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Three Mistakes about Doing Good (and Bad)

PHILIP PETTIT

Introduction

A great deal of attention is given in ethics to whether the right option in any choice is
that which does, or promises to do, the most neutral good. But not enough attention
is given to the different sorts of good you can bring about in choosing an option. This
article seeks to restore the balance, arguing against some claims that unnecessarily
restrict the extent to which your choices, in particular your choices in action, can
claim to improve the world.

There are three common claims about the effects of action that put significant
restrictions on how much good, or indeed how much bad, you can be said to bring
about as a result of what you do. The first, most restrictive claim holds that the goods
you bring about must all be causal effects or consequences of action, not conse-
quences of a constitutive or grounded kind, as it is described here. The second holds
that they must at least be behavioural effects of action, whether causal or constitutive
in nature, not consequences that depend on your having acted out of a benevolent dis-
position. And the third maintains that whether they are behavioural or disposition-
dependent, they must all be consequences of an all-or-nothing or on-off or discrete
kind; they do not include the extra effect of pursuing such all-or-nothing consequences
with a higher rather than a lower degree of benevolence.

Is the good you can do in action restricted to the good you can do causally, or
behaviourally, or via its discrete consequences? There are two ways in which such
restrictions might be defended, one based in a theory of the good – hedonic utilitari-
anism – the other in a theory of action. This article addresses the second defence of
the restrictions but it will be useful to comment briefly on the first.

Hedonic utilitarianism supports the three restrictions, because of equating the good
that you do with the pleasure you generate.1 The pleasure you generate will inevitably
come about as a causal consequence of what you do, not as an effect that the action
constitutes. It will come about as a behavioural consequence, materialising indepen-
dently of your disposition in acting. And it will come about as an all-or-nothing or on-
off or discrete consequence; the degree of pleasure the act itself occasions in me will
not apparently vary, depending on how far the act was benevolently directed at pro-
ducing pleasure.2

In this article, I work with the assumption that any theory of the good that restricts
it to pleasure, or indeed to anything of the same restrictive kind, is at best unsup-
ported, at worst implausible. The reason is that there are many examples of
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presumptive goods whose value does not seem to be sourced in anything of the sort.
Examples that will figure in later discussion include the goods involved in people’s
keeping promises made, satisfying someone’s trust, and telling an interlocutor the
truth, as well as goods like the respect, honesty and friendship we can enjoy in our
relations with one another. Without arguing that any one of those properties has inde-
pendent value, the article assumes that some properties of the kind certainly do.

Assuming that this is so, the question arises as to whether the sorts of goods illus-
trated are ones that you can bring about as consequences of your action. The three
restrictive claims would imply that they are not, suggesting that the only sort of good
that can guide you in action is of a kind with pleasure. But the article argues against
those claims, showing how goods of the sort illustrated can be realised as effects of
what you do, and defending a model of action – the control model, as it is called here
– that makes sense of how they can figure in that role. The upshot is that we should
expand our conception of consequences, allowing them to include goods of the kind
illustrated as effects of how you act.

Despite its metaphysical character, this thesis has important implications for moral
theory. By expanding the beneficial effects that you may bring about in action, the the-
sis makes it more likely that acting well is significantly related to the neutral goods that
your actions bring about or promise to bring about. Thus, it opens up the prospect of
reducing the gap between the consequentialist doctrine that acting well is always a
function of doing such good and non-consequentialist theories that make it a function
of other factors alone or of other factors as well.

The article is in five sections. The first offers a basic theory of action that can serve
as a framework for discussion. The three middle sections are devoted respectively to
identifying and criticising the three restrictive claims, casting them as the only-by-
causal-consequences mistake, the only-by-behavioural-consequences mistake, and the only-by-
discrete-consequences mistake. And the final section returns to the theory of action, arguing
that the critique of the mistakes is supported by an independently plausible model under
which acting involves, not just producing an effect, but controlling for it.3

1. A Theory of Action

In order to understand the mistakes, we should begin with some basic assumptions
about what doing good, or indeed acting to any effect, involves. These provide a
framework for thinking about action that all sides to our debates might in principle
endorse. The framework involves a number of ideas and distinctions. First, the con-
cept of an option and an act; second, the idea of doing something intentionally; third,
the by-relation in virtue of which we say that you can do something intentionally by
doing something else intentionally; and, finally, the distinction between a basic option
and a derived option.

Options and Acts

When you make a decision, you face a number of mutually exclusive and, by
assumption, jointly exhaustive options. These may be: turning left or turning right,
posting a letter or sending an email, voting for Clinton, voting for Trump or
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declining to vote for either. An option in each of these cases is a possibility allowed
by your environment that you can take or not take, realise or not realise, depending
on your desire.

Thus, you can turn left or turn right as you wish, given your body is in good order
and there are two routes before you. You can post a letter or send an email as you wish,
given that there is a postal and internet service available. And you can realise one or
other of your voting options, depending on what you wish, given that you are a regis-
tered voter and there is an election between the relevant candidates. What happens in
any such case is, as we say, up to you: it will be realised if you wish to realise it, at least
in the normal run of things, and it won’t be realised if you do not wish that.

It will be up to you in this sense, of course, only if you are aware of how things are
in the environment: while you may not have a complete degree of belief in the matter,
you accept for relevant purposes that the postal and internet service is available, that
you are a registered voter, and so on.4 An option, on the approach taken, is up to you
in the sense that it is a possibility that you can realise or not, and consciously realise
or not. The possibility lies within your power of realisation and, given how you take
the world to be, it lies presumptively within your power of realisation.

This account of an option stands midway between two other possible stories. One
would say that a possibility is an option for you only if its realisation depends wholly
on you and not at all on the environment.5 This approach would mean that among
possible worldly initiatives the only options you ever face involve trying to do this or
trying to do that, never just doing this or doing that. You never confront a choice
between doing X and doing Y, where realising either requires the environment to be
thus and so; you only face a choice between trying to do X and trying to do Y. And
that, I shall assume, is downright implausible.

Another account of options would say that if you desire to achieve some effect –
even a chancy effect that, as you accept, is not guaranteed by the environment to
materialise as a result of your behaviour – then the fact that you succeed in realising it
means that it was an option for you. You line up to kick a penalty in a soccer game
and manage to get the ball past the goalkeeper. On this account, scoring the goal was
an option for you. But like the first alternative to our proposal, this is counter-intui-
tive. It means that we can think of the decision you face as one between scoring and
not scoring rather than as a decision, more plausibly, between shooting in one or
another direction, with the aim of getting the ball into the net.

Rejecting these alternatives, I shall assume that the best way of thinking about an
option, as suggested earlier, is as a possibility that you are allowed by your environ-
ment, and allowed under your way of taking the environment, to realise or not,
depending on what you wish. That it is allowed by your environment means that it
does not depend wholly on you, unlike a trying. That it is a possibility that you can
realise or not realise, depending what you wish, means that it does not have a chancy
character, unlike kicking a goal.

When you choose an option in this sense of option – when you realise the conscious
possibility involved – then that normally requires you in the circumstances on hand to
make a change in how things are, producing a novel event, although perhaps only the
negative event involved in choosing not to do something.6 There is an interesting
exception to this pattern, mentioned in Section 5, but for the moment we can set that
aside. The event produced is naturally described as the act you perform. Where
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options represent types that may be realised in any of a number of perhaps trivially
different ways, acts are those token events that actually realise options.

Intentionality

Your causing the act-event in a case where we ascribe an action to you cannot come
about in any old way. If the weight of an object at the other end makes you let go of a
rope – you can no longer hold on – then letting go of the rope is not an action that
you perform. When we predicate action, so it will be assumed here, we require that
you were moved by a certain desire – say, in the rope case the desire to let the weight
drop – and that the act you performed in letting go of the rope was prompted by a
belief that that would cause the weight to drop, in accordance with your desire.
Indeed, we require that this combination of belief and desire would have led you to let
go of the rope in more or less any variant on the situation where that remained within
your conscious capacity, and was still rationally required by your attitudes: it promised
to satisfy your desires according to your beliefs. We would not think that your letting
go of the rope was an action, for example, if the onset of the appropriate desire and
belief made you nervous and caused you in that deviant fashion to let go.7

In the case of an action like this we can say that you intended to let go of the rope
and intended to drop the weight at the other end; or, alternatively, you acted with the
intention of letting go of the rope and with the intention of dropping the weight. And,
to introduce a more general idiom, we can say in that case that you intentionally let go
of the rope and intentionally dropped the weight. This way of speaking is more general
because you can do something intentionally without intending to do it. Even though
you did not intend to damage the floor, for example, we are likely to say that you dam-
aged it intentionally if you recognised that the floor is made of wood, and foresaw that
dropping the weight, which you did intend, would be likely to have that effect.8

When you intend to X – when you do X intentionally in the stronger sense of that
phrase – you must desire that the X-event should materialise; this, in the way in which
you desire to let go of the rope and thereby drop the weight. When you do not intend
to Y, but still do Y intentionally, you do not desire as such that the Y-event should
materialise, only that some event with which the Y-event is consciously packaged
should do so; this, in the way in which you desire to drop the weight, recognising that
dropping the weight is packaged with damaging the floor. In the second case, you do
not drop the weight because it promises to damage the floor, you drop the weight in
spite of the fact that it promises to do so.

The By-Relation

These notions make it possible to introduce the by-relation. The relation between let-
ting go of the rope and dropping the weight allows us to say that you dropped the
weight by letting go of the rope. And the relation between either letting go of the rope
or dropping the weight, on the one side, and damaging the floor on the other allows
us to make use of the same locution. You damaged the floor, we can say, by letting go
of the rope and, perhaps more informatively, that you damaged the floor by dropping
the weight.
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In an influential account of the by-relation, Alvin Goldman9 suggests that we ought
to think of letting go of the rope, dropping the weight and damaging the floor as dis-
tinct events. But consistently with acknowledging the by-relation, and benefitting from
his analysis, we can characterise things differently. We can say that in a case like this
there is only one act and one event but that it has many properties, each associated
with one of the ways in which the action can be described. We can conceptualise the
action coarsely rather than finely, in other words, and avoid what looks like an unnec-
essary multiplication of entities.10 In order to emphasise that there is only one event
involved, we might say that by making it true that you let go of the rope, you also
made it true both that you dropped the weight and that you damaged the floor; by
ensuring that the event satisfied the one description you ensured that it satisfied the
others too.

Basic Options and Acts

We have introduced the notions of option and act, intentionality and the by-relation.
And that makes it possible, finally, to introduce the notions of a basic option and a
basic act. A basic option is one that you can intentionally realise other than by inten-
tionally realising anything else: intuitively, anything more basic; and a basic act is the
token act that realises a basic option.11 In the example given, letting go of the rope –
that is, releasing your grip on the rope – is a candidate for a basic option and act but
dropping the weight and damaging the floor are not. Letting go of the rope intention-
ally is something that you just know how to do, in a primitive sense of know-how.
Dropping the weight or damaging the floor, in the example given, is something that
you know how to do by knowing how to do something else: letting go of the rope.

Why is your knowledge of how to let go of the rope primitive? Because you are unli-
kely to be aware of the neuronal transmission and the muscular contraction involved
in letting go of the rope. And, if you are aware, you are unlikely to be able to inten-
tionally initiate that neuronal and muscular process as such. The most basic descrip-
tion under which you will be able to desire and intend the act is simply: ‘I let go of
the rope’. You can realise that description intentionally without realising any more
basic description intentionally.

That will be so, at any rate, unless you are recovering from an accident or ailment
of some kind and are having to learn or re-learn how to let go of something in your
grasp. It should be clear that depending on the skills you have mastered, or that have
come to you by grace of nature alone, you may be able to treat ever more complex
options as basic. The child who learns how to tie its shoelaces masters as a basic
option something that might previously have presented as an option to realise by doing
this or that with the left hand, this or that with the right hand, and so on in tortuous
detail.

Acts and Actions

Given that an act is an event with many different properties, as we have stipulated, a
question arises as to which sort of property individuates the act, belonging to it essen-
tially. The natural answer is, the property under which you can realise or enact it as a
basic option. On this approach, we cannot think that while remaining one and the
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same act, the event might have instantiated a different basic property. But of course,
we can imagine that that act might have varied in other properties: for example, that it
might have originated in a different source, occurred in a different context, or had dif-
ferent effects.

By the account we will be working with in the following discussion – it will be
developed and qualified in the final section – action involves a process of choosing an
option and generating an act. The term ‘action’ will be taken to refer to the process
involved in the choice and enactment of the option, the term ‘act’ to designate what
emerges as a result. Whereas the action is a doing, the act or deed is what is thereby
done.12

2. The Only-by-Causal-Consequences Mistake

The Question About Doing Good

The ideas reviewed up to this point enable us to raise the question of what it is that
establishes whether or not you do good in acting. Whatever makes an action good is
presumably a function of the properties of the act produced, whether they consist in
its having a certain essential nature, its deriving from a certain source, or its generating
certain effects. The question, then, is what are the various properties of an act that
might figure in ensuring that you do good in taking it. The answer is bound to have
implications too for what might figure in determining that you do bad in taking the
action but we shall concentrate mainly on the issue with goodness.

In order to understand the question, three qualifications are essential. First, the
properties that make an action good will each make it good only in a certain respect,
only pro tanto. They may not make it good overall, or good simpliciter: in effect, they
may not make it better than alternatives. Good-making properties are any properties
that can contribute to the goodness of an action, making it good as such: good insofar
as it instantiates those features.13

Second, the properties envisaged here are presumed to make actions neutrally good,
not just good from the point of view of the particular agent or a particular beneficiary.
They make for goodness in a universal sense of the term, not just for what might seem
to be good from the perspective of a particular individual or group

Third, knowing the properties that make actions good in this sense does not neces-
sarily entail knowing what you ought to do, or ought to have done, in a given choice.
Even if those properties are the only factors relevant to what you ought to do or have
done, their relevance may vary with the probability that you assigned at the time of
choice to their materialising as a result14 – or perhaps with the probability you ought
rationally to have assigned to this – and with how they weigh against one another.15

And of course those properties might not be taken as the only factors relevant to what
you ought to do; this is what non-consequentialists maintain.

A Good-Making Essential Property?

What properties of an action might figure, then, in the good-making role? A first possi-
bility is that the essential property of an act – the property under which the option
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involved is enacted – should be itself a good-maker. If it is, then you do good just in
virtue of realising a possibility that instantiates that property. The basic option is good
as such, good qua bearer of the very property under which you enact it. And since the
act realises that property essentially, its goodness makes the action necessarily good.

It is certainly possible that the basic property of an option should be a valued or
indeed a disvalued property. But in most cases, it probably doesn’t have that character.
Basic options in ordinary behaviour involve movements of the limbs that present in a
more or less value-free way: moving my hands in this or that pattern or moving my legs
in this or that direction. And basic options in speech, which amount just to choices of
different words, involve utterances that generally have the same value-free profile.

Perhaps the only exceptions to this comment on the essential properties of acts arise
with mental acts. If forming an intention for the future is an option for you, then
forming the intention to help me in some way – say, help me to move apartments – is
a basic option. And it may be good as such: good in virtue of the very property that
makes it into something you can do. That is certainly an open possibility, as it is an
open possibility that forming an intention to harm me is bad as such.16

In what follows, however, I shall put mental acts aside. They are a special category
by all accounts, and a controversial category by some. In any case, they raise complex-
ities that make it impossible to include them in an article of this length. Thus, the
focus of the discussion will be on the variety of contingent properties in virtue of
which an external act might be good as such, good pro tanto.

Good-Making Causal Properties

Assuming that the basic, essential properties of external acts do not make them good
as such, whether you do good in any instance is going to depend on the other proper-
ties that your acts display. And at this point the causal properties of acts come into
prominence. For perhaps the most obvious way in which you can do good in perform-
ing an act A, where ‘A’ picks out the act under its basic property, is by causing some-
thing good to ensue: say, to take a utilitarian example, by increasing my happiness
without, as we may presume, reducing anyone else’s. In that case the act is not only a
bearer of the A-property, it is also a bearer of the felicific property of actually promot-
ing happiness. And in virtue of doing something with that property or relation, you
count as doing good.

Causalists, to give a name to those who commit the first mistake, maintain that the
only properties of an act in virtue of which the action can have value, or indeed dis-
value, are causal properties in this intuitive sense.17 Their mistake becomes visible once
we recognise that what you do may involve doing good, not just in virtue of its causal
properties, but also in virtue of other properties.18 There are two prominent kinds of
non-causal properties that offer themselves as candidates. We may describe them as
conventional properties, on the one side, circumstantial properties on the other.19

Good-Making Conventional and Circumstantial Properties

Suppose that the A-act that has the causal property of making me happy involves
returning a treasured book, as you had said you would do when I lent it to you. In vir-
tue of your having said you would return the book, the A-act counts by convention as
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a case of keeping a promise. And just in virtue of instantiating the promise-keeping
property in the wake of an actual promise, it is likely to count as good by received cri-
teria of value. Thus, you count as doing good in performing the A-act, not just by
doing something with the causal property or relation, but by doing something with the
conventional property or relation. By realising A you realise that property and in real-
ising that property you do good.

Is keeping a promise a consequence of your doing A? Yes, in a perfectly normal
sense of the word, since it is something you bring about by giving me back the book.
But keeping the promise, as distinct from making me happy, does not come about by
a causal effect: a sort of effect, we may presume, that takes time to materialise. My
becoming happy is a distinct event from your returning the book and there is a tempo-
ral lapse, however brief, between your performing that act and my experiencing happi-
ness. Keeping your promise is not a distinct event from your returning the book, so
that there is no temporal lapse between your realising that act and the promise being
kept. The act constitutes or grounds the promise-keeping rather than causing it.

The A-act may also count as good in virtue of one or another circumstantial prop-
erty, not just in virtue of its causal and conventional properties. Suppose that there
was no independent assurance that you would return the book but that nonetheless I
trusted you to do so. This means that in returning it, not only do you keep a promise
and make me happy, you also satisfy my trust in you, and bring about what we may
suppose is a good: you act as I had relied on you to act.

Satisfying my trust in you, like keeping the promise, is a consequence of your
returning the book; it is something that you bring about by returning the book. But as
in the promise case, it is not a causal consequence of the act, A. Returning the book
constitutes satisfaction of my trust rather than causing it. The satisfaction is not a dis-
tinct event from returning the book that only materialises after some temporal lapse.
My trust is satisfied as soon as you return the book, although it may take some time
for me to recognise this.

There is nothing mysterious about the idea that a consequence might be a constitu-
tive consequence of an act – a consequence realised by virtue of convention or circum-
stance – rather than a causal one. Taking an example from beyond the realm of
action,20 consider the relationship between the antibodies in your blood stream and
your consequent immunity to a certain disease. Your immunity is a consequence of the
presence of the antibodies because a counterpart of the by-relation obtains between
them. It is by developing the antibodies that you become immune, and not vice versa.
But the relationship between antibodies and immunity is not causal, for once the anti-
bodies are present, the immunity is present; there is no temporal lapse between the
two. The antibodies constitute or ground the immunity rather than causing it.21

These observations should be enough to show that it is a mistake to think that you
can do good only by causing something good to come about; that what you do may
be good in virtue of conventional or circumstantial properties, not just in virtue of
causal ones; and that there is nothing particularly mysterious involved in taking the
realisation of such a property to be a constitutive as distinct from a causal conse-
quence of your basic act. Thus, to go beyond the examples mentioned, the constitu-
tive consequences of acts in virtue of which you do good may include, on the one
side, the conventional consequence of saying ‘I do’ that you marry the person you
love, or of signing a check that you pay off your creditors; or, on the other, the
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circumstantial consequence of making a report that you tell the truth, or of shouting
‘Fire’ that you signal a danger.

How to Explain the First Mistake?

Why would anyone ever fall prey to this first mistake? Why would they ignore the con-
stitutive or grounding manner in which you can generate good effects, acknowledging
only the causal way of doing so? Classical utilitarians may commit the mistake because
of thinking that the only good is pleasure, since this is inevitably a causal consequence
of what you do. But why any others?

Walter Sinnot-Armstrong22 gestures at a possible answer. As consequentialism is
generally conceived, he says, it refers to ‘any descendant of classic utilitarianism that
remains close enough to its ancestor in the important respects’. Thus, he suggests, the
consequences that are taken to be relevant by many defenders and opponents of con-
sequentialism are ‘opposed to the circumstances or the intrinsic nature of the act or
anything that happens before the act’. This mistaken conception of consequences, as I
read it, would deny that your keeping a promise or satisfying my trust could be a con-
sequence of what you do in returning my book. It would restrict the relevant conse-
quences, hedonic or non-hedonic, to the causal effects of your action.

3. The Only-by-Behavioural-Consequences Mistake

Behavioural Goods

The causal, conventional and circumstantial properties that may ensure that you do
good in choosing an act all have one feature in common. They attach to the act or
behaviour quite independently of the disposition out of which it is performed. They
depend for their realisation only on the nature of the act-in-situ, i.e. the behaviour itself
and the context in which it occurs; context fixes the linkages that mediate the causal
effects of the behaviour and the conventions and circumstances that mediate the con-
stitutive. Not depending on the dispositions out of which you act, any goods that you
bring about by virtue of realising such properties may be described as behavioural in
character.

Thus, if you causally produce a certain pleasure in others by how you act, it does
not matter that you did so out of this or that disposition. I may derive pleasure from
believing or perceiving that you acted out of a particular disposition, of course – say,
friendship for me – but that pleasure is not an effect of the behaviour itself, only an
effect of my belief that the action springs from friendship. As the causal consequence
of behaviour is disposition-independent, so too are consequences that are grounded in
convention or circumstance. If you keep a promise or tell the truth, it does not matter
that you act out of this or that disposition; whether you act out of virtue or attachment
or just sheer opportunism, you still keep the promise or tell the truth.

The second of our three mistakes consists in thinking that the only goods you can
bring about by what you do are behavioural goods. They derive either from the causal
effects of your behaviour or from effects of the constitutive kind illustrated by the
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goods it generates in the presence of certain conventions or circumstances. In particu-
lar, they do not depend in any way on the disposition out of which you act.

Robustly Demanding Goods

Those who make the second of our mistakes – behaviourists, for short – hold that
there are no other benefits you can bring about apart from goods of this kind. But that
thesis runs up against the fact that many of the presumptive goods in human life are
robustly demanding, as we may put it, and such that you can only bring them about
in virtue of acting out of suitable dispositions.23 Some examples will illustrate the sorts
of goods in question and, with those in our sights, we will explore the way that they
depend for their realisation, not just on how you behave, but on the disposition at the
origin of the behaviour.

Goods like those associated with producing pleasure or keeping a promise or satisfy-
ing trust are only contingently demanding. They require that you generate the plea-
sure, keep the promise, or satisfy my trust in the actual scenario that obtains. But they
do not demand that you would have acted in any particular manner in counterfactual
variations; they do not require that you would have acted to a similar effect if, for
example, doing so had been more difficult or costly or inconvenient.

Where my enjoyment of these benefits requires only that things be thus and so in
the scenario that contingently obtains, my enjoyment of robustly demanding goods
requires that things would also be thus and so in various counterfactual situations. In
order to provide me with a robustly demanding good, it must be the case that you
actually confer a certain benefit on me but it must also be the case that you would
have conferred the same benefit robustly over certain counterfactual variations on the
actual circumstances. In other words, the realisation of the good imposes modal as
well as actual demands.

Think of the good you do me when you give me respect, or give me the gift of your
honesty, or prove yourself a friend. In each of these cases there is a benefit in the
background that is merely contingently demanding: the favour of a friend, the truth-
telling that honesty requires, or the restraint associated with respect. But in order to
give me respect in some interaction, it is not enough that you happen to show restraint
on that occasion; in order to let me enjoy your honesty it is not sufficient that you
happen to tell me the truth; and in order to act as a friend it does not suffice that, as
chance would have it, you give me a certain favour. If you give me the restraint or
truth-telling or favour just because it happens to suit you in the relevant situation to
do so – if you would not have given me that benefit had it not been so convenient or
had I not been so charming – then you do not give me the good associated with
respect or honesty or friendship.

What these observations indicate is that goods like respect and honesty and friend-
ship, which are surely among the most important, presumptive goods in human life,
are robustly demanding. In order for you to provide me with such a boon it must be
the case, not only that you actually deliver the associated benefit – restraint, truth-tell-
ing or favour – in response to suitable prompts or reasons but that you would also
deliver it over a certain range of counterfactual scenarios.24

What range of scenarios? Idealising what may be expected of imperfect agents, we
might go for a formula like the following. It is essential that you would deliver the
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benefit robustly over variations on the actual situation where the prompting considera-
tions that make a case for respect or honesty or friendship remain in place; where
there is nothing like an excuse to deprive you of the capacity to respond to those rea-
sons; and where there are no red lights to indicate that the considerations are trumped
by reasons of a manifestly weightier kind: it is not the case, for example, that telling
the truth would put someone’s life in danger.

In this sense of delivering the benefit robustly, you would have to deliver it robustly
over any variations of our circumstances that kept those features in place: say, over
any variations that just made it more burdensome or less convenient for you to deliver
the benefit. When we speak in what follows of producing a benefit robustly, that is
short for speaking of producing it actually and over those sorts of variations on the
actual circumstances.25

The Role of Dispositions

Assuming that there are robustly demanding goods of this kind available, how are you
to do good in one of these ways; how are you to bring about such appealing conse-
quences? The answer is not that providing the associated benefit is going to cause me
to enjoy your respect or honesty or friendship; it may cause me to think of you –
rightly or wrongly – as respectful or honest or a friend but, given the possibility that
you are just opportunistically beneficent, the act can hardly cause the respect or hon-
esty or friendship itself. Nor is the answer that performing that act is going to give me
respect or honesty or friendship insofar as it accords with a suitable convention or
occurs in a suitable circumstance; nothing of that kind would equip the act to deliver
the result sought.

If the action of giving me the relevant benefit – restraint or truth-telling or favour –
is to provide me with the robustly demanding good involved, then what is required is
rather that you perform the act out of a suitable disposition.26 Absent excusing obsta-
cles and red lights, to invoke the provisos mentioned, you act out of responsiveness to
the reasons that argue for giving respect, for being honest or for acting as a friend.
And acting out of that disposition, it is not only the case that you provide the restraint
or truth-telling or favour in actual circumstances; you would provide it also under a
range of suitably varying, counterfactual scenarios. You provide me with the robustly
demanding good as a consequence of acting out of the disposition.27

When you act out of a suitable disposition and give me the robust good associated
with it, I may or may not recognise that you are doing that. And when you fail to act
out of the necessary disposition, I may still think that it is in place and that I am the
beneficiary of your respect or honesty or friendship. But regardless of my epistemic
success or failure on that front, the fact is that just insofar as you deal with me out of
the appropriate disposition, you confer the robustly demanding good as well as the
merely contingently demanding benefit that it involves. You show me respect as well
as restraint; give me the benefit of your honesty, not just your truth-telling; and bestow
friendship as well as favour.

These observations direct us to a way in which you can do good that is distinct from
the ways of doing good reviewed in the previous section. While this way of doing good
has not been sufficiently recognised in the literature, it is similar in one regard to the
constitutive way you do good in keeping a promise or telling the truth.28 When the
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behaviour is prompted by a suitable disposition, showing restraint in dealing with me
just is a case of giving me respect; in the presence of that guiding disposition, the act
of restraint constitutes an act of respect. And in the presence of suitable guiding dispo-
sitions, telling me the truth constitutes a display of honesty and giving me a certain
sort of favour constitutes an act of friendship. As a good like promise-keeping or
truth-telling is constitutively dependent on convention or circumstance, the richer
good in each of these cases, whether of respect, honesty or friendship, is constitutively
disposition-dependent.

Good, Bad and Robustness

In illustrating the ways in which causation, convention and circumstance may ensure
that you do good, we noted that they may equally ensure that you do bad. Just as you
may do good by making me happy, keeping a promise or satisfying my trust, so you
may do bad by making me unhappy, breaking a promise or disappointing me. Is there
a similar balance between doing good and doing bad in the domain where the relevant
consequences are disposition-dependent rather than dependent on the causal effect of
the act, the conventions that bear on the act, or the circumstances under which it is
performed? While this is not the place to explore the issue properly, it is worth observ-
ing that there is an asymmetry in this domain of a kind that does not appear in the
others.29

You must robustly provide restraint in order to show me respect, robustly provide
me with truth-telling in order to give me the benefit of honesty, and robustly provide
me with favour in order to give me friendship. But now consider the corresponding
evils of disrespect, dishonesty and breaches of friendship. In order to disrespect me
you do not have to deny me the benefit of restraint on a robust basis, you just have to
deny me restraint contingently. In order to be dishonest in dealing with me, you do
not have to tell me lies robustly, you just have to tell me a lie contingently. And in
order to prove yourself just a fair-weather friend, you do not have to refuse me favour
robustly, you just have to refuse it contingently.

Hobbes30 notes this asymmetry between good and bad in discussing the difference
between what is required for being someone who does justice to others, and what is
required for being unjust. Whereas a just man, he says, is ‘he that taketh all the care
he can that his actions may all be just, an unjust man is he that neglecteth it’.31 Most
of the actions we indict as instances of injustice, Hobbes suggests, involve contingently
breaching the standards of justice, not robustly flouting them. But all the actions that
we treat as instances of justice involve robustly conforming to those standards: in that
sense, justice is a robustly demanding good.

Although the asymmetry between good and bad in these domains is surprising, it is
readily explicable. Hobbes gives the clue to the solution when he comments that the
unjust man is not moved by the prospect of doing injustice to others but rather ‘by
the apparent benefit of what he is to do’: that is, by the self-interested benefit to
himself.

Assume that self-interest is the problem that prompts us to establish standards like
those associated with justice, or indeed with any good like respect, honesty and friend-
ship. That means that agents will count as doing good by resisting self-interest
robustly: that is, by conforming robustly to the relevant standards. And it means
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equally that agents will count as doing bad by giving in to self-interest and breaching
one of the standards: and this, even if the breach is contingent rather than robust.
Where beneficence in such areas is robustly demanding, maleficence generally is
not.32

Some people may prove to be robustly maleficent, of course, seeking even at a cost
to their own interests to impose this or that sort of harm on others. That pattern may
be associated with extreme envy or vengeance or racism, for example. It is exemplified
by Aaron’s remark near the end of Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus: ‘If one good deed
in all my life I did, I do repent it from my very soul’. And it is summed up in the
mantra of Milton’s Satan: ‘Evil be thou my good’. But however fascinating it may be,
especially in literary representation, the bad that most of us do is of a decidedly more
banal character.33

How to Explain the Second Mistake?

Why would someone be led to embrace behaviourism as a general theory of the good
you may do in action? Why would they neglect the importance of goods that require,
not just the performance of certain acts, but their performance out of appropriate dis-
positions? What could prompt such neglect?

The answer, I suspect, is a tendency, common among recent moral theorists, to dis-
tinguish between the assessment of actions and the assessment of agents in a way that
puts dispositions entirely on the side of agents. The idea is that in determining the
moral value of an action you perform – in determining the value of what you do – we
should look to its disposition-independent properties alone. We should look to your
dispositions only in determining what sort of person you are: how respectful or honest
as an agent, how faithful as a friend.

This tendency is particularly prominent in Jonathan Bennett’s influential book The
Act Itself.34 Drawing on earlier work by Alan Donagan,35 he argues that while ‘most
moral theorists’ take the moral value of an action to depend on its relational proper-
ties, those properties exclude any ‘relation to a motivating state of mind’: that is, to
the dispositions manifested in the action.36 Thus, he allows only the consideration of
disposition-independent properties – for example, causal, conventional or circumstan-
tial properties – in determining what you bring about in action and its moral value.
He restricts a consideration of dispositions to the evaluation of agents, something that
he describes as an exercise of second-order rather than first-order morality. In the case
of a given action, this looks at whether the ‘person deserves credit or discredit –
perhaps including praise or blame’.37

Many figures in moral philosophy agree with Bennett in focusing mainly on disposi-
tion-independent properties of actions, although they generally moderate the position
by conceding that the intentions of agents, if not their more general dispositions, are
at least sometimes relevant in action assessment. T.M. Scanlon38 thinks that intentions
are relevant in those cases – a minority, he suggests – where they help to determine
the significance of an action, as he puts it. And Derek Parfit39 suggests, although only
in passing, that they may be relevant in all, being presupposed in the description of an
action that fixes its moral value. But both writers treat the presence of most disposi-
tions as relevant only in the assessment of agents, not in the assessment of actions.
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Scanlon40 follows Bennett particularly faithfully, when he treats blame as an attitude
prompted by the character of the agent, not by the character of the action.41

Whether or not an exception is made in the case of intentions, the hostility to dispo-
sitions as factors relevant to determining what you bring about in action may explain
the appeal of behaviourism. But why the hostility to dispositions in thinkers like Scan-
lon, Parfit and others? The reason, plausibly, is that in the moral appraisal of action,
they focus on finding a code to determine what you may do and may not do: what is
permissible and what not.42 In Scanlon’s43 case, this is a contractualist code; in Par-
fit’s44 a code that contractualists, rule-consequentialists and certain sorts of Kantians
can endorse in common.

In constructing a legal code, it is a natural desideratum that actions that are deemed
legal or illegal should be readily identifiable by those who live under the law, so that
those agents can be effectively guided by the laws. That means that so far as possible,
it will be useful to identify permitted and prohibited actions independently of the dis-
positions out of which they are produced. Let the dispositions be relevant to determin-
ing the range of permitted or prohibited actions and it will be more difficult for
subjects to be sure of how to keep on the right side of the law.45

A similar consideration applies with any moral code. In constructing a code of this
sort, it is also going to be attractive to identify the actions that are permitted or pro-
hibited, so far as that is possible, without taking account of the dispositions out of
which they are performed. But morality is not just about constructing a moral code
and determining what it permits. It may be useful to have general rules for purposes
of cooperation and coordination but the ethics of action encompasses other ends as
well. The aim, presumably, is to provide a moral compass for shaping and assessing
action, not just a moral code. And so, a desideratum that applies only in relation to a
code should not be allowed to restrict the morally relevant properties of actions to
their disposition-independent features.

4. The Only-by-Discrete-Consequences Mistake

The Motivating Idea

According to the argument so far, the good that you are capable of doing or bringing
about in action may include the good associated with non-causal as well as causal con-
sequences and with robustly demanding as well as contingently demanding conse-
quences. For all this shows, however, it may still be the case that the good you can do is
restricted to the good you bring about by what we may describe as discrete or all-or-
nothing or on-off consequences. And that is certainly a matter of common assumption.

But however common, this assumption too is a mistake. You can do more good,
not just in virtue of the purely contingent consequences that you realise, whether these
be causal or non-causal, but also in virtue of the degree of robustness with which you
realise them. And this can be so, even when you do not bring them about with a suffi-
ciently high degree of robustness to generate goods like friendship or honesty or
respect.

The idea of robustly realising a consequence applies, of course, only with contin-
gently demanding effects: benefits like favour and truth-telling and restraint. These are
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benefits that you can generate in actual conditions without its being the case that you
would generate them under any counterfactual variations on those circumstances.
While they must be realised with a particularly demanding range of robustness in
order to generate friendship, honesty and respect, they may also be realised at lower
levels of robustness over the relevant variations.

The third of our mistakes consists in thinking that while producing such a benefit
with enough robustness to generate the demanding good may do good, producing the
benefit at any lower level of robustness does no more good than producing it only
contingently would have done. You give me a good in bringing about a benefit like
restraint. And you may give me a good in bringing it about robustly enough to provide
me with respect. But, so the idea goes, there is no distinct sort of good that you bring
about by virtue of giving me the restraint with any lesser degree of robustness.

The Mistake in the Idea

If the arguments of the last section make a case against the second behaviourist mis-
take, as they intuitively do, they combine with other considerations to make a case
against this mistake too. Let there be robustly demanding goods of the kind that they
illustrate, and there are at least two considerations, one of indeterminacy, the other of
grounding, that argue against the third mistake. They each suggest that you will do
more good in producing the benefit in question, the more robustly you realise it over
any scenarios in the relevant range of possibilities. They argue that as the good you do
in conferring a robustly demanding good is disposition-dependent, so the good you do
more generally is disposition-sensitive.

The first consideration is that the level of robustness at which the provision of a
benefit generates a robustly demanding good – the level, for example, at which the
provision of restraint constitutes an act of respect – is bound to be somewhat vague or
indeterminate; to that extent, describing it as an all-or-nothing or on-off consequence
may be somewhat inappropriate. Idealising the requirement for robustly demanding
goods, we said that in order to give me respect it must be the case that you actually
provide the restraint – this, presumptively, in response to reasons of respect – and, in
addition, it must be the case that you would provide it across all possible variations on
actual circumstances that preserve those reasons, do not deprive you of the capacity to
respond to the reasons, and do not put on the red lights by revealing important con-
siderations that trump them in importance.

We can hardly require this fully idealised performance whenever we take you to give
me respect in actual life or indeed to give me the benefit of your honesty or friendship.
We will be happy, presumably, to attribute a suitably robust beneficence so long as
you come close to the idealised performance. We must require, of course, that you
actually display restraint. But beyond that, we may only require that you would also
display it in most of the relevant counterfactual scenarios or, if that is distinct, that
you would be more or less likely to display it in all.46 The requirement may be rela-
tively indeterminate or vague.47

The indeterminacy of the threshold of robust provision at which restraint constitutes
respect, truth-telling honesty, and favour friendship – the fact that there is a threshold
range, itself with indeterminate boundaries, not a threshold point – argues against the
idea that you do better than you would do in contingently providing the benefit only
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when you reach the threshold. If being in an appropriate, indeterminately marked
vicinity is what is good, then it seems natural to think that steps that take you towards
that vicinity must be good. And that is to say in the examples on hand that providing
restraint, truth-telling or favour with increasing robustness means doing increasing
good, even if it falls short of taking you into the region of respect, honesty or
friendship.

This argument is strongly supported by a second, more general consideration. Sup-
pose that the threshold at which the robust provision of restraint constitutes respect
were absolutely determinate or exact. Even in that case, it would be strange to think
that short of the threshold limit you do not do any better by approximating it than
you would do by displaying merely contingent restraint. If goodness is associated with
attaining the threshold, that is presumably grounded in some property of the thresh-
old. If it were not grounded in this way, after all, then the goodness of reaching that
particular threshold would be primitive and unexplained. But what can ground the
goodness of the threshold, if not the fact that it involves a particularly high degree of
robustness in the provision of the associated benefit? And if that is what ensures the
appeal of reaching the threshold, it must ensure that any degree of robustness in pro-
viding the benefit is appealing. Thus, the more and more robustly you provide a bene-
fit, the more good you do; and this, even if you do not get to provide the benefit at
the threshold level.

This grounding consideration may argue for a conclusion that bears on any contin-
gently demanding benefits, it should be noticed, not just on those benefits, like
restraint, truth-telling and favour, that are associated with familiar robustly demanding
goods. It suggests that the more robustly you provide for any contingently demanding
benefit, the more good you do, and indeed that the more robustly you provide for any
contingently demanding cost, the more bad you do. The benefit or cost remains con-
stant as the robustness of provision rises but I enjoy a greater and greater degree of
benevolence or malevolence at your hands. And as more benevolent restraint will
ground respect at a certain limit, so greater benevolence or malevolence may be taken
to ground a kind of robustly demanding good or bad: sympathy or antipathy, as we
might call them.

The More-Robustness Principles

There is no plausible way of measuring the graded or range good that you bring about
as you increase the robustness with which you generate such a benefit; in that sense,
there is no discrete consequence associated with your action. But it is plausible that,
other things being equal, the more robustly you produce the contingently demanding
benefit, the more good you do. By producing the benefit more robustly, you provide
me with more robust access to enjoying it. And you provide me with such enhanced
access in virtue of the disposition out of which you act, albeit that disposition is not
sufficiently dependable to support the provision of any corresponding, robustly
demanding good. You may not provide me with friendship but you do provide me
with a relatively robust degree of favour. You may not grant me the good of honesty
but you do give me a relatively robust degree of truth-telling. You may not provide
me with respect but you do provide me with a relatively robust degree of restraint.
And so on, in other cases.
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If this principle governing good is plausible, so too is a corresponding principle gov-
erning bad. Thus, it is intuitively going to be worse, other things being equal, to
impose a cost on me robustly over any cases where it is mildly to your advantage than
to impose it only over cases where your welfare is seriously at risk. And it is going to
be even worse, other things being equal, to impose that cost over any case where it
hurts me, even cases where doing so actually goes against your own independent inter-
ests. This principle explains why the extremes of maleficence associated with deep
envy or vengeance or racism – in a word, antipathy – are so horrid and fascinating.

Apart from being intuitively plausible, the more-robustness principles are useful in
explaining why various traditional doctrines are prima facie attractive. Take the doc-
trine that doing harm is worse that allowing harm, doing good better than allowing
good. In most cases allowing a harm or a good to materialise – failing to prevent it –
means controlling less robustly for its realisation than bringing it about yourself:
merely allowing the effect to materialise will not necessarily lead to its realisation in
scenarios when others can prevent it instead. This consideration may explain why the
doctrine is attractive to many, although it does not vindicate it in the problematic
cases where it is often applied: say, in Peter Singer’s48 case of allowing a child to
drown when you are the only one who can prevent it. Their utility in this regard
should help make the case for the plausibility of the more-robustness principles.49

How to Explain the Third Mistake?

As already suggested, the explanation for why people fall prey to this mistake may
involve one of two failures. First, a failure to recognise robustly demanding goods and
to see that behaviourism is false. Or second, a failure to see that if robustly demanding
goods are recognised, then that argues, in view of the indeterminacy and grounding
considerations, that you must do more good the more robustly you realise any contin-
gently demanding benefit.

Neither of these failures will look like a failure, however, under a model of action –
the production model, we may call it – that appeals in many quarters. In order to
defend the positions taken, then, we need to return to the general theory of action.

5. Action, Production and Control

The Production Model of Action

Our arguments about the second and third mistakes turn crucially on an acceptance
of the examples given of robustly demanding goods. If those goods are admitted as
even candidate effects of action, that reveals the error in the second mistake; and,
together with the considerations about indeterminacy and grounding, it also reveals
the error in the third. But notwithstanding the claims made by the examples, the mis-
taken doctrines may still retain an attraction. This is because they may seem to be
unavoidable under the production model of what action involves. The model fits with
the framework theory of action sketched in the first section but is not entailed by it;
that framework is equally consistent with the control model to be introduced here.

According to the production model of action, the disposing or motivating state that
prompts you to act in a certain way is just a contingent cause of the act, linked to it
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by a contingent causal law, so that cause and act are distinct existences, in Hume’s
phrase. To perform an action is to instantiate and be prompted to realise the required
act by such a productive state. This means that whatever the effects of the act, it
would still have generated them, had it been sourced in a distinct cause: a distinct dis-
posing or motivating state. The marks left by the cause of the act can only get trans-
mitted to the act’s effects, after all, via the ahistorical marks it leaves on the act itself;
they cannot leapfrog the intervening act, because causation operates, by standard
accounts, on the basis of local connections.

It follows, on this way of conceiving action, that all the effects of an act must be
due to disposition-independent properties, not due to how it is motivated. And that
means that those effects cannot include the realisation of any robustly demanding
good, or the realisation of any benefit at one or another degree of robustness, since
such effects materialise only when the act manifests a suitable disposition. The second
and third mistakes are not mistakes, then, by this account: they register straightforward
implications of the production model.

The line for which we have been arguing is not destabilised by this challenge from
the production model, however, since our approach directs us to an alternative picture
in which control rather than production is the primary element. And this model, it
turns out, is independently appealing.

The Control Model of Action

When you give me a robustly demanding good like respect, the action involved is not
adequately analysed into a sequence involving the presence of a suitable disposing
state and the production of the act of restraint as a contingent, causal result. The pro-
duction model misses the fact that to give me respect is not just to be the site or locus
where a mental state contingently produces behavioural restraint. It is to be a system
in which, for more or less any instance where respect requires you to exercise restraint,
a disposing state will materialise – maybe this, maybe that – to generate the required
restraint. It is to be a system that controls for respectful restraint: it produces it, not
just under actual circumstances, but under any of a range of circumstances where it is
required. These are circumstances, like those that actually obtain, where reasons of
respect are in place, there are no excusing obstacles to action and there are no red
lights to suggest the presence of trumping considerations.

There is nothing mysterious in the notion of your controlling in the manner envis-
aged for an effect like respectful restraint. The temperature system in a building con-
trols in a parallel way for the range of temperature inside. It not only produces a
degree in the appropriate range under actual circumstances; it would also produce a
degree in that range under more or less all variations in weather conditions. In other
words, it produces an appropriate degree of temperature, not just contingently on
things being as they actually are, but robustly over suitable variations in the weather.
You control for my enjoyment of a suitable form of restraint in roughly an analogous
manner. You produce that restraint, not just contingently on things being as they are
here and now, but robustly over variations of circumstance that leave the reasons of
respect in place and do not introduce excusing factors or red lights.

The fact that the temperature system controls for the range of temperature means,
not just that the system is in a state that produces the required adjustment in response
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to actual circumstances, but that it would enter a state designed to produce the
required adjustment – this, at least, when all goes well – in response to any in a corre-
sponding range of possible circumstances. The fact that you control for the respectful
restraint that you display in dealing with me and others means, analogously, that if
restraint is required in any interaction with one of us then, all going well, you will
enter a state that produces restraint in that instance. You will enter such a state, and
produce restraint, if reasons of respect apply, and excuses and red lights are absent.
Or you will do so, at any rate, if this is so according to your beliefs; this is a complica-
tion we may put aside in the present context.50

This picture of the control you exercise in giving me respect, displaying restraint as
it is required, fits nicely with the idea that the restraint derives from a suitably respect-
ful disposition. To exercise the disposition for respectful restraint in any situation is to
instantiate the higher-order property of instantiating a lower-order property – the dis-
posing state – that produces the restraint in that situation. And to be generally dis-
posed to act in that way is to instantiate the higher-order property of being such as to
enter a suitably productive, disposing state in any situation where respectful restraint
is required.51

The difference between merely producing an effect and controlling for an effect
raises a straightforward question in the theory of action. Does acting consist in just
producing an act or, more broadly, in controlling for the act? The control model is
appealing, both on grounds local to our concerns here and for more general reasons.

The Local Appeal of the Control Model

The control model obviously has attractions from the point of view of this article. If
we equate acting with controlling for an act, rather than just producing it, there is no
reason to deny that the effect whereby I enjoy respect at your hands is one that you
bring about via your action. Respecting me is presumably an option for you – it is a
possibility that you can realise or not, depending on what you wish – and you can
clearly control for its realisation; you will do this insofar as you control for the display
of restraint in the presence of suitable reasons, and in the absence of excuses or red
lights. And as you can control for respect, so you can control for respect under a pro-
viso: say, the proviso that your self-interest is not deeply compromised. Thus, there is
no reason to deny that the robustness you display in pursuing restraint, whether or
not this is sufficient to give me respect, is something you bring about in what you do;
the robustness is a direct reflection of your control.52

These observations explain why the control model of action enables us to expand
the set of consequences in virtue of which you may do good or bad to include those,
as maintained here, that are non-causal, non-behavioural and non-discrete.53 But apart
from having that local appeal, the control model should also appeal on the more gen-
eral ground that it helps to explain what makes the production of an act intentional.

The General Appeal of the Control Model

When you act intentionally there is always a desired end – say, the end of producing a
benefit – that you pursue under the guidance of your beliefs: say, your beliefs about
the opportunities and means at hand and about the obstacles that may get in the way.

© Society for Applied Philosophy, 2018

Three Mistakes about Doing Good (and Bad) 19



As we noted earlier, however, it is not enough that this belief-desire combination pro-
duces a suitable act contingently on some particular feature of the situation: say, that
its onset makes you nervous, as in the example with the rope. It must produce that
act, assuming it is within your capacity, as a result of the fact that your attitudes
rationally require it. This means that implementing the belief-desire set in action, you
must produce the act actually and over variations in the actual circumstances where –
as we may take your beliefs to register – the option remains within your ability and
suitably appealing. You must control for the realisation of the end you pursue.

This observation shows that acting with the intention of achieving a certain effect –
say, that of dropping the weight, to return to our early example – is an instance of con-
trolling for that effect. But not only is an intentional action like dropping the weight
bound to involve control, so too is the action that is intentional in the weaker sense dis-
tinguished earlier: say, the action of damaging the floor, where that effect is not desired
as such but is foreseeably packaged with the desired option of dropping the weight.
Despite the fact that it is unwelcome, you control also for that that side-effect. You
control for it because, while you might prefer that the floors were not made of wood
and were not exposed to damage, you still control for dropping the weight in a range of
scenarios in all of which, as you recognise, the floor is of that kind.

The upshot of these points is that acting intentionally, whether in the stronger or
weaker senses, means controlling for the effects of the act. But, as we saw in Section 1,
every action is necessarily intentional in the stronger sense, and possibly intentional in
the weaker. And the fact that this is explicable under the control model, and only
under the control model, strongly argues in favour of that view.

The overall picture should now be clear. You produce certain effects in the course of
normal actions but you will produce them intentionally – and the actions will count
properly as actions – only to the extent that you control for them. Apart from the effects
produced, then, your actions may have independent effects associated with the degree of
control you exercise over the production. Control with a suitable degree of robustness
for producing favour, truth-telling or restraint in dealing with me, and this control will
have the extra effect of giving me friendship, honesty or respect. Increase the robustness
with which you control for producing any benefit whatsoever, and this in itself will
increase the good that you do me: at least, presumptively, the sympathy you bestow.

This picture requires one final amendment, introducing a minor qualification to the
framework theory of action sketched in Section 1. The amendment needed, which
argues for the primacy of control over production, is that you may control in action
for the robust production of a result, where you do not actually produce that result
yourself; you rely on an independent productive factor.

Suppose you control, like the cowboy in the classic Western, for getting a herd of
cattle to the railroad. The best way of doing this may involve doing nothing when the
cattle go spontaneously in the required direction – when an independent factor
ensures the desired result – and only intervening when that is required to put one or
another animal back on track. This shows that you may control for a given effect, and
perform a corresponding action, without actually producing any act that is meant to
generate that effect, whether causally or otherwise. The control you exercise may be
wholly virtual, being determined, not by anything you actually do, but by what you
would do if needed.54
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Moving away from the case of action, we should note in concluding this discussion,
that the control model may be buttressed more generally by the fact that, on many
accounts, control is relevant in representing any causal relationship, at least when the
representation is meant to be explanatory. According to those accounts, we should take
C to cause E – or should invoke C in causal explanation of E – only if it is the case, not
just that C produces E in actual circumstances, but that C would have produced E under
a certain range of counterfactual variations.55 But however supportive and congenial
those accounts, the argument provided here is meant to stand independently of them.

6. Conclusion

The three mistaken claims reviewed in this article are intimately connected with one
another. If we make the first mistake – if we think that you can do good only by the
causal consequences of your acts – then we will also make the second: limiting the
good effects of an action to its causal consequences means limiting them to its beha-
vioural consequences. And if we make the second mistake – if we think that you can
do good only by the behavioural consequences of your acts – we must also make the
third: limiting the good effects of an action to its disposition-independent conse-
quences means denying that they can include the distinct effect of bringing about
those consequences more or less robustly.

The three claims are nonetheless distinct. We may reject the first mistake – we may
accept that actions have constitutive as well as causal effects – without rejecting the
second: viz., without holding that actions also have robustly demanding effects. And
we may reject the second mistake, accepting that actions have robustly demanding
effects, without rejecting the third. We might discount the indeterminacy and ground-
ing considerations, reviewed in the fourth section, that link the rejection of the second
mistake with the rejection of the third.56

Figure 1: The mistakes related in the manner of three concentric circles
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These observations mean that the three mistakes are related to one another in the
manner of three concentric but not coincident circles; see Figure 1. In the innermost
circle are those positions guilty of the first mistake, in the middle circle are those guilty
of the second, and in the outermost circle are those guilty of the third. Thus, we can-
not make the first mistake without making the second and the third. But we might
make the third mistake without making the second, and we might make the second
without making the first.

The mistakes are worth exposing for reasons of both metaphysics and morality.
Exposing them enables us, metaphysically, to see the problems in the production
model of action, and the attractions of the rival, control model. And exposing them
prompts us to reopen questions in moral theory about the importance of neutrally
good consequences and about how far the recommendations of a neutralist conse-
quentialism may coincide with those of non-consequentialism. Let the neutrally good
consequences associated with action, whether actually or as a matter of expectation,
include constitutive as well as causal effects, robustly demanding as well as contin-
gently demanding effects, and even effects in the robustness of control that do not
show up as discrete consequences. That makes it much more plausible to think that
acting well is a significant function of how much your action thereby improves or pro-
mises to improve the world.57 58
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