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ABSTRACT 

Means/end or "instrumental" models of practical 

rationality maintain that an agent is rational if she is 

taking efficient means to secure her most important ends. 

According to this view, an agent's goals are not themselves 

open to rational assessment. Only the efficiency of means to 

chosen ends is evaluated. These accounts raise an important 

question in contemporary debates about practical rationality: 

whether a complete theory of practical rationality must 

include a theory of value (a theory by which ends are 

evaluated to determine whether they are rational). 

After placing various means/end accoiints in historical 

perspective and illustrating their contemporary significance, 

I defend a negative answer to the above question and thus 

embrace a form of instrumentalism. I show that certain 

arguments concerning the rationality of final ends are 

reducible to arguments about other matters pertaining to 

things being constituents of ends or means to final ends. 

Moreover, examples of irrational desires designed to show that 

means/end conceptions are inadequate simply appeal to our 

intuitions and many will not share those intuitions in all 

cases. The intuitive appeal of instrumental theories will be 

bolstered if it is emphasized that they do not permit the 

pursuit of every fleeting desire, but rather those which the 

agent herself deems most important. 
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There are no sufficient grounds for a rejection of 

instrumentalism. Attempts at alternative views either collapse 

into instrumentalist accounts or they fail to provide the 

principles needed to establish a satisfactory account of 

rationality applicable to all agents. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

There has always been significant philosophical interest 

in the nature and function of human reason. It is, in a sense, 

interest in the very essence of philosophy; when we reflect, 

we are searching for reasons. Recently, discussion in the area 

of practical rationality has focused in particular on 

instrumental or means/end models.' Means/end or 

"instrumental" models of rationality maintain, roughly, that 

an agent is rational if she is taking efficient means to 

secure her most important ends. In Chapter Two, Varieties of 

Instrximentalism, I characterize the instrumental view of 

practical rationality, placing it in historical perspective 

and illustrating its contemporary significance. One feature 

that all theories of practical rationality share is an 

important role for means and ends. 

I begin with an account of the most popular 

representative of instrumental theories, David Hume, and then 

consider a more contemporary model, that of David Gauthier. 

Even within the instrumentalist tradition there is divergence 

on many issues. Some insist that maximization is a necessary 

feature of rational behavior (Gauthier) while others do not 

'See, for example, Audi, Robert, Practical Reasoning 
(1989); Richardson, Henry, Practical Reasoning About Final 
Ends, (1994); Nathanson, Stephen, The Ideal of Rationality, 
(1994), to name just a few. 
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(Aristotle, Hume) . Some claim that reasons for actions must be 

motivating, while others do not. I show that Hume is committed 

to a motivational rational internalism which has the 

consequence that relative to their own beliefs, people are 

never irrational, and I ask whether an instrumentalist like 

Gauthier is committed to the same position. I argue that he is 

not. But in asking this question we notice, I think 

surprisingly, that all instrumentalists may not necessarily be 

committed to relative theories of value. Just as Hume believed 

that pleasure and the avoidance of pain was a universal end, 

so Gauthier believes that maximum preference-satisfaction is 

a universal, rational, end. But what kind of 'end' is at work 

for Gauthier? Is it, for example, a dominant, overarching end 

which all other ends derivatively serve, or is it just one end 

among many? I show that there are at least three different 

ways of characterizing a person's ultimate or final end(s) and 

that these different characterizations are important in 

propei'ly understanding the various instrumental theories of 

practical rationality. These issues introduce the reader to a 

common theme in the dissertation, the importance of the role 

of means and ends in assessing human behavior. 

It is clear that an agent can deliberate about the 

rationality of hex- ends instrumentally. That is, she can 

consider whether adopting this end promotes or impedes the 

progress of achieving another end, and so on. She can think of 
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her ends derivatively, as means. But how could an agent 

deliberate noninstrrimentally about ends? One might suggest 

that constitutive reasoning is an important noninstrumental 

part of any theory of practical rationality. In Chapter Three, 

Dworkin em.d Free Speech: Means or End?, I discuss an example 

of instrumental and constitutive justifications for free 

speech offered by Ronald Dworkin. In discussing this example 

I intend to show two things. First, that distinguishing 

carefully between means and ends has important practical 

consequences. Second, that Dworkin confuses means and ends and 

thus his analysis of the various justifications for free 

speech is misguided. But, I also illustrate the difference 

between means and constituent parts of ends and discuss the 

importance of this difference. What, exactly, is the 

difference between something's being a means to some end and 

its being a constituent part of that end? Is the distinction 

always important? David Wiggins, for example, has argued that 

we cannot begin reasoning about the means to our ends until we 

are clear about what constitutes the end. I address these 

questions and discuss the significance of the distinction for 

theories of practical reason. 

In examining the evaluative features of theories of 

practical reason, philosophers have focused on an important 

criticism of the instrumental model: that such conceptions 

place no constraints on the content of ends, thus allowing 
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chat any end is potentially rationally permissible. The idea 

that a person could spend her evenings howling at the moon, or 

counting blades of grass, and still be rational, has suggested 

to some that instrumentalism is inadequate.- But theorists 

also find it difficult to dismiss or replace. What account of 

substantive rationality could one possibly offer? The correct 

resolution is presumably one that supplements means/ends 

rationality in ways consistent with our observations and 

commonsense intuitions about rational behavior. In Chapter 

Four, Evaluating Ends, I will consider a version of what I 

take to be the most obvious extension, what I call an 

'interest-based' theory of practical human reason. According 

to such a view, what it is rational for one to do is a 

function of what it is in an agent's interest to do and what 

it is in an agent's interest to do is intimately connected to 

her nature. I will consider an account offered by Nicholas 

Rescher, and maintain that 'interest based' conceptions of 

human reason such as his are not sufficient for a rejection of 

pure instrumentalism. Either they collapse into 

instrumentalist accounts, or they fail to provide the 

principles needed to establish an account of human nature 

applicable to all agents. Moreover, even if it were possible 

^See, for example, Adrian Piper, "Two Conceptions of the 
Self", Philosophical Studies 48 (1985) 173-197 and John Rawls, 
A Theory of Justice, (1971), p, 432, and James Griffin, Well-
Being, (1986), especially p. 323 where he discusses Brandt's 
notion of an "informed" desire. 
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to establish these principles, more would have to be said in 

associating the pursuit of one's interest with practical 

reason. Prudence, after all, need not be rationally required. 

In Chapter Five, All-Things-Considered Rationality and 

The Conflict of Ends, I consider the plausibility of a 

conception of rationality based on what it is rational "all-

things -considered" for an agent to do. I consider an example 

where epistemic and practical principles incline one in 

opposite and incompatible directions.^ When faced with a 

choice between epistemic integrity and practical merit, what 

should a reasonable agent do? As is often the case in 

philosophy, intuitions diverge as to whether epistemic or 

practical reason has priority in such cases. These intutions 

reflect legitimate philosophical concerns. On the one hand, 

epistemic reasonableness is seen as an intellectual virtue 

which should not be violated by practical motivations. Yet, it 

also seems that en epistemic indiscretion is clearly 

prefereable to practical disaster. How are we to determine 

what ought to be done in cases where epistemic and practical 

reason conflict? Further, how can we do this in a way that 

accords with our intutions about the priority of practical 

raitonality and yet preserves the authority of epistemic 

^The example I consider is a modified version of cases 
discussed by John Heil, "Believing What One Ought", Journal of 
Philosophy 80, (1983); 752-765, "Believing Reasonably", Nous 
26:1 (1992) 47-62 and Jack Meiland, "What Ought We To 
Believe?" American Philosophical Quarterly 11, (1980) : 15-24. 
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appraisals? To answer these questions, I discuss the solution 

proposed by John Heil in "Believing Reasonably"/ Heil's 

solution is to formulate an all-things-considered rationality 

which incorporates deontic epistemic principles. In this way, 

we preserve the priority of practical reason while maintaining 

the authority of epistemic principles. 

In Chapter Five I offer an alternative to Heil's 

position. I believe that the pre-theoretic intuitions we want 

to preserve and the philosophical interests we need to satisfy 

can be fully accommodated within a theory of practical 

rationality. No new conception of rationality "all-things-

considered" is needed. In arguing for this position, I again 

reveal the importance of carefully distinguishing means and 

ends. 

In Chapter Six, Conclusion, I review and highlight the 

implications of what I have shown and offer some remarks about 

the contribution I hope to have made in the field of 

philosophy. 

"^Heil, John, "Believing Reasonably", Nous 26:1 (1992) 47-
62. 
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Chapter 2 

Varieties of Instrumentalism 

" Instrumentalism" is used to refer to a variety of 

theories concerning human reason from decision-theoretic 

models of ideal rational choice to descriptive accounts of the 

relation between reason and motivation. In what follows, I 

shall use the term "instrumentalism" to be synonomous with 

what I call means/end theories of rational choice. I shall 

briefly characterize this type of position below and present 

three different possible divisions for one endorsing such a 

view. This dissertation in its entirety is an attempt to 

understand the limits and implications of instrumental 

theories of practical reason and to defend them, in some 

versions, from their critics. 

Like other major philosophical traditions, 

instrumentalism has a history, and understanding historical 

development can often help one identify and understand the 

fundamental insight offered by a certain position. After some 

discussion of the basic components of an instrumental or 

means/end theory of practical reason, I shall introduce its 

most popular historical representative, David Hume. I shall 

next present a contemporary model, using the work of David 

Gauthier to generate the view. I then compare these two 

accounts, one historical, one contemporary, and point out 

their similarities and differences. This will bring us closer 
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to a clear understanding of the central tenets of 

instrumentalism and a sense of its development and remarkable 

flexibility, a flexibility which, as we will see later, may 

actually create serious difficulties. 

But before defending instrumentalism, or even comparing 

various accounts, I must provide a clear characterization. 

Since means/end reasoning is the basic module of any variety 

of instrumentalism, I shall begin this chapter with a 

discussion of means and ends. There are difficulties involved 

in carefully characterizing means and ends, and I will show 

that it is important to do so. Once clear about the 

difficulties involved in the characterization of means and 

ends, we can turn to discussion of their role in rational 

action. There are three possible positions one can take with 

respect to choosing ends. Hume's position is that agents have 

no choice at all about their ultimate end. This end, like the 

passions, is simply given. Gauthier's view, on the other hand, 

allows that any final end is potentially rationally 

permissible. And, he does not posit an ultimate end in any 

sense analogous to Hume. We will consider these two positions 

and their implications in some detail. In later chapters we 

will consider the third possible position, that in order to be 

rational, one must choose particular ends, for example ends 

that promote an agent's self-interest. 
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The Instrumental View -

To begin we can say that the instrumental view of 

practical rationality states that it is rational for S to 

bring about y provided that X is an end for S and S believes 

that y is an effective means to that end. A purely 

instrumental model maintains that practical rationality 

consists in nothing more than means/end efficiency and, as a 

corollary to this, that rationality has nothing to say about 

the content of final ends. Any end is potentially rationally 

permissible. 

But this characterization of instrumentalism is 

insufficient. I offer it as a first approximation to emphasize 

the idea that instrumentalism requires pursuing not simply an 

effective means to one's ends, but the most effective means to 

one's ends. That is, instrumentalists would not believe that 

pursuing y as a means to X is rational if it turns out that q 

is a more efficient, or less unpleasant, means to X. Second, 

suppose, for example, that W is a more important end than X 

for S and that z is an effective means to W. Assuming that one 

could not bring about both y and z, an instrumentalist would 

not think it rational, in that case, to bring about y. So our 

refined characterization of instrumentalism is one that 

requires rational agents to pursue the most efficient means to 

their most important end or set of ends. 
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Means and Ends 

Means and ends play a prominent role in instrumental 

theories. It follows that we ought to have a clear 

understanding of these and their relationship to each other. 

Such an understanding must be prior to any claims concerning 

their role in rational action. 

Let us begin then, with the notion of an "end". When we 

say that something is an "end" of something else, we speak in 

a way that can easily lead to confusion. 

Death is the end of life. The end of a thing is its 
perfection. Therefore, death is the perfection of 
life 

'End' in the first sentence means termination point whereas 

'end' in the second sentence means purpose or goal. The 

argument blatantly commits the fallacy of equivocation. But it 

illustrates how easily things can go awry when we use terms 

that are ambiguous. 

This kind of ambiguity also occurs when we speak of the 

"end" of a human action. In one sense, we may mean simply the 

termination point in the characterization of some particular 

action, the final effects included in the description of the 

act. In another sense, however, we may be referring to the 

^This fallacy is borrowed from an introduction to logic 
text. At this time, I am still looking for the reference. The 
discussion of the equivocation can be found in Aristotle, 
Metaphysics, Book 5, Chapter 16, 1021b25. 
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purpose or goal of the agent in acting, the anticipated 

effects the action was undertaken to achieve. The termination 

point of an action is usually conceived of as having arrived 

once the purpose or goal of the action is achieved. Yet, this 

may not always be the case. Thus, the end (termination point) 

of my action in writing a book occurs when the book is 

finished, the last words written. But the end (goal) of 

writing the book may be to improve my descriptive writing 

techniques and the last words may well be written long before 

that goal is ever accomplished. 

Means, on the other hand, are those things an agent uses 

or does in order to bring about or cause something else to 

happen. Going to the dentist, for example, is a means to 

healthy teeth and gums. Money is a means to my favorite lunch. 

Because of their useful intermediary function, means are often 

thought of as tools, instruments employed according to the 

purpose of the agent. Thus, it may be thought that in the 

example above, writing the book is more properly described as 

a means to improving one's descriptive writing technique, than 

an end in itself. 

Some philosophers, like John Dewey, have argued that 

there is no real difference between ends and means. Dewey 

argues that the terms merely indicate a distinction in 

judgment, a difference in focus on a connected series in time 

which constitutes the action. The "end" is the series of acts 
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taken collectively - like the term army. To think of an end is 

to think in a vague and cloudy way of the whole action and to 

recognize that something is restricting its achievement. To 

reach the end we must convert it into a concrete course of 

action, a conversion of end to "means". "Means" is the same 

series taken distibutively - in the army analogy: this 

soldier, that officer. Conceiving "means" which give us a 

clear idea of what acts need to be performed provides us in 

turn with a new end. The end continually re-appears as a 

series of "what nexts," until we arrive at one we can 

presently act on. Only when the end is conceived in this way 

is it clearly identified and executable.® 

Means and ends may be included in action descriptions in 

various ways. In the context of discussing agency and event 

causality, Donald Davidson writes: 

If I say that Smith set the house on fire in order to 
collect the insurance, I explain his action, in part, by 
giving one of its causes, namely his desire to collect 
the insurance. If I say that Smith burned down the house 
by setting fire to the bedding, then I explain the 
conflagration by giving a cause, namely Smith's action. 
In both cases, causal explanation takes the form of a 
fuller description of an action, either in terms of a 
cause or of an effect. To describe an action as one that 
had a certain purpose or intended outcome is to describe 
it as an effect; to describe it as an action that had a 
certain outcome is to describe it as a cause.' 

Davidson's point is that we may explain actions by giving 

^ewey, J., Human Nature and Conduct, (1992), p. 36. 

'Davidson, Donald, Essays on Actions and Events, (1980), 
p. 47-8. 
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reasons for them and we might include this explanation in our 

description of the action. We might include an agent's 

beliefs, attitudes, goals, principles or even character 

traits, to place the action in a pattern that allows us to 

understand it more fully. Davidson refers to what Joel 

Feinberg calls, "the accordion effect".* A person's action may 

be "squeezed down to a minimum or else stretched out" by the 

accordion effect. When we do this, we simply redescribe the 

action. But Davidson notes that if "squeezing down" and 

"stretching out", change the time span of an event, then 

neither he nor Feinberg would claim that they describe one and 

the same event. "Simple acts are those which require us to do 

nothing else... causally complex acts, such as opening or 

shutting a door, or startling, or killing someone, require us 

to do something else first, as a means".' 

So for Davidson and Feinberg, we may redescribe actions 

in ways that include means and ends in the description. But 

this is simply a linguistic tool, a way of placing the action 

in a context that is useful for understanding various aspects 

of the action: its intended purpose, perhaps, or its cause. 

Note the similarity here, to Dewey's remarks that the terms 

'means' and 'ends' merely indicate a difference in focus. 

^Feinberg, Joel, "Action and Responsibility", p.146, 
cited by Davidson in Essays on Actions and Events, p. 55. 

'Davidson, Donald, Essays, p. 56. 
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Take my action of writing these words, for example. 

Finishing this chapter today was my end, and I feel a certain 

satisfaction for accomplishing that goal. But it is also true 

that finishing this chapter is simply a means to the degree I 

am after. So which is the proper characterization of finishing 

this chapter? End? Means? Both? Either? It depends? Consider 

how important answering this question might be for a theory of 

rationality which claimed that rational action consisted 

solely in efficiency of means to ends. If finishing this 

chapter is my end, my action in writing these words may be 

perfectly rational - these words will efficiently facilitate 

the completion of a certain chapter. If, however, this writing 

is taken as means to completing the degree, it may not be 

rational since there may be some other direction, completely 

apparent to me, which would lead more efficiently to my 

securing that end (bribing my committee) . If my action is both 

means and end, then it appears that my action can be both 

rational and irrational. If my action is either means or end, 

then it is either rational or irrational. The action 

description is just as important for assessments of 

rationality as it is for morality. What the examples indicate 

is where the crucial features of an action description are 

located for purposes of rational assessment: in the 

specification of means and end. 

And the specification of means and ends must also 
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accommodate the fact that means, rather than being static, 

idle instruments, may actually evolve, becoming themselves 

ends, desired for their own sakes. The evolutionary character 

of means and ends has been argued for historically, by J.S. 

Mill and by Hume. 

In chapter four of Utilitarianism Mill argues that a 

disinterested desire for virtue is consistent with 

utilitarianism.^" A utilitarian might find such a desire for 

virtue troublesome, since, according to utilitarianism, 

actions and dispositions are only virtuous because they 

promote the utilitarian end, the general happiness. Mill's 

claim here is importantly different. He is claiming that a 

desire for virtue in itself, and not because it conduces to 

happiness, is right or required. Utilitarian moralists, says 

Mill, recognize the psychological fact that people do value 

virtue as an end in itself and not simply because it is a 

means to happiness. And he goes on to claim that unless one 

does value virtue in this way, as an end in itself and not 

merely as a means, it does not produce those consequences 

which are most conducive to the general happiness - those 

consequences which make it, in fact, a virtue. 

For Mill, acting for the sake of virtue in this way is 

not the same as acting because it contributes to the sum total 

of happiness. Rather, virtue becomes part or constitutive of 

'°See, Mill, J.S., Utilitarianism, (1979), pp. 34-40. 
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happiness. Originally, says Mill, there is no motive or 

desire for virtue except for its conduciveness to happiness. 

But, through this association with happiness it comes to be 

desired for itself. Originally desired as a means to 

happiness, it evolves, becoming in itself a principal 

ingredient of the agent's very conception of happiness. The 

same is true of many other objects of life, says Mill, such as 

love of money, power, or fame. The means actually become part 

of the end. What is originally desired instrument ally, as a 

means to happiness, comes to be desired for its own sake. In 

being so desired, it becomes part of happiness. The desire 

for it is not different from the desire for happiness itself. 

It is simply an element of the concrete whole that makes up, 

or comprises happiness. 

Virtue. . .is not naturally and originally part of the end, 
but it is capable of becoming so; and in those who live 
it disinterestedly it has become so, and is desired and 
cherished, not as a means to happiness, but as a part of 
their happiness." 

The idea that something originally desired as a means may 

come to be desired as an end also plays an important role in 

Hume's moral theory. The original motive for promise-keeping 

in Hume arises because we recognize its advantage to 

ourselves. Promise-keeping is a means to promoting our self-

interest. But after some time, the growth of society may 

'^Ibid., pp. 35-6 . 
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prevent us from recognizing this advantage. By this time, 

Hume believes, education and custom have inculcated in society 

the sense of the moral worth of promise-keeping. Parents 

teach children to observe, respect and honor the rules by 

which society is maintained. We come to feel a certain 

prejudice should others break their promises to us, and we, 

via the mechanism of sympathy, partake of the uneasiness of 

others when promises to them are broken. The institution of 

promise-keeping, originally valued as a means, has come to be 

valued in its own right, as an obligatory, moral end. 

...and interest is the first obligation to the 
performance of promises. Afterwards a sentiment of 
morals concurs with interest, and becomes a new 
obligation upon mankind. 

But while it is true that means may become ends for us, 

the reader will have noticed that ends have also become means. 

In Mill, for example, it is true that the agent may come to 

value virtue as an end in itself. But so doing, argues Mill, 

is the proper means to achieving the utilitarian goal, the 

general happiness. Assuming that Mill is arguing for some 

purpose, he seems to be trying to convince the reader to adopt 

virtue as an end in itself, because so doing is instrumental 

to achieving the general good. In the contemporary 

literature, Gauthier's strategy is strikingly similar. 

'^Hume, David, A Treatise of Human Nature, (1986), p. 523. 
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Gauthier argues that it will maximize an agent's expected 

utility for her to adopt a policy of constrained maximization. 

That is, it is rational for a person now to choose to 

constrain her future choices, because it maximizes expected 

utility. But becoming a constrained maximizer involves 

choosing to cooperate even in situations where doing so is not 

the maximizing act. "A CMer has a conditional disposition to 

base her action on a joint strategy without considering 

whether some individual strategy would yield her a greater 

expected utility."" Thus, one chooses now, to adopt a 

strategy because it is a means to maximizing expected utility. 

Once adopted, however, the disposition becomes an end-in-

itself, not a means to be abandoned whenever doing so would 

maximize utility. Yet, adopting this end is rational, says 

Gauthier, because it allows opportunities for interaction that 

would not otherwise be available, that is because it maximizes 

utility. Is constrained maximization a rational disposition to 

act irrationally? Critics disagree. The answer to that 

question, it seems, will depend on the content assigned to 

means and ends. 

The question is whether, assuming a means/end theory of 

rationality, something originally and rationally desired as 

means, which comes to be valued as an end on that basis, must 

rationally remain solely as end. If the answer to this 

'^Gauthier, David, Morals By Agreement, (1986), p. 167. 
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question is yes, there is no room for criticism of particular 

instances of cooperation on the ground that they do not 

maximize utility. If the answer is no, there may be no good 

reason to comply with the disposition to cooperate in 

circumstances where so doing does not maximize expected 

utility. Does the answer lie in the whim of the agent? 

Someone might propose the following argument: Why isn't 

being a constrained maximizer simply a means to the end of 

maximizing your utility? You don't make exceptions because 

then you don't reap the advantages of being a constrained 

maximizer. If in order to keep yourself from making 

exceptions, you have to take being moral (which is in part 

being a constrained maximizer) as an end, then you get 

yourself to take being a moral person as an end. I don't see 

what difference it makes if you take it as means or end. 

But it seems to make a big difference whether you take 

being a constrained maximizer as means or end. For example, it 

may be possible to make exceptions and still reap the benefits 

of being a constrained maximizer. As long as others believe 

I'm a constrained maximizer, I may reap the benefits of 

continued cooperation without actually cooperating in all 

circumstances myself. Cheating without getting caught does not 

carry a penalty. But if adopting a CM strategy is an end for 

me, I won't cheat. 

Let us assume an instrumentalist theory of practical 



27 

rationality. Then, what an agent ought to do is take the most 

efficient means to her most important ends. Let us suppose 

that maximizing preference satisfaction (which we will refer 

to as maximizing utility) is her most important end. Now 

suppose David argues that Gail, being an instrumentalist, 

should be a constrained maximizer. According to Gail, being a 

CMer is rational because the long-term benefits of cooperating 

outweigh the short-term benefits of defecting. This, in fact, 

is what would maximize utility. But this may not always be the 

case. 

Consider an example where the short-term benefits of 

defecting outweigh the long-term benefits of cooperating. 

Suppose you are a landlady, deciding whether or not to return 

a decent tenant's rental deposit. It is rational to keep your 

promises, Gail might argue, even in those cases where breaking 

your promise would benefit you because of the greater benefits 

which accrue to you as a result of your reputation as an 

honest, trustworthy landlady. But in this particular case, you 

are leaving Illinois to live in Arizona. You know that this 

particular tenant will not pursue the security deposit with 

legal action, so your reputation, if it is affected at all, 

will not really suffer significantly as a result of your 

stealing the money. In this case, the short-term consequences 

of stealing the deposit maximize utility. But suppose the 

landlady is a CMer. Then it seems to me that whether or not it 
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is rational for her to keep the deposit depends on whether or 

not being a CMer is a means or an end for her. If the landlady 

adopts CMer behavior as an end and not simply as a means she 

will return deposits even when this means acting in what are 

nonmaximizing ways. On the other hand, if being a CMer really 

is just a means to maximizing expected utility, then in this 

kind of case where defecting maximizes utility, it simply 

makes no sense not to defect. 

One might argue that returning the deposit really does 

somehow maximize utility. But one can't in fact argue that 

behaving in CM ways always maximizes utility. In fact, if 

being a CMer is to make sense at all, there must be cases 

where it is distinguishable from maximizing behavior. If not, 

there is no need to distinguish being a CMer from simply being 

a Maximizer. This is why whether CM strategy is means or end 

is not open to the whim of the agent. When Gauthier proposed 

Constrained Maximization, he intended that people eventually 

adopt it as end, not merely as a means. 

The argument seems analogous to those who argue in favor 

of Rule-Utilitarianism. It maximizes the social good, they 

might argue, to follow certain rules. For example, it is our 

moral duty to refrain from stealing, even if on a particular 

occasion stealing would increase the social good, because in 

the long run society will be better off if everyone refrains 

from stealing. But defenders of act-utilitarianism argue that 
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if, in a particular case, it maximizes utility to break the 

rule prohibiting stealing, then it simply makes no sense from 

the utilitarian point of view not to steal in that particular 

case. Again, the issue seems to depend on whether rule-

following is adopted as an end or means. If following rules is 

simply a means to maximizing the social good, then in those 

cases where breaking the rule maximizes the social good, there 

seems to be no utilitarian reason not to break the rule. 

However, if adopting rule-utilitarianism requires adopting 

certain rules as ends, then breaking the rules is prohibited 

regardless of the long-term consequences. But if that is the 

case, the theory hardly seems recognizably consequentialist. 

This brings us, I think, to the following questions: Is 

there some principled, nonarbitrary way of identifying means 

and ends? If so, in virtue of what is something a means, 

rather than an end, or vice versa? 

To answer these questions one might begin by noting that 

associated with the distinction between means and ends is a 

corresponding divergence in the kind of value accorded an 

action or object. Instrumental value is a kind of value 

accorded especially to means. It is the value a thing has 

only because it is conducive to something else. Intrinsic 

value, on the other hand, is the kind of value associated with 

ends. An action or object has intrinsic value in and of 

itself, not in virtue of what it leads to or brings about. Of 
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course this is not to say that ends cannot have instmimental 

value, or means intrinsic value. But in noting this it also 

appears that ends have instrumental value only when considered 

indirectly as means to further ends, and that means have 

intrinsic value only when conceived of as the current or 

present end of action. An obvious question concerns the 

relation suggested here between means and ends on one hand, 

and value on the other. Which has priority? Do we recognize 

something as valuable and hence pursue it in a particular way? 

Or do we pursue things as means or end and subsequently assign 

them various kinds of value? That is, do we desire something 

as an end and hence assign it intrinsic value, or do we regard 

something as intrinsically valuable and consequently seek it 

as an end? 

The answer seems to lie in the connection between value 

and means and ends. It is no accident that there is a 

distinction in value that corresponds to the means/end 

distinction. There is a conceptual connection between 

instrumental and intrinsic value on the one hand and means and 

ends on the other. What does it mean for something to have 

instrumental value, except that its value lies in the 

circumstance of its being a means to something else? What does 

it mean for something to be an end except that its value is 

intrinsic; it is valuable in itself, apart from what it leads 

to. This is turn provides us with a deeper understanding of 



what it is in virtue of which something is called a means and 

what it is in virtue of which something is called an end. To 

say that something is a means is to say simply that its value 

is attached, in a way to be spelled out, to the end at which 

it aims. That is, it is valuable because of its effects and 

because these effects lead to other objects or events. To say 

that something is an end is to say it is valuable regardless 

of its consequences or what it leads to. Let us consider this 

in more detail. 

When we say that something is instrumentally valuable, we 

seem to be claiming that it has value, not because of what it 

leads to, but rather because it leads to something. It is 

useful for achieving some end and that gives it a certain kind 

of value regardless of whether the end has positive or 

negative utility, or whether the end is considered desirable 

or undesirable. Cigarette smoking is a means to lung cancer, 

but lung cancer is something most of us want to avoid. 

Nevertheless, cigarette smoking has instrumental value as an 

efficient means to lung cancer. We don't generally note this, 

since other ends people have generally preclude smoking for 

that purpose. But smoking has instrumental value in other, 

more easily recognizable ways, too. For example, as a way to 

relieve anxiety in very high-strung people, or for relaxation. 

When we say that something is intrinsically valuable, we 

mean that it has value in and of itself, not in virtue of what 
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it leads to or brings about. Intrinsic value is the kind of 

value associated with ends; but in saying this we should 

recall their perspectival character. This leads to 

distinguishing four different kinds of ends. Instrumental ends 

are ends only in a derivative sense. They are ends we may 

pursue as goals, but only in an intermediate rather than a 

terminal sense. We pursue instrumental ends as means, really, 

for the sake of some other end or purpose. Advancement in my 

career, for example, may be an intermediate end for me. It may 

be that I want advancement only as means to more money which 

I can then use to purchase products, say luxurious vacations, 

which give me pleasure. It is really then, ultimately the 

pleasure I am after and advancing my career is just a means to 

that. Pinal ends, on the other hand, like those things that 

have intrinsic value, are ends pursued for their own sakes, 

regardless of further consequences or effects. Pleasure is 

often considered a final end, an end pursued for its own sake 

and not for the sake of anything else. Moreover, final ends 

may also be constitutive ends, ends that are not only final, 

but also constitutive of some other goal or end an agent has 

and in that sense an instrumental means to it. This kind of 

end is most often associated with Aristotle: 

Honour, pleasure, understanding and every virtue we 
certainly choose because of themselves, since we would 
choose each of them even if it had no further result, but 
we also choose them for the sake of happiness, supposing 
that through them we shall be happy. Happiness, by 
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contrast, no one ever chooses for their sake, or for the 
sake of anything else at all. 

The question that arises is how honour, pleasure and the other 

virtues can be both means to happiness and ends in themselves. 

How can they be both instrumental ends and final ends as well? 

The answer is that virtuous actions are part of happiness. 

Happiness is not separate from or independent of the virtuous 

actions that are means to it. Happiness is an inclusive end, 

that is, the sum total of all the things desirable for their 

own sake.'^ Honour, pleasure and the other virtues are 

constitutive ends, ends that are not merely means to 

happiness, but actually a part of it. Happiness is a life 

constituted by, composed of virtuous actions. Thus, aiming at 

virtue, even for its own sake, just is aiming at happiness. In 

this case, the means/end relationship is the part/whole 

relationship. 

The discussion thus far and these distinctions allow us 

to more clearly understand a number of cjuestions raised by the 

^•^Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1097b, trans. Terence 
Irwin, Hackett Publishing Company, (1985), p.14. 

'^I borrow this notion from Norman Dahl in Practical 
Reason, Aristotle, and Weakness of the Will, (1984), p. 103. 
Dahl also discusses the role of constitutive ends (he calls 
them means) in Aristotle's work. I have also benefitted from 
his chapters on Aristotle and Hume; A Preliminary Contrast 
(Chapter 2) , Reason and General Ends (Chapter 3) , and The 
Interest of Aristotle's Position on Practical Reason: 
Happiness and the Good Relative to Human Beings (Chapter 7). 
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previous discussion of means and ends. Is there a single, 

final end, or perhaps an inclusive end, which rational agents 

do, or ought to pursue? Is there a plurality of rational final 

ends which cannot be reduced to a single, more basic value? Is 

any end potentially rationally permissible? We will be 

concerned with these questions throughout the dissertation. 

Let us begin with an historical introduction. 

Instrumentalism - The Evolution 

David Hume is by far the most popular historical 

representative of instrumental models of practical 

rationality.'® An account of instrumentalism could hardly be 

said to be complete without at least some understanding of the 

relation between reason and action in Hume. But understanding 

the role of reason for Hume requires understanding that his 

discussion of reason occurs in the context of providing a 

theory of motivation, a theory about what it is, as a matter 

of fact, that prompts agents to act. His account is wholly 

descriptive. He does not provide, nor does he intend to 

support, a prescriptive account of the standards of rational 

conduct. In one sense, Hume had no theory of practical 

rationality at all. In another sense, however, he is the 

instrumentalist archetype. In fairness to Hume, and to the 

'®See, for example, Dahl, Norman 0., Practical Reason, 
Aristotle, and Weakness of the Will, (1984) and Audi, Robert, 
Practical Reasoning, (1989). 
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most prevalent formations of instrumental reason, I will 

illustrate the plausibility of both interpretations. 

For Hume, the source of our actions lies in the passions 

- things like desires and aversions, hopes and fears - and 

these are never the object of reason. Reason, for Hume is a 

faculty and the fxinction of that faculty is the discovery of 

truth and falsehood. Truth or falsehood consists in an 

agreement or disagreement either to "real relations of ideas, 

or to real existence and matter of fact." Since passions, 

volitions and actions are not susceptible to any such 

agreement or disagreement - being "original facts and 

realities, compleat in themselves" - they cannot be true or 

false. Thus, they cannot be either contrary or conformable to 

reason. 

Actions may be laudable or blameable; but they cannot be 
reasonable or unreasonable.'® 

If we understand Humean Reason in this way, it appears 

that Hume had no theory of practical rationality. Reason 

simply doesn't apply to actions at all. The impulse to act 

comes from the passions which, through desire or aversion, 

impel us toward some actions and away from others. It is the 

'^Hume, David, A Treatise of Human Nature, (1978) , p. 458. 

'®Ibid., p. 458. 
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passions which govern our ends for us. It is the passions 

which determine which things we finally go after or what we 

pursue. And passions are never the object of reason. 

But it doesn't follow from this that reason is 

irrelevant to action. Reason does influence action. Reason's 

role is informative. It determines matters of fact. It does 

not move us to take means to secure our ends, but it does 

indicate what those means are. Reason may determine the 

direction of one's conduct by pointing out causal connections. 

By informing us of the existence of some proper object of 

passion or desire, reason might prompt or generate a passion. 

Reason and judgment may be the mediate cause of an action 
by prompting or directing a passion...." 

Reason may also direct the passions by informing us of the 

various ways we can achieve our ends. Reason describes the 

means, the passions provide the motivational force. 

"Rational" for Hume, then, amounts to acting in 

accordance with the information provided by reason. I desire 

Y. Reason informs me that x is a means to Y. As a consequence 

of my desire for Y and the information that x is a means to Y, 

a desire for, or to do, x is generated. I do x and I get Y. My 

action is fully rational and totally explainable in terms of 

the satisfaction of my desires and passions. The picture of 

''ibid., p. 462 . 
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Hume as rational instrumentalist is vindicated. 

Of course for Hume, there is always the possibility that 

one's desires and passions may move one in some other 

direction. I may not desire x, though I desire Y and see that 

X is the only means to Y. Should that be so, there is nothing 

in Reason to say that I ought to do x, for Hume. The Humean 

account is purely descriptive. To get a satisfactory 

prescriptive instrumentalism, we need add a conditional: If 

you desire Y, and nothing else more, and you know that x is a 

sufficient means to Y, then you ought to do x. Adding the 

conditional separates one from a perfectly Humean account, but 

it brings one remarkably close to contemporary desire-

satisfaction theories of practical reason. I turn now to a 

discussion of those theories and what distinguishes them from 

a Humean account. 

Desire-Satisfaction views of Practical Rationality 

Desire-satisfaction accounts of practical reason 

presuppose desire-satisfaction theories of value. They 

maintain, roughly, that x is rational for S just in case x 

would contribute to the satisfaction of her desires. Of 

course, this rough sketch also allows much variation. Desire-

satisfaction theorists may defend either actual-desire or 

^°See for example, Gauthier, David, Morals By Agreement, 
(1986), p. 37-50 
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informed-desire accoxmts of this model and they might endorse 

preference-, rather than desire-satisfaction, since we may 

have preferences regarding things we do not actually have 

desires for. I will illustrate very briefly one example of 

this model. 

Perhaps the leading contemporary proponent of this type 

of theory is David Gauthier.^' According to Gauthier, 

rationality is identified with the maximization of value where 

value is a measure of individual considered preference. On 

this view, value is a subjective and relative measure, not an 

objective, absolute standard. It is subjective in the sense 

that it is dependent on the affective attitudes of individuals 

and relative in the sense that it is not necessarily the same 

for all persons. It is a measure in that it is not a standard; 

something is valuable because and insofar as it is preferred, 

not preferred because it is valuable. For Gauthier, "What is 

good is good ultimately because it is preferred, and it is 

good from the standpoint of those and only those who prefer 

it.ii22 Practical rationality, on this view, consists in 

maximizing value by maximizing preference satisfaction. It is 

instrumental in the sense stated above since rational action 

consists in taking what one believes to be the most effective 

means to achieve an agent's goals. Ends or goals, on this 

^'Gauthier, David, Morals By Agreement, (1966) . 

^Ibid., p. 59. 



view, are simply inferred from individual preferences or 

desires. 

Preference-satisfaction theories of the sort proposed by 

Gauthier may be viewed as modifications of the purely Humean 

view of reason. Hume, as was previously mentioned, is giving 

a descriptive account of role of the faculty of reason in 

human motivation. Contemporary accotints aim at providing a 

theory of individual rational choice. Hume does not argue, as 

Gauthier does, that one should maximize preference or desire 

satisfaction. And, Humean passions and desires are not 

preferences, though we may have been speaking here as though 

they were functionally equivalent. This difference is 

important in the proper characterization of ends, for a Humean 

passion is not necessarily an end. Passions, for example, take 

objects. Fear is a passion; snakes may be the object of that 

passion. But my end would be to avoid snakes. 

Yet, in spite of these important differences, there is 

also a striking correspondence between the two positions. For 

Hume, the impulse to act comes from the expectation of 

pleasure or pain: 

Ask a man why he uses exercise; he will answer, because 
he desires to keep his health. If you then enquire, why 
he desires health, he will readily reply, because 
sickness is painful. If you push your enquiries farther, 
and desire a reason why he hates pain, it is impossible 
he can ever give any. This is an ultimate end, and is 
never referred to any other object. 
Perhaps to your second question, why he desires health, 
he may also reply, that it is necessary for the exercise 
of his calling. If you ask, why he is anxious on that 
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head, he will answer, because he desires to get money. If 
you demand Why? It is the instrument of pleasure, says 
he. And beyond this it is an absurdity to ask for a 
reason. It is impossible there can be a progress in 
infinitum; and that one thing can always be a reason why 
another is desired. Something must be desireable on its 
own account, and because of its immediate accord or 
agreement with human sentiment and affection.^ 

Hume's focus here is on motivation and his account is intended 

to show that reason alone can never produce an action. But as 

this passage suggests, for Hume, as well as desire-

satisfaction theorists, rational action is always related to 

some basic, underived desire. For Hume, rational action is 

motivated by the desire for pleasure and the avoidance of 

pain. For Gauthier, rational action maximizes the satisfaction 

of one's desires or preferences. 

This similarity raises some puzzling questions, however, 

about the role of motives and ends in Hume and Gauthier and in 

rational instrumentalism in general. For example, for Hume, 

the passions are the source, the motivators, of our actions. 

Yet, in the passage above, he refers to pleasure and the 

avoidance of pain as an ultimate end and not merely as a 

motive. And couldn't one say of Gauthier's view that maximum 

preference-satisfaction must be the motive for our actions if 

that is what we are trying to achieve in acting? After all, 

doesn't common sense tell us that if our action is to be 

rational the satisfaction of our ends should motivate us? Does 

^This passage from Hume is cited by Barry Stroud in Hume, 
(1977), p. 169. 
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the means/end conception of rationality, then, or certain 

versions of it, commit one to some form of rational 

intemalism whereby adopting something as a final end 

necessarily entails the existence of a motive to pursue the 

means to that end? I shall call an affirmative answer to this 

question 'rational intemalism'. But there are different 

kinds of rational intemalism depending on whether you think 

the necessity in question is conceptual or physical. Let us 

consider these possibilities one at a time. 

According to Hume's account, the kind of necessity 

involved in rational intemalism is physical necessity, though 

at first it doesn't appear that Hume is a rational internalist 

at all. Supposing that Y is an end for Hume, it first appears 

that he holds a clearly externalist position: I may desire Y, 

understand that x is a means to Y and yet fail to desire x. In 

such a case, for Hume, there is nothing in REASON to say that 

I ought to do x. 

reason is nothing but the discovery of this connexion, it 
cannot be by its means that the objects are able to 
affect us.^"* 

But Hume also says: 

'Tis obvious, that when we have the prospect of pain or 
pleasure from any object, we feel a consequent emotion of 
aversion or propensity, and are carry'd to avoid or 
embrace what will give us this uneasiness or 
satisfaction." 

^^Hume, David, A Treatise of Human Nature, (1978) , p. 414. 

"Ibid. 
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And again: 

...and that impulse, had it operated alone, wou'd have 
been able to produce volition. Nothing can oppose or 
retard the impulse of passion, but a contrary 
impulse... 

These passages suggest the following picture: The particular 

passions of pain and pleasure determine our ends (we are 

carried by the prospect of pain or pleasure) , only the 

passions can motivate (reason is utterly impotent in this 

regard) and motivation will affect the will (wou'd have been 

able to produce volition) unless there is some contrary 

passion. If there is a contrary passion, then there is a 

contrary desire determining another end. So passions may 

conflict, but it is still the case that we are always 

motivated to satisfy our desires. For Hume, some form of 

rational internalism, though not a consequence of REASON, is 

simply part of our psychological nature. For Hume, it is not 

conceptually true that our ends must motivate, but it is 

certainly descriptively the case that as a matter of fact they 

do. 

As a consequence of this internalism, irrational behavior 

for Hume is, from a first-person perspective, impossible. For 

Hume, irrational behavior could only occur in two ways: when 

passions are based on false beliefs or when we are mistaken in 

our judgments of means to ends. But relative to their beliefs. 

^®Ibid., p. 417. 
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people never act irrationally.-' 

the moment we perceive the falsehood of any supposition, 
or the insufficiency of any means, our passions yield to 
our reason without any opposition.^ 

In means/end terminology, what this amounts to is that 

our final end, for Hume, is not objective in the sense of 

being independent of human wants and desires. There is one 

single final end which is the same for everyone: the pursuit 

of pleasure and avoidance of pain. Since what may actually 

provide pleasure or pain varies among individuals, the means 

to that end may likewise vairy, but the final end is universal. 

The passions can motivate and motivation will affect the will, 

but for Hume, we cannot choose what we ultimately desire. 

Does preference-satisfaction play the same role for 

Gauthier that the pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain 

played for Hume? Gauthier's account, you will recall, is 

prescriptive whereas Hume's is descriptive. But this is not 

the only difference. It is not the case that Hume's position 

would be identical to Gauthier's if only it were prescriptive. 

For one thing, pleasure is not the ultimate end for Gauthier. 

On Gauthier's view it would not be irrational for an agent to 

refuse to engage in an action known to maximize her pleasure. 

"Korsgaard, Christine, "Skepticism About Practical 
Reason", in Journal of Philosophy, (1986), pp. 5-25. 

^®Hume, David, A Treatise of Human Nature (1978), p. 416. 
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If it is true that I prefer Y (and nothing else more) and 

I understand that x is the only means to Y, then, for 

Gauthier, I ought to either pursue x or eliminate my 

preference for Y. Irrationality for Gauthier would result from 

failing to either pursue x or give up my desire for Y. Failing 

to be motivated to pursue some end I have adopted is not only 

psychologically possible on Gauthier's account, but actually 

explains the possibility of irrational behavior: failing to 

pursue the most efficient means to my most important end. But 

how is this possible for Gauthier? What exactly constitutes 

irrational behavior for Gauthier? 

Consider the case of the overweight person who 

desperately wants to lose weight. His goal is to lose 10 

pounds by Christmas. December 15, he buys a 5-pound box of 

chocolates and proceeds to polish them off himself. Is eating 

the chocolates rational or not? To answer the question in 

means/end terms, we first have to know what his most important 

goal is. In one sense, his goal is to enjoy the box of 

chocolates and he is certainly doing that. In another sense 

it's to lose 10 pounds by Christmas and he is just as 

certainly not taking efficient means to doing that. Which is 

his most important end? More importantly, how is it 

determined? 

There are a number of possibilities. We could say that 

his most important goal is to lose 10 pounds, but he is 
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experiencing a weakness of will in buying and eating the 

chocolates. This is part of what makes dieting so hard. 

Dieters who eat what they shouldn't qua-dieters, are 

irrational. Or, we could say that one of his long-term goals 

has come into conflict with a short-term goal. His long-term 

desire to lose weight has come into conflict with a current 

desire to enjoy some candy. Again, relative to his long term 

goal his action is irrational, but relative to his short-term 

goal his action is rational. The interesting question for 

means/end theories is whether this is ALL we can say. What 

about being rational, all-things-considered? Is there a 

practical rationality that takes both our long-term and short-

term goals into account? 

Notice that Hume would have to say that our dieter could 

not experience any weakness of will with respect to slipping 

off his diet. That is, he couldn't acknowledge an overall 

interest in not eating the chocolates and yet eat them anyway. 

He may, for Hume, be inclined to eat the chocolates, thinking 

of the pleasure this would bring. The thought of that 

pleasure, operating alone, would be enough to produce a desire 

for the chocolates and even enough to carry the will toward 

them. But, once it is clear that eating those chocolates 

interferes with the dieter's long-term goal of losing 10 

pounds, and the pleasure therein, the dieter's desire 'yields 

to reason' without any opposition. Hume's world is a dieter's 



heaven, but it clearly seems mistaken with respect to the 

psychological facts. 

Gauthier's position can accommodate the kind of 

complication we want to allow for weakness of the will. On his 

account, present preferences must be fully "considered" to 

provide rational support for choice.-' Preferences are 

"considered" if and only if two conditions are met. First 

there must be no conflict between their expressed and 

behavioral dimensions; roughly, what an agent says she prefers 

and what she does should be consistent. Second, they must be 

stable under experience and reflection i.e., the agent has 

been sufficiently reflective and her preferences wouldn't 

change upon further reflection. In our dieter's situation, we 

could say that if his lack of concern for losing 10 pounds is 

sufficiently reflective and fully considered, then he has no 

reason not to eat the chocolates. 

This seems, at first, inadequate. One might as well claim 

that, given his eating of the chocolates, the agent's ends 

have obviously changed and since his present preference seems 

to be to eat chocolates, he is rational in doing so. But 

Gauthier can reply that two conditions might still obtain. 

First, the agent might acknowledge an interest in not eating 

the chocolates. To acknowledge such an interest is to express 

a preference. Thus, if the dieter continues to eat the 

^'Gauthier, David, Morals By Agreement, pp. 32-33. 
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chocolates while acknowledging an interest in not eating them, 

his expressed and revealed preferences diverge making his 

action irrational. Second, we might ask whether the dieter has 

been sufficiently reflective. Reflective bingeing is not 

irrational, according to Gauthier, but the unreflectively 

heedless person chooses irrationally. 

It might be useful to characterize certain forms of 

irrational behavior by borrowing from and modifying a form of 

immoral behavior identified by Ron Milo as moral negligence.^ 

Moral negligence, for Milo, is a form of unconscious 

wrongdoing where the agent fails to believe that her 

particular act is wrong and her ignorance is due to 

negligence. Humiliating someone because an agent fails to 

consider all the relevant consequences of her action, would be 

an example of moral negligence. The practical version of this 

type of behavior may be called rational negligence and 

characterized as a form of irrational behavior in which the 

agent believes that acts of a certain sort - such as not 

taking efficient means to secure one's most important ends -

are irrational, but fails to believe that her particular act 

is an act of this sort, and her ignorance is due to some form 

of negligence. There are several ways this behavior might 

^ilo, Ron, Immorality, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, NJ, 1984, pp. 82-114. Milo actually distinguishes 
six types of immoral behavior and I think that at least some 
of the others will also prove useful in clearly dilineating 
the various forms of irrational behavior. 
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occur, corresponding to various types of moral negligence 

outlined by Milo. For example, I might act impulsively, 

without thinking at all about the consequences of my actions 

on the long teirm satisfaction of my most important desires. 

Or, my act may actually be reckless in that I deliberately 

disregard certain effects of my action. I may refuse to 

deliberate as much as I know I should about what I am 

currently doing and how it affects my aims overall. Or, I may 

know in my heart that what I am doing interferes with the 

maximum satisfaction of my reflectively held preferences, but 

somehow manage to convince myself that it is not irrational. 

I may manufacture a story, for example, that overrides those 

features of the action which make it irrational. For example, 

I may convince myself that my child needs me tonite and that 

I simply can't work on my paper, knowing in my heart that her 

father can care for her just as well as I can. 

But even if Gauthier's position allows for the 

possibility of irrational behavior given certain ends, if 

maximum preference-satisfaction is taken as the ultimate end 

it seems I must at least be motivated to do that in order to 

be rational. How could I actually accomplish the task of 

maximizing the satisfaction of my preferences without some 

kind of intentional pro attitude to do just that? Let us 

consider the issue of motivation with maximum preference-

satisfaction as the ultimate end. 
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If maximum preference-satisfaction is a single, 

overarching, ultimate end, there seems to be the problem of an 

infinite regress similar to the one used in arguments against 

Psychological Egoism.According to one version of 

Psychological Egoism, the ultimate objective of all human 

behavior is pleasure for oneself and that pleasure may be 

taken to consist in the agent's satisfaction. But this view 

can be shown to be incoherent. Any attempt to formulate the 

theory that people desire only their own satisfaction leads to 

an inifinite regress. For, how can you be satisfied when the 

only thing you want to satisfy is your own desire for 

satisfaction? What do you desire? Satisfaction. Of what? My 

desire. For what? Satisfaction. Of what? My desire....ad 

infinitum. The problem is that the desire for satisfaction is 

not a desire for anything except satisfaction of the desire 

for satisfaction of the desire.... and so on. 

The idea that maximum preference-satisfaction is the 

ultimate end and motive of all human action may be sxibject to 

the same criticism. For, what is it that I desire? 

Satisfaction. Of what? My preference. For what? 

Satisfaction.... The problem is that the desire for 

preference-satisfaction is not a desire for anything except 

satisfaction of the preference for satisfaction of the 

''See Feinberg, Joel, "Psychological Egoism" in Reason and 
Responsibility, 8th ed., Joel Feinberg, ed., (1993), pp. 461-
472. 
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One might try responding to this problem by suggesting 

that for Gauthier, maximizing preference satisfaction is an 

"inclusive" end much the way that happiness is on Aristotle's 

view. This view is mistaken, but I think it is compelling 

enough that it deserves careful attention. 

First, we must understand that maximum preference 

satisfaction for Gauthier is not the single, overarching end 

that pleasure is on the Humean view. It is plausible to posit 

pleasure, for Hume, as a mental state. When I pursue pleasure, 

what I am after is actually pleasurable states of 

consciousness. Thus, pleasure and the avoidance of pain is a 

single final end which people will adopt various instrumental 

ends to achieve. Swimming, listening to music and having 

children may be instrumental ends to the final end of pleasure 

for me. Yours may be different. But maximum preference 

satisfaction on Gauthier's view is not a final end in this 

sense. What then, is it? 

We might try regarding maximum preference satisfaction as 

an "inclusive" end, the way happiness is for Aristotle. On 

this view, maximum preference satisfaction is the sum total of 

things desirable or preferable for their own sake. Swimming, 

listening to music, and having children on this view are final 

ends. They are things I desire for their own sake. Simple 

instrumental ends are the things I would do to achieve these 
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final ends, such as going to the pool, going to concerts, 

figuring my fertility cycle, etc. But the final ends of 

swimming, listening to music and having children on this view, 

are constitutive ends. They are ends the achievement of which 

constitute or compose my inclusive end of maximum preference 

satisfaction. Thus, they are means in a sense, too, to the 

inclusive end of maximum preference satisfaction. How can they 

be both means and ends-in-themselves? Again, the answer is 

that they are parts of the end of maximum preference 

satisfaction. Maximum preference satisfaction on this view is 

an end, but it is not an end separate from or independent of 

the virtuous actions that are means to it. Final ends function 

as means, as well as constituent parts of the overall end of 

maximum preference satisfaction. The view is analogous to 

Hume's in that it treats maximum preference satisfaction as an 

ultimate (but in this case inclusive) end or goal that agents 

actually pursue. 

It might be useful to compare these different possible 

views on final ends to what Mill says about happiness in 

chapters II and IV of Utilitarianism.^^ In chapter II, Mill 

says, 

...the "greatest happiness principle" holds that actions 
are right in proportion as they tend to promote 
happiness; wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of 
happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure and the 

^-I am grateful to Grant Sterling for pointing out the 
earlier passage in Mill. 
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absence of pain; by xinhappiness, pain and the privation 
of pleasure." 

But, as we have seen, in chapter IV, he says. 

The principle of utility does not mean that any given 
pleasure, as music, for instance, or any given exemption 
from pain, as for example health, is to be looked upon as 
means to a collective something termed happiness, and to 
be desired on that account. They are desired and 
desirable in and for themsevles; besides being means, 
they are a part of the end.^ 

Thus for Mill in chapter II, happiness seems to be a Humean 

final end. But by chapter IV, he seems to have changed his 

conception to a more Aristotelian notion of happiness as an 

"inclus ive" end. 

However, neither of these conceptions of our ultimate end 

is an adequate representation of what Gauthier means in 

suggesting that rational agents maximize preference 

satisfaction. For Gauthier, swimming, listening to music and 

having children may be multiple final ends; things agents seek 

as ends-in-themselves. But they are not constitutive ends. 

They are not parts of some inclusive end nor are they means to 

its achievement. Gauthier is not providing an account which 

claims that rational agents aim at maximum preference 

satisfaction in any sense analogous to Hume's claim that they 

aim at pleasure or Aristotle's claim that they aim at 

happiness. Maximum preference satisfaction simply is not an 

"Mill, J.S,, Utilitaricuiism, p. 7. 

"Mill, J.S., Utilitarianism, p. 35. 
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end in that sense. Rather, maximum preference satisfaction is 

a linguistic term for the decision procedure rational agents 

use to maximize the value of the multiple, nonconstitutive 

final ends they currently embrace. For Gauthier there is no 

ultimate end like pleasure for Hume. Nor is there an inclusive 

end like happiness for Aristotle. Rather, maximum preference 

satisfaction for Gauthier is more like a set of options, a 

constraint on the relation between ends or preferences that an 

agent needs to be rational. Rationality for Gauthier consists 

in acting in accordance with a mathematical principle which 

allows the agent to achieve the most value she can from the 

preferences she already has. It is not an action guide. It is 

an idealization. 

For Gauthier, it is not correct to think of maximum 

preference-satisfaction as an end or a goal. Maximum 

preference-satisfaction is neither the 'super, over-arching, 

substantive value' that utility was on the classical 

interpretation, nor an overarching end. Instead, it is a way 

of understanding what it is for something to be valuable to a 

person. It is not that preference-satisfaction is the dominant 

value that subsumes all other values, or dominant end that all 

other ends derivatively serve. It is a way of understanding 

what it is for someone to value something. When we want to 

maximize value, we do not maximize some single substantive end 

- preference satisfaction - instead what we do is try to 
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realize the most we can of the various values in our system of 

ends. 

But there seems to be a problem lurking here. Certainly, 

the things we prefer are the things we value. Being a mother, 

a decent philosopher, a good friend, all these things have 

value for me. Likewise, happiness has value for me. But how do 

I pay any "regard" to happiness, to being a good mother, to 

being a good friend, in "considering" my ends if these things 

are not themselves ends for me? The fact that I "consider" 

these things seems to indicate that they are ends for me. I 

prefer being a good mother, sometimes, over being happy. That 

just means that sometimes satisfying the goal of being a good 

mother takes priority over satisfying the end of being happy. 

Doesn't this show that maximum preference satisfaction, even 

if not the dominant, overarching end, must at least be one 

end, among many? 

Actually, rather than undermining the preference-

satisfaction view, the above considerations support it. In 

saying that what we try to do is "realize the most we can of 

the various values in our system of ends", what we mean is 

that we try to maximize the satisfaction of our preferences. 

Why claim that the plurality of final ends are each individual 

final ends, rather than some inclusive end? The answer, I 

^^This objection is similar to one offered by James 
Griffin in Well-Being. 
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think, is that this seems to be an adequate account of what we 

think it rational to do. In considering the pursuit of each 

end, I consider the likely effects of such pursuit on the 

satisfaction of other ends I currently embrace. I may weight 

the satisfaction of various ends differently at differently 

times, and I may give more attention to some at various times 

than others. This will reflect my best estimation of the 

probable success of doing the best I can to satisfy all my 

preferences. This doesn't mean that preference-satisfaction is 

one more end, among many. What it shows is that in pursuing 

the various ends I have, I aim at maximizing preference-

satisfaction by achieving as much as I can of all the various 

things that I value. 

Preference-satisfaction views of the sort endorsed by 

Gauthier may be considered versions of rational egoism. 

Rational egoism says that an agent has a reason to do 

something just in case it promotes the agent's own welfare or 

interest. Since Gauthier's account puts no constraint on the 

content of any end, we can suggest a preference-satisfaction 

view of rational egoism which claims that an agent has reason 

to do something (in the sense of a grounding or justifying 

reason) just in case it would maximize her preference 

satisfaction. Notice that such an account is egoistic only in 

the sense of being agent-relative. An agent's desires or 

preferences may promote the interest of others, may be other-
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regarding. But the reason an agent has for acting is the value 

an action has in maximizing the satisfaction of her own 

preferences, not someone else's.^ 

Preference-satisfaction is merely a linguistic device.^" 

That is why Gauthier's view is not subject to the regress 

argument often employed against psychological egoism. My 

utlimate goal in maximizing the satisfaction of my preferences 

is not to maximize the satisfaction of my preference for 

maximizing the satisfaction of my preferences, and so on. My 

"goal" is to satisfy as fully as possible the all ends given 

by my current desires. Each individual may weight various 

final ends differently, and these weights may change with 

growth, self-development and circumstance. In some situations, 

for example, my happiness may count less than in others, 

depending perhaps on some threshold level at the time. What is 

important is that for practical reason, any variation in the 

number or description of these final ends is possible, as long 

as they are, as Gauthier would say, "considered". 

Conclusions: 

" Instrumentalism" is used to refer to a variety of 

theories of human reason. I have not exhausted an 

^®For a good discussion of the distinction between 
egoistic and nonegoistic reasons for acting, see Ron Milo, 
Immorality, pp. 185-218. I discuss Milo's view in more detail 
in Chapter Four. 

"This term is borrowed from Dahl, Norman, Practical 
Reason, Aristotle, and Weakness of the Will, (1984), p. 103. 
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investigation of the variety of means/end theories, or even 

begun a siibstantive defense of them. But I have done something 

to place instrumentalism in historical perspective and 

illustrate its contemporary significance. I have shown what 

features instrumentalist views share, and how they might 

diverge. In doing this, we have seen at least three possible 

views one might take with respect to choosing ends, a Humean 

account, an Aristotlean account and a more contemporary 

approach. 

In the following chapter, I continue the investigation of 

means and ends and further illustrate why their 

characterization is important. I will also explain how to 

distinguish a means to an end from a constituent part of it 

and discuss the significance of this distinction for practical 

rationality. 
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Chapter 3 

Dworkin and Free Speech: Means or End? 

Supposing that some version of instrumentalism is 

correct, the way in which one characterizes an agent's actions 

in terms of means and ends will have consequences for 

assessments of her rationality. Since means/end reasoning is 

the basic module of any variety of instrumentalism, it is 

important to understand what means/end reasoning involves and 

how it is different from other sorts of reasoning, such as 

that involved in determining the constituent features of ends. 

In the following pages I will investigate this issue for the 

purpose of determining just how the characterization of means 

and ends might affect our assessments of rationality. I begin 

by discussing an example which might be thought to show that 

different restrictions on speech follow from whether free 

speech is taken as a means or as an end. I will show that the 

different outcomes in this example are actually a consequence 

of confusing different ends. This example is important because 

it raises questions concexning the proper characterization of 

means and ends and their role in practical deliberation. In 

particular, I think it raises interesting questions concerning 

the difference between something's being a means to an end and 

its being a constitutive part of that end. In the final 

section of this chapter I offer a solution to the problem of 

distinguishing means from constitutive components of ends and 
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say something about the significance of that distinction. 

Section A Dworkin and the confusion of means and ends. 

Ronald Dworkin has recently argued that the 

justifications proposed by constitutional lawyers and scholars 

for the free speech clause of the First Amendment generally 

fall into one of two categories: those which treat free speech 

instrumentally, and those which treat it as an essential and 

"constitutive" feature of a just political society. I will 

first summarize Dworkin's major arguments and then show that 

his analysis of the application of these justifications 

actually illustrates a confusion of means and ends.^® This 

confusion arises because Dworkin attributes outcomes to the 

distinction between means and ends which are actually 

attributable to having different ends. This is important 

because the specification of an agent's end may influence our 

evaluation of her conduct. If it turns out we are mistaking an 

agent's means for her ends, we may make incorrect assessments 

of her action. But what is the difference between something's 

being a means to an end and its being a constituent part of an 

end? In the second part of this chapter I answer that 

questions and discuss its significance for theories of 

practical rationality. 

^®I owe this point to Gail Merten. 
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In "The Coming Battles over Free Speech", Ronald Dworkin 

offers a review of Make No Law: The Sullivan Case and the 

First Amendment, by Anthony Lewis.But Dworkin does much 

more than simply review Lewis' book. He provides a thoughtful 

examination of various instrumental justifications for the 

free speech and press clauses of the First Amendment, and he 

argues that these justifications are inadequate to provide 

those protections required by a society committed to 

individual autonomy. It is this claim that he intends to 

support in his essay: 

we are a liberal society committed to individual moral 
responsibility, and any censorship on grounds of content 
is inconsistent with that commitment.''" 

Dworkin first claims that justifications for the free 

speech and press clauses fall into one of two categories: 

those which treat free speech instrumentally, and those which 

treat it as an essential and "constitutive" feature of a just 

political society. But he later points out that these two 

groups are not mutually exclusive; both are needed to fully 

explain First Amendment law. In fact, it is the third 

^'Dworkin, Ronald 'The Coming Battles Over Free Speech,' 
"The New York Review", June 11, 1992, p. 55-64. See also, his 
Freedom's Law: The Moral Reading of the American Constitution, 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996, Chapter 8, "Why 
Must Speech Be Free?", pp. 195-213. 

dworkin, Ronald, 'The Coming Battles Over Free Speech', 
"The New York Review of Books", (1992) p. 58. 
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category, the one that includes both justifications, that 

Dworkin actually recommends. But the reasons he gives do not 

seem to demand anything more than an instrumental 

justification. 

On am instrumental justification, free speech is 

important "not because people have any intrinsic moral right 

to say what they wish," but because the consequences of 

protecting speech produce good effects for society as a whole. 

Holmes gives an instrumental justification when he declares 

that politics is more likely to do good if political 

discussion is free; and Madison gives one when he argues that 

free speech helps protect the power of the people to govern 

themselves. Similarly, if you believe that protecting free 

speech is necessary because it curtails the possibility of 

government corruption by diminishing governmental power to 

punish critics, this is an instrumental justification of free 

speech. Constitutive justifications do not find free speech 

valuable in virtue of the consequences it has, but rather 

because 

it is an essential and 'constitutive' feature of a just 
political society that government treat all its adult 
members, except those who are incompetent, as responsible 
moral agents."*' 

According to Dworkin, the notion of moral responsibility 

includes two necessary attributes. First, individuals have a 

••'ibid. , p. 56 . 
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responsibility to make up their own minds. It is an insult to 

human dignity to withhold an opinion on the ground that it is 

too dangerous or offensive for another to hear and consider 

it. Second, individuals have a responsibility to express 

their convictions to others. Respect and concern for others 

and a desire that the truth be known require that citizens be 

free to voice their opinions. 

Dworkin's primary target in this essay is former U. S. 

Supreme Court Justice Brennan's opinion in the Sullivan case. 

Brennan's opinion in that case markedly changed the 

constitutional law regarding libel. Traditionally, libel had 

no First Amendment protection. In the Sullivan decision, the 

Court introduced such protection, but limited it to cases 

involving public officials. The Court ruled that pxiblic 

officials must show "actual malice" to win a libel action 

against the press. Private individuals, however, were left 

free to recover damages imposed under much weaker conditions. 

The instrumental nature of the justification for such a ruling 

is clear. If the legislative or judicial goal is one of 

helping secure the wisest choice of public officials and 

policies then it will be very important to protect speech 

critical of public officials. Dworkin speculates that the 

limitation to public officials may have been due to Brennan's 

concerns about collecting a majority for his decision. But 

whatever the motivation, Dworkin's point is that the 
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instrumental justification so well-suited to the purpose of 

protecting speech critical of public officials is unacceptable 

as a complete justification even for the First Amendment's 

political core. 

Dworkin believes that decisions like the one offered by 

Brennan reinforce the dangerous assumption that instrumental 

justifications are all there is to the First Amendment. But, 

instrumental justifications alone do not provide adequate 

justification for the protection of even political speech. 

For example, Madison's argument that free speech protects the 

power of the people to govern themselves would allow 

government censorship of what it considered politically-

sensitive material, like the Pentagon Papers, if a majority of 

Americans approved granting such power. And permitting a 

group of neo-Nazis to march with swastikas in Skokie, 

Illinois, where many Holocaust survivors lived, or racist 

speech at a Klu Klux Klan rally, does not really do anything 

to improve our leadership or policy choices. Yet, Dworkin 

believes that protecting even this kind of hateful speech is 

important. It is important, he says, for the reason that the 

constitutive justification of free speech emphasizes: "because 

we are a liberal society committed to individual moral 

responsibility, and any censorship on grounds of content is 

inconsistent with that commitment."''^ 

••^Ibid., p. 58. 
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Another example of neglecting the constitutive 

justification of free speech, is provided in the Supreme 

Court's Rust V. Hill decision. In that 1991 case, the Court 

upheld the Reagan administration's reinterpretation of a 1970 

statute to mean that doctors, nurses or counselors in 

federally financed family planning clinics could not discuss 

abortion procedures. They could not even respond to patients' 

questions about abortion, including whether it was legal, or 

where to get abortion information. The Bush administration 

later amended the regulations to allow doctors to discuss 

abortion, but not nurses or other personnel. The Court's 

decision sets a dangerous precedent. The Court argued that 

the government was not censoring anyone, it was simply 

indicating how money it supplied had to be spent. Doctors 

were free to seek employment at other facilities. 

According to Dworkin, the Court's argument would not have 

been possible without the assumption that the purpose of the 

First Amendment is simply that of protecting political 

expression. No one would permit the government to use its 

financial resources to censor the political speech of doctors, 

for example, about health care policies. Yet, from the 

perspective of the constitutive justification of free speech, 

there is no difference between that kind of censorship and the 

kind upheld in Rust v. Hill. From that perspective, the 

moral responsibility of both doctor and patient is impugned by 
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restricting the information a doctor may provide as part of 

her own assessment of that patient's health and well-being. 

To do so as a condition of employment and regardless of the 

wishes of the patient, is clearly to insult the dignity and 

character of both doctor and patient. 

A final contrast of instrumental and constitutive 

justifications suggested by Dworkin may be found in arguments 

concerning the censorship of pornography and other material 

foxind offensive to women, and in cases involving hate speech. 

Some philosophers have argued in favor of censoring 

pornographic material on the instrumental grounds that 

effective participation by women in the political arena 

requires that these forms of speech be prohibited.^' An 

Indianapolis ordinance, for instance, claimed that such 

material "silences" women and thus diminishes their political 

activity and effectiveness. But Dworkin and others maintain 

that banning pornography amounts to nothing more than 

censoring materials because of the offensiveness of the ideas 

they express. Dworkin claims that this is precisely the kind 

of censorship that the constitutive justification of free 

speech challenges: that speech not be outlawed because it 

expresses a particular idea or attitude, even an offensive 

one. 

^^See, for example, Catherine McKinnon, Only Words, 
(1993) . This book was also reviewed by Dworkin in "The New 
York Review of Books". 
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It is interesting that Dworkin begins his essay by asking 

what the point or purpose of the First Amendment is. The idea 

of a purpose or goal immediately suggests an instrumental 

relation. Yet, what Dworkin is at pains to show is that First 

Amendment protections are not completely derivable from 

instrumental considerations alone. He does not deny the 

validity of instrximental justifications of free speech. In 

fact he considers them necessary to the full explanation of 

First Amendment law. But he does not think them sufficient 

for protections he thinks we intuitively want to preserve. If 

that is so, then the constitutive justifications he wants to 

endorse have a necessary role in safeguarding speech that 

can't be protected in any instrumental way. 

Dworkin is the not the first to argue that free speech is 

is both constitutively and isntrumentally valuable for people 

like ourselves. In chapter two of On Liberty J.S. Mill 

provides the instrumental grounds for protecting freedom of 

opinion and expression. In chapter three he claims that 

"individuality" is "one of the elements" of human well-being: 

. . .the greatest difficulty to be encountered does not lie 
in the appreciation of means toward an acknowledged end, 
but in the indifference of persons in general to the end 
itself. If it were felt that the free development of 
individuality is one of the leading essentials of well-
being; that it is not only a coordinate element with all 
that is designated by the terms civilisation, 
instruction, education, culture, but is itself a 
necessary part and condition of all those things; there 
would be no danger that liberty should be undervalued, 
and the adjustment of boundaries between it and social 
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control would present no extraordinary difficulty 

On a constitutive justification, freedom of speech is 

valuable because it is an essential and "constitutive" feature 

of a "just political society" that government treat competent 

adults as responsible moral agents. Instrumental 

justifications, at least typically, concentrate mainly on 

political speech. This is problematic because if one thinks 

the point of protecting free speech is the protection of 

democracy or democratic processes, then safeguards for art, 

literature or science will not be forthcoming unless they can 

be shown to bear on politics. Instrumental justifications are 

seen as inadequate because certain protections which we might 

intuitively deem necessary would not now be justified by them. 

Consider, for example, the words of Robert Bork: 

Constitutional protection should be accorded only to 
speech that is explicitly political. There is no basis 
for judicial intervention to protect any other form of 
expression, be it scientific, literary, or that variety 
of expression we call obscene or pornographic. Moreover, 
within that category of speech we ordinarily call 
politica, there should be no constitutional obstruction 
to laws making criminal any speech that advocates 
forcible overthrow of the government, or the violation of 
any law."*^ 

^Mill, J.S., On Liberty, (1975), p. 54. 

^^Robert Bork, "Neutral Principles and Some First 
Amendment Problems," Indiana Law Journal, 47(1) 1971. (In the 
Senate hearings considering his nomination to the Supreme 
Court, Bork said he had abandoned this view.) 
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Bork holds that free speeech rights are instrumental to the 

proper maintenance of democratic institutions. As a result, he 

sees no reason for constituional protection for speech that 

doesn't serve this aim. Dworkin's concern is legitimate. His 

worry is that if our right to freedom of speech is given 

merely an instrumental defense, then that right has no weight 

whenever it comes into conflict with the values it is 

instrumental to. 

Dworkin may be right that the most popular versions of 

instrumental justifications concentrate mainly on political 

speech, but he has not shown that anything necessitates this. 

There is nothing in the nature of instrumental justifications 

that confines them to purely political ideas. Treating 

individuals as responsible moral agents is not ruled out by an 

instrumental justification of free speech. What Dworkin has 

done is compare instrumental justifications which limit the 

goal of free speech to democracy in politics with constitutive 

justifications which take as their goal something like 

upholding human dignity. The fact that these justifications 

then dispense different protections is not a function of 

whether they take free speech as a means or an end, it is a 

result of the different ends they are designed to secure. An 

instrumental justification designed to safeguard democratic 

processes will not assign the same protections for speech as 



69 

a constitutive justification designed to uphold human dignity. 

An adequate picture of the difference between instrumental and 

constitutive justifications would have to come from comparing 

a view that takes free speech as constitutive of human dignity 

and one that takes it as a means to that same end. Such a 

comparison would help determine what, if any, difference 

results from taking free speech as a means and taking it as a 

constituent part of an end. In the following section I will 

concentrate on the distinction between means and ends as 

preparation for returning to this comparison. The question to 

be finally addressed is "What, if anything, is significant for 

practical reason about the difference in taking something as 

a means as opposed to taking it as a constitutive part of an 

end?" 

II - Means vs. Constitutive Parts of Ends 

The distinction between something's being a means to an 

end and its being constitutive of an end is discussed by G.E. 

Moore in Principia Ethlca. Moore points out that though they 

may sometimes be expressed in the same language, the relation 

between means and end is importantly different from the 

relation between part and whole. This difference is 

illustrated by the fact that the existence of the means is not 

a necessary condition for the existence of the end at which it 

aims, whereas the existence of the part is a necessary 
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condition for the existence of the whole of which it is a 

part. If we suppose some whole to have intrinsic value, for 

example, and then remove some part of that whole, what remains 

is not what was asserted to have intrinsic value. But, if we 

suppose some whole to have intrinsic value and remove the 

means to that whole, what was asserted to have intrinsic value 

does still exist. Let us consider an example. 

One possible thesis about ends is that there is one 

overarching summum bonum which people seek during their 

lifetimes. We might call this view monism and express it as 

the view that there is one single value, perhaps happiness, 

which agents pursue for its ovm sake. Suppose my ultimate end 

is happiness. Perhaps I value being a parent because it gives 

me the opportunity to share in a very special loving and 

caring relationship and this makes me happy. Now, is being a 

parent a means to my happiness, or is it that a constitutive 

part of my happiness consists in parenting? 

If my ultimate end is happiness, and no matter how 

ecstatic I am from other sources, parenting would always 

increase my happiness, then it seems that a portion of my 

happiness cannot be achieved by any other means than 

parenting. If this is so, it seems that parenting is actually 

part of my ultimate end of happiness, rather than merely a 

means to it. Just as the last piece is a necessary part of 

the complete pie, so parenting is a necessary part of my most 
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complete happiness. 

There are several ways that one can experience a loving 

a caring relationship. One can seek out and cultivate close 

friendships, for example, or develop intimate relationships, 

or even pursue other sorts of special family relationships. 

I might even compensate for the happiness lost in not being a 

parent by carefully providing for my financial security; 

something else that gives me happiness. But it would always 

be the case that, everything else being equal, I'd be happier 

being a parent, too. If parenting is necessary to my most 

complete happiness, a happiness that can't be achieved through 

any other kind of loving and caring relationship, then 

parenting is part of my happiness and not just a means to that 

end. 

How does all this affects the instrumental and 

constitutive justifications of free speech? We have already 

seen that part of Dworkin's problem results from confusing 

means and ends. He compares justifications that have 

different ends and treats the difference in protections they 

dispense as though it were a function of their instrumental or 

constitutive nature. But Dworkin actually thinks that 

prohibiting speech on the basis of its content violates a 

person's dignity and prevents her from fulfilling her moral 

responsibilities. So in fact, upholding human dignity is the 

end he is concerned to secure. Dworkin believes the end of 



72 

human dignity cannot be completely secured by instrumental 

means alone. He claims that free speech is partly constitutive 

of dignity and autonomy. But this depends on one's conception 

of the end of "human dignity".''^ There are conceptions of 

human dignity that are compatible with some restriction. 

Dworkin's claim is that respecting individuals' right to 

free speech is part of treating them as autonomous moral 

agents. But is all speech a constitutive part of a person's 

autonomy, or only some? It seems that we may plausibly claim 

that all speech is a constitutive part of the speaker's 

autonomy. Any restrictions whatsoever on my speech, interfere 

with my right to choose what I shall say. 

But one could not sensibly maintain a view that required 

maximal autonomy for everyone; it's simply not possible. One 

person's exercise of her freedom limits another person's 

freedom. So, the autonomy in question must be a more limited 

notion, a notion that offers maximum autonomy possible 

consistent with a like autonomy for everyone. But if this is 

true, then a more limited speech than Dworkin allows will be 

constitutive of this more plausible version of autonomy. 

Dworkin claims that prohibiting speech on the basis of 

content violates respect for human dignity. But, given a 

plausible notion of autonomy, not all speech is supportive of 

have benefited from conversations with Gail Merten and 
Grant Sterling in formulating this response. 
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human dignity. Some speech, such as racist and sexist speech, 

actually undermines rather than upholds, human dignity. 

Protecting speech such as racist slurs and pornographic 

material that "silences women", cannot be constitutive of any 

plausible notion of human dignity. 

But if this is true, then an instrumental justification 

is sufficient for satisfying the goals of upholding human 

dignity or preserving a just political society. There is no 

reason why constitutional lawyers and scholars attempting to 

uphold human dignity, or sustain a just political society, 

cannot adopt those things as ends and treat a limited free 

speech as the best means to them. Moreover, we come to 

realize that a limited free speech must be partly constitutive 

of these ends precisely because no other means to human 

dignity, or a just political society, can substitute for the 

part secured by the particular freedom a limited free speech 

offers. 

It is not news, of course, that absolute free speech is 

not an ultimate end, something to be protected at any cost. 

But perhaps the areas of limitation on speech are broader than 

we first expected and considering a limited speech as 

constitutive of the end of a plausible form of human dignity 

explains why those limits are drawn the way they are. Hate 

speech, pornography, and perhaps certain other forms of racist 

and sexist expression are unjustified because maximum autonomy 
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possible for everyone is an end worth protecting and these 

forms of speech undermine that protection. 

And finally, for theories of practical rationality, we 

leam the difference between something's being a means to an 

end, and its being a constitutive part of that end and how to 

detect the difference. This distinction may be important in 

determining what people's ends actually are, and thus 

important for rationally evaluating their actions. David 

Wiggins, for example, has argued that we must first be able to 

specify an agent's end, before any deliberation about the 

means to achieving it may beginIf Wiggins is right, it is 

important to be able to distinguish means, from constituent 

parts of ends. But more importantly than that, the foregoing 

discussion may actually suggest that Wiggins is wrong. In 

some cases, perhaps those similar to this case of free speech, 

the best way to discover the constituent parts of an end may 

be to deliberate about the best means to achieving it.''* 

'^''Wiggins, David, "Deliberation and Practical Reason" in 
Essays on Aristotle's Ethics, A. 0. Rorty, ed., (1980), pp. 
221-140 . 

^Thanks to Clark Wolf, Gail Merten and Grant Sterling for 
their helpful comments on this chpater. 
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Chapter 4 

Evaluating Ends 

An adequate theory of practical reason tells us when 

agents or actions are rational and why. What part of a theory 

of practical rationality does means/end reasoning comprise? Is 

a purely instrumental, or means/end conception of practical 

rationality an adequate characterization of the proper 

function of reason in human action? Many philosophers, 

Nicholas Rescher, Michael Slote, E.J. Bond and Stephen 

Nathanson, for example, think not.'*' In this chapter I will 

consider the "instrumental view" of practical reason with the 

aim of investigating one particular problem for that view: 

that instrumentalism places no constraints on the content of 

final ends, any end is potentially rationally permissible.^ 

I shall use Rescher's work to illustrate this problem and 

argue that while Rescher claims to offer a noninstrumentalist 

approach that allows for the evaluation of final ends, the 

position he supports does not really constitute any rejection 

"•'See, for example. Bond, E.J., Reason and Value, (1983), 
Rescher, Nicholas, Rationality, (1988), Nathanson, Stephen, 
The Ideal of Rationality, (1994), Slote, Michael, Beyond 
Optimizing, (1989). 

few notes of clarity are in order here. First, by 
"instrumentalism" in this chapter, I intend the nonHumean, 
nonconstitutive, Gauthier-type of instrumentalism discussed in 
Chapter 1. Second, by "ends", iinless otherwise noted, I shall 
mean final ends. 
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of instrumentalism.^' On the contrary, instrumentalism is 

capable of managing the difficulties advanced by Rescher. To 

think otherwise, is to misunderstand the instrumentalist 

position. 

Evaluating Ends 

Basically, the instrumental view of practical rationality 

states that it is rational for S to bring about Y provided 

that X is an important end for S and S believes that Y is the 

most effective means to that end. It seems to follow from 

this that the final ends themselves are not open to rational 

evaluation; only the effectiveness of means to chosen ends is 

rationally assessed. This idea seems solidly entrenched in 

the philosophical literature. Aristotle said: 

...we deliberate about what promotes an end, not about 
the end." 

And David Hume: 

Reason is and ought only to be the slave of the passions, 
and can never pretend to any other office than to serve 
and obey them.^^ 

^^But Rescher is not the only person who rejects the 
instrumentalist claim that any end is potentially rationally 
permissible. For a good discussion of the views of Brandt, 
Rawls, Baier and Gert, among others, see Stephen Nathanson, 
The Ideal of Rationality, (1984), especially pp. 123-137. 

"Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Terence Irwin, trans., 
(1985), p.63. 

"Hume, David, A Treatise of Human Nature, (1978) , p. 415. 
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More recently: 

'Reason' has a perfectly clear and precise meaning. It 
signifies the choice of the right means for the end that 
you wish to achieve. It has nothing whatever to do with 
the choice of ends.^ 

Judgments of rationality are judgments about how 
effectively an individual is pursuing some goal. This is 
what all judgments of rationality have in common.®^ 

The theory of rational choice also treats practical 
reason as strictly instrumental...[I]n identifying 
rationality with the maximization of a measure of 
preference, the theory of rational choice disclaims all 
concern with the ends of action.^® 

This idea, that the ends of action are not open to 

rational evaluation, is aptly illustrated and criticized by 

Rescher in his book Rationality in the chapter entitled "The 

Rationality of Ends".^ According to Rescher, not all 

reasoning is means/end; not all deliberation is about means to 

pre-established ends. Certainly, a part of rationality 

consists in simply discovering, through reasoned deliberation, 

what are the proper means to achieving one's goals. But this 

is only part of practical reason. Practical reason, for 

Rescher, consists in two kinds of deliberation: cognitive 

^Russell, Bertrand, Human Society in Ethics and Politics, 
(1952), p. viii. 

^^Foley, Richard, The Theory of Epistemic Rationality, 
(1987), p. 137. 

^®Gauthier, David P., Morals By Agreement, (1986), p. 25-
6. 

"Rescher, Nicholas, Rationality, (1988). 
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deliberations regarding matters of information and evaluative 

deliberations regarding matters of value. It is a mistake, 

according to Rescher, to take simply the first kind of 

deliberation for the whole of practical rationality. This, he 

says, is what Hume did. 

The first kind of deliberation, cognitive deliberation, 

concerns the question of whether certain actions are efficient 

means to given ends. As Rescher notes, this kind of 

deliberation is often associated with Hume. For Hume, reason 

was conditional or hypothetical, as opposed to categorical. 

If you desire a certain end, reason indicates which actions 

are required and perhaps which are sufficient to obtain it. 

Of course, there is also always the alternative of giving up 

the end.^® For Hume, reason never dictates one option over 

the other. Reason never commands one to do something 

categorically. Its role is strictly informative, describing 

what one, on pain of inconsistency, must accept or reject. It 

does not command us to take efficient means to secure our 

ends, it merely informs us of the existence of those means. 

It is just as consistent with reason to give up an end as it 

is to take efficient means to obtain it. 

Moreover, reason, in the Humean sense, is perfectly 

^®0f course, for Hume, we cannot give up the final end of 
pursuing pleasure and avoiding pain. References to "ends" in 
Hume here, are merely shorthand for "intermediate ends", which 
are really means. 
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inert. It is a faculty of information, not motivation. It 

determines matters of fact, but it does not impel us toward or 

away from any action. Thus, it does not move us to pursue 

means efficient to achieving our ends. It is the passions 

which, through desire or aversion, impel us toward some 

actions and away from others. It is the passions which set 

our ends for us. Thus, for Hume, reason is neither 

prescriptive nor motivational. It neither impels us toward or 

away from any action, nor prescribes any action to us. Reason 

is perfectly and wholly descriptive. Hume emphasizes his 

commitment to this view in the following passage: 

It is not contrary to reason to prefer the 
destruction of the whole world to the scratching of 
my finger. It is not contrary to reason for me to 
choose my total ruin...It is as little contrary to 
reason to prefer even my own acknowledged lesser 
good to my greater, and to have a more ardent 
affection for the former than the latter.^' 

Rescher criticizes this aspect of the Humean view of 

reason. For Rescher, this is clearly "strange stuff". But, 

it is not reason's lack of prescriptive or motivational force 

that Rescher objects to. Even if reason did prescribe taking 

efficient means to secure one's ends, and even if reason did 

invoke some corresponding impulse to pursue such means, this 

would not be sufficient for an adequate theory of practical 

^'Hume, David, A Treatise of Human Nature, L.A. Selby-
Bigge, (ed.), (1978), p. 416. 
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rationality, according to Rescher. For final ends are open to 

rational assessment too, and for this we need the second, 

evaluative kind of deliberation. Hume's error, for Rescher, 

lay in his taking cognitive, informative rationality as the 

whole of rationality. But surely, Rescher says, this is 

nonsense. Surely ends are open to rational assessment too. 

A voyage to a foolish destination - no matter how efficiently 

conducted - is a foolish enterprise. Surely means may be 

directed toward inappropriate ends. Surely we can reason not 

only about matters of fact, but about matters of value as 

well. In fact, we must. We must determine that our means are 

not directed toward 'inappropriate' or 'foolish' ends; that 

the ends we have chosen deserve the value which we assign to 

them. "Reason cannot simply beg off from considering the 

validity of ends...various evaluations are palpably crazy."® 

Evaluative rationality concerns the validity of goals. It is 

the kind of deliberation which concerns whether the ends we 

have in fact adopted merit adoption. 

But then, how do we evaluate ends for choice-worthiness? 

According to Rescher, this is determined by the relation of 

our ends to our real and legitimate interests. The adoption 

of ends that are detrimental to our interests is not fully 

rational, even if pursuit of them is highly efficient. 

To illustrate his position, Rescher distinguishes 3 

®°Rescher, Nicholas, Rationality, (1988), p.94. 
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levels of "wants" a person might be said to have. "Professed" 

wants are what one says or declares she wants. "Felt" wants 

are what one actually does want or prefer, and "real" (or 

appropriate) wants are what one "ought" to want on the basis 

of what is in one's best interests. For Rescher, it is these 

"appropriate" wants that are pivotal for rationality and which 

play a cinjcial role in the noninstrumental operations of 

practical reason. 

In assessing ends, apparent or perceived interests are 

not sufficient for rationality. Rationality is not simply a 

matter of pursuing, however effectively, what we want or what 

we perceive as in our interests. The question of 

appropriateness is crucial. Merely adopting or preferring 

something does not render it an appropriate object of our 

pursuit. Our ends must actually be worthy of preference and 

desire by promoting - or at least not impeding - our 

interests. Rational ends, for Rescher, are those that are 

good for us in the sense of contributing to our overall 

welfare. Irrational ends are those that impede the 

realization of our "real" wants. Evaluative - as opposed to 

instrumental - rationality consists in determining whether our 

'professed' or "felt" wants are consistent with our "real" and 

legitimate wants. "I must be prepared", says Rescher, "to get 

involved in a rational critique of ends - to examine in the 

light of objective standards whether what I desire is 
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desirable, whether my actual ends are rational ends, whether 

my putative interests are real interests. This evaluative 

component of rationality is noninstrumental for Rescher, I 

presume, since determining whether one's "felt" or "professed" 

wants are consistent with one's "real" wants does not 

necessarily involve means/end reasoning.®^ 

But then, what is in a person's best interest? What are 

one's "real" interests? Rescher's answer is that what is in a 

person's interest is largely a matter of meeting needs people 

universally have in common. These are things such as health, 

companionship, adequate resources, etc. What a person wants 

may also play a role. Certainly, people in varying 

circumstances will develop varying personal interests and 

desires. Satisfying these personal interests is appropriate 

as long as it does not interfere with one's overall good. But 

even the particular interest of a person is valid for Rescher 

only because it can be subordinated to some universal 

interest. Thus, it is in my interest to have you for a friend 

®'lbid. p.100. 

®^The notions of "contribution" and "consistency" may 
suggest noninstrumental associations that recall our former 
distinctions between part/whole and means/end relations. Also, 
the reader may wonder why I have not suggested that Rescher 
endorses a Humean notion of our final end as the ultimate 
human good, or an Aristotlean notion of the human good as an 
"inclusive end". But I do not think these are necessary to 
understanding Rescher's position and I hope to have answered 
any questions regarding these issues by the end of the 
chapter. 
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only because companionship is a universal interest, something 

anyone would recognize as desirable or valuable. Universal 

interests are the termination points for reasoning and 

deliberation. They are the interests it is appropriate for 

anyone in similar circumstances to have. They are shaped by 

the needs that human beings share. Ultimately, they determine 

the legitimization of ends. Not satisfying these needs, would 

be detrimental to our welfare and thus irrational. 

So, evaluative reason requires two things of us. First, 

we must acknowledge a rationality of ends; a set of interests 

determined by our natures and shaped by the needs that human 

beings share. About these utlimate ends, Rescher says, there 

can be no deliberation. "We have to go from where we are."® 

The ultimate human good is not something chosen by us. It is 

"fixed by our inescapable ontological circumstance."®* 

Second, on a more deliberative level, evaluative rationality 

requires determining whether our professed or actual ends are 

actually consistent with these ultimate ends. In this sense, 

ends - and not just means - are open to rational assessment, 

too. Irrational ends are those that thwart the realization of 

a person's best interest. Rational ends are those that do 

not. 

®Ibid. p. 105. 

•^Ibid. 
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The Instrumentalist Responses 

In what sense is Rescher's conception of evaluative 

rationality importantly noninstrumental? The most obvious 

response an instrumentalist might make to Rescher's argument 

is to claim that his position is not at all 

noninstrumentalist. Nothing Rescher has said illustrates the 

existence of a new kind of rationality. Realizing my real and 

true interests simply involves adopting as subgoals those 

things which are effective promoters of this final end of the 

overall human good. What subgoals it is axiologically 

appropriate for me to adopt are simply those which promote (or 

at least do not impede) the pursuit of what are genuine 

interests for me. Deliberation about the merit of those 

subgoals is no different from deliberation about the 

efficiency of the adoption of means. Certain final ends are 

appropriate, according to Rescher, just in case they promote 

my true interests. But what that really means is that they 

are appropriate when they are efficient means to the 

achievement of some particular final ends. Thought of in this 

way, they function as derivative ends - means really - in just 

the same way that setting out to take certain means can be 

thought of as a subgoal. 

True enough, one might argue. But, most likely what 

Rescher intended as the object of "axiological" rationality 

was not the adoption of certain subgoals, but rather the 
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adoption of the substantive ends themselves - those "further 

ends" which actually are genuine interests for me. They are 

not means in any direct or derivative sense. These are the 

proper objects in a rationality of ends. What Rescher is 

doing that the instrumentalist does not, is requiring that 

rational agents adopt these particular substantive ends. 

But Rescher's criticism of the Humean view seems to 

prohibit the above interpretation. Rescher's criticism of 

Herbert Simon is similar to his criticism of the Humean 

position. He quotes Simon: 

Reason is wholly instrumental. It cannot tell us 
where to go; at best it can tell us how to get 
there. It is a gun for hire that can be employed 
in the service of any goals we have, good or bad.®^ 

On Simon's view, according to Rescher, there is no 

rational assessment of the ends of action. Ends stand 

completely outside the sphere of rational assessment, not open 

to rational evaluation. For Rescher, it follows that these 

ends are "no more than our value allegiances, the product of 

a rationally blind attachment to some fundamentally 

extrarational commitment."®® Our ends on such a view, says 

Rescher, are arbitrary and incapable of rational 

justification. 

So what exactly is it then, that is left for Rescher to 

®5lbid. p.95. 

®®Ibid. 
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claim is open to evaluative rationality? It can't be those 

particular, substantive final ends, for Rescher admits that at 

that level there is no deliberation about ends. The human 

good is the ultimate foundation for substantive, practical 

rationality. About this, there is no deliberation. "We have 

to go from where we are".®' The ultimate human good is not 

something chosen by us. It is "fixed by our inescapable 

ontological circumstance."®* However, ends are either final 

or not. It is only final ends about which no rational 

deliberation is possible. Therefore, there is no reason to 

think that other ends cannot be treated indirectly, as 

subgoals aimed at achieving those final ends and so capable of 

rational review in precisely the same way that one deliberates 

about means. But if this is true, nothing beyond 

instrumentalism is needed in the evaluation of human conduct. 

For instrumentalists do not claim that final ends are never 

evaluated, only that they are only evaluated instrumentally -

with a view toward the achievement of other important aims or 

goals adopted by the agent. 

Consider the person who, after careful reflection, 

refuses to take her health into practical account and 

®'lbid. p. 105. 

®®Ibid. 
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explicitly rejects an interest in not smoking.® On Rescher's 

view, this person is paradigmatically irrational. Health is 

a universal want based on needs human beings share. This 

agent's "felt" and "professed" wants are explicitly 

inconsistent with that. Thus, she is irrational. The 

important issue lies in explaining whether the agent is 

irrational because she is, as Rescher would claim, efficiently 

pursuing an irrational end - or whether she is, as the 

instrrimentalist might claim, not irrational at all. 

The instrumentalist claims that we must treat the person 

on the basis of her own acknowledged value structure. She may 

be odd - there are few persons who do not acknowledge an 

interest in health - but she seems, at least intuitively, 

rational. To test your intuitions, consider the case of the 

masochist. Suppose the masochist does not acknowledge an 

interest in freedom from pain. She desires pain. Pain, for 

her, is a "professed" and also an "actual" want. Now, is it 

an "appropriate" want? The universal interest is in freedom 

from pain. So on Rescher's scheme it is clearly not an 

"appropriate" want. But, what is it rational for the 

masochist, given her psychological abnormality, to pursue? Can 

we say, following Rescher, that the masochist is irrational in 

pursuing pain? 

^'This example is borrowed from a version offered by 
Gauthier, in Morals By Agreement, (1986) p. 34. 
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Rescher might say that certain people, given their 

psychological abnormalities, might have interests that are 

different from the statistically normal individual. In such 

a case, what is rational for the person to pursue will be 

correspondingly different as well. But this response has the 

consequence of collapsing "actual" and "appropriate" wants. 

Or at least of not explaining how the collapse is avoided. If 

"appropriate" wants are decided on the basis of individual 

interests, then in what important sense is there a rationality 

based on "universal" needs that human beings share? The idea 

here seems to be that there are needs human beings share and 

when they share them, they pursue them and when they 

reflectively desire something else, they ought to pursue that 

instead and irrationality consists in not effectively pursuing 

ends that promote one's individually chosen ends. But this is 

just instrumentalism. 

The reason Rescher's view seems so appealing is that we 

usually do desire what is in our interest. We think it is 

irrational to smoke because we value health and long life. 

But suppose we don't. Suppose what is in our best interest 

just doesn't appeal to us, just isn't part of our overall life 

plan? Then on what basis can Rescher, or anyone else, argue 

that it is irrational for us to not pursue it? Suppose I'm 

self-destructive. Isn't bungie-jumping, joining the marines, 

or race-car driving, rational for me? 
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Moreover, one cannot help but wonder what it is, for 

Rescher, that convinces him that the human good is the 

ultimate foundation for substantive practical reason. The 

connection between the human good and practical rationality is 

never addressed. But an explanation is needed to distinguish 

"seeking the 'human good'" from "a blind attachment to some 

fundamentally extrarational commitment", something that 

Rescher is concerned to do. It needs to be emphasized, I 

think, that "extrarational" does not mean "irrational". And 

"blind" need not mean "irresponsible". It is not a 

disparagement of some fundamental human condition that it is 

labeled "extrarational", nor is it a disparagement of our 

condition if we are necessarily committed to some end. But 

that we are necessarily committed and that it is a good, does 

not automatically classify its pursuit as rational tout court. 

Perhaps these goods are the kinds of things that morality, not 

rationality, requires us to pursue. So this is not to say 

that we are not in any sense required, or encouraged to go 

after them - it only means that the association with 

rationality is indefinite. 

Ron Milo has pointed out that some philosophers appeal to 

overridingness to distinguish moral judgments from other kinds 

of judgments. On this view, moral principles are, by 

definition, those that express an agent's basic preferences 

among the ends she values. Any value, then, can be a moral 
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value. Those who take overridingness as the criterion make the 

distinction formally, not in virtue of the content of the 

principle. Milo himself finds more plausible a kind of 

naturalism which holds that certain features of actions 

necessarily define the moral point of view. Moral judgments 

include consideration of the harm or benefit caused and the 

idea that causing harm counts as a wrongmaking characteristic 

of action. This means that the moral point of view is 

incompatible with egoism, but it might include ideals of human 

excellence as long as this doesn't hinder the interests of 

others. On this view moral principles restrict the pursuit of 

our self-interest in order to avoid frustrating the interests 

of others. 

But Milo points out that advocates of both views agree 

that practically any normative principle can be accepted as 

moral - it depends on what one thinks are reasons for or 

against accepting that principle. On the material view, for 

example, the same principle can be treated by one person as a 

moral principle and by another as a maxim of prudence. If you 

think picking daisies is wrong because it causes harm, then it 

is a moral principle. If you simply cringe at the sight of 

people picking daisies, no matter what human interests are at 

stake, then you are not treating the principle as a moral one. 

There may then, according to Milo, be two, equally 
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legitimate, conceptions of morality. A broad conception in 

which moral considerations are principles people choose to 

guide their lives "all-things-considered". Or a more narrow 

version where moral principles place certain restraints on the 

pursuit of self-interest in order that each person's pursuit 

of her own good is compatible with a like pursuit by others. 

But either position, it seems to me, is compatible with 

seeking "the human good" in terms of universal needs people 

share, as proposed by Rescher. 

So it seems that Rescher has not shown the existence of 

a new kind of rationality - an evaluative rationality - a new 

rationality of ends. The evaluative deliberations he refers 

to are indeed a part of any complete picture of practical 

rationality. But those deliberations, though they make take 

different objects (objects of value rather than matters of 

fact) are instrumental in nature; they are deliberations about 

the achievement of goals. If in fact the substantive goals he 

identifies are those that any person ought to pursue, then, by 

his own admission, those goals, like the one's referred to by 

the instrumentalists, are not open at all to deliberation. 

So, in that case, there is no new kind of rationality needed. 

The larger more interesting issue is the nature of the 

connection of the substantive goals with practical 

rationality. This is the crucial issue. Without explanation, 

it is unclear how those ends are rationally required in some 
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noninstrumental sense. 

It is true that determining whether my professed or 

actual wants are consistent with my "real" wants does not 

necessarily involve mesins/end reasoning. But it's hard to 

imagine why consistency matters if not because of some 

eventual instrumental relation. Consistent ends are desirable 

because one simply can't achieve both in a pair of 

contradictory preferences. If one has goals, they should be 

achievable. Contradictory goals are not achievable. In fact, 

the reason satisfying basic needs is so important is because 

their fulfillment is necessary to the achievement of all other 

ends. 

Rescher may reply, however, that his point is simply that 

one cannot (rationally) ignore "appropriate" wants. There is 

a set of basic needs that we all have simply in virtue of 

being human. Evaluative rationality consists partly in 

adopting and acknowledging these ends and recognizing their 

normative relation to a rational plan of life. 

But this account then at least requires a principle by 

which one can determine which wants are 'appropriate' and 

which are not. We might begin by asking whether there is a 

single human nature which determines those 'appropriate' ends, 

or whether there might be a plurality of natures reflecting 

the varieties of capacities, skills and temperaments of 

different persons. Rescher seems to believe that there is a 
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single nature, a single set of basic needs, appropriate to all 

human persons. The masochist and monomeiniac, he says, "fail 

to think sensibly" about values and priorities.™ But is this 

right? Supposing the masochist to be psychologically different 

from you and I, to be, really, a freak of nature - is it 

really irrational, given his preference for pain over 

pleasure, for the masochist to pursue pain? I think not. 

Now what Rescher would argue, I think, is that it is 

precisely his preference for pain over pleasure that makes the 

masochist irrational in the evaluative sense. It is not his 

instrumentally efficient pursuit of pain that is irrational -

it is his masochistic end. But the question then is why it is 

irrational. Either the masochist cannot choose this end - it 

is an end given by his nature - or he can. If it IS an end 

given by his - admittedly abnormal - nature, then Rescher's 

evaluative rationality cannot issue in any criticism of it and 

must admit a plurality of human natures. If it is an end of 

choice -then if it is irrational it can only be irrational 

because it thwarts some other interest he might have. Rescher 

himself seems to recognize that this relation is essentially 

instrumental: "From the rational point of view," he says, "it 

is counterproductive to pursue wants at the expense of needs 

and real interests."" 

^°Rescher, Nicholas, Rationality, (1988), p.95. 

"Ibid. p. 103. 
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But, even if we agreed with Rescher about the masochist 

and monomaniac, it is hard to come up with a 'list' of basic 

needs that would be "appropriate" for all people. How about 

having children, for example? Is reproduction a "basic need"? 

Food? Even survival may be sacrificed for more important 

values. And it seems that for any "list" we can compose, we 

can think of some persons for whom some values on the list may 

conflict with others which are more important for them given 

their "ontological circumstance". So, what Rescher owes us, 

by way of explanation, is a principle for determining the 

basic needs essential for a full-fledged notion of 

rationality. One that is not so general that it is vacuous -

and not so narrow that it excludes some intuitively rational 

behavior. 

That principle, may or may not involve instrumental 

reasoning. Since we don't have the principle, we don't know. 

But at this point, Rescher has not provided a convincing 

reason for rejecting a strictly instrumental approach to 

practical reason. The evaluative deliberations he refers to 

are indeed part of any complete picture of practical 

rationality. But those deliberations, are instrumental in 

nature; they are deliberations about the achievement of goals. 

If in fact the substantive goals he identifies are those that 

any person ought to pursue, then, by his own admission, those 

goals, like the one's referred to by the instrumentalists, are 
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not open at all to deliberation. So, no new kind of 

rationality is needed. 

There may indeed be a rationality of "ends". But only 

when ends are derivative, when they actually function as 

means. Interest-based theories of rational choice, at least 

of the sort hinted at by Rescher, do not require any 

noninstrumental component of practical reason. Instrumental 

rationality is enough. 

Instrumental ism and the Aims of Science 

Before leaving this topic, I would like to consider a 

parallel concern in philosophy of science as discussed by 

Larry Laudan.'^ Laudan is arguing against a hierarchical model 

of justification in science in favor of what he calls the 

reticulated model. These differing approaches might be broadly 

compared to foundational and coherence theories in 

epistemology. A hierarchical, or foundational model promotes 

a linear system of support where factual disagreements are 

resolved by appeal to methodological rules and methodological 

controversies are resolved by reference to the shared aims or 

goals of science. In contrast, the reticulated model adopts a 

triadic network of justification where no level of commitment 

^Laudan, Larry, Science and Values, (1984) . These issues 
are discussed in Chapters Two and Three, pp. 23-66. I am 
grateful to Brian Beakley for pointing me to this material. 
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is more fundamental than any other. Instead, justification 

moves both up and down, promoting a more complex and mutually 

dependent relationship between factual claims, methodology and 

axiology. 

One advantage of such a model, for Laudan, is its 

acknowledgement that factual and methodological information 

shape the aims and goals of science as much as those goals 

shape consensus at the 'lower' levels. To use his own example, 

theory construction in science at one time prohibited the 

postulation of unobservable entities. Because of this, 

development of such theories as atomism, uniformitarianism and 

natural selection would be disallowed since they hypothesized 

objects too small or processes too gradual to be seen. Given 

the explicit aim of a science free from unobservable entities, 

such theories were illegitimate. But, once the scientific 

community came to acknowledge the legitimacy of hypotheses 

about unobservable entities, progress in those areas could be 

made. What prompted the change was the striking success of 

theories in areas such as neurophysiology, electricity, heat 

and phlogiston chemistry. The explicit aim of a science free 

from unobservable entities came into conflict with the types 

of theories some scientists were constructing. In response, 

they developed a new methodology for warranting claims about 

unobservable entities, the "method of hypothesis". This 

hypothetico-deductive model in turn made legitimate the aim of 
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understanding the visible world by means of posulating an 

invisible world which causally interacted with it. The process 

of goal revision was a result of examining what our best 

theories were capable of achieving. 

The reticulated model also allows for a rational choice 

between alternative sets of consistent goals. According to 

Laudan, people like Popper and Reichenbach, who accepted a 

hierarchical structure of justification, believed that there 

were no rational grounds for accepting or rejecting an agent's 

goals or aims other than some sort of internal consistency: 

Provided that a certain set of cognitive ends or values 
is internally consistent, then there is no scope for a 
rational evaluation of those aims or for a rationally 
grounded comparison of those aims with any other 
(consistent) set.'^ 

Thus Popper, for example, believed that there were no rational 

grounds for choosing between realism and instrumentalism in 

science - two opposing views about the aim's of science -

since both positions were internally consistent. Reichenbach's 

view was similar: 

If anyone tells us that he studies science for his 
pleasure [as opposed to his doing science because he 
wants to know the truth], ...it is no statement at all 
but a decision and everybody has the right to do what he 
wants....[When we propose an aim for science, we cannot] 
demand agreement to our proposal in the sense that we can 

""Laudan, Larry, Science and Values, (1984), p. 49. 
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demand it for statements which we have proven to be 
true. 

The upshot of such a position is far reaching: according 

to the hierarchical model there is no scope for the rational 

evaluation of any claim concerning the aims or goals of 

science, or for a rational comparison of those aims with any 

others. As long as a set of goals remains internally 

consistent, one set is as reasonable as another. This has the 

unattractive consequence of legitimizing indefinitely many 

alternative forms of "science", since different foirms will 

arise tailored to meet the various ends of many scientists. We 

are forced to accept a radical relativism in science. 

But Laudan believes that reason and rational evaluation 

do have a part to play in choosing between internally 

consistent alternative sets of aims or goals. He offers two 

general modes of goal evaluation - two ways of criticizing a 

proposed goal or set of goals: i)that it is Utopian or 

unrealizable or ii) that it fails to exhibit agreement between 

implicit and explicit values we endorse. We have already 

discussed the second mode of goal evaluation in illustrating 

the recognition of postulating unobservable entities. The idea 

is simply that the legitimacy of hypotheses about such 

entities was forced by a growing recognition that the explicit 

axiology of empiricism was at odds with the axiology implicit 

^"•Quoted by Laudan in Science and Values, (1984), p. 49. 
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in the scientists' theory preferences. My purpose here is 

mostly concerned with the first mode of goal evaluation - that 

goals are Utopian or unrealizable. 

A goal or value is Utopian when we have no grounds for 

believing that it can be realized. There are three ways this 

might be manifest. First, a goal may be demonstrably 

unrealizable, that is, given our \anderstandings about the laws 

of logic and nature, we can show that a certain goal cannot 

possibly be achieved. Aiming for physical immortality might be 

one example of such a goal, seeking the fountain of youth is 

another. 

Goals might also be criticized for being "semantically" 

Utopian. That is, many goals may be open to criticism on the 

grounds that they cannot be stated in a succinct and cogent 

manner. They may be imprecise, and/or ambiguous, allowing for 

multiple interpretations. Such a charge is serious because 

when an agent cannot clearly describe a stated goal, or 

identify it in concrete examples, then there is no objective 

way to establish when it has been realized and when it has 

not. When we say, for example, that our theories must be 

"simple" or "elegant" we allow a range of application almost 

anyone can find agreeable. 

Finally, goals may be "epistemically" Utopian. An agent 

may be fully capable of providing a clear definition of a 

stated goal that is not demonstrably uptopian. However, it 
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might still be the case that she cannot specify a criterion 

for determining when the goal has been realized and when it 

has not. Without the ability to establish when a particular 

goal has been realized, an agent is incapable of embarking on 

a plan of action to achieve or promote that goal. 

There are two separate points to be made here. First, 

Laudan's modes of goal evaluation should prompt recollection 

of Dewey's claim that the end reappears as a series of 'what 

nexts' and Wiggins' claim that we must first specify the end 

of an action before any deliberation about means can occur. I 

think these issues touch on a variety of unresolved questions 

that are fruitful areas for thought and research. It is not 

clear, for example, how much I must know about graduate 

school, before I may legitimately be considered to have the 

end of receiving a PhD. But whatever the answers turn out to 

be, Laudan's tools allow us to assess an agents goals to see 

that they are, aside from being consistent, both possible and 

actionable. And we should note that this is just what 

means/end rationality requires as well. For example we cannot, 

according to instrumentalism, rationally pursue being 8 feet 

tall, since there are no efficient means one can take to 

achieve that end. The reticulated model then, gives us more 

detail about how instrumentalists might criticize an agent's 

final ends, without positing some single set of rationally 

required ultimate aims. 
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And this brings us to the second point which concerns the 

idea of a rationality of final ends. I think Laudan's model 

supports an instrumentalist picture here, too. Laudan is 

surely right in pointing out that one's (or science's) aims 

and goals share a relation of mutual adjustment and dependence 

with methodology and factual claims. But, when it comes to the 

justification of the many goals which will satisfy the 

constraints of a reticulated model, Laudan's proposal is 

familiarly, and admittedly relativist. According to Laudan, 

there is no single "right" goal for science, no single 

axiology, but a wide variety of goals supported by a wide 

variety of purposeful inquiry. These goals are subject to 

rational assessment by critical tools outlined by Laudan in 

his essay, such as being both possible and actionable, but 

beyond this Laudan admits that there is little that 

rationality can demand. He says, 

. . .beyond demanding that our cognitive goals must relfect 
our best beliefs about what is and what is not possible, 
that our methods must stand in an appropriate relation to 
our goals, and that our implicit and explicit values must 
be synchronized, there is little more that the theory of 
rationality can demand." 

'^Laudan, Larry, Science and Values, (1984), p. 64. 
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Chapter 5 

All-Things-Considered Rationality 
and the Conflict of Ends 

In "Believing Reasonably", John Heil presents a 

conception of practical rationality based on an account of 

what it is rational "all-things-considered" for an agent to 

do.^® In this chapter I propose an alternative to Heil's "all-

things-considered" view. The account I provide shows that the 

pre-theoretic intuitions Heil wants to preserve and the 

philosophical interests he wants to satisfy can be fully 

accommodated within a strictly instrumental theory of 

practical rationality. No new conception of rationality, 

"all-things-considered", is needed. 

Consider Barbara who, unbeknownst to her husband Daniel, 

has acquired considerable evidence that he has been 

unfaithful. Perhaps she keeps scmipulous account of the 

family finances and cannot account for certain expenditures. 

Perhaps also, Daniel's whereabouts are sometimes mysterious, 

an unfamiliar fragrance sometimes lingers on his clothes and 

a certain phone number has been found in his coat pocket. 

Suppose also, however, that Barbara believes their marriage 

worth preserving and is the possessor of a certain pill which, 

if taken, would erase all memory traces of just the evidence 

of Daniel's infidelity. If Barbara does not take the pill. 

^®Heil, J. "Believing Reasonably", Nous 26:1 (1992) 47-62. 
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she could never hide her suspicions from Daniel and would 

begin acting in ways destructive to their relationship, 

thereby ensuring the demise of the marriage. If she does take 

the pill she will presei-ve the marriage, but her epistemic 

integrity, her commitment to the pursuit of truth, will have 

been compromised. What should Barbara do?'^ 

Barbara's situation is one in which certain practical and 

epistemic motives incline her in opposite and incompatible 

directions. Adhering to the principles of epistemic 

reasonableness and not taking the pill would frustrate an 

important practical interest for Barbara: preserving her 

marriage. Taking the pill, however, violates what Barbara 

recognizes to be epistemically prescribed: the pursuit of 

truth. When faced with this sort of dilemma what should a 

reasonable agent do? Ought one always succumb to the dictates 

of epistemic reason? Or are there times when epistemic 

judgments are more properly siibordinate to one's practical 

concerns? 

One response is, of course, that what a reasonable agent 

should do depends on what we mean by a "reasonable" agent. A 

"This case is a modified version of cases discussed by J. 
Heil, "Believing What One Ought", Journal of Philosophy 80, 
(1983): 752-765, "Believing Reasonably", Nous 26:1 (1992) 47-
62 and Jack Meiland, "What Ought We To Believe?", American 
Philosophical Quarterly 17, (1980): 15-24. Richard Brook 
suggested that Barbara take a pill to alter her belief system, 
but I have modified the example to exclude the issue of 
doxastic volxintarism. 
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purely "epistemically" reasonable agent, for example, should 

not take the pill whereas taking it might be perfectly 

rational for a merely "practically" rational agent. Epistemic 

and practical reason, on this view, are autonomous domains 

which serve different purposes and the question "What should 

a reasonable agent do?" is meaningless until it is clear to 

which domain one is appealing when asking the question.'® 

According to John Heil, however, such a view is 

"philosophically precious".'' What is needed, according to 

Heil, is an account of the relation between epistemic and 

practical reason that accords with various intuitions and at 

the same time meshes with our philosophical promptings. On 

the one hand, for example, "Faced with a choice between an 

epistemic indiscretion and a practical disaster, we are apt to 

find it natural to side with prudence."®" On the other hand, 

"True beliefs, perhaps, could be said to possess intrinsic 

epistemic value in so far as their epistemic standing is 

independent of their promoting further epistemic ends."®' To 

provide a way of understanding the relation between epistemic 

and practical reason that accommodates our intuitions without 

'®See, for example, J. Pollock, Contemporary Theories of 
Knowledge, (1986), p. 137. 

''Heil, J. "Believing Reasonably", p. 50. 

®°Ibid. p. 48. 

®'lbid. p. 48. 
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undermining the authority of epistemic appraisals, Heil 

introduces a new conception of rationality, rationality "all-

things-considered" Since I shall propose an alternative 

account, let us look briefly at Heil's position. 

Rationality all-things-considered, for Heil, presents a 

unified conception of rationality. It maintains the priority 

of practical reason while preserving the authority of 

epistemic appraisals by incorporating deontic epistemic 

principles into a theory of practical rationality. Practical 

reason is prior, according to Heil, since the point of 

epistemic reasonableness is its instrumental practical value. 

Consider the point of epistemic reasonableness. 
Creatures seriously deficient in this trait are 
unlikely to flourish. For our own part, we prefer 
epistemically sound beliefs, it seems, almost 
entirely on pragmatic grounds. Without such 
beliefs, we should be, on the whole, a good deal 
worse off.®^ 

Heil argues that since the primary function of epistemic 

norms is to satisfy practical interests, rationality as a 

whole requires favoring practical over epistemic values when 

these are at odds. But he notes that it does not follow from 

this that epistemic precepts which would frustrate practical 

motives are always reasonably overridden. Since truth is 

preferred because of its instrumental practical value, agents 

have strong practical grounds for being reasonable 

®^Ibid. p. 48. 

*^Ibid. p. 48. 



106 

epistemically, for a kind of "epistemic deontologism" His 

suggestion then, is that "what is rasonable for agents is what 

is practically reasonable for them."®^ But practical reason 

may consistently require the inculcation of deontic epistemic 

principles, principles which exclude consideration of 

practical consequences. For Heil, the goals constitutive of 

an all-things-considered rationality are practical goals, yet 

agents may be required to adopt deontic epistemic principles 

as regulative principles, as a means of satisfying those 

goals. Such a picture explains why we might think rationality 

requires an agent to uphold her epistemic virtue, but it also 

explains why we might think it irrational for an agent to do 

so in cases where she has a great deal to lose. 

Though the picture is, in many ways, an attractive one, 

it is also in many ways incomplete and obscure. Near the end 

of his paper, for example, Heil considers the rationality of 

agents who uphold their epistemic virtue: 

Such a person, I would suggest, depending on the 
details of the situation, is to be viewed as 
prudentially ill-fated. He is endowed with an 
epistemically rigorous doxastic consitution, one 
perhaps prudentially recommended. And he is, on 
that account, powerless to do the otherwise prudent 
thing - powerless because the prudential cost of 
ignoring his epistemic values in the case at hand 
outstrips the benefits. What of an agent in whom 
nonepistemic considerations achieve the upper hand? 

®^Ibid. p. 53. 

®^Ibid. p. 58. 
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An assessment of such an agent's rationality must 
hinge on as yet unspecified features of his 
psychology and circumnstances. 

Assessments of all-things-considered rationality, then, may 

vary depending on certain details of the agent's 

circumstances. But these details and their impact on 

judgments of rationality remain to be specified. 

In the following pages I shall offer an important 

alternative to Heil's position. This alternative, I believe, 

will fully accommodate the various intuitions Heil wants to 

account for regarding the relationship between epistemic and 

practical reason. It will specify the conditions under which 

practical motives can be said to reasonably override epistemic 

motives and the conditions under which the opposite is 

reasonable. It will also explain why intuitions may diverge 

as to whether epistemic or practical reason has priority in 

particular cases, for example, cases like that of Barbara. My 

approach differs from Heil's in at least two ways. 

First, Heil deals with the relation between epistemic and 

practical reason in the context of belief formation. His 

question is not "What should a reasonable agent do?", but 

rather "What should a reasonable agent believe?" This 

introduces the problem of doxastic voluntarism into 

discussion, but that issue, as Heil notes, is a red herring.®' 

®®Ibid. p. 55. 

"ibid. p. 51. 



108 

It does not trouble Heil since forming a belief is, on his 

view, at least on some occasions something one does by doing 

something else. An agent may, for example, predictably come 

to form a belief as a result of behaving in certain ways, 

ignoring evidence, repressing it, fervently gathering it, etc. 

I find the occasions and conditions under which this sort of 

voluntarism is plausible, however, more complicated than Heil 

is willing to admit. Thus, I have constructed an example 

which preserves the problem, but is legitimately framed in the 

vocabulary of action. Surely taking or not taking the pill is 

something Barbara does. 

The second way my approach differs from Heil's is of 

greater import. Heil wants to account for various data, for 

intuitions about the priority of practical rationality in some 

cases and concerns about preserving the authority of epistemic 

appraisals. This data, however, can be completely 

accommodated within an instrumental theory of practical 

rationality. No new conception of rationality "all-things-

considered", is needed. Preserving epistemic integrity does 

not necessitate the construction of a new kind of theory, for 

epistemic integrity and the adherence to deontic epistemic 

principles it entails may be incorporated into theories of 

practical rationality in two ways. First, epistemic integrity 

may or may not be a final end the theory allows. Thus, 

Barbara's dilemma may or may not be accurately characterized 
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as a conflict of ends and its resolution may or may not depend 

upon her ranking of ends. Second, as Heil notes, epistemic 

integrity may be useful as a means of securing practical 

goals. As a means of achieving practical goals, however, 

whether or not upholding one's epistemic virtue is rational 

depends upon whether the decision procedure an agent uses to 

determine practically rational action ranges over rules or 

over acts. If it ranges over acts, upholding one's epistemic 

integrity may not be practically rational in those cases where 

it fails to secure a desired end. If it ranges over rules, 

however, and "uphold your epistemic integrity" is a correct 

practical rule, then conformity to that rule will be 

rationally required even in cases where it fails to secure a 

desired end.®® As a dilemma inteomal to practical rationality 

then, Barbara's situation may be characterized and rationally 

resolved in various ways, thus accommodating the variety of 

intuitions regarding the relationship between epistemic and 

practical reason. I shall consider these alternative theories 

of practical rationality and the different methods of rational 

choice that may be employed within them. We shall see that 

even from the standpoint of practical rationality, an accurate 

characterization of Barbara's problem and a determination of 

*®This picture would, in fact, make sense of Heil's 
comment that an agent was "reasona±)ly doing what was 
unprudential", for conformity to a correct practical rule 
might require the act-impractical. 
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what it is practically rational for her to do, depend upon 

both the theory of practical rationality assumed and the 

method of rational choice employed within that theory. 

Practical reasoning is conceived of as reasoning from 

means to ends. Given certain practical ends, a theory of 

practical rationality requires agents to adopt strategies best 

suited to fulfill those ends. As we have seen in chapter one, 

theories of practical rationality may either be monistic or 

pluralistic in kind, depending upon the goals or ends the 

theory allows. Thus we may call a theory of practical 

rationality monistic when the end posited by the theory is 

singular, say the pleasure of the agent, translated roughly as 

pleasurable states of consciousness. The pursuit of tinith or 

knowledge, according to such a theory, is not a practical end, 

though it may be a derivative end insofar as such pursuit is 

conducive to the pleasure of the agent. A pluralistic theory 

of practical rationality, on the other hand, allows that an 

agent may have more than one final end and seeks the 

satisfaction of all these interests, whatever the agent takes 

them to be, as ends. The acquisition of truth or knowledge, 

according to such a theory may indeed by a practical end, 

simply because the agent acknowledges such things as interests 

for her. She values and pursues each for its own sake. 

It follows from the different objectives of varying 

theories of practical rationality that acts may be practically 
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rational according to one theory and not so according to 

another. This is so because practically rational acts are 

defined by the ends or goals a theory of practical rationality 

allows. Consider the act of Barbara's taking the pill. The 

truth in this case, or what the pursuit of truth would 

undoubtedly reveal, would make Barbara iinhappy, since it would 

interfere with the security of a marriage she wants to 

preserve. If Barbara's practical goal is the realization of 

her happiness, then the practically rational thing for her to 

do in this situation is to take the pill. This would 

eradicate all memory traces of the evidence of Daniel's 

infidelity, Barbara would not act in ways destructive to the 

relationship, the marriage would be saved and presumably, 

Barbara would be happy. If, on the other hand, one of 

Barbara's practical goals is the pursuit of truth, and she 

values truth above any other interest she has, the practically 

rational thing for her to do is to refrain from taking the 

pill. Her happiness would be diminished, but a more important 

interest to her, knowing the truth, would be secured. Thus, 

whether or not it is practically rational for Barbara to take 

the pill depends, at least in part, on whether or not the 

pursuit of truth is, or can be a practical end for her. 

Now it might be argued that the pursuit of truth must be 

a derivative end for all theories of practical rationality, 

for it is an end on which the achievement of all other ends 
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depends. In order to determine the proper means of attaining 

any end, even happiness or pleasure, some approximation to an 

accurate picture of reality is required. Any theory of 

practical rationality that excludes the pursuit of truth as a 

derivative end must be wholly implausible.It does not 

follow from this, however, that every particular pursuit of 

truth is necessary, or even conducive, to the achievement of 

any end. Yet, the assumption that the truth is always a 

necessary or useful means of achieving our goals affects our 

perception of certain situations. The tendency of truth-

seeking to advance the progression toward our goals leads us 

to view the pursuit of truth as an unquestioned standard of 

conduct. Timth-seeking is seen as a practical rule and 

following the mle is believed to be useful for achieving our 

practical ends. In most cases it is. The practical 

rationality of following such a rule in particular situations, 

however, depends upon whether our method of rational choice 

ranges over rules or over acts, that is on whether we choose 

to be act-practicalists or rule-practicalists. 

To illustrate rule-practicalism, let us consider our 

monistic theory of practical rationality which specifies as 

the goal of rational action the pleasure of the agent. The 

fundamental principle of such a theory might be: maximize the 

^'This argument is an adaptation of one discussed by Keith 
Lehrer in "Coherence and the Hierarchy of Method", Metamind, 
(1990), p. 208. 
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pleasure of the agent. This fundamental principle, however, 

may be applied in various ways, thus distinguishing act-

practicalism from rule-practicalism. According to act-

practicalism, in order to determine whether or not a 

particular action is practically rational we apply the 

fxindamental principle directly to the choice of particular 

acts. If act A rather than act B actually maximizes pleasure 

for S, then act A is the practically rational act. According 

to rule-practicalism, the fundamental principle is applied 

directly to the choice of rules, rather than acts. If 

following a certain rule produces a pattern of behavior 

optimific to securing pleasure for S, then that rule is a 

correct practical rule for 3.®° Practical rationality is thus 

determined by the choice of correct practical rules and acts 

are practically rational which conform to those rules. If 

following rule X produces a pattern of behavior optimific to 

securing pleasure for S and rule Y does not, then rule X is a 

correct practical rule for S. If act A then conforms to rule 

X and act B conforms to rule Y, then act A is the practically 

rational act. Act-practicalism and rule-practicalism are 

decision procedures, methods of rational choice for 

determining practically rational action. According to act-

practicalism the decision procedure ranges over acts, whereas 

'"The term "optimific" here simply refers to the pattern 
of behavior that is optimal for securing the agent's practical 
goals, whatever the agent takes those to be. 
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according to rule-practicalism the decision procedure ranges 

over rules." 

The distinction between act-practicalism and rule-

practicalism is useful for two reasons. First, the 

distinction is helpful in explaining how the clash between 

practical rules or between practical rules and practically 

rational acts may sometimes be mistaken for situations which 

comprise a genuine conflict between practical ends. This is 

important because the resolution of a conflict between 

practical ends may be different from the resolution of other 

conflicts or problems. Second, the recognition of act-

practicalism and rule-practicalism as distinct decision 

procedures adopted by agents reveals how these various 

situations actually arise within a given theory of practical 

rationality. Practical ends conflict within, or from the 

perspective of, a given theory of practical rationality. A 

"of course both act-practicalists and rule-practicalists 
can choose and follow rules. The difference is that rules for 
act-practicalists are rules-of-thumb which are overridden in 
cases where breaking the rules is optimific for securing 
practical ends and for rule-practicalists they are not. If 
one's end, for example, is to maximize pleasure or happiness 
and 'work from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday' 
is a correct practical rule, a rule-practicalist could not 
fish from 2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. Monday, although doing so 
might make her happier that day than working. An act-
practicalist, however, might have the same rule, but in the 
case where fishing from 2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. Monday would 
make her happier than working, she would be required to fish. 
I mean to be following Rawls here, rules for rule-
practicalists are like Rawls' practise rules. See, J. Rawls, 
"Two Concepts of Rules", Contemporary Utilitarianism, M. 
Bayles, (ed.), (1968), p. 59-98. 



115 

conflict of ends is genuine for S just in case the ends 

adopted by S are incompatible. Ends are incompatible for S 

just in case it is logically or physically impossible for S to 

jointly satisfy them. In order for there to be a genuine 

conflict of ends, the theory of practical rationality we are 

assuming must allow as ends those which are said to conflict. 

If truth-seeking, for example, is not an end according to a 

certain theory of practical rationality, then from the 

perspective of that theory, no genuine conflict of ends can 

obtain between truth-seeking and some other end. The 

appearance of conflict, however, may arise if one fails to 

recognize that a certain end is not an end encompassed by the 

theory. But the appearance of a conflict of ends may also 

arise due to situations created as a result of the method of 

rational choice employed within a given theory of practical 

rationality. A rule may also fail to be optimific in a 

particular case, though it produces a pattern of behavior that 

is optimific for securing the agent's end. In such a case, 

the rule may be a correct practical rule, but its inadequacy 

in particular cases may distort an evaluation of the 

circumstances and consequently generate an improper resolution 

of the problem. Let us consider each of these in more detail. 

Suppose Barbara's theory of practical rationality 

specifies as the goal of rational choice her pleasure and 

suppose she is a rule-practicalist. She may have developed 
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the following p-rules: (a) always uphold your epistemic 

integrity (b) preserve your marriage. These rules are 

reasonable for her, since conforming to them, and other rules 

she might have, has produced a pattern of behavior which is 

optimally conducive to her pleasure. But a problem arises 

when upholding her epistemic integrity would destroy her 

marriage. In such a case, rules (a) and (b) conflict, but it 

would be inaccurate to claim that she has a conflict of ends. 

Her end is simply pleasure. The problem is that her method of 

rational choice, rule-practicalism, fails to be helpful when 

the joint satisfaction of irules is impossible. Since her 

theory of practical rationality is monistic, she cannot appeal 

to any ranking of ends to resolve the conflict. What is 

needed, in such a case, is a system of meta-rules, a system 

that directs her in cases where rules themselves conflict. 

Such meta-rules would stipulate the circumstances under which 

certain rules are overridden by other rules and indicate 

procedures for resolving conflicts between rules that do not 

defeat each other. These meta-rules may be completely 

arbitrary. One such meta-rule, for example, may simply be: 

flip a coin. Or, a meta-rule might require that she preserve 

her marriage. Conformity to either rule may be consistently 

demanded by the meta-system, but whether it is rule (a) or 

rule (b) , taking the pill or not, the action demanded by the 

meta-rule is required by rule-practicalism. 
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Note that given the same theory of practical rationality, 

if act-practicalism rather than rule-practicalism is the 

method of rational choice, the situation changes in important 

ways. Since the theory of practical rationality remains 

monistic, there is only one end to be secured by the agent, 

her happiness or pleasure, and no conflict could be a genuine 

conflict of ends. Since she is an act-practicalist, there can 

be no conflict between rules. She still, however, cannot both 

pursue the truth about Daniel and preserve her marriage. But 

notice that there is no longer any reason for her to pursue 

the truth about Daniel in her present circumstances. Although 

truth-seeking may produce a pattern of behavior optimally 

conducive to her pleasure, in this particular case truth-

seeking fails to be an efficient means to securing her end. 

The pursuit of truth, rather than securing her pleasure, in 

fact interferes with it, 

Now one might argue that the same could be said about her 

relationship. Usually, one might argue, Barbara's 

relationship with Daniel brings her pleasure, but in this case 

it does not. This approach is, I think, mistaken. In the 

first place, we can only argue that Barbara's relationship 

fails to bring her pleasure if we assume she doesn't take the 

pill, that is, if she upholds her epistemic integrity. We 

know Barbara wants to preserve the marriage, so presumably 

that would give her pleasure. If she does take the pill, the 
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evidence of Daniel's infidelity will be erased from her 

memory, her marriage would be preserved and presumably, that 

would bring her pleasure. Second, it is not the relationship 

that has interfered with Barbara's pleasure, nor the truth 

about that relationship. It is Barbara's commitment to the 

pursuit of truth that has created her dilemma. Truth-seeking, 

in this particular case, fails to be what it generally has 

been for Barbara, an efficient means of securing her end of 

pleasure. Since she is an act-practicalist, her decision 

procedure ranges over particular acts rather than rules. She 

is no longer required to choose and follow the rule which 

produces an optimific pattern of behavior conducive to her 

end; she is rather required to choose the act which is 

optimally conducive to that end. Since we know she believes 

her marriage worth preserving, presumably that would bring her 

pleasure and pursuing the tmth about Daniel would not. As an 

act-practicalist, within a monistic theory of practical 

rationality, Barbara is required to take the pill, not to 

uphold her epistemic integrity. 

We have shown that within a monistic theory of practical 

rationality, whether or not Barbara should take the pill may 

depend upon whether she is an act-practicalist or a rule-

practicalist. The difference has resulted from the fact that 

truth-seeking, though it produces an optimific pattern of 

behavior conducive to her end of pleasure, may in a particular 
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case fail to actually secure that end. Thus, in the rule-

practicalist case, preserving her marriage and upholding her 

epistemic integrity were rules equally optimal to securing her 

end. In the act-practicalist case, however, upholding her 

epistemic virtue was not equally optimal to preserving her 

marriage and securing her end. 

But even if pursuing the truth and preserving her 

marriage are acts which are equally optimal in securing 

Barbara's pleasure, her situation as an act-practicalist 

differs from that of the rule-practicalist. Again, the 

conflict cannot be a conflict between ends, or between rules, 

but one may suggest that it is a conflict between means to her 

end. This, I think, would be a mistake. By hypothesis both 

preserving her marriage and pursuing the truth are sure to 

secure her pleasure and it is impossible 

for her to do both. But this does not mean that both are 

necessary to achieve her end, it means only that either one 

is. 

An act-practicalist, within a monistic theory of 

practical rationality such as the kind we have been assuming, 

is required to perform the act optimally conducive to her 

pleasure. In choosing between acts, then, an act-practicalist 

can only have three choices: (1) If act A rather than act B 

produces or is conducive to pleasure, perform act A. (2) If 

act B rather than act A produces or is conducive to pleasure. 
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perform act B. (3) If both acts are equally productive of, or 

conducive to pleasure, perform either act A or act B. Now, if 

either upholding her epistemic integrity or preserving her 

marriage are compatible with act-practicalism, there appears 

to be a set of alternative means, rather than a conflict 

between means. If she prefers preserving her marriage over 

truth-seeking, presumably that would giver her more pleasure 

and it is perfectly compatible with act-practicalism that she 

take the pill. If she prefers truth-seeking, presumably that 

would bring her more pleasure and it is perfectly compatible 

with act-practicalism that she not take the pill. If she has 

no preference, then presumably either would bring her pleasure 

and she is indifferent as to whether or not she takes the 

pill. In such a case, either action is consistent with act-

practicalism. Act-practicalism does not require an agent to 

do everything which can secure her end. It only requires that 

an agent do the optimal act in cases where certain acts are 

optimal. In cases where acts are equally optimal, either act 

is compatible with act-practicalism and the agent chooses 

between these acts. This strategy is to be distinguished from 

rule-practicalism where, in cases of equally optimal rules 

there is a conflict, and a particular act is required as a 

consequence of the meta-system. 

Thus far we have been considering a monistic theory of 

practical rationality, a theory which specifies as its goal 



121 

the pleasure of the agent. The next step is to examine a 

pluralistic theory of practical rationality, a theory which 

allows that agents may have more than one final end. 

According to such a theory, attaining truth and securing 

happiness may genuinely conflict since both may be adopted as 

final ends by a particular agent. 

Barbara, in our example then, may have a genuine conflict 

between ends since attaining the truth about Daniel (not 

taking the pill) interferes with the happiness secured from 

preserving her marriage. Barbara's taking the pill would 

erase all memory traces of the evidence of Daniel's 

infidelity, she would not act in ways destructive to the 

relationship and the marriage would be saved. This would make 

Barbara happy, but it would involve her abandoning her pursuit 

of truth. What should Barbara do? 

If Barbara is a rule-practicalist, the conflict between 

her end of attaining the truth and her end of achieving 

happiness will involve a corresponding conflict between the 

rules she generally employs to secure these ends. Her p-

rules, for example, might include (a) uphold your epistemic 

integrity and (b) preserve your marriage. Notice that, though 

Barbara's p-irules and her ends are related, her p-rules are 

rules designed to secure her ends and so her ends are 

practically prior in the sense that any priority ordering of 

p-rules must be determined by the corresponding priority 
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ordering of ends and not vice versa. It will not be fruitful 

then to try to resolve the conflict of ends by pointing to 

some priority ordering of p-irules since such an ordering must 

follow from and not determine a priority ordering of ends. 

But this leaves us with the question of which end should be 

prior for Barbara, her epistemic integrity or her happiness? 

It was stated earlier that any theory of practical 

rationality that excludes the pursuit of truth as a derivative 

end must be implausible since the truth connects us with 

reality in ways important to the achieving of our final ends. 

A similar argument may now be proposed asserting that the end 

of attaining truth must be a practically prior end, since the 

achievement of all other ends also depends upon the connection 

with reality that truth affords us. The response to this sort 

of argument is to point out that (1) this is not always true 

and (2) from the fact that the truth is necessary to the 

achievement of an end, it only follows that the truth is 

practically valuable as a means to that end, and not that it 

is practically prior as an end itself. 

It is true that attaining the truth is sometimes 

necessary to the achievement of our ends. But it is not true 

that attaining every tmth is necessary to the achievement of 

our ends. If my end is to discover all the consequences which 

follow from a certain scientific hypothesis, then the pursuit 

of truths related to that hypothesis will be a necessary means 
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to that end, but, the truth about, for example, whether or not 

my lover is faithful will be irrelevant. What this shows then 

is that we must be careful to distinguish the pursuit of truth 

as a separate and independent end, from pursuits of truth 

which are merely derivative. An argument that propounds the 

instrumental practical value of truth cannot be used as an 

argument supporting the practical priority of truth-seeking as 

a separate and distinct end. This is not to say that one 

cannot argue for the value of truth-seeking as an end, but 

only to claim that the value of truth-seeking as a means, is 

after all, a different argument. 

Truth-seeking may indeed have intrinsic practical value. 

It may, for example, simply be important to an agent that she 

understand the world in which she lives. If this is important 

to her, truth-seeking may be adopted by her as a separate and 

distinct end. From the perspective of a pluralistic theory of 

rationality, then, an agent may be seen to have the end of 

truth-seeking and perhaps also pleasure or happiness. The 

priority ordering of those ends, however, is not determined by 

any theory of practical rationality, but rather by the agent. 

Theories of practical rationality of the type I have been 

considering are theories which prescribe actions on the basis 

of ends chosen and ordered by the agent. That is, theories of 

practical rationality, as I see them, are instrumental; they 

are theories which prescribe rational means, given certain 
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ends. Since this is so, rational choice even in cases of 

conflict can be approached in a systematic way. 

If, for example, Barbara is a rule-practicalist whose 

ends are both attaining truth and happiness or pleasure, then 

whether or not she should take the pill depends on rules 

determined by the way she has ordered her ends. If truth-

seeking is the most important end to her, she should not take 

the pill and this prescription will be reflected in her system 

of p-rules. Thus, she may have a p-rule which says, "always 

uphold your epistemic integrity", and conforming to this p-

rule will involve not taking the pill. If, on the other hand, 

happiness is her most important end and her relationship 

something which makes her very happy, she may have a p-rule 

which says, "uphold your epistemic integrity unless it 

interferes with your marriage", and conforming to this p-rule 

will require taking the pill. If both happiness and attaining 

truth are equally important to her, she may have a meta-rule 

instructing her to engage in some tie-breaking procedure when 

p-rules securing her happiness and her epistemic integrity 

conflict. Whether or not she takes the pill in such a case 

may be determined by a flip of the coin, a procedure rec[uired 

by one of her meta-rules. 

If, on the other hand, Barbara is an act-practicalist 

whose ends are both attaining truth and happiness or pleasure, 

then whether or not she should take the pill will again depend 
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on how she has ordered her ends, though it will not be 

determined by any rules which reflect this ordering. Instead 

of choosing rules which produce an optimific pattern of 

behavior for securing her ends, Barbara will in each situation 

choose the act which best realizes her ends in the ranking she 

has assigned to them. Thus again, if attaining truth is an 

end she ranks above all other ends, she will choose to pursue 

the truth in this case and not take the pill. If, on the 

other hand, pleasure or happiness is an end she values above 

all other ends, and she believes preserving her marriage more 

conducive to such happiness than truth-seeking, she will 

choose to take the pill. If both truth-seeking and happiness 

or pleasure are ends she values equally, then either taking or 

not taking the pill will be compatible with act-practicalism. 

Barbara may, in such a case, engage in a tie-breaking 

procedure such as flipping a coin, or she may decide that 

circumstances warrant a reevaluation of her ranking of ends. 

It may appear that within a pluralistic theory of 

practical rationality then, the distinction between act-

practicalism and rule-practicalism has little importance, for 

what is important is simply the ranking of ends adopted by an 

agent. Whether this ranking of ends is reflected in the 

choice of rules, or in the choice of particular actions may 

appear to have little consequence. This, however, is not the 

case. As was stated earlier, rule-practicalists choose and 
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follow rules which produce an optimific pattern of behavior 

for achieving their ends, whereas act-practicalists choose 

between particular acts. On a monistic theory then, a rule-

practicalist might be required to perform an action that is 

act-impractical because so doing produces the optimific 

pattern of behavior. The same is true on a pluralistic 

theory, but here more than one end is relevant in determining 

whether actions or patterns of behavior are optimific. Thus, 

in the case where Barbara has a plurality of ends, obtaining 

happiness or pleasure and pursuing truth, and where these ends 

are equally ranked, her decision regarding the pill may yet be 

influenced by whether she is an act-practicalist or a rule-

practicalist. If she is a rule-practicalist, given her 

equally ranked ends, correct p-rules for her would include 

both, (a) preserve your marriage and (b) uphold your epistemic 

integrity. Conforming to (a) then, even in situations where 

it is unpleasant for her to do so, and destroying her 

epistemic integrity might be such a case, is required. This 

requirement is legitimate since (a) is a correct p-rule for 

her, it produces a pattern of behavior optimific to securing 

her ends. But conformity to (b) is also required. It is the 

fact that conformity to both rules would be required that 

creates the conflict between p-rules (a) and (b) . Such a 

conflict would be resolved by appeal to the meta-system. But 

notice that an act-practicalist would have no such conflict. 
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If she were an act-practicalist, with the same plurality of 

ends, obtaining pleasure or happiness and pursuing the truth, 

equally ranked, then in that case where the behavior required 

to preserve her marriage did not bring her happiness or 

pleasure, she would not be required to engage in it. She 

would thus not be required to take the pill and no conflict at 

all would obtain. Now one might argue that a consequence of 

this action would be the destruction of Barbara's marriage, 

but the point is that while preserving her marriage might 

produce a pattern of behavior that is optimific to securing 

her happiness or pleasure, it might fail to do so in 

particular cases. And this would make a significant 

difference if Barbara is an act-practicalist. 

The distinctions between monistic and pluralistic 

theories of practical rationality and between act-practicalism 

and rule-practicalism can significantly affect both the 

description of Barbara's situation and its resolution. Thus, 

varying intuitions regarding the relation between epistemic 

and practical rationality are accommodated and their diversity 

is explained by the fact that one may be implicitly adopting 

one or another theory of practical rationality and one or 

another method of rational choice. If Barbara's theory of 

practical rationality is monistic and upholding her epistemic 

integrity is not her final end, then there will be no genuine 

conflict of ends. No ranking of ends will exist in such a 
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case and such a ranking could not provide a solution to her 

dilemma. If she is a rule-practicalist, however, and 

upholding her epistemic integrity is a p-rule for her, that p-

rule might conflict with other p-rules she has adopted to 

secure her end. The resolution of such a conflict would 

involve ensuring that the p-rules she has adopted are in fact 

correct p-rules, rules that produce the optimizing pattern of 

behavior for securing her end. If there is a conflict between 

correct p-rules the resolution is determined by the procedure 

recommended by the meta-system. Whether or not Barbara is 

required to take the pill may be a consequence of the flip of 

a coin. If Barbara is an act-practicalist, upholding her 

epistemic integrity may or may not be conducive to securing 

the end posited by the theory. If it is not conducive in a 

particular case, there is no reason for her to pursue that 

action and no conflict would actually obtain. Barbara may be 

required to take the pill if so doing is conducive to the 

achievement of her end. But it is also possible that 

upholding her epistemic integrity may itself be one of many 

practical ends for Barbara. In such a case whether or not she 

should take the pill will depend on her ranking of ends and 

again on whether her decision procedure for determining 

rational action ranges over rules or over acts. 

This picture also preserves the deontic character of 
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epistemic principles with which Heil is concerned.'^ 

Epistemic principles incorporated into a theory of practical 

rationality could not be purely deontic since deontic 

principles are nonteleological and I have incorporated 

epistemic principles in a way that is goal driven. But though 

it is clear that Heil believes the value of epistemic reason 

to be fxindamentally practical, he also appears to consider the 

epistemic enterprise as teleological. "A belief could be said 

to manifest extrinsic or instrumental epistemic worth to the 

extent that it contributes in some way to the production of 

beliefs that are themselves intrinsically valuable 

epistemically." ^ Epistemic warrant, it is plausible to 

suppose then, has as its goal the attainment of truth and 

avoidance of error. One way of avoiding error is, of course, 

to believe nothing, but that has the consequence of precluding 

any attainment of truth. A rule-practicalist, however, may 

adopt epistemic rules, rules such as "proportion your belief 

to the evidence". These epistemic rules are practical rules, 

but they are rules adopted to secure the epistemic goal of 

attaining truth and avoiding error. They are deontic in the 

sense that their interference with other practical goals does 

not affect them or our obligation to follow them. The same 

might be true on a monistic theory of practical rationality 

'^This point was suggested to me by Keith Lehrer. 

'^Heil, J. "Believing Reasonably" Nous 26:1 (1992) p. 48. 
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where the end was the attainment of truth and avoidance of 

error. Thus, as I have incorporated them, epistemic 

principles are not purely deontic, but they retain a deontic 

flavor in situations where they can't be overridden by 

appealing to some end. 

These issues and distinctions raise several important 

questions it is beyond the scope of this chapter to answer. 

Should Barbara, for example, be a rule-practicalist rather 

than an act-practicalist or vice-versa? The answers to such 

questions may alter the practical rationality of Barbara's 

taking the pill. Moreover, if a theory of practical 

rationality allows epistemic goals as practical goals, other 

important questions emerge. What is the difference between 

epistemic reasonableness as a purely epistemic goal and 

epistemic reasonableness as a practical goal? What is the 

difference between a monistic theory of practical rationality 

where the end is justified belief, and a purely 

epistemological theory? The answer to such questions may again 

have bearing on whether or not it is practically rational for 

Barbara to take the pill. The relation between the epistemic 

and the practical is a fruitful area for research and the 

Barbara example suggests that the addition of moral 

considerations may also be relevant. What I have tried to 

show is that an accurate characterization of this relation 

will not be complete until we have made some choices, both 
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about the kind of theory of practical rationality we want to 

assume and the method of rational choice we want to endorse.^ 

have received helpful comments on the various issues 
in this chapter from David Schmidtz, Ann Levey, George Smith, 
Gail Merten and Keith Lehrer. I am especially grateful to 
David Schmidtz for reading, commenting on and endlessly 
discussing several drafts of this chapter with me from its 
origins to its completion. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

In a recent Supreme Court decision on hate crimes, 

justices agreed that a St. Paul ordinance criminalizing speech 

or behavior likely to arouse "anger or alarm" on the basis of 

"race, color, creed, religion or gender", was 

unconstitutional. But they were sharply divided in the 

rationale for their decisions. The majority opinion found the 

ordinance unconstitutional on the basis of its "content-based 

discrimination." Since it did not apply to all 'fighting 

words', but only to those that insult or provoke violence on 

the basis of "race, color, creed, religion or gender", it was 

invalid. Those fighting words expressing hostility toward the 

government, for example, or homosexuals, were not covered by 

the ordinance. Other justices sharply disagreed, though they 

too found the ordinance unconstitutional. They believed the 

ordinance was "overbroad", prohibiting expression protected by 

the First Amendment. And they criticized majority reasoning as 

inconsistent for holding that the government could proscribe 

fighting words, but could not treat one subset of that 

category, racial threats, differently from another. The 

content of the subset, they held, was "by definition worthless 

and undeserving of constitutional protection." 

Writing for the New York Times, Linda Greenhouse saw the 

debate as essentially one between those who saw free speech as 
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an end in itself and those who saw it as a means to other 

ends.®® The majority's conclusion, said Greenhouse, follows 

from regarding free speech as an end, rather than a means. 

Since free speech itself is the good, government may not 

silence speech on the basis of its content. Because this was 

the very purpose of the St. Paul ordinance, it was 

unacceptable. The opposing group held a more "instrumental" 

view of free speech, regarding it as a means to serving the 

public interest. Speech that fails to accommodate that 

purpose, creating or causing harm, has little or no value and 

may be legitimately prohibited. For the majority, the danger 

lay in stamping out speech. For the others, greater danger lay 

in the hurtful, destructive nature of the speech. 

One may disagree with this analysis of the St. Paul 

decision without denying the salience of means/end reasoning 

in political decision making. Or, consider the area of medical 

ethics. How is it that we define our conception of a patient's 

well-being? Is individual self-determination a value 

independent of the patient's well-being, or a constitutive 

part of it. If individual self-determination is not a 

constitutive part of the notion of well-being then there may 

be times when we are justified in ignoring it, in favor of the 

patient's "good". 

'^Greenhouse, Linda, 'High Court Voids Law Singling Out 
Crimes of Hatred' , and ' 2 Visions of Free Speech' , "New York 
Times", June 23rd and 24th, respectively, 1992. 
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If personal self-determination is a fxindamental value -
fxindamental in that it is what is involved in respecting 
persons - ...then I suggest that our broadest conception 
of the good life should be capable of encompassing it 
rather than setting it off as separate from and in 
potential conflict with a person's well-being or 
good... 

Many other areas are also importantly influenced by the 

distinction between means and ends. Some religions, for 

example, hold that life on earth is merely a means to a 

greater spiritual end. Certain conduct, including action as 

serious as giving or receiving blood, is permitted or 

forbidden, praised or condemned, on the basis of that end. 

Moral theorists speculate about whether a "good" end justifies 

any means. In fact the question whether moral action itself is 

the end or merely a means to more practical interests is what 

separates certain moral traditions. Practical goals too, are 

shaped by considerations of "intrinsic" versus "extrinsic" 

value. Some values may be transient, but it seems to be a fact 

about human action that some things are regarded as ends-in-

themselves and others as means. It is hard to imagine, for 

example, any justification of war, moral or prudential, which 

does not treat it simply as a means. Such portentous 

consequences explain why value theorists try to determine not 

'^Brock, Dan, "Quality of Life Measures in Health Care and 
Medical Ethics, in The Quality of Life, Martha Nussbaum and 
Amartya Sen, eds., (1993), p.109. 
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only which things are viewed as ends and which as means, but 

also if there exists some ultimate criteria of justification. 

This research in turn is used to explain, predict, assess and 

shape behavior.'' 

It is fairly easy to generate examples which illustrate 

the practical importance of the distinction between means and 

ends. But it is not as easy to explain precisely what the 

difference consists in. For one thing, what agents do is not 

easily chopped into separate, xinrelated bits of behavior. It's 

not as though we can put all our ends in one basket, all our 

means in another and leisurely examine them for 

appropriateness or approval. Some ends may function as means 

to other ends. Moral ends may be means to political ends, for 

example, or vice versa. Some things may function as both means 

and ends simultaneously, as when our profession, the means to 

our daily bread, is pleasant and enjoyable. Some means are 

constitutive parts of their consequences just as each scene is 

a part of the play. Yet the part/whole distinction is arguably 

different from that of means/end. Sometimes, things originally 

desired as means come to be valued as ends-in-themselves and 

pursued for their own sake. If the distinction is as important 

as we have been suggesting, it seems worthwhile to put some 

effort into examining it. 

'^I regret that some of the material here is from an 
unremembered source. 
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This dissertation has been an attempt to examine these 

important issues and their implications for a theory of 

practical rationality that makes them supremely important. The 

contribution I hope to have made here, is three-fold: First, 

I have provided a sample of the evolution and variety of 

possible instrumentalist positions. Second, I have focused on, 

and illustrated the practical importance of, what is, I think, 

an underappreciated facet of instrumentalism, the 

characterization of means and ends. And third, I have defended 

instrumentalism from what I believe critics of it find most 

disheartening, that it allows for the possiblity of 

"irrational" ends. I have shown that regardless of the 

problems in characterizing means and ends, we have a 

conception of them which, if carefully attended to, allows us 

to assess human behavior in terms of them. And I think this is 

the proper view to endorse. Any other conception of practical 

rationality must answer the following question: On what basis, 

is the act or agent irrational? I have not found any more 

plausible answer to this question, than that offered by 

instrumentalism: the efficiency of means, given an agent's 

ends. What I have found, are only different ways of spelling 

that out. 
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