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Involvement and Detachment:

A Paradox of Practical Reason

Peter Baumann

If the world were perfect, it wouldn’t be.
Yogi Berra

I am going to present what I think is an interesting paradox. I will first
give an exposition of the paradox (which could be called a “preface
paradox for goals” - for reasons that will become obvious soon). Iwill then
deal with some objections and finally discuss a proposed solution to the
paradox.

THE PARADOX

A good starting point is, as always, a triviality: Agents want their goals to
be realized. More precisely:

{1) Ifan agent A has a goal G, then A wants that G will be realized (by

A or somebody or something else).

This has to be taken in the de dictosense — hence not in the de resense
of “something would constitute the goal’s realization, and A wants it.™
I use “A wants that p” in the strong sense of “All things considered, A
prefers the truth of ‘p’ to the vruth of ‘noi-p.”™*

Having a particular desire is, of course, compatible with not wanting
its realization. Goals, however, are different: They imply the desiredness
of their realization. It is simply incoherent to say something like, “T have
this goal but I do not want to realize .73

The following thing seems trivial also:

(2) Agents have many goals (at any particular time as well as through-

out their lives).
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As does this:

(3) If an agent A has a finite number of goals G,, Gs, ..., Gy, then A

wants that G, will be realized, A wants that G, will be realized,..., A

wants that G, will be realized.4

Can we infer the following (from (1) and (2} or from (2) and (3))?

(4) Agents want that all their goals will be realized.?

No. If A has n goals G,, G;,..., Gy, then it does not follow that A also
has the conjunction of all these particular goals as a goal. A might just
not “construct” the conjunction of all his particular goals. However, it
would be irrational to have all those particular goals and still not accept
their conjunction as a goal if one were asked, “Do you want all your goals
realized?” Hence, the following seems also true:

(5) Ifan agent has n different goals, then he has an indefeasible reason

to accept the conjunction of his n different goals as a goal.

An indefeasible reason is a reason that is not “cumped” by another
reason. More precisely, an indefeasible reason to x is a reason such that
there is neither another, better reason not to x nor another equally strong
reason not to x.% Two reasons are equally strong iff neither reason is
better than the other reason and both reasons are commensurable with
each other. Two reasons are commensurable iff either one of them is
better than the other or this is not true but an additional amount of what
makes one of these reasons a good reasen (ie., an additional amount
of evidence, etc.) would (ceteris paribus) make this reason better as well
as better than the other reason.” One could also call the case of equally
strong reasons “indifference” of reasons. For example, I might have both
a good reason to go to the movies tonight and a good reason not to go

_ to the movies tonight (but rather to stay home}. Nothing might speak

against accepting both reasons as good reasons; none of the reasons
might be better than the other one and both might be equally strong. In
such cases, there is nothing wrong with throwing a cein or just picking
one option.® And if additional evidence would make my reason to go to
the movies a better reason, it would (ceteris paribus) also make it better
than my reason not to go to the movies.

To be sure: When I say that a person has an indefeasible reason to
accept something as a goal, I do not mean to imply that the person is
aware of this reason. The person is not necessarily irrational if she does
not see that there is an indefeasible reason to accept something as a
goal. Other things might be on her mind. A fortiori, the person is not
necessarily irrational if she does not make this goal her own. However,
the person is irrational if she would not accept the reason or the goal in
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case she came to think about it and could, in principle, notice thatitisa
good reason. Hence, “having an indefeasible reason to accept something
as a goal” has a counterfactual aspect.?

Now, (5} does not seem quite right as it stands. A’s goals might be
mutually incompatible. For logical, analytical, nomological, or particular
contingent reasons it might be impossible to realize all of the goals from
a given set of goals.’® This seems to suggest the following thesis: If an
agent has n different and mutually incompatible goals, then he has no
indefeasible reason to accept the conjunction of his n different goals as
a goal. Hence, (5} seems false. Is this true? Let us distinguish between
two types of incompatibility between goals: incompatibilities that a ra-
tonal agent can detect (by logical thinking, noticing of empirical data,
etc.) and incompatibilities that a rational agent cannot detect. Since we
are talking about human agents-here, and since humans are even in
the best case only nonideally rational agents,"* it is really non-ideal, “hu-
man” rationality that matters here. Now consider an incompatibility of
goals that 2 human agent could detect {let us call such an incompatibility
“detectable”).’® A rational (human) agentwould detect the incompatibil-
ity and change his system of goals in such a way that the incompatibility
would disappear. Hence, since the problem I am talking about here is
one about rational agency, the existence of detectable incompatibilities
does not threaten (5).

What about incompatibilities of goals that a rational human agent can-
not — given his limitations — detect (“undetectable” incompatibilities)?
For instance, it might be beyond the grasp of even the best mathemati-
cians that one cannot prove a particular theorem and at the same time
stick with a certain mathematical theory.'$ Given the plausible principle
that “ought” implies “can” and “cannét” implies “not ought,” there is no
basis for saying that an agent ought to do what he cannot do. Similarly,
what we have reason to do is constrained by what we can do. It is not
irrational not to do what we cannot do. Some incompatibilities aré un-
detectable, and thus the agent is not irrational if he does not detect and
remove such incompatibilities. But does he also have an indefeasible rea-
son to accept the conjunction of his (undetectably) incompatible goals as
a goal? I think he does, and here is why. The following general principle
scems very plausible: If in cases of type C the agent has an (indefeasible)
reason to X and if the agent cannot see a relevant difference between
cases of type Cand cases of type I, then he also has an (indefeasible) rea-
son to X in cases of type 1.4 Hence, if {5) is true in the case of noﬁwwn:u.wm
goals, then it is also true in the case of undetectably incompatible goals.

SRS
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The upshot of all this is that neither the existence of detectable nor the
existence of undetectable incompatibilities between goals threatens ().
The reason mentioned in {5) is indefeasible because there is no better
or equally good reason contrary to it. The topic of incompatibility can
easily become a red herring; hence, it is a good idea to continue with the
main line of the argument.
Now, (2) and (5) lead to
(6) An agent has an indefeasible reason to accept the conjunction of
his n different goals as a goal.
(6) together with the rather trivial
(7) If an agent has an indefeasible reason to accept something as a
goal, then he has an indefeasible reason to want that that goal will be
realized
leads to
(8) An agent has an indefeasible reason to want that all his goals will
be realized.'s
What I said above about indefeasible reasons suggests
{9) If an agent has an indefeasible reason to x, then he does not have
an indefeasible reason not to x.
(g) presupposes that reasons are commensurable in the sense that for
every pair of reasons R, and R, it is true that either one of them is
better than the other or they are equally good.®® Hence, if R, and R,
are commensurable and if R, is indefeasible, then there is no other
reason (different from R,) that is indefeasible. If R, is A's indefeasi-
ble reason to ¥, then there is — a fortiori ~ no indefeasible reason for
A not to x. I come back to this point below and discuss an objection
related to it.
(8) and (g) imply
{10) An agent does not have an indefeasible reason not to want that
all his goals will be realized.
A fortiori, it is also true that
(10¥} An agent does not have an indefeasible reason to want that not
all his goals will be realized.
Now, my main problem here — which generates the paradox — is that
the following seems also true:
{11) An agent has an indefeasible reason not to want that all his goals
will be realized.
(11} is true because something stronger is true:
(11%) An agent hasan indefeasible reason to want that not all his goals
will be realized.'7
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Why (11) or (11*)? Well, if a person could (and would) realize all
of her goals,®® her life would not only be extremely successful but also
extremely boring. This seems true even if we take into account that many
bad things that happen are completely beyond our control and have
nothing whatsoever to do with the goals we have. Even given that, most
hurnan beings would not consider a completely successful life worth living
(for them). Itis not that we just want to always have goals to pursue {which
is also true). Rather, the point is that, in addition, we would not want
to always succeed in realizing our goals. In other words, failure, too, is
important to us (not only success). Not that anybody would like to have
a life full of failures.’® We do not value failure as such and we have no
reason to do so. But if we had the choice (suppose this scenario makes
sense} between (a) a life without any failure and (b} a life with some (but
not too much) failure, we would rather choose (b). We would even be
suspicious of (a). And rationally so. Even though human persons are goal
pursuers, they want more: They want 1o be goal-pursuers®™ and they want
to be goal-pursuers such that not all of their goals are realized. Happiness
and the satisfaction of {first-order) preferences is important for us, but
it is not everything that matters to us; we also have second-order goals
such as the one just described. If all that is true, a person has a very good
reason 1o want that not all of her goals will be realized.®

The upshot of all this is that (11*) and (11) are true, too. The reason
mentioned in (11) or in (11%) is indefeasible because there is no.better
or equally good reason contrary to it.

Games offer a good analogy here. For each individual game of, say,
Tetris we play, it is true that we want to win it. On the other hand, we
do not want to win all of the individual Tetris-games we play. What is the
peint of playing a game you always win? Such games are boring. Sure, we
also do notwant to always or often lose. But some failure seems to be part
of the attraction of a game. Life is like a game in this respect.?? Goethe
might have been up to something like this when he remarked that we can
put up with everything but 2 couple of nice days. And Yogi Berra later
added that if the world were perfect, it wouldn’t be.

Now, given all that, the whole problem is this: {11} clearly contradicts
(10}, and (11%) contradicts (10%), And we seem to have very good ar-
guments for both (10) (or {(10%*)) and (11) (or (11%)). Both arguments
seem valid and use plausible premises. In other words: We have a paradox
here — a paradox of practical rationality.

To put it differently: What we have here is both a reason to x and
a reason not to x (cf. (8) and (11)). Neither of these reasons is better
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than the other. How could they be? Are they “equally strong™ In that
case, none of these reasons would be indefeasible and the contradicdon
would disappear. One can have a reason to x and a reason not to x and
both reasons might be equally strong reasons and good reasons {the case
of “indifference”). One reason might tell me to go to the movies and the
other might tell me not to go. There is nothing paradoxical about this.
Does our case here differ significantly from cases of indifference? Yes! In
the case of indifference, there is no problem at all with accepting both
reasonsat the same time. One can imagine how additional evidence could
make one of the reasons a bit better and thus better than the other reason.
And one can, for example, throw a coin to solve the practical problem of
what to do. In our case, however, there is no such “peaceful coexistence.”
We must decide between both reasons. Itwould be inappropriate to throw
a coin in order to settle the problem. In our case, we cannot imagine how
additional evidence could make one of the reasons better. And even if
there were such evidence, it would not make one reason better than the
other. We cannot accept both reasons as equally strong reasons. Since
neither one is better than the other, hoth reasons are indefeasible. Hence,
we have a paradox here. What can we do about it? Since it is a paradox,
something must be done about it.

Even if we have a hard time solving the paradox, we can already learn
an interesting lesson from it. The contradiction between (10) and (11) or
between (10%) and (11%) is based on a conflict between two perspectives
that we take on our actions: the “involved” perspective of the agent who
finds himself in a particular situation and tries to reach his particular
goals and the “detached” perspective of the reflective person who takesa
step back and looks beyond the limits of particular situations and goals.
Both perspectives are important and irreducible; there does not seem to
be any good reason to give up one of the perspectives for the sake of the
other. In addition, it seems that we Jjust cannot do that. That there is not
only a tension between perspectives but a paradox about practical reason
makes this duality of perspectives even more interesting.*>

All this could also have interesting implications for our thinking about
moral responsibility. I can give only a very rough hint here. Consider the
example of a doctor who performs a lot of operations throughout her
life. Since “nobody is perfect,” she will make terrible mistakes from time
to time (“terrible” because of the consequences). Let us assume that
our doctor is excellent and makes very few terrible mistakes. If we think
of these individual mistakes, we would tend to blame her and hold her
morally responsible. However, if we think of all the operations she was
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doing and of the fact that she is such an excellent doctor, and if we add
that nobody is perfect and that nobody can be blamed for not being
perfect, then we would rather tend not to blame her and not to hold
her morally responsible. In other words, it seems that we have both an
indefeasible reason to hold her responsible for her mistakes as well as an
mdefeasible reason not to do so. If that is true, then it is not clear what
consequences we should draw with respect to our thinking about moral
responsibility.

SOME OBJECTIONS

I discuss three objections now that seem quite strong and suggest that
nothing needs to be done here because there really is no paradox.

Working Hard for Success

One possible objection attacks the reasoning behind {11) and (11%). One
could argue that a person might realize all her goals but not be bored at
all because she often has to put alot of effortinto it. The realization of her
goals might very often be hard work. Can’t we like games we alwayswin but
only with much effort? Can’t we enjoy the fact that the realization of our
goals isnot a trivial task? There is a lot of truth in this objection. However,
it is doubtful whether this is a good objection against the ideas behind
(11) and (11#}. A lot depends on what exacily is meant by “realizing a
goal with much effort.” Consider the example of somebody who tries to
write a good paper. If this is hard for the person, then she will typically
need to write several different versions until she can come up with an
acceptable (for her) final version. Consider the nonfinal versions. For
at least some of these versions it is true that the person had the goal to
make it a good version (and thus the final version). Sure, one can write a
-version of a paper (especially an early one) knowing that it probably will
not be the final version and thus without having the goal to make it the
final, acceptable version. But if it is really hard for the person to write a
good paper, then there will be versions she wrote with the goal in mind to
make them good versions but that she could not turn into good versions.
In other words: If a person succeeds in realizing a goal but only with much
effort, then at least in many cases she will need several attempts to realize
her goal. But this, of course, implies that she was not always successful
and did not manage to realize all of her goals (e.g., the goal to make
the version that later turned out to be the second-last version the last
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version). Hence, the above objection does not show what it is supposed
to show: namely, that a compietely successful life could be interesting. It
Just is not about a completely successful life.

In addition to this “trial and error” aspect of goal pursuing, there is
also very often a “goal/subgoal” structure.*¢ To write a good paper, our
person has to make a good argument. Suppose her conclusion follows
from a set of three premises. To come up with a good argument, she has to
make each of these premises plausible. Her overall goal to make a good
argument thus consists in a series of (three) subgoals {to make each of
the three premises plausible). If it is hard for the author to make the
argument, then it is hard for her to reach the subgoals. That is, she will —
in some cases at least - have to undergo the pain of trial and error with
respect to her subgoals. This gives additional support to the above con-
clusion that nontrivial success at least often implies some failure.

But are there not cases in which the person does not have to try again
and still has to put in a lot of effort? Are there such cases of “hard success
without failure™ Consider Mike, who is very strong. He set himself the
goal to lift his piano and hold it in the air for thirty seconds. He tries,
puts a lot of effort into it, sweats, and screams — and succeeds. It seems
that there is no failure involved here. He did not aim to lift the piano
without any effort. On the contrary, the whole point was that it would
not be easy. It seems that there really are cases such as this one. However,
many cases are not like this. In such cases — which are usually also the
more important ones — we do not have hard success without any failure.
S0, the upshot of all this is that we have good reason to stick with (11)
and {11*). The paradox does not go away.

Future Goals

So far I have not said anything about the temporal aspect of having goals.
One might suspect that this could lead to another objection. Let us start
with some relatively unproblematic remarks about goals and time. Some
goals are “time-specific” in the sense that their content indicates a time
within which or atwhich the relevant eventis supposed to happen. Imight
have the goal to reach you on the phone between now and midnight or
at midnight. Some goals are very vague with respect to the relevant time,
such as the goal of somebody who has never been to Mexico to go there
some day. In this case, the relevant time might be any time during the
person’s life. Apparently, there are also goals that are not time-specific at
all. A poet might have the goal that some day somebody will appreciate
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his poems. Goals can be realized a long time (even an indefinitely long
time) after the death of the person who has this goal. Whether goals are
time-specific or not, they are always held by a person at a certain time or
during a certain time. And our goals change over time, perhaps not all
of them (such as the goal to stay out of trouble) but many of them. Some
goals disappear because they have been realized and others disappear
because we could not realize them. We often give up goals because we
decide they are not worth it or because we just forget them (which is an
unconscious way of giving up a goal). In addition to that, we continue
to develop new goals as we go along. We usually do so until the end of
our life. This also explains why there are in almost everybody’s life some
goals that remain unfulfilled: We die before they could be realized. This
fact, however, is much less interesting than an objection lurking behind
it n the background.

Let us assame that a person has a set of goals S, between t, and t, and
aset of goals S, at some later time, between ty and t,.*3 Let us further as-
sume — for the sake of simplicity — that no goal is a member of both S, and
S,. Let “P,” refer to the person between t, and t, and “P,” to the person
between t; and t,. Couldn’t P, say “I'want all the goals I now have realized
but not all of the goals that I will have in the future {P,’s goals] ™ P, has
the set of goals §, but not the set of goals S,. Hence, it is only wrue that

(12) P, has an indefeasible reason to want that S, will be realized

(cf. (8))
and

{13} P, does not have an indefeasible reason not to want that §, will

be realized (cf. (10)).
1t is, however, also true that

{14) P, does not have an indefeasible reason to want that S, will be

realized.

The reason is simply that P, does not have these goals (S,). P, can co-
herently allow for the nonrealization of $,. We can generalize this:

(15} P, does not have an indefeasible reason to want that all the goals

she will ever have in life (§,, 8., ..., 5,) will be realized.
The argument behind (11) and (11%) also shows that

(16) P, has an indefeasible reason not to want that all the goals she

will ever have in her life (§,, S,, ..., Sy) will be realized.

The whole point of the objection is that (18) (as well as (12)) does not
contradict (16). Hence, there is no paradox. A person has an indefeasible
reason to want the realization of her present goals. She can — without
coniradiction - at the same time have an indefeasible reason not to want
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the realization of all her present as well as future goals. The paradox is
an apparent one and exploits an ambiguity of the phrase “all the goals™
“all the present goals” versus “all the present as well as future goals.”

I can think of two replies to this objection. First, one can argue that
even with respect to the present goals of a person, the paradox arises
because the person has an indefeasible reason not to want all of her
present goals realized:

{17) P, has an indefeasible reason not to want that 8§, will be realized.
And (17} contradicts {13). Hence, our paradox does not go away.

There is another reply. It denies (14) and (15). P, does indeed have
an indefeasible reason 10 want S, realized even though P, does not (yet)
have the set of goals $,.%% S, is not just any set of goals. It is not like
another person’s goals. [t is a set of some of P,’s future goals. P, is the
same person as P,. Hence, P, has a good reason to be interested in P,’s
well-being, that is, in his own future well-being.?? He has good reason to
“identify” himself with his future self. We can say that

(18) P, has an indefeasible reason to want that S, will be realized
and

{1g9) P, does not have an indefeasible reason not to want that S, will

be realized.

We can generalize this:

(20) P, has an indefeasible reason to want that all the goals she will

ever have in life (8,, S,, ..., Su) will be realized
and

{21) P, does not have an indefeasible reason not to want that all the

goals she will ever have in life (8,, S,, ..., S,) will be realized.
(21), of course, contradicts (16}. Hence, the paradox is still with us.

Conditional Goals

Here is still another major objection. Don’t we have conditional goals?
More precisely: Couldn’t it be true that some of our goals have the fol-
lowing logical form (with parantheses indicating scope):
A has the goal that (p, but if and only if not all other goals are going
10 be realized).=®
We need to assume not that all our goals are conditional but only that
some of them are (we can leave open how many would be enough).
Conditionality of this sort implies some kind of holism. One cannot un-
derstand and pursue one (conditional) goal without having other goals
in mind. To be sure: Having the goal that (p, but if and only if not all
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other goals are going to be realized) does notimply that one has a certain
other particular goal. But it requires that one keeps one’s other goals in
mind, whatever they are. Conditionality also implies a certain kind of
indeterminacy. If A has just two different goals, namely,

the goal that (p, but if and only if not all other goals are going to be

realized)
and

the goal that (q, but if and only if not all other goals are going to be

realized),
then we can neither infer that A will try to bring it about that p nor that A
will ry to bring it about that q. What we can say is that A will oy 1o bring
it about that either p or g. This again shows the nonatomistic nature
of conditional goals: The person who pursues them has complex sets of
goals in mind and not just lots of isolated individual goals.

How does conditionality bear on our thesis that there is a paradox
about goals? Well, it seems possible that all the goals (conditional and
unconditional} of a person are being realized without any threat of bore-
dom or life losing its point. Let us {for the sake of simplicity) assume that
a person has just two goals, both of them conditional:

the goal that {p, but if and only if not all other goals are going to be

reatized)
and

the goal that (q, but if and only if not all other goals are going to be

realized). .

Let us further assume that she brings it about that p but not q. This
means that all her goals are realized even though she did not bring it
about that both p and q. The latter seems to guarantee that life will not
be boring or lose its point. Hence, there is no way to get to {11) or (11%)
and the paradox is gone. By the way, one might reply that this objection
also cuts the other way: Isn’t it really # and g that matters here? Shouldn’t
we say that there still is an important sense in which the person has not
realized all her goals? I do not think so: These really are conditional
goals.

The problem with this conditionality objection is that it is hard to see
why one should think that we have such conditional goals. The main
motivation to assume this seems to be that it would avoid the paradox.
This, however, is an ad hoc argument and thus not a good one. Moreover,
it seems more psychologically realistic to assume that people do not have
these kinds of goals; at least, it seems that many of us do not and for
those of us who do, it seems to be an exception rather than the rule. Even
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a difference big enough to threaten the ideas behind {11) or {1:%).

To avoid a possible misunderstanding, I am not saying that we do not
have goals such as this one:

Ann has the goal that (she makes it to the movies tonight if and only

if she does not reach her goal to convince Jack to prepare dinner for

her).

But is this not a perfect example of a conditional goal? No, riot in the
above sense. For conditional goals in that sense, the nonattainment of :
other goals as such isan essential part of the contentof the goal, no maiter
what these other goals are. Not so in the example just given. Here the in-
dividuality of the other goals matters but not their realization as such and
independently from their content. We can reformulate the description
of Ann’s goal without loss of something essential in the following way:

Ann has the goal that (she makes it to the movies tonight if and only

if she does not convince Jack to prepare dinner for her).

Here, mention of “goal attainment” is not an essential part of a descrip-
tion of the content of the goal. However, it is essential in the case of
conditional goals. Hence, we cannot reformulate the description of con-
ditonal goals in the same way in which we can reformulate a description
of Ann’s goal. This shows that Ann’s goal is not a conditional goal in the
sense that is relevant here. Furthermore, Ann’s goal presupposes that she
has two individual goals (make it to the movies; convince Jack to cook)
such that success with respect to one of them is linked with failure with
respect to the other one. There will thus be some failure. However, the
idea of conditional goals is introduced here as a way to circumvent the
possibility of failure.

I'want to end this section with three shorter objections. The first has
to do with (g} above. I said that (g) presupposes the commensurability
of reasons. But couldn’t one deny the commensurability of reasons, let
(g) collapse, and say that the reasons behind (10) and (11) (and (10%)
and (11%)) dre incommensurable? If yes, then the paradox disappears
and an incommensurability between the reasons mentioned in (8) and
(11} would take its place:

{8) An agent has an indefeasible reason to want that all his goals will

be realized
and

(11) An agent has an indefeasible reason not to want that all his goals

will be realized
would both be true.
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This would certainly be an interesting alternative and perhaps even
still another argument for the possible incommensurability of reasons
for action.®

However, it would, 1 think, not be very convincing. Why should one
assume that there is an incommensurability here - just because this
would avoid the contradiction? There might even be incommensurabili-
ties somewhere else (we can leave that open), butwhy here? To assume in-
commensurability between the reasons mentoned in (8) and (11) would
seem ad hoc and perhaps even question begging (against the paradox).
I can see no independent argument that would show that we face incom-
mensurable reasons here. One certainly cannot avoid a contradiction just
by assuming that it really is a case of incommensurability.

It also does not help at all to take the contradiction as evidence against
the idea that our two reasons are both indefeasible reasons. This would,
again, beg the question against the argument that there is a paradox
here. Similar problems arise if one considers the above contradiction as
areductic of the assumptions behind (11) or (11 #) or, alternatively, of the
assumptions behind (10} or (10¥%). This would be ad hoc, motivated only
by the fact that rejecting those assumptions avoids the contradiction. One
would need independent reasons showing that the arguments leading to
(i1) and {11¥*) — or to (10) and (10¥%) — are not acceptable. It is hard to
see any reasons such as that. It seems that there really is a paradox. So
what can we do?

WHAT IS TO BE DONE?

First, this paradox resembles the well-known preface paradox for
beliefs.5¢ It is quite reasonable for an author of a book to assume (in
the preface) that not everything she says in the book is true. We know we
are not infallible, and it is only rational to assume that we make mistakes
from ume to time. On the other hand, it can be perfectly rational for an
author to sincerely believe every single thing she says in the book; in this
case it is also rational to believe that everything said in the book is true.
"This, of course, leads to a contradiction; the same contradiction arises for
everybody who holds a plurality of beliefs. You cannot escape the preface
paradox by writing no books or only books without prefaces.

There is a convincing solution to the preface paradox for beliefs that
goes back to Frank Ramsey.3* Beliefs are no yes/no matter but rather
allow for different degrees. This allows us to assign subjective probabil-
ities close to 1 (but below 1) to belief contents such that (according to
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the probability calculus) the conjunction of many of those contents is
assigned a very low probability (especially if they are probabilistically in-
dependent from each other). The person can thus hold each and every
particular belief (even assigning a very high subjective probability to it)
and still not bet much on the conjunction of those contents.

One might expect or hope that there is an analogous solution to our
(“preface”) paradox for goals. Unfortunately, however, nothing like that
will do, even if we assume degrees of desiredness (rational or not) similar
to degrees of belief. The attempted analogy breaks down because there is
no way to compute the degree of desiredness of a conjunction exclusively
on the basis of the degree of desiredness of the conjuncts. To have a coffee
now might have a desiredness of .g, and to read a novel now one of . 5.
It simply does not follow that, for example, the desiredness (rational or
not) of reading a novel and at the same time having a coffee is below each
single desiredness (say, .45). There are no implications whatsoever as to
the desiredness (rational or not) of the conjunction. The combination of
coffee and novels might have any possible degree of desiredness without
rendering the person irrational. Hence, the strategy to solve our problem
by exploiting the analogy to the preface paradox for beliefs and to a

Ramseyan solution of it will not work. The question remains an open
one: What can we do? -
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Michael Clarke, Gisela Cramer, Christoph Fehige, Jorg Fehige, Harry Frankfurt,
Ulrike Heuer, Luis Eduvardo Hoyos Jaramillo, Keya Maitra, Bob Plant, Wlodek
Rabinowicz, Abdul Raffert, Neil Roughley, Thomas Schmidt, Jorg Schroth, and
an audience at the University of Memphis for discussions and for comments on
earlier versions of this paper.

L Sentences such as (1) could raise the question of whether we are allowed
to quantify into intensional contexts and what the exact logical analysis
of such sentences is. However, we do not have to deal with this question
here since nothing essential hinges on it and the crucial point is pretry
clear.

2. Some goals are recurrent: At t,, [ want to eat; after eating, at t,, I do not want
{o ¢atany more; some time later, at t;, I regain the goal to eat something. Has
ray goal to eat been realized or not? The situation at t, seems to suggest a
positive answer, whereas the sitiation at t; seems 10 suggest a negative answer,
If one looks more closely at the situation, one realizes that the answer must
be positive: At t,, my goal was, more precisely, to eat something soom. At t, this
goal has been realized. My goal at t, was to eat something soon. This goal is of
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the same type as the former one (eating soom, whenever that might turn out
to be}. However, itisa different Huwjunc_ma goal because T, is different from
1, and the identification of the time belongs to the fult description of the
respective goal. Hence, it is important to distinguish between the realization
of a particutar token of a goal (eating at &, etc.) and the realization of a
type of goal (eating soon, whenever that might turn out to be). The former
sense of “goal” is the relevant one here. One other point to be mentioned
is that goals differ with respect to their importance for the person. For the
sake of simplicity, I disregard this complication here; it would only make the
argument more comptlicated than necessary. .
This reminds one of Moorean sentences, such as, “It’s raining but I don’t
believe it” (sec Moore 1g52: 5428). The incoherence above differs from
Moore's paradox insofar as it is not tied to the first person or the present
tense.
The case of infinitely many goals is more tricky but also much less realistc;
hence, we do not have 1o deal with it here. The ateributions of warnts above
are de dicto, again, and not de 7e.
This is teken in the de dictosense.
The word “indefeasible” could create the impression that indefeasible rea-
sons cennot be overriden by other reasons. However, given the explanations
above, it only follows that indefeasible reasons gre in facf not defeated by
other reasons. One could alternatively say: Given the reasons the person
has, an indefeasible reason cannot be defeated. Indefeasible reasons are not
overriding reasons (see Raz 1986: 339} Somebody hasan overriding reason
to % iff he has a better reason to ¥ than not o x and if this reason is a good
reason to x {rather than no or no good reason o ). To put it differendy: A
reasox 1o x is an overriding reason to x Hf it is soonger than any reasons not
o x. I confine myself here to indefeasible reasons, but one could, perhaps,
make a similar argament in terms of overriding reasons.
See Raz 1986: 325 (who does not accept this a5 2 definition, though). Ac-
cording to the completeness axiom of classical decision theory, either two
options are equally good or one is better than the other {see, e.g., Luce and
Raiffa 1957: 223, 25).
See Ullmann-Margalit and Morgenbesser 1977 for the idea of “picking”
rather than “choosing” an option.
One could call this use of “reason” an “objective” use and contrast itwith a
“subjective” use that implies that the person is in fact aware of the reason.
{5} is much less convincing if one takes “reason” in the subjective sense.
Two goals are logically incompatible if their contents contradict each other;
two goals are analytically incompatible if their contents “analytically contain”
a congadiction {let us not worry about analytcity here); two goals are nOMmo-
logically incompatible if there is a law of nature excluding the realization of
both goals; two goals are incompatible for particular contingent reasons if
they cannot both be realized because of contingent singular circumstances.
By the way: Neither does incompasibility imply incommensurablity nor does
the latter imply the former.

. See, e.g., Simon 1983: 3.

12
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very vague; in many cases itisnotcle
ey ey ar at all whether the agent could or could

15. 1 owe this point and example to Ruth Chang.
14. In this sense of “subjective” (not to be confused with the one mentoned

above), rationality is subjective.

15. This is taken in the de dictosense and i
collectively, istribut
16. See, however, Chang 1g9g7a: 25-7. P mor dribusely
wm szm Is taken .5 Em.&m dictosense and collectively, not distributively,
. Toavoid possible H.Emnmmwu,mg&ﬂmﬂ Ido not have the case in mind in which

a person can realize a goal immediately or without any effort (see the first

M_Emnnob below on the aspect of effort). °
1g. For an argument on why an agent cannot :

b gt o B oot Moaq. ot always or very often fail to reach
20. See, e.g., Frankfurt : i
- g 1992: 13ff. and Ullmann-Margalit 19g2: 73ff.

22.

23.

24.
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26.

For the mmwa of simplicity, | am assuming here that the person is never ig-
ncawa or in error about the sucesses and failures of the actions she has
W.Mw hmﬁmmy.nﬂ“ugﬁm mnwmo.bm& changes (it only gets more complicated) if
ore realistic assumpiion that people are sornetimes i
. . €s ignorant
Mqﬁ@ anwﬂm 9&@3 or in error about their past failures and m:nnmmmw.m Alot
09.“. change if we would assume that people are often or always ignorant
wm :»w .mwon, about mrn outcome of their past actions. This, however, is not
wcm.m istic assumption at all and we can disregard it for this Hmmou.v To be
Oaﬂmww %MQ owma an agent cannot know in advance whether he will sacceed
i 0 H.mmwu the mm.mw ke is just trying to realize. However, past experiences
w.” mH im a OM of evidence about what can be expected for the future. So
e element of ignorance about some future ou e an
tcomes d 3
nNﬂmqu successful life substantially less boring. oes not make an
Mwwm also tells us something about the idea of omnipotence. To be sure
e MMMMWM@%M%Q@MH%H agent as such is not necessarily omnipotent: Em
e e goals he in fact has, but not ne il i .
oot 2 complel s cessarily all possible goals.
\ y successtul agent would probably devel
more goals and thus “converge” toward omni gt spgens
. ; mnipotence. My ar
that omnipotence is not a good ideal for hurnan bein W Brmentsuggess
See, of course, Nagel 1986. 5
wOmM mﬂmnmm: 1987 for the importance and complex structure of plans
© oo.no: w_uw tempted to think that in the Jast analysis persons have .Qo&m
GSW@ wumwmnm HMMPM rather Mﬁmﬁ during time intervals. This, however, is wwmrmw
. uman being can have a goal just for a milli u
extremely short time interval is oo sh tort 4 rnsionlon
; 7 ort, th i i
point of ime is much too short. e 2 fortior an extensionles
That T wan ;
o mbdmm M.MM,MQ ﬁgwwnmmo& F {(that p) will be realized does not imply
goal F. Suppose that I do not want that p no
| w (or e
Mcwmﬁ that not-p}; suppose further that I know that T will zmmﬁ SNMM in ,MMM
ture. Hence, we can say that I have a want of the following form:

ﬁmvaossgﬁ.&mﬂmm.\mmmoo <
“ H
i : mu n as I have the goal that p}.
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{b) I will have the goal that p.
(a) and (b) do, of course, not imply

{¢) I now want that p.
Hence, we can also avoid the conclusion that I both do want that p and
do not want that p. Analoguously, I might want that you reach your goals
without sharing your goals.

27. Some philosophers — such as Parfit 1984 — deny both this view of personal

" identity and its implications for practical rationality. 1 cannot go into these
discussions here. It is clear that there is a certain (rational) bias toward the
present; this, however, does not effect my reply to the objection above.

8. Goals can be “conditional” in still another sense: “If and only if notall other
goals are going to be realized, then A has the goal that p.” It is, of course,
impossible that all our goals are like that. Everything would “hang in the air.”
Ttwould be completely indeterminate what the person would be trying to do.
So, let us assume that only some of our goals are like that. Does this case show
anything interesting about our paradox? I do not think so. It tells us only
that there are certain conditions under which persons develop certain goals.

2g. See the conaibutions in Chang 19g7b. Chang 1997a prefers the expression
“incomparability” to “incommensurability”; nothing substantial depends on
it and I use the latter expression because talk about “incomparable” goals
or reasons sounds a bit odd. T would, of course, be pleased if friends of
incommensurability would find my argument useful for their own purposes.

30. See Makinson 1g965: 2051f

1. See Ramsey 1990: 111,
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Foreword
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except Christine Korsgaard’s “The Myth of Egoism,” which was delivered
as the 1999 Lindley Lecture at the Department of Philosophy at the
University of Kansas. We thank Christine Korsgaard and the Department
of Philosophy for allowing us to reprint the lecture here, which, so far,
has been accessible only to a relatively small audience. .
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Bitter and R. Jay Wallace for their ongoing support and many helpfal
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