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ABSTRACT:  In this paper I develop a puzzle involving promises to perform supererogatory actions.  I explore several attempts to dissolve the problem that focus on changing our understanding of supererogatory actions.  I conclude that none of these proposed solutions are viable; the problem lies in promises with certain troublesome contents, not in our understanding of supererogation.

*
The institution of promising presents many philosophical puzzles.  Recent papers draw attention to various unexpected and puzzling cases of promising, including instances where one promises to perform an action that one cannot perform, or where one promises to perform a morally wrong action, and so on.
  In this paper I draw attention to an additional puzzle case.  Like the others, the present problem is quite clear when brought to light; I wish to show that this initial appearance is correct.  That is, I wish to show that the puzzle is genuine.  To that end I consider a series of attempted resolutions of the problem, and argue that they all fail.

I


It is New Year’s Day.  Reflecting on a life of vice and excess, you decide to commit yourself to a programme of rigourous moral self-improvement, including the following resolution: “I hereby solemnly promise to perform at least one supererogatory action each month this year.”


The following week you learn from your friend Alicia that she has an early morning flight in a few days, and that she’s worried about the reliability (and expense) of the taxi service.  You offer to drive her to the airport, though you are busy with several meetings and appointments, and despite the fact that this will require you to wake-up at 4am.  The day of the flight arrives and you drive your grateful friend, who arrives in plenty of time for her flight.  As you return home, you’re quite pleased with yourself.  You did a nice thing for your friend.  And then you remember your resolution, and you’re still more chuffed; you’ve performed a supererogatory action, thus fulfilling your promise to yourself (at least for the month of January).


But consider the following basic principles concerning promising and supererogation:

(P) In promising to perform action A, agent S thereby, ceteris paribus, creates a prima facie obligation for herself to perform action A.

(S) A necessary condition for an action A to be supererogatory for agent S is that A not be obligatory; A cannot simply fulfill an obligation for agent S.

Note that with (P) we are not claiming that promising always creates an overriding obligation to fulfill the promise.  The ceteris paribus clause is intended to allow that in cases where, for example, an agent promises to perform an immoral action, that no obligation is thereby created.  The prima facie clause is intended to allow that our obligation to fulfill the promise can be overridden by other concerns.


And now our problem becomes clear.  If your (apparently) supererogatory action is taken to fulfill your promise to perform at least one supererogatory action each month, then it is fulfilling an obligation, and thus cannot be supererogatory (according to (S)).  On the other hand, if doing so did not fulfill your promise, then it seems that it was simply a supererogatory action (after all, it would be a morally good action that does not fulfill an obligation).  And if this is correct, then it apparently would fulfill your promise.  We thus arrive, at least in a rough-and-ready fashion, at a paradox.  

II


What can be said?  An apparently promising line of response (as it were) is to draw a distinction between an action’s being obligatory and an action’s merely fulfilling an obligation.  You were not morally required or obligated to drive Alicia to the airport, we could say, but having done so you managed to fulfill a more general obligation.  And in turn, we could hold that supererogatory actions simply cannot be obligatory, though they can fulfill obligations.  Thus,

(S’) A necessary condition for an action A to be supererogatory for agent S is that A not be obligatory, though A could fulfill an obligation for S.

With this in place, driving to Alicia to the airport would serve to satisfy your resolution; it was a supererogatory action that happens to fulfill an obligation (though it was not in itself obligatory, in accordance with (S’)).  In some cases specific actions are required of us – these actions are obligatory.  Thus, it might be obligatory for us to pull a drowning child out of a pond.  There is a specific action that is required of us.  On the other hand, we can have other, more general obligations where specific actions are not required of us.  Suppose that friends are hosting a party, and you promise to bring something to drink.  Note that with this promise you are not obligated to bring any particular variety of wine, beer, or so on.  Simply bringing some sort of drink will fulfill your promise.  


Does this ultimately help us?   Suppose that you decide to bring a bottle of your favourite merlot to the party.  We can agree that it was not obligatory for you to do so – you could have chosen another option (you could have instead brought beer, a syrah, or a single-malt whiskey).  But now that you’ve done so, and it satisfies your promise, do we wish to allow that it was supererogatory?  It would seem not; after all, you did make a promise, and in so doing you created an obligation for yourself, and bringing the merlot simply fulfills this promise.  Consider – if you failed to bring the merlot (given that you also do not perform any of the other actions open to you), surely we would see you as failing to fulfill your obligation, and (ceteris paribus) as morally blameworthy.


Suppose that I borrow money from you -- say $100 Canadian -- and promise to pay you back on our next payday.  Now of course, I could pay you back with five $20 bills, or ten $10 bills, and at 4pm, or 5pm, or what-have-you.  As it turns out, I pay you back with five $20 bills, and at 4:30pm.  Surely it would be absurd to claim that my action is supererogatory because this particular action was not obligatory (given that there were many ways in which I could provide you with the promised $100 – twenty $5 bills at 3:20pm, or a $100 cheque at 6pm, etc.).  The fact that this action is fulfilling an obligation (even if it was not itself obligatory) precludes its being supererogatory.  Thus, (S’) should be rejected, and we should maintain (S).  Further, this second example also shows that the distinction between an action’s being obligatory and its (merely) fulfilling an obligation is not as sharp as we might initially have hoped.  Even when we seem to have quite specific obligations (to save a child, to give someone precisely $100, etc.) there is typically a wide range of actions that could fulfill the obligation; only in extremely rare cases will we have precise actions that are obligatory.

III

Suppose that the following week you learn from a different friend that he faces a similar problem with getting to the airport.  As you think things over, you are at first quite pleased.  “Well, taking Alicia to the airport last week didn’t really count as supererogatory, because it was just fulfilling my promise to perform at least one supererogatory action every month.  But now that I’ve taken care of my promise, if I take B to the airport, then this will count as supererogatory.”  Of course, after a moment’s reflection you realize that this can’t be correct.  Again, driving Alicia could not fulfill your promise.  If it were taken to fulfill the promise, then it would no longer be supererogatory.  If it were taken to be supererogatory, then it could not also fulfill your promise.  And so this second chance to perform a supererogatory action to fulfill your promise does not seem to be interestingly different from the first opportunity.

Still, we might press on.  Suppose that you are particularly devoted to your resolutions in January, and that you perform twenty actions over the course of the month that, had you not made your promise, would be obvious cases of supererogation.  Surely between all of these (apparently) supererogatory actions you’ve managed to fulfill your promise.  Or so we might hope.

But upon closer examination, we see that you still cannot fulfill your promise.  For whichever of the twenty actions that you attempt to treat as fulfilling your promise thereby loses its status as supererogatory, and would merely fulfill an obligation.  In turn, it would not be supererogatory, and would fail to satisfy the resolution.  We’re no further ahead; no matter how many apparently supererogatory actions you perform, you will be unable to perform a supererogatory action that also fulfills your promise.

IV


You’ve given rides to your friends, you’ve given vast amounts to charity, and performed other supererogatory actions throughout January.  Still, you’ve given up on any of these as fulfilling your promise because whenever you think about it, things seem to fall apart.  So your resolution quietly slips into the back of your mind.  Towards the end of the month you happen across a motorist at night with car problems.  You pull-over, and rather than just calling for help, etc. you stay with the motorist, and actually fix the problem with his car.  As it is your action is supererogatory, but you do not even consider this – not prior to performing the action, and not after.  You have, after all, put aside consideration of your promise following the earlier difficulties.


Now could it be that this last action is supererogatory and also fulfills your promise?  Here is how we might justify such a claim.  Perhaps a necessary condition of a supererogatory action is that it only not be done intentionally to fulfill a duty or obligation.  If it happens to fulfill a duty, perhaps it could still count as supererogatory.  Thus,

(S’’) A necessary condition for an action A to be supererogatory for agent S is that A not be done intentionally to fulfill an obligation.

If you deliberately give rides to your friends to fulfill your promise, we could hold that these actions cannot be supererogatory; after all, they are (merely) intended to fulfill a promise, an obligation.
  But when you help the motorist you are not thinking of the resolution at all; you have no intention of performing a supererogatory action qua supererogatory action, nor are you attempting to fulfill your promise.  More broadly, the intuition can be brought out as follows.  Recall the case where you’ve performed twenty supererogatory actions.  If you only did these to satisfy your promise, then perhaps we have grounds to hold that they should not be counted as supererogatory.  But if we assume that many of these supererogatory actions were performed with no thought given at all to the promise, these could more plausibly be seen as supererogatory.  They were spontaneous acts of goodness; and surely as such they can be counted as supererogatory.


We might note in passing the oft-made observation that many moral saints see their (apparently) supererogatory actions as merely fulfilling duties.  According to (S’’) their actions cannot be supererogatory.  As such, those who believe that these saintly actions are in fact supererogatory would have reason to reject (S’’).
  Still, many do not share these intuitions, and it would be helpful to have additional grounds for questioning whether (S’’) can act as a suitable replacement for (S).
  


Imagine that you promise to help to paint your neighbour’s house in the coming summer.  You forget about your promise, but spontaneously offer to help her when you notice her beginning work on the project.  Should we consider your help in painting her house supererogatory?  It seems not.  If we are tempted to deem it so (given that your action is not intended to fulfill any duty, comes spontaneously from virtuous motives, seems good in itself, and would not otherwise be required of you), we need only consider the following modification.  While you’ve forgotten your promise, your neighbour did not, and is indeed relying upon your help.  With this in place, it certainly seems that your action is not supererogatory – you must do this simply in order to fulfill your promise.


More broadly, we should be careful to distinguish between assessing an agent’s motive for an action, and assessing the action itself.
  In the cases at hand, where a person forgets a promise, but spontaneously volunteers to perform an action that would fulfill it, we can say the following.  The new motive in performing the action is likely to be virtuous, and morally praiseworthy.
  But the action itself cannot count as supererogatory insofar as it fulfills the promise – even if the agent has forgotten it (and indeed, even if those to whom the promise was made have forgotten).  When you volunteer to help your neighbour, we can praise your motive, and the generosity that it reflects (given that you’ve forgotten the promise).  But your help itself cannot be supererogatory insofar as you did promise to provide such help; you are merely fulfilling your promise in doing so.


And as such, we should reject (S’’).  Or, more precisely, perhaps (S’’) provides a further necessary condition on supererogatory actions (we need not decide this here).  But regardless, (S) remains a necessary condition on supererogation, and our problem remains.  If we try to understand your action as having satisfied your promise, it thereby can no longer be supererogatory – and your promise remains unfulfilled; and this even if we judge your motivations in helping the motorist to be morally praiseworthy.

V


We can now consider a final attempt to avoid our initial paradox.  Perhaps we should simply hold that in some cases one can perform supererogatory actions that fulfill obligations.  This amounts to a straightforward rejection of (S).  What could justify this?  We might have a strong intuition that when you provide your friends with rides (and so on), that you truly are both performing supererogatory actions and fulfilling your promises.  And we might feel more confident in this judgement than in our acceptance of principle (S).  That is, given the choice between rejecting (S) and rejecting the possibility of your actions being supererogatory and also acts of promise-keeping, we could decide to reject (S).


My suspicion is that few people, if any, would have such a set of intuitions.  But for those who do, we can appeal to broader concerns to indicate why we should retain (S).  Here, a crucial point to note is that the problems which arise in promising to perform supererogatory actions are a result of including the following structure, that of an unfulfillable promise:


(UP) I promise to perform an action that fulfills no obligations.

To the extent that supererogatory actions cannot fulfill obligations, promises to perform them will have a structure like (UP) embedded within them.  And notice of course, that (UP) cannot be fulfilled.  For any action (waking up, walking quickly, chewing thoroughly, etc.) which seems to fulfill no obligation, when we try to understand it as fulfilling (UP) it would thereby lose its status as not fulfilling an obligation (and thus cannot fulfill (UP)).


G.H. Von Wright has argued that one cannot make promises that one cannot keep.
  That is, no genuine obligation is created if one promises to perform an action of a kind that is beyond one’s capabilities.  Note that the current cases are interestingly different from those upon which Von Wright focuses.  He has in mind instances where, for example, a normal human promises to alter the orbit of the moon, swim across the Atlantic, go back in time, and so on.  These are all situations where the promised kind of action obviously cannot be performed by the agent. 

In our examples, however, the actions at stake are available to the agent.  It is easy enough to perform actions that fulfill no duty; and while supererogatory actions are often difficult or demanding, they still lie within the capabilities of the agent.  Thus, in our cases the agents are not promising to perform the kinds of actions that they cannot perform; rather, such actions simply cannot be used to fulfill the promises made.  We would still be making genuine promises on Von Wright’s account insofar as we can perform the actions (or actions of the kind) promised.  

In light of this, it seems best simply to recognize that there are promises which cannot be fulfilled (and not because the promised actions in themselves cannot be performed), including cases that do not involve the supererogatory.
  If this is correct, we are better to maintain what is widely-held as an essential mark of supererogation (that it is ‘beyond the call of duty’, and cannot fulfill an obligation), rather than making an ad hoc modification to (S) simply to allow for promises to perform supererogatory actions (especially when we recognize that there is a broader pattern of promises that necessarily cannot be kept).  The problem, as it were, lies in these problematic promises, not in our understanding of supererogation.
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� For a discussion of the complexities involved in promises to perform immoral actions, immorally-made promises, promises made under duress, and so on, see Fox and DeMarco (1996).  See also Smith (1997), and Conee (2000).  For puzzles concerning promises one cannot keep, and prospective release from promises, Driver (1983), Driver (1984), and Von Wright (1962). 


� I assume that such resolutions can be understood as promises to oneself.  For those who reject this assumption (or who reject the possibility of binding promises to oneself), we can alter the case so that it involves an explicit promise made to a spouse, god, friend or what-have-you.  Von Wright (1962) holds that one cannot make genuine promises to oneself.


� Note that I do not commit myself in this paper to any particular stance concerning the scope of the ceteris paribus and prima facie clauses of (P).  That is, for example, I do not wish to enter into the issue of whether promising to perform immoral actions creates an obligation of any sort; I wish only to allow that one might hold that such apparent promises do not in fact qualify as such, and that (P) allows for such judgements.


� I do not wish to endorse this principle; I use it only as a potential basis that someone could suggest for marking off supererogatory actions.


� See, for example, Urmson (1958).


� Many Kantians hold that moral saints are correct in such cases; they are simply fulfilling (imperfect) duties.  See Hale (1991) Baron (1995).


� See Trianosky (1986).


� Of course there is the possibility that the agent performs the promised action for some ulterior, morally evil motive; but I take it that the typical case will be one where the agent acts out of good motives. 


�  VonWright (1962).


� It remains open to us to modify Von Wright’s account to hold that the current cases of apparent promising are not genuine promises insofar as they cannot be fulfilled (thus expanding his proposal to include instances beyond those where one promises to perform a kind of action that one is incapable of performing).  This seems a plausible proposal; still I do not wish to commit myself to a strong endorsement of it in the current paper.  Note that in any case, that the basic problem remains – we cannot fulfill promises to perform supererogatory actions; the current proposal simply maintains that we cannot even genuinely make such promises.
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