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Despite the author's claim that "the unity of the present work is no greater, but also no less, than what one would expect to find, say, in an article that attempted to show that a certain philosophical analysis was in some respects too broad and in others too narrow" (1), it is best read as a provocative series of essays, loosely connected by themes and methodology.

First, themes: Chapter I argues in support of the rationality of two sorts of time preference: (a) that how much something contributes to the overall goodness of one's life depends, in part, on when it occurs; and (b) that the goals and successes characteristic of certain periods of one's life are more important for one's life over all than others. Chapter II maintains that certain traits of character count as virtues only under certain contingent conditions, in particular, that having a life-plan is not a virtue at every time of life, that achieving one's valued ends may require one to abdicate active pursuit of them, and that rationality is a virtue only relative to certain contingent features of the world. Chapter III contains a subtle analysis of the value of certain virtues—humility, conscientiousness, trust, sympathy, civility, community—as dependent on the presence of further virtues that may or may not underlie them. Chapter IV aims to show that there are character traits that inherently dispose the agent to act wrongly and are nevertheless admirable, through an extended discussion of Gauguin's decision to abandon his family to go off to the South Seas to paint. Presumably Slote intends Gauguin's example to persuade us of this independently of the extraordinary value we accord Gauguin's works themselves and their consequent power to morally exonerate or justify such a decision in his particular circumstances. Chapter V contains the carefully argued thesis that inherently vicious pleasures, such as drug addiction or sadism, as well as wealth and power, may be personal goods for the virtuous agent who has them, even if they violate the constraints of morality and therefore provide no reason for the virtuous agent to act. Finally, Chapter VI criticizes the Stoic assumption that what is good for human beings is best decided by reference to the measure of an ideal being who is free from human needs and limitations. Conjointly, the themes and issues addressed in this book identify Slote as a member of what might be described as the antirationalist camp in contemporary moral philosophy, i.e., those who repudiate the view of morality as imposing absolute, universal, impartial, systematic, and overriding constraints on acceptable conduct.

There is a great deal here to challenge, stimulate, and also irritate those of us with rationalist sympathies; for one of the virtues of this work is that it attempts to practice in its methodology what it preaches in its content. But Slote's antirationalist methodology, of appealing primarily to undefended basic intuitions, examples, and common-sense empirical generalizations at the expense of a more abstract and systematic (dare I say "rationalistic"?) analysis, is ultimately self-defeating. For where he adheres consistently to this methodology, his claims are unlikely to persuade the skeptical, whereas, when he abandons it, he often ends up presupposing the view he purports to reject.

I shall illustrate Slote's dilemma with one example, his attack on the irrationality of pure time preference. He formulates the view he means to target as that which claims that "different (properly articulated) times of life are of (roughly) equal importance in determining the goodness of lives" (13), and identifies John Rawls, Thomas Nagel, Amartya Sen, Charles Fried, and Henry Sidgwick as all proponents of this view. Against them, Slote wants to argue that "we typically and naturally think of some times of life as more important than others" (13). He makes his case by pointing out, first, that a human life naturally divides into periods: infancy, childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, maturity, old age, and, second, that "such a division into 'times of life' tends to be accompanied, in most of us, by a sense of the greater importance or significance of certain times of life in comparison with others" (14). He maintains, for example, that "we have a definite tendency to discount youthful misfortune or success" (14), as well as the achievements and failures of senescence (18-21), as unimportant in comparison to those of mature adulthood. Slote contends that "Rawls, Sidgwick and others who have assumed the equal status of all times of life have not taken this sort of common judgment sufficiently into account" (15).

It is difficult to know, however, quite what to make of this empirical generalization about how we in fact view different periods of our lives (if it is a fact), without some degree of higher-level theorizing which Slote does not provide. Can Slote mean to say that the fact that we do view periods in our lives this way shows that it is rational so to view them? For surely Rawls et al. can concede that we may typically think of some periods of life as more important than others, without undermining their thesis that "rationality implies an impartial concern for all parts of our life. The mere difference of location in time, of something's being earlier or later, is not in itself a rational ground for having more or less regard for it."
 Rawls et al. might explain our typical behavior in one of at least two ways. Either we may irrationally view a period of our life as more important than others, i.e., by exhibiting a time-preferential bias in that very judgment, or else we may view that period as more important than others, not because of its mere temporal location, but because of other concomitant factors contingently connected with its temporal location. Call these contingency reasons. In neither case would Slote be affirming a claim with which Rawls et al. would take issue.

Consider the first possibility. Doubtless the trials and tribulations of childhood and adolescence seem of momentous significance at the time, just as a burgeoning sense of self-confidence may lead the young adult to devalue the accumulated wisdom, insight, and tolerance of the aged. We may, indeed, typically overestimate the significance of temporally proximate states of affairs at every time of life, just because of their temporal proximity. But clearly it would be a mistake for Slote to maintain that from the temporal perspective of maturity, we take more seriously the successes and failures of maturity because of their temporal proximity to us. That would merely illustrate his claim that we have a pure time preference, not that it is rational to have it. Hence the perspective from which we evaluate a pure time preference as rational cannot be itself time preferential.

Moreover, it is not obvious that we do exhibit time preference in such cases as those Slote describes, even if he is right about the judgments we typically make. For (and this is the second possibility) there may be contingency reasons that explain why we take the achievements and failures of a particular period of life more seriously than others; for example, that they are the outcome of the full flowering of one's physical or mental capacities. If this occurred in human beings between the ages of two and five (say) as it does in dogs, we might favor a person's achievements and failures at that age instead. Thus these authors' answer to Slote might be that the reason we take a person's mature successes and failures more seriously than those of adolescence is because the former are her mature successes and failures, not because of the temporal location at which maturity occurs.

Slote appears to acknowledge this, when he says, " [W]hat we have so far defended is not 'pure' time preference, if by that one means the favouring, say, of earlier or nearer times of life as such. Rather, it is a preference for the goals and interests characteristic of certain states or periods of life rather than others, and these goals and interests are from a logical standpoint perhaps only contingently related to what comes earlier or later in time" (23). But the "logical standpoint" cannot be so casually dismissed, if Slote intends his readers to consider seriously the logical force of his thesis. If "the goals and interests characteristic of certain states or periods of life" may occur at any time of life (psychological lore has it, for instance, that intellectual maturity comes between eighteen and thirty for the mathematician, but between fifty and sixty for the historian), then Slote's empirical observations about our preference for those goals and interests are simply a non sequitur in relation to the philosophically compelling issue of pure time preference that Rawls et al. address.

When Slote then purports to turn his attention to this issue directly, he defends what he takes to be an even more radical thesis about the rationality of pure time preference. He claims that "even such pure time preference… can be found (ironically) not… in any favouring of the temporally nearer or earlier, but rather in a precisely opposite preference for what comes later in life" (23). But again the same difficulties arise: Does Slote mean to claim that, from the perspective of youth, we favor the experiences of old age? In our society this seems clearly false, but what would it show if it were true? For Rawls et al. it would show only the irrationality of youth. Or does Slote mean that from no particular temporal perspective at all, i.e., irrespective of our temporal location, we favor "what comes later in life"? This seems prima facie incoherent, since, when we make a judgment irrespective of our temporal location, we discount the temporal location relative to which the temporal location of any other event can be identified as "earlier" or "later" than it. Or, lastly, does Slote mean that, irrespective of our temporal location, we favor what comes later in our life as such, whenever that is, more highly than what comes earlier? In this case, our judgment would be made, irrespective of our temporal location, about the significance of a certain kind of temporally characterized state of affairs, irrespective of its temporal location; call this a temporally indeterminate judgment. A temporally indeterminate judgment cannot provide evidence of any sort of time preference at all.

Slote neither addresses these questions nor furnishes the sustained conceptual analysis that might dispel them. Instead, he appeals to our intuitive responses to two cases: the individual who achieves great success only late in life and dies "while still 'in harness' and fully possessed of his powers" (23) versus the individual who achieves the same degree of success in her youth and then loses it permanently. His implicit question to us, then, is whether we would prefer to be what I shall call a late bloomer or an early achiever. Now suppose for the sake of argument that we would prefer to be a late bloomer, as Slote maintains. As before, there are at least two possible explanations for why we would, neither of which would controvert the irrationality of pure time preference. The first possibility is that we might be evaluating these two alternatives from the temporal perspective of already mature individuals who themselves enjoy or can anticipate great success only later in life, if at all, and so may be expressing a pure-time-preferential bias in our judgment of them. In this case, Slote's appeal to our intuitive response to these alternatives would beg the question. A second possibility is that our intuitive response might depend on contingency reasons. For instance, we may consider the late bloomer more fortunate because we envision his early failures as consoled by faith in his abilities, whereas we envision the early achiever's repeated failure to sustain her early success as exacerbated by her own deepening self-doubt and the pressure of others' disappointed expectations. But it might just as easily happen that the early achiever is an athlete, hence instead is both permitted and expected to rest on her laurels and to content herself thereafter by sportscasting or running a restaurant. Similarly, it might happen that the late bloomer is a mathematician, whose early failure to achieve success undermines his self-confidence and so poisons his life that his late, unexpected, and anomalous success provides insufficient psychological compensation for it. So the criteria by which we judge a person's life to be fortunate are not intrinsically related to the temporal location of its successes and failures.

Slote seems to reject the first possibility, i.e., that we ourselves are exhibiting a pure-time-preferential bias in preferring being a late bloomer to being an early achiever, when he says that he has "been concentrating on the sorts of judgments concerning individual good that are sometimes made when we consider the lives of others or stand back from our own lives and attempt to view them in a detached way" (28; italics added). Slote does not give a fuller characterization of this detached perspective. But we can infer, minimally, that he does not mean to maintain that we prefer a later period of life merely from the temporal perspective of that period itself, or from a time immediately adjacent to it. Slote's argument must then be either that we prefer it from a temporally remote perspective, which is improbable given the age of his audience, or that we prefer it from no temporal perspective at all, i.e., irrespective of our temporal location. I shall assume he means the latter. The claim would then be that, from the detached, atemporal perspective, from which we make judgments of rationality, we do not necessarily have equal regard for all parts of our life.

Now Slote may think we prefer a later period of life from the detached perspective, for any number of reasons. Perhaps it is because we typically (and, as we have seen, incorrectly) associate maturity with later life. This explanation would fail to address the rationality of pure time preference, for contingency reasons. Or because we have a sentimental fondness for the twilight years of a person's life, including our own, whenever and at whatever age those occur. This, too, would fail to identify the phenomenon as one of pure time preference, for temporal-indeterminacy reasons. Or perhaps because we each just in fact prefer absolutely, from the detached, atemporal perspective, a certain identifiable temporal location as such, situated toward the end of each of our own lifelines, at whatever particular age it is situated, regardless of what occurs at it and what we typically expect to occur at it. Surely we have no such preference. But, even if we did, this could not possibly prove the rationality of pure time preference. For the detached perspective from which we might, as Slote seems to think, prefer any such temporal location precludes the identification of that location as earlier or later than the location from which we prefer it. Hence it is not a pure time preference. And we have already seen that, if it were a pure time preference, we could not show it to be rational from that temporal location. Slote's dilemma can now be stated more generally. The perspective of a particular pure time preference conceptually precludes the detached perspective from which any arguments for the rationality of pure time preference could be advanced. Hence no antirationalist appeal to intuitions and examples of pure time preference can succeed in showing its rationality. On the other hand, any more abstract, systematic argument to this effect from the detached perspective implicitly repudiates the pure-time-preferential perspective it purports to defend. I think Slote's dilemma is of a sort any consistent antirationalist will find difficult to avoid.

� A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard, 1971), p. 293; italics added.
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