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Parfit’s P

Philip Pettit and Michael Smith

I Introduction

ns and Persons, Derek Parfit describes two theories of rational-
iItI;,Rt;aesgelfdnterest Theory, S, and the Eresent-aim Theory, 1? ‘S ailzdg P
are simply related: they are both theories at?out ratlonahty‘ (p. S lg.
Parfit thinks that S represents an overwhelming orthodoxy. ‘The Self-
interest Theory has been believed by most people for more than two
millennia’ (p. 194). P is not a single theoFy, but rather‘ a class of thfaorles,
and Parfit thinks that one of those versions of P which ‘he descrlbesi) as
critical — CP — is the best theory. He rejects some versions of CP, 11;‘[
leaves a number of candidates in the field. “We shou?d. reject the Sg -
interest Theory about rationality, and accept the Critical Present-aim
> (p. 450).
Thzosri,hégries (3f rationality, S and P say what.we should do. Thus' the};
may conflict, not just with one another and not just V\Tlth other thef)rles. oh
rationality, but also with morality. S in particular is likely to conflict w1t.f
morality. “There are many cases where it Woul.d be better for someone 1t
he acts wrongly. In such cases v(ve rlr;s)t decide what to do. We mus
een morality and S’ (p. . o
Ch(grsxz Zitrvtv of moral tl};eory with which S and P may .confhct is the
neutral sort of morality, N, which identifies a common aim that ali are
required to further. Parfit is concerned with the decision bt?tween thc'el;)-
ries — strictly, classes of theories — like S, P and N. We might deggr} e
these alternatives simply as theories about what we should do, speci ying
S and P more exactly as theories of rationalit'y, Nasa .tl.leory (?f mqrahty.
But it will be simpler to describe them a.ll, in tbe spirit of Sldgv\.nck %)
129), as theories of rationality. In adopting this way of descrlblng‘t e
alternatives, we do not beg any questions, least of all any questions

against Parfit.' _ ' .
’ Our primary aim in this essay is to provide a certain perspective on P
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— In particular, on the group of CP-theories to which Parfit is sympa.
thetic. We think that there are two kinds of theory that might be de.
scribed as theories of rationality; one we cast as a background theory, the
other as a foreground theory. This distinction will be congenial to Parfit,
since he acknowledges a related contrast. Our main question is whether
P-theories — particularly the preferred versions of CP - point us towards
a background or a foreground theory of rationality.

The question proves to be worth pursuing, for answering it highlights
various features of the theories Parfit has in mind. It turns out that all
versions of P, including CP versions, can be seen as pointing us to 3
background theory of rationality, and that, seen in this role, they have
affinities with decision theory and some variants of decision theory. It
turns out on the other side that while uncritical versions of P cannot
double as plausible foreground theories — in this they resemble decision
theory — some critical versions can. A CP-theory can represent a plau-
sible foreground theory, but only provided that the critical component -
the component represented by C - bulks large.

Answering the question posed not only serves to highlight certain
features of P-theories. It also provides a useful standpoint from which to
examine Parfit’s main argument against S: the argument that he de-
scribes as the *Appeal to Full Relativity’ (pp. 137-48). Looked at in the
light of our discussion, that argument appears unnecessarily weak; it
turns out that there is a stronger argument against S that is available to
Parfit. If our primary aim is to provide a certain perspective on P, our
subsidiary aim is to put Parfit under some pressure on this front.

In the next section we present the distinction between background
and foreground theories of rationality. In the third section we consider P
as a background theory of rationality, and then in the fourth section we
look at it as a foreground theory. These sections serve to put P in
perspective, in accordance with our primary goal. In the fifth and final
section we pursue the subsidiary goal, using considerations raised by the

carlier discussion to suggest a revision of the principal argument that
Parfit presents against S.

II Background and Foreground Theories

Parfit makes a distinction between ‘explanatory’ and ‘good’ reasons.
Furthermore, he makes it clear that his concern is with reasons in this
second sense. ‘By “reason” T shall mean “good reason”” (p. 118). The
theory of rationality bears on reasons in this sense, for itis a theory about
what constitutes reasons as reasons — that is, as good reasons - and about
what makes some reasons better than others.
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But there is a distinction to be drawq among gopd reasons, a dls‘Fm(Z
tion between two different senses in which something may be c.lescnl.)e
ood reason. This distinction is important from our viewpoint,
b augse it generates a distinction between two kinds of theory that may
Zzgﬁ be described as a theory of raftionality.'(;l"gcle one kind we cast as a
ry, the other as a foreground theory. .
ba?&é%ﬁ?tdséizg o}jf reason is that of a rational spring. A set of beliefs and
desires can be a spring for the formation of.a new degire or the periorm-
ance of an action: say, the desire for a particular option or the per orm-
ance of the corresponding action. Equally, a .set'of beliefs can be af s;l)lrlng
for the formation of a new belief: say, the belief in something ‘Fhat 0 O\{)VS
from the contents of the other be.liefs. In each case the sprmg. mayl/f e
rational; it may be a type of intentional profile that makes. it ratloﬁla or
an agent to form the relevant sort of output, the new desm?, ort ke nt(;w
belief. Other things being equal, the beliefs .and .desues will ma e de
new desire for the option rational if the des.lres 1nvqlve a pro atui{q e
towards options with a certain property and if the beliefs 21nvolve tell1 : m%
the option — perhaps uniquely — to have th'at prqperty. Ot.her ttmgts
being equal, the beliefs will make the.new belief r'atloinal if t.he1r (:051 gnc_
— the propositions that the agent believes - provide inductive orf e t:n_
tive support for the content of the new belief. th?re the type o tme "
tional profile in question makes the new type of desire or the new ypth t
belief rational in this way, it constitutes a good reason for fqrmllrlg ha
desire or belief. It is a good reason ilI)l tlhefsense of being a rational spring
ation of that desire or belief.
for"lfllll: sf;)(r:g;d sense of reason is that of a rational ground. When aset 1(1)f
beliefs is a rational spring for the formatiqn of a new belief, thfenht e
common presumption among philosophers is that t}}e contents obt l.osfe
beliefs are rational grounds for forming tl}e new belief. .Take the‘ e 1fe S
that if p, then ¢ and that p. These beliefs are a rathnal sp{lmgt 1())é
believing that ¢, at least if other things are equa‘l (other.thmgs Wlh.nO o
equal, for example, if the belief that ¢ is 1ncon51stent.w1th somet ;ng e
agent already believes). Where the bellefs are a rational spring _I(l)rb ea
lieving that g, the (alleged) facts that .1f p, then g ‘and thaF p, wi OeOd
rational ground for forming that behgf. They Wlll constitute af g ‘
reason for the agent to form that belief in a dlfferent sense of goo
reason from that of a rational spring; indeed, the dlffgrence In sense 1S 1810
great that it marks a difference in category, as we mlght say. Where :he
rational spring consists in an intentional profile, a behef-stf:.tte tydpe(,j’. §
rational ground consists in an aslsumc;d stall)te of the world ‘intended’;
ists i way things are believed to be. '
COI{’S‘/thi;I‘i;lilﬁustr};ted t%le notion of a rational grognd with reference to
the theoretical case in which beliefs lead to belief. What about the
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practical case %n which beliefs and desires lead to desire, and ulti
perhaps to action? In particular, what factor ina rationa,l To " gmatel
s};l)ond.s to a desire in a rational spring? Here, unlike the cafe v:/llltlh go;re~
:h;::ei: 1st no common presumpthn to provide guidance. Is the proposei:tilef’
§ Lo correspond to the desire that P the content proposition itselfo "

o )
agzgrlll ? O'r 18 therfe perhaps no right and wrong in the matter?
JUr view, which we have defended clsewhere, is that the case of

Siﬁg;eﬁ: a{Ie cﬁffere.nt accounts of what is endorsed in assent to a propo-

ohon tla Ee it 1ts dbesuable that p’. They range from cognitivist accounts
0 be a common-or-garden fact ¢ itivi i

Ny reprosent 1 oo & . : O non-cognitivist stories
projected way of viewing the world- i

some sense.’ But such differenc . Story. The yiee

. €s need not affect our st i
take is that for most desires jt j et s e
esires 1t is such an alleged fact
ik . : : , whatever the
tological status the fact enjoys, which serves in a rational ground as the
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option O to constitute the corresponding rational ground: the ground in
view of which the agent can rationally desire O and act accordingly.

We will not repeat our earlier argument for the view that rational
springs and rational grounds relate on this pattern in the practical case.
we do not need to, since Parfit obviously agrees. He is prepared to
countenance a sense of good reason that corresponds to a rational
ground rather than a rational spring. And he is prepared to recognize
that what corresponds to a desire in the rational ground is not the
ascription of the desire itself, and not the content of the desire, but rather
a proposition that reveals why possession of the desire is suitably intelli-
gible. ‘In most cases, someone’s reason for acting is one of the features of
what he wants, or one of the facts that explains and justifies his desire.
Suppose that I help someone in need. My reason for helping this person
is not that I want to do so, but that he needs help, or that [ promised help,
or something of the kind’ (p. 121).

One further comment on rational grounds. As we employ the notion,
a consideration X may be a rational ground for an agent’s desiring
something even if it happens that the agent will promote the good in
question better by avoiding thoughts about X in his day-to-day delibera-
tions. Take the good of spontaneity. We are prepared to think that the
desirability of spontaneity may be a rational ground for an agent’s having
the desires constitutive of spontaneous behaviour even though the best
way for him to promote his own spontaneity will be by avoiding sponta-
neity-focused deliberations in the day-to-day. It may be a rational
ground, because, on reflection, in giving a rational justification for his
behaviour in general - in giving a rational self-justification — the good of
spontaneity may be something that he needs to take into account. It is
neither here nor there that the rational thing for him to do in his more
concrete deliberations is to forswear thinking about his own spontaneity.
With the distinction between rational springs and rational grounds, we
are in a position to distinguish between two kinds of theory of rationality.
Think of the springs as occupying a background, machine-room role,
while the grounds appear in the foreground, being the considerations to
which the agent actually pays attention in giving a reflective justification
for his actions. The background theory of rationality will focus on good
reasons in the sense of rational springs, and the foreground theory will
focus on good reasons in the sense of rational grounds. In each case the
theory will try to identify conditions that are necessary, and perhaps even
sufficient, for an agent to have good reasons in the appropriate sense and
to be, to that extent, rational; we assume that, with creatures like us,
rationality requires the having of good reasons in both senses. It will tell
us what is necessary, and perhaps sufficient, in the appropriate forum,
the background or the foreground, for rationality.
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The t'heor'y in either sense may address both theoretical and i
ratlonghty —1t may address rationality in the formation of beli fpraCtlcal
as ‘ratlonahty in the formation of desires and in the erfore e 1
actions - but we will restrict our attention, as Parfit doespto themance' of
case. .Our only concern will be with the background ;lnd fo oot
theones of practical rationality, though we shall often omit ex lr e
UO% }(l)f the practical; it is to be taken as understood phetl men-

€re are a number of constraints that a b :
theory can recognize as conditions of rationalit?fcirgltiozré?)gdfizrgeflrloﬁs .
»and, W

te}fiet;tg tel;att they ?Irle in‘frnally coherent, and coherent with other states of
» Or other things the agent posits, in i

' he : , In a suitable way,

féretigrlbe a condition of reflection that should be satisfied by afl agent if

10 Springs or grounds are to be rational i

the condition that the a iS sui Nt i ot 01 i

. gent is suitably thoughtful in formj id-

] : | ming or consid-

ering t‘he Springs or grounds in question. Or it may go for aglaunderirfg

;ﬂy rgttlonali desire to act on in the background, and the only rational
ound to take into account in the fo inve imizati
o bappie reground, involves the maximization
the]iizlzirglurid agd f(?reground constraints on rationality may interact in
at endorsing a particular constraint in ej
: : n either area ma -
mit one to endorsing a corres i int i dors
ponding constraint in the oth
the background launderi i bich it 1 ratorse
‘ g constraint according to which it i
: : . is rational to
dem.re happiness is to commit oneself to the foreground laundering con-

be
Str;vivr::tf;q background a}nd foreground constraints, there are some con-
m each area without any corresponding constraint in the other
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This is why background and foreground theories can represent distinct
areas of enquiry.

One might have expected that any foreground constraints would re-
solve all relevant background questions; for it is plausible to hold that an
agent is rational to embrace certain beliefs and desires only if he has
rational grounds for doing so: only if he has grounds laundered of certain
unsuitable considerations, grounds reflectively endorsed, or grounds that
cohere with one another in certain ways. But even if certain background
constraints are determined by foreground constraints in this way, there
may well be other background constraints to be identified. It may be, for
example, that the rational agent should only form new desires - or, in the
theoretical case, beliefs — that cohere in a certain way with the degrees of
strength with which he holds his existing attitudes, where those degrees
are determined independently of rational grounds; they are a subjective
given. This, as we shall see, is the line that Bayesian decision theorists
run.
What of the other possibility: that any background constraints of
rationality will resolve all relevant foreground questions, rather than vice
versa? Here a simple case serves to establish that this is not so. Suppose
that we identify a set of constraints on the beliefs and desires that it is
rational for an agent to act on. Suppose that, according to those con-
straints, if he has certain desires — desires that p, that g, or whatever —
then it is rational for him to act on them: this is the sort of thing postu-
lated, as we shall see, both by decision theory and by the uncritical
versions of P. What does this say about what it is rational for him to do
in the foreground, about what grounds it is rational for him to invoke in
self-justification? It does not say enough to close all questions. For exam-
ple, the rational thing for him to do in the foreground may be to look to
the fact that he desires that p or that g; to look to the fact that it is
desirable to satisfy such an experienced desire; or to look to the fact that
it is desirable, as he sees things, that p or g or whatever.

The emerging picture is this. To commit oneself to a background
theory of rationality, especially a comprehensive background theory,
may be to commit oneself, at least partially, in the area of foreground
theory; it may be implicitly to endorse certain foreground constraints.
Equally, to commit oneself to a foreground theory of rationality, espe-
cially a comprehensive foreground theory, may be to commit oneself
partially in the area of background theory. But even a fairly rich commit-
ment in either area may not exhaust the commitments to be made in the
other. There may be independent questions to be resolved on either side

of the background—foreground divide.
In the next section we will focus on the background theory of practical
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rationality, the theory of what makes for rational springs of ¢
therefore action. In the section after that we turn to the foregmund
theory, the theory of rational grounds for action. In each case We Will pe
raising the question of where P fits, and in particular where the group of
CP-theories to which Parfit is sympathetic fit. We want to see how p.
theories relate to well-established rivals in each area.

€sire apg

I P as a Background Theory

1f we want to situate P among background theories of rationality, they,
the most useful thing to do will be first to look at the most standarq
theory in the area, and then try and relate other theories, P included, to
that theory. So what is the most standard theory of background rationa|-
ity, in particular background practical rationality? What is the orthodox
account of the requirements that the potential springs of desire and
action must fulfil if they are springs that it would be rational for an ageny
to satisfy?

The orthodox account is surely Bayesian decision theory. This theory
holds that all that is required for an agent’s springs of action to pe
rational - all that is required for an agent to be rational in serving them
—is that they satisfy a certain coherence constraint. The springs of actiop
which the decision theorist countenances are constituted by subjective
probabilities and subjective utilities; these are degrees of belief and
degrees of desire, where degrees are calibrated so that a rational agent
will prefer something desired at a higher degree to something desired at
a lower. The constraint which decision theory imposes on the subjective
probabilities and subjective utilities of the rational agent is variously
formulated, but in every version it comes out as a constraint of
coherence.’

Roughly the idea is this. We focus on items of desire, items to which
the agent attaches utilities, and in particular on items of desire that relate
probabilistically to other desired items: thus we focus on an item like X
which, as the agent sees things, will yield a desired item Y with probabil-
ity Y, and a desired item Z with probability ¥, The decision-theoretic
constraint requires a rational agent to desire such an item with a degree
that corresponds in a certain way to his degrees of desire for the different
possible outcomes and to his associated degrees of probability. Specifi-
cally, to take the case given, it requires that the agent’s utility for X be
the sum of the utility he attaches to Y, multiplied by '/, and of the utility
he attaches to Z, multiplied by . It requires the rational agent to

conform to the rule of expected utility in the utility that he assigns to an
item like X,

%f
I
It
|
I
|
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describe an item like X as a complex object. of des_ire: .it is

L far as there are desired outcomes with which it is
Comple} i " Sl(l) associated. The constraint imposed by decision theory
P"Obablhsu.ca yent on the degrees of desire that a rational agent has or
puts 2 rCqmremfor such complex objects. The requirement is that the
comes (0 £ave should reflect the extent to which the object serves the
dgre® o deSlEieesires according to his beliefs. This constrajnt is some-
agent s Otheio suggest that there are simple objects of desire, and that
[imcs m.kerl nsists in instrumentally shaping one’s desires for complex
rationality C}f’ light of one’s desires for simple ones. But the decision
“bjcc.ls in the d%)rse the constraint without conceding that there are any
e enof desire; he may work, as Richard Jeffrey does, with an
simple Objleth)ra of obje’:cts.8 And even if he does believe that there are
atomless y gi he need not think that the rational agent’s degrees ‘of
simplc ‘ob];c Sé objects are any more primitive than his degrees of deSIr.e
desire l.of o lex things.’ This is why we describe the decision-theor'etlc
for mo‘l-b Coicl?el as a requirement of coherence among potential spnn'gs
C(l?n::llriglr?tanrequzrement of coherence among an agent’s degrees of belief
0l ¢ »

Le

and desire. ) ) o )
" Bayesian decision theory does nothing more in elucidation of rational
ayes

springs than to require the coherence invqlved in the rule Qf e);pect-zcsl
ﬁll)ilit:/:. However, it is clearly possiﬁle Lo build more demanding theori
' ba i ity out of the theory. .

; 21(:1(5 rt(l)ll:(l)crlisr?sul?;\i r}équired for rationality not only that a rational
ugéx:t satisfy expected utility, but tl}at he do so with .reg‘arﬁl to degcrszzizf
beliel and desire that survive certain te.sts. of reflection: tbeykarft: consic-
ered probabilities and utilities. The basic idea here goes ac 11 astio
Sidgwick, and has been taken up by cqntemporary theor‘lsts l1 e awl
and Brandt and Gauthier."” Roughly, in order to be rational, we m "
satisfy the beliefs and desires that we Wi)ulci have if we were in possessio

e relevant facts and could think clear y. ' '
o l(')]lth:;rlf;x:g;ists have supplemented the cqherence constraint Og dgm—
sion theory not with a constraint of reﬂectlon,. but with a la'un emll)g—
constraint. Some of these have wanted to admit only sul')].e?tlveil pro
abilitics, only degrees of belief, that correspgnd to probab111t1?s Ei at aZ
objective in some sense.'"" Others have required that an agent’s degre
of desire should be ethically satisfactory, say through. answering to slomet
specificd values: they have required this, if not for being ratlonat at east
for being moral, and therefore for doing what one shquld. T Z ag;rll
must not only satisfy expected utility, he must satisfy it with regar t(; e.
utilities he ought to have, the utilities that reflect some par‘ugular va ueds.
in a phrase. he must desire according to expected value, not just accE.r h
ing to expected utility.” There has not been much agreement on whic
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desires or preferences are unethical, as Jon Elster notes B
been some. ‘On most accounts these would include s ite'f lut
preferencc?s, and arguably also the desire for positiongl ods
sucilthat it is logically impossible for more than a few to hay
. rtsliggghavsvz Iileiwetstressed that decision theory does not lfagéeg.:
acerstoo o ns 'rumental theory of r.ationality, it should b ¢
t eory thgt is, the theory unmodified by reflective or lalenf(ljear
er-

there hgq
d Sadistje
goods, i.e, goods

desires. Thi§ .approa'ch is distinctively Humean in spirit. Of
gxp.ecteq utility version of what it is to be rational Wheit it
esires, 1S much more complex than anything which Hume envisy

course, the

thr;nsuge: if he prefers A to B and B to C, then he cannot prefer C
Olit iltlt t ll(S sort of requ1remept is not imposed wilfully. As things tu:o
ou ,rulrengf Zi no :egse tlo réquire an agent to desire and act according t(r)1
pected utility if he has an intransiti
Not only hdony ity if ! 1ve preference structyre.
y - that is, unconstrained decis;
Humean in spirit, howe ’ © most Soptieiehs
, ver. It also represents the isti
' . most sophist
attempt to give expression to the orthodox Humean notiolzl oflc\sg?

mos i i
idenii(f:}olnatsergft(})lraéy phliosophers, economists and social theorists would
odoxy. It explicates what John Rawl i

‘standard’ and “familiar’ co i 72" A e o e 2 the

. ncept of rationality.'* A

) : . . Ality.” As we have seen, theo-

theorof \:/?tt[llogilflty - and especially morality — often constrain decision
y 1Herent sets of reflective and laundering constraints. But

1Eilem th{f‘ natural place. to start. It is the agreed rest position, the position
ovrr;in; i;:h .ot.her destinations are most casily reached P

relatin toeiils;gz?t t}}e.ory in place,‘ We may now ask where P stands in
e onto] éee 1_ S Iinltlal formulation - one amended in critical versions,
whatrer e sz;ys tha't what an agent has most reason to do is
brings out a Strikirf; tcolrllltfilas}ili)(ftrvizzlrllthes'iresll(p' s g
S —1n all versions — and decision
$§§rZ6Deflslon .theo.ry. says.that what it is rational for an agent to do -
mplex object it is rational to desire — is whatever best serves his
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desires according to his l{eliefs‘. P says that w.hat he has most reason to do
is whatever best serves his c.lesues ln.facf. This mlght.n}ean: whatever pest
serves his desires, given suitably ob]egtlve probabilities as to how things
;vill turn out. Parfit, however, .takes it to mean: whatever actually best
s his desires, whatever will turn out to serve them best, however
improbable its turning out that way 1s at the time of action. We can put
(his initial contrast between decision theory and P by saying that P
objectifies decision theory. .

This difference between decision theory and P-theories need not mark
any disagreement. The question of what it is rational to do can be treated
in cither of two ways, as a question about what is subjectively rational or
as a question about what is objectively so. The subjective question con-
cerns what it is rational for an agent to do in the light of his beliefs, where
the answer will vary with varying beliefs. The objective question bears on
what it is rational for the agent to do in a sense — assuming there is a
legitimate sense — in which the answer is not supposed to vary with a
variation in the agent’s beliefs; it is the question, as Parfit likes to phrase
it. of what an agent has most reason to do. A complete theory of ration-
ality. as Parfit agrees, will address both questions — though it may not
treat them as of equal legitimacy or importance (pp. 25, 120, 153). This is
unsurprising, since an answer to one will tend to suggest a line on the
other. But though a complete theory will address both questions, it is
common in discussions of rationality to focus on one or the other.

The difference between decision theory and P-theories is that decision
theory is designed to answer the question about subjective rationality,
whereas P-theories are generally formulated by Parfit to answer the
question about objective rationality; they are presented as theories about
what an agent has most reason to do. This is not to say that Parfit thinks
that P-theories can only deal with the objective question. He opposes
such theories to the Seif-interest Theory, S, and just as he thinks that S
has an answer to the subjective as well as the objective question, so he

presumably thinks that P theories can be adapted to provide an answer
to the subjective issue (p. 8). Indeed, the indications are that if they were
adapted to cope with the subjective question, Parfit’s P-theories would
look very like decision theory; his discussion of S in this role suggests that
they would make use of the decision-theoretic notion of expectation.

When we say that P objectifies decision theory, then, we do not say
that it diverges from it. All we mean is that it represents a counterpart of
decision theory - one that mentions desires but ignores beliefs — which is
suited to dealing with the objective as distinct from the subjective ques-
tion about rationality. Is P — strictly, the unqualified version of P — the
only objective counterpart of decision theory? No, as already implicitly
noted. A decision theorist of subjective rationality says that an agent

serve
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should do whatever best serves hi i
es his desires accordin i i
' ] g to his be
lt;)ﬂj:;fidress the question about objective rationality — if h;lefs' AS
. gitimacy — l?e mlght say, not that an agent should do what it
esF serves his desires, but that he should do what ot
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only c.riFicaI versions of P: only CP-theories
two distinct sorts of constraint over and bey.o
(p. 119). One is a constraint already assumed

P goes critical in virtue of
nd the reflective condition
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desires may be irrational in content, through failing to contair} such
desires (PP- 119, 121-2). Thus the group of CP—theo-rles that he is pre-
ared to countenance covers a .broad range, .sFretchlng from the weak
sort that would just outlaw irrational desires lfke the ones mentlonefd to
the strong sort that would represent some desires as rationally required.

Can we say more about the theories that. belong to Parfit’s preferred

2 All theories that address the question of what it is objectively
group’ , i
rational for an agent to do can pe presented in CP tgrms,.the. CP struc-
ture is one of which ‘every po§51ble theory about r.altlonahty' is one ver-
sion® (p. 194). But Parfit is hostile to some CP—thepne& He rejects the QP
version of S, CPS, according to which what a rational agent should do is
whatever actually best serves the desire that is alleged to be supremely
rational: namely, that things go as well as possible for an agent over the
course of his life (p. 131). Equally, of course, Parfit rejects the null
version of CP — null because the critical element vanishes — which would
deny that any desires are rationally impermissible or mandatory (p. 194).
Otherwise he is well disposed to CP-theories. Thus he is open to the idea
that the desire that things go as well as possible for an agent over the
whole of his life may be rationally required, even if not supremely
rational (p. 135). And he is open also to the idea that the desire to further
certain moral ends may be rationally required, and even indeed that it
may be supremely rational (pp. 121-2, 133, 452). This theory, CPM, is the
CP version of N, as CPS is the CP version of S.

We have situated Parfit’s P-theories in the context of other back-
ground theories of rationality, presenting them in relation to decision
theory and well-known variants of decision theory: those that would
impose extra reflective and laundering constraints. All P-theories differ
from decision theory in being formulated as objectified theories, as theo-
rics that are addressed to the question about objective rather than sub-
jective rationality. And CP-theories differ from unmodified decision

theory — though not, of course, from the constrained variants - in being
subjected also to reflective and laundering constraints.

This presentation of P-theories should be useful in providing a per-
spective on them. It does not jar with anything that Parfit himself says,
except in one minor respect. It suggests that Parfit overstates the novelty
of his own theory and the standing of S. ‘It has been assumed, for more
than two millennia’, Parfit says, ‘that it is irrational for anyone to do what
he knows will be worse for himself’ (p. 130). S is, he tells us, ‘the verdict
of recorded history’, and he therefore worries that we will find ‘absurdly
rash’ his rejection of S in favour of P, and in particular CP (p. 194). But
these claims about S are overstated, and this anxiety is groundless.

While there have certainly been adherents of S for more than two
millennia, over the last 200 years it has been even more widely assumed
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that it is not irrational for an agent to do what he knows will be
himself. *"Tis not contrary to reason’, as Hume put it, “for me to W}?
total ruin, to prevent the least uncasiness of an Indian or persOC
unknown to me.”'* Hume transformed our way of thinking abouli :
cal rationality, and that transformation has culminated over thpract..
half-century, in the development and widespread accepta’nce ofd e‘p.as[
theory as a formal model of practical rationality. It is decision tehc on
unconstrained by the requirement that the rational agent’s desj o,
swer to the specific value of furthering his own interests, that nowres.an.
the status Parfit claims for S over the last two rnillennir;l. SOy
P-thepries are closely related to decision theory, as we have
Unquahﬁgd versions of P objectify decision theory, while the Cr§§en_
versions, in particular those that Parfit himself favours, also iml -
certain reflective and laundering constraints. Thus the end’orsementp{v‘fSe
CP-'tl_wory in preference to S - or even in preference to unconstr e
decision theory — does not represent an ‘absurdly rash’ move Oz:rtlﬁd
contrary, it is likely to seem a natural and reasonable initiative: )

Tse for
use
Wholly

IV P as a Foreground Theory

Our disgussion in the last section shows that it is perfectly natural to take
P-theoneg as background theories of rationality. There is more difficulgy
however, in taking them as foreground theories, as we shall now see it
turn§ out that the unqualified version of P, and some of the criti.cal
versions oo, cannot plausibly be taken in a foreground role. This is not
a criticism of those theories, but an interesting fact about them, It indj-
cates .that they should be seen as theories which address only background
questions of rationality. In this limitation, as we shall see, these theories
resemble decision theory. ’

The background theory of practical rationality is concerned with what
makes for rational springs of action. The foreground theory addresses
the parallel question of what makes for rational grounds of action. We
saw th.at a background theory may look to constraints of coherence
reflection or laundering in formulating the requirements of rationalityj
Equally, a foreground theory might look to constraints of such kinds. Tt
might say that what is required for certain grounds to be rational is that
they cohere with one another in a certain way; that they are grounds that
the agent would endorse on reflection; that they exclude certain unsuit-
able sorts of considerations; or a mixture of such things.

The two sorts of constraints that are actually most invoked in the
foreground theory of rationality are coherence and laundering con-
straints. The best-known constraint of coherence has it that if a consid-

-
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s an agent a good foreground reason - a rational ground - for
hing, and if it mentions a particular individual, time or place,
. considerations that differ at most in the particular mentioned must
”.“n tional grounds to any individual in the position of the agent. It
lvC|(rjable incoherent to acknowledge the one consideration as a good
0‘{ without acknowledging the others as good reasons. This is the
rcajO n int of universalizability. It means that if I am given a good reason
com(‘jl:i‘n something by the fact that a particular individual is in need,
[or‘ an %)ne in my situation would be given a good reason for doing that
::1)1;:1 (;t' Zlction by the fact that any r;levantly similar individual was in
ﬁccd. And it also means, to take a .shghtly more complex example., thgt
if [ am given a good reason for dqmg §ometh1ng by t.he fact that it will
help my child, then anyone in my sr[uat.lon would be given a good reason
for that sort of action by the fact that it would help his or her child. .

Theories of foreground rationality often also introduce laundering
constraints on the considerations that may rationally justify an action
from an agent’s point of view. Thus a theory might prescribe that the fact
that an action will cause one pain constitutes a good reason pro tanto for
not doing it, or that the fact that an action will cause one pleasure always
constitutes a good pro tanto reason for doing it. Again, a theory might
prescribe that the only consideration that can rationally justify an action
to an agent is the fact that so acting will maximize happiness generally.
And so on through other salient examples.

It should be clear that a satisfactory theory of background rationality
will not necessarily double as a satisfactory theory of foreground ration-
ality. That is to say, a formula as to what one has good or most reason to
do may constitute a satisfactory theory as it applies to rational springs
without constituting a satisfactory theory, or even a half-sensible theory,
as it applies to rational grounds. Suppose we endorse decision theory: we
think that any set of subjective probabilities and utilities will constitute
rational springs for an agent to act on, provided they satisfy the coher-
ence constraint associated with the agent’s maximizing expected utility;
morcover, we think that these are the only rational springs there are.
This does not mean that we will take decision theory to provide also a
satisfactory theory of foreground rationality: a theory that closes the
foreground questions which, as a background theory, it leaves open.
These will include questions to do with whether the rational agent should
locus on considerations about which desires he has, considerations about
the desirability of satisfying those desires, or considerations about the
desirability of the things he desires.

Our own view is that decision theory sticks entirely to background
matters, and has nothing to say on such foreground questions. Someone
who thinks that decision theory serves also in a foreground role — the

cration give
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bl'lsiness school enthusiast perhaps — will take a very differe
w1l! hold that the decision-theoretic formula offers advicen
delfberate, suggesting that the agent should consult his own d
belief and desire in deciding how to act; he should consult th oS of
than the alleged facts that support them, the facts about whaftzs'e’ Hher
abogt what is desirable. We think that what is proposed h b and
merit or sense. b e bl
As a for;grqund theory, decision theory would say that any «;

set of subjective probabilities and utilities will constitutey D
grounds for an agent to take into account in self-justification andrfltlona]
that there are no other sorts of rational grounds availabie It e
cgunsel the agent to consider the state of his beliefs and des{re i
view to determining in every choice the option which best servS Nna
be.h.efs accqrding to those desires, the option which maximizés o anose
utility. But it would be crazy to prescribe that an agent should d:?};ected
only from. considerations as to what he believes and desires, as (lj e
frqm considerations as to what is the case or what is desirable ’We e
senqusly entertain the possibility that the rational agent .sho ignnot
con.51.der the things he believes - that p, that if p then ¢, and sou o
deriving ar.ld justifying new beliefs, but should rather C(;nsider tﬁn ; o
that he believes that P, believes that if p then g, and the like. Neith o
we countenaqce the possibility that he should not conside‘r the fzrtcan
th;t serve tq Justify and explain his desires — that an option will hclor'S
friend, that it will make him famous, or whatever - but should r:tlll) "
focus on the desires themselves.” We need not argue the point, si "
Parfit would ol?viously agree with us. He is explicit, as we have se’enm:):e
the case of desire: ‘my reason is not my desire but the respect in wl;iclr:
WhE'lt I am doing is worth doing, or the respect in which m aim i
desirable — worth desiring’ (p. 121). Y
We have seen that Parfit’s P-theories represent fairly reasonable pro-
posals on matters of background rationality, being objectified and, in the
case of CP.-theories, reflective and laundered versions of decision {heory
The question now is what a P-theory would amount to as a theory of
fqregroupd rationality, a theory as to the grounds which a rational agent
will take into account for choice. The question in particular is whether it
:;/01.11@ make for a foreground theory of a more plausible kind than
b:s;{sglir)l Jﬁgot;ye gi ;f/hether, like decision theory, it is best seen as a purely
The unqgaliﬁed version of P, a version rejected by Parfit himself, says
that the. rathnal thing for an agent to do in any situation is what’ best
serves his desires in fact. It will be clear that this version of P cannot serve
as a foreground theory any more successfully than decision theory. Ap-
ply the P-formula to resolving foreground rather than just background

t view,
on h()w to
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and it would have the rational agent restricted to a considera-
tion of the state of his desires. The gr}quahﬁed version of P is subject to

» complaints just made about decision theory as a foregroun.d theqry,

the ¢ Jaints which we assume that Parfit would support. Thus this version
wn;r:r?:)tld be seen only as a background theory of rationality.
o Ai the other extreme from the unqualified version of P are the critical
versions which qualify P to the extent.of .takmg a particular so'rt of desire
to be supremely ration."al. We are }hlpklng here of CPS,.WhICh confers
this privilege on the desire that one s life go as well as possible, an‘d' CPM,
which gives a similar status to certain moral ?oncerns: say, the utilitarian
concern with overall happiness. Such theprles can serve as reasonable
theories of foreground rationality — certainly as theories less mad than
decision theory — because they can be taken to prescribe as grounds for
the ralional agent to consider, not matters to do with the satisfaction of
a desire that the agent happens to have, but rather matters concerning
what would be desired if the agent were fully rational: the rational
agent’s own well-being or the happiness of sentient creatures overall. It
is not crazy to claim that the only rational ground for choosing something
is that it is supremely rational to desire it.

What now of Parfit’s preferred group of CP-theories? These, as we
have scen., will include theories as strong as CPM, theories that represent
the desire for some moral end as rationally required and supremely
rational. There will be no difficulty, as we have just seen, in taking such
theorics in a foreground as well as a background role; there will be no
problem in seeing them, not just as telling us the desires it is rational to
satisfy — only those that serve the supremely rational desire — but also as
offering counsel on the grounds it is rational to invoke in deliberative
self-justification.

But Parfit’s preferred theories also include theories that are very weak
in the critical dimension: theories that rule out only desires that are
trrational in certain conspicuous ways — say because they distinguish
arbitrarily between different instances of a certain sort of pleasure or
pain. What is the position going to be with such theories? Will they be
capable of doubling in a foreground role? Or will they be better taken,
like decision theory and the unqualified version of P, as theories of a
purely background kind: theories that do not address, or that address
only in part, questions about the grounds that it is rational to invoke in
deliberation?

What sorts of grounds would such a weakly critical CP-theory pre-
scribe that the rational agent should consult in deliberation? Because it
insists that certain desires and patterns of desire are intrinsically irra-
.lional, it will certainly rule out certain considerations from being taken
Into account by a rational agent. The rational agent will not be moved, at

ucstions.
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bottom, by the thought that pains are undesirable except on a Tuesday;
he will not be moved by judgements of desirability that fit a patterp
whereby X is more desirable than Y, Y than Z, and Z than X: and 50 on,
But for the rest, it seems, such a minimally critical version of CP, inter.
preted as a formula for resolving foreground questions, would simply te]|
the rational agent to look to the state of his own present desires, pro-
vided they meet certain minimal conditions of reflection, in determining
what to do. And in that case it follows that the theory would run into the
same troubles as decision theory if it were taken as a theory of fore.
ground rationality. It would prescribe as grounds that are uniquely ap.
propriate for rational choice considerations that Parfit himself tells us do
not in general constitute such grounds. For these grounds do not concerp
the worth or desirability of actions.'® We should take a theory of this kinq
to be a theory that addresses background, not foreground, questions
about rationality.

As against this line of argument someone may say that every fore-
ground theory of rationality must acknowledge that there are some
desires which an agent will have without reasons — hankerings, hungers
and the like - which will provide pro tanto foreground reasons, of them-
selves, for action: that is, for acting so as to satisfy them. So what is
supposed to be so counter-intuitive about the foreground proposals that
a weakly critical CP-theory would put forward?

There are two points to make. First, the sorts of desires quoted in
analogy are unusual, having a dual aspect as producers of action and as
phenomenological yearnings, and it is going to be strange if a theory - a
weakly critical CP-theory ~ treats other kinds of desires as of the same
sort: say, if it treats in this Way my desire to write a novel, be kind to
friends, or become famous, Second, even it were fair to treat other kinds
of desire like these phenomenological inclinations, this would not sup-
port the conclusion that such desires offer, of themselves, foreground
reasons to act. If T act on a phenomenological desire, my foreground
reason must be that it is desirable in some way to satisfy it, not just that
[ have the desire; the latter reason could be as much a reason to get rid
of the desire, say by therapy or by resort to a cold shower, as it would be
areason to satisfy it."” The first of our two points shows that the objection
is based on a strained analogy, the second that it is based on an analogy
which fails to deliver the required result,

We saw in the last section that any P-theory - in particular, any of the
CP-theories countenanced by Parfit - can pass muster as a background
theory of rationality. In this section we have seen that some strongly
critical CP-theories, including CPS and the sort of CPM which Parfit
keeps in his preferred group, can reasonably double as foreground theo-
ries too. But we have also seen that the unqualified version of P, and less
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ly critical CP-theories, cannot reasonably be takel} in this role;
o ynot reasonably be taken as offering advice on rational grounds
the}(liClail‘t;eration. Like decision theory, such theories are b.etter 'taken as
fj(z)rctr?nes addressed solely to questions of background rationality.

V Parfit’s Case against S

Our argument so far serves to put P-theories — i.n partlcu;ar, tl}:; aCtiPi;
theories preferred by Parfit — in some perspective. We cl)}:e that 1t
throws light on their relations with other theories (?f ratllcl)nta ity and on
their capacity to answer the different sorts of questions tha cotrr;u port
the background and foreground areas. The argument does not teipthe
any criticism of Parfit, exclept i;lht.he suggeztlc(;rsla;hat he oversta
i S and the novelty of his own proposal.

Stailr? I?I;gisognal section, however, we do mean to. offer a challengel to
Parfit. We consider one of his main arguments against S —the Appes (z
Full Relativity (pp. 137-48) — and find that his failure to be. explicit a 01;_
the distinction between background and foreground. theories 9f xratlfogaiS
ity leads him astray. In that argument the unqualified Velc'isl(l)ln 0 o
evidently treated as a foreground theory, and as a foregroun lt teorztion
is plausible in its own right. For reasons rehearsed in tlilie ha}s self Bu{
such an argument should convince no one, least of all Parfit 1§se .Sion
though the argument as presented does not succeed, our discus o
reveals that a closely related, and indeed stronger, argumentfrema >
available. The criticism we offer, therefore, is constructive in effect, an

Parfit may find it congenial. ‘ '
Parfit introduces his argument™ with these remarks:

Sidgwick’s moral theory requires what k}e calls Ra.tional Be‘neV(ilfencte. 812
this theory, an agent may not give a special status either to‘hlm;e. (;lr o ©
present. In requiring both personal and temPoral neutrahty.. th is t etorifhe
pure. Another pure theory is the Present-aim Theory, WhI.C r?;,c sself_
requirements both of personal and f)f temporal peutrahty. .eement
interest Theory is not pure. It is a Aybrid theory. S rejects thle req:}:r ment
of personal neutrality, but requires temporal neutrah.ty. S al ovz; ﬁmge n
to single out himself, but insists that he may not single out e1 1eS o
acting. He must not give special weight to whgt he now wanﬁs o; va unt.S ke
must give equal weight to all the parts of his life, or to what he wa

11 times. . .
Valgie(ig?;izk may have seen that, as a hyl?rid, S can be chargedh\.vnh i knz)l
of inconsistency. If the agent has a special st'at.us,‘ why deny t 1slstz'1 us(
the time of acting? We can object to S that it is incompletely relative. (p.

140)
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Parfit’s argument against S is a pincer argument that S is incoherent jp
recommending a partiality to self over others but an impartiality g
between present and future times, Parfit endorses a principle of fyj)
relativity or partiality: this is the Appeal mentioned. According to thjg
principle, reasons — in particular, the allegedly compelling reasons coup-
tenanced by S - should be fully relative if they can be relative at all: they
should be fully relativized to persons and times if they can be relativized
to either (pp. 140-1). His defence of the principle is that any grounds for
going relative in one way will be grounds for going relative in the other.
If we go agent-relative in the theory of what it is rational to do, arguing
that the question before me as an agent is what there is most reason for
me 1o do, we should go time-relative also, on the grounds that equally the
question that I face is what it is rational for me to do now: I should say
that what it is rational for me to do js whatever will promote the good for
me now (pp. 142-3). Thus, the pincer argument says, the defender of S
should give up his theory in favour of either a fully relative theory or a
fully neutral one; he should say that what it is rational for an agent to do
is to promote the good generally over all people and times or to promote
the good for himself now. He should not treat ‘I’ and ‘now’ in less than
an even-handed way (p. 148).

This argument is directed principally against S as a foreground theory,
arguing that S offends against a certain coherence constraint. The argu-
ment is that we cannot rationally justify our conduct to ourselves by
appeal to considerations that are only incompletely relative, such as the
consideration that this option will be beneficial for me over a range of
times. The rational agent who considers conforming to S — the agent who
thinks that there are rationally compelling considerations of the kind
cited by S - is enjoined by the pincer argument to prefer to countenance
considerations that are fully neutral or fully relative. Thus, on Parfit’s
account, the argument produces an instability result for the Self-interest
Theory. It means that the theory is a half-way house between foreground
theories recommending that we act on fully relative and fully neutral
considerations. We should cease to look for a theory of compelling
reasons altogether, or we should reject S in favour of one of the extreme
positions.

But though the argument is directed principally against S in a fore-
ground role, it tells against S in a background role as well. If we are
required rationally to abjure any foreground theory of compelling con-
siderations, such as S, or to reject S as a foreground theory in favour of
a theory that recognizes fully relative or fully neutral considerations,
then in the theory of background rationality we must forswear any
demanding theory like S - any theory requiring a certain desire — or we
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i i of theories that launder desires uniformly: theo-
must rgJegtriciﬁiiier;;onal desires to have either fully relative or fully
o llccontents. We cannot endorse a theory like S which. casts as
nss:é;ely rational a desire that is intertemporally neutral but interper-

s
Sonatl}y rscl:z:)?l‘:j.of Parfit’s argument offered so far is silent on the ques-
i I off: \?vhat constitutes the good which S says the agent should promote
o himself over his life as a whole. S says that an agent shoul.d act so that
fqr l‘lf oes as well as possible, but in our account of this argument
oo 9{ ég we have said nothing about what it is for a life to go as well as
agam'lljle S may be interpreted in any of a number of different. ways,
posselndi;lg on what the good for a person is taken to be. .Thus S will vary
?: pits concrete significance, Parfit says, as. the good is e.qua.ted vanﬁ
pleasure or the fulfilment of the zEgeI;g’s desires or the realization of a
jecti ike knowledge (p. 4).
Ob]\?\fligrf IEaerI:iiﬁ(;el\lIe(l:ops his piI%cerpargument against S, he doe§ SO un({ler
a particular interpretation of the good: namely, an int.erpre.tatlon wll;170)h
equates the good for an agent with the fulﬁ.lment. of his desires (p. 11 .
On this construal, S says that the only considerations that can rationally
justify his conduct to an agent are those that concern the satlslfactlllonl(éf
his desires over his lifetime. The pincer argument alk.iges that : g s (t).u ns,
rather, act on fully relative or fully neutral cons1dera.t10ns:.cons1 edra 10ith
to do with what will satisfy his desires nﬁw or considerations to do w
i isty people’s desires generally. '
th\;}:'[uclsscttrigepprezcribes that the rational agent should act{)on cqnmdi
erations about what will satisfy people’s desires ge.nerally. %athna
Benevolence, in something like Sidgwick’s sense: spec1ﬁcall.y, ufi ll;[an?ﬁl-
ism in a desire-centred form. And what doctrine .prescrlbes.i[l att‘ fe
rational agent should act on considerations to do with what wi : :g isfy
his own desires now? The Present-aim Theor;i, Parfit tells us (p. AO; sheie
also p. 135). And here we see the prom1§ed Qenouement. In 'pres:llln% Osf
pincer strategy against S, Parfit commits himself to the view | ta ,the
the two foreground theories of rationality th'at. are to be prs:fer'reP to the
desire-fulfilment version of S, the fully relativized alternative is . utl
unqualified form that says that the rational agent should do whatever
isfy his present desires. ‘
WO}‘;ludt ltjlisst Islggtoybe apmistake on Parfit’s part, siqce we knov{ he thml;s
that considerations regarding their desires do not in g.eneral give peopde
good foreground reasons to act: that they shpuld act 1nstea.d on consid-
erations that serve to explain and justify their de'sues, considerations as
to the worth of what they desire (p. 121). We think that he could neve(li‘
have made this mistake if he had applied the background—foregroun
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distinction to his discussion of good reasons and of theories [
It is a pity that though he appears to be committed to such
did not give more explicit attention to it in his treatment of ¢

What is the effect of admitting, as we think Parfit should admit, that
one of the pure alternatives with which he seeks to destabilize the desire.
fulfilment version of S is an alternative that has to be rejected oyt of
hand? Surprisingly, the effect is to strengthen the case against thjg form
of S. Parfit’s destabilizing argument is that anyone who adopts a theor
of compelling reasons like S has a reason to prefer a fully relatiy
or a fully neutral one. But if the fully relative theory is not a rey
then the argument would seem to establish that anyone who adg
a reason to prefer a fully neutral theory. We might cast the arg
follows, in the form of a reductio. The relativization countenanceq jy
adopting the desire-fulfilment version of S leads in consistency to fy)
relativization; but full relativization is in this case quite objectionable,
involving the adoption of the unqualified version of P as 3 foregroung
theory; so relativization of the sort involved in this form of § should not
be tolerated. So stated, the argument resembles the case made by
Thomas Nagel in The Possibility of Altruism against the relativizatiop of
foreground reasons.” If we are to countenance compelling reasons of the
kind alleged by the desire-fulfilment version of S, then, we should coun-
tenance only neutral reasons as compeliing.

Someone may say that while we have shown that Parfit has a reductio
strategy available against S, with the good interpreted as desire-
fulfilment, we have not shown that he has such a strategy available under
other interpretations of the good. It is true that we have not shown this,
but it turns out that something close to the more general result can be
established. This is surprising, since it makes it even less explicable why
Parfit should have thought that he had only a destabilizing argument
available against S.

The other interpretations of the good for a person that Parfit cites
€quate it with pleasure or with a more objective good like knowledge (p.
4). Suppose, then, that the good is taken as pleasure or knowledge. The
Self-interest Theory will prescribe that the rational agent should take
considerations about the promotion of his own pleasure or knowledge
over his lifetime as supremely compelling: as considerations that trump
everything else. The pincer argument says that, on the contrary, if such
trumping considerations are countenanced, then the only coherent rec-
ommendations are either that the agent should act on considerations
about the promotion of pleasure or knowledge generally — the fully
neutral position - or that he should act on considerations about the
promotion of his pleasure or knowledge now — the fully relative position.
Thus it appears that the mid-way position S is unstable.

ke S and P,
a diVide’ he
hese topics
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Loption,
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. this case, as in the argument with the gooq taken as desire-
But [hls. e:rs that Parfit has the resources available to do more
fulfilment, d pgieiize S. He himself points out that if we apply rela-
than j.u st des}tla hedonistic version of S, so that the happiness of me now
tivization (01 ewe are led to an ‘absurd’ view (p. 142; see also p. 133).
hat coun’s e context he does not even mention knowledge — or any
And in that sarzjl _ as the sort of thing that might plausibly be held to be
other S.uCh .goo f me-now; he would therefore presumably regard the
in the Intcres (l)d focus on present knowledge rather than present pleas-
theory that wro l'lf not more, absurd. But if the pincer argument shows'that
ure a5 equally 1'st who goes to S ought in consistency to go to a'posmo.n
ancu tral lheolr)l urd, then the argument does more than destabilize S; it
hat s e ab Surdi’ty and, among theories that countenance compt?l.hng
redue o Sestablishes the unique superiority of the neutral position.
,}fudcru‘tlon&f these reflections is that not only does the introduphon of
e e (zi—foreground distinction help in situating P-theories rela-
1th hLlegr'O*l'mn theory and other theories of rationality. It also helps us
e dfCCl;l:rﬁt goes astray in the course of one of his main arguments
s m‘-‘t‘ ecifically, in thinking that he has only a destabilizing strategy
;.ga!n’sl:15‘~ 5pqinst S V\’/hen a reductio strategy is accessible frorp the very
mm"(? L ? %)(ns he r’nusters. This charge may not be uncongema! t.o h¥m.
g‘[)]tstlr:lr\:li; S unstable, as he alleges. It involves a sort of relativization
NC )
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ihat lcads to ncar-absurdity.
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Parfit introduces this second of two arguments in the course of providing the
S-theorist with a reply to the first. The first argument is an implausibility
charge of a kind that is familiar and, by his own admission, unprovable (pp.
130-6). 1t counters the S-theorist’s claim that it is supremely rational to
desire that things go as well as possible for oneself over one’s life with cases
where it seems rational for an agent to satisfy desires ~ say, moral concerns
— that require the frustration of seif-interest. This would tell against S in
either background or foreground role. The S-theorist replies to this argu-
ment that he does not have to assume all three of the elements involved in
S: viz. that the agent should promote (1) the good, (2) for himself, (3) over
his life. He assumes the first two elements - that the good for the agent
provides a reason — and he offers an argument for the third - that if the good
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rovides a reason, then it doessoin a time—negtral way. Parfit
i(;re;haig:ignes?ttgis teply a principle that is later strquthened 1nlto the Anppefg
to Full Relativity. That appeal is megnt to undermine the reply as weil as

i rgument against S. ‘
%fgrf:s?:gssc;;egPossibilfy of Altruism ((.).xf.ord University Prels\]s, Olyf-
ford, 1970). Parfit distinguishes his own destabilizing argument from Nagel's
%\)7.61:2 . grateful for the useful discussion this paper rece1v§d yvhenf ghvl‘;is-
resented at the annual conference of the Australasian Assocxatlog oc1 :

" hy, Sydney, 1990. We are also grateful for comme.nts receive rorln
;Orgnl% Jackson, Lioyd Humberstone and Graham Oc%dle. We aretgre;\ta i
indebted to Jonathan Dancy and Derek Parfit for detailed comments (r)l an
carlier draft, and are also in Dancy’s debt for helpful exchanges 0

interpretation of Reasons and Persons.



