The Metaethical Problem*
Geoffrey Sayre-McCord

I

I begin with two warnings. The first has to do with the title of Smith’s
"book, The Moral Problem. When I think of what might count as the
moral problem, I think of rampant cruelty, systematic injustice, moral
indifference, maybe even the paltry supply of simple human decency.
But I don'’t think of the problem The Moral Problem is concerned to
solve. Smith’s problem, important as it is, is not, so far as I can see, a
moral problem at all, let alone the moral problem.! Instead, it is a
metaethical problem, a problem that arises only once we stand back
from moral thought and practice and theorize about it. Thus I warn:
The Moral Problem is devoted almost exclusively to pure metaethics.
The second warning is that the sophisticated arguments one finds

in Smith’s book are so intriguing and engaging, and go so directly to.

 central issues in moral theory, that working through them can prove
addictive. This warning is al] the more important because the clarity
of Smith’s writing and the apparently straightforward structure of

* Michael Smith, The Morgl Problem {Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), Thanks are due to
a number of people for help in thinking about Smith's book. Most especially I owe
thanks to Michael Smith himself for his cheerful willingness to engage in an extended,
stimulating, and fun correspondence. In whichever ways I have gone wrong, 1 know
that T have gone much less wrong than I would have had I not the benefit of Michael's
feedback. I also benefited substantially from conversations with and comments from
Louise Antony, Simon Blackburn, Nicholas Bull, Thomas Hill, Roderick Long, William
Lycan, Sean McKeever, Christine Swanton, and Peter-Vallentyne. A version of this
article was delivered at the 1996 Pacific American Philosophical Association meetings
in Seattle at a symposium on The Moral Problem. i

1. 1 think Michael Smith believes that, because the problem threatens the very
coherence of moral thought, it thereby constitutes a moral problem-—at least if the
threatened incoherence is so pervasive as to undercut the intelligibility of our concepts.
But I am not sure why. If our moral thought is really that incoherent, then, it seems
to me, we face no moral problems at all, not a big moral problem. And if, as I believe,
our thought is not after all that incoherent, then the problem is a metaethical one
that plagues our understanding of our own practice but does not itself constitute a
fundamental problem within the practice.
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the book mask, to some degree, the complexity and subtlety of the
arguments. Thus I warn: coming to grips with the arguments in this
book—just coming to appreciate their full force and appeal—is mar-
velously absorbing.

I1

With these warnings made, let me turn to The (not really) Moral (but
rather metaethical) Problem, which is to reconcile, in a satisfying way,
three observations, each of which evidently enjoys abundant sup-
port—two about moral thought and practice, one about human psy-
chology. The first is that our moral Judgments, to all appearances,
express beliefs concerning (what we take to be) matters of fact. The
second is that moral judgments, again to all appearances, are essen-
tially practical in their upshot—there is an intimate and necessary
connection of some sort between sincere moral Jjudgment and motiva-
tion, These two observations pose a problem once they are combined
with the third, Humean, observation; that when beliefs (moral or not)
.motivate, they do so only in conjunction with conceptually independent
desires (or preferences, or pro-attitudes). The crucial commitment of
this last view, when it comes to generating the problem, is that belief
and desire are distinct existences, in the sense that it is always conceiv-
_ able, for any given belief and desire, that a person might have one
without the other. ‘
Thus we have three familiar and, when considered independently,
exceedingly attractive claims: :

1. Moral judgments express beliefs about matters of fact (call
this “cognitivism”),

2. If someone makes a moral Judgment then she is motivated
appropriately, ceterus paribus (call this “internalism”).

and

3. Beliefs can motivate only thanks to their interaction with concep-
tually independent desires (call this “Humean psychology”).

The three claims are not, strictly speaking, inconsistent; no contra-
diction comes with embracing them all. Yet they are not easily recon-
ciled. Any two taken together seem to tell against whichever remains,

For instance, if moral judgments do express beliefs, and if beliefs are

conceptually distinct from the connative states that are required for
motivation, then it is mysterious how such beliefs might nonetheless
be necessarily connected to motivation in the way internalism suggests,
Alternatively, if moral judgments are conceptually connected to moti-
“vation, and if beliefs alone do not motivate, then it looks as if moral
Judgments cannot really be expressing beliefs. Finally, if mora) Jjudg-
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ments do express beliefs, and if the making of such Jjudgments is
conceptually connected to being motivated to act in a certain way, it
seems as if some beliefs can after all motivate in the absence of concep-
tually independent connative states, :
These tensions themselves highlight three tempting ways out of
the problem, each way corresponding to the rejection of one or another
of the three claims that together pose the problem. First, one might
reject the claim that moral judgments express beliefs and hold instead,
as noncognitivists do, that our moral judgments express attitudes other
than belief that are suitably motivating. Second, one might reject the
claim that in making a moral judgment one will, ceteris paribus, be
appropriately motivated and hold instead, as externalists do, that while
moral judgments might normally travel with an appropriate motiva-
tion, that they do is not a reflection of some deep conceptual connec-

tion between such beliefs and motivation, but rather a reflection of

the fact, say, that people are by and large decent. And third, one might
reject the claim that beliefs can only motivate in the presence of some
conceptually independent desire, preference, or pro-attitude, as anti-
Humeans do, and hold instead that at least some beliefs motivate
without the cooperation of conceptually independent connative attitudes.

Each approach has its devotees, and each has the advantage of
resolving the tension. Yet each suffers the significant disadvantage of
going against the considerations that recommended in the first place
whichever claim is rejected. Indeed, the very fact that all three re-
sponses to the problem have proven so attractive testifies to the plausi-
bility of all of the claims. The claims are so plausible, and the tension
among them so palpable, that the conflict-ridden history of metaethics
is largely a history of people trying to show that for one way out or
another the advantages outweigh the disadvantages, cven as virtually
everyone recognizes that their favored way out does have serious
disadvantages. '

The most satisfying approach would be to find an account of
moral judgment that can accommodate, and make sense of, all three
of the claims that pose the problem in the first place. And that is just
what Smith has tried to do. He defends an account of our moral
concepts that promises to show both that in deploying the concepts
we are expressing beliefs about objective matters of fact and that their
deployment nonetheless bears an appropriate necessary connection
to one’s motives, all without contravening the assumptions of Humean
psychology. As things turn out, it is crucial to Smith’s solution to the
moral problem that the account he offers stands as an analysis of our
moral concepts and not simply, say, a theory of the conditions under
which the concepts apply. But the importance of this to his view
emerges slowly, and there is room to distinguish, as I will in what
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follows, the account of moral concepts Smith offers from his claim that
the account constitutes a successful analysis of those concepts,?

IT1

I will suppress here some of the details of Smith’s account of moral
concepts—and all of the arguments for it—in order first to sketch its
broad outlines. The account comes in three stages. The first stage is
to defend a version of moral rationalism according to which judgments
about what we are morally required to do are Judgments about what we
have reason to do. (The difference between moral Jjudgments and
other judgments about what we have reason to do—say, pragmatic
Judgments—is found, Smith suggests, in the sorts of considerations
that are brought to bear, with moral considerations clustering around,

for instance, human flourishing, and equal concern and respect.)® The .

second stage is to defend the view that judgments about what we have
reason to do are judgments about what we would want ourselves, as we
actually are, to do if we were fully rational.* And the third stage is to
spell out what it would be for us to be Jully rational in terms of our having
no false beliefs, our having all relevant true beliefs, and our having
deliberated fully and correctly (where this involves, among other
things, our engaging our imagination appropriately and our having
acquired a maximally coherent “desiderative profile”).

‘The end result is an Ideal Advisor theory of reasons and, deriva-
tively, moral rightness. Thus, as Smith would have it, a person has
reason to ¢ in C if and only if were she fully rational she would want
herself, as she actually is, to do it—where her being fully rational
would be a matter of her having no false beliefs, her having all relevant
true beliefs, and her deliberating correctly. It is morally right for a
person to ¢ in C, Smith then holds, if and only if she has reason (of
the appropriate sort and strength) to do it.

Rife as this account is with evaluative terms, there’s no pretending
it offers a reduction of our evaluative concepts to nonevaluative ones:

2. It will become important later Just what Smith has in mind by an “analysis.” For
now, though, let me simply note that he sees the analysis as constituting 2 specification
of the dispositions to act, judge, and infer, the possession of which constitutes compe-
tence with the concept in question. And, crucially, he maintains that a successful analysis
of some concept will underwrite substitutions of the analysans for the analysandum in
belief contexts. '

3. As Smith recognizes, what he says about the distinctive content of moral consid-
erations is sketchy at best, but he takes the distinction between moral and nonmoral
considerations to be suitably clear and intuitive for his purposes. See Smith, The Moral
Problem, pp. 183—-84,

4. Smith doesn't spend much time sorting out the difference between having a
reason .to do something and having, on balance, reason to do it. I believe that the

difference gives rise to some interesting complications, but will here put them to one
side, .
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It nonetheless does provide, as Smith puts it, a nonreductive “sun‘a-
mary” account that articulates the central evaluative concepts and the!r
interconnections even as it trades on others. Such an account is
enough, he thinks, to let us solve the moral problem,_ although (per;
haps predictably) the solution turns out to be exceedingly .cmpplex‘.
In what follows, I will focus on Smith’s argument for thinking his
account of moral judgment, if true, can solve the moral problen'.l. I
will leave to one side, so far as I can, the question of whether the view
is true and so the many intriguing issues raised by his ?deal'Advxsor
account of reasons and by his defense of moral rationahsm: .
Smith’s view obviously comports well with the idea that, in making
a moral judgment, we are expressing a belief about an object.we matter
of fact—a fact, as the account would have it, constltu;ed in l:‘he end
by what we would want were we to have certain charactcrls_»tics a'nd
information. At the same time, it finds support from the ways in which
experience, imagination, discussion, and reflection influence our eval-
uative judgments. And it offers a picture of moral_facts that steers
clear of the metaphysical excesses and epistemological puzzles that
would come with thinking our moral judgments are about a realm of
nonnatural facts. To this extent, it looks as if Smith's account can do
justice to cognitivism. . .
Just as obviously, however, the view seems to fit Poorly bqth with
internalism and with the Humean account of. practical reason. For,
on the one hand, there appears to be no necessary connection of any
sort between what we think we would desire were we fully rational (in
Smith’s sense) and what we are actually motivated to do; while., on the
other hand, a Humean would presumably resist the suggestion that
the reasons we have for action might be grounded not in what we
actually desire but in what we would desire were we, in strilt.ing ways,
different than we actually are. To this extent, it looks as if Smith’s
view will be ill-suited to solving the moral problem, But things are not
that simple. o
Smith grants straightaway that his account of reasons is funda-
mentally at odds with thinking reasons are grounded in the actual
desires of those to whom they apply. So he grants that his account is
at odds with the sort of theory often (though I think mistakenly)
ateributed to Hume, according to which a person has reason to do

5. Smith offers this account as an analysis of cur moral concepts, and he explicitly
sets aside the issue of whether, in fact, anything actually sgti:v,ﬁcs these:‘ concepts. Al-
though he believes the evidence supports- optimism on this issue, he is prepared to
admit that we might never have reasons to do anything. I_‘n?yself would see such a -
result as pretty close to a reductio of whatever putative analysis is on offer. The reasons
we have for believing people have reasons, I thus assume, are stronger than any 1:easons
we might have for accepting an account according to which they (i.e., we) dt_m t.
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whatever will best satisfy the range of desires with which she finds
herself. However, as Smith insists, we need to distinguish this “Hu-
mean” theory of reasons from the Humean accourit of motivation that
figures in the moral problem.® The first is a theory about what would
Justify an agent acting in a certain way, whereas the second is a theory
about what would explain her acting as she does. The latter needn't
stand or fall with the former.

In fact, Smith emphasizes, his “anti-Humean” Ideal Advisor the-
ory of reasons is fully compatible with accepting the Humean theory
of motivation, since it meshes comfortably with thinking people will
act on the reasons they have only if, in addition to believing they have
such reasons, they are motivated appropriately by some (conceptually
independent) desire, Indeed, Smith is at pains to argue that, often
enougli, people do actually fail to have such a desire and so fail to be
motivated to act as they believe they have reason to—as when, for
instance, they suffer severe depression or weakness of will,”

Of course, this means that Smith rejects 2 common version of
internalism according to which people are necessarily motivated to act
as they judge they have reason to. Yet that sort of internalism, he

thinks, is just false to the facts. He defends instead a mitigated inter-

nalism concerning reasons according to which people are necessarily
motivated to act as they believe they have reason to, if they are rational.
The all-too-real motivational failures exhibited by those who are se-
verely depressed or weak willed are not (as the unmitigated version
of internalism would have It) impossible, rather they are a more or
less common reflection of the fact that people are sometimes irrational.
Similarly, and because he thinks moral Judgments are (a subset of)
Jjudgments concerning what one has reason to do, Smith embraces a
mitigated internalism about moral judgment that recognizes that peo-
ple are sometimes unmotivated to.do what they believe to be morally
right; though their lack of otivation, Smith holds, reveals them to
‘be, to that extent, irrational. What Smith in effect does, then, is inter-
pret the ceteris paribus clause in “If someone makes a moral judgment
then, ceteris paribus, she is motivated appropriately” as indicating
that the necessary connection between our moral judgments and our
motivations, such as it is, is mediated bya concept of (practical) ratio-

nality and holds only if one is rational—which people are only to vary-
ing degrees,’ - ' '

6. Smith marks the distinction by distinguishing normative reasons from molivating
reasons. I will instead respect the distinction by distinguishing reasons from motives.

7. These cases play a central role in Smith's arguments against those who would
identify judging that one has reason to do something with some sort of desire or
other proattitude, & _ '

8. Of course, in so interpreting the ceteris paribus clause, Smith is parting company
with 2 good number of internalists; those who would insist that the link between moral
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Thus, when it coines to the moral problem, Smith recommends a
version of internalism that greatly reduces the tension betwegn cogni-
tivism and Humean psychology, since it allows that mor:':ll beliefs may.
sometimes fail to motivate appropriately. Still, it leaves hl.l'ﬂ comm}tted
to the view that one is always and necessarily irrational if one fails to

be motivated to do what one believes to be morally right. And Smith -

recognizes that the plausibility of his account of moral judgment c.le-
pends on its ability to underwrite that commitment. Because Smith
holds that moral judgments are judgments to the effect that one has
reason (of a certain sort) to act in a partia‘llar way, h_e sets about
defending his mitigated internalism concerning moFal judgxpent by
defending the view that one is necessarily irrational if one fa{ls to be
motivated to do what one believes one has reason to do. Smith puts
the pivotal claim this way:

C2: If a person believes she has reason to ¢, then she rationally

should desire to .2

This claim plﬁiys two roles in Smith’s overall argument. First,
Smith relies on it to criticize alternative accounts of Judgm.ents con-
cerning what one has reason to do, arguing th.at thg){ can’t, in a satis-
fying way, explain C2’s truth.'? Second, he relies on its truth, and his
‘account’s (putative) ability to explain it, in order then to explain (via
his view that moral judgments are judgments about reasons) tbe truth
of mitigated internalism concerning moral _iudgment'. As Smith sees
it, his theory can explain-—in a way competing t'heones cannot—the
intimate and necessary connection between judging that one has rea-
son to act (moral reason and otherwise) and being motivated to act
appropriately if one is rational. . .

Is C2 even true? I think its plausibility depends crucially on how
‘rationally should’ is understood. It is natural to suppose Smith intends
it to mean “has reason to,” so that C2 becomes

judgment and motivation is not mediated. by rationality. Howeve-r, Smith thinks the
examples of depression and weakness of will he mentions put t}}e lie to stronger forr-ns
of internalism. Although I am not convinced of internalism, I think the examples Smith

cites are not fully compelling, especially once one embraces 2 dispositional account of

motivation, as Smith does, For then, the complete failure actually to be moved to pursue
something is compatible with having a desire to pursue it, as long as th.e disposition
that constitutes the desire doesn't require always being moved to pursue it.

9. Hoping to avoid confusion, I am using Smith’s label for this claim, despite the
fact that one will find no C1 in this article, See Smith, The Mom.'l f’rablem, p- 148..

10. Actually, the main targets of the argument are noncognitive accounts of Jjudg-

ments concerning what one has reason to do that deny that such judgments express -

beliefs at all. In that context, C2 makes an appearance as: “If' a person accepts Ehat she
has normative reason to &, then she rationally should desire to ¢" (where accepts
that stands in for ‘believes’ so as not to beg the question), Smith, The Moral Probiem,
pp. 14345,
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C2%: If a person believes she has reason to ¢, then she has
reason to desire to ¢.

Reading C2 in this way would make good sense out of Smith’s
contention that his account might explain C2’s truth, since that ac-
‘Count purports to capture the conditions under which it would be true
that someone has a reason to desire to ¢ (the conditions being that,
were she fully rational, she would want herself, as she actually is, to

desire to $).!! However, there are two considerations that tel! against
reading C2 as G2+, :

First, Smith’s own account of reasons, put as it is in terms of what
one would desire were one fully rational, pretty clearly won't support
C2*. After all, in particular circumstances, our fully rational selves
presumably would not want us to desire to ¢ despite our actual selves
believing we have reason to &% Tt might be, for instance, that our
belief is wildly false and desiring to ¢ would lead us disastrously
astray—in which case our fully rational selves would presumably not
want us to desire to do it. Or it might be that, though our belief i
true, our desiring to ¢ would interfere with our actually doing ¢-—in
which case, again, our fully rational selves would presumably not want
us to desire to do it, despite their wanting us to do ¢. So regardless
of the truth of our evaluative beliefs, it would sometimes be false that
our fully rational selves would want us to desire to do what we believe

we have reason to do, and so false, given Smith’s account, that we
- have reason to desire to do it.!*

1. Moreover, interpreting G2 as C2*
that the spirit of C2 is captured by an account only if the account shows why, if we
believe we have reason to & yet desire not to ¢, “we should get rid of the desire not to

¢ and acquire the desire to ¢ instead, rather than, for example, change our evaluative
. belief* (Smith, The Moral Problem, p. 177), Forif a person who believes she has reason

to ¢ ipso facto has reason to desire to ¢, she would seem to have reason to acquire the

desire to ¢ as well, while her failing to desire to ¢ would seem to provide no reason at
all for her to change her belief.

12, Smith’s account could, of course, be reconciled with C2* if it were true that
one’s rational self would always want one’s actual self to desire to do what one happens
to believe one has reason to do, At one time, Smith embraced this assumption, but in
correspondence he has indicated that he now recognizes it to be highly implausible, For
his defense of the assumption, see Michael Smith, “Internal Reasons,” Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research 55 {1995): 109-81, p. 127

13. In a footnote, Smith offers an argument that seems to be aimed at avoiding
this objection (pp, 212~18). Suppose it is true, Smith suggests, that (i) I have reason
to promote my self-interest and true that (i} I have reason not to desire that I promote
my self-interest. (This will be true, on Smith's account, if, were I fully rational, I would
want myself as I am to promoate my self-interest and I would want myself, as I am, not
to desire to promote my self-interest.) So far, C2+ isn't engaged at all, since G2+ kicks
in only when a person believes she has reason to do something. Now suppose I come
to believe (correctly) that (i} and (ii) are true, Then I believe that it is desirable that I
promote my self-interest and believe that it is desirable that I not desire to promote my

would make sense as well of Smith's claim
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Second, C2* is pretty clearly false,_not ju§t c’n‘l Smith’s accoulnt of
reasons, but on any plausible view. It simply isn’t true thatwa a wayz _
actually have reason to desire to do wha}t we h_ap;_)en to kelews: I‘:\; t
have reason to do. If someone’s eval.uatwe belief is mlst:;l g{r'lf,fw ;
she actually has reason to do and to desire todo maf be utterly l1 e‘lzll'ld
than she supposes (and utterly different than C2* would 1‘r:lnp v nd
even if her belief is accurate, it may be that her actually doing v(\.; [;1
she has—and believes she has—reason to do, would be frustrated by
her desiring to do it. To. take a famlllxar example, even if (as: some
believe) one has reason to act oqu in ways that further one i OWE
interest, doing so successfully might require that one not ta dz a
interest-in oneself, in which case one would have reason not to sllre :
to do what is in one’s own interest. Other examples—ones th}zlat involve
more plausible evaluative commitmems—are easy enough to con-
struct, since the general point is simply that success sometimes comes
only to those who don’t seek it.!*

self-interest. Each of these beliefs does engage C2 +a ax‘;d we get (fnt)m t;ms eflaécitnttt;:;si
i i] i it i : to promote m -
believe that [i] is true) that it is rational for me to esire to v
afu; (ff‘om thE:] fact that I believe that {iil is true) that it is rauonatiio.r mte to de:ur;:3 1:::;
i - Smith points out, my desire to promo
to desire to promote my self-interest. Now‘, > ; mote !
i vt d I know, thanks to my believing
lf-interest is based on my belisuing that (i) is true and | a
:Eatn(:;i; is true, that I shouldn’t have this desire. That is, I know mdependenﬂy‘ thaill
have reason to not desire to promote my self-interest and know that I am rationally
committed (by C2*) to having the desire to promote it oply because I be!leve that (i)
is true; so, Smith suggests, I have reason to abandon my belief. And that, Sm}th obseﬂ:?sl,
revea!; a way in which a theory might be self-effacing. Moreol'.;er, he p)olints o:'x't, ted
i i ing C2* is true) be motivated
i have reason to abandon my belief, I will (assumllng s tn .
:): hi:‘;en!d 2; it, if I am rational, and I will retain the belief that (ii) is true an‘ti‘ I will
alsg (again ass;.lming C2*) have the desire not to promote mydselfjlnterflstt, .1t ii a;:;
i i i ill be moved to do what it is,
ional. This last means that, if I am rational, I will _ : .
;am::;esis rational for me to do. This all explains nlct?ly a certain ;’)roctlass (.)f 1bl:llef
rg\gsion in’the face of the demands of practical ratioriahty. ]Tuthl «Idon_ t thi:;k t1tI gzv;e;
i ' C2*. For C2* entails that, given that I dg
us with any less of a counterexample to " given
i i)i 1 have reason to believe it, I have reason
fact believe that (i) is true, and whether or not : ¢ reaso)
' i i tions, however, that is simply
to desire that [ promote my self-interest. Given our assump lor 4
i i I! about why it is that-one has reason no
false, Whatever story Smith might go on to tel - has
t?) relieve that (i) isrrrue——e.g., that one has independent reason for th:pkmg that one
has reason not to desire what believing that (i) is true t;flould putatively raltlor‘::llzhio:r;r;l;
iri ' C2* from the counterexample.
one to desiring—that story won't save o ) : arme
i i (C2*, as this seems to be, then it won
time, if there really are counterexamples to C2%, : he ! i
tlrr::c after all that believing that (i} would rationally corumit one to des:rllng one’s slclf
interest after all. S0 the dynamics of belief revision Smith identifies would themselves
t be rationally grounded. 4 o .
" 14 ]ames‘;)feier interprets Smith's C2 as C2* and d(;f;s, ab?;;e J;!;. :; ;l&gt:;l;% é;s .
sibili is “Revi i ith’ Moral Problem,” Mi .
i ibility. See his “Review of Michael Smith’s Thle (
ggg?g? I :hyink that C2* might be weakened in varicus ways that u.rou!d make it more
,dcfcnsib‘lc. ¥or instance, | suspect the following is true: if one bel.le\{es truly tlcxlat one
has reason to do ¢ in C intentionally, then if one is rational one will desire to do ¢ in
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So we need to go back to C2 and offer a different reading of the
‘rationally should’ in “If a person believes she has reason to ¢, then
she rationally should desire to &.” The most plausible version of C2
emerges, I think, if we remind ourselves of what Smith wants to use

- it to explain: that the connection between moral Judgment and motiva-
tion holds if, but only if, one is rational. This suggests that we might
do well to interpret ‘rationally should’ as “if rational will’, and so get:
“If a person believes she has reason to ¢, then if she is rational she
will desire to ¢.” : '

Given Smith’s viéw that Judging some action to be morally right
is a matter of judging that one has reason, of a certain sort, to do it,
this reading of C2 will provide the resources needed to explain the

- mitigated internalism he embraces concerning moral judgment, since
C2 will then imply that if a person helieves it would be morally right
for her to ¢, then if she is rational she will be motivated to ¢.'

Interpreted in this way, C2 strikes me as quite plausible indeed;
there does seem to be something irrational about failing to desire to
do what one takes oneself to have reason to do. But why is it irrational?
It can’t be because one is failing to desire as one has reason to desire,
That explanation has been rejected along with G2+ —it is just not true
that we always have reason to desire to do what we believe we have
reason to do. What other grounds might be offered for thinking the

. mismatch between evaluative belief and actual desire constitutes some
sort of irrationality? '

In thinking this through, it’s important to recognize that we now
have two standards of rationality in play—one satisfied when one does
(or desires, or thinks, or whatever) as one has reason to, the other
satisfied when one’s beliefs concerning what one has reason to do find
an appropriate reflection in one’s desires. The standards appear to be

C. And this claim might even be defensible on Smith's analysis of what it is to have a
reason. But of course this claim, even if true, is too weak to explain the version of
mitigated internalism Smith is after, since it applies only to true beliefs, and then only
to true beIiefs"concerning what one has reason to do intentionally, whereas mitigated
internalism is limited in neither way.

15. Admittedly, this reading of C2 won't capture what Smith identifies as the
“spirit” of G2, since it won’t underwrite the claim that a person should acquire the
relevant desire rather than reject the belief in order to maintain her status as rational,
However, when it comes to moral judgments, it doesn't in any case look as if the
presumption is always oi the side of one's moral beliefs. When Huck Finn, for instance,
finds that he can't bring himself to turn fim in, even though he believes he has a duty
to, the problem is not with Huck’s motives, but with his evaluative belief, and it is the
belief he has reason to change rather than the desire, It may well be irrational not to
desire to do what one believes one has reason to do or what one believes would -be
morally right to do, but.it may be one's beliefs, rather than one’s desires, that have

gone wrong. At least this reading of C2 leaves that possibility open, which is to its
advantage, I think,
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independent of one another, }z:t least in that a person might, in satis-
i e violating the other, : -
fylnngO grf;l’itl;fs accoun% of reasons is to help explain the truth of (miti-
gated) internalism, it has to contribute ip some way to our um%erstand»
ing of the second standard—of why it is irrational not to dce's;re to df)
what one believes one has reason to do. Yet, on the face of it, Smith’s
account-—while presumably compatible with any m}mber of explana-
tions of why it is irrational in some sense not to desire to do V\.rhat one
believes one has reason to do—will itself be of no help, since it articu-
lates a version of the first rather than the secopd standard. A_t the
same time, whatever explanation we do find will, it seems, be available
to those who accept accounts of what it is to have a reason that differ
dramatically from Smith’s. A person who thought we have reason to
maximize overall happiness, for instance, might grant that a person
‘'suffers some sort of irrationality if she fails to desire to do what sh‘e
believes she has reason to do, even if her b'elief is false and. even if
her failing to have the desire actually maximizes ovel_-gll happmelss (so
even though the irrationality is not a matter of f?u]ln.g to des.nre as
one has reason to desire). And an analogous combination of views is
available as well to someone who held that we have reason to do
whatever will maximize our expected utility or to someone who held
that we have reason to obey the catagorical imperlat.lve. . -
This raises a worry. We can, I've suggested, distinguish two stan-
dards when it comes to the rationality of desire. One has to do with
what one has reason to desire. The other has to do with what one must

- desire, in light of one’s (possibly false) beliefs concerning what one

has reason to do, if one is to be rational. Smith"s account 9f reasons
has direct implications for the first standard, but it does not imply that
a person has reason to desire to do what she believes she has reason
to do~~and fortunately so, since a person does not always have reason
to desire to do what she believes she has reason to do. The suggestion
now, though, is that C2 should be Tejad as art1§ulat1ng .thg secqnd
standard—Dby holding that a person is irrational if she fails to desire
to do what she believes she has reason to do (regardless of whether
the belief is true). ‘The worry is that Smith’s positive accoum.of reasons
seems not to contribute in any special way to an explapatlon (?f tbat
standard. It looks as if, in embracing C2, we are advancing a crltemo.n
of rationality that, while consistent with Sm}th’s accou._nt of reasons, is
independent of that account—and compatible too with any number
of other accounts.!®

16. Why does this raise a worry? Smith's overall strategy, when it comes to solvn?gl
the moral problem, is to embrace Humean‘psychology unaltered {once onc.ls (f:?re u
about distinguishing the theory of motivation from the th‘eory of rea_sons), offer an
interpretation of the ceteris paribus ctause in the second elaim that avoids the excesses
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The challenge fa_cing Smith, at this point, is to €xplain how his account
of reasons contributes, in some distinctive way, to our understanding
- of why it is irrational not 1o be motivated to do what one believes one
has reason to do. Of course, Smith is not alone in needing some such
explan.a_tlon. We all do, insofar as we hold that it ig irrational not to
be motivated to do what one Judges one has reason to do. Still, it is an
especially significant challenge to Smith, since absent an explanation

Smith will be in no position to defend his account, as over against -

qthers, on the grounds that his offers a uniquely satisfying reconcilia-
ton of the three claims that set the moral problem, '

Smith has an ingenious reply to this challenge.!” Recall that c2+
Iqoked to be a reasonable reading of C2, in light of Smith’s hope that
his account would explain C2, largely because 2+ invited applying

Smith’s account of I€asons to a person’s desires directly. Applying his .

account in this way, however, actually implies that C2* is false and 50
undermines C2+ as a reading of C2. So much for applying the account
directly. Smith takes another route. He mobilizes his account indirectly
by advancing it as an analysis of the concept of a reason that can inform,

analysis, it can serve as an articulation of the content of the belief the
person lllas and will, in that capacity, provide what we need in order
to explain why her failure to desire to do what she believes she has
reason to do constitgtes a kind of irrationality. In believing she has
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falling short of what the second standard requires, thanks to her exhib-
iting a certain kind of psychological incoherence, A person who fajls
to desire to ¢ in C when she believes she has reason to ¢ in C is
irrational (the suggestion goes) because she suffers a certain sort of
incoherence. And, as Smith sees things, his account of what it is to
believe one has a reason to ¢ in C; viewed as an analysis of the content
of the belief, is one that uniquely reveals why a person who holds
such a belief fails to be in an appropriately coherent state, if she
fails to desire to do what she believes she has reason to do—and so
explains C2. . : _

Smith’s argument in favor of his own view and against alternatives
can be mobilized using a series of contrasting cases.'® Consider, first,
the difference between a person who

(i) believes she has reason to d in C but has no desire to ¢ inC

and a person who
(ii) believes she has reason to ¢ in C and has a desire to $in C.

As C2 would have it (given how we are now interpreting it) the
first person counts as irrational in light of her failure to desire to do
what she believes she has reason to do, whereas the second does not’
suffer this irrationality. And, Smith suggests, this is because the first
is exhibiting a kind of incoherence that the second is not, Suppose
that is right; suppose what C2 registers is a standard of rationality that
requires a kind of psychological coherence that is maintained only if
one’s desires reflect one’s evaluative beliefs. Against this background,
imagine that one were offered an account of reasons according to
which one has a reason to ¢ in C if and only if doing ¢ in C maximizes
overall happiness, where this account is advanced (as Smith’s is) as an
analysis of the concept of a reason. With this analysis in mind, and
using it to substitute into (i) and (ii), consider the difference between
4 person who .

(i') believes ¢ing in C would maximize overall happiness but has
. no desire to ¢ in C : . -

and a person who

(ii") believes $ing in C would maximize overall happiness and
has a desire to ¢ in C, -

Notice that the first person’s psychological state looks no less co-
herent than the second’s, despite the differences in their desires. There
seems to be nothing at all incoherent about a person who fails to desire
what she believes will maximize overail utility. The suggested analysis’

18. This is how Smith presented the argument in correspondence to author.
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loses in the translation whatever it is that
difference in coherence exhibited in (i) and (i). Such an analysis hasn’t
the resources to reflect the differential coherence, let alone explain it.
A similar weakness plagues other accounts as well, even those

that are in certain respects much like Smith’s. Imagine, for instance,

. that one were offered, again as an analysis, an account of reasons

makes for the apparent

according to which one has a reason to ¢ in G if and only if one would -

desire oneself to ¢ in C if one were fully rational, where being fully
rational is a matter of having the desire to maximize overall happiness.
With' this analysis in mind, and substituting again into (i) and (ii),
consider the difference between a persen who

(i") believes she would desire herself to ¢ in C if she desired to
. maximize overall happiness but has no desire to $inC

and a person who

(ii") believes she would desire herself to ¢ in C if she desired to
_ maximize overall happiness and has a desire to ¢ in C.

Again the first person’s psychological state looks no less coherent
than the second’s, despite the differences in their desires. So again the
suggested analysis loses in the translation whatever it is that makes
for the apparent difference in coherence, In this
hasn’t the resources to reflect the differential
explain it.

In contrast, according to Smith, his own account of reasons,
treated as an analysis, both preserves the differential coherence and
explains it—precisely because it cashes out full rationality in a way
that requires a “maximally coherent desiderative profile.” Consider,
he suggests, the difference between two more people, one who

coherence, let alone

(i*) believes she would desire herself to ¢ in C if she had a
maximally coherent desiderative profile but has no desire to
~dinC :
and a person who

(ii%*) ‘believes she would desire herself to .tj) in C if she had a

maximaily coherent desiderative profile and has a desire to
$in C.

Smith claims that this pair exhibits the differential coherence
found in (i).and (ii) in a way that shows his analysis doesn’t lose what
is crucial in the translation. Moreover, he argues, his analysis actually
explains the differential coherence. According to the analysis, a person
who is believing she has reason to ¢ in C is believing that she would
desire herself to ¢ in C if she were fully rational, and, in believing
that, she is believing that she would desire herself to ¢ in Cif she had
a maximally coherent desiderative profile. As Smith puts.it, “The only

case too the analysis
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analysis that seems to me to come close to playing the requisite _expllan_
atory role is my analysis ... and that is because my ana ysis alone
connects facts about reasons with the desires we w_ould _ha,v? if we wen;
fully rational, where we go on to gloss ‘full rationality’ in terms o
maximal coherence.”' ‘

I think this is an ingenious and elegant argument, not l.east of. all
because it gives Smith’s account of reasons a role not only in answerllng
the question, What do people have reason to do_or cl‘esm:el?l but fllso
in answering the question, What must a person desire, given her evalu-
ative beliefs, in order to be rational? where these questions reflect what
looked to be two distinct and independent standards of rationality.
Once we understand what it is to believe we have reason to do some-
thing, he argues, we can explain why one would be irrational if one’s
desires failed to reflect appropriately one’s eva_luatwe beliefs (fega.l'dn
less of whether one has reason to have those desm:ts). Butlam skep_tlca,tl
of the argument’s success. I seriously d01-xbt, for instance, that SFmth 5
account of reasons—even if true—constitutes the sort of analysis that
would be required for the argument to work. The argument v_vlll go
through only if the “analysis” Smlth offers underwrites ascnbmg to
everyone who has a belief concerning what she has reason to do a
belief concerning what she would want herself to do if she had a
maximally coherent desiderative profile. Yet I doubt people need ax:iy-
thing like the second belief in order to believe they have reason to ho
something. And I have other worries as well about several steps in the

_ arguinent. Before turning to these worries, though, let me redescribe

the argument so as to isolate what I take to be the crucial steps in it.

VI

What needs to be explained is why it is irrational not to desire to do
what one believes: one has reason to do, since C2 1s wh?t in turn
explains the truth of mitigated internaiisn_l about moral judgments
(when combined with the view that moral judgments are judgments
about reasons), So we are asking why a person who beh(?ves §he h?s
reason to ¢ in C yet lacks the desire t'o_-(b in C counts as 1rrat10n'f11 in
a way that a person with the same belief who does desire to ¢ in C

does not. As I understand it, Smith’s argument runs like this:

1. If we consider the people described by (i) and (ii), we see that
the person described by (i) exhibits less coherence than does thfa person
described by (ii), and it is that difference that accounts for their differ-
ential rationality. - ) y n
2. If we consider people described by EIthQI: (1 }.and (i ). or (i)
and (ii")—or indeed by any other analogous pairings of belief and

19. Smith, in correspondence to author, March 20, 1996,
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desire that might be suggested by alternative (non-Smithian) analyses
- of the concept of a reason—we see that the first in each of these pairs
exhibits no less coherence than the second. '

3, This shows that in moving from (i} and (ii) to either i and
(ii") or (i") and (ii") or . . . , we lose something in the translation, which
in turn tells against each of these purported analyses.

4. In contrast (i*) and (ii*) do reflect the differential coherence
found in (i) and (ii). :

5. That shows that in moving from (i) and (ii) to (i*) and (ii*) we
don'’t lose anything in the translation. '

6. Moreover, in moving from (i) and (ii) to (i*} and (ii*) we gain
something when it comes to explaining the differential coherence
exhibited by (i) and (i}, because the incoherence of (i) is made manifest
in (i*).

7. And the explanatory advantage Smith’s account has over all
the others is due to its defining fully rationality in terms of one’s
having a maximally coherent set of desires,

- I would like to raise a number of worries about this argument,
saving until the end my concerns about the status of Smith’s account
as an analysis, : : :

I'am inclined to accept the first claim-—that the standard of ratio-
nality reflected in C2 is a standard requiring a certain kind of coher-
ence. But I should note that there is at least some room to worry about
whether the difference between (i) and (i) is properly described in
terms of coherence. When the notion of coherence is used to describe -
sets of beliefs (or propositions), considerations of logical consistency
Higure prominently in evaluating coherence. As applied to sets con-
taining desires, though, logical consistency can’t be brought to bear in
the same way simply because desires don’t admit of truth, Nonetheless,
I suspect we can and should allow, as a natural extension of the more
familiar notion of coherénce, a notion according to which coherence is
undermined if one’s desires fail to reflect appropriately one’s evaluative
beliefs. I am unsure whether we gain much by speaking of coherence
here, but maybe we do. '

In any case, I am concerned that appealing to the differental
coherence exhibited by those described by (i) and (ii) may introduce
some inadvertent slippage into Smith’s explanation of C2.

~Here is the concern: let's grant, with Smith, that people described
by (i) do suffer a kind of incoherence not suffered by those described
oy (ii) and let us grant as well that they are irrational for that reason.
We can call the kind of coherence at stake “practical coherence.” On
‘his view, failing to desire to do what one believes one has reason to do
§ to suffer a kind of practical incoherence that constitutes irrationality.

Smith’s argument against competing analyses (as set out in steps
2 and 3) turns on noticing that people described by, say, (i') and (i")
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don't suffer any kind of incoherence and so don’t suffer.practical
incoherence. If this is right, then someone who suggest_ed_clther.that
believing one had reason to ¢ in C is belic:vmg one’s doing ¢ in C
maximizes overall happiness (the ['] suggestion) or th'fit it 1s beht:ew‘ng
one would desire oneself to ¢ in C if one had the desire to maximize
overall happiness (the ["] suggestion), has lost all purchase on the
crucial phenomenon—the practical incoherence of those described
> (I)S.mith’s argument in favor of his own account comes wit'h the
suggestion that a person described by (i) does suffer fr?m a kind of
incoherence. (I will raise a worry about this soon, but lets. grant it for
the moment.) Even if he is right, we need tolask,‘ Is the incoherence
exhibited by a person described by (i¥) practxcgl ‘mpoherenct?'r’ Is she
incoherent in just the way the agent described by (i} is? Does the incoher-
ence she suffers constitute the relevant kind of irrationality? If not,
then we've again lost the explanation of why a person desx;rlb‘ed by (i)
is irrational—even if we grant that a person described by (i*} is suffer-
ing a kind of incoherence. . - . s

The worry about slippage is that, in moving from (i) to (i ): we've
slipped from one kind of incoherence to another. My concern is tl.la.t,
while the practical incoherence exhibited by those deSf:r‘xbed by (i) is
sufficient to establish irrationality, the incoherence exhibited by those
described by (i*) is not, at least not clearly so. '

. To decide whether this worry is reasonable, of course, we need
to look more carefully at the supposed incoherence exhibited by those
described by (i*), that is, by those who believe they wpuld desire that
they do ¢ in C if they had maximally coherent desires but do not
desire to ¢ in C. Before doing that, though, 1 would like to raise

WOTTY. o
anm}%ﬁis sechnd worry arises if the second;and third steps of S.mxth’s
argument are taken as offering an objection to the alternative ac-
counts. The worry is that Smith’s oppone_-r'lts—those _who.embrace
competing accounts of reasons—might legitimately resist the sugges-
tion that their accounts should be treated as analyses at all, let allone
analyses that can explain the irrationality exhibited by thpse described
u (I)They might hold, for instance, that a correct account (as opposed
to analysis) of what it is for someone to have a reason to ¢ in C shou!d
be put in terms of what would contribute to overall happiness or in
terms of what one would desire oneself to do if one were fully rational

(where that involves having a desire that overall happiness be pro-

moted) or in terms of what would contribute to expected ytility or...
whatever. Yet they might hold one or another of these views without
thinking that the resulting account constitutes an analysis of the con-
cept of a reason.
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According to these opponents (and here I will take Jjust the second
suggested account), a person described by (i”), in believing she would
desire to ¢ in C if she desired what would promote overall happiness,
is believing something that, if true, means that she has a reason to do
X. But she may not be believing she has a reason to do X, So she may
not be exhibiting any practical incoherence in failing to desire to do X.

- Nonetheless, these opponents might insist, accepting their preferred
account is compatible with recognizing that a person described by (i"
would be exhibiting practical incoherence if she also happened to
believe (what is, according to the account, entailed by her belief) that
she has a reason to ¢ in C. ‘ oo

Of course, this way of thinking about the cases assigns no crucial
explanatory role to the account on offer, when it comes to explaining
the differential rationality exhibited by (i) and (ii). It treats the standard
of practical coherence as independent of the account of when it is that
a pe'rson has a reason to act. As a result, the account as it stands doesn’t
explain C2. Still, for all that has been said, the account is compatible
with there being the difference in rationality and so it is compatible
with there being some other explanation of G2, To think otherwise is
to assume ahead of time that the only way to explain C2 would be via
an analysis of the concept of a reason. h :

As I see it, in the context of Smith’s attack on his 'opponeﬁts, the
issue is whether their accounts are compatible with acknowledging

-that a person described by (i) is exhibiting some sort of irrationality,
Smith is maintaining that the accounts are not on the grounds that
the accounts, treated as analyses, fail to reveal the incoherence he
claims constitutes the relevant sort of irrationality. Yet Smith’s oppo-
nents can insist that their accounts are not being offered as analyses
and can perfectly well grant that the accounts do not make the incoher-
ence, or even the irrationality, manifest, without abandoning the claim
that the accounts are compatible with recognizing the irrationality. On
their view, whatever it is that explains the irrationality, it is something
other than an analysis of the concept of a reason. So far, Smith has
offered no reason for thinking they are wrong.?° '

20. One rmight think that an account that fails to reveal the incoherence, and so
the irrationality, of believing one has a reason to do something and yet not having a
desire to do it has got to be wrong. After all, the account presumably purports to spell
out the truth conditions for the belief the having of which makes it irrational to fail to
have the relevant desire. The thought here would parallel Moore's suggestion that an
analysis of the concept of goodness that fails to preserve the openness of ceftain ques-
tions has got to be wrong. Yet whether and how the irrationality depends on the content
of the beliefs in question has not been settled. And, as Smith himself insists - when
discussing the Open Question Argument, even successful analyses need not exhibit all
the features of what is being analyzed, although they do have to be compatible with

those features. As long as Smith’s opponents can explain the irrationality, the faflure

of their accounts to reveal it won't count as a serious objection to them.
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This way of putting the second worry may be a little u'nfair to
Smith. His real argument against these competing accounts is not, I
think, that they fail as analyses, but rather that (whgther or not they
are offered as analyses) they fail to explain C2, whe.rf:as h_1s account
can explain C2. The weight of Smith’s argument is ‘carrled by .hls
claim that his account, unlike the alternatives, can exp}am [he.pracucal
incoherence and so the irrationality of those who fall to desm? to do
what they believe they have reason to do. If Sn.uth’s anatlysm dgfes
explain the differential rationality of those descrl.bed by (i} and (ii),
and explains it better than alternative accounts might, then he has a
powerful argument. for preferring this account. But t_hat brings us
back to the first worry I've raised: does Smith’s analysis successfully
explain the differential rationality? ' L

According to Smith, a person who believes she has reason to ¢
in C is believing that she would desire that she do ¢ in C if she
had a maximally coherent desiderative profile. Aqd, he argues, if
someone has that belief and yet fails to desire to ¢ in C, sl;e u.nll be
failing to desire what she herself believes she would desire 1f her
desires were maximally coherent—and will therefore be in an inco-
herent state. _ o

There are two questions we need to press: is Smith rlghF that a
person described by (i*) is less coherent than a person descrll?ed by
(ii*), and, if so, is this sort of differential cohérence a x:leﬂectl_on o,i:
differential rationality? I suspect the answer to the ﬁt"St is “not 'a:lways
and the answer to the second is “no.” If T am right, then Smlth has
offered no explanation at all for C2 (and so none for mitigated inter-
nalism regarding moral judgment).?! L .

‘Of course, if what the person described by (i*) believes is true—if

having a coherent desiderative profile involves de§1r1ng to. ¢ in C—
then her failure to desire to ¢ in C would establish that she is less
coherent than she would be if she had that desire, in that her deS}dera-
tive profile is less coherent. But we are looking for an explfinatlgq qf
C2 and C2 doesn’t apply only in cases where the person’s belief is
true. Imagine, then, that the relevant beliefs are false, so tha_t: as it
happens, she would not desire to ¢ in C if she had a goherent _de_sildera-
tive profile. Now it is less clear that a person described by (;*) is less
coherent than one described by (ii*). If, in fact, her de§1res were
maximally coherent, she would not desire that she do ¢ in C, then
her actual failure to desire (o ¢ in G might \fvell be grounds for
counting her as more coherent, not less, than if she were to desire
to & in C.

21. Clearly, Smith’s account may nonetheless still be compatible with some explana-
tion, but the same is true of alternative accounts.
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Maybe what we should do is make no assurmnptions one way or
the other concerning the truth of the beliefs in question, Isn’t it clear,
Smith might press, that, other things equal, the person described by
(i*) is less coherent than the person described by (ii*)? I am really not
sure. Part of my problem has to do with secing the mismatch between
the desires and the relevant beliefs (which are not overtly evaluative
and concern what one would desire under certain conditions) as a
matter of coherence at all—at least until we know more about the
person’s attitudes toward the desires she would have if she had a
maximally. coherent desiderative profile, If the person values having
a maximally coherent desiderative profile, then a failure to have the
desires such a profile requires would, I grant, count as exhibiting
practical irrationality and may reflect some sort of incoherence—but
only because the person would then also.clearly be described by (i) If,
alternatively, the person does not value having a maximally coherent
desiderative profile, then a failure to have the desires such a profile
involves would, I think, be no mark at all against her practical rational-
ity and no sign of incoherence,

Unless the person described by (i*) is (also) believing she has
reason to ¢ in G, I don't think she is any less coherent than the agent
described by (i"). They are both believing that, if they had certain
desires (or a certain “desiderative profile”), they would desire that they
do ¢ in C. And they both happen to lack that desire. Why think that
failing to desire as one believes one would under certain circumstances

is in any sense incoherent, let alone practically incoherent in a way
that makes one irrational? After all, for a whole range of circum-
stances, there is plainly no irrationality involved in failing to desire
what one believes one would desire under those circumstances, [ might
believe, for instance, that if I were addicted to cocaine I would want
to acquire some without being irrational in not actually wanting to
acquire any. Or I might believe that if I was a dedicated entomologist
I would want to collect exotic cockroaches without being irrational in
not actually having any such desire.22

Smith’s response has to be that there is something special about
the circumstances he identifies, such that believing one would have a
desire under these circumstances means that one would be irrational
if, while holding the belief, one lacked that desire, Presumably, Smith’s

22. Even if a person described by (i%) is less coherent in some sense than a person
described by (ii*), she doesn’t seem to be any less rational—unless we assume she is
described by (i), in which case it will be her failure to desire what she believes she has
"eason to desire, not her failure to desire what she bélieves she would if she had a
‘oherent desiderative profile, that explains her irrationality, Needless to say, if we have
‘0 assutne this, in order to explain the irrationality, then it turns out that Smith's account
00 provides no explanatory distance from (i) and i,
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suggestion would be that what is special. about the ::ircurp_s_tances Il1is
analysis privileges—circumstances that involve one’s having no false
beliefs, all relevant true beliefs, and a max1mfilly coherent desu'ieratlye
profile—is that only in them is one fully rational. Eut why t!nnl.c that
having a coherent desiderative profile is even partially constitutive of
ing rational? 4 ‘
b %mith offers the following reply. He suggests tl}at 1.f we consider
a set of desires someone might have'and. theln imagine it .augmented
by more general desires that, in a sense, justify and.._elxp]am thf more
specific desires, we will find that the latter set exhibits more “unity
and is therefore “rationally preferable” to the unaugmented set.'Why
rationally preferable? Because “we may properly regard the unity -of
a set of desires as a virtue; a virtue that in turn makes for the ratlonallty.
of the set as a whole.”®® To back up this claim, he draws an analf)gy
between the coherence exhibited by the more coherent set of desires
and the coherence that might be exhibited by a set -of l?ellefs where
lower-level more particular beliefs are explained and justified by more
eliefs. : : -

gene;zlt}]ze case of beliefs, I am myself tempted by the idea tha‘t relatw,e
coherence tracks in an important sense the extent to which one’s
beliefs are justified. However, that is because the more genqral be_l_lefs
have as their content considerations that both serve as evidence for
the truth of the lower-level claims and find support themselves from.

- their being able to explain (what the person takes to be) other facts.

The more such beliefs one has, and so the more coherent one's set of
beliefs, the more evidence one has for what one believes.‘ Orsolam
willing to admit.?* - a . '

Yet there is no simple analogy available here fcrr tht=T set of desires,
since more general desires not only don’t provide evidence for the truth
of lower-level desires, they don’t in any other. way seem to enhance the
rationality of someone who has them (even if they do, in some sense,
contribute to the coherence of their psychological state). Suppose, for
instance, that I have a desire for coffecf: i.ce cream (.whlch I r(?gularly
do). My desiderative profile would exhlbl.t more unity, as S'mlth' puts
it, if I were to acquire a more general desire fcn‘~ ice cream s1{np11c1ter.
That more general desire might, in a sense, give added point to my
desire for coffee ice cream. It might even (I guess) enhance .the desir-
ability of coffee ice cream in my eyes—since now the coffee ice cream
will satisfy two of my desires, instead of just one. But.would I be any
more rational were I to acquire the more general desire?

28. Smith, The Moral Problem, p. 159 » o

24. I defend something along these lines, at length, in “Coherentist Epistemology
and Moral Theory,” in Moral Knowledge? ed. by Walter Sinnott-Armstrong and Mark
Timmons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 137--89,
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Not at all.? Simply adding the more general desires adds nothing
to one’s rationality, regardless of whether it increases the coherence
of one’s desires. Other things being equal, the fact that one person’s
desiderative profile is more coherent than another’s is wholly irrelevant
to any evaluation of their comparative rationality. There is, so far as

I can see, nothing at all irrational about my regarding what I would
desire if only I had a coherent desiderative profile with utter indiffer-
ence (both as regards my evaluative beliefs and my actual motivations).
Thus, there is nothing at all irrational about my failing to desire what
I believe I would desire if I had a maximally coherent desiderative
profile—unless, perversely, I happen to value having a coherent desid-
erative profile. '

Although there is no simple analogy between acquiring a more
coherent set of beliefs and acquiring a more coherent set of desires, 1
do think there is a connection between the two. And I suspect Smith
may have been misled by this connection, Here is what I have in mind.
In those who are rational, new evaluative beliefs will be accompanierd
by appropriate (sometimes new) desires. So says C2. To the extent the
new evaluative beliefs contribute to the coherence of their beliefs, the
corresponding desires will similarly contribute to the coherence. of
their desires. So we can expect that, insofar as a person is rational, the
coherence of her evaluative beliefs will be mirrored by a corresponding
coherence among (a subset of ) her desires. Yet the pressure to have
coherent desires is pressure provided by one’s evaluative beliefs—not
some fetishistic concern that one’s desiderative profile be maximally

- coherent. Moreover, the extent to which one has or lacks other desires
(desires that are unrelated to one’s evaluative beliefs) that might in-
- crease the coherence of one’s desiderative profile is neither here nor
there when it comes to one’s rationality. Considered independently of
which evaluative beliefs one happens to hold, the relative coherence
of one’s desiderative profile is rationally irrelevant. Considered in light
of which evaluative beliefs one happens to hold, the coherence of
one’s desires is relevant—but only because it is a reflection of the
coherence of one's evaluative beliefs. Smith, in effect, treats the con-
nection as if it ran in the other direction—as if the fact that a desire
would be part of a coherent desiderative profile makes it rational both

to acquire the desire (regardless of whether one values having coherent

desires) and to have the corresponding evaluative belief. And that, it
seems to me, gets things the wrong way around. '

25. In fact, adding desires so as to have a more unified desiderative profile—say,
acquiring a desire for ice creain so as to have a more general desire to back up my desire
for coffee ice cream—strikes me as leading (un)naturally to a sort of desire fetishism.
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VII

Where does this all leave us? Well, vyith Smi'th, I think a fully l;aldequa:{e
understanding of practical rationality requires that we be a he toher-
plain the truth of C2—where 92 is -1nterpreted as holding t ;t lt 36(;
is something irrational about failing o desire to do wh:li)t 0}?8 e ;::n ’
one has a reason to do.?8 Unlike Smith, however, I doubt the ezpd a
tion will be found in an analysis of the con::ept of a rf:alzzon. nd, in
any case, I think Smith’s explanation doesr’t do the trick. N
Smith’s positive suggestions ha}'e been, ﬁrsF, that the s9rt 1?1 gra%
tionality involved is the irratic:nahty o.f suffering 'a.certegnr nd o
incoherence and second, that his analysis (of what u:.ls t(? e 1e}\lre oEe
has a réason to ¢ in C) makes manifest, anc% S0 exp!ams, Just what the
incoherence is. I've granted (albeit fen{atwely) his first g}gg;s;:llon.
Against the second, however, I've I‘alSCFl tWO CONCerns. Ffrst,1 c;n.re
argued that (contra Smith) there really is no 1ncoher-enc'f; invo \;le dm
failing to desire what one believes one would desire if one had a

. maximally coherent desiderative profile—so his analysis doesn’t, after

nifest any incoherence. Second, I've a?gued that, if one
S‘Ii»r;ﬂ ti)kfngz on seeiﬁé the mismatch as a matter of incoherence, suc}1
incoherence as it would be does not plausibly refl_ect bad.lly on orife ]
rationality—so his analysis cannot, anyway, explain the irrationality
* lssﬁ‘:llf;l)pose, though, that I am wrong on both counts. Sup.opose.,fthl?t
is, that a person who believes she would want herself to ¢ in Chl s 1:
were fully rational (where that involves. having a ma::umall_y col er_ent
desiderative profile) and yet fails to desire to $¢inC is cxhlplun.g Jus1
the sort of incoherence that constitutes the relevant kind of 1rrat10fné 2—
ity. Even then, Smith won't have an explanation of the. truth o 2
unless everyone who believes that they have reason to d)_ in }? ac}tlug y
believes that they would want themselves to d)_m Cif ¢ ?yb abla
maximally coherent desiderative Proﬁle. Otherwise, he wor:) t be ae ael
to explain the irrationality exhibited b}_’ those (‘1) describes ' ¥1 ,ap}')
to the irrationality exhibited by those (1*) d.escnbes. On Sr_rlnt sde:-w,
a person who believes she has reason to ¢ in C and yet fails to eli‘llt‘q
to do it is irrational because she is believing she w?uld want hers:eh ((;
& in C if she had a maximally coherent d(_tSlderat%vg profile; so 1id'a
better be true that in holding the first belief one is ipso t."ac’to hcn1 ing
the second. Thus, an absolutely crucial assumption of Smith’s explana-

96. Insofar as one accepts G2 some lS1.J.ch ex!)lanatioln is needcd——at;‘:'flg l;i :I_rl‘.\tz
doesr’t hope to rely on C2 to explain the mltlgated_ internalism .al;out nLor ! é] 1 E‘l o
Smith endorses. Even an externalist about moral Judgment mig, é embra [
internalism about judgments concerning what one has reason to do.
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tion is that his account of reasons goes through as an analysis of our
concept of a reason—where its success as an analysis legitimizes the
kind of substitutions into belief contexts Smith’s explanation requires.

Smith recognizes that his proposed analysis isn’t obviously true,
and he recognizes as well that people who are competent with the
relevant concepts might even believe it pretty clearly false. Some might
believe people have no reason to do what their fully rational selves
would want them to do, and some might believe that one’s fully rational
self might not have a maximally coherent desiderative profile. Regard-
less, if Smith’s analysis is right, in believing of someone that she has
reason to do something, we are believing that her fully rational self
would want her to do it, and, in believing something about what her
fully rational self would want, we are believing something about she
would want if she had a maximally desiderative profile—whatever else
we believe (and even if we believe we do not have these beliefs). And if,
alternatively, someone in fact doesn’t hold these beliefs, then whatever
belief (if any) it is she expresses in saying “A has reason to do some-
thing” it won’t be that A has reason to do it. So much follows from
accepting Smith’s account as an analysis.

Of course, one might accept Smith’s account of reasons without
thinking it provides a successful analysis. In that case, one would hold

that a person does have reason to do something if and only if her .

fully rational seif (who would have a maximally coherent desiderative
profile) would want her to do it, without holding that believing a person
has a reason to do it is one and the same with any beliefs about her
fully rational self or about herself with maximally coherent desires. I
am skeptical of even this more modest proposal, primarily because 1
doubt full rationality involves having anything like a maximally coher-
ent desiderative profile, but also because I suspect there may be noth-
ing irrational in failing to want people to do.what they have reason
to do (in which case my fully rational self might, without irrationality,
not want me to do what I, as I actually am, have reason to do).

In any case, accepting Smith’s account while rejecting his. claim
that it constitutes a successful analysis will leave one unable to take
advantage of Smith’s explanation (such as it is) of C2. So let me simply
grant, for the sake of the argument, that Smith’s account is true, and
turn to his defense of the view that it constitutes an analysis,

Nowadays, talk of conceptual analysis raises all sorts of red flags—
flags flying, for instance, over the paradox of analysis, over worries -
about the analytic/synthetic distinction, and over the Open Question
Argument. Smith is undaunted, although he is eager to explain what
he has in mind. ‘ .

Smith’s understanding of conceptual analysis begins with the ob-
servation that “in acquiring a concept C we come to acquire a whole
set of inferential and judgmental dispositions connecting facts ex-

Sayre-McCord ~ The Metaethical Problem 79

pressed in terms of the concept C with facts of other kinds.".p""" A person
who lacks these dispositions——q person who' regularly t_"alls to mi?.ke_-
the appropriate inferences and judgments-—is not (yet) in possession -
tl ‘ ‘ } *
o th(e)r(;osnrfl?gi’s view a successful conceptl‘xal analysis is one thzft suit-
ably captures the whole range of inferent{ai and judgmental c!;spolsll-
tions the having of which together constitute competence with the
concept in question. A description of tlllese.v,s;lrlous d1§p031t10ns pro-
vides a description of the set of “platitudes” (as Smith calls thefn)
surrounding the concept.”® When a person becomes competent with
a concept it is thanks to her coming to treat-these Platltudes as p}autu-
dinous”-—where treating them as platitudmoqs is (pcrhap§ a bit con-
fusingly) a matter of exhibiting the appropriate dlspos1't10ns, not }z:
matter of being willing or even able to 1de.nufy the platitudes. Wit
this in mind, Smith suggests that “an analysis of a concept is .then bsg;
thought of as an attempt to articulate .all and only these platltudes. -
Such an analysis, Smith emphaswes: may corme as 2 complfete
surprise to people who are competent w1.th the concept in guesftlon
even though (assuming the analysis is right) the_ac_count it offers
articulates necessary (and, Smith maintains, a priori) truths abqut
whatever satisfies the concept.. Although a person competent with
some concept must have the requisite inferenu'fll and judgmental c‘hs-
‘positions, that she has them need not be something ihe kgows. Having
“mastery of a concept requires knowledge-how,” Smith 0b§ewes, _
whereas “knowledge of an analysis of a mastered c,;g(r)megt requires us
to have knowledge-that about our knowiedge—!mw. This means tha:t-
defending such an analysis of, say, our evaluative concepts, is compati-
ble with thinking that the questions recommended by .the fam'lhar
Open Question Argument might actually be open even in the minds
of those who are competent with the relevant concepts. At t_he same
time, it makes sense of why analyses might be both unobvious an-d
informative, in a way that makes sense of the paradox of analysis
i t embracing it.
wnh(\)‘:’lhen it comﬁs to our moral concepts, and more generally our
evaluative concepts, Smith thinks the platitudes that .surround theﬁe
concepts, taken together, are well encapsulated by. his account. The
inferences underwritten by the platitudes surrounding our evaluative
concepts are, he argues, just those that are ¢.:ndorsed by his alccctunti
If he is right, a person who is competent with t?le concept of rpo;a _
rightness, for instance, will be disposed to make inferences and judg-

27. Smith, The Moral Problem, p. 37.
28. Ibid., p. 31.

29, Ibid., pp. 37-38.

80, IThid., p. 38.
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ments concerning what- it would be right for someone to do that
will, in respecting the relevant platitudes, match appropriately those
countenanced by his account of moral rightness. And, again if Smith
is right, a person who is competent with the concept of a reason

will be disposed to-make inferences and judgments concerning what

reasons people have for acting that will, in respecting the relevant
platitudes, match appropriately those countenanced by his account of
. reasons. It is in this sense, at least, that Smith sees his account as
encapsulating successfully the platitudes that surround these concepts.
And it is because respecting these platitudes constitutes competence
with the concepts that Smith thinks of his account as offering an
analysis of the concepts. ‘
Actually, T think Smith wants to claim just a bit more-—and needs
to in order for his analysis to underwrite the substitutions into belief
contexts required by his explanation of C2. As I understand him, he
thinks that a person who is competent with the concept of moral
rightness, for instance, will be disposed to make inferences and Judg-
ments concerning what it would be right for people to do that will,
in respecting the relevant platitudes, match appropriately what she
‘believes they have reason to do. Consequently, as she shifts her view of
what people have reason to do, so too she shifts her view of what it
would be right for them to do, and vice versa. And he thinks that a
person who is competent with the concept of a reason will be disposed
to make inferences and judgments concerning what reasons people
- have for acting that will, in respecting the relevant platitudes, match
appropriately what she believes they would desire were they Jully rational
(where that is a matter, in part, of their having a maximally coherent
desiderative profile). Consequently, as she shifts her view of what
peoples’ fully rational selves would want them to do, so too she shifts
her view of what reasons they have for acting, and vice versa.
“The bit more he needs to claim is that people are competent with
the concept of a reason, say, only if they believe, of what they believe
- person has reason to do, that the person’s fully rational self would

want her to do it. This is the bit that would, if only it were true, -

Justify attributing to everyone who holds the evaluative beliefs the
corresponding beliefs concerning what a fully rational person (with a
maximally coherent desiderative profile) would want her actual self to
do. It is the bit Smith needs in order to get his explanation of C2 off
the ground. ' ' ‘ _ -

If in fact Smith’s account of reasons is true, then what someone
believes when she believes she has reason to ¢ in C does entail that
her fully rational self would want her to ¢ in C. However, it doesn't
entail that she believes that her fully rational self would want her to ¢
in C. Yet Smith’s explanation of C2 requires that everyone who has the
first belief has the second. And the fact that the account encapsulates
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accurately the platitudes the respecting of which constitutes compe-
tence with the concept of a reason, and so counts as an analysis in
Smith’s sense, doesn’t help. At least it doesn’t help unless respecting
the platitudes itself either requires or constitutes believing, of what
one believes one has reason to do, that one’s fully rational self would
want one to do it. But nothing Smith has argued supports this last
claim, :

For all that has been said so far, a person might be fully competent
with some concept C—thanks to her having the right infereptial and
judgmental dispositions-—and yet not competent with the various con-
cepts deployed in describing those dispositions (because, wh‘en it comes
to those concepts, she lacks the requisite dispositions). And if she is not
competent with those concepts, then forming beliefs using them can-
not be a condition for competence with the initial concept. In at least
some cases, then, a correct analysis (in Smith’s sense) of a concept—
which, after all, is a description of the dispositions possession of which
constitute competence with the concept—will rely on concepts not
possessed by those described. ' o

Consider the concept of a reason. For all that has been said so
far, and granting (for the sake of the argument) that Smith;'s' account
accurately describes the inferential and judgmental dispositions that
constitute competence with the concept, a person might be fully com-
petent with the concept of a reason—thanks to her having the right
inferential and judgmental dispositions—and yet (it seems) not compe-
tent with the concept of a fully rational being who has a maximally
coherent desiderative profile. And if she is not competent with this
latter concept, then forming beliefs about what a fully rational person
who has a maximally coherent desiderative profile would want cannot
be a condition for competence with the concept of a reason. So, even
if we were to accept Smith’s account of what it is to have a reason,
and even if we were to accept that it accurately describes the inferential
and judgmental dispositions that constitute competence with th(.i con-
cept of a reason (because it accurately encapsulates the plat‘ltufies
surrounding the concept), we still would not have grounds for thlpktng :
that in believing one has reason to ¢ in G one is believing that if one
were fully rational (where that involves, in part, having a maximally
coherent desiderative profile) one would want to ¢ in C.

What is called for is an argument to the effect that among the
judgmental dispositions the having of which is required for th(f: posses-
sion of the concept of a reason is the disposition to have beliefs con-

cerning what fully rational beings (who have a maximally coherent
desiderative profile) would want. And it is just such an argument that
we neither have on hand nor have reason to think might be forthcom-
ing. Of course, if Smith’s analysis of reasons does accurately character-
ize inferences the making of which are constitutive of possession of
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the concept, then a person who lacks the concepts required in order
to describe the relevant platitudes or articulate the analysis thereby
fails to know something that is plausibly (if hazardously) characterized
as a conceptual truth about reasons. For instance, she fails to know
that someone has a reason to ¢ in C if and only if she would want
herself to ¢ in C if she were fully rational. One might even say she
doesn’t have a full-understanding of her own concept. But it would
be much too quick to claim that this shortfall of hers undercuts the
claim that she possesses the concept of a reason. Whether it does
depends on whether knowing (or at least believing) what she doesn’t
is partially constitutive of competence with the concept. And we still
haven’t been given any reason to think it is.

As a result, even if we were to grant that Smith’s account accu-
rately encapsulates the platitudes surrounding the concept of a reason,
and so providesan ana1y51s (in Smith’s sense) of that concept, we would
not have what we need in order to invoke Smith’s explanation of C2,
For we would not have grounds for thinking that everyone who be-
lieves she has reason to do ¢ in C also believes she would, if she
were fully rational (where that involves havmg a maximally coherent

desiderative profile), want herself to do ¢ in C. And if we have no

grounds for that, we can’t go on (in the way Smith suggests) to explain
why it would be irrational for her not to want to ¢ in C by appealing
to the incoherence involved in failing to desire what one believes one
would desire if one were fully rational (in the suggested sense). Thus,
even if the worries I raised about Smith’s proposed explanation could

be met, that explanation itself rerains unavailable, precisely because

the people who believe they have reason to ¢ in C may not have any
beliefs at all concerning what they would desire if they had a maximally
- coherent desiderative profile.

VIII

All this is depressing to me. I think a great deal that Smith has to say
about our evaluative concepts, about the nature “of the metaethical
problem and about how we might usefully understand our concepts
in order to face squarely and then solve the problem is insightful and
on track. Details aside, I think Smith is right, in particular, that our
evaluative concepts are usefully understood in terms of what we would,
. from the appropriate point of view, approve of or want.3! And I think
too, as he does, that the evidence we might marshal for any such view
is properly found in an appeal to what Smith characterizes as the
platitudes surrounding these concepts. Of course, the details I am

31. I defend this sort of view in “On Why Hume's ‘General Point of View’ Isn’t
Ideal—and Shouldn't Be," Social Philosephy and Pelicy 11 {1994): 202-28.

Sayre-McCord ~ The Metaethical Problem 83

putting aside are not small—1I think, for instance, that occupymg
the appropriate point of view doesn’t involve havmg anythmg like a
maximally coherent desiderative profile, and I think it is a mistake to
see a successful account of our concepts as constituting an analysis of
them, at least if that is supposed to justify substituting into belief
contexts. Yet they are details nonetheless, the sort of details those
who share a great deal might argue over even as they see themselves
embracmg what is fundamentally the same approach. What is de-
pressing is that—as far as I can tell—the approach we share still
has nothing close to an adequate explanatlon of the practicality of
evaluative thought.*®

32, Depressing though this is, T do have hope. My own view is that we will find
an explanauon of C2 not in an account of our concept of what it is to have a reason
but instead in an account of our concept of what it is to value something (where this
is, contra Smith, not merely a matter of having a belief with a certain content), But
this isn’t the place to pursue what is now only a hunch.




