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What's Special About Humeanism*
DONALD C. HUBIN

The Ohio State University
The most common way of classifying theories of reasons for acting begins by
distinguishingthose thatareHumeanfrom those thatare not. Humeantheories of
practicalrationalityare not Hume's theory he seems not to have anythingthat
could be called a theory of practical rationality.'But they are descendantsof his
theory and they carryon the spirit of the Humeancritiqueof those who treatthe
faculty of reason as a source of reasons for acting. The hallmarkof what are now
called Humeantheories of practicalrationalityis the assertion that "reasonis...
the slave of the passions"2 that reasons are based, ultimately, on subjective,
contingent, conative states of the agent. Anti-Humeantheories deny this, and,
apartfrom this negative thesis and its implications, there is little else that they
have in common.
Humeanism,it is fair to say, is the theoryto beat;perhapsit is even accurateto
think of it as the defaultposition (Nozick, 1993, p. 133). Some form of Humeanism seems to underliethe theoriesof rationalitythatpredominatein the social and
behavioralsciences as well as those employed by decision- and game-theorists.3
And, as RobertNozick points out, most anti-Humeantheories incorporateHumean reasons as a part of the story about practical rationality. Usually, antiHumeans admit that Humeanconsiderationsare typically reasons, even if there
are held to be extra-Humeansources of reasons or constraintson Humean reasons. Even those critics who rejectHumeanreasonsaltogethermustoffer a theory
with significant extensional overlap with the Humean theory so plausible are
many of the implications of that theory.4It is probablysafe, then, to say that the
burdenof proof is on the anti-Humeanto move us away from the Humeanposition. At least, it seems thatmost anti-Humeanshave arguedas if this were trueaccepting the burdenas appropriate.
Is this situationwarranted?Apartfrom its popularityin the social and behavioral sciences which, after all, we might suspect is not based on a serious appraisalof its philosophicaladequacy is thereanythingaboutthe Humeanposition
(? 1999 Blackwell Publishers Inc., 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA,
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to justify this favored status?I thinkthere is, though it hasn't been formulatedin
a way that makes it as compelling as one would like. In fact, I think that what is
special about the Humeanposition on reasons for acting is approximatelywhat
most defenders and detractorsalike are prone to point to as its attraction.What I
intend to do here is argue that, contraryto what the detractorsmight urge, what
appearsto be attractiveaboutHumeanismreally is a virtueof the theory.I believe
that it is a virtue sharedby none of its competitors,but I cannot arguethat here.
Because of this, and because I do not defend Humeantheories against othercriticisms that have been raised against them, what I say amountsto far less than a
wholesale defense of the Humeanposition. It is, rather,a defense against a particularattackmade on it-an attackthathas sought to show that Humeanismdid
not even deliver its advertisedgoods.
What Appears to Be Special About Humeanism
What attractsmany of us, to the differentdegrees that we are attracted,to Humeanism is, as many have suggested, a motivationalargument.5Humeantheories
appearto connect reasons for acting with motivation in an appealing way. Reasons for action should turnout to be the sort of things that typically do motivate
people. The appealof a connectionbetween an agent's reasonsfor acting and her
motivationis shown by the fact thatmany anti-Humeansaim in theirown theories
of practicalrationalityto tie an agent's reasons to her motivation. The way the
Humeansecures this connection is obvious: reasons are connected to motivation
because they are grounded in the agent's desires (values, concerns, etc.), and
these conative psychological states are, inter alia, motivating states.

As Michael Smithpoints out (1994, pp. 136-7), though, a theory can make the
connectionbetween an agent's reasonsfor acting and her motivationtoo tight, as
well. We want to account for why reasons motivate people without our explanation entailingthatthey always do so. The obvious problemfor anti-Humeantheories is making the connection between reasons and motivation; but Humeans
must take care not to make the connection so close that they can't allow for
divergence between reasons and motivation.
Were we to requirethat reasons for acting always motivate, we would make
the connection between reasons and motivation too tight. It seems apparentthat
people sometimes lack any motivation to perform actions they have the most
reason to perform even actions they judge they have the most reason to perform. The possibility of true,practicalirrationalityseems undeniable.And if this
is so, the Humeancannotclaim thatthose considerationsrecognizedby his theory
as being reasons for action will always motivate an agent. It appearsthatthe best
the Humeancan do to link reasons with motivation is to say that "insofar as an
agent is practically rational, she will be motivated to do what she has reason

to do".
Unfortunately for the Humean, this is hardly a distinguishing virtue of the
theory for, as ChristineKorsgaardpoints out (1986, p. 23), every other theory of
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practicalrationalitycan say the same.6Considera theory thatholds thata person
has a reason to act just in case the action would, from some hypothetical standpoint, be approvedof by everyone. There is no guaranteethat real people will be
motivatedby such considerations.But, being motivatedby the reasons one has to
act is part of what it is to be ideally rational.So, we can assert with confidence
that were one practically rational in the appropriatesense, one would be motivated by these considerations.
It appearsthat no plausible theory can boast that people will necessarily be
motivatedby those considerationsit recognizes as reasons an improvidentboast
anyway in light of the possibility of truepracticalirrationality.And, every theory
can boast that insofar as people are rational (accordingto that theory's account)
they will necessarily be motivated by those things that are deemed reasons for
actingby thattheory an empty boast. The special connection to motivationthat
Humeanstout for their theory of practicalreasons seems absent. So, what's special aboutHumeanism?To answerthis question, we will take Humeanismapart.
Decomposing Humeanism
Humeanismcan, I think,be profitablydecomposed into two componenttheories.
The first I call, following Shelly Kagan (1989), 'pureinstrumentalism'.The second I follow Stephen Darwall (1983) in calling, 'the thesis of desire-basedreasons'. But I need to make clear that I use 'desire' very broadlyto include any
positive conative state that might plausibly be claimed to motivate action. In
particular,it covers states that a more sensitive psychology would call 'caring
about' or 'valuing', and distinguishfrom desire in a narrowersense.
The thesis of pure instrumentalismholds thatreasons are communicatedfrom
ends to means that he who has a reason for the ends has also a reason for the
means. For our purposes, the means ends connection must be interpretedin a
broad though, I don't think, idiosyncratic sense to include not only causal
connections but also criterial connections and part whole (mereological) relations. Thus, we will, somewhat artificially, take climbing Mt. Everest to be a
means to climbing the tallest mountain in the world not because there are two
events which stand in a causal relation but because the climbing of Mt. Everest
satisfies the criteriafor climbing the tallest mountainin the world. And, we will
take buying lotterynumbersbased on your children's birthdates to be a means to
winning the lotteryas a resultof buying lotterynumbersbased on your children's
birthdates. Pure instrumentalismasserts only thatreasons are transmittedacross
causal,criterial,andmereologicalconnections;it makesno claim aboutthe source
of reasons.7
The thesis of desire-based-reasons,on the other hand, holds that the ultimate
source of reasonsfor an agent to act, in the sense relevantto rationaladvisability
and to the rationalappraisalof agents, is in the subjective, contingent, conative
states of that agent. This thesis does not entail pure instrumentalismany more
thanit is entailedby it. One could hold to the desire-basednessof reasonswithout
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accepting that reasons are communicatedfrom ends to means. We must remind
ourselves, also, thatthis thesis says nothingaboutthe ultimategroundingof moral
reasons, political reasons, economic reasons, prudential reasons, etc.. I take these

to be practicalreasons in the sense thatthey areconsiderationsfrom the specified
point of view in favor of action considerationsthat tend to determinewhat is
required(or recommended)from that point of view. Here, though, we are concerned with the thesis of desire-based-reasonsonly with respect to the source of
reasons in the sense relevantto rational advisabilityand to the rational appraisal
of agents and their actions.
By decomposing what has come to be called 'the Humeantheory of practical
reasons'into the theses of pureinstrumentalismanddesire-based-reasons,we can
see what the Humeancan say aboutreasons and motivationthatother theories of
practicalreasons have not been able to parrot.In brief, my argumentwill be that
the thesis of pure instrumentalismshould be construed in such a way as to be
noncontroversial.But, if pureinstrumentalismis noncontroversial,thenthe Humean is in a position to assert a unique connection between those considerations
she acknowledgesto be reasonsfor acting and the agent's motivation.This is the
key to what is special about Humeanism.
Pure Instrumentalism: When properlyunderstood,the thesis of pure instrumentalism is, if not indisputable,at least extremely innocuous. To try to show
this, I will begin by imagining a critic attackingpure instrumentalismwith apparentcounterexamples.And, with respect to this tenet of the Humeantheory,I
intend to take the dogmatic line of asserting that, properly clarified, there is a
conceptual confusion in conceding that a person has a reason for an end but no
reason whatsoeverto produce means to that end. Apparentcounterexamplesare
apparent only.

To challenge this view, the critic must assert thata person's having a reasonto
bring about an end does not entail thathe has any reason to engage in the means
requiredto do so. There are several types of cases that might seem to make this
claim plausible. Nevertheless, the Humeandenies it. Adjudicatingthis dispute is
a bit trickierthan it might seem. We must be careful not to commit either of two
errors:we must not overreachour intuitions;andwe must not build too much into
the thesis of pure instrumentalism.
Suppose that you are on a long hike in the desert and have run out of water.
Your thoughts turn to a cold draft of your favorite ale and suddenly you see it
sitting before your eyes. Certainthings are true of you at this point: you come to
desire to drinkthis pint of ale; you would get greatpleasurefrom drinkingit; you
would avoid the unpleasantexperience of a parchedthroatby drinkingit. For one
of these reasons, or for some other,let us suppose, it seems plausible to say that
you have a reasonto drinkthe ale. At this point, the Devil appearsto you and says
the ale is yours if you will just give him the soul of your beloved child. Now,
giving up the soul of your child is a means of attaining the end that, it seems
plausible to say, you have reason to bring about. If you do have a reason to bring
about this end, and if reasons are communicatedfrom ends to means, then you
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have a reason to give the soul of your child to the Devil. But isn't it manifestly
obvious that an agent could have no reason whatsoever to do this regardless of
what reason the agent has to get the ale? Some think so.8
The case is, I believe, interestinglycomplex. But one feature,especially, makes
it doubtful that we should draw any theory-challenginginferences from our intuitive response to it. This case appearsto be one in which any reason you have
based on the desire for the ale is "swamped"by other reasons you have. So, the
defenderof pure instrumentalismmight say, you do indeed have a reason to give
up the soul of your child, but you have such weightier reasons for not doing so
that it is difficult to see this reason and misleading to talk of it in most contexts.
Perhapsit would be inappropriateeven to thinkabouthaving such a reasonin this
sort of case. It would, I think, be an errorto trust our intuitions about the fine
points of when it is correct to say that one has a reason. Those intuitions are
shapedby pragmaticconsiderationsas well as semantic ones, and these different
sorts of considerationsare seldom carefully distinguished.And so, while it may
be perfectly true to say that you have a reason to turn over your child's soul, it
may be quite improperto say it, or even to think it. The appeal to what we might
call 'the "swampedreasons"defense' is a familiar one, of course, but its appropriatenessis sometimes forgotten, I believe.
Avoiding the second errorrequiresthat we rememberthat the thesis of pure
instrumentalismdoes not commit one to any theoryaboutthe source of reasonsor
the properdescriptionsof "ends".Theories of practicalreasons may subscribeto
pure instrumentalismand retain complete freedom about how to differentiate
between states of affairs for the purposes of determiningwhich states of affairs
we have reason to promote and which we do not.
Recognizing this provides for a differentreply to the above example a reply
thatsome might find more compelling thanthe "swampedreason"defense. And,
even if we find, as I do, that the "swampedreason"defense is adequatefor the
above case, this new reply will be more plausible in other cases.
A theory of reasons for acting is free to subscribeto the thesis of pure instrumentalism and deny thatyou have any reason, even a swamped one, to turnover
the soul of your child. This is because the theory is free to deny thatyou have any
reason to bring about the concrete end that would be broughtabout in this situation. A pure instrumentalisttheory of reasons for acting can treat the fact that
you would get a drinkof your favorite cold ale when your throatis parchedas a
feature of the end in question that functions in its favor without conceding that
you have a reasonto bringaboutevery stateof affairsthatincludes it. For the state
of affairs that would be broughtabout is that of your receiving a drinkof ale by
giving up the soul of your child. And the theory can say that no matterhow good
the drinkof ale might be, you have no reason to bring about this state of affairs.
It is naturalto thinkof each good featureof the outcome as providinga reason
for bringing about the outcome. So that, if there is any good feature of the outcome, then there is some reason to bring about that outcome. But this is not part
of the thesis of pure instrumentalism,which concerns only the transmissionof
reasons from ends to means. We might call this other thesis compositionality.It
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holds that reasons for outcomes are composed of reasons for their parts. A pure
instrumentalistis free, though,to rejectcompositionality.She may, if she wishes,
take reasons to be, strictly speaking,holistic applying only to entire world descriptions.9But it is importantto see that there is nothing in the thesis of pure
instrumentalismthatforces one to determineends this finely. The most plausible
developmentof the Humeanposition will, I think, take the level of specificity of
the ends to be determinedby the intrinsicvaluationsof the agent. For many of us,
this may entail the denial of compositionality.For none of us will it entail that
ends must be entire world descriptions.
Ratherthan illustratethis point furtherwith the above example, let me offer
two better suited to the point. The first I will introducewith the assumptionthat
it is the desires (values, concerns) of the agent that ultimately groundreasons to
act. But this is for purposes of exposition only. Before leaving the case, I will
generalize my comments. The second, designed to illustratea differentphenomenon, will be free of this assumptionfrom the outset.
Suppose that I desperatelydesire the respect of my estrangedbrother.I have,
then (we are supposing), a reason to bring about the state of affairs in which my
brotherrespectsme. A generous (andvery skilled) psychosurgeon,noting my distress, offers at no charge to wrestle my brotherto the ground, administeranesthetic, and do whateversurgeryis necessary on my brother'sbrainto make it the
case thathe respects me. All I have to do is "give him the go". I might deny thatI
have any reason (even a swampedone) to accept the offer.And if this is true,then
it seems the reasonfor bringingit aboutthatmy brotherrespectsme is not a reason
for taking the psychosurgeon up on his offer even though that is a means of securingmy brother'srespect.Isn't this a counterexampleto pureinstrumentalism?
I think the pure instrumentalistshould hold that if we believe that we have no
reasonto acceptthe psychosurgeon's offer, it is because, contraryto appearances,
we have no reasonto bring aboutthe end this would produce.When I say I desire
my brother'srespect, I don't mean that I desire every state of affairs in which it
is truethatmy brotherrespects me. RatherI mean to point to a set of outcomes in
which my brotherrespectsme thatis typical (or otherwisesalient), and say of that
set that I have a reason to bring about one of those outcomes. When we agreed
that there was a reason to bring it about that my brotherrespectedme, we didn't
mean that I had a reason cause his respect no matterwhat else was true in that
situation.Reflection on the psychosurgeon's offer might make me realize what I
actually desire, and it is completely naturalfor me to reply, "I don't want my
brother's respect that way!" 10My desire might not simply be for my brother's
respect,but for any one of a set of typical cases in which I have thatrespect.These
may all have in common the fact that I have his respect as a result of having
earned it." Thus, the Humeanmight say, we have no reason to accept the offer
preciselybecausewe have no reasonto bringaboutthe resultthatcouldbe achieved
by accepting it. That result is not desired.
Now, this reply depends in no way on the fact that, in additionto pure instrumentalism, the Humeanaccepts the thesis that reasons are based on desires. The
pure instrumentalist,in general, is free to accept a groundingfor reasons that is
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sensitive to any feature of the state of affairs, including such things as: how the
events were broughtabout, when events took place, who caused the events, why
they were caused, whatalternativeswere available,whatintentionsvariousagents
had, etc.. To ensure that we have a counterexampleto the pure instrumentalist
element of a theoryof reasons for acting, the outcomes must be describedso as to
include every featurethatthe theory of reasons in questiontakes to be relevantto
the desirability of the outcome. Let us call this "the inclusive description"of
outcomes, but understandthat it is nothing more than a fuller, more accurate
descriptionof the end. For the Humean,the descriptionsmust include everything
thataffects the agent's intrinsicevaluationof a stateof affairs.12 If the agent cares
about whether what we would typically speak of as the outcome of an action is
produced in one way or another, then, for purposes of applying the Humean
theory of reasons for acting, these are two distinct outcomes.'3
Considera second example one drawnfrom the philosophy of punishment.
Standardutilitariantheories of punishmenthold that"allpunishmentis mischief;
all punishmentin itself is evil.... if it ought at all to be admitted,it ought only to
be admittedin as far as it promisesto exclude some greaterevil" (Bentham, 1970,
p. 170). The idea is thatthereis always a reasonnot to punish,but thatreasoncan
be overbalancedby reasons in favor of punishment.This view does not follow
from Bentham's moral instrumentalismalone; ratherit is the conjunctionof that
moralinstrumentalismwith his (distinctlyimplausible)hedonistictheoryof value
that gives Bentham this result. A pure instrumentalistis free to argue that while
the sort of pain involved in punishmentis typically an evil, it is, nevertheless, "an
end in itself that the guilty should suffer pain" (Ewing, 1929, p. 13) and that
"[t]he state of affairs where the wrongdoersuffers punishmentis morally better
than one where he does not" (Rawls, 1955, p. 5). A less retributive,but no less
retrospectivepure instrumentalist,could hold thatthe sufferingof the guilty is, if
not a positive good, at least not an evil or not as great an evil as the suffering of
the innocent.'4
Someone holding the sort of view just sketched would take the fact that an act
caused sufferingto be a primafacie considerationagainstthe act only in the sense
that, knowing nothing else about the situation, it is reasonable to suppose that
there is a consideration against the act. A defender of this view would not, as
Benthamdoes, take the suffering caused by an action to be a pro tanto consideration against the act.'5 One who holds this view is not committed to saying that
there must always be a reason not to cause suffering a reason that must be
overcome by other considerations.There may be no reason not to cause the suffering of the guilty, or even a positive reason to cause such suffering solely in
virtue of their guilt. Thus, a satisfactoryjustification of the pain caused to the
guilty in the process of punishmentneed not involve overcoming a moral considerationagainst causing pain. The full descriptionof the outcome in question
must include something like 'causing pain to the guilty', and the theory we are
imagining does not assert a reason for avoiding such pain even if it recognizes,
typically, a reason not to cause pain.'6
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Using the inclusive descriptionof outcomes, I maintainthatthere are no plausible counterexamples to the thesis of pure instrumentalism.Reconsider the
psycho-surgeonexample. For this to provide a counterexample,it would have to
be the case that I have a reason to bring it about by agreeing to let the psychosurgeon operate on him that my brotherrespects me but I don't have a reason to
agree to let the psychosurgeonoperate on him. This does not sound possible to
me. I wouldn't understandwhat a person was trying to say if he told me that he
had a reason to bring-it-about-by-doing-y-that-x,
but no reason to do y. The concept of pure instrumentalismis so centralto our conception of practicalrationality that,once we avoid tradingon insufficientdescriptionsof outcomes, we could
make little sense of a conception of practicalrationalitythat did not include it.
It is worth noting how broadthe appeal of pure instrumentalismis. The theories of value that make states of affairsreason-makersneed not be agent-neutral.
Certainly,to illustratewith the Humeanaccount, an agent's preferencesneed not
be agent-neutral.I may preferthe state of affairs in which an innocent person is
killed by someone else to that in which she is killed by me. Similarly, we could
constructan agent-relativetheory for evaluating states of affairs that is independentof the agent's conative states. Such a theorywould establishdifferentreasonmaking states of affairs, and hence, perhaps, conflicting reasons, for different
agents. Thus, it might tell me thatthere is a reason for me to make it the case that
you, ratherthanI, kill an innocentpersonandtell youtthatthereis a reasonfor you
to make it the case that I, ratherthan you, do so. Such is the nature of agentrelative evaluation. The theory of value could also be time-relative.It might say
thatthe situationin which you kill an innocentperson today is worse thanthat in
which you kill an innocentperson tomorrow.In addition,a theory of value could
be sensitive to the intentionsof agents, so thattwo states of affairswould have to
be counted as relevantly different no matterwhat their other similarities if one
was broughtabout intentionallyand the other not.
The breadthof the appeal of pure instrumentalismis furtherdemonstratedby
the following fact. Kant,no sympathizerwith the intuitionsbehindHumeantheories of practical rationality,says in the Groundworkthat "[w]ho wills the end,
wills (so far as reasonhas decisive influence on his actions) also the means which
are indispensablynecessary and are in his power" (1956, p. 84-5). While this is
not equivalent to the thesis of pure instrumentalism it is a weaker claim, at
least I think the most plausible interpretationof the Kantiandictum sees it as
groundedin a commitmentto the thesis of pureinstrumentalism.On this view, his
argumentwith the theories that have been developed into Humean theories of
practical rationalityconcerns not pure instrumentalismbut the thesis of desirebased reasons.
If I am rightthatthereis nothing aboutthe natureof pureinstrumentalismthat
preventsits being coupled with agent-relativeandtime-relativetheories of value,
then the theoryhas broadappealindeed. The argumentoffered here requiresonly
that the thesis of pure instrumentalismis true. I have tried to provide reasons for
thinkingthis is so largely by way of indicatingwhat it does not entail. I, in fact
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think that it is a conceptual truth.It is difficult to imagine a plausible theory of
reasonsfor acting thatwill not incorporatepure instrumentalism;it is difficult to
imagine what a person who understoodthe meaning of 'reason' could be wondering about if she were wondering whetherpure instrumentalismis true.And I
have tried to give some reason for thinking that this is so. However, for my
presentpurposes, it will suffice to establish thatpure instrumentalismis (uncontroversially)true.'7
What Is Special About Humeanism
Suppose that pure instrumentalismis, as I have suggested, a noncontroversial
element of any plausibletheoryof practicalrationality.How does this help us say
what is special aboutHumeanism?I believe thatit allows us to salvage something
from the argumentfrom motivationdespite the fact that it is manifestly psychologically possible for a personto fail to be motivatedto producemeans necessary
to ends that he desires to bring about. If so, then there might be a plausible path
from pure instrumentalismto Humeanism a path closed to other theories.
I will first put the point crudely.According to the Humean, it is the agent's
valuationsthatgenerate(throughthe vehicle of pureinstrumentalism)reasonsfor
acting. Let us say that these valuations define the agent's evaluative point of
view. Not all evaluative points of view are defined in this agent-dependentway.
We can, anddo, evaluatestatesof affairsby the amountof happinessthey contain,
the degree to which they satisfy the desires of all agents, the degree to which
people get theirdue, etc.. We could constructan instrumentalisttheoryof reasons
for acting that employs any of these evaluative points of view. And on any of
these theories (even Humeanism),an agent is logically free to remainunmovedto
performactions thatpromotethe end thatis claimed to generatereasons. But it is
only on the Humean theory that the agent is not also logically free to remain
unmoved by the evaluative point of view in question; for this point of view is
defined by what moves the agent. If, then, we assume that pure instrumentalism
is true, we have something unique aboutthe way in which the Humeanconnects
reasons for acting with the agent's motivationalstructure.There is a special kind
of practicaldefect in those unmovedby Humeanreasons.They run afoul of pure
instrumentalism;whereas those unmoved by other sorts of reasons may simply
not be moved by those featuresthat groundthe evaluationof the states of affairs
in question.
But this characterizationof what is special about the way Humeanism connects reasons and motivationis too crude.'8At least this is so if it is possible, as
it seems to be, for a person to remain unmoved by states of affairs that she intrinsically values (desires, cares about, etc.). I want to do full justice to human
psychological quirks.I thinkdoing so requiresadmissionthatwe can value a state
of affairsand remainunmoved to bring it about.Thus, if the Humeanuses as the
basis for reasons the agent's intrinsic values, it seems, once again, that even he
can't guaranteethe connection to actual motivation. Aren't we back where we
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began, with every theory able to say that, insofar as one is rational,accordingto
that theory, one is motivated by those considerations that theory deems to be
reasons for acting?
Thereare these differences.First, while I thinkan agent may remainunmoved
by her own values, there is, nonetheless, a conceptual connection between an
agent's values and her motivation. Intrinsic valuing is a mental state that is, I
think, best understoodfunctionally,in terms of its causal connections to typical
stimulus situations,behavioraloutputs and other mental states. While we might
be convinced by other evidence that an agent values a state of affairs she is not
motivated to bring about, we would certainly count the lack of motivation to
produce the state of affairs as direct evidence against this thesis. We might say
that to intrinsicallyvalue a state of affairs is to be in a state that typically motivates action to producethe state of affairs.'9And this connection is not external
to the concept of intrinsic valuation.It is not that intrinsic valuing typically motivates in the sense that droppinga glass typically breaksit. It is part of the very
concept of intrinsic valuation that it is the sort of thing that typically motivates
action. 20

The situationin which an agent is unmovedby what she values (desires, cares
about,etc.) is an anomalouscase notjust in the sense thatthe personin question
is psychologically unusual. Those who are completely unmoved by considerations of sympathyare also psychologically unusual,but theirmotivationalset is
not anomalous in the way that we are considering. The situation of being unmoved by one's values presents a conceptual oddity, not merely a psychological
or evolutionarydeviation.
Second, and more importantly,those who are irrationalin the Humean sense
cannot "escape"rationalcriticism in the same way that, it appears,those judged
irrationalby some other theory can. They may be unmoved to perform actions
that are means to their ends and even, in the anomalous case, unmoved by the
ends themselves. But the charge of Humean irrationalityis "unshruggable"in a
way that other conceptions of rationalityare not. For the agent who is irrational
in the Humeansense cannot avoid the motivationalforce of ourjudgment about
him by pleading that he does not care about the ends in question. The motivational force is there,even if the motivationis anomalouslyabsent.It is the nature
of desires, values, concerns themselves thatthey typically producemotivationin
the agent who has them. When we base reasons on something other than the
subjective, contingent, conative states of the agent, it is difficult to see how a
parallel claim can be sustained.
If this is correct, then Humeanismconnects reasons for acting with psychological states of the agent that are typically, and conceptually, connected to the
agent's motivationalstructure.When such reasons are presentedto the agent, he
cannotrespondthathe doesn't care aboutthe evaluativeperspectivethatgrounds
these reasons.If, caringaboutthe ends, he remainsunmovedby them, he presents
an anomalous case. And, if, moved by the ends, he is nevertheless not moved to
perform the actions he recognizes as means to these ends, he is means ends
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irrational-a noncontroversialform of irrationalitygiven the truthof pureinstrumentalism.
Is this what is special about Humeanism?I suspect that it is; I suspect that
competing theories cannotmake a similarconnection between reasons for action
and an agent's motivationalstructure.Conjecturesaside, I do not believe thatany
othertheory has established such a connection. In the absence of an argumentto
establishsuch a connection in a competingtheory,I thinkwe can at least conclude
thatwhat is special aboutHumeanismis thatit has establishedsuch a connection
between reasons and motivation;defendersof othertheories have yet to show an
analogous connection within their theories.
That Humeanismhas this feature is not dispositive, of course. Other attacks
can be, and have been, launched against the theory. Some have arguedthat the
Humean conception of practicalrationalityis not properly normative,or that it
has counterintuitiveconsequences. While I do not sharethese reservationsabout
the theory, nothing I have said here responds to these worries. My project has
been confined to respondingto those who have suggested that Humeantheories
couldn't even offer a special connectionbetween an agent's reasonsfor acting (in
the relevant sense) and the agent's motivationalstructure.
Why It Matters
There comes a point in all disputes of this sort at which one wants to ask what
difference it makes. What hinges on how we decide the issue between the Humean and his critics? This is a question the Humeanshould welcome for reasons I
will try to explain. As I see it, one of the most importantdifferences it makes is
tied crucially to the force we take reasons, especially moral reasons, to have.
Those who reject Humeanism are frequently motivated by the attemptto show
that moral reasons are binding on everyone despite the fact that acting on moral
reasons is not always instrumentalto the satisfaction of one's desires. If so, then
the moral reasons must be reasons, binding on all agents, independentlyof their
connection with the agent's conative, and perhapsmotivational, structure.
Little is usually said aboutthe concept of bindingness.It is clear what it means
for a requirementto be morallybinding;it means thatthe requirementis violated
on pain of immorality.But, obviously, moral bindingness isn't what is meant in
this context. Of course moral reasons are morally binding; Humeanismpresents
no challenge to this truism. Those who see Humeanismas a threatto the bindingness of morality mean something else by 'bindingness'; they mean, I think,
'rationallybinding'. To be blunt aboutit, some critics of Humeanismare looking
for a club with which to beat those who ignore moralreasons.They have already
beaten them with the club of immorality to no effect. They want a bigger club;
they want the club of irrationality.
But what, exactly, is it about the charge of irrationalitythat makes it carry
more weight (in a certaincontext) thanthatof immorality?It is certainly not that
being irrationalis morally worse than being immoral.In the first place, I'm not
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sure what sense can be made of this. If irrationalityis morally bad, then it just is
immoral. Secondly, there are many instances of irrationalitythat are of no moral
consequence at all, and sometimes it would even be morally better for certain
people to behave irrationallyin the pursuitof their ends. Finally, there would be
no point in making the charge of irrationalityto a person who was insensitive to
moral reasons if irrationalityturnedout to be only a moral failing.
It will do no better to suggest that the charge of irrationalitycarries more
weight than the charge of immorality because it is worse from the evaluative
point of view of the critic. The fact thatthe behavior in question doesn't comport
with the reasons generated from the critic's evaluative point of view does not
necessarily have any special force for the agent criticized.2'
The charge of irrationalitywields the special force it does, I think, because it
is made from the agent's evaluative point of view. It is precisely the fact that in
makingrationalevaluationswe adoptthe agent's normativestandpointthatmakes
the chargeof irrationalityhave special force for the agent. If we arecorrectandhe
understandsour rationalcriticism, he is generallymotivatedto act on our recommendations.We show him the errorof his strategiesfor getting whathe ultimately
wants. If our analysis is sound and he remainsunmoved, he shows a special kind
of practicaldefect differentin kind from thatshown by a personwho fails to act
on reasonsbecause he doesn't care aboutthe evaluativepoint of view from which
they are generated.
I harborthe suspicion that many anti-Humeanswant to keep all the special
force of Humeanrationalcriticism, but not leave the content of rationalrecommendationsto the contingent conative states of the agents. I do not believe this
can be done. If rationalityis something thatrequiresone to count the desires and
interestsof others equally with one's own, for example, or to pursue some other
end(s) that the agent may not value, then rationalityitself is not binding in the
appropriatesense-the immoralistis as free to say, "Who cares about rationality?" as she is to say, "Who cares about morality?"And what have we gained?
When we ask about whethermoral reasons are reasons for everyone, though,
we sometimeshave concernsotherthanbludgeoningimmoralistsinto actingmorally. Perhapswe are simply trying to understandor diagnose the immoralist.The
Humeantakes irrationalityto be a special kind of failing not a failure to adopt
a particularevaluativeperspective,but a failureto be motivatedby the evaluative
perspectiveone adopts.This means thatthe Humeananalysis gives the diagnosis
of irrationalitya special place-one that seems plausible but also seems impossible on non-Humeananalyses. So partof what makes Humeanismspecial is that
Humeanismmakes rationality(and irrationality)special.
Perhapsthe deepest concern we have when we ask whethermoral reasons are
reasons for everyone arises when we are engaged in practical deliberationourselves and wonderingif we have reason to do what is morallyrequired.And what
does the Humean have to say about this? She could say that we are wondering
aboutthe effects of acting morally or aboutwhat desires we have. Perhapsthis is
sometimes so. But I suspect that there is often something deeper going on than
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simple fact-finding about consequences or desires. I think that we are often engaged not in practicalreasoningbut in a preconditionfor practicalreasoning.And
this preconditionis not the discovery of a pre-existing conative structurewith
which to define our evaluative point of view. We are not trying to discover our
evaluative point of view; we are creating it. Just as we entertain a hypothesis to
draw out its implications and (sometimes) to see the world as we would if we
believed it, we at times "tryon" normativestances. If I am right,this can be more
than a process of gaining knowledge of our values; it is sometimes an act of
self-creation.22

If this is sometimes what is going on, the Humeanwould distort the situation
if she insisted thatthis was itself a matterof practicaldeliberation of determining means to desired ends. It would also be a distortion for her to treat it as an
exercise in theoreticalreasoningaboutwhatthe agentalreadydesires theoretical
reasoningthatis antecedentto practicaldeliberation.But this would be no greater
distortionthanthe non-Humeantreatingthis phenomenonas an exercise in theoretical reasoning about what is objectively good or valuable, or the natureof a
rationalagent as if her activity were ultimately one of intellectual discovery.
These questionsaboutwhatdifferenceit makes whetherthe Humeanis correct
or not and about what a theory of practicalrationalityshould do for us are large
anddifficult ones; they will not be answeredeasily or decisively. But these arethe
questions that must be answered, I think. For what is at issue is not, as it sometimes appears,the meaningof a word (like 'rational'or 'reason');what is at issue
is the value of a theory.
Notes
*I'm gratefulto Shelly Kagan for awakeningin me worries about the instrumentalconception of
practicalrationalityand for providing insightful criticisms of my position. ArthurKuflik provided
extremely helpful criticisms when this paperwas read at the 24th Annual Hume Conference in 1997.
I am also gratefulto RobertAudi, Jamie Dreier,David Commiskey and an anonymousreferee at this
journalfor assistance in clarifying my arguments.Additionalhelp was generously offered by participants at the Hume Conference and at the Inter-UniversityCenterConference on Ethics and Political
Philosophy in Bled, Slovenia (1994).
'See Darwall [1983, p. 53], Hubin [1991, p. 26-28], and Milgram [1995]. In my earlier work, I
refer to the sort of view discussed here as "Neo-Humeanism",which is a more accurate,but less
familiar,term.
2The full quote is, of course, "Reasonis, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can
never pretendto any other office than to serve and obey them" (Hume, 1968, p. 415).
3Stephen Darwall (1983, pp. 62-77) denies thatthe Humeantheoryof rationality(which he refers
to as the Desire-Based-Reasons Thesis) plays a significant part in modernformal theories of rationality. The meat of these theories, he argues, lies in how they connect choice under certainty with
choice under risk and uncertainty.These interesting formal theories retain all of their force quite
independentlyof whether the ranking of ultimate outcomes (the formal preference ranking) is induced by the desires of agents or some otherfactor. (In the lattercase, it might be less misleading to
call it a preferabilityranking.)
4See, for example, JonathanDancy's recent Moral Reasons (1993).
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5Darwall(1983) identifies it as one of four roots of the Thesis of Desire-Based-Reasons.Kagan
("On InstrumentalReasons", 1989) singles it out as the primarymotivation for a Humean theory.
Korsgaard'sexaminationof the relationbetween content skepticism and motivationalskepticism is
based on the recognitionthatthe apparentlink to motivationoffered by Humeantheories of practical
rationalityis one of theirprimaryattractions.Of course, some are moved by otherconsiderations.For
example, Joseph Heath (1997, pp. 452ff.) identifies as the Humean's most powerful argumentthe
apparently superior ability of the Humean account of practical reasons to offer "a [teleological]
rationalizingexplanationof actions"in termsof reasonsfor acting. (Heathgoes on to contendthatthis
argumentis committed to an unjustifiablefoundationalismand, so, does not, in the end, give support
the Humeanposition.)
6Actually, Korsgaardclaims that "thereis probably no moral theory" that is ruled out by the
requirementthatwhat it counts as reasons must motivate an agent insofar as he is rational.However,
she means to be talking about theories of practical rationalitynot theories of morality so I take the
reference to moral theory to be a slip. Furthermore,her argumentthat motivationalskepticism must
be wholly dependenton content skepticism requiresher to arguethat infact no theory is excluded by
this sort of requirement(not just that it is probablethat no theory is so excluded).
71t is for this latter reason that it is called 'pur-einstrumentalism'.It is the purely instrumental
portion of the Humean, and (I shall argue) any other plausible, theory of reasons for acting. It
would be a serious misreadingto understand'pure instrumentalism"as holding that all reasons are
instrumental-even worse to understandit as holding that all reasons are instrumentsto the agent's
ends.
8For instance, LarryTemkin, from whom I borrow this example, and JonathanDancy (1993,
p. 181).
9See G. E. Moore's discussion of organic unities (1954, pp. 27-33).
l'"Someone says to me: 'Shew the childrena game.' I teach them gaming with dice, and the other
says, 'I didn't mean thatsort of game.' Must the exclusion of the game with dice have come before his
mind when he gave me the order?"(Wittgenstein, 1953, p. 33e). Similarly,were I to say that there is
some reason to play a game with the children, I needn't mean that there is some reason, perhaps
overridden,to play dice. What I have said is compatible with my thinking that there is tnoreason to
play that sort of game.
"'ArthurKuflik has pointed out to me that the plausibility of this example may turnolnhow the
psychosurgeonwill change my brotherso thathe respects me. If what is necessary is to remove from
my brothersome neuroses which make him incapableof recognizing my accomplishments-which,
if recognized, would producehis respect-I may have no objection to his actions. I am imagining a
case in which the respect would be producedmore directly and not as a result of having "earnedit".
121tmight be thoughtthat this is a distinctly unHumeanmove; it seems to underminethe distinction between ends and means that is crucial to a Humean theory. I disagree. The world perversely
refuses to carve itself up into ends and means. If there is to be a division, it is not to be found in
ontology but in psychology. And, if there is anything central to what is now called 'the Humean
Theory of PracticalRationality'it is that agents may intrinsicallydesire (value) any coherentstate of
affairs.Ends, then, are what the agent values intrinsically;means are states of affairsthat standin the
propercausal, criterialor mereological relation to ends.
13Ingeneral,we can say, thereareindefinitely manyways of classifying the set of outcomes of any
action. For convenience, we can treatoutcomes as indistinguishableif they do not differ in intrinsic
value. But, for purposesof evaluatinga theoryof reasons, we certainly may not treatas indistinguishable two outcomes thatthe theoryholds are of differentintrinsicvalue. Thus, if a theorydistinguishes
between the state of affairsof my brotherrespectingme as a result of my good works and his respecting me as a resultof forced psychosurgery,we must treatthese as differentends. To anticipatethe next
example, if a theory distinguishes between the suffering of the guilty and that of the innocent, we
cannot treatas equivalent two states of affair that involve the same suffering but distributeit differently between the guilty and the innocent.
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14Shelly Kagan offers a very clear discussion of these matters(1998, pp. 54-59). For fuller development, see Vallentyne (1988).
'5See M.B.E. Smith (1973) for a clear distinction between these two views which have often
misleadingly been couched indiscriminatelyin terms of primafacie reasons. Kagan (The Limnitsof
Morality, 1989, p. 17) introducesthe term 'pro tanto' to distinguish the two views.
16Alternatively, consider a theorythatholds thatdeterrenceof crime is a good thing if, but only if,
it is broughtaboutwithoutpunishingthe innocent.Such a theorywould distinguishoutcomes not only
according to their deterrencerates, but also according to whether these rates are achieved without
punishing the innocent.This would have to be included in the very descriptionsof the outcomes, for
achieving deterrencewithout punishing any who are innocent is, accordingto this theory,a morally
differentoutcome than achieving deterrenceby punishing some who are innocent.
17 I am grateful to Shelly Kagan for pointing this out to me.
'8While I believe others may have tried earlier, it was Geoff Sayre-McCordwho made me see
clearly the inadequacyof the characterization.
19An attractivealternativeconceptionis suggested by JohnStuartMill. In his notes on his father's
of the HumanMind, the younger Mill says: "I believe the fact to be that
Analysis of the Phenonmena
Desire is not Expectation, but is more than the idea of the pleasure desired, being, in truth, the
initiatorystage of the Will. In what we call Desire there is, I think, always included a positive stimulation to action;either to a definite course of action which would lead to our obtainingthe pleasure,
or to a general restlessness and vague seeking after it. The stimulation may fall short of actually
producingaction:even when it promptsto a definite act, it may be repressedby a strongermotive, or
by knowledge thatthe pleasureis not within our presentreach, nor can be broughtnearerto us by any
present action of our own. Still, there is, I think, always, the sense of a tendency to action, in the
direction of pursuit of the pleasure, though the tendency may be overpowered by an external or
internalrestraint"(1963, p. 215). Ratherthan treatingvaluing as a state that is conceptually tied to
motivationas suggested in the text, we could see it (as Mill sees desire) as "theinitiatorystage of the
Will".
201t is importantto emphasize that this conceptual connection is merely part of the concept of
intrinsic valuing. Taking it to be definitive of the concept of intrinsic valuing creates (or at least
exacerbates)a problem for Humeantheories thatWarrenQuinn puts as follows: showing that "proand con-attitudesconceived as functional states that dispose us to act have any power to rationalize
those acts" (1993, p. 236). (Quinn's point is put in terms of dispositions to act ratherthanin terms of
typical motivation,but his underlyingconcerns are independentof this difference.) This question of
the normativityof Humean reasons is beyond the scope of this paper.However, there is no need to
allow a possible misunderstandingthatmakes this problemseem harderto solve. Quinnseems correct
in thinkingthatif pro-attitudes(here, the relevantones are intrinsicvaluings) areconceived of merely
as a dispositions to act-or even merely as a disposition to be motivated to act-the problem of
normativityappearsintractable.As Quinn points out, a mere disposition to turnon radios in one's
vicinity doesn't seem to give one "even a primnafaciereasonto turnon radios".But isn't it manifestly
obvious that a mere disposition is not constitutive of having a pro-attitudetoward that action (and,
more particularly,that a mere disposition to bring about an end is not constitutive of intrinsically
valuing thatend)? A person's disposition to fall asleep at departmentmeetings, get tongue-tiedwhen
talking with a celebrity, or display anger when talking to an ex-spouse hardly shows that the person
intrinsicallyvalues these actions or any state of affairsto which she believes them to be instrumental.
For all Quinn's examples show, the problemis not thatcertainpro-attitudescannotrationalizeactions
but, rather,that these pro-attitudescannot be adequatelyunderstoodas merely dispositions to act or
be motivatedto act-an analysis that, to my knowledge, has not been profferedby any defenderof a
Humeanposition.
21Gibbard's insightful discussion (1990) of these matterssuggests that our evolutionarilyhoned
social nature may make us susceptible to the normative positions endorsed by others. This force,
contingent on our sociality and the existence of a common "normativecommunity",is of enormous
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importance.It does not, though,exhaustourresourcesfor rationalappraisalandcriticism.The charge
of irrationalityhas, I believe, force beyond the limits of a normativecommunity.
22 This point is inspiredby Connie Rosati (1989), though she views the "self-invention"as a part
of practicaldeliberationratherthana pre-conditionfor it. I thinknothingof importancehinges on the
terminology.What is at issue is how, if at all, the process is constrainedby reason.
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