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Preference, Deliberation and
Satisfaction

PHILIP PETTIT

In his famous lecture on “T'he Concept of Preference’ Amartya Sen
(1982) opened up the topic of preference and preference-
satisfaction to critical, philosophical debate. He pointed out that
preference in the sense in which choice reveals one’s preference
need not be preference in the sense in which people are personally
better off for having their preferences satisfied. And on the basis of
that observation he built a powerful critique of some common
! assumptions in welfare economics.

I endorse Sen’s observation and critique and 1 think that,
suitably recast, they can be nicely situated within a broader picture
of preference and deliberation that Michael Smith and T developed
elsewhere (Pettit and Smith 1990). This paper is an attempt to do
just that, sketching an overall picture of the nature of preference,
the nature of deliberation, and the way they interact around the
idea of preference-satisfaction.

But the paper is not just an attempt to keep the books on these
topics; there is also a bottom line. That line is that preference-
satisfaction should not normally figure as a deliberative concern.
When individuals deliberate about what they ought individually to
do, they should not normally focus on what will bring them most
preference-satisfaction. And when authorities or commentators
deliberate about what good government ought to try to do for its
people, they should not normally search for what will maximize the
overall preference-satisfaction of people in the community.

The paper is in three sections. The first sketches an overall view
of preference, arguing—contrary to Sen, as it happens—that there
is one concept of preference, not many.! The second outlines the
view of deliberation that derives from my joint work with Michael
Smith. And the third looks at how preference and deliberation
interact and at the place of the idea of preference-satisfaction in
this interaction.

' Here and in other aspects of that discussion I have been influenced

by hearing a presentation of Dan Hausman’s at a conference in St Gallen,

May 2004
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1. Preference

The first thing to say about the notion of preference is that unlike
that of desire, preference is always a preference for one thing rather
than another; it always involves a ranking of alternatives. Thus it
makes no sense to ask someone whether they prefer X; the only
sensible question will be whether they prefer X to Y, X to Z, or
whatever. Preference, as we can put 1it, is inherently comparative.

This introduces straight away a complexity that is often ignored
in economics, though it has recently attracted attention among
philosophers (Hurley 1989; Broome 1991; Pettit 1991). This is that
before we can tell what someone prefers amongst various
alternatives, we have to be clear about what exactly those
alternatives are. In particular, we have to be clear about how they
are individuated, and whether two superficially similar alternatives
that appear in difference choice contexts really remain the same
option.

Consider in this connection a case where over time you are
offered three choices, in each of which another person will get what
you leave over. First you are offered a large apple or an orange.
Next vou are offered an orange or a small apple. And finally you are
offered a large apple or a small apple. And suppose that you display
a preference for the large apple over the orange, the orange over the
small apple, and—surprisingly—the small apple over the large.
Does that mean that your preferences are cyclical and, intuitively,
irrational? Not necessarily: not if the alternative of taking a large
apple and leaving an orange for the other person is a different
alternative from taking a large apple and leaving a small apple. And
of course those are intuitively different options. The one 1is
perfectly polite, the other downright rude.

In what follows, I shall abstract from the issue of how the
alternatives between which people have preferences are to be
characterized and individuated. I shall assume that that does not
make for a serious difficulty. I have argued elsewhere for a
particular resolution of the difficulty but I shall not build
particularly on that account (Pettit 1991). So on now to the main
topic.

There are three broadly different ways in which we might
conceptualize preference, assuming that there is one single concept
of preference involved in the way we talk in everyday life and in the
manner in which economists conduct their discussions. These
different analyses correspond with broader styles of analysis that
have been important over the last fifty years or so in the philosophy
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of mind. The first is a behavioral account of preference, the second
a dispositional account and the third a functional one.

The behawvioral notion

The behavioral account is associated broadly with the approach
described in economics as the revealed-preference theory—see
Samuelson (1938) and Little (1950)—though I am not convinced
that all revealed-preference theorists would have endorsed it; some,
[ think, may have aligned themselves with Wh?t I go on to desqube
as the dispositional analysis instead. According to the behavioral
account, there is no content to saying that someone prefers one
alternative to another over and beyond the claim that he or she
chooses that alternative rather than the other. A preference for an
alternative is nothing other than what is actually revealed in the
choice of the alternative. .

This is an extraordinary theory. It means that short of being
revealed in choice, there is no preference for anything, so that we
cannot say that someone is led to make this or that choice as a resu,lt
of their preferences and we cannot even say that someone’s
preference is frustrated by not being able to make a corresponding
choice. Equally, we cannot say that people have preferences over
matters between which they are unable to choose, whether for the
contingent reason that they are not offered .the choice or for the
deeper reason that the alternatives in question—say, beF&veen tbe
world being as it is and the world being dramatically dlffergnt in
some way—are never going to be presented as matters of choice to
anyorne. '

Revealed-preference theory may have lent itself to ‘elegant
axiomatization and mathematical development, then, but 1t'1ooks
philosophically very strange. It appears to df:py the reality of
preference in the accepted sense, rather thap giving an account of
what that reality involves. In my view it is nothing short of an
eliminativist or error theory of preference.

The dispositional notion

The most obvious alternative to the strict behavioral approgch
retains the tight connection between preference and choice.
According to this account, to say that someone prefers one
alternative to another is to say that they are disposed, should they
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be given a choice between those alternatives, to choose the first
rather than the second. What does that disposition consist in? The
natural way to think of it will be as a categorical state of the agent
or as something grounded in such a categorical state. Thinking of ié
this way, we can say that when a person chooses the preferred
alternative, then the choice is causally explained by the presence of
that state within them.?2

The dispositional analysis gets over the more obvious difficulties
with the behavioral. It makes sense of the idea that people are
caused to make their choices by the preferences they hold, as it does
of the idea that people can have a preference frustrated. And it
equally makes sense of the idea that people might have a preference
betx.veen alternatives that will never be available as matters of
Cho1.ce. .I can prefer a perfectly just world, for example, to the world
as 1t is, for were I to be given a choice between those

alternatives—impossibly, as it happens—then 1 would choose the
world that is just.3

The functional notion

The dispositional account, however, looks to be less general than it
ought intuitively to be. It focuses on the connection between
preference and choice and makes that connection into something
definitional or constitutive; nothing is to count as a preference for X
over Y unless it disposes the agent to choose X over Y. But there are
Cor}nections that we firmly expect a preference to have with other
attitudes, and not just with choice, and there is good reason to treat
these also as constitutive of preference.

2 .
The alternative would be to represent the preference as a bare

disposition, which would bring the account back in line with revealed-
preference theory. For on the bare-disposition account, there need be no
C?tegorical difference between two agents who differ in a choice-
disposition and so in some preference.

Can the account make sense of what it might mean to say that I
prefer one alternative to another, when the alternatives cannot 10gfca11v be
presented as matters of choice: one might be the alternative of takiﬁg a
small apple rather than an orange and the other the alternative of taking a
small apple rather than a large apple? This issue is raised in (Broome
1991). For an attractive response see (Dreier 1996). His line is that we can
have preferences over options, where we abstract from properties that
would make the options incomparable.

134

Preference, Deliberation and Satisfaction

The most obvious example of other such connections are the
connections between preferences themselves. Suppose that I prefer
X to Y, that I am indifferent between Z and not-Z, and that I am
offered a choice between having X-and-Z or Y-and-not-Z. Will I
prefer X-and-Z over the alternative offered? T must certainly be
expected to do so, unless some special, perturbing factors get in the
way. Absent those factors—absent temporary insanity or blindness
or passion or whatever—a failure to hold by that derived preference
would raise a serious question as to whether I really prefer X to Y,
or am really indifferent about whether Z or not-Z.

Or consider the sort of connection that holds between
preferences and beliefs. Suppose that I am presented with two
alternatives, A and B. And imagine that, while the alternatives
otherwise leave me indifferent, I believe that A has some desirable
property that B lacks; it does not matter how exactly we analyse the
notion of desirability or, for that matter, the notion of believing
that a feature is desirable. Will I be expected to prefer A to B? Of
course I will. Did I not form that preference then, absent some
special obtruding factors, it would seem that I cannot be otherwise
indifferent between A and B or that [ do not really think that A has
a desirable property that B lacks.

These observations suggest that we should conceptualise
preference so that the connections between a preference and other
states are given the same definitional prominence that is given,
under the dispositional account, to the connection between a
preference and choice. After all, the failure of those connections,
like the failure of the connection with choice, would raise a
question as to whether there is a preference present at all.

These observations, if we go with them, take us toward a
functional analysis of preference. According to such an analysis, to
say that someone prefers one alternative to another is to say that
they are in a state such that, in the absence of perturbing
conditions, that state will dispose them to choose the first rather
than the second, and will connect in such and such a manner with
other preferences and other states of mind. Preferences, roughly
speaking, are not just any sorts of dispositions to choice; they are
dispositions that are collaterally sensitive to a variety of other
states.
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How exactly will a preference have to connect with other states?
Without going into detail, it is worth observing that decision theory
can give us a lead on this question.*

There are certain intuitive connections that are important to the
notion of preference—connections like those that link them with
judgments of desirability, for example—that are not registered in
decision theory (Pettit 1991). But the theory does map a range of
connections of a kind that certainly are relevant, suggesting that for
a given state in the agent to count as a preference, and as a
preference with a specific content, it must relate to other states in a
certain pattern, at least in the absence of perturbing factors. Thus
it stipulates that for one state to be a preference for X over Y, and
for another state to count as indifference between Z and not-Z, the
states must connect in such a way that they give rise to a preference
for X-and-Z over Y-and-not-Z. Decision theory consists in a set of
axioms that dictate a range of such functional connections that bona

fide preferences must satisfy.

The connections marked in decision theory include connections
to preferences, not just over particular alternatives, simple or
compound, but preferences over probabilistic gambles involving
those alternatives: preferences over gambles assigning such and
such a probability to one alternative, and such and such a
probability to another. It turns out that by doing this, it makes it
possible for each alternative over which an agent registers relevant
preferences to construct an index of how relatively intensely the
agent prefers that alternative; the scale whereby those intensities
are determined is known as the agent’s utility function (Ramsey
1990). The degree of preference that is thereby determined for an
alternative can be represented as corresponding to the person’s
desire for that option; it will attach to each alternative within the
agent’s preference-ordering and can be attached without mention of
any explicit alternative.

T have argued that we ought to conceptualize preference so that
any state that is to count as a state of preferring one alternative to
another should connect in certain ways, at least in the absence of

*  There is one important complexity to note. This is that a full

functional analysis will need to provide an analysis, simultaneously, of
what is involved in someone’s having each of the preferences they display,
not just a single one, and perhaps each of the other connected attitudes as
well. It will have to be holistic in the sense of conforming to the familiar
Ramsey-Carnap-Lewis framework for functional analysis (Lewis 1983,
Essay 6). Decision theory might be recruited to this holistic task.
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perturbing factors, with choice, with other pre.zferences, with beé{lefs
of various sorts, and so on. Decision theory gives us a g(ood lea on
the connections that anything deserving the name of preferer}ce
should be expected to satisfy, though not a lead on all plgumble
connections; 1 mentioned as an example the cognectlog .tvo
judgments of desirability. I do not mean to go further into pOSIttl)Ve
detail about the connections that are important to.preferences u‘E
there are three negative remarks that [ shogld certamly make. Theyv
are independently intuitive and they combine to provide a workably
specific notion of preference. ‘

The three remarks are that preferences in ggneral should not be
expected to have the connections associated with matters of taste,
feeling and self-interest. As a rule,

® they are not disconnected attitudes like tastes;
® they do not have any phenomenal or felt qgahty; and
e they do not spring from self-interested desires.

These remarks are important because there are models under VV.hICh
preferences are nothing but tastes, pre'ferer.lces are conscious,
qualitative phenomena, or preferences are invariably self-interested.

To hold that preferences are tastes 18 to suggest that they are
brute states in which one finds oneself, as one finds oneself Wlth a
taste for dark beer or bright clothes or the smell of garh.c.. In
particular, it is to suggest that they are exogenous to dec1.81.on—
making and are not themselves up for adjgd1catlon or revision.
There is no debating about tastes; de gustibus non.dzs,putan.dum.
There is no debating about tastes and, as the othgr cliché has 1t, no
accounting for tastes. But what is true of tastes in these regards1 is
certainly not true of preferences in the fungtxonal sense in p.a7y
here. Preferences in general are susceptible to dehberatne
connections with a variety of factors—more on this in the next
section—and do not have the insulated, unmoveable character of
taS(t)ez.e reason why people might think that prefelje'nces are like
tastes is that they think of preferences, more specifically still, as
phenomena with their own qualitative feel. They are taken to be the
sorts of conscious inclinations that we descr1b§ as yens and
hankerings, urges and impulses, cravings and passions and itches.
All of these attitudes have a phenomenal quality in the sense that
there is something it is like to have them. And .bgcause they
represent such a salient if not common aspect of demsmr}—rgakmgt
they are easily taken as the basis for a model of preferences. But ar}lly
such model would be quite misleading. Understood in the
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functional sense, it is quite clear that most preferences—most
collaterally sensitive dispositions to choice—do not have a
phenomenal side.

The final remark 1 want to make about preferences is that as
there is no reason to take them as tastes or as itches, there is no
reason to think that they necessarily connect—as of course tastes
and itches might be thought to connect—with the self-interest of
the agent. I may have a preference defined over any alternatives, no
matter how disconnected from my sense of my own welfare. I may
even have a preference for one alternative rather than another, when
that alternative promises to do worse by my personal welfare than
the other. There is no incoherence, and every plausibility, in the
idea of my instantiating and acting on such a detached ranking of
options.

This completes my discussion of the notion of preference itself.
1t is time now to turn to the second topic of deliberation. With that
topic covered, we will be able to turn to the interaction between
preference and deliberation and to look at its significance for the
role of preference-satisfaction.

2. Deliberation
Folk psychology and decision theory

The fundamental tenet of our common sense psychology of human
agents is that agency involves acting to realize various goals in a way
that is sensible in light of the apparent facts: that is, in a way that
adjusts to the facts, as one construes the facts (Jackson and Pettit
1990). Agents seek goals, construe facts, and choose an action that
will achieve their goals—or will maximize the chance of their goal
being achieved—if the facts answer to how they are construed. For
short, people act so as to promote their goals according to their
construal of the facts.

This common sense view—this folk psychology—can be just as
well expressed in the language of preference, which is exactly what
decision theory does. The output of decision-making under this
variant is the formation of a preference ordering over the options
available in a choice; this then leads directly to choice and action.
The inputs are the agent’s background preferences over the
possibilities that action might affect—the agent’s degrees of
preference for those scenarios—together with the agent’s degrees of
confidence or probability that this or that scenario will be realized
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in the event of this or that action being taken. The agent’s goals are
the scenarios that attract relatively high degrees of preference and
the agent’s degrees of probability represent his or her construal of
the facts.

Putting the two schemas together, the view s.hared‘ between folk
psychology and decision theory goes, roughly, like this.

e 'To seck certain goals is to be in corresponding goal-seeking
states, described in common sense as desir'es; these are
represented in decision theory by relatively high degrees of
preference or utility. .

e To construe facts is to be in corresponding fact-construing
states, described in common sense as beliefs; the_s§ are
represented in decision theory by degrees of probability or
confidence. )

e To seek certain goals according to how one construes the facts
is to be caused to act—not by accident but ‘in the right way’
(Davidson 1980)—Dby the presence of the relevant complex of
belief and desire, probability and preference.

e More particularly, it is to be caused to act so thaF the agent’s
desires are promoted according to the agent’s behefs—.so that
the agent’s expected utility is maximized, with the option that
attracts the highest degree of preference being selected.

Given the concordance between talk of seeking‘ .goals and
construing facts, and talk of preferences and‘probablhtles,.we can
speak indifferently in either idiom. When it comes to situating
deliberation in human decision-making, the folk-psycholog1cal
idiom of goals and facts is easier to work with and this is hO.VV 1 shall
mainly write in this section. The issue of how to place deh.bera.ltpn
in relation to preference is just the issue of hQW to place 1t Wlthm
the folk-psychological schema of gqal—seekmg, fact-construing
agency: of an agency of belief and desire.

Introducing deliberation

The first thing to notice in approaching the topic of deliberation
from this angle is that folk psychology, understood as the
affirmation of the goal-seeking, fact-construing nature of agency,
may apply in the absence of anything we would naturally describe
as deliberation. This comes out in the fact that by most accounts,
though not by all (Davidson 1980), the psychology is true of
non-human as well as human animals.
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The. idea is that many non-human animals are tuned by
eyolutmnary and experiential pressures so that in appropriat:e
circumstances they will act for the realization of certain goals and
in particular, will act in 2 manner that makes sense under the Vvay1
they take the facts to be: under the representations of the
env1r0nment——the more or less reliable representations—that their
perceptions and memories evoke. Such animals will instantiate
goal-seekmg and fact-construing states and those states will interact
n 'such a way as to produce suitable behaviour. They will be
rauf)r}al agents in the sense of conforming to folk psychology and
de01§1pn theory. Or that will be so, at any rate, in the absence of
1ptglt1vely perturbing influences, and within intuitively feasible
limits: for short, in normal conditions.

But if folk psychology is as likely to be true of various
non—human animals as it is of creatures like us, there is still a
yawning divide between how we and they manage to conform to
this psychology. We do not just possess beliefs and desires in the
n.nann.er‘of non-humans, and act as those states require. We can give
lmgmst.lc expression to the contents of many of those states—we
can articulate the goals sought and the facts assumed. We can form
bel%efs about those goals we pursue or might pursue and those facts
beheye or might believe; beliefs, for example, to the effect that
certain forms of consistency or coherence or mutual support do or
do not tham amongst them. And we can ask questions about those
properties and relations of goals and facts, with the beliefs we form
in response to that interrogation serving as checks on the overall
pattern of attitudes that is going to unfold within us (Pettit 1993
Ch 2; McGeer and Pettit 2002). ’

The exgrcise whereby we impose such checks on our overall
attltude§ is easily illustrated. Suppose I find myself prompted by
perception to take it to be the case that p, where I already take it to
be the case that r. While my psychology may serve me well in this
process, it may also fail; it may lead me to believe that p, where ‘p’
is inconsistent with ‘r’. But imagine that in the course (;f forming
the' perceptual belief [ simultaneously ask myself what 1 should
believe at the higher-order level about the candidate fact that p and
the other candidate facts I already believe. If T do that then 1 will
put myself in a position, assuming my psychology is working well
to notice that ‘p’ and ‘r’ are inconsistent, and so my belief-forming’
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process will be forced to satisfy the extra check of being squared
with this higher-order belief—a crucial one, as it turns out—before
settling down.>

In this example, I find a higher-order truth—that ‘p’ and ‘r’ are
inconsistent—which is relevant to my fact-construing processes and
imposes a further constraint on where they lead. But the
higher-order truth recognised in the example could equally have
had an impact on my goal-seeking processes; it would presumably
have inhibited the simultaneous attempt, for example, to make it
the case both that p and that r.

With these points made, I can introduce what I mean by the
activity of ‘deliberation’ or ‘reasoning’ or ‘ratiocination’. Delibera-
tion is the enterprise of seeking out higher-order truths—truths
about consistency, support and the like—with an implicit or explicit
view to imposing further checks on one’s fact-construing and
goal-seeking processes. Not only do we human beings show
ourselves to be rational agents, as we seek goals, construe facts, and
perform actions in an appropriate fashion. We also often deliberate
about what goals we should seek, about how we should construe the
facts in the light of which we seek them, and about how therefore
we should go about that pursuit: about what opportunities we
should exploit, what means we should adopt, and so on. We do this
when we try to ensure that we will form beliefs in suitably
constraining higher-order truths about the properties and relations
of candidate goals and candidate facts.

The fact that we human beings reason or deliberate in this sense
means that not only can we be moved by goal-seeking and
fact-construing states—by the belief that p or the desire that g—in
the manner of unreasoning, if rational, animals. We can also reflect
on the fact, as we believe it to be, that p, asking if this is indeed
something we should believe. And we can reflect on the goal we
seek, that q, asking if this is indeed something that we should
pursue. We will interrogate the fact believed in the light of other
facts that we believe, or other facts that perceptions and the like
incline us to believe, or other facts that we are in a position to
inform ourselves about; a pressing question, for example, will be
whether or not it is consistent with them. We may interrogate the
goal on a similar basis, since the facts we believe determine what it

5 ] abstract here from the crucial question of how we come to form
concepts like truth and consistency and the like and how we come to be
able to form the sophisticated beliefs mentioned in the text. For a little on
this see McGeer and Pettit (2002).
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entailed belief that r or, given suitable goals, to perform a certain
action, A. And now imagine that I am reflecting on whether there is
a reason why 1 should hold that r or perform A. Should I think ‘I
believe that p; so therefore I should hold that r, or perform A’?
Reflection suggests not; or it suggests at least that I should not
confine myself to this project (Broome 2004). There will always be
a question as to whether I should believe that p. And if it is not the
case that 1 should believe that p, then there may not be any reason
to believe that r or to perform A. It may be that I am mistaken or
unjustified in believing that p, for example. It may even be that the
belief that p is lodged unmoveably within me, despite all the
evidence T register against it (Dennett 1979); it may represent a sort
of pathology.

How should I deliberate and think, then, if I am to raise the
question as to whether there is a reason to believe what ‘p’ entails or
to act as it suggests I should act? Clearly, I should ask whether p;
and if I remain convinced on that score 1 should reason: ‘p; so
therefore I should believe that r; p, so therefore | should do A’. It
will be the fact that p, as I take it to be, that provides a reason for
holding by the further belief, or taking the relevant action, not the
fact that 1 believe that p. And this formulation makes that feature
salient. An alternative that would do equally well, of course, is: ‘It
1s true that p; so [ should believe that r. It is true that p; so I should
perform A’. For the fact that it is true that p means, not that |
believe it, but that I should believe it; and in this way it serves in
the same role as the fact that p. Weaker alternatives that would also
serve appropriately, though not with the same force, are ‘probably
p, s0 ... or ‘it is probably true that p; so ...". But this is not the place
to get into such detail.

The question that arises now with desire is whether things go in
parallel there to how they go with belief. Suppose that my holding
by a certain desire, say that q, makes it rational for me, given the
beliefs | hold, to form a further desire or perform a certain action:
say, to desire that s or to perform B. And now imagine that [ am
reflecting on whether there is reason why 1 should hold by that
extra desire or perform that particular action. Should [ think ‘I
desire that q; so therefore I should desire that s. I desire that q; so
therefore I should perform B’? Or will that leave me without the
fullest ratiocinative endorsement available? Will it leave me with
the thought: ‘Fine, but should I desire that q; fine, but does this
really give me a reason for desiring that s or for performing B?’

I think it is clear that the formula offered will leave me with that
question. For as we allow that our beliefs may be false or
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ill-founded, and that we may not strictly have a reason for
responding as they require, so we all allow that our desires may not
be well-formed and that equally we may not always have a reason
for responding as they require. Some desires we naturally regard as
pathological, others as the products of a weak will, others as due to
a lack of imagination or memory, and so on; pathologies of desire
are a lot more commonplace than pathologies of belief. This being
so, we cannot think that the proper ratiocinative endorsement for
acting on a given desire should simply start from the existence of
that desire, putting it into the foreground of deliberation, as if it
were something sacred and beyond question.

What form will the ratiocinative endorsement of desire take? It
cannot parallel the example with belief that goes ‘p; and so ...". But
it can parallel the variant that invokes the truth that p, or the
likelihood that it is true that p. As the truth of something means
that [ should believe it—that I have a reason for believing it—so the
property of a goal that we ascribe when we say it is ‘desirable’ or
‘good’ or ‘appropriate’ or ‘valuable’ means that I should desire it,
that T have at least a defeasible reason for desiring it. Assuming that
there is some property deserving to be named by such a term, we
can say that in deliberating our way to action we have to take our
start, not from the fact that we desire certain goals, but from the
fact that, as we see things, those goals are desirable or good or
valuable or whatever, This line fits with our ordinary practice and
with the long tradition of thinking that the major premise in a
practical syllogism should not mention the fact that some state of
affairs is desired but rather the fact that it is worthy of being
desired (Anscombe 1957).

The picture of deliberation emerging from these considerations
1s that it 1s a truth-serving and value-serving enterprise,
Deliberation tries to track the true and the valuable, not the
believed and the desired, in looking at whether a novel response is
well supported. And this is the case whether the response is the
formation of a new belief or desire—or indeed a novel intention or
policy or the like—or the performance of an action.

So far as the model depicts deliberation as truth-serving, it fits
with received wisdom and will raise few questions. But won’t it be
more controversial in depicting deliberation as value-serving?
Won’t it be more controversial, in particular, when it assumes that
there is a property of goals that deserves the name of ‘desirability’
or whatever? Truth, it may be said, is a relatively uncontested
reality—at least outside of some postsmodernist circles—but
desirability or value is inherently questionable.
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The comment to make in response to this worry.is _that th}a;
makes a goal worthy to be desired may be held.to corﬁ}stlmv iaeriz (\)Viu
variety of features but that almost every phll(‘)sop' ica k\v o
countenance some features that play this 'role; it will aclnow ) gas
that there are some value-making properties. That a goal counts .
desirable, or at least desirable for me, may be held to require one
more of the following properties, for example:

e it is something I can bring about; . .
e it coheres with other things [ want to brl'ng abou‘;, e
e it isn’t the sort of goal that, once achieved, will seem like
nothing (Milgram 1997); . o
® its attric(tion doesn’t depend on any false behefs, any faﬂurﬁs
of reason, any temporary derangements of sentiment, and the
like (Smith 1994); o )

& my E)ursuit of the goal can be justified to others, serving to1
further common ends (Pettit 1997), or to further a sectiona
end that others can endorse (Scanlon 1998).

A complexity with desive

The model of deliberation iptroduced so far .abst'racts f{ggilng
complexity with desire that is 1mp70r'tant to mention 1n Coflzeeking
this discussion of deliberation. \'7\/‘h1le all d'e51res are gloa ie ang
states, capable of being characterized by thelr.functlorila. ro.t,iS me
desires also have a phenomenal aspect; there is something 1 ke
to have them. Or at least that 1s a natgral way to cbaracterng cerette
examples. 1 am thinking of desires like the? cravmgr f}?r a g}:}lggesﬁeé
the vearning for a drink, the ache of Ionehness.. With suc

A f the states of affairs that they make

’ . o
we are not just consclous . make
attractive to us; we aré conscious of the states of feeling

inclination in which they themselves consist or b.y VV'th:h tbeifl are
attended. Those states have the presence of a c(i;stqrbmg itc ‘,C?rol
1 to think of endorsing a cerla
that it makes perfect sense to ' : :
response—going for a smoke, getting somethmg to drink, arr}zlt.ngl?igl
to meet some friends—on the grounds, at least 1n part, that this wi
i itch; this wi uilibrium.
celieve that itch; this will restore eq .
What one thinks desirable in such a case will not be the statetgi
affairs considered in itself—the smoke ‘orlthehdrmtktoro§vz?fairs
i ing— t not exclusively that state .
social gathering—or at leas . :
What one thinks desirable, at least in part, will be thﬁt state (;t;
affairs considered as a means of relieving the phenomen
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desire—as a means of ensuring that the craving or yearning or ache
has gone, with the pleasure associated with getting rid of it in that
way as distinct from getting rid of it by resort to therapy, or
treatment, or drugs. The existence of phenomenal as distinct from
merely functional desires marks a genuine disanalogy between the
case of belief and desire, between fact-construing and goal-seeking
states. The disanalogy reveals that there are two sorts of desires.
With one, the goal is simply the desired state of affairs in itself;
with the other, it is, at least in part, the desired state of affairs in its
role as a means of relieving the desire.

The fact that there are two sorts of desire, phenomenal and
non-phenomenal, does not undermine the value-serving model of
deliberation. According to that model, the reasoned endorsement of
a response which a desire makes it rational to form should not
invoke the existence of the state of desire but rather the desirability
of the objective desired. And the mere existence of a phenomenal
desire will not provide a warrant for acting so as to satisfy it. If
such action is to be warranted, then it must be the case, not just that
1 have the desire, but that it is desirable that the desired state of
affairs be realized and the desire be thereby relieved. The fact that I
have a craving for a smoke will not provide a warrant for smoking
except so far as it is desirable, if indeed it is, that the craving be
relieved in the distinctive manner of satiated fulfilment.

But though the existence of phenomenal as well as merely
functional desires does not undermine the value-serving model of
deliberation sketched in this section, it does force us to be careful.
It shows that we have to be alert to whether the goal-seeking state
on the basis of which someone acts is phenomenal or non-
phenomenal in thinking about what form their deliberation will

take. This point will prove to be important to the discussion in the
next section.”’

3. Preference meets deliberation

We come finally to the question of how preference and deliberation
interact in decision-making and, in particular, of what role the idea

Many of the points made here about phenomenal desire apply more
generally to desires such that the agent may wish to be rid of them,
whether or not they have a phenomenal aspect: say, unconscious impulses
or obsessions. Like phenomenal desires, these will be such that it will only

make sense to act on them in the event that they continue to be present;
see the next section.
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of preference—satisfaction plays. T will .conduc’}cl theddlslcutsas;;); lizl
i i tions. First, what do

Jooking in turn at three. ques

deliberative decision-making? Second, what makgs th.e target f(c);

targets desirable for me? And third, what are the implications

the role of preference—satisfaction?

What do I tavget?

Asked what I target in deliberative decision-rr}akmg, Ifmlghi« Vztelllv
answer: the satisfaction of my preferences. This would it per emtys
with everything that we have seen so far. But the .Varlolﬁ E)(i ne
made in the last section suggest that [ should go on imme 1abeViyous
explain exactly what I mean and to guard against some o

i S' . .
mlf{;ﬁgfﬁéiggl?f be sald in particular i.s tbat the satisfaction g];
preferences may refer either to the reahzaupn of those itatesCes
affairs that fulfill the preferences or to the relief of the pfre erenne)s,
as we might call it: the rem'oval of the.preferenlces romatc))le o
psychology by means of fulfilling th.em. It is perfect 'ydreasonts e
think in the case of phenomenal desires that not only 19 zfggn s Seek
to fulfill their preferences, they seek also to be re 1e;ef 0 he
phenomenal itch that those prefer‘ences constitute—an of co
to enjoy the pleasure associated .w1th Fhe rehe_fproces; —

So what do I target in deliberative decision-makingr 11 the
normal, functional case, it should be clegr t}}at what [ target tls e
fulfillment of my preferences: the 'rgahzatlon of those St?f'isient
affairs that attract sufficient interllsmles ?}f pr;i:reor;cegk—lzﬁo 1; ent

es—to count for me as goals. In the € . 7

i:ﬁ:, htg)wever, 1 may have a double tgrget: the fulfﬂlmelr?tfof tr}iyt
preferences 1in the sense just explained p1u§ the re ée.ffere;lt
fulfiliment will bring. Conceivably, however, 1 ml‘ght be }nd%fferent
to the relief and seek only the fulflllmer}t' Or I might be indi
to the fulfillment and seek only the relief.®

i j ; i desire, whether with or
8 ] might also just want to get rid .Of the sire, whether o ould
without the pleasure associated with relief, Ind tbxs atter B oy
- oved by g
7 : to have the preference or desire rem 3
D e s i . indeed, for reasons to do
- than by fulfillment; indeed,
or treatment or drugs, rather : . s
with long-term prospects, I might even prefer this mode of remova
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What makes my target or tavgets desirable for me?

VS% inuch for what I target in deliberative decision-making. But
axboa tno}xlw make;s my target or targets desirable for me? What is it
1rfu the fulﬁllrpen; of my preferences, or the relief of my
fh:rsger;%f:}f, that 1shhkely to appeal to me when I am drawn to
! at are the desirability characterist] i
featurestte o e y racteristics—the cherished
e lable to register in those goals (Anscombe

T : )
he main claim 1 want to make about the desirability

of ) ) X
1re;vha‘c I S%t out to achieve in ego-relative terms as fulfilling my
sffaiie;tcte. tgt the geature that will make the sought-after state of
ractive or desirable for me is not i

' necessarily or generall
;};itbego—relatlve sort of property. It will be for other reasgons ang
0t because the action promises to fulfi]l my preferences, that i il

find it desireable. ) ’ h
pr:geerret (l)t lllmportarlx.t t(()]l melthat some future state of affairs that I

ave realized will serve to fulfil]

¢ fo hav ' my preference then
plaus1blfy, I will .only want to have it realized in the future so long as,
my preterence itself continues into the future (Parfit 1984}, But

rvrx;l;i no longer have the preference on which I acted earlier. Again, 1
' now act on a preference for publishj sci :
the basis of past experi ime it apmenre 1 i on
perience that by the time it g i
e that ppears I will hav
iﬁ;;the preferencfe for having it in print. These phenomena Woi;s
€ no sense if what was supposed to VI
if . make giving away my
fortpne or publishing my article desirab]e was the fact thgat it w lc}i
fulfill a concurrent preference.? >
re’];he lesson, I think,_ .is clear. In seeking the fulfillment of a
preterence, the desirability characteristic of the fulfilling state of

® At least these ph
phenomena would not make sense, assuming that the

supposed desirability characteristic w 121
pOS stic was that realizine t y
affairs in each case would fulfill a E o reterred state of
It r ; N S )
Cha:;rcliun§ poss.lble n principle that I might be focused on this desirability
eristic instead: that when the preferred scenario comes to be
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affairs need not be ego-relative and the preference need not be
egocentric. I may find that state of affairs desirable for egocentric
reasons, of course, such as that it will further my prospects in life.
But again [ may find it desirable for a variety of other more
altruistic or neutral considerations too: that it will help you or some
others in this or that manner, that it will make for greater justice in
the world, that it will increase the sum of sentient happiness, or
whatever.

So much by way of commentary on the regular case of functional
desire. But it is worth remarking that there is a contrast here with
phenomenal desire. Suppose that I want something, not just
because of the inherent appeal of the preference-fulfilling state of
affairs—the inherent appeal, if there is any, in scratching or
smoking or whatever—but because of the appeal of that action as a
way of relieving me of a phenomenal desire: assuaging the itch,
satiating the yearning for nicotine. In such a case [ will be
preferring the state of affairs sought for a characteristically
ego-relative property and the preference will be to that extent
egocentric. Thus it may make little or no sense for me to arrange to
have the preference satisfied at a later time, if | believe that at that
later time the preference will already have disappeared. To believe
this will be to believe that the fulfilment of the preference—the
fulfilment in the future of what will be by then a past
preference—cannot have the desirability characteristic of relieving
a phenomenal state.

We have seen that while I may be said to pursue the satisfaction
of my preferences in deliberative decision-making, this is
ambiguous between saying that I pursue fulfillment of the
preferences and saying that I pursue relief from the preferences.
We have seen that only fulfilment is relevant with normal,
functional preferences but that relief is relevant—on its own or
alongside fulfilment—with preferences of a phenomenal kind. And
we have seen, finally, that whereas preference-fulfillment may be
desirable for non-egocentric or egocentric reasons, there 1is
something essentially egocentric about the desirability of

preference-relief.

realized it will serve at that time to fulfill retrospectively the preference
that 1 now have for its realization. This possibility is so bizarre, however,
that we need not delay over it.
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What are the implications Jor the role of preference-satisfaction?

There arg two 1mp1icgtions for the role of preference-satisfaction
sui)por.tel:l by thesp lines of argument. The first is that it is
feo entlaf y m'lsfle.adlng to frame one’s practical decision-making in
TmMs of satisfying one’s preferences. A i
. - And the second hat i
would be a serious mi 1 ik that
stake for policy-maker 1
. . s to think that
1nE[r‘e331fng people’s preference-satisfaction is a sensible goal
s . . . :
Satiscf) t‘rame o?c?i demsmn-makmg in terms of preference
action wou e to deliberate, i ici ici .
stion » implicitly or explicitly, alon
E}}izfs Iilélets. I hafve preferences such that the best way of sa%isfying
O perform an action, A; it is desi i
' A; esirable to satisfy m
prefergnces, so I should perform action A. But this mozie 031Z
reasfonlng suggests thgt what makes the satisfaction of m
Ejlefir'ences des.lra.ble. 1s not the character of the preferences—l
u il 1lng scenario 1n itself, or least not entirely that. What is also
uc1al, s'ovthe implicature goes, is the fact that the scenario has the
eg%:}rf ative property of fulfilling my preferences.
" Solljnvélu notthgenerally ﬁ)e an implicature I should endorse. It will
I the case where the preference . 1
: . ' ‘ s are phenomenal in
nature and their fulfillment is desirable in part for the relief it will

example, where 1 am persuaded

ple, ' of the value of helpin t
?\rgle;ioigaltfkt?lr? worll{d p}(l)verty by making a financial contrlijbufiono
V i €1y 1o make that contribution desirable b li > It
Just might be that doing so will relie i ted pregors? It

' at dc ve a guilt-related pref f
making a contribution. But in th L of et

g a 1 . € more regular sort of case th
contribution will l?e desirable by my lights for reasons unrelated ts

cau i ’
to }j:\oef Ctllrlflfrd world poverty, even as 1 foresee that I will later come
‘€ dilferent, more self-servin i
e diffe g preferences and feel no guilt
We v i
referre I alw.ays to frame my practical reasoning in terms of
g. ! er}ce-satlsfactlon then there might be a danger of losing the
Istinction between seckin ilmer
: g preference-f i
preference-relief, [t might begin to SeemUI‘fﬁ;?egét’and Seekm’g
7 ‘ g on one’s
;);(eifer}elnces always means acting for a sort of personal advantage
that egocentricity is built into the very logic of human

10 . . . .
It is just possible in this case of course that I now precommit to

COI)tUbute in tlle “Jture be aus
L C € 01 lhe relie O uilt that (1()1
g 1 h ng hlS
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decision-making. I think it is very important to resist this mistake,
if only to guard against a sort of global demoralization about our
species.

The mistake is not always avoided, particularly among the
economically minded theorists who make the notion of preference-
satisfaction central in their accounts of agency. Consider this
remark, for example, from Anthony Downs (1957, 37), a classic
exponent of the rational choice approach to politics. “There can be
no simple identification of acting for one’s greatest benefit with
selfishness in the narrow sense because self-denying charity is often
a great source of benefits to oneself. Thus our model leaves room
for altruism in spite of its basic reliance upon the self-interest
axiom’, Downs’s idea is not that it pays to be charitable—he is not a
homespun philosopher—but that acting for charity, presumably
because it is a case of acting for the satisfaction of one’s own
charitable preferences, will inevitably have a self-interested aspect.
He suggests that self-interest will be present as much in altruism,
then, as in ‘selfishness in the narrow sense’.

So much for the first implication of our considerations, that it is
potentially misleading to frame one’s practical decision-making in
terms of satisfying one’s preferences. The second implication is
that it would be a serious mistake for policy-makers to think that
increasing people’s preference-satisfaction is a sensible goal.

The point here is one that Amartya Sen (Sen 1982; Sen 2002) is
famous for having emphasized and it fits nicely with our picture of
preference and deliberation. Suppose that people were as inescap-
ably egocentric as they would be were every form of practical
deliberation directed towards the relief as distinct from the
fulfilment of preference. In that case they could each be
represented as seeking their own advantage—the satisfaction of
their own preferences, as in the relief that that provides. And now
consider under that supposition how people in government might
reasonably think about the point of the policies they are to
introduce. It would make perfect sense for them to act—assuming
that their own egocentric concern allows them to act—for achieving
the best overall satisfaction of people’s individual preferences. If
individuals are supposed to be concerned only with their own
welfare—the satisfaction, as in the relief, of their own preferences—

then it must seem reasonable to think that an agency that acts in
their name as a group should be concerned with looking for an
arrangement in which their individual preferences are equally
satisfied, or in which the net balance of preference-satisfaction is
maximized, or something of the kind.



Philip Pettit

This, however, will look like an absurd policy-goal once it is
recognized that, as we have been arguing, people are often quite
non-egocentric in acting on their preferences. Suppose that some
people act out of egocentric preferences, and others out of more or
less altruistic preferences: say, preferences for the welfare of others,
including others of an egocentric bent. Then a government that
sought to equalize or maximize preference-satisfaction in the
society would be double-counting the egoists. They would be
looking after them on two counts: both as objects of their own
concern and as objects of concern to the more altruistic.

The point here, like the point of the first implication, is hard to
miss once it is spelled out but easy to miss in the absence of some
emphasts. I hope that situating the two points within an overall
view of what deliberation and preference are and of how they work
together will help to make them absolutely inescapable. They are
platitudinous in character but they represent platitudes that
economic theorizing and policy-making has sometimes proved
capable of overlooking.!!
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