency (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 89–105.
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In appealing to an agent’s reflective endorsement, Endorsement Link has the result that a
particular creature, familiar from the literature, could not – even in principle – count as structuring its
own life. This creature is the wanton. The wanton, as Frankfurt characterizes him, is a creature who
doesn’t care about which first-order desire will move him to act. 11 This is significant, on Frankfurt’s view,
because it means the wanton does not endorse or reject acting on the basis of any of his desires; he’s
simply moved by them. However, our concern is not with Frankfurt’s particular way of spelling out the
psychological mechanisms that constitute the agent’s endorsement or rejection. Instead, we want to focus
on the rejection and endorsement itself, however one spells it out. So, for our purposes, a wanton is a
creature that doesn’t endorse or reject acting on the basis of any of his first-order desires. He’s simply
moved by them. 12
The wanton, as usually portrayed, is not an agent who has any recognizable structure to his life.
It’s not just that he’s not structuring his life; it’s that there’s no structure to begin with, at least not from the
motives within his psychology. So, as far as this character is concerned, we might think that he poses no
problem for Endorsement Link. It’s true that this agent doesn’t reflectively endorse acting upon any
commitments that are structuring his life. But this isn’t an issue, since he doesn’t have any such
commitments to begin with. In the literature, it’s quite common to poke fun at the wanton. Here, we
think, is an odd creature – and thank goodness we aren’t like that! For instance, consider the following
colorful description from Korsgaard:
Jeremy, a college student, settles down at his desk one evening to study for an examination.
Finding himself a little too restless to concentrate, he decides to take a walk in the fresh air. His
walk takes him past a nearby bookstore, where the sight of an enticing title draws him in to look at
the book. Before he finds it, however, he meets his friend Neil, who invites him to join some of the
other kids at the bar next door for a beer. Jeremy decides he can afford to have just one, and goes

11 On the initial presentation, the “essential characteristic of a wanton is that he does not care about his will.” Frankfurt,
“Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” 11.
12 We could characterize the wanton either as a creature (i) who lacks the capacity for endorsement or rejection or (ii) who has this
capacity but doesn’t exercise it (and is wanton with respect to those desires that he neither rejects nor endorses acting upon). This
contrast should not matter much in the ensuing discussion.
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with Neil to the bar. While waiting for his beer, however, he finds that the noise gives him a
headache, and he decides to return home without ever having the beer. He is now, however, in
too much pain to study. So Jeremy doesn’t study for his examination, hardly gets a walk, doesn’t
buy a book, and doesn’t drink a beer. 13
Here we see a person flitting from one project to the next, going on whatever whim strikes his fancy at the
moment. This is a pitiable existence; this poor creature never accomplishes any of his projects or sticks to
any of his goals, as he moves constantly from one thing to the next. The wanton is fickle. The wanton, as
portrayed here, isn’t structuring his own life, since there’s no structure to begin with. He’s too fickle for his
life to have any sort of structure, at least not from activity produced by the motives in his psychology. But
it’s not clear what the connection is between fickleness – in the way nicely illustrated in this passage – and
failing to endorse or reject acting on the basis of particular motives. Why couldn’t a creature be stably
invested in a particular project, yet be wholly unreflective about it?14
Perhaps we think the wanton is fickle because of a particular view about the relevant first-order
desires. 15 In the example above, Jeremy is constantly bombarded with new, fleeting desires, moving him
from one project to the next. One moves him to act, then the next, then the next, and so on. These desires
come and go, quite rapidly; each one also varies over time in terms of its motivational strength, strong at
one moment but weak in the next. If we see the relevant first-order desires as whims, coming and going
quite rapidly, then this view of the wanton is a natural one. But the wanton’s fickleness is now a product of
two things: (i) his unreflectiveness and (ii) the nature of his first-order desires as whim-like. But do we need
to accept (ii)?

13 Christine M. Korsgaard, The Constitution of Agency: Essays on Practical Reason and Moral Psychology (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2008), 116–17.
14 Korsgaard admits that, of course, that it’s possible that this kind of wanton doesn’t simply move from one project to the next, to
the next, to the next, and so on… but that it’s merely a matter of luck if he doesn’t. Christine M. Korsgaard, “Self-Constitution in
the Ethics of Plato and Kant,” in The Constitution of Agency: Essays on Practical Reason and Moral Psychology (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2008), 117. I suspect that the force of this thought – that it’s merely an accident if this doesn’t happen – still
relies on an underlying view of the nature of the relevant first-order desires as whim-like.
15 Thanks to Sigrún Svavarsdóttir for suggesting this way of approaching this issue.
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To see why we should reject (ii), consider a character discussed in some of David Velleman’s
work. 16 Velleman describes cases of effortless action, defined by complete immersion in one’s work, found
within the Daoist tradition. A woodworker, for instance, can become completely absorbed within his craft,
where this absorption includes forgetting external goals, evaluative judgments, and himself. 17 The
woodworker is immersed when he’s on the job. And he works extremely hard to improve his skill at
woodworking: to develop his facility with tools, improve his aesthetic sense (about which woodworks are
beautiful and which are not), and improve his judgment about which materials to use for which sorts of
projects. He goes to the shop day in and day out, and when he’s there, he’s immersed. But it would be
completely wrong to say that he’s blindly consumed by his craft. He’s not simply choosing tools at random,
by impulse; he’s thoughtful about what material to use, which step to take next in the construction of a
project, and so on. He deliberates and plans. But such deliberation and planning occurs within the context
of his immersion. He’s not thinking about himself, or whether he’s capable of doing the project in front of
him, or whether it’s a good thing to engage in woodworking, or anything of the sort. He’s focused on his
craft, and he’s deploying his rational capacities for deliberation and planning while he does so. This agent
is rationally immersed in his craft: he is immersed in a way that involves the extensive deployment of
his rational capacities for deliberation and planning.
The woodworker clearly has some kind of conative state within his psychology that is grounding his
going to the shop, day to day, as he immerses himself in woodworking in a way that animates his rational
capacities for deliberation and planning. This state is playing a pervasive role within his life, as it shapes
how he’s spending his time and effort. The woodworker has a strong and stable desire to produce
woodworks, and this desire grounds motivational and deliberative dispositions that are manifesting very
frequently over time; they manifest when he goes into the shop, every day. It seems natural, even, to
describe this strong and stable desire as a commitment to woodworking – a point I will return to in the next

16 Velleman’s focus in this work is the relationship between feeling in touch with one’s agency, in a phenomenological sense, and
identification with a motive. See his discussion at J. David Velleman, “The Way of the Wanton,” in Practical Identity and Narrative
Agency, ed. Catriona Mackenzie and Kim Atkins (Routledge, 2008).
17 For Velleman’s discussion of these examples within the Daoist tradition, see Ibid., 182–88.
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section. Though Velleman doesn’t explicitly describe this character as having a structure to his life, it’s
plain that he does: it’s a structure that is unified by the extremely extensive pursuit of his commitment to
woodworking (or to producing great woodworks, or something of the sort). 18
Now, suppose that the woodworker has simply never bothered, by whatever process, to
reflectively endorse acting upon his commitment to woodworking. The endorsement-constituting state
would be an extra item within his psychology, and it’s compatible with my description of the case that he
simply lacks this additional item within his psychology. He might have simply fallen into this way of life –
following in his father’s footsteps, who followed in his father’s footsteps, and so on. Yet, the pursuit of this
commitment is giving a recognizable structure to his life over time. There’s a unity to his life, even though
he’s entirely wanton with respect to his commitment to woodworking; he doesn’t endorse acting upon it,
and he doesn’t reject acting upon it, either. The woodworker is a committed wanton: an agent who has a
commitment that manifests across a wide range of circumstances but who does not reflectively endorse or
reject acting upon that commitment.
In the next section, I will discuss in more depth the way that the woodworker’s commitment is
structuring his life, despite the fact that he’s entirely unreflective about it. I will make the case that the
woodworker is structuring his own life, when he acts on the basis of this commitment; and, in doing so, I
will introduce an alternative view of what accounts for an agent’s structuring her own life.

II. The Rational Immersion View
The woodworker, as I’ve described him, has a particular conative state that is manifesting across a
wide range of circumstances. This state is manifesting in a way that gives a recognizable structure to his
life – a structure that was initially characterized in terms of his going into the shop, day in and day out. It
is natural to describe this sort of state as a commitment to woodworking. But I don’t want to get too hung up
on terminological issues about how to use the label ‘commitment.’ What matters most for my purposes is

18

I discuss the content of this commitment in more detail elsewhere.
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that the woodworker has a conative state that grounds motivational and deliberative dispositions that
manifest in such a way as to give a unified structure to his life.
The woodworker, then, has a structure to his life. But, one might worry, this is a structure that is
coming from his commitment – not from him. And we have a problem for Endorsement Link only if it’s
plausibly the case that he’s structuring his life, as opposed to having a structure imposed from the outside.
Here, however, it would be incredibly strained to think that the structure is not coming from him. There
is a straightforward sense in which the structure is coming from his agency. It was crucial to my
description of the woodworker that he extensively deployed his rational capacities while engaged in the
pursuit of his commitment. When he was in the shop, he was making extensive evaluations about how
best to approach his next project; he thought a good amount about which tool to use for which job; he
made aesthetic appraisals of the merits of a particular design. The woodworker’s conative state is not just
grounding any old motivational or deliberative dispositions that manifest very frequently. It’s grounding
motivational and deliberative dispositions of a special kind: ones that involve the sophisticated deployment
of his rational capacities. 19
The central point is that these are not blind motivational dispositions; they are not dispositions
whose manifestation consists merely in some kind of urge, or motivational push, to perform a particular
action. The woodworker’s commitment grounds motivational and deliberative dispositions whose
manifestation consists in a kind of immersion that involves the extensive deployment of his rational
capacities. When the woodworker gets to the shop and dives in, these motivational and deliberative
dispositions are manifesting; and their manifestation involves, inter alia, the rich, sophisticated, and
extensive deployment of the woodworker’s rational capacities, in the way described earlier.
I propose that the woodworker counts as structuring his life because of the way that these rational
capacities are deployed while he’s immersed. He has a commitment that is giving a structure to his life,
and this manifests in such a way as to make it plausible that he is structuring his life. These salient features

19

I discuss these dispositions in more depth in other work.
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of the woodworker’s life suggest the following view of what accounts for his structuring his own life. I label
this view the Rational Immersion View.
Rational Immersion View: Necessarily, an agent structures her life if (i) she has a
commitment that manifests across an extremely wide range of circumstances in which she finds
herself and (ii) whose manifestation consists in immersion in activity that involves the extensive
deployment of her rational capacities for deliberation and planning. 20
We can characterize (i) and (ii) without presupposing that the agent reflectively endorses acting upon the
commitment. (i) is a basic fact about the conative state’s functional role – a fact we can appreciate upon
recognition that a conative state could manifest across a wide range of circumstances, even if it’s not
bolstered by some additional, endorsement-constituting attitude. And I’ve characterized (ii), in the case of
the woodworker, without reference to the woodworker’s endorsement of acting upon the commitment
that is shaping his immersive activity.
The Rational Immersion View simply sets out a sufficient condition for an agent to count as
structuring her life. For all I’ve said, an agent could do so in other ways. (Perhaps some possible agents –
maybe even the chronic multitaskers among us – live in such a way as to never immerse themselves in an
activity, but still seem to be structuring their own lives, perhaps by deploying their rational capacities in
other ways.) But as we examine conditions (i) and (ii), we see that it conflicts with Endorsement Link, a
view drawn out of the literature on autonomous action, in not requiring that the agent reflectively endorse
acting upon the motives that are shaping her activity over time. Specifically, it disagrees with
Endorsement Link about whether the woodworker, who is wanton with respect to his commitment to
woodworking, is structuring his own life. Endorsement Link says he isn’t; the Rational Immersion View
says that he is. And the Rational Immersion View gives the intuitively right result, given the sophistication
of the woodworker’s activity.

20 I suspect that phenomenological feel of rational immersion will resemble the way that Wolf describes feelings of active
engagement, as feeling “especially alive.” Susan Wolf, “Happiness and Meaning: Two Aspects of the Good Life,” Social Philosophy
and Policy 14, no. 1 (1997): 209. We see a similar phenomenon in the psychological research on “flow” experiences, which
characteristically include losing oneself in the activity. See discussion at Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal
Experience (HarperCollins, 2009), 49.
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The Rational Immersion View is one that emphasizes the importance of the exercise of an agent’s
rational capacities over time; the respect in which an agent counts as structuring her own life is that she’s
extensively deploying such capacities while immersed. In this respect, it fits neatly into a rationalist
tradition of identifying the agent, or the functional role of the agent, with her rational capacities, especially
her capacities for deliberation. 21 What makes it the case that the agent is herself structuring her life is that
her rational capacities are animated in the activity that is unified as the pursuit of a particular
commitment. This is the fact that, so to speak, brings the agent into the role of structuring or shaping her
life. I accept this aspect of the rationalist tradition. However, on my view, the relevant exercise of her
rational capacities isn’t directed toward the evaluation of the commitment that is significantly shaping her
action and deliberation. Instead, the life-shaping exercise of her rational capacities is during immersion in
activity in the pursuit of the commitment.
So far, I have argued that an agent could count as structuring his own life – in a meaningful sense
– even if he is an entirely wanton with respect to the motives around which he is structuring his own life.
I’ve argued that close examination of such an agent motivates an alternative view of the conditions under
which an agent counts as structuring her own life. This is the Rational Immersion View. Of course, many
ordinary human agents are not like the woodworker whom I’ve described within this section: they are not
entirely wanton with respect to the motives that are shaping their activity over time. Does the Rational
Immersion View still specify a sufficient condition for such agents to count as structuring their own lives? I
turn to this challenge in the next section.

III. The Challenge of the Rationally Immersed Unwilling Addict: External Motives, Reconsidered
At the outset, I noted that the distinction between structuring one’s own life and having a shape
imposed from the outside cannot be spelled out entirely in terms of the contrast between the shape
acquired by acting on one’s motives and the shape acquired through forces and events that are literally

21 Velleman is the clearest about doing this. See, most explicitly, his discussion at Velleman, “What Happens When Someone
Acts?,” sec. XII.
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external to one’s psychology. Again, the reason for this is that there is an important respect in which
motives within an agent’s psychology can function like an external force. We saw this in our discussion of
the canonical example of the unwilling addict. The addict strongly desires to use a drug, but he reflectively
rejects acting upon the drug – and his reflective rejection, we are invited to think, is sufficient to make it
the case that the unwilling addict’s desire is akin to an external force. 22 This notion of externality has an
important place within our discussion of the contrast between structuring one’s own life and having a
shape imposed from the outside. This characterization of the unwilling addict suggests that if an agent
reflectively rejects acting upon a motive, then the motive is “external” to her, in the sense that even if the
motive is sufficiently shaping her activity in a way that gives a shape to her life, this wouldn’t amount to
her structuring her own life over time. The structure, instead, would be coming from the outside: from
something akin to an external force.
This point might be a problem for the Rational Immersion View. This view says that it’s sufficient
for an agent to count as structuring her own life that she has a commitment that grounds frequent
immersion in activity that involves the extensive deployment of her rational capacities. But an agent could
have such a commitment while reflectively rejecting acting upon that commitment. The unwilling addict gives
us the basis for such an example. Consider the rationally immersed unwilling addict: an agent who has a
commitment that grounds extensive immersion in activity related to the use of his drug, involving the
sophisticated use of his rational capacities, but who nonetheless reflectively rejects acting upon this
commitment. 23 (Indeed, this may seem like an even more menacing form of addiction, hijacking the use of
his rational capacities while he’s immersed!) The Rational Immersion View has the consequence that the
rationally immersed unwilling addict is structuring his own life through the pursuit of his commitment to
the use of his drug, despite the fact that he reflectively rejects acting upon it. Is this really plausible?

22 The language of ‘externality’ and ‘identification’ is most vivid in Harry Frankfurt, “Identification and Externality,” in The
Importance of What We Care About (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998). We also find similar language, put in terms of
“radical separation” of the person from the rejected desire, at Frankfurt, “Identification and Wholeheartedness,” 170. For the
language of “outlaw” forces, see Ibid., 175. The language of identification and endorsement finds a place even in Frankfurt’s
earlier work. See, e.g., discussion of identifying with a particular desire at Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a
Person,” 16.
23 Thanks to Sigrún Svavarsdóttir for proposing this character.
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In the next section, I will argue that this consequence of the Rational Immersion View is not quite
as counterintuitive as it may seem. Yes, we are forced to say that the rationally immersed unwilling addict
is structuring his own life, but when we spell out in more detail (i) the way that the addict needs to be
immersed and (ii) the sophistication of his immersive activity (in terms of the deployment of his rational
capacities), this result isn’t as odd as it might seem. To start off, though, I will begin with another example.
The purpose of this example is to train our philosophical imagination on another instance in which an
agent reflectively rejects acting upon a commitment, but where he continues to be rationally immersed the
pursuit of that commitment. The example will allow us to home in on important contrasts between the
rationally immersed unwilling addict and the traditional discussion of the unwilling addict.

IV. Being Functionally Wanton
Consider a variation on a familiar tale. Before his Christmastime revelation, Scrooge was a
miserly man. 24 His life was structured around the single-minded pursuit of wealth, to the expense of all
else. Scrooge’s commitment to the acquisition of wealth grounded his immersion in the affairs of his
business, and his immersion involved the extensive deployment of his rational capacities for deliberation
and planning. So, on the Rational Immersion View, Scrooge was structuring his own life around his
commitment to the pursuit of wealth. In the familiar story, Scrooge’s life takes an abrupt turn: he has an
important revelation that shakes him to his core, and he comes to reject acting upon his commitment to the
acquisition of wealth. And his rejection is remarkably effective in changing how he lives his day-to-day life.
He’s suddenly a bit more kind, a bit more generous: he’s happy to allow his employees the day off, even if
it will cost him a decent amount of money. However, the story needn’t have turned out this way.
Suppose now that the story is exactly the same, until right after Scrooge’s nighttime revelation. 25
He sees how his life would turn out, he feels horrible about this, and he – by whatever psychological

24 Here I have in mind a significantly simplified version of the events that occur within the classic Dickens novella A Christmas
Carol.
25 In discussion that follows, whenever I refer to Scrooge, I have in mind the Scrooge that figures into my revised version of the
story.
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mechanism – disavows acting on the basis of his life-structuring commitment to the acquisition of wealth.
But the next morning comes along, and he needs to get ready for work. As he heads into work for the day,
the events of the previous night begin to fade into the background. He, of course, remembers what
happened. But he slips back into his old way of living. He starts to get back into the groove of his day-today job, and as he gets back into the groove, the disavowal from the previous night begins to fade into the
background. Scrooge continues to live his life as if he’d never rejected acting on his commitment. He is
motivated in the same ways as before; he responds emotionally in the same ways as before; he deliberates
in the same ways as before. His doing this is simply a matter of slipping back into the mundane affairs of
daily life. But if prompted – if he recalls the events from the previous night – he would once again say,
“No more!” He would reaffirm his disavowal of acting on the basis of his commitment to the acquisition
of wealth. Nonetheless, he’d slip out of it as he immerses himself in the affairs of his business. His rejection
is there, all throughout his day; it’s just not salient, or somehow operative within his psychology, when he
gets back into day-to-day life. 26
I contend that, on my variant of the classic story, Scrooge counts as structuring his own life
through the pursuit of his commitment to wealth. True enough, he does reflectively reject acting upon the
commitment, but this rejection-constituting state is just not having enough of an impact on Scrooge’s daily
life to make it plausible that he’s no longer structuring his own life. Scrooge is, in fact, functionally like the
wanton: the character of his immersive activity, including the extent to which he deploys his rational
capacities without a second thought, is not changed at all by his having reflectively rejected acting upon
his commitment to the pursuit of wealth. The deployment of his rational capacities, when he’s immersed
on the job, is the same as it would be if he were entirely wanton with respect to his commitment: if he
neither endorsed nor rejected acting upon it. In Section II, I made the case that it was plausible that a
committed wanton, like the woodworker, counted as structuring his own life because of the extensive

26 We might think that Scrooge could become resigned to this fact about his psychology. But the topic of resignation is complicated.
There is an important respect, on my telling of the story, in which Scrooge continues to reject this feature of his psychology – and
this marks a difference between Scrooge’s situation and the way that Frankfurt discusses resignation at Frankfurt, “Identification
and Externality,” 64.
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deployment of his rational capacities while engaged in immersive activity in the pursuit of his
commitment. So, too, does Scrooge count as structuring his own life because of the extensive deployment
of his rational capacities while engaged in immersive activity in the pursuit of his commitment. 27
The Rational Immersion View provides the right diagnosis of both cases – it best accounts for the
sense in which Scrooge, like the woodworker, is structuring his own life. The mere presence of a rejectionconstituting state, within his psychology, is not sufficient to dislodge Scrooge from his role in structuring
his own life. The rejection-constituting state needs to be doing something to shape the agent’s activity,
outside of her reflective moments, for her no longer to count as structuring her own life around the pursuit
of the commitment she rejects acting upon.
My variation of Scrooge differs twice over from the traditional portrayal of the unwilling addict.
First, Scrooge is immersed in the pursuit of a motive that he rejects acting upon. By contrast, when we think
of the addict, we think of someone who feels conflicted: someone who feels the conflict – accompanied by
feelings of guilt and shame – as he ultimately succumbs to the use of his drug of choice. 28 The addict, on
the traditional portrayal, is not immersed in his drug usage, and this marks an important respect in which
his reflective rejection is making an impact on his life outside of his reflective moments. And, second,
Scrooge significantly deploys his rational capacities while pursuing the commitment that he rejects acting
upon. This, too, is not how we usually think of the unwilling addict. It’s tempting to fall into thinking that
the addict is moved blindly from one hit of the drug, to the next, then the next, and so on, with little to no
rational thought in between.
We need to bear in mind these contrasts when we think about the rationally immersed unwilling
addict: the character who posed a problem for the Rational Immersion View. The rationally immersed
unwilling addict, like my version of Scrooge, differs twice over from the traditional portrayal of the

27 Perhaps we should follow Bratman in thinking that there is an important difference between the wanton, like the woodworker,
and Scrooge, in terms of whether they can rightly be said to value their respective pursuits. See discussion at Michael Bratman,
“Valuing and the Will,” in Structures of Agency (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), sec. 8. Even if this is true, however, I still
contend that this difference is not sufficient to make it plausible that the wanton, but not Scrooge, is structuring his own life.
28 The kind of immersion that is characteristic of Scrooge’s action seems to be at play within some of Frankfurt’s discussions of the
importance of being wholehearted, even though such immersion is no part of Frankfurt’s official account of wholeheartedness.
See especially discussion at Frankfurt, “Identification and Wholeheartedness,” 163.
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unwilling addict. To start, as I said earlier, he’s immersed; he’s not feeling the conflict when he’s pursuing
his commitment, in the way suggested by the traditional portrayal. But even if we stipulate that he’s
immersed, we need to be careful not to fall into thinking that the addict is simply moved blindly from one
hit of the drug to the next. Instead, to frame our picture of the rationally immersed unwilling addict, we
need to attribute to him a fairly sophisticated form of activity in the pursuit of his drug. He needs to be
deliberating, for instance, about the best way to get his next hit of the drug. To match Scrooge and the
woodworker, he needs to be engaged in sophisticated forms of judgment – perhaps about the relative
merits and qualities of different types of his drug of choice. He needs to plan out his activities in such a
way as best to pursue his commitment over time; his activities will involve a lot of coordination over time,
in a way that (once again) contrasts from the impulsive behavior suggested by the traditional description of
the unwilling addict. This addict’s activity is not the blind, impulsive pursuit of a particular drug; it would
need to be sophisticated rational activity serving the procurement, preparation, and use of the drug.
With this in mind, I contend that it is no longer counterintuitive to claim that the rationally
immersed unwilling addict is structuring his own life in the pursuit of his commitment to the drug. This
addict’s commitment is still making a profound contribution to the way he engages with the world, over
time; it grounds his immersion in actions performed in the pursuit of that commitment, in a way that
involves the extensive deployment of his rational capacities for deliberation and planning.

V. Conclusion: Structuring One’s Life Autonomously v. Non-Autonomously
In this paper, I’ve motivated, presented, and defended a view on the conditions under which an
agent counts as structuring her own life. This was the Rational Immersion View. On this view, an agent
counts as structuring her own life if she has a commitment that manifests across a wide range of
circumstances and whose manifestation consists in immersive activity that involves the extensive
deployment of her rational capacities. While this view contrasts with views that appeal to the agent’s
reflective endorsement or rejection, it fits within a similar tradition as many such views – the rationalist
tradition of identifying the agent’s functional role with the exercise of her rational capacities.
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Yet, as discussed within the final two sections of this paper, the Rational Immersion View seems
committed to some counterintuitive results. It is committed to saying that an agent could structure her life
around the pursuit of a commitment that she reflectively rejects acting upon – provided that the
commitment continues to ground frequent immersive activity that involves the sophisticated deployment
of the agent’s rational capacities. This is a departure from orthodoxy within the moral psychology
literature. It requires us to see at least some of the agent’s rejected motives as ones that are not akin to
external forces.
Nonetheless, we might think, there is still something deeply defective about the agency of Scrooge
and the rationally immersed unwilling addict. It would be incredibly bizarre, at the very least, to say that
these agents are paradigms of autonomous rational agency. I grant this point. I agree that there is an
important respect in which Scrooge and the addict are not acting autonomously; Scrooge and the addict
are thereby not structuring their lives autonomously. Yet, I am committed to the claim that Scrooge and the
addict are structuring their own lives, albeit non-autonomously.
In making this distinction, I’m following recent work by Michael Smith and Geoffrey SayreMcCord about which mental states count as the agent’s own, in an interestingly rich sense. 29 When we
think about this issue, they say, we need to be careful to keep apart two separate types of questions. There
are descriptive questions – about which desires count as an agent’s own – and normative questions – about which
desires an agent needs to have in order to be free and autonomous. 30 When we say that a particular desire
is an agent’s own, we don’t merely mean to say that it figures into her psychology, as one of her mental
states. Instead, these are the desires that make up a central part of the agent’s personality; these are the
ones with which she can be correctly identified. 31 But, as Smith and Sayre-McCord stress, the central

29 On the Smith and Sayre-McCord view, a desire is an agent’s own, in this sense, if it is robust: if it would be stable in strength
upon increasing exposure to experience, information, and reflection. Michael Smith and Geoffrey Sayre-McCord, “Desires…and
Beliefs…of One’s Own,” ed. Manuel Vargas and Gideon Yaffe (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 141. The central
notion of robustness, within this formulation, is characterized in terms of stability of the strength of a particular desire upon
additional exposure to experience, information, reflection, and “other pressures”; the limiting case of a desire losing strength upon
such exposure is a desire’s “disappearing altogether.” Ibid., 139.
30 See especially Smith and Sayre-McCord, “Desires…and Beliefs…of One’s Own,” sec. 3.
31 See especially Ibid., 141.
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aspects of an agent’s personality are ones that she might strongly disown – a fact that took center stage
within my discussion of Scrooge. 32 My discussion of the conditions under which an agent counts as
structuring her life over time is one way of isolating which aspects of the agent’s psychology constitute a
central aspect of her personality: a central aspect that is shaping significantly how she is engaging with her
environment through the exercise of her rational capacities.
These issues are especially easy to clump together when we think about whether the agent is the
author of her life. When we inquire into this issue, we might have in mind the first, less demanding
question: the question of whether she’s the one who is structuring her life. But we might also have in mind
the second, more demanding question: whether she’s structuring her life autonomously. 33 With this contrast
in mind, it is even less counterintuitive to claim that Scrooge and the rationally immersed unwilling addict
are structuring their own lives. It would be fairly counterintuitive to say that they are doing so
autonomously; it is much less counterintuitive to say that they are doing so at all. 34

32 See especially discussion at Ibid., 130. Smith and Sayre-McCord are explicit that the unwilling addict’s desire to use the drug
counts as her own, if it is robust; see Ibid., 142.
33 Similar remarks apply to whether the agent is structuring her life freely. It’s one thing to say that she’s structuring her life; it’s
another to say that she’s structuring her life freely.
34 I think that this remark is in the same spirit as Meyer’s discussion of degrees of personal autonomy at Diana T. Meyers,
“Personal Autonomy and the Paradox of Feminine Socialization,” Journal of Philosophy 84, no. 11 (1987): 619–628. See especially
her discussion of being programmatically autonomous at Ibid., 624–25.

18

Kate Johnson | PAPC 2017

FALSE HOPE
NOTE TO READERS:

Many apologies for this late submission. This is a work-in-progress and as it stands, the article is
unfinished so please do not distribute or quote. I am most interested to hear your views concerning
the position itself and its usefulness to a larger project that I am working on about the nature of
hope. In this larger project, I make a case for the view that hope is a virtue of ignorance. - KKJ

INTRODUCTION

Hope involves a desire or wish for something and people hope for a variety of reasons.
Most people who hope, hope for something that will improve their lives or make them feel
happy or satisfied. The objects of hope vary and while some are possible, some are probable,
and some even impossible. We hope for things like good weather, to pass a test, or to be cured
of an incurable disease. I hope to be a good mom, have a successful career, be happy, run a
marathon, and to finish this paper in time to meet the deadline. These all seem like reasonable
things to hope for, many of which we have some control over (i.e., finishing this paper?) and
some over which we have no control (i.e., good weather). Given the importance and motivating
power that hope plays in and has on our day-to-day lives, its complex nature deserves much
closer attention.
I am of the view that hope is, all things considered, good for us. I think it is better to hope
than not to hope, in the right context and to the appropriate degree, of course. Recently, I saw
an ad on television for The Louisville Men’s Clinic, which specializes in men’s sexual health and
provides treatment for conditions like erectile dysfunction. Their marketing slogan is “Give up
hope. Take action.” That did not seem to make much sense to me—hope inspires action and the
absence of hope leads to inaction. Why should we ‘give up hope’? The only time it seems to me
that we should abandon hope is if it is no longer good for us, or if it is false hope.
The nature of hope has recently received a lot of attention. The literature on hope is rich
and echoes my sentiment that it is a much more complex concept that we are only beginning to
1
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understand and unpack. Scholars have catalogued hope in a variety of different ways—as an
emotion, passion, an attitude, psychological habit of mind or mental state. On one definition,
hope “refers to a feeling, a wish, or an optimistic disposition toward the future.”1 I find it
interesting that on this view, hope can refer to a wish. According to Aristotle, wishful thinking is
aimed at the impossible.2 Another account defines hope as “as desire in the context of epistemic
uncertainty.”3 Yet another perspective treats hope as a “distinctive practical attitude” thus hope
is “a distinctive way of exercising one’s rational agency.”4 This last definition suggests that the
disposition to hope is rational even in cases where one believes against the evidence.
However, what is lacking in the literature is a discussion about the nature of false hope.
Most discussions about false hope occur in the context of decision making in healthcare—for
example, a doctor has a responsibility to avoid giving patients false hope so as not to impair their
ability to make autonomous choices. The role of the physician is to inform patients in a way that
does not cultivate or inspire false hope. The rationale for this claim is that once people with false
hope realize that the hoped-for object cannot be achieved (say, remission from an incurable
disease), they will lose hope and become depressed, despairing, or suicidal. The realization that
the hoped-for object will not happen is what makes false hope so undesirable. However, there
are also cases in which people with false hope realize that the hoped-for object cannot be
achieved do not become depressed or despair. They simple reevaluate their situation and
change course, perhaps even finding a new object of hope. In this way, false hope is described as
being directed at the impossible—a radical kind of wishful thinking that can be dangerous, too.
Otherwise, false hope appears, at best, philosophically uninteresting—it is simply a perversion of
hope and something that we should neither cultivate nor pursue. However, I think we can learn
a lot about hope if we investigate false hope.
False hope is typically catalogued as a form of hope that is not based in reality. We treat
false hope as the opposite of hope—an undesirable, even bad, form of hope. A person with false
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hope desires the impossible object—(impossible, of course, in light of the evidence). But, what of
hope, then? Characteristically, hope is lauded as inspiring, useful, beneficial, and good for us.
Like false hope, hope, too, involves some degree of uncertainty in one’s disposition toward
estimating possibility and probability—and, at times, it involves believing against the evidence
(i.e., hoping for a sunny day yet seeing a dark cloudy sky). The degree of probability and
possibility tends to correlate to the kind of hope we are dealing with—“real” hope or “false”
hope. What I find both fascinating and frustrating about hope is how context and evidence loom
large in how we try to understand and unpack its nature.
I think that false hope is an important starting point to set the stage for establishing an
account of hope. Both hope and false hope appear to involve some kind of epistemic
irresponsibility, epistemic vice or even irrationality at the practical level. Nevertheless, if we are
speaking in terms of probability and possibility as it relates to epistemically responsible conduct,
both hope and false hope are harmful to us as responsible believers. Yet, both forms of hope
motivate us to act and in turn continue to fuel more hope. Hope is like starting a fire. First, you
must choose it, then you must add kindling to build it—without any materials for burning, the
fire cannot grow and sustain itself. Similarly, without ‘kindling’ hope cannot grow and sustain
itself. An object of desire is necessary for hope—however, the question is, what kind of object:
the possible, the probable, the impossible?
In this paper, I explore the nature of false hope and attempt to unpack some essential
elements of its character. My goal is to make a case for the importance of understanding false
hope in order to develop a more robust account of hope. In this exploration, I present a series of
case studies: unrequited love; assisted reproductive technologies for infertile women; and,
Viktor Frankl, a Holocaust survivor. I evaluate these cases to construct a description about the
nature of false hope. In so doing, I will show that false hope is the antithesis of hope. This claim,
of course, may come as no surprise. False hope appears to be a corrupted form of hope that
involves an intellectually irrational blindness. My analysis will show that the main difference
between hope and false hope concerns one’s epistemic attitude—specifically, agents with false
hope or “real” hope are situated differently with regard to their epistemic positions and
attitudes. My investigation will illuminate how false hope is still hope—albeit a more radical,
3
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unprecedented, irresponsible, and sometimes dangerous, form of hope. False hope is on the far
end of the hope spectrum and thus, at times, it is difficult to distinguish between the two. I will
conclude by making a preliminary case for the view that hope is a virtue (of ignorance) and false
hope is a vice.
WHAT IS FALSE HOPE?

Consider the following case.
Aaron is a young man with Downs Syndrome who is in his early 30s. He believes that one
day he will be just like all other non-Downs Syndrome men. He envisions a life where he
lives in a dorm at college, has a girlfriend, goes out with his friends, has a license to drive,
has his own car, and lives an independent life. Aaron hopes for this transformation to
occur so he can do these things.
I think most of us would agree that the chance of Aaron no longer having Downs
Syndrome, given what medical science knows, is likely impossible. Aaron has goals, dreams, and
a life plan. He wants to go to college so he can get a job working at a car dealership selling cars.
He believes that his best chances of getting his dream job is to earn a college degree. This all
sounds reasonable and rational. However, the hope that his disability will someday disappear
may be unreasonable and quite possibly irrational. While Aaron is aware of the medical evidence
that supports the impossibility of this change (and even in light of his cognitive impairments has
some basic understanding of it), he chooses to believe against the evidence. Does Aaron have
false hope?
In the article, “Valuing Hope,” the authors distinguish between three different forms of
hope: probability hope, possibility hope, and false hope. First, a probability hope is a kind of
“evidence based hope.”5 It is defined as
one grounded in evidence that provides a specific probability of the event occurring even
if that probability is quite low. […] Probability hopes are grounded in and sensitive to
evidence, so they might also be described as ‘rational’ hopes, in that they are wishes
about a future state of affairs that are epistemically warranted propositional attitudes.6

5
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For example, I hope to make the paper deadline for this conference. My hope is a probability
hope because the evidence before me is that I have before an almost complete working draft of
this paper. While the probability of meeting the deadline looks promising, this is contingent upon
me continuing to work and not be disturbed. I hope I can finish in time.
A second form of hope is possibility hope. It is defined as
a hope for an outcome when there is insufficient evidence on which to base a reasonable
estimate of the likelihood of that outcome, but that from general considerations it is at
least a possible (though perhaps unlikely) outcome. Possibility hopes may look irrational
because they are not the “best guess” given what we know. Many of us hope, however,
for things that are unlikely but might happen.7
For example, a person who hopes to win the lottery is a person with possibility hope. In a recent
CBS news article, the odds of winning the Powerball lottery is 1 in 292,201,338.8 The chance of
winning the Megamillions lottery is 1 in 258,890,850.9 These odds are pretty low and yet lots of
people purchase a lottery ticket all the time.
Finally, false hope is defined as “hope for an outcome that cannot happen—for example
the hope that someone who has died will come back to life. […] those hopes for which there is
compelling evidence against them being realized.”10 The occurrence of false hope is the result of
overestimating possibility and connects to the high probability that an outcome will not
happen.11 False hope involves an agent taking a more radical stance and forming a belief in the
possibility of something happening that has an extremely high probability of not happening—and
quite likely impossible such as a dead person coming back to life.
According to these proposed definitions, Aaron’s hope seems to be a clear-cut case of
false hope. It is worthy to note that his hope for a different life does not lead him to make poor
judgments per se and it also doesn’t lead him to perform irrational acts.12 Rather, Aaron’s hope
7
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is inspired by a desire for something well beyond his reach and well beyond the reach of
possibility. Further, his hope disposes him to believe in a way that seems irrational—since he
disregarded the evidence. Hope, too, involves a certain kind of epistemic attitude and practice.
However, false hope is directed at the impossible so it appears that Aaron’s hope must be false
hope.
The person with false hope does not overestimate all dimensions of his/her disposition to
hope for the impossible object. False hope focuses on an unrealistic goal given the circumstances
and the context. The question of false hope depends upon the agent having the capacity to
rationally sort through, evaluate, assess, and respond to the evidence. It seems that an agent
who is disposed to false hope for the impossible object does not have the capacity to rationally
sort through, evaluate, assess, and respond to the evidence. But, then, what about the person
who has hope (and not false hope)?
In what follows, I present a series of cases that describe cases of people who hope. While
the objects of hope differ in variety as well as in possibility, these cases highlight the many ways
that hope can become manifest. What distinguishes these cases is the nature of the hope in
question. Some cases present stories of false hope and some present genuine cases of hope.
What interests me is how we are able to distinguish the two.
A SERIES OF CASES THAT ILLUMINATE THE OCCURRENCE OF HOPE

Consider the following cases.
The Case of Bob’s Unrequited Love

Bob is a 45 year old man who is smitten by Shania Twain. If she is performing in the area,
he makes every effort to get tickets. Occasionally, if he can get time off work, he will
travel to see her in cities across the U.S. Bob has seen her in concert 10 times. He
managed to obtain backstage passes twice and met her in person. Shania was charming
and Bob was captivated. He even had his picture taken with her. Bob works at a local
factory in the Seattle area, likes to golf, drives a sports car, and lives a quiet life. He is very
close to his parents and is an only child. Bob wants to marry and have a family of his own
one day. However, his infatuation with Shania Twain is ever-present. Even though Ms.
Twain is currently married, Bob hopes that one day he will marry her.
The Case of Rita
6
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After two miscarriages and years of failed attempts at getting pregnant, Rita’s
reproductive endocrinologist (RE) recommends the use of assisted reproductive
technologies. Rita’s RE first has her undergo a series of tests. She submits to blood tests
to check for anti-coagulation issues, ovarian reserve (egg supply), and diabetes. Her RE
also recommends that she have a hysterosalpingogram (HSG), which is an X-ray
procedure used to check the structure of the uterus and fallopian tubes. After the results
come in, Rita finds out that she has a very low egg supply but no blood-related or
structural issues. The RE evaluates the evidence and informs Rita that given her low
ovarian reserve the best course of action is IVF. However, he warns her that the
probability of success is in the range of 10-15% given her history of miscarriage and
advanced age. (Rita is 40 years old.) Rita and her husband decide to try IVF. The first
attempt is unsuccessful. They decide to try a second time. Again, they were unsuccessful.
After two failed attempts, the odds of getting pregnant drop. Rita’s RE tells her that there
is still a chance—he’s seen it happen in similar cases like hers—but he cannot offer her
any information that will help sway her in either direction. Rita still hopes that she will get
pregnant and have a baby.
The Case of Viktor Frankl

In his book Man’s Search for Meaning, Viktor Frankl recounts stories about his experience
of life in a concentration camp. Frankl managed to survive three years (1942-1945) in
various concentration camps during the Holocaust. He endured unspeakable horrors and
lost his wife and family. While at Auschwitz in 1945, Allied forces finally liberated Frankl
and his fellow prisoners. Throughout his time as a prisoner, he never gave up hope. The
odds of surviving in a concentration camp were extremely low, nevertheless, Frankl
recounts that he needed something to hope for in order to get through the day. He
hoped for survival so he would one day publish his theory of logo therapy.

Each of these cases share in common one important feature, Bob, Rita, and Viktor all
hope for something. In the case of Bob, he hopes to marry Shania Twain. This is highly
improbable but not impossible. Does Bob display false hope? Perhaps Bob should not hope for
this goal although I am inclined to think it is harmless enough, as long as it does not keep Bob
from getting married—which is what he ultimately hopes for. Rita hopes to become pregnant
and have a child. While the odds of Rita achieving her goal is low, it is still possible. I am inclined
to think that it is good she have hope provided that she doesn’t sacrifice too much. Frankl hopes
to survive the camps in order to one day publish his theory. I am also inclined to think that it is
beneficial he have hope because without hope, life in a concentration camp must be unbearable
and the conditions of the camps were already full of immeasurably unbearable suffering. For
Frankl to have hope—even against the low odds of survival—we find his attitude inspirational,
7
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demonstrating strength in the face of extreme adversity and a determination toward optimism.
It was not impossible that Frankl could survive.
Where is the line of possibility and probability that distinguishes false hope from “real”
hope? Is the reliability of evidence the basis upon which false hope rests? Is false hope just hope
aimed at the impossible? What is “real” hope based upon— evidence, rationality standards, or
something else? Can a person have hope for something that does not appear to admit of
possibility? What makes false hope different from hope?
HOPE AS A VIRTUE OF IGNORANCE

Julia Driver argues against the claim that “No virtue is constituted by, or based upon,
ignorance.”13 She contends that there are indeed virtues of ignorance that can be beneficial to a
person. For example, the basis for certain virtues like modesty and blind charity is ignorance—
thus, to be virtuous does not require that one possess knowledge.14 In fact, if we are not
ignorant we could not be virtuous in these ways.15 I think that hope, too, is a virtue of
ignorance.16
As a virtue, hope is a disposition of character and developed as a skill found manifest in
one’s attitudes and actions, both practically and epistemically. 17 A person of hope sees and
chooses possibility. Ruddick (1999) points out that, characteristically, “hopeful people tend to
focus on possibilities, not on evidence or probabilities.”18 Martin (2014) makes a similar
observation:
The hopeful person is motivated by the chance of possibility even in the face of the
likelihood of impossibility and apparent low odds. The hopeful person says “I grant you
13

Driver (1989), p. 373.
For a challenge to Driver’s fundamental claim that virtue requires knowledge, see Winter, (2002).
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the chance is only one in a thousand, but it is possible!” whereas the person who lacks
hope says “I grant you it is possible, but the chance is only one in a thousand!19
Hope involves a kind of internal and psychological thriving. As a chosen activity, it leads
one to act in ways that are positive, promote progress in addition to living well and flourishing.
The case of Viktor Frankl is a good example of hope as a chosen activity directed at living well.
However, the case of Aaron might also fit this description. While the likelihood of Aaron losing
his disability is medically impossible (given what we know at present), he chooses to hope and
engages in activities that are directed at flourishing (while waiting for his condition to change, he
continues to try to improve his situation so he can live independently). Nevertheless, the
problem is that the object of hope is impossible.
Hope requires a rejection of probability as well as possibility and instead, demands that
we look differently at the odds. Both Rita and Viktor demonstrate this in their attitudes. While
the odds are low in both cases, they choose to see possibility. This, to me, is incontinent
believing and a kind of willful ignorance. From an epistemological perspective, Rita and Viktor
underperform when it comes to their ability to overcome what in their better judgments they
know they probably ought not to hope for. Hope, when properly cultivated, can lead them to
rationally see past their better epistemic judgment and remain inspired by the motivation for the
hoped-for object. If we look at the epistemic practices of the hopeful person in the context of
flourishing, we no longer see deficiency, irrationality or irresponsibility—rather we see strength
of character as demonstrated in one’s attitudes and actions. Rita and Viktor’s epistemic practices
reveal a tendency toward optimism, a character trait that goes beyond fact and evidence but
instead sees possibility. We can recast epistemic irresponsibility (and perhaps irrational
believing) as an instance of strength of character in cases when one pursues what one believes is
in her best interest in spite of the odds.
Can we say the same about Aaron? What about Bob? Hope as a virtue, indeed like any
virtue, has limits and should be practiced in moderation. A virtue, cultivated as such, is one that
helps people to actively promote flourishing and well-being—but it does not require success in
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attaining the hoped-for object. Aaron will not attain his goal. Nevertheless, I am inclined to think
that it promotes a better life for him since he looks forward to the future. Similarly, Bob’s hope is
rather far-fetched but it also keeps him looking forward to what’s to come. Aaron and Bob
illustrate how hope is pragmatically grounded in a psychological state of optimism.20
Hope is not blind and does not desire to be; it is aware, mindful, and reflective. Both
Aaron and Bob do seem to be a bit blind to their respective situations. The question is whether
they desire to be blind. If so, then they fail to accept reality. Reality must maintain some
structure for the person of hope—hope does not distort reality, rather it sees possibility in the
context of what’s possible (or at least not patently impossible). That Bob hopes to marry Shania
Twain yet he has only met her twice and never spent any meaningful personal time with her, is a
slightly distorted perception of reality. That Aaron hopes that his genetic condition will change
even though this has never happened for anyone before, is also a distorted reality. Recent
advancements in genetic technology may be able to treat Aaron in the future, but that’s a claim
to uncertainty that sits rather uneasily with me as a good reason for hope.21 However, it doesn’t
appear that Aaron and Bob want to be blind to the evidence and reality, they just don’t process
it in a way that is consistent with any form of hope that falls in the range of virtue.
A hopeful person responds rationally and knowingly that his better epistemic judgment is
in conflict with the evidence and the possibility of attaining the object of desire. Hope as a virtue
of ignorance must be cultivated in a way that is sincere, does not inspire or perpetuate bad
epistemic habits, and is valuable to a sense of well-being. Hope helps us to keep moving forward
and progressing.
FALSE HOPE DEFINED

I think there is a spectrum of hope. On the one end is hope and at the far end is false
hope. Each of the cases presented fall somewhere along the spectrum of hope. Rita’s hope is
20

Pettit offers an account that distinguishes hope and optimism: “Where hope is an intentionally sustained,
essentially avowable response, optimism is a spontaneous, perhaps unconscious habit of belief formation.” See
Pettit (2004).
21

This claim is not well thought out and as it stands is rather shaky. I’m still trying to flesh out an important
epistemological difference here that I am in the process of formulating.
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more reasonable, Viktor’s less reasonable yet still possible, and Bob’s hope even less so yet still
possible. Regardless of probability statistics, each case illuminates how hope is directed at seeing
the possible without distorting reality. Of course, Bob’s hope may be a case of distorting reality.
Nevertheless, we might characterize his hope as a dream—not hope proper.22
Where does Aaron fall along this spectrum? Aaron hopes that one day he will no longer
have Downs Syndrome because he believes that this is what is preventing him from leading an
independent life. Is this false hope? Yes, I think it is. Believing in something that is impossible to
attain—especially when you are aware of its impossibility—is false hope. False hope concerns
one’s epistemic attitude about evidence and it is in this way, a vice. False hope tries to see
possibility in what is known to be impossible, and instead intentionally misinterprets reality.
Hope works within a framework of possibility that is subject to the limits of reality—false hope
mutates this framework. False hope is not good for us. In this way, false hope is a vice. Here, the
difference between hope and false hope lies in its cultivation.
Like virtue, a vice is a chosen and cultivated character disposition. Vices are not good for
us, they do not benefit us in any truly meaningful way and they hinder progress. False hope does
all these things and takes away our ability to make autonomous choices because we are willfully
blind to the limits of reality.23 False hope is not simply hoping for the impossible, false hope is
corrupted—it does not work in the realm of impossibility, it plays in the realm of illusion and
uncertainty.24 False hope is hope led astray.
Thus, a person who believes in something that is impossible to attain but is not aware of
its impossibility does not always display false hope. This can still be hope and a virtue. Hope as a
virtue is a disposition to adapt in the face of changing and uncertain conditions. I think this is
why understanding the nature of false hope is so important to illuminating the nature of hope.
False hope is a kind of inflexibility in a situation—one is unable to change or adapt to uncertainty
22

I’m not sure about this claim either. In fact, I’m not sure about how to evaluate Bob because I think his ‘hope’ is
out of touch with reality. Nevertheless, it may fall somewhere along the spectrum in the category of dream or
wish—and if these are also forms of hope.
23
I may have a big hurdle to overcome here with my use of the term “reality.”
24
Of course, hope, too, plays in the realm of uncertainty to some degree but it acknowledges and accepts
uncertainty in a way that false hope does not.
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because one has distorted his or her perceptions of reality. A hopeful person is one who is able
to modify his or her goals and attitudes—maintaining a ‘positive orientation’—but is realistic in
the sense that she reevaluates her goals and life plan (as it relates to her identity). 25 The
cultivation of hope involves a process of intellectual development that must be learned and
practiced.
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