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Bernard Williams began a fruitful debate about the nature of reasons in his seminal paper “Interna ‘
and External Reasons” (Williams 1980) and the sequel “Internal Reasons and the Obscurity of “decisive considerati
Blame” (Williams 1989) Wiiliams famously argued that all reasons are internal, in the sense hq “agent may havea m
defined, and that there are therefore no external reasons, in the sense that contrasts with internal . she might think, qu

reasons as he defines them. On close examination, external reason claims turn. out to be disguised: f-aﬂd she may also
claims about what it would be good for someone to do, not claims about what they have reason to, _account of the natu :
do. 8o, at any rate, Williams argued.! : t\?_vt) stark possibiliti

One of the most significant contributions to the debate that Wiiliams began is fohn McDowell 5 *In these now fan:
“Might There Be External Reasons?” Although his title modestly hides the fact, he suggests not the broad class of ¢
just that there might be external reasons, but that there are external reasons, and that moral reasons an internal reason t
are among them (McDowell 1995). What the title acknowledges is simply that, as McDowell se reasoning. Moreove
things, more would need to be said in defense of the claim that there exist the sorts of external Will take the qualific
reasons he envisages than he says in “Might There Be External Reasons?” Williams’s mai to which we can apy|
response to McDowell (Williams 1995), at least as we understand it, is to express a kind of exas- at she would be -
peration. He reiterates the point that there is a huge gulf between reason claims and claims abo think it is far from
what it would be good for someone to do. According to Williams, the external reason claims that formula. As we sai
McDowell defines are simply more claims of the Jatter kind, not the former. Williams thus seens Williams explicitly
to think that McDowell has missed his main point. But is there a distinctive class of external mterpretation of the
reason claims, different from the class of claims about what it would be goed for someone to doi’ ;

If so, has McDowell properly characterized that class? These are the questions with which we W
be concerned in this chapter, .

QOur chapter is in three main sections. Because Williams’s claim that all reasons are intes L :
is so difficult to interpret, we spend the long first section regimenting his claim. This requires n initial clarificat
us to go beyond anything Williams explicitly says in the text, so, where appropriate, we 1 already seen that he-
alternative readings. In the second section we evaluate Williams’s claim, as regimented. In. Williams is not try;
third section we describe and evaluate McDowell’s conception of external reasons in the lig : ding sense (Willia
of our discussion of Williams. Since we find McDowell’s conception of external reasons equally the sense in which
difficult to interpret, much of this final section is spent clarifying and regimenting what he eighed by, other r
says, But the virtue of the clarification is, we think, evident. For, once clarified, it becomes cerned to define wh |
plain that Williams is right that McDowell’s external reason claims turn out just to ason 10 do. This i
disguised claims about what it would be good for someonc to do, not claims about what th g.liding way. Whe f
have reason to do. ‘ . agent'would have a




EXTERNAL REASONS

1 Williams's Analysis of Internal Reasons

It is now familiar that there is a distinction between normative and motivating reasons (Woods
1972, Smith 1994: ch. 4). Roughly speaking, motivating reasons explain what an agent does,

whereas normative reasons are considerations to which we appeal in constructing & justification of
an agent’s conduct: considerations a sensitivity to which makes an agent immune to rational
criticism.

" This distinction between motivating and normative reasons needs to be handled with some
“care, however. On the one hand, when certain motivating reasons explain what an agent does they
~do so by allowing us to see a minimally rational pattern in her conduct. It thus follows that moti-

vating reasons cannot be divorced entirely from considerations of rationality. On the other hand,
when someone has a normative reasorn, this must be the sort of consideration that could figure in
an explanation of her conduct, if not on that occasion, at least on others. Normative reasons thus
cannot be divorced entirely from considerations of explanation. Even so, there is, we think, a quite
decisive consideration in favor of making a sharp distinction between the two kinds of reason. An
agent may have a motivating reason to ¢ without having any normative reason at all to ¢ — indeed,
she might think, quite cotrectly, that all the normative reasons that there are tell against her ¢-ing

and she may also have a normative reason to ¢ without having any motivating reason to ¢. Any

ceount of the nature of motivating and normative reasons must therefore preserve at least these
two stark possibilities.

In these now familiar terms, Williams’s aim in “Internal and External Reasons” is to describe
he broad class of normative reasons. According to Williams’s famous formula, an agent, A, has
+n internal reason to ¢ only if she would be motivated to & if she were to engage in deliberative
reasoning. Moreover, according to Williams, alt normative reasons for action — from here on we
will take the qualification “hormative” as read —are internal reasons. "T'he only sort of consideration
to which we can appeal in providing a rational justification of an agent’s conduct, then, 1s the fact
that she would be motivated if she were to deliberate. But, famous though his formula may be, we

hink it is far from clear what it really means. Our initial task is thus to regiment Williams’s
mula. As we said earlier, at various points this will require us to go beyond anything that
illiams explicitly says. Our aim in such cases is simply to come up with the most plausible
iierpretation of the formula.

Pro tanto reasons

2 initial clarification concerns the target concept that Williams is trying to define. We have
eady seen that he is trying to define the broad class of normative reasons. Tmportantly, however,
Wiams is not trying to define what an agent has reason to do in the overall, or all-in, or over-
ing sense (Williams 1980: 104). Rather he is trying to define what an agent has reason to do in
1¢ sense in which an agent’s reasons, so defined, might conflict with, and perhaps even be out-
¢ighed by, other reasons that she has. In terms that are perhaps more familiar, Williams is con-
ned to define what an agent has a pro fanto reason to do, not what she has all-things-considered
sson to do. This means that Williams’s talk about motivation has to be understood in a corre-
nding way. When Le talks about what an agent would be motivated to do he means what the
gent would have a desire to do — a desire that may not result in any action. on his behalf. Just as
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the reasons in question may be outweighed by other more important reasons to act in some alter- akratic. But - ‘
native way, so the desires in question may be overridden by other, stronger, desires to act in the 1o ¢ is that ¢

alternative way. we come rati
: to act in that
. is possessed -,
Deliberative reasoning : * to act in that .
o The upsh
A second, and more difficult, clarification concerns an ambiguity in the phrase “deliberative rea formula as m
soning” as it occurs in Williams’s formula. The general idea is, we take it, plain enough. Williams : .dO' An altert
thinks that what an agent has reason to do is a matter of what she would be motivated to do if he “deliberative r
motivations were corrected by engaging in certain reasoning processes, that is, processes whose | - ciples of reas’
perfect realization means that these processes conform to certain principles of reason. This is wh .-certain stock
the reasons themselves are considerations capable of providing rational justifications. But what. “what we each:
exactly are these reasoning processes? we would des
According to one very natural interpretation, deliberative reasoning is reasoning whose aim:i all-of the pri1’
to figure out what we have reason to do. More specifically, it is the activity of rational beiie_f capacities wh
formation where the aim is to form beliefs whose content is: that we have reason to do such-and principles of 5
such. But, natural though it might be, we do not think that this can be what Williams has in mind Teasoning, in
or, at any rate, it cannot be all that he has in mind. : exercise all of .
Williamg’s formula is supposed to provide us with an account of what it is that we believe whm - In order tc
we believe that we have a reason to act in a certain way. This emerges when he asks and this in tu
rhetorically: - . the formation
i right lines, is
What is it that one comes to believe when he comes to believe that there is a reason for him to ¢, if '_ﬂnd tonic and
it is not the propesition, or something that enrails the propesition, that if he deliberated rationaily, principle requ
he would be motivated to act appropriately? {(Williams 1980: 109; emphasis in original) . that is. i
o suppose (since
Yet if we interpret deliberative reasoning in the way just suggested, and try to use that to explicat fo drink the si
what it is that we believe when we believe that we have a reason, then we are reduced to sayin conclude, pro
the following. When we believe that we have a reason to ¢ what we believe is that ¢-ing has t terms, this is
property, call it F, such that to believe rationally that a way of acting is F is to be motivated to act- subjective mot
in that way. It is hard to believe that this convoluted characterization of a reason provides us with. With this e
the sort of purchase on what it is that we believe when we believe that we have a reason to (thia tiY@ reasoning
Williams is after (Williams 1980: 109-10). But in any case there is a substantive reason for thmk d ‘the -presence ¢
that Williams does not endorse this characterization. @ally’?) failing
Consider the following passage: o ex_ér(;iscs the ¢
chase on what -
Does believing that a particular consideration is a reason to act in a particular way provide, or indeed . th_*.n A belie
constitute, = motivation to act? . . . Let us grant that it does — this claim indeed seems plausible, 50 believes is, ini
long at teast as the connexion between such beliefs and the disposition to act is not tightened to t]mt o if:her desires &
unnecessary degree which excludes akrasia. (Williams 1980: 107) U ndent purch
‘ see the plausil
Williams tells us here that, as he sees things, the belief that one has a reason is not a belief w 4501 to act 1t
brings motivation with it: the belief and the motivation are not necessarily connected. The' be who believes 1]
that one has a reason does “provide” a reason — by which we take it that he means that the.beli desires and bel
is capable of producing a distinct motivation — but only on the assumption that the agent.i tuff before he: .
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“skratic. But in that case it cannot be that what we believe when we believe that we have a reason
to ¢ is that ¢-ing has that property possessed by certain ways of acting of being such that, when
“we comne rationally to believe that that property is possessed by a way of acting, we are motivated
to act in that way, For it simply isn’t true that when we come rationally to believe that that property
is possessed by ¢-ing — that we have a reason to ¢ — we are motivated to ¢. We are only motivated
10 act in thit way provided we aren’t akratic (see also Pettit and Smith 1993a).
". The upshot is that we cannot interpret the phrase “deliberative reasoning” in Williams’s
formula as meaning simply the activity of forming rational beliefs about what we have reason to
.do. An alternative suggestion, and the one that we think Williams mwst have in mind, is that
‘deliberative reasoning is the quite general activity of forming desires under the pressure of prin-
ciples of reason. The basic idea behind this alternative suggestion is that each of us begins with a
certain stock of desires — Williams calls this our “subjective motivational set” or “S” — and that
“what we each have reason to do is a matter of what we would be motivated to do — that is, what
:we would desire that we do — if our S were added to and subtracted from under the pressure of
all of the principles of reason that there are. The thought is, presumably, that there are certain
capacities whose possession and exercise enable us to ensure that our desires conform to these
“principles of reason. What we imagine when we imagine someone having engaged in deliberative
easoning, in the relevant sense of the phrase “deliberative reasoning,” is thus that they have and
exercise all of these capacities.

“In order to spell this story out in full detail we must therefore describe the various capacities,
and this in turn requires us to provide a catalog of each and every principle of reason that governs
the formation of our desires. The crucial question to ask, if this alternative suggestion is along the
right lines, is thus what these principles of reason might be. Suppose that A desires to drink a gin

d tonic and that she believes that the stuff before her is gin. If we assume that there is a rational
principle requiring agents who desire an end to desire what they believe to be the means to that
énd, that is, if we assume that the means—ends principle is a principle of reason, then, we may
suppose (since if A were to engage in deliberative reasoning in this sense she would be motivated

drink the stuff before her mixed with tonic — let’s just stxpulate that this is so) that we should
conclude, pro term, that she has a reason to drink the stuff before her mixed with tonic. In Williams’s
rms, this is a case in which, under the pressure of principles of reason, the agent adds io her

'b]ectlve motivational set. Specifically, she adds the instrumental desire.

With this example in mind we can now see the attraction of interpreting the phrase “delibera-
\e reasoning” in the alternative way suggested. For not only does this interpretation guarantee
¢ presence of a motivation — we simply stipulate away the possibility of irrationally (“akrati-
2lly”?) failing to desire the believed means to a desired end by requiring that the agent has and
rercises the capacity to desire accordingly — it also provides us with the more independent pur-
hase on what it is that we believe when we believe that we have a reason, that Williams is after.
hen A believes that she has a reason to drink the stuff before her mixed with tonic what she
clicves is, inter alia, that she would be motivated to drink the stuff before her mixed with tonic

‘her desires and beliefs conformed to the means—end principle. Equipped with this more inde-

ndent purchase on what it is that we believe when we believe that we have a reason, we can also

the plausibility in supposing that someone who believes that a particular consideration is a
son to act in a particular way will be motivated so to act, at least absent akrasia, For someone
o believes that she would be motivated to drink the stuff before her mixed with tonic if her
ires and beliefs conformed to the means—end principle, but who isn’t motivated to drink the
ff before her mixed with tonic, seems to suffer from a kind of incoherence in her psychology,
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a lind of incoherence not unlike the incoherence in the psychology of an akratic. (Compare :
someone who believes that her belief set would be more coherent if she believed that p, but who
doesn't believe that 5. She too seems to suffer from a kind of incoherence in her psychology.) In

this way we can see how reason itself might underwrite our being motivated to do what we believe.

we have reason to do: all that is required is the exercise of our capacity to have a coherent set of

psychological states. :
In order to spell this story out in full detail, as noted above, we would have to provide a catalog
of each and every principle of reason that governs the formation of our desires. Much of

Williams’s discussion is, we think, aimed at doing just this. For example, he tells us that another:
bl 3 ] P

form of deliberative reasoning occurs when we gather knowledge of truths and, in the light of
that knowledge, correct our desires. ‘This can be thought of as another principle of reason which,
indirectly, governs the formation of our desires. Consider a variation on the case just described,
discussed explicitly by Williams, in which A desires to drink a gin and tonic, but where the stuff
she takes to be gin is in fact petrol. If A were to engage in deliberative reasoning, in the sense of
acquiring the knowledge that the stuff before her is petrol rather than gin, and if A conformed
her desires to the means—end principle, she would not desire to drink the stuff before her mixed
with tonic, as she would no longer have the relevant belief about means. In Williams’s terms

this is a case in which, under the pressure of principles of reason, the agent subiracts

Srom her S, .
Williams thinks that there are other principles of reason that govern the formation of desires

as well, something he makes plain in the following passage:

A clear exampie of practical reasoning is that leading to the conclusion that one has reason to ¢ because
$-ing would be the most convenient, economical, pleasant etc. way of satisfying some element in S,
and this of course is controlled by other elements in 5, if not necessarily in a very clear or determinate :
way. But there are much wider possibilities for deliberation, such as: thinking how the satisfaction of
eleents in S can be combined, e.g. by time ordering; where there is some irresoluble conflict among .
the clements of §, considering which one attaches most weight to . . . ; or, again, finding constitutive
sotutions, such as deciding what would make for an entertaining evening, granied that one wants
entertainment. (Williams 1980: 104) '

And later he tells us:

More subtly, he may think he has reason to promote some development because he has not exercised
his imagination about what it would be like if it came about. In his unaided deliberative reason, or
encouraged by the persuasions of others, he may come to have some more concrete sense of what
would be involved, and lose his desire for it, just as, positively, the imagination can create new possi
bilities and new desires. (Williams 1980: 104--5)

Williams’s idea is presumably that these principles too give us the more independent grip on whi
it is that we believe when we believe that we have a reason. When A believes that she has a reas

to ¢ what she believes is that she would be motivated to ¢ if she formed her desires under th
pressure of all the principles of reason that there are: that is to say, inter alia, if she formed lie:
desires in the light of all of the relevant information, if she exercised her imagination fully, if sh
considered how the various things she wants are effected by time-ordering, if she worked out th
answers to various constitutive questions, and if her desires and means—end beliefs conformed 1
the means—end principle. "
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From here on we will assume that this is the proper way in which to interpret Williams's pro-
posal that an agent, A, has an internal reason to ¢ only if she would be motivated to ¢ if she were
to engage in deliberative reasoning. More specifically, Williams’s idea is.that we can specify what
an individual, A, has internal reason to do in terms of what another individual, A, desires to be
done, where A is simply A in the nearest possible world in which she has and exercises all of those
tapacities that ensure that her desires conform to all of the principles of reason that govern desires.
In imagining A, we thus imagine a transformation of A so that she is equipped with these knowl-
‘edge-gathering and reasoning capacities: the halo represents the transformation. Williams’s main
task, in these terms, is to provide us with a list of principles that, as he sees things, are such prin-
ciples of reason: that is, a complete specification of A. Having said this, however, it should now
also be clear that we could accept a proposal with the same general shape as Williams’s without
-accepting that the list of principles he provides is indeed a list of principles of reason, and hence
without accepting his specification of the nature of As halo.

Exemplars vs. advisers

A third clarification of Williams’s proposal is required to fix the logical form of the desires that A
is supposed to have. The general idea, to repeat, is that A has internal reason to do what A desires
to be done. But we can think of A’s desire as being about what A herself is to do in the circum-
nees of action that A herself faces, or we can think of her desire as being about what A is to do
the circumstances of action that A faces. The first interpretation suggests that we specify A’s
4sons in terms of A where A is taken to be an exemplar, someone whose desires about what she
{4) is to do in her own (s own) circurnstances A should try to emulate, or approximate, as best
1e.can in her own {A’s own) circumstances. The second suggests that we specify A’s reasons in
cims of A where A is taken to be an adviser, someone whose desires about what A is to do in the
iicumstances of action that she (A) faces A should take on in exactly the form in which A has
hem (Smith 1995).
“In order to see clearly the difference between these two quite different interpretations of the
lesires that A might have, consider a variation on an example of Gary Watson’s (Watson 1975).
magine that A suffers a humiliating defeat in a game of squash. She is so angry with herself that
fie wants to smash her opponent in the face with her racquet. If she gets anywhere near him,
is is exactly what she will do. A, on the other hand, who has exercised her imagination and
s understands what it would be like to smash someone in the face with a squash racquet has
‘desire whatsoever to do this. What she desires herself to do in the circumstances of action
she (A) faces is to walk right over and shake her opponent by the hand. This is, however, not
mething that she would want A to do in the circumstances of action that she (A) faces at all,
ven that A would follow up the handshake with a smash in the face. What A desires A to do
he circumstances of action that she (A) faces is to walk off the court without saying a word
id calm herself down, something which, let’s suppose, A could indeed get herself to do. But, of
ourse, walking off the court without saying a word and calming herself down is not something
A desires herself (A) to do in her own (&) circumstances because, not being angry, she doesn’t
e2d to calm herself down. What does A have reason to do in this vartation on Watson’s
ple?
If we think of A as an exemplar, then A has a reason to do what A desires herself (A) to do in
wn (A’s own) circumstances. In other words, since A desires to walk over and shake her
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opponent’s hand, A too has a reason to walk over and shake her opponent’s hand. Moreover, on -
the exemplar model, since A has no desire at all to leave the court immediately without saying a -
word in her (A’) circumstances, A has no reason at all to leave the court immediately and calm
herself down. On the adviser model, by contrast, what A has reason to do is a matter of what A .
would want A to do in her (A’) circumstances. In other words, on the advice model, A has no

reason at all to walk over and shake her opponent’s hand. Instead what she has reason to do is to
leave the court without saying a word and to calm herself down. ' '

With these two interpretations of N desire before us we must now ask which gives the best |
P B

interpretation of Williams’s concept of internal reasons. Williams himself doesn’t explicitly

acknowledge the distinction between these two interpretations, so the question is one that requires .
us to go beyond anything Williams says in his text. Qur own view is that we should interpret his **
aceount of internal reasons in terms of the adviser model. The problem with the exemplar model -

is that it is hard to see the normative relevance of As desires about what she (A) is to do in her
(A’s) circumstances to what A has reason to do in her own (A’s) completely difterent circumstances.

The normative relevance of what A wants A to do in her (A’s) circumstances — the attraction of
the adviser model — is, however, palpable. For the desire that A has about what A is to do in her:

(A’s) circumstances is the very best desire, from the point of view of reason, that one could have
about what is to be done in the very circumstances of action that A faces. o
It therefore seems to us that we should suppose that, according to Williams’s formula, what A

has internal reason to do in certain circumstances C is a matter of what an improved version of
herself, A, would desire A to do in those circumstances (. This is to interpret A on the model-
of an adviser, ot on the model of an exemplar, The transformation of A into A is in turn provided,
as before, by imagining what A would want if she had and exercised all of the capacities that ensure:
that her desires conform to principles of reason: that is to say, according to Williams, if she had -
all of the relevant information, if she exercised her imagination fully, if she considered how th .'

various things she wants are effected by time-ordering, if she worked out the answers to various.

constitutive questions, and if she conformed her resultant desires and means—end beliefs to the:

means—end principle.

Recognition and response constrainis.

A fourth, and final, clarification concerns the constraint placed on the account of reasons, at least
as Williams sees things, by the explanatory role of reasons. Here we return to issues of motivation:
Very early on in “Internal and External Reasons™ he tells us: '

If there are reasons for action, it must be that people sometimes act for those reasons, and if they do,
their reasons must figure in some correct explanation of their action. {Williams 1980: 102}

As we understand it, this constraint tells us that, representing the fact that A has a reason to ¢ U

a certain proposition p, then it must be the case that A could act because p. Now we have already
seen how, in Williams’s view, internal reasons could play such an explanatory role. For, as he sees
things, we can come to believe that we have internal reasons, characterized in his preferred wa

and, absent akrasia and the like, we can be motivated to act accordingly. Rational people — people
who possess and exercise the capacity to have a coherent psychology — acquire desires to do what
they believe they have internal reason to do. Nor should this be surprising. For, to repeat, when
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A believes that A desires that she ¢s in circumstances C, where A is characterized as A herself,
cransformed so that she possesses and exercises all of the capacities that ensure thai her desires
coherence does indeed seem to tell in favor of her acquiring the

OVer, on’

saying a
nd calm “conform to principles of reason,

fwhat A desire to ¢ in C {Smith 1999).
Williams elaborates further on this idea in his “Internal Reasons and the Obscurity of Blame”

(Williams 1989) where his main aim is to get some purchase on what it is to have a reason by
attending to the “close connection between blame and the agent’s reasons” (Williams 1989: 41}
that is, to the fact that when someone fails to act on a reason they thereby become liable for blame:

““facused blame” as he puts it.

4 has no -
ydois to

the best
explicitly:
‘requires - |
wrpret his " Tocused blame operates in the mode of “ought to have,”
ar mode] . with «could have.” Focused blame will go by the board if
seems to be connected with the following consideration: if
in the modality of blame, then (roughly) “ought to” was appropriate 2
advice, (Williams 1989: 40)

which has a famous necessary connection
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{ how the- - Williams’s
of those whose reasons they are it follows not just that if A
then this has to be something that she could have done, but that acting in the way in question has

t0 be sorething that she could have come to believe that she has reason to do. The information

© was available to her. Moreover, it also follows that, had she come to believe that that is so, she
could have been motivated to act in the appropriate way. The desire was available to her. In a
phrase, his view seems to be if A has a reason to ¢ then A must be actually capable of both recog-
‘nizing and responding to this fact. Absent the possession of these recognitional and responsive
capacities — that is, absent A's possession of these capacities in fact, not counterfactually - it simply
aotivation.’ “isn’t ¢rue that A has a reason. to ¢. The best we can say is that A could have §-ed and that it would
: “ave been better if she had ¢-ed. This, at any rate, seems to be Williams’s suggestion (compare

Pettit and Smith 1996).

" As we see things, reflection on the explanatory
on. Williams’s proposal about internal reasons. So far the suggestion has been that what A has
nternal reason to do in certain circumstances C is a matter of what an improved version of herself,
A, would desire herself to do in those circumstances C, where this transformation of A into Ais
provided by imagining what A would want if she had and exercised all of the capacities that ensure
that her desires conform to the principles of reason. But it certainly seems possible that A could
desive that A ¢s in C and yet, due to A’s own incapacities — remember, we are not supposing that
A herself has and exercises all of the capacities that ensure that her desires conform to the princi-
ples of reason, only that A has and exercises these capacities — A might actually be (actually be,
not would be) incapable of coming to believe that this is 50 — that is, the recognition constraint

idea here seems to be that since reasons have to be capable of explaining the behavior
to various . has a reason to act in a certain way
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might be violated. And it also seems possible that, even if A did come to believe that A desires :
that A ¢s in C, due to A’s own incapacities, A might actually be (again, actually be, not would be) i
able of acquiring a motive in the light of that belief — that is, the response constraint might - : ) )

: With this clai

incap

be violated.

The gin and petrol case can be described in a way that brings out how the recognition con--
straint might be violated. Since, in this variation on the case, A has all of the information that
there is, it follows that A knows that what A believes to be gin is in fact petrol. Consequently,
s drinking the stuff before her mixed with tonic. So far,. -

* (a) Ther

we may suppose, A is averse to &
the stuff before her mixed with tonic. But,’

are now inap -
. are internal re;
three quite di:

then, we might think that A has a reason not to drink .
in the light of the recognition constraint, we Can sce that this may yet not be the case. The crucial only : :
further question is whether A is capable of coming to believe that this is what A wants. If so, o thaF I
then perhaps A does indeed have a reason not to drink the stuff before her mixed with tonic. Ther
That will depend on whether the response constraint is met as well. But if not — that is, if A is woul
incapable of coming to believe that this is what A wants because, say, in order to acquire such 2 - ().
belief she would have to access the information that what she believes to be gin is in fact petrol,- Ther
but the information that what she believes to be gin is petrol is unavaitable to her - then it follows exerc
that it simply isn’t the case that A has a reason not to drink the stuff before her mixed with tonic. reasc
In Williams’s words, in a case fike this we should suppose instead that though that A could fail - have
to drink the seuff before her mixed with tonic, and though it would be good if she failed to do: if sh
s, it isn’t the case that she has a reason not to do so. |t isn’t the case that she has a reason not she v
to do so because, being incapable of accessing this fact, we cannot blame her for failing to act on resul
This means 1

the reason.’ :
So much for how the recognitional constraint may be violated. Certain sorts of cases of depres-

ions about the way in which depression operates, provide

sion, at Jeast under certain assumptl
examples where the response constraint is violated. Suppose that A is so depressed that she not.

only has no desire whatsoever to improve her life, but that her belief that A desires that she (A)
improves her life leaves her completely cold. The depression incapacitates her. Does A have a
reason to improve her life in these circumstances? If we accept the response constraint o1 reasons
then it follows she doesn’t have a reason to improve her life. Since she is incapable of respondi_ng :
to her belief it follows that we cannot blame her for failing to act on what she believes het someone wh
reason to be, notwithstanding the lack of coherence involved in her having the belief but lacking of reason. Itj
the desire. If she is literally incapable of acquiring a desire to irmprove her life - if no technique his descr:
of self-control would get her to desire to view of the
good for her to improve her life, not that she has a reason 10 do so. '
What all of this suggests is that the recognition and response constraints have to be added » 986;,H00_ke,
further constraints on internal reasons. We should therefore suppose i illia Ltis striki
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this transformation of A into A is in turn provided by imagining what
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is to say, according to Williams, if she had ail of the relevant information, if she exercised he
imagination fully, if she considered how the various things she wants are effected by tim of the capac
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EXTERNAL REASONS

11 Williams’s Claim that All Reasons are Internal Reasons

With this clarification of Williams’s proposal about the nature of internal reasons before us, we
are now in a position to ask whether it is plausible to suppose, as he does, that all reasons for action

' are internal reasons so defined. If we are right, then Williams’s proposal in effect decomposes into

three quite distinct parts:

There is the claim that an agent A has internal reason to ¢ in certain circumstances C
only if A wants A to ¢ in C, where A has and exercises all of the capacities that ensure
that her desires conform to principles of reason.

"T'here is the further claim that A has an internal reason to ¢ in C only if A has — not
would have, but has — the capacity to recognize and respond to the fact mentioned in
{a).

There is Williams’s description of the capacities possessed by someone who has and
exercises all of the capacities that ensure that her desires conform to principles of
reason: that is, his suggestion that the desires possessed by A are those that A would
have if she had all of the relevant information, if she exercised her imagination fully,
if she considered how the various things she wants are effected by time-ordering, if
she worked out the answers to various constitutive questions, and if she conformed her
resultant desires and means—end beliefs to the means—end principle.

This means that someone could object to Williams’s proposal by objecting to any one of the three
distinct parts. We will consider them in reverse order.

Is claim (c) objectionable?

The most controversial part is claim (c): Williams’s description of the capacities possessed by
someone who has and exercises the capacities that ensure that her desires conform to principles
of reason. Tt is here that his Humean leanings come to the fore, for the principles of reason implicit
in his description are simply those that would be agreed to by those sympathetic with Hume’s
ew of the relationship between reason and passion. As we understand it, it is this part of
Williams’s proposal to which both Brad Hooker and Christine Korsgaard object {Korsgaard
1986; Hooker 1987). Morcover, we think that their objections have considerable force.
tis striking that Williams nowhere in “Internal and External Reaons” argues that the following
annot be derived from principles of reason: .

“Reason requires that if A believes that B is another person, equally real, and A believes that B is in
pain, and A believes that she can relieve B’s pain by ¢-ing, then A desires to §.

-,N_o.r,_as a result, does he argue that the capacities possessed by someone who has and exercises ail
f the capacities that ensure that her desires conform to principles of reason do not include a
pacity to generate intrinsic desires in the presence of such beliefs in the manner described by
his principle. Indeed, not only does Williams nat give such an argument, he nowhere acknowl-
:dgf_:s the need to give such an argument. E
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The point that we are making here does not turn on the controversial claim that, contrary to .
Williams, this, or something much like it, is a principle of reason, or can be derived from principles -
of reason. We take no stand on this substantive issue. The point we are making turns rather on -

the fact that certain well-known theorists, both in the history of philosophy and in the contem-
porary literature, have insisted that this, or something much like it, is a principle of reason, or can

be so derived. Thus, for example, Kant spends much of The Metaphysics of Morals trying to derive
a principle much like the principle mentioned above from the fact that our willings must not be :
in any way contradictory (Kant 1786). More recently Thomas Nagel spends much of The Possibility

of Altruism trying to derive a principle much like the principle mentioned from the fact that we

each conceive of ourselves as one temporally extended deliberating agent among many (Nagel
1970). For Williams’s characterization of the capacities that ensure that our desires conform to’
principles of reason to be compelling, he would therefore have to argue that views like Kant's and

Nagel's are mistaken. Yet, to repeat, no such argument is either given or alluded to. He simpl
assumes that the rational principles governing desire formation require, at most, coherence witk }
other desires. .
Moreover, it seems to us that if we try charitably to read an argument to this effect into W
liams’s text, then the best that we can do is to supply a suppressed premise to the effect that th
principles of reason, whatever they are, must wear their credentials as principles of reason on thei
sleeve: a principle of reason’s status 45 a principle of reason must be uncontroversial, otherwis
ist’t a principle of reason at all. We think that this is the feature that the principles on Williams's:
list all have in common: no one, or anyway no one sensible, would take issue with the claim thia
they are indeed principles of reason governing the formation of desires. But though this suppressed
premise would, if true, make part (c) of Williams’s proposal less objectionable, that doesn’t sho
that the suppressed premise is itself plausible. Speaking for ourselves, we can see¢ no merit mn !
suggestion that principles of reason are one and all uncontroversial.®
This leaves us with a further interpretative question. If we were to reject part (c) of Williams
proposal, then should we conclude that we thereby reject Williams’s claim that all reasons a
internal? In other words, is (c) strictly essential to the definition of internal reasons? If so, the
follows that we should believe, contrary to Williams, that there are external reasons. As we undg
stand it, Brad Hooker assumes that this is so. This is why he suggests that theorists like Kan and
Nagel should respond to Williams by pointing out that his argument against them turns, on
persuasive definition of the term “deliberation”: Williams’s account of the capacities possesse
those who have and exercise all of the capacities that ensure that their desires conform to prineipl
of reason. According to Hooker, these theorists should insist that, armed with a more plajsible
definition of the term “deliberation,” and hence a more plausible description of the correlati
capacities, we can see that there are indeed external reasons. Alternatively, if (c) is not stric
essential to the definition of internal reasons — if the crucial elements are parts (a) and (b)
part (c) simply being Williams registering, gratuitously, his own Humean leanings — ther
should suppose that theorists like Kant and Nagel would have no objection to Wiﬂiams’s's}u_gg_
tion that all reasons are internal. As we understand it, this is Christine Korsgaard’s view. She:
herself to agree with Williams that all reasons are internal, notwithstanding the fact that she
agrees with him about which principles are, and which principles are not, principles of 1
governing the formation of desires. S
We are not sure which of these options Williams himself would prefer. Gur own view, how
is that to the extent that he is right that we can get an independent purchase on what it is ¢
a reason by attending to the twin facts that there is 2 “close connection between blame an¢
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agent’s reasons” (Williams 1989: 41) and that “plame will go by the board if ‘could have’ is absent”
principles (Williams 1989: 40), he should prefer the second to the first (though see the discussion in the next
rather on section). For the possibility of blame, in the relevant sense, would seem to follow from our failure
2 contem- - to believe or desire or do what we are capable of believing or desiring or doing as creatures who
are bound by principles of reason that govern what we believe, desire and do. But in saying this

mtrary to

o1, Or can
s to derive we need take no stand on the precise content of these principles of reason.

1st not be " Scen in this light, part (c) of Williams’s proposal does just seem like a gratuitous registering of
Possibility ' his own Humean leanings. What is crucial is parts (a) and (b): the suggestion that A has a reason

zt that we “to ¢ in circumstances C only if (a) an improved version of herself, A, would desire that A ¢s in
ny (Nagel - " circumstances C, where this transformation of A into A is in turn provided by imagining what A
nform to ‘would want if she had and exercised all of the capacities that ensure that her desires conform to
{ant’s and- principles of reason, whatever they are; and (b) A is capable of both recognizing and responding
Je simply to the fact mentioned in (a).

ence with '

into Wil Is claim (b) objectionable?
-t that the.
i on their
herwise it
Williams’s

Next consider part (b) of Williams’s proposal. There is, we think, inherent slippage in the concept
of a capacity, and hence in the concept of blame. As we see things, this slippage leaves Williams’s
‘laim that all reasons are internal because of the close connections between reasons and blame, on
‘the one hand, and blame and “could have,” on the other, open to serious objection.

claim that - ] - )
uppressed Consider the following two equations:
esa’t show : Equation 1: x—-4=10

ierit in the
' ) 34
Equation 2: ——— —+5=2x—3

Williams’s - ¥ —3x+7

€4s0Ns are
so, then it Though. anyone with normal high school mathematical abilities is capable of solving for x in each,
we under-- : a failure to exercise these capacities in the one case, as against the other, would appear to warrant
: Kant and quite different attitudes with regard to blame. The reason is the mundane one that, given that a
priori reasoning may be more or less difficult, having a capacity for a priori reasoning is one thing
and exercising that capacity is quite another. Since solving for x in Equation 1 is clearly a good
deal less difficult than solving for x in Equation 2 it therefore follows that, notwithstanding the
fact that anyone with normal high school mathematical abilities has the capacity to solve for x in

turns on a
issessed by
1 principles ;

e plausible:
correlative. ‘each of these equations, failing to exercise the capacity to solve for x in Equation 2 is at least not
a0t strictly: uncommon, whereas failing to exercise the capacity to solve for x in Equation 1 is rare.

d (b), with - This, in turn, means that while we might reasonably expect virtually everyone with normal
' high school mathematical abilities to solve for x in Equation 1 if they tried, we could not reason-
bly expect everyone with normal high school mathematical abilities to solve for x in Equation 2
they tried. Of course, this is not to say that they shouldn’t both succeed. Given that they coutd
‘all solve for x in each of the equations, of course they should. Tt is rather to say that, as a matter
f empirical fact, it is only to be expected that some people would fail in the one case but not in
: the other, and that their failure would be readily intelligible. They fail because of the difficulty
, however f the task, not because they are incapable.
Relatedly, though both those with normal high school mathemaiical abilities who fail to solve

it is to have
or x in Equation 1 and Equation 2 fail to exercise capacities that they possess as creatures capable .

me and the’
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of priori reasoning, we would almost certainly baulk at calling those who fail to solve for x in ' 1993b) -
Equation 2 irrational. The charge of irrationality would, however, seem to sit well with those with . ‘ control v
normal high school mathematical abilities who fail to solve for x in Equation 1. There is therefore : _ et herse
a distinction to be made between failing to exercise such capacities as one possesses to make one’s ) ' of happir
beliefs conform to principles of reason and being irrational. : . rifices in:
Now consider the issue of blame. Is it appropriate to blame someone for failing to exercise rea- " non-trivi|
soning capacities that they have even if we could not reasonably expect them to succeed? In other : withstan -
words, does blame require not just that people fail to exercise a capacity that they have that they - control i
should exercise, but also, in addition, that they fail to meet a commonly achieved standard? Does - failure to |
the difficulty of a task, notwithstanding an agent’s capacities, affect the appropriateness of blame? : This,
If not, then we should blame anyone with normal high school mathematical abilities who fails to S recogniti
solve for x in both Equarion 1 and Equation 2. If so — that is, if blame is only approptiate to the - that then ;
extent that people fail to meet some commonly achieved standard; if blame sits more happily - able reasc:
alongside a charge of irrationality (Rosen 2002; Pettit 2001: ch.}) — then, though we should blame - posing it :
anyone with normal high school mathematical abilities who fails to'selve for x in Equation 1, we their hap -
should not blame them for failing to solve for x in Fquation 2.° ' . hasthep
Our own view, for what it is worth, is that this question cannot be answered without supplying - " blame sor
more information about the context in which we are supposed to blame some particular person. ' . their halo
But the mere fact that the question can be sensibly asked is, we think, enough to make trouble for " . priatenes:
Williams’s claim that all reasons are internal reasons, given that reasons have a close connection " to blame
with blame and blame has a close connection with “could have.” Remember, condition (b) says : . people Wl
that A has an internal reason to ¢ in circumstances C only if A is capable of both recognizing and . " piness in :
responding to the fact (supposing it to be a fact) that an improved version of herself, A, desires 3 We no '
that A s in those circumstances C, where this transformarion of A into A is in turn provided by - close com .
imagining what A would want if she had and exercised all of the capacities that ensure that her : - that more
desires conform to principles of reason. But the capacities to recognize and respond to such facts -and respo
are, in crucial respects, a lot like mathematical abilities. Notwithstanding the fact that anyone with vof a capac:
normal recognition and response capacities could recognize and respond to certain such facts; it answer th
might well be the case that two such facts differ in the following crucial respect: though it would - objection.
be astonishing to find people with such recognition and response capacities who fail to recognize i
and respond to one such fact — a failure to do so would suggest gross irrationality — a non-trivial “for recogn
number of people with such capacities would fail to recognize and respond to the other because ‘thereisro
of the difficulty of the task. . _ % ‘placesno s !
For example, perhaps it is easy for A to form the belief that A would want her to make herself ;
happy (supposing that A would want this). Virtually no one with normal recognition capacities
would fail to recogiize that that is so, given that it is so. A failure to recognize such a fact would
signal gross irrationality. But perhaps it is very difficult for A to see that A would want her {0
make huge sacrifices in hef happiness in order to increase the amount of happiness enjoyed by
others (supposing this to be so). That would require quite a lot of hard thought and reflectio
Consequently, a non-trivial number of people with normal recognition capacities would fail to
recognize that that is so, notwithstanding the fact (supposing it to be a fact) that it is so. The
charge of irrationality would not sit happily, notwithstanding the fact there is a failure to exers
the reasoning capacities that they have. -
Or perhaps it is easy for A to get herself to desire to make herself happy, having formed: the :
belief that A would want A to make herself happy. No one with normal response capacities — tig satisfying |
is to say, no one with normal capacities for self-control (Pettit and Smith 1993a; Pettit and Smith casons. T .
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1993b) — would fail to have this desire, given that they have the belief. Failure to exercise self-
conirol would signal an irrational failure of self-control. But perhaps it is very difficult for A to
get herself to desire to make huge sacrifices in hex own happiness in order to increase the amount

of happiness enjoyed by others, having formed the belief that A would want A to make huge sac-

rifices in her own happiness in order to increase the amount of happiness enjoyed by others. A
non-trivial number of people with normat response capacities would fail to have this desire, not-
withstanding the fact that they have the belief. The idea that there is an irrational failure of self-
control in such cases might therefore not work so well, notwithstanding the fact that there is a
failure to exercise such capacities for self-control as they have.

This, in turn, means that while we might reasonably expect virtually everyone with normal
recognition and response capacities to recognize and respond to the fact (suppesing it to be a fact)
that their haloed counterparts would want them to make themselves happy, we might well not be
able reasonably to expect everyone with such capacities to recognize and respond to the fact (sup-
posing it to be a fact) that their haloed counterparts would want them to make huge sacrifices in
their happiness in order to increase the amount of happiness enjoyed by others. But this, in turn,
has the potential to affect who we blame. The issue, this time, is whether it is only appropriate to
blame someone for failing to exercise their capacities 1o recognize and respond to facts about what
their haloed counterparts want if we could reasonably expect them to succeed. If so —if the appro-
priateness of blame turns on the difficulty of the task — then, in our example, it is only appropriate
to blame people who fail to make themselves happy. If not, then it is equally appropriate to blame
people who fail to make themselves happy and those who fail to make huge sacrifices in their hap-
piness in order to increase the amount of happiness enjoyed by others.

We now have a further interpretative question on our hands. Williams insists that there is a

" close connection between blame and an agent’s reasons. His definition of internal reasons makes

that mote or less explicit by having agents’ reasons be limited by their capacities for recognition
and response. This is the role of part (b of his proposal. But the inherent slippage in the concept
of 4 capacity means that we need to lnow how part (b) is to be understood. No matter how we
‘answer this question, we think that this leaves his claim that all reasons are internal open to serious
objection.

. At one cxtreme, if Williams insists that his definition of internal reasons limits the capacities
‘for recognition and response to those it is reasonable to expect someone to exercise, then, we say,
“there is room for the external reasons theorist quite reasonably to insist that the concept of a reason

places no such limitation on the capacities for recognition and response. At this extreme the upshot

would be that, though Williams succeeds in defining a class of internal reasons, he fails to show

hat all reasons are internal. There are external reasons, namely, those that are limited by agents’
" capacities for recognition and response which are not, in turn, capacities that we reasonably expect
them to exercise.

| At the other extreme, if Williams insists that his definition of internal reasons does not limit

the capacities for recognition and response to those that it is reasonable to expect someone to

exercise, then we think that there is room for the external reasons theorist to take issue with

Williams's insistence that there is the close connection between blame and an agent’s reasons that

e imagines. To be sure, the external reasons theorist might say, Williams has succeeded in defin-
ing the class of reasons which an agent has the capacity to recognize and respond to. These are
easons that satisfy both part (a) and part (b) of Williams’s proposal. But, he might say, reasons
satisfying both parts (a) and (b) of Williams’s proposal form only a subclass of the total set of
casons. The total set of reasons include those that simply satisfy part (a): in other words, (a) is
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both necessary and sufficient for the existence of reasons as such. We can illustrate the plausibility
of this claim if we reconsider the two examples given above of the ways in which the recoguition
and response condition constrains an agent’s internal reasons. ’

Suppose that A is incapable of forming the belief that the stuff before her, which she believes
to be gin, is in fact petrol. In order to recognize this fact she would have to be equipped with
knowledge-gathering capacities that she doesn’t actually have. As a result, she desires to drink the
stuff before her mixed with tonic and no amount of the information-gathering of which she 15
capable would make that desire go away. Still, the external reasons theorist might say, if A, who
is equipped with these capacities and so does know that the stuff before her is petrol, would want
her not to drink the stuff before her mixed with tonic, it follows that there is a sense in which she
has a reason not to drink that stuff. The fact that it may take conversion, not rational persuasion,
to get A to recognize her reasons — for it might take conversion, not rational persuasion, to equip
A with the capacity to recognize the relevant facts — is neither here nor there. All that this means
is that we cannot blame A for failing to act on her reason. Bug, the external reasons theorist might
say, that is precisely the point: there is a kind of reason that we do not blame the agent for
acting on.

Or suppose that A is so depressed that she not only has no desire whatsoever to improve her
life, but that her belief that A desires that she (A} improves her life leaves her completely cold.
The depression incapacitates her. It removes her capacity for self-control: stops her being able to
respond, appropriately, to the incoherence involved in her having the belief but lacking the desire.
Does A have a reason to improve her life in these circumstances nonetheless? The external reasons
theorist might insist that, in a sense, she does, simply in virtue of the fact that A, who suffers no
such incapacity, does want A to improve her life. The fact that it may take conversion, not rational
persuasion, to get A to respond to her reasons — for it might take conversion, not rational persua-
sion, to equip A with the capacity for self-control — is neither here nor there. Again, all that this
means is that we cannot blame A for failing to act on her reason. But that is no objectton if the
external reasons theorist’s point is that that is a kind of reason that we do not blame the agent for
acting on. , _

Of course, if an external reasons theorist were to argue in this way then Williams would no doubt
press him to explain why these claims — claims that only satisfy part (a) of his proposal — should be
thought of as reasons, and not as simply things that it would be good for the agent to do. But we
think that the external reasons theorist has a principled response to this. For he could insist that
they are reasons precisely because they are constrained by part (a) of Williams’s proposal: that is,
because they are the things which an agent would want herself to do if she had and exercised all of
the capacities that ensure that her desires conform to principles of reason, Put another way, he could
insist that they are reasons, not simply things that it would be good for the agent to do, because they
are things that an agent would want herself to do from a viewpoint endorsed by reason itself. This,

the external reasons theorist might say, and quite plausibly, is the crucial feature of reasons. They -

are things that it would be good-from-the-viewpoint-of-reason to do.
The upshot, at least as we see things, is that the inherent slippage in the concept of a capacity,
as in part (b) of Williams’s proposal, leaves his claim that all reasons are internal open to serious

objection. Williams makes part (b) essential to his definition of an internal reason because, as he
sees things, there is 2 close connection between blame and what an agent has reason to do, and
because blame goes by the board if it isn’t true that the agent could have acted as the reason ~

requires. But it is open to the external reasons theorist to argue that the connection is nowhere

near as close or as determinate as Williams needs it to be for his claim that there are no external .
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reasons to have any serious plausibility. We have sketched various ways in which the external
 reasons theorist might make out his case on this score.

Is claim (a) objectionable?

Finally, let’s consider part (a) of Williams’s proposal: his suggestion that an agent A has internal
_reason to ¢ in certain circumnstances C only if A wants A to ¢ in C, where A has and exercises all
" of the capacities that ensure that her desires conform to principles of reason. Is there room here

for an objection to Williams's proposal that all reasons are internal? In other words, are there
" reasons that do not satisfy even this necessary condition on Williams’s internal reasons? As we see
" things, this is where Williams’s proposal is at its very strongest. In order to see why, it will help
. if we compare a close relative of his proposal, namely, Hume’s sentimentalist analysis of moral

judgment. Though Hume’s analysis of moral judgment is extremely complicated — we ourselves
_are indebied to Sayre-McCord’s treatment {1994) — for our purposes a bare bones account will
“suffice.
" Hume famously argues that our moral judgments track our sentiments. But he also insists that
they do not track just any old sentiment, as our sentiments include not just our moral sentiments,
but also our “particular interests” (Hume 1740; 472): that is to say, our interests in our own weal
and woe, as distinct from our interests in the weal and woe of others. As Hume sees things, our
"moral judgments abstract away from such particular interests. They track, instead, our sympa-
hetic responses: the responses we have to the weal and woe of all affected. But nor, according to

Hume, do our moral judgments simply track just any old sympathetic responses we have. Cur
- sympathetic responses are, after all, variable “according to the present disposition of our mind”
(Hume 1740: 582): we represent the weal and woe of some people more or less vividly than that

of others, and our sympathetic responses vary accordingly. Rather, according to Hume, our moral

judgments track our corrected sympathy, that is to say, the sympathetic responses we would have
if we were to consider the weal and woe of each person affected equally vividly.
" The similarities and differences between Hume’s analysis of moral judgment and Williams’s
analysis of internal reasons should now be plain. Both insist that a feature of A’s actions — in Hume’s
case, an action of a certain kind’s being virtuous; in Williarns’s, an action of a certain kind’s being
one that the agent has reason to perform — can be understood in dispositional terms: specfically,
in terms of what an idealized version of A, A, would want. But whereas in Williams’s analysis of
internal reasons we idealize A by equipping her with all of the capacities required to ensure that
her desires conform to principles of reason and then having her exercise those capacities, in Hume’s
nalysis of moral judgment we idealize by requiring A to Jose all of her interests in herself so that
her reactions are determined solely by her sympathetic responses. Williams’s idealization trans-
forms A into AR, as Williams idealizes by requiring A to conform to ideals of reason (the “R” is
for “reason” and is to be read as qualifying the kind of halo A wears), whereas Fume’s idealization
transforms A into AMH a5 Hume idealizes by requiring A to conform to certain moral ideals, at
least as he conceives of these moral ideals (hence R halo is qualifed by an “MH” for “morality
ﬁé__conceived by Hume”). :

“Once we see the general form that both Hume’s and Williams’s analyses have in common, we
can see that similar analyses to Hume’s could in fact be given of all sorts of concepts. For example,
if, following Hume, facts about what AMH wanes provide an analysis of the concept of what it would
be 'good—from—th&standpoint—of—morality—as—conceivcd—bngumc for someone to do, then it seems
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that facts about what AT wants — here we equip A with the capacities required to act in a well-
mannered way, hence the halo is qualified by an “EM for “etiquette” — provide an analysis of the
concept of what it would be good—fr01n—the—standpointuof—etiquette for someone to do; facts about
what AP wants — in this case we equip A with the capacities required to act in ways that promote
his biological fitness, hence the halo is qualified by a “B” for “biclogy” — provide an analysis of
the concept of what it would be good-from-the-standpoint-of-biology for someone to do; and so
on and so forth.”

Suppose someone were to suggest that Hume’s analysis of what it would be virtuous for someone
to do — or, for that matter, one of the analyses just given of what it would be good-from-the-
standpoint-of-etiquette/ biology/and the like to do — captures another concept of what one has

reason to do. Would that suggestion have anything to recommend it? We think not. After all, To sum wp, |
Hume's idea that in analyzing the concept of what it would be virtuous for someone to do we must
privilege our sympathetic responses has nothing whatsoever to do with norms of reason: as he sees {(a) There
things, there is not only nothing contrary to reason in A’s having interests in her own weal and only if .
woe alongside her sympathetic responses, there would be nothing contrary to reason in A’s having that h |
interests in her own weal and woe but having no sympathetic responses at all (Hume 1740: 416). (b) There
The reason that we privilege A’s sympathetic responses in analyzing the concept of what it would would
%e virtuous for someone to do — at least according to Tume — is that what we are trying to analyze mentt
is 2 moral concept, and morality has everything to do with abstracting away from one’s own inter- {c) There
ests and taking a more general view. The suggestion that Hlume’s analysis captures the concept of exerci
what one has reason to do — ox, for that matter, the analyses just given of what it would be good- reasor
from-the-standpoint-of-etiquette/ biology/and the like to do — thus simply obliterates a distinction have i:
that is there to be made. if she :
We are now in a position to see the real force that lies behind Williams’s idea that all reasons she Wi
result

must satisfy part (a) of his analysis of internal reasons. For, if Williams is right, then the distinction
between reason claims and claims about what it would be good for someone to do must, in effect,
be made within 2 more general framework from within which we see a fundamental similarity
between reason claims and claims about what it would be good for someone to do. Within this more
general framework it is the nature of the idealization — that is, whether we characterize A as someone
whose desires meet certain norms of reason, or morality, or etiquette, or biology, or whatever — that
is the only variable. The difference between a reason claim and a claim about what it would be good
for someone to do is thus, in effect, the difference between a claim about what it would be good-
from-the-standpoint-of-reason for sorneone to do and a claim about what it would good-from-the-
standpoint-of-some-ideal-other-than-reason for someone to do, It therefore follows that part (a) of
Williams’s proposal must, in effect, be accepted by default. Only so can we make the distinction
hetween reason claims and claims about what it would be good for someone to dot

It is important to notc that what we have just said does not beg any important questions.
Suppose, for example, that we were to reject Williams’s own account of the capacities possessed
by someone who has the capacities required to ensure that her desires conform to principles of
reason. Imagine, more specifically, that it is an open question whether we can derive principles '
of reason like those argued for by Kant and Nagel, and hence an open question whether there are
corresponding capacities. In that case we would have to suppose, likewise, that it is an open ques-
tion whether there is a reason for people to do what, in terms of Hume’s analysis, it would be
morally good for them to do; an open question whether what it would be good-from-the-
standpoint-of-reason for them to do is what it would be good»from—the—sta,ndpoint—offsome-ideal-
other-than-reason for people to do. Whether or not this is so turns on whether or not the
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privileging of sympathetic responses can be sten to follow, in some way or other, from certain
principles of reason. We take no stand on this issue. For the crucial point that we have just made

is rather a conceptual one, samely, that if Hume is right, then the concept of what it would be

- morally good for someone to do itself requires that we privilege sympathy. The privileging of

sympathy does not need to follow from the requirement that our concerns not be contradictory,

- as Kant thinks, or the requirement that our concerns dovetail with our conception of ourselves as
~ one temporally extended deliberating agent among many, as Nagel thinks. Indeed, if Hume is right,
: these requirements might have nothing to do with morality at all. But, to repeat, this leaves it open
- that Kant and Nagel might well be right, and hence that there is a reason for people to do what,
~1n terms of Hume’s analysis, it would be morally geod for them to do.

To sum up, Williams’s analysis of internal reasons divides into three main parts:
Ps Aj p

(@) There is the claim that an agent A has internal reason to ¢ in certain circumstances C
only if A wants A to ¢ in C, where A has and exercises all of the capacities that ensure
that her desires conform to principles of reason,

There is the further claim that A has an internal reason to ¢ in C only if A has — not
would have, but has — the capacity to recognize and respond to the fact just
mentioned.

There is Williams’s description of the capacities possessed by someone who has and
exercises all of the capacities that ensure that her desires conform to principles of
reason: that is, his suggestion that the desires possessed by A are those that A would
have if she had all of the relevant information, if she exercised her imagination fully,
if she considered how the various things she wants are effected by time-ordering, if
she worked out the answers to various constitutive questions, and if she conformed her
resultant desires and means—end beliefs to the means—end principle. '

We have seen that very plausible objections can be made to Williams’s claim that all reasons satisfy
parts (b} and (c) of his analysis of internal reasons. To this extent it seems to us not just that
Williams is wrong that all reasons are internal — there are external reasons, indeed, potentially,
there are many different kinds of external reason — but that he himself does us the great service
of maling it clear how there can be such reasons: how external reasons differ from his internal
reasons. However we have also seen that there is great force in his suggestion that all reasons satisfy
part {a} of his analysis of internal reasons; great force in the idea that the difference between a
reason claim and a claim about what it would be good for someone to do is, in effect, the difference
between a claim about what it would be good-from-the-standpoint-of-reason for someone to do
and a claim about what it would be good-from-the-standpoint-of-some-ideal-other-than-reason
for someone to do.’

III McBDowell’s Analysis of External Reasons

Tet’s now turn to McDowell’s own analysis of external reasons, To which part of Williams’s sug-
‘gestion that all reasons are internal reasons does he object? Does he take issue with the claim that
all reasons satisfy (a) or (b) — with, of course, the word “internal” removed — or with claim (c)}?
We arpue that the real difference is over part (a), but that this is not always clear, because McDowell
fails to distinguish clearly enough between these three claims.
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Is (c) true?

McDowell begins not by giving bis own characterization of external reasons, but instead by asking
how Williams thinks that external reasons should be characterized. As we later discover, he does
this s0 as to make it clear that the kind of external reasons whose possibility he wishes to defend
is different from the kind that he thinks Williams takes to be impossible.

As Williams describes his position, the external reasons theorist must envisage a procedure of correct
deliberation or reasoning which gives rise to a motivation, but which is not “controlled” by existing
motivations, in the way that figures in the account of internal reasons; for, if the deliberation were
thus “controlled” by existing motivations, the reason it brought to light would simply be an internal
reason. So the external reasons theorist has to envisage the generation of a new muotivations by reason
in an exercise in which the directions it can take are not determined by the shape of the agent’s prior
motivations — an exercise that would be rationally compelling whatever mofivations one started from.
As Williams says, it is very hard to believe that there could be a kind of reasoning that was pure in
this sense — owing none of its cogency te the specific shape of pre-existing motivations — but never-
theless motivationally efficacious. If the rational cogency of a piece of deliberation-is in no way
dependent on prier metivations, how can we comprehend it giving rise to a mew motivation?
(McDowell 1995: 71-2)

McDowell’s focus in this passage is plainly on part (c) of Williams’s analysis of internal reasons.
From our point of view, there are two main points to make abour this passage.

For one thing, it shows that, as McDowell reads “Internal and External Reasons,” Williams's
commitment to all reasons being internal is tied very closely to his Humean conception of the
capacities possessed by someone who has and exercises all of the capacities that ensure that her
desires conform to principles of reason. Thus, according to McDowell, Williams thinks that for
reasons not to be internal, in his sense, we would have to suppose that there are principles of reason
much like those that Kant and Nagel believe in. We gave an example of such a principle
carlier on.

Reason requires that if A believes that B is another person, equally real, and A believes that B is in
pain, and A believes that she can relieve B’s pain by ¢-ing, then A desires to ¢.

MeDowell tells us that it is because Williams thinks that there are no such principles that he reje(:ts..
the possibility of external reasons. However, for the reasons given above, we do not interprel

Williams’s paper in this way. We think that his own Humean views about the capacities possesse
by someone who has and exercises all of the capacities that ensure that her desires conform to
principles of reason is, in the end, best interpreted as an add-on in the context of his overall arg
ment for the claim that all reasons are internal. .
Williams’s crucial point, to repeat, is that we can get an independent purchase on what it is to
have a reason by attending to the close connection between blame and an agent’s reasons and
to the connection between blame and “could have” But the possibility of blame, in the relevant
sense, follows from our failure to believe or desire or do what we are capable of believing or desi
ing or doing as creatures who are bound by principles of reason that govern what we believe, desire;
and do. Williams's own Humean views about the precise content of these principles of reason:s
thus neither here nor there. This is why we think Korsgaard is right to suppose that she shares
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with Williams the view that all reasons are internal, notwithstanding the fact that, like Kant and
Nagel, but unlike Williams, she thinks that there are principles of reason much Iike those
described above.

"The passage just quoted from McDowell is remarkable for another reason as weil. For it
becomes clear in this passage that he basically agrees with Williams’s own Humean views about
the nature of the capacities possessed by someone who has and exercises all of the capacities that
ensure that her desires conform to principles of reason. Indeed, he reiterates the point later on:

[R]easoning aimed at generating new motivations will surely stand a chance of working only if it
appeals to something in the audience’s existing motivational makeup, in something like the way
exploited in Williams’s account of the internal interpretation. {McDowell 1995: 74)

In other words, we are to take it that McDowell and Williams agree that the desires possessed by
AR are those that A would have if she had all of the relevant information, if she exercised her
imagination fully, if she considered how the various things she wants are effected by time-
ordering, if she worked out the answers to various constitutive questions, and if she conformed
her resultant desires and means—end beliefs to the means—end principle. His disagreements with
Williams on this score are, as we will see, at most disagreements about the nature of desire. The
upshot is thus that McDowell’s own defense of the possibility of external reasons will not turn on
his denying that all reasons satisfy part {c) of Williams’s analysis.

Is (b) true of all reasons?
McDowell’s next move is to sketch his own alternative account of external reasens:

The external reasons theorist must suppose that the agent acquires the motivation by coming to
believe the external reason statement. To be an external reason statement, that statement must have
been true all along; in coming to believe it the agent must be coming to consider the matter aright.
The crucial question is this: why must the external reasons theorist envisage this transition to con-
sidering the matter aright as being effected by correct deliberation? . . . The argument debars the
external reasons theorist from supposing that there is no way to effect the transition except one that
would not count as being swayed by reasons: for instance . . ., being persuaded by moving rhetoric,
and, by implication . .., inspiration and conversion. But what is the ground for this exclusion?
(McDowell 1995: 72)

At first sight it looks like McDowell’s challenge in this passage is not to part- (a) of Williams’s
analysis — not to his claim that A has reason to ¢ in C only if AR wants him to ¢ in C — but rather
to his claim that all reasons have the feature picked out in part (b) of his analysis. In other words,
McDowell seems (o be asking why, taking (a) as read, we should suppose that, for a reason to be .
a reason, the person whose reason it is has to be capable of recognizing and responding to that
reason. Why shouldn’t we suppose, instead, that agents have reasons that they don’t have the
capacity to recognize and respond to, and that, in order to develop the capacity to recognize and
respond to their reasons, they would have to undergo a conversion?

We have already seen how Williams would answer this challenge. As he sees things, if agents
had reasons that they didn’t have the capacity to recognize and respond to then we wouldn't be able
to blame them for failing to act on their reasons. It is thus the close connection between reasons
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and blame, and between blame and “could have,” that is supposed to convince us that all reasg thus mean
satisfy part (b) of his analysis of internal reasons. So Williams would say. However, much ' ioth a per
McDowell seems to be suggesting in the passage just quoted, we ourselves insisted above that th ; s a result
part of Williams’s analysis isn’t really very compelling. It is open to the external reasons theoris - Much ¢
argue that the connection between reasons and blame, and between blame and “could hawv bout the 1
nowhere near as close or as determinate as Williams needs it to be for the claim that all reas makes it pt
satisfy part (b) of his analysis to have any serious plausibility. The esternal reasons theorist cou] - Hypotheti
then suggest, much as McDowell suggests, that it would take conversion for A to acquire the cap “state that i
ties to recognize and respond to her reasons. She may have to acquire information-gathering cap

ties, or perhaps capacities for rational self-control, that she doesn’t actually have.
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1f we think of ethical upbringing in a roughly Aristotelian way, as a process of habituation into suitable:;
modes of behaviour, inextricably bound up with the inculcation of suitably related modes of thought,
there is no mystery about how the process can be the acquisition, simultaneously, of a way of seeing
things and of a collection of motivational directions or practical concerns, focussed and activated in
particular cases by exercises of the way of seeing things. And if the upbringing has gone as it should,
we shall want to say that the way of seeing things — the upshot, if you like, of a moulding of the agent’s
subjectivity — involves considering them aright, that is, having a correct conception of their actual
layout. Here talking of being properly brought up and talking of considering things aright are two * Failure -
ways of giving expression to the same assessment: one that would be up for justification by ethical : | tence, br
argument. (McDowell 1995: 73) ‘ loaded t

Remember, Williams’s idea is that for A to have an internal reason to ¢ in certain circumstancey
C the following condition has to be satisfied: , ways of th

() an improved version of herself, A%, would have to desire A to ¢ in those circumstances _ : To pres
C, where the “R” signifies that we are to imagine the transformation of A mto Ayl . except L
imagining what A would want if she had and exercised all of the capacities that ensure :
that her desires conform to principles of reason. ' - ] Ve

As we see things, McDowell’s suggestion in these passages is that there are reasons that having cer
not satisfy (a). Regimented so as to make it easier to compare his suggestion with Williams _ .
MecDowell's proposal is that what makes it true that A has such a reason to § in certain circum ine .
stances C — an external reason, now, not an internal reason — is that an improved version. of herse that is ay «
AMU desires that she ¢s in C, where this transformation of A into A™Y is provided by going t©

possible world in which, having been properly brought up, A exercises her capacity to see that;

is indeed in c1rcumstances C: she forms a proper conception of those circumstances. The © ‘PAU. in circum
here stands for a “proper Aristotelian upbringing” It signifies that we are to imagine the tran Imperativ
formation of A into A by imagining what A would want if she was properly brought up in the w2 2 s
required to live a life recommended by Aristotelian ethics. The capacity to see that A is in C f_ﬂct that a
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thus meant to be 2 distinctive kind of capacity for perception or belief that is, at the same time,
beth a perception or belief that A is in C and a desire that A 0s in C, a capacity that A acquires
as 2 result of her proper Arisiotelian upbringing. s

Much of this should, of course, sound familiar. For McDowell here basically draws on claims
about the nature of virtuous conduct for which he makes a well-known case in earlier work. What
makes it possible for a virtuous agent to behave virtuously, he tells us in “Are Moral Requirements
Hypothetical Imperatives?”, is that she is capable of enjoying a distinctive kind of psychological
state that is both belief-like and desire-like:

.
[In]. .. urging behaviour one takes to be morally required, one finds oneself saying things like this:
“You dor’t know what it means that someone is shy and sensitive.” Conveying what a circumstance
means in this loaded sense, is getting someone to see it in the special way in which a virtuous person
would see it. In the attempt to do se, one exploits contrivances similar to those ane exploits in other
areas where the task is to back up the injunction “See it like this™ helpful juxtapositions of cases,
descriptions with carefully chosen terms and carefully placed emphasis, and the like . .. No such
contrivances can be guaranteed success, in the sense that failure would show irrationality on the part
of the audience. Thar, together with the importance of rhetorical skills to their successful deployment,
sets them apart from the sorts of thing we typically regard as paradigms of argument. But these seem
insufficient grounds for concluding that they are appeals to passion as opposed to reason: for conclad—
ing that “See it like this” is really a covert invitation to feel, quite over and above one’s view of the
facts, a desire which will combine with one’s bekief to recommend acting in the appropriate way.
{(McDowell 1978: 21-2)

McDowell admits that:

Failure to see whar a circumstance means, in the loaded sense, is of course, compatible with compe—
tence, by all ordinary tests, with the language used to describe the circumstance; that brings out how
loaded the notion of meaning involved in the protest is. (McDowell 1978: 22)

But he thinks that this simply shows that the ordinary tests we have for individuating the agents’
ways of thinking about their circumstances are inadequate:

To preserve the distinction we should say that the relevant conceptions are not so much as possessed
except by those whose wills are influenced appropriately (McDaowell 1978: 23).

In other words, seeing things in the distinctive way in which a virtuous person sees them — believ-
ing what the virtuous person believes about the circumnstances of action she contemplates — is
having certain desires about how things turn out in those circumstances (see also McDowell 1979).
Touse ). E. J. Altham's neologism, the virtuous person is inore accurately described not so much
as having either beliefs or desires, but rather as having a hybrid kind of psychological state, a belief
that is at one and the same time a desire, that is to say, 2 “besire” (Altham 1986)."

In the light of this reminder of McDowell’s earlier work, let’s now return to our schematic
€xample and consider how he understands A’s inability both to apprecrate the fact that she is indeed
in circumstances C and to desire that she ¢s in C. In “Are Moral Requirements Hypothetical
Imperatives?” McDowell acknowledges that this kind of failure would not signal irrationality on
2 agent’s behalf. However, as we saw in our earlier discussion of Williams on blame, the mere
fact that a failure does not signal irrationality on an agents behalf is consistent with its signaling
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a failure to exercise a capacity to ensure that her beliefs and desires conform to principles of reaso
Such exercises can be more or less difficult, and the charge of irrationality sits most happily with
the latter, rather than the former charge. In the passages just discussed from “Are Moral Requiré;
ments Hypothetical Imperatives?” McDowell effectively leaves this possibility open. A’s inability
both to appreciate the fact that she is indeed in circumstances C and to desire that she §s in ¢
might well, for all that McDowell tells us in this early paper, signal a failure to exercise a capacit
to ensure that her beliefs and desires conform to principles of reason notwithstanding the fact tha
it doesn’t signal irrationality. :
But in “Might There Be External Reasons?” McDowell effectively closes this possibility. Th
difference between A and AP, we now learn, is not that the latter has a capacity to ensure tha
her beliefs and desires conform to principles of reason that the former lacks: A and APV may wel
both have and exercise exactly the same capacities to imagine fully, to consider how the variou
things wanted are effected by time-ordering, to work out the answers to various constitutive ques

tions, and to conform resultant desires and means—end beliefs to the means—end principle. These,-

you will recall, are the only capacities to ensure that beliefs and desires conform to principles o
reason that McDowell acknowledges; in this he is of the same mind as Williams. The differenc
between them is that A™Y. in virtue of having been given a proper Aristotelian upbringing, has
capacity to see and so desire things that A, lacking that upbringing, doesn’t have, but by having

this capacity A™ does not thereby conform to any requirement of reason, and by not having it A
does not thereby violate any requirement of reason. Requirements of reason are silent about

whether or not people are to see and so desire things in this way.

This too should sound 21l too familiar. For it turns out that McDowell’s analysis of external:
reasons is, in crucial respects, exactly like Hume's analysis of what it is virtuous for someone 1o
do. As we saw earlier, Ifume thinks that in analyzing the concept of what it would be virtuous fo
A to do we must consider what AM® would want A to do, where AM is a transformed version
of A, namely, A in the possible world in which she has the sympathetic sentiments demanded by.
morality as Hume conceives of it (thus the “HM?”). As1s already clear, perhaps, we could just as
easily state this in more McDowellian terms. In Hume’s view it is virtuous for A to ¢ in C only
APU degires that A §s in C, where A™Y is a transformed version of A, namely, A in the possib
world in which she has a proper Humean upbringing, one in which A is made sympathets
McDowell, by contrast, thinks that A has external reason to ¢ in C only if APY wants A to 01
C, where A™U is a transformed version of A, namely, A in the possible world in which she hasa
proper Aristotelian upbringing, one in which A is given capacities to see things in certain way .
But just as Hume thinks that this privileging of an upbringing that equips A with sympathy has
nothing whatsoever to do with A’s conforming her desires to principles of reason, as reason is sike
about whether or not A should be brought up so as to be sympathetic, so McDowell thinks that
the privileging of a proper Aristotelian upbringing has nothing whatsoever to do with A’s conform:
ing her desires to principles of reason, as reason is silent about whether or not A should end up
having the desires that result from an Aristotelian upbringing. :

McDowell makes the similarities and the differences between his own view and Hume’s more
or less explicit in his critique of psychologism: psychologism, in this context, is the view tha
deliberation is a “procedure for imposing coherence and practical determinacy on whatever col:
lection of prior motivations one presents it with” (McDowell 1995: 79). :

The opposition to psychologism that I have described pictures practical predicaments as gtructured
out of collections of values that are independent of any individual’s motivational makeup, and this may
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seern to reintroduce the threat of a weird metaphysic which I discounted earlier. But this is a mistake.
One way to avoid such a metaphysic is to regard values as reflections or projections of psychological
facts invelving affect or seatiment, and such a position mighr indeed have difficulties in accepting the
kind of transcendence I have envisaged. But in order to acknowledge the constitutive connection of
values to human subjectivity, it is not obligatory to suppose that the genealogy of value can be unrav-
elled, retraspectively, in such a way as to permit factoring out 2 contribution made by isolable facts
about our individual psychology to the evaluable contours of our world. A sane subjectivism can allow
that value transcends independently describable psychological fact. (McDowell 1995: 80)

Here McDowell shows that he accepts, in broad outline, Hume’s sentimentalist projectivism. His
disagreement with Hume lies not in the commitment to sentimentalist projectivism as such, but
rather in the conception of the sentiments in terms of Whlch his own preferred version of senti-
mentalist projectivism is constructed. :

Whereas the story of Humean sentimentalist projectivism is told in terms of sympathy, where
sympathy is independent of — that is, “can be unravelled” from — certain ways of, seeing circum-
stances, McDowell’s own preferred version of sentimentaiist projectivism is told in terms of senti-
ments that are not, in this way, independent of ways of seeing. In our schematic regimentation of
McDowell’s view we registered this point by requiring that A®Y both sees or believes that A is in
Cand desires that A ¢s in C, where her seeing or believing that A is in C is her desiring that A
¢s'in C. The pomt is not just that someone incapable of concelvmg of A’s circumstances in the
way in which APV conceives of them cannot have the desire that A™Y has about what is to be
done. The point is rather that someone who does not desire that A ¢s in C thereby fails to see or
believe that A is in C. Tt is in this way that McDowell’s sentimentalist projectivism rests on the
possibility of there being besires. _

So far our concern has been to explain why McDowell thinks that there are reasons that do
not satisfy the conditions Williams places on internal reasons. As we see thmgs MecDowell’s main
challenge is to Williams’s claim that all reasons satisfy claim (a): A may have reason to ¢ in C even
though A® doesn’t desire that she ¢sin C, for what is required for A to have areason to ¢ in C—an
external reason to ¢ in C, not an internal reason — is that A™Y desires that she s in C. With this
interpretation of McDowellian external reasons in mind, let’s now ask how Williams should
respond to McDowell’s challenge.

Evaluation of McDowell's account of external reasons

We think that there are two main lines of response. The first lies in questioning the materials out
of which McDowell constructs his account of external reasons. The second lies in questioning
whether the account he constructs deserves to be called an account of reasons.

As we have seen, the external reasons McDowell purports to define require us to make sense
of the possibility that there are beliefs that are desires; that is to say, there must be a coherent
concept of a besire. But if the concept of a besire betrays some latent incoherence, then it follows
that the very concept of McDowellian external reasons is itself incoherent, The crucial question
is thus whether the idea that there are besires makes any real sense. Can we tell a coherent story
about conceptions of circumstances which, as McDowell puts it, “are not so much as possessed
except by those whose wills are influenced appropriately” (McDowell 1978: 23)? Or does our very
telling of this story reveal that such conceptions are impossible? Interesting though it would be to
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pursue this line of objection further, however, we will not pause to consider it here. The coherence
of the concept of a besire has been canvassed extensively elsewhere — suffice it to say that opinion
is divided — and we feel that there is nothing new we could add to what we have already said (Smith
1987; Pettit 1987; Smith 1988; Collins 1988; Lewis 1988; Dancy 1993; Qumn 1993; Smith 1994
ch.4; Jackson and Pettit 1995; Lewis 1996; Mele 1996; Little 1997; Raz 1999: chs 2 and 3; Scanlon
1998: ch.1).

There is, though, a second and much more decisive line of response. Even if there are besires,
the real question is why we should suppose that facts about what APV desires A to do constitute
facts about what A has external reason to do rather than facts about what it would be good for A

to do. Or, more precisely, why shouldn’t we suppose that such facts constitute facts about what it .
P Y, why pp

would be good-from-the-standpoint-of-ethics-as -conceived-by-Aristotle for A to do? The crucial
point here is the one that we made earlier in our discussion of the similarities between Williams’s
account of what an agent has internal reason to do and the analysis of what it is virtuous for
someone to do offered by Hume’s sentimentalist projectivistm,

As we saw then, the real force behind Williams’s idea that all Teasons must satisfy part {a) ¢
his analysis of internal reasons — the real force behind the claim that “all reasons must be facts

about what A® desires — lies in the fact that the distinction between reason claims and claims about :

what it would be good for someone to do must be made within 2 more general framework from
within which we see a fundamental similarity between reason claims and claims about what

would be good for someone to do. Within this more general framework, the nature of the idealiza-

tion is the only variable. A may be characterized as someone whose desires meet certain norms o

reason (A, or etiquette (AF), or biology (AP}, or for that matter as someone who has had a proper
upbringing as such an upbringing is conceived by Aristotle (A""Y), or a proper upbringing as such |
an upbringing is conceived by Hume (APY)If we have to distinguish the class of reasons, within -
this more general framework, from the class of facts about what it would be good for someone to

do, then, it seems, identifying the class of reasons with the class of facts about what A® desires
looks to be the only principled choice. Reasons must have to do with . . . having desires that mee
norms of reason: what else?

Towards the end of “Might There Be External ReascmsP ” when McDowell takes himself to

have “touched on what is, in one sense, the heart of the rnatter” he betrays his failure to appreciate”

this point, a failure that we think can be traced to his failure to distinguish Williams’s analysi
into its component parts, that is, (a), (b), and (c). He tells us:

Williams’s explicit argument has no deeper foundation than the assumption that the external reasons
theorist wants to be entitled to find irrationality when someone is insensitive to the force of a supposed
external reason; and, in its naked form, the assumption seems too transparently flimsy to be the real
hasis for his conclusion. It is too easy to drive a wedge between irrationality and insensitivity to reasons
which are nevertheless there. (McDowell 1995: 81)

But while finding irrationality might be the key to Williams’s view that all reasons satisfy part (b)

of his analysis of internal reasons — and, as' we have seen, even this is only so on a very strict’

interpretation of part (b) — it is by no means the key to his view that all reasons satisfy part (a) of

the analysis of internal reasons. To repeat, the attraction of the suggestion that all reasons satisfy -

part (a), whether or not they also satisfy part {b) on any interpretation, lies in the fact that only
so can we make a prln(:ipled distinction between reason clalms and claims about what it would be
good for someone to do?
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Conclusion

It may be useful, in conclusion, to summarize the main philosophical points that we think emerge
from our consideraticns:

(iy  Normative reasons, internal or external, should be identified by an amendment of

Williams’s claim (a). A has reason to ¢ in certain circumstances C, we might say, only
if A desires A to ¢ in C, where A has and exercises all of the capacities that ensure
that her desires conform to principles of reason. Otherwise put, A has a reason to ¢
in certain circumstances C only 1if it would be good-from-the-standpoint-of-reason
for A to do so. )
Internal reasons should be identified more narrowly by reliance on Williams’s claim
(b). We might describe them as those normative reasons which A has the capacity to
recognize and to which' A has the capacity to respond. There are serious difficulties,
however, in providing a measure of when those capacities are present and when there-
fore, as Williams suggests, blame might be appropriate.

(1)  What it would be good-from-the-standpoint-of reason for A to do, and what A in that
sense has normative reason to do, is an open question. Williams assumes in his claim
{c) that Hume offers us the best account of this, and McDowell goes along with him
on that peint. But the claim is disputable, and is disputed by figures like Kant and
Nagel and Korsgaard.

The category of what it would be good-from-the-standpoini-of-reasan to do conerasts
nicely with categories that replace “reason” by some other term like “morality” or
“etiquette” or “biology,” or more specifically by “Humean morality”™ or “Aristotelian
morality” or whatever. What it would be good for A to do in C from such a perspective
is what A desires A to do in C, where A is well brought up in that perspective.

The best wterpretation of McDowells argument against Williams’s position leaves
that argument vulnerable to an objection which Williams himself suggests. By the
above criterta, what McDowell directs our attention to are not external normative
reasons but rather considerations to'do with what it would be good for an agent to do
from the siandpoint of Aristotelian morality.

How significant is it that McDowell opts for an Aristotelian rather than, say, a Humean
perspective?- By his lights, very significant, since he insists that beliefs and desires
do not neatly unravel in the standpoint of someone who is well brought up in
Aristotelian terms."™

Notes

1 Note that the claim that it would be good for someone to act in a certain way, as used here, is synony-
mous with the claim that that person’s acting in that way would be good. The locution “gocd for,” as
used in the present context, is thus not supposed to carry the implication that acting in the way in
question would be to serve the agent’s interests, or to contribute to his welfare.

In the terminology of our “Backgrounding Desire,” (Petrit and Smith 1990), Willizms here foregrounds
the {alleged) fact that a certain consideration is a reasan. Moreover, if to believe that one has a reason
to ¢ in C is, as Williams supposes (in Williams 1980: 109), o believe that one would have desire that
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one ¢s in C if one were to deliberate, then it follows that he thereby foregrounds (alleged) facts about - interns
one’s counterfactual desires; compare Pettit and Smith (1997). COTSET:
3 Importantly, note that it doesn’t follow from what we have just said that A must, in such a case, have cannot
a reason to drink the stuff before her mixed with tonic. As we understand it, the recognition constraint - turns ¢
comes into play after we have established what A would want, where Ais imagined to have all the like th
information that there is. (Reasons are, after all, supposed to be able to explain in favored cases, and It 1s im
explanation is factive.) Thus, what the recognition constraint tells us is that A has an internal reason berwee
to do only a subser of the things that A desires that she does: specifically, she has a reason to do thar seems
- subset of things that she could come to believe that A desires that she does. But since imagining A to hasar
have all of the information that there is, is to imagine her having no desire whatsoever that A drinks : are des
the stuff before her mixed with tonic, it therefore follows that A does not have a reason to drink the ' It migt
stuff before her mixed with tonic. ) what a
4 As further proof that the recognition and response constraint is at least implicit in Williams’s original : the car
account of internal reasons congider the following passage, from Williams (1980: 103): “A may be assume
ignorant of some fact such that if he did know it he would, in virtue of some element in S, be disposed 4 prope
to ¢: we can say that he has a reason to ¢, though he does not know it. For it to be the case that he at'any
actually has such a reason, however, it seems that the relevance of the unknown fact to his actions has clainis
'to be fairly close and immediate; otherwise one merely says that A would have a reason to ¢ if he knew rationa
the fact. I shall not pursue the guestion of the conditions for saying the one thing or the other, but it they ca
must be closely connected with the question of when the ignorance forms part of the explanation of rather
what A actually does.” tion of
We prefer an approach whereby the principles of reason are those whose endorsement would the cla:
survive in a conversational practice: see Pettit and Smith (1996); Petrit (2001); and Pertit and Srmth have h:
(2004). access
6 Aleel Bilgrami pointed out to us that it cannot be simply assumed, as the previous discussion might on the
suggest, that which capacities agents possess can be determined independently of whether or not we other t
take them to be liable for blame. A live possibility must be that we inter-define the concepts of agents! in the 1
capacities and their liability for blame. Our hope is that what we have said here is consistent with this. We are
possibility. papersy
7 As Graham Macdonald pointed out to us, it might not be passible for agents to internalize all of these: Univer
“good” claims. How might an agent dedicate himself ro deing what it would be good-from-the-stand= Cynthi
point-of-biology to do, for example? But even if only some can be internalized, they all still provide'd
standard by which behavior can be evaluated from a third-person standpoint.
Another possible idealization, suggested to us by Peter Roeper, is the idealization formed by going &
the possible world in which A fully exercises such capacities as she has to ensure that her desires confors
to principles of reason, where these capacities might be very impoverished indeed: this is how the pro Altham, J. F
posed idealization differs from the A idealization. Tt is an interesting question whether facts about wh Moraliry
A would want herself to do, under the proposed idealization, have any normative significance indepen: Coilins, J. T
dent of whatever normative significance attaches to the fact that A could form beliefs about what A Dancy, J. 19
would want her to do. : Hooker, B,
Of course, Williams’s claim thar ali reasons are internal would be very plausible indeed if {a) were mean : Hume, D. 1
to be both necessary and sufficient for a reason’s being internal. Qur own view is that, when “Intern:
and External Reasons™ first appeared, this was a very natural interpretation of his claim. Korsgaar
interprets him in this way, and so explicitly says that, as she sees things, all reasons are interral eve want, I, 178
though not all reasons satisfy (b); see Korsgaard (1986: 13-4 n.9). One of us interpreted Wﬂhams s
this way in earlier work; see Smith (1995). It is only when we read “Internal Reasons and the Obscurll : is, D. I
of Blame” that the relevance of (b) comes to the foze. ‘ Lewis, D, 1
Williams agrees too. As he puts it, “Semebody may say that every rational deliberator is committed : ittle, M. 1
constraints of morality as much as to the requirements of truth or sound reasoning. But if this is .89 ,
then the constraints of merality are part of everybody’s S, and every correct moral reason will be Society €
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internal reason. But there has to be an argument for that conclusion. Someone who claims that the
constraints of morality are themselves built into the notion of what it is to be 2 rational deliberator
cannot get that conclusion for nothing” See Williams {1995: 37). His disagreement with Korsgaard
turns on the fact that he can see no good reason for believing that there are any principles of reason
like those that Kant and Nagel believe in; see also Williams (1995 44 n.3).

It is important to sez just how steong this claim is. The claim is not that there is a normative connection
between certain beliefs and certain desires. As we have seen, this is a claim to which Williams himself
seems committed, for he suggests, in effect, that coherence tells in favor of pairing the belief that one
has a reason to & with the desire to ¢. The claim is rather the much stronger one that certain beliefs
are desires: hence “besires.”

It might be thought that this suggests an alternative interpretation of McDowell. Williams claims that
what a subject has internal reason to do ‘is what she would want herself to do if she had and exercised
the capacity to rationally deliberate on the basis of ali of the information that there is. But he implicitly
assumes that we can characterize such information without deciding whether or not the subject has had
a proper Aristotelian upbringing. MeDaowell's suggestion might be that we cannot leave this open — not,
at any rate, if we take an interest in clajms about what subjects have external reason to do. These are
claims about the reasens such subjects have because their truth turns on what subjects would want after
rationally deliberating, albeit on the basis of a more expansive class of information, information that
they can appreciate only if they have had 2 proper Aristotelian upbringing. This is why they are external,
rather than internal. But while this alternative might sound superficially different from the interpreta-
tion of McDowell we have offered in the text, it isn’t really different. What is the normative force of
the claim that we shoald rationally deliberate on the basis of information that we can access only if we
have had a proper Aristotelian upbringing? It is not an ideal of reason that we have the wherewithal to
access such information. The only force that can attach to saying that we should rationally deliberate
on the basis of such information is thus that it would be good to do so — good from a perspective
other than reason. But in that case the alternative interpretation reduces to the interpretation offered
in the text.

We are extremely grateful for the many helpful comments we received when eatlier versions of this
paper were presented at the Ausiralian National University, the University of Canterbury, and Columbia
University. Special thanks are due to Akeel Bilgrami, Janice Dowell, Patricia Kitcher, Philip Kitcher,
Cynthia Macdonald, ‘Grahair Macdonald, Peter Roeper, Gideon Rosen, and 1ayid Sobel.
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