       
    Caring, Character and Rational Agency

Introduction

Does reason speak to how we ought to be related to our final ends? Many philosophers are skeptical that rationality can determine which end an agent ought to pursue. However, even if it is not against reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my little finger, it seems that once I care about scratching my finger certain things are rationally required of me. For instance, given the choice between the total ruin of all sentient creatures and satisfying a mild urge of my own, I ought to scratch my pinky if that is my end. Such examples are enough to make some writers wonder about the instrumental principle and whether its normative force depends on the rational justification of ends.
 This paper concerns a different, but connected question. It concerns whether rationality demands that we care about our final ends in any particular way. To see the difference note that a person could be instrumentally rational without deeply caring about his ends. He might think that nothing is truly worthwhile, but remain committed to some ends he happened upon. Or he might be deeply torn between many projects, so he is ambivalently related to his ends. Perhaps, people might even have ends they despise and regret. This paper concerns what rationality requires of us in adopting an end. How ought we to be attached to our final ends? 

This question may seem unfamiliar, but I believe it helps us answer a question that is more commonly discussed. It is obvious that having an end changes the reasons one has. But, how does this change come about? As Michael Bratman (1987) and John Broome (1999) have pointed out, it cannot simply be that by forming an intention to pursue an end that I create reason for that end. That would be to bootstrap a reason into existence and reasons are not subject to our control in such a fashion. Something more must be involved for our ends to play a substantial roles in determining our reasons. My contention in this paper is that by exploring caring we can better understand how having an end changes an agent’s reasons in many cases.

What I will argue is rationality requires that caring structure one’s deliberation. Having an end is not only determines what behavior is appropriate, but also what considerations are to be salient in one’s practical reasoning. So in addition to taking the means to our ends, we must also do so with the right attitude. Agents must take some projects to be important to them, which means that the considerations in favor of that project must be given special weight in their reasoning. One must care about one’s ends.   

The argument for this claim is based on explaining an important range of cases, that I will call the interesting cases. In such cases one must choose between a set of eligible options that manifest very different values. In these cases impartial rationality does not single out one alternative as the one to choose. Because of this it is difficult to see how such cases can be decided rationally. What I argue is that such cases rationally require one to adopt some particular perspective on matters of values. One must become partial to some values. An agent does so by caring about some particular end, which entails treating other worthwhile objects of concern as less important for one’s practical reasoning. Because of this there are several changes that take place that alters one’s normative situation. The most important change is that making a choice requires pursuit of psychological changes that change the reasons one has. One decides to pursue a set of values and that demands that one have a matching set of desires. I call this the rational requirement of having character. Having character is something that takes time to develop. It is a project of coming to care about things, while also coming not to care as much about alternatives that are equally valuable. That is, an agent must choose some set of values as her values. Such commitments change what counts as reasons for the agent. This is because her values give rise to her reasons. 

 
Allow me to briefly preview the paper. It begins with examining Harry Frankfurt’s model of how we should be related to our final ends.
 Frankfurt advocates wholeheartedness as model of how we should be related to our final ends. While Frankfurt is primarily concerned to characterize what is to be fully active, he also holds that wholeheartedness is an ideal that all agents should aspire to achieve. Indeed, he has argued that, “deficiency in wholeheartedness is a kind of irrationality” (2004: 96). I will argue that this is not the case, at least in the most interesting cases. Wholeheartedness has a rather tenuous connection with rationality. There is a worry that there might be some non-accidental relationship between the desire to be wholehearted and certain forms of self-deception about the reasons available to one. When we are aware of this problem we can come to see more clearly how caring interacts with rationality. It is not irrational for agents to be conflicted over the objects of their concern, but when they choose they must give the considerations that speak in favor of that choice priority in their practical reasoning. What we care about must guide our decisions.


After ruling out Frankfurt’s alternative the paper considers Joseph Raz’s defense of what he calls the classical conception agency. Raz argues that for many decisions, what I have already referred to as the interesting cases, reason gives out and an agent must simply choose amongst the eligible alternatives. This poses a deep problem about the rationality of action. Reason under-determines our ends, but we are rationally required to choose some end. It might appear that any such choice is arbitrary because there are no reasons why an agent picks one option rather than the others. This is problematic because it should not be a mystery to the agent why she performed an action. To explain rational choices between eligible options Raz appeals to an agent’s personality or will. I argue this account is incomplete because Raz’s does not explain how we come to have a personality and how this changes our reasons.

T.M. Scanlon has recently picked up this thread of Raz’s work and attempts to offer an explanation of how choosing in such circumstances changes one’s normative situation. Scanlon argues that an act of the will places rational constraints on the agent, gives rise to further pragmatic reasons, and effectively singles out an end. This account is promising, but I argue it is impoverished because it does not pay significant enough attention to the temporally extended nature of human action. One does not just find oneself with a character. Nor does one create one by a momentary act of the will. Paradigmatic rational agency is informed by the past and projects into the future, so it can not be fully understood by looking at isolated cases of choice. With these factors in mind we can see how caring plays a central role in the reasons we have. We must structure our deliberations such that certain considerations are routinely given priority.

Wholeheartedness and Rationality

Let us now consider Frankfurt’s claims about rationality and wholeheartedness. What is wholeheartedness? It is the unification of the will as a response to ambivalence. More needs to be said to make this clear. One way of spelling out this unification makes it trivially true that wholeheartedness is a rational requirement. Frankfurt claims that, “divided wills are inherently self-defeating” (2004: 96). A divided will is constantly getting in its own way by undoing what it previously did. A divided will is an ineffective will. So, wholeheartedness might simply be the absence of this inherently self-defeating condition of the will.



However, this cannot be all that Frankfurt intends by invoking wholeheartedness. Such an account would reduce wholeheartedness to a form instrumental rationality. On this account, wholeheartedness amounts to not taking means to mutually incompatible ends, which is just a special case of the requirement to take effective means to one’s ends. To see that this cannot be all there is to wholeheartedness notice that Frankfurt’s famous unwilling addict could be wholehearted in this sense. The unwilling addict “wants to take the drug, and he also wants to refrain from taking it” (1988:17). Since he is an addict, his desires not to take the drug may never be effective. His desire to refrain from drug use might simply manifest itself as regret, unhappiness, and dissatisfaction. In such cases, he is still capable of obtaining his intoxicant. In fact, such an agent might be a master of something approximating instrumental rationality by consistently creating new and effective means to these ends he despises.
 Hence, he is not incapable of accomplishing the goals he does not endorse. 

Surprisingly, Frankfurt allows that the unwilling addict can be wholehearted. The unwilling addict does not have a divided will; he has an ineffective will (1999: 99). What is wrong with the addict is that the desire he wants to constitute his will is not his desire for the drug, but that desire is what moves him to action regardless. He is passive before his craving for the drug. This is undesirable, but it is not an issue of wholeheartedness. Instead, wholeheartedness is “a state of satisfaction with the condition of the self” (1999: 102). One is not torn about what to do.
 Notice, though that wholeheartedness in this regard is not about behavior. An agent could behave in an entirely consist manner, but fail to be wholehearted because he is in some way unsettled or unsatisfied with himself. This brings out an important point. Our earlier characterization of wholeheartedness understood it as a kind of instrumental rationality. The wholehearted agent was not disposed to get in the way of his own willings. Now though it should be clear that wholeheartedness is concerned with final ends. Wholeheartedness is intended to characterize how we should care about the things that we care about. We should care wholeheartedly about our final ends. Ambivalent and conflicted agents need not be ineffective though. Hence, the virtues of wholeheartedness can not be that without it we fail to accomplish any of our ends. Rather it has to be about a lack of satisfaction or confidence in our ends. It seems to me that Frankfurt often conflates these issues. When defending wholeheartedness he often claims that to lack it is to suffer from a “crippling irrationality” that results in a self-defeating will (2002: 127). Yet, when characterizing what it is like to be wholehearted he speaks of confidence or lack of doubt.
  
Failing to be wholehearted need not result in instrumental irrationality. However, it might seem that it is better, on the whole, to be wholehearted. That is, it might seem that agents always have compelling reason to be wholehearted. Imagine a woman has to choose between two vacation destinations. The woman worries over what will be best and even if she picks an option, she might fail to be wholehearted because she keeps contemplating how enjoyable the other option would be. Surely, the woman ought to just settle on a vacation and stop fretting. One cannot do all things that it would be enjoyable to do, but to worry about this is pointless. Perhaps this is what Frankfurt means when he claim that humans are naturally and inevitably drawn to wholeheartedness. He says that, “no one can desire to be ambivalent for its own sake … it is a necessary truth about us, then, that we wholeheartedly desire to be wholehearted” (1999:106).
 Why would this be? Because puzzling about how one should live or what to care about leads to “psychic distress … a kind of nagging anxiety, or unease” (2004: 5). The desire for wholeheartedness is, perhaps, just the desire to be rid of this distress and anxiety. Notice that such a desire is not a desire for any specific object. Rather it is a desire regarding one’s own will. It is a desire to care wholeheartedly about whatever one comes to care about. Like any other desire it seems possible that the drive to satisfy the desire might manifest itself in a number of ways. Some of those ways may be less than perfectly rational. 

Wholeheartedness may even have some non-accidental relationship with certain types of irrationality in the interesting cases. This is important because it will show some possible problems that arise from allowing caring too large a role in determining what is rational to do. Bringing this to the forefront will allow us to have a better appreciation of how caring and rationality interact. 

Recall that in the interesting cases, reasons speak powerfully in favor of each option. Furthermore, the reasons are different in kind. So the interesting cases are not Buridian’s ass cases where one must simply pick between goods of the exact same kind. Instead, the choices will matter for the type of life that one will lead. As an example, imagine a young person who needs to choose between pursuing law school and a philosophy PhD program. She is reasonably sure that she can succeed at either occupation and both appear very attractive to her. Yet, they appear good for very different reasons. Through a law career she could make a lot of money or play a role in eliminating social injustice. An academic career provides an opportunity to teach and do exciting research.
 She must choose one option, but is justifiably torn between the two paths because significant goods are at stake. 

How do we choose in such cases? Frankfurt claims that in this sphere of life we do not need proofs, but “clarity and confidence” (2004: 28). What does this clarity and confidence consist in? One answer is that the decision resounds endlessly in the agent’s motivational set. In several places Frankfurt likens the experience to the feeling of mathematical certainty (2004: 62-67, 1988: 167-170). When calculating an answer to an equation the agent could continue to recheck his calculations, but he is not required to. The agent stops when he no longer has any relevant doubts. This might be because he is certain that he got the correct result and knows that further calculations will produce the same result. He might also stop not due to certainty, but because he thinks there is nothing to be gained by continuing the process of checking his calculation. He stands by his answer. Similarly, an agent might make some desires his will because he no longer has any conflict or doubt.

Originally, Frankfurt used this metaphor to show why identifying with one set or level of desires was not arbitrary. It is not arbitrary because there is no longer any doubt or anxiety. However, what could account for the removal of this doubt and anxiety? Frankfurt could not say that the agent has hit on the truth of the matter. There are no mind-independent facts that uniquely determine what will be a satisfying or meaningful life for an individual. There are many ways of having a meaningful life that are each acceptable from the viewpoint of reason. The analogy with mathematical certainty breaks down in this regard. In the case of a calculation there is no ground floor or mathematical reasons to continue a completed calculation. There may be general epistemic reasons about the agent’s capacity for mathematical reasoning, but these are meta-level worries. In practical conflict the reasons are on the ground floor. There are considerations that speak in favor of both options. What becomes of the rejected considerations in the mind of the wholehearted agent?

Frankfurt allows that these desires might continue to be present in the agent’s mind.  Frankfurt says that the conflicting desires may persist and that “it is not even necessary that either of them increase or diminish in strength” (2004: 91). What happens is that the desires decided against are “in a sense extruded and rendered external” (2004: 91). At this point the defeated desires are not part of the agent and are like alien forces that are to be kept at bay. The agent firmly stands behind one set of considerations. It is not entirely clear what this rules out. Frankfurt says a wholehearted person need not be close-minded and may “be quite ready to give serious attention to reasons for changing that stand” (2004: 95). It is not clear how to reconcile this claim with making a decisive commitment and a sense of satisfaction with the self. Regardless, what seems to be crucial is that the agent identifies with some desires as his real self. Others are regulated to being external desires. 

A natural worry though is that one might become wholehearted through something like self-deception.
 An agent might become wholehearted by willfully overlooking the reasons available to him. David Velleman (2002) argues for something like this by discussing an episode from Freud’s work known as the Rat Man case.
 The Rat Man loved and hated his father. He found it very difficult to deal with these warring emotions within him. As a solution the Rat Man repressed his hatred for his father and only acknowledged his loving feelings. This eventually leads the Rat Man to entirely dissociate himself from his violent feelings even when they do lead him to action. Velleman argues that the Rat Man’s psychosis stems from “something like Frankfurt’s cure” to ambivalence (2002: 102). His illness is partly caused by extruding desires from his will in an effort to achieve wholeheartedness. Velleman contends “what the Rat Man should have done was to accept his filial hostility as part of himself, to accept himself as ambivalent to his father” (2002: 103, emphasis in the original). His mistake is denying an aspect of himself by deeming it to be outlaw feelings he is entirely against. He is not entirely against those emotions because those emotions are part of him.

Frankfurt replies to Velleman by gladly admitting that Rat Man should not hide his feelings of hostility from himself. Wholeheartedness requires that agents settle the conflict, not that he render it unconscious by repressing it. Frankfurt allows that self-deceptive wishes may occasionally provide some motivation for wholeheartedness, but claims “I see no reason think that the desire for wholeheartedness naturally depends upon such wishes” (2002: 127). He says when he tells us to render a desire external this is a maneuver that “does not entail repressing the wish or making it unconscious, and it is no way pathogenic” (2002: 126). Well, we have Frankfurt’s assurances, but on what grounds can he claim that understanding part of ourselves as an alien force does not lead to ill effects? This seems like an empirical question. 

Moreover, the literature on cognitive dissonance suggests that incompatible attitudes about a choice does not lead to psychological disorder, but it often does lead to a prime example of human irrationality. Dissonance often arises as the result of a decision. If an agent must choose between two options, after the fact she will often exaggerate the positive aspects of the chosen option and downplay the merits of the rejected option.
 In a difficult decision, where there is much to be said for each option, there will be a greater degree of dissonance and a greater motivation to reject dissonant cognitions. This suggests that in cases of very difficult decisions we are more likely to irrationally change our estimates of the value of competing alternatives after we have made our decision. These changes are less than perfectly rational because they are not based on the merits of the considerations, but rather on the need to feel confident about our decision. A decision is not good decision simply because we need it to be a good one to make sense of our action. So while it may be true that the desire for wholeheartedness does not depend on self-deception, it still might be the case that a common way it is satisfied is via self-deception.

To be fair to Frankfurt we need to keep two points in mind. First, Frankfurt appears to think that one can not resolve what I have called the interesting cases.
 He thinks the factual question of what we love must be answered before we can effectively deal with the normative question what to do. He writes that, “a person who is not antecedently in the grip of some such necessity fails to satisfy a necessary condition for making a rational choice of final ends” (1999: 94). I agree with Frankfurt that a completely unfixed volitional nature makes rational choice impossible. However, a completely fixed volitional nature makes deliberation unnecessary. Almost all agents fall within the bounds of these two extremes. What we care about is not entirely undefined, but it is under our direction in some respects. Second, it can be rational to be wholehearted. People do come to care completely and passionately about particular people and projects. In fact, it seems to be a valuable and rewarding experience that many people reasonably seek. Yet, the impersonal value of these objects does not merit these responses at the cost of others. Our question has now become how does one come to care so deeply about one particular value without ignoring the reasons for other options?
Raz and Scanlon on Rational Choice


I think examining this question will help us address a problem that arises from the work of Joseph Raz on reason and the will. Raz has written extensively defending the objective nature of reasons and the importance reasons play in our life. However, he maintains that reasons cannot explain as much as some philosophers expect. In particular, an appeal to reasons cannot explain all the decisions of even an ideally rational agent. Even if one perfectly responds to all reasons that does not mean that all of one’s action are explicable solely in terms of reasons. Rather in most cases reason makes a number of options eligible for choice, but it does not single out one alternative as the only rational option. An action can still be rational when one realizes that there are competing alternatives equally well supported by reasons that one does not choose. All that is required is that one chooses an option made eligible by reasons. That is, an alternative supported by reasons that justify it and is not outweighed by stronger reasons to take another option. In such cases there is an element of the choice that is not explained by reasons. Raz writes that, “our chemistry rather than our rationality explain why some like it hot” (1999: 66). Reason can not explain everything about rational action. Some choices are determined by factors beside reason. 


Raz accepts this view of reason because he is committed to what he calls the classical conception of agency. A key feature of the classical view is the basic belief, the claim “that most of the time people have a variety of options such that it would accord with reason for them to choose any one of them and it would not be against reason to avoid any of them” (1999: 100). The basic belief has the feel of common sense and Raz motivates it with appeal to examples. For instance, a woman may have many reasons to have a child, but only in the most unusual of circumstances would she be rationally required to have a child. Such cases can be multiplied without much ingenuity. Raz realizes this does not establish the truth of the basic belief, but argues that it is such a natural thought it should be accepted unless “it can be shown to be incoherent or inconsistent with some of our rightly entrenched views” (100). I take it that Raz is right about this, but there is a fairly obvious rightly entrenched view that might be inconsistent with the basic belief. Namely that an agent ought to be able to understand why she performed an action. As Raz himself says if the basic belief is true then it seems that agents “would not be able to explain why they performed the action they did rather than one of the other options open to them” (49). It would be a mystery to the agent why the performed one option made eligible by reason and not any number of other eligible options. Call this the mystery objection to the basic belief. 

Raz attempts to diffuse the mystery objection by showing that the classical conception of agency is superior to what he calls the rationalist conception of agency. The most basic difference between the two views is that the rationalist conception takes desires to be reasons and Raz argues that this can not be so.
 Raz seems to think that once he has undercut the appeal of the rationalist conception of agency, we can feel free to adopt the classical conception of agency. However, since it is not clear that the rationalist and the classical conceptions of agency are our only alternatives in agency theory, it does not follow that one must accept the classical model. Furthermore, regardless of the comparative advantages a theory may have over its rivals, it stills needs to address objections to it own adequacy. A theory of rational agency needs to offer some answer to the mystery objection.

It is plausible to conjecture that when making a choice in an interesting case agents feel the force of the mystery objection. There are good reasons to select each of the alternatives, but there is no reason to select any one over the others. Regardless, a choice is required and the agent wants to feel that his choice is right and that is why he made it. That would explain the appeal of wholeheartedness and prevalence of cognitive dissonance. The psychological pressure may be a manifestation of the force of the mystery objection. 

What is perhaps most interesting about such cases is that they seem to be motivated by elements essential to rational agency. Plausibly, both of the following are principles constitutive of rational agency:

1) Rational agents do not perform actions that are unintelligible to them.

2) Rational agents choose options for reasons. 

Arguably, these are two sides of the same coin. Rational agents understand their choices because their choices conform to the reasons they believe they have. Rational agency consists in bringing about some value and it is this self-conception that makes agency intelligible. However, in the interesting cases these elements pull apart because the rational agent must choose without there being reasons that determine that choice. How can agents understand their actions when there are no decisive reasons for it?

Raz’s attempt to account for the interesting cases has much in common with Frankfurt’s. Raz grants that the explanation of such decisions can not appeal to reasons or the agent’s rationality. He takes this just to be a fact of life. What counts for an agent choosing one of the eligible options? He says such explanations will not appeal only to our rationality, but also “to our tastes, predilections, and much else besides” (1999: 117). That is, to explain our actions in such cases we appeal to our thick-desires, which are expressions of our will regarding “an attachment not required by reason” (1999:111). In virtue of this Raz thinks such choices “express people’s characters, their personality traits, and tastes” (1999:38). So, like Frankfurt he takes aspects of the agent besides rationality to determine such decisions. For Frankfurt it is the necessities of love. For Raz it is a person’s character.


I think these explanations are right as far as they go, but the problem is that they do not go far enough. First it is not clear what conception of character is at work. Imagine you ask ‘why did John stay home instead of going to the party?’ To which I reply ‘Well, that is just John’s character … he is just that sort of guy’. Is this an explanation? If the conception of character at work is one in which simply consists in making certain characteristic choices, then it is not. This appeal to character needs to be spelled out in more robust terms.
 More importantly, these explanations may come to late in the day to do any good. Clearly, in a great many of the cases under discussion the agent’s decides based on attachments not demanded by reason. However, how do these attachments come about? Answers that rely solely by citing an agent’s biology or chemistry seem to paint the agent as caught up in a causal flow rather as playing an essential role in it. It seems that some of these commitments are a product of choice or manifestations of the will. In other words, the interesting cases seem to be cases where an agent plays some active role in forming their character or personality. These choices shape who one is. So an important issue to address is how an agent comes to have a character and how he comes to have a particular character.
 
Raz seems to agree with this point. He says that, “whether people are aware of this or not, during their life, through myriad decisions and actions, people develop their personality” (1999: 242). They do this, in part, through making choices not determined by reason. However, these choices change one’s normative situation. Raz says, “People do violence to themselves if they go against the grain, and act in a way which offends against their moral character” (243). Raz thinks the force of these considerations usually accrue unintentionally because it is not that we perform an action in order to become a certain type of person. Rather we do it because it seems valuable. Yet, this changes us subtly over time. For instance, Raz’s commitment to teaching made teaching more valuable for him because of the way his “life became involved with teaching” (244 footnote). So we play some active role in shaping our character and this seems to affect what we ought to do. These claims are extremely plausible, but they are difficult to fit together with the idea that reasons place constraints on us that are not subject to our will. How can we change what we ought to do by an act of the will? 

T.M. Scanlon (2004) addresses these issues. Scanlon, like Raz, defends a realist picture of reasons, but is worried about a possible “puzzling duality” on such a picture (2004: 231). It seems on this picture that some considerations are reasons regardless of our ends, while others become reasons by our choice of ends. Scanlon wants to avoid there being two distinct sources or classes of reasons. For if choices create reasons, then it seems that some reasons depend on desires. Since Scanlon thinks that reasons do not depend on desires, he wants to explain away this apparent difference.
 He contends that “the source of all reasons is independent of the will, although the exercise of our wills may sometimes change our situation in ways that change the reasons that apply to us” (233). Scanlon’s answer is enlightening, but there is an important limitation on it. Or so I will argue.
Scanlon defends a number claims regarding how a choice changes one’s normative situation. He makes a distinction between two different ways an agent’s judgment can have normative consequences. He says “one is by changing what the agent can do, or what attitudes she can hold, without being irrational. The other is by changing the reasons the agent has. These are not the same” (2004: 233).
 The first type of difference comes about because rationality bars certain combinations of attitudes. It would be irrational to believe that P, but refuse to rely on it any kind of deliberation. Similarly, Scanlon writes that, “a failure to take oneself to have a reason to advance a goal one has adopted, and continues to hold, is irrational” (235). It is irrational because one’s normative attitudes are not in line with one another. Irrationality here is purely structural and does not have to do with the reasons that actually apply to an agent. The second type of difference would involve eliminating, creating or somehow changing the reasons that matter for deliberation. For instance, perhaps forming an intention to X creates a reason to X. Scanlon rejects this possibility, but that is the type of change at issue.

It seems clear that adopting a goal can make it irrational to adopt other intentions. What is interesting is what further normative work a commitment to a goal can do. Scanlon argues that in the interesting cases, where one needs to adopt an end among a class of eligible options, one can change the way reasons apply in the situation. When one has made a decision to pursue a goal then that changes what one must take to be reasons. The fact that some activity is a necessary means to the chosen end must be understood as a reason by the agent. Furthermore, in these cases what agents “take to be reasons are in fact reasons” (236). This is because the act of will changes one’s situation. Scanlon claims that what one has reason to do depends on one’s situation. For instance, everyone has a reason to prevent suffering, but I have a unique reason to stop the suffering I cause because it has a special relation to me. Similarly, by adopting a project one has put oneself into a special relationship to some class of reasons. This does not create reasons. It just changes one’s situation. This choice also changes one’s relation to the options not selected. The options remain worthwhile, but it makes it irrational to further consider those options. This is true in two respects. First, once one has made a decision it is irrational to continue contemplating alternative actions. Second, one has a “purely pragmatic reasons” not to abandon a decision unless new information arises (241). In both cases these are second-order reasons stemming from the costs of further deliberating about a decision.
I think Scanlon is surely right about the importance of second-order reasons and the ban on certain combinations of attitudes. His discussion recalls Frankfurt’s worry that an agent that fails to be wholehearted will have an inherently self-defeating will. There is good reason for agents to be resolute and develop a kind of steadfastness in one’s commitments. This virtue is a means to almost any end one adopts. Any account of our relation to final ends needs to appreciate this fact. However, it cannot be the whole story. It does not tell us how to select our ends in the interesting cases and says nothing about the way in which we care about those ends. As we noted in discussion of Frankfurt it is perfectly possible for an agent to be steadfast to goals he is ambivalent about. We need to see if there is anything beyond steadfastness we can say about our final ends.

The most controversial aspect of Scanlon’s account is that by an act of will one changes one’s normative situation such that now one has a unique reason to pursue the settled on end. In some cases this appears to be the whole truth of the matter. A woman vacillating between two vacation destinations ought to settle on an end and this thereby effectively changes what she ought to do. However, I worry that in other cases it is not so simple. In discussing these decisions Scanlon says we “must employ some procedure for selecting one of the goals and then pursue that goal” (2004: 239). Will any procedure do? Scanlon seems to think so. One just needs to decide and then one is bound by that decision. This sounds plausible because one might as well just flip a coin to decide where to spend a vacation. It is tempting to think that since each alternative is permissible it follows that any procedure for selecting an alternative is as a good as any other. I do not think this follows. For instance, several companies may be equally deserving of a government contract. However, it is unjust if those in power decide based on who gives the biggest kickback. That involves treating a non-reason as a reason. In that case there are constraints placed on the decision procedure because of the nature of institution. Similarly, in the interesting cases there may be constraints placed on choice by the nature of agency. 

An additional reason to be worried by Scanlon’s account is it makes no use of the idea of character. Recall that Raz claimed that our choices in these circumstances express and determine our character. Scanlon appears to have an agent change his normative situation in an instant by making a choice. This is difficult to come to terms with. It is natural to think that this decision has force, at least in part, because it continues to guide the agent. A decision is something one has to live up to. A decision or an act of will that one revises in the next moment hardly seems to be an act of will at all. I think Scanlon’s claim becomes more plausible the closer we connect it to character. Coming to have a character is process that takes time. I take it to be relatively easy to understand why someone with a distinctive evaluative perspective ought to be guided by his character. A man who has devoted his life to art would betray himself not to choose an option that manifests great respect for artistic creativity when faced with other eligible options. In the next section I will attempt to turn these two objections into a positive argument for the importance of character.

Character as a Rational Requirement

What I want to argue is that since human beings need to make sense of their lives and their choices they must come to develop a particular evaluative perspective. They must develop a character. There are many worthwhile projects one might engage. However, to properly engage in these activities one has to care about particular things. One must adopt a set of values as one’s own, which entails caring less about other equally valuable and rational respectable options. So it is not the case that just any procedure is acceptable for choosing between eligible options. Rational agency is temporally extended, which requires that the procedure responds to the values chosen and enables those values to be respected in further reasoning. To choose in some other way would be self-defeating because it would not be choosing those values. Choosing those values requires valuing them. That is, to give them a prominent and consistent position in one’s decision-making.

To see this consider a woman who whenever faced with an interesting case employs a procedure in which she chooses whichever option comes first in the alphabet.
 That is, she will choose to be an actor instead of being a ballet dancer because A comes before B. Now suppose you are asked to describe the character of the woman above. You might say, ‘Well, all other things being equal she prefers her actions to be guided by the alphabet’. One as might as well say this woman has no character at all. She has no distinctive viewpoint in the field of value. This is not only silly; it is irrational as well.

One tempting, but ultimately unpersuasive, way to argue for the irrationality of this procedure is by comparison with Derek Parfit’s ‘future-Tuesday-indifference’. (1984, 124-126). Parfit imagines a man who cares about his own well-being in the usual way, except for the fact that he is completely indifferent to possible pleasures or pains on future Tuesdays. When making choices he will prefer an intense amount of pain on a future Tuesday to a very mild amount of pain on any other day of the week. His preference is based solely on whether the pain occurs on a Tuesday or not. Parfit contends that this pattern of concern is irrational because the fact that pain occurs on Tuesday cannot count as a reason. He claims that “preferring the worse of two pains, for no reason, is irrational” (124, emphasis in the original). Parfit’s point is that desires and decisions that overlook some reasons based on arbitrary factors are irrational. More generally, Parfit claims our second-order desires regarding possible pleasures and pains are subject to some standards of rationality. He claims that these “desires are irrational if they discriminate between equally good pleasures, or equally bad pains, in an arbitrary way” (125, emphasis in the original). Future-Tuesday-Indifference and Within-a-Mile-Altruism are prime examples of such irrationality. Such discriminations are not based on intrinsic features of the objects of concern, but on “a property which is purely positional” (126). By analogy, our woman with alphabetic preferences may be irrational because she bases her decision on an arbitrary factor. She does not decide based on the facts about the merits of the options, but on considerations that affix to those options regardless of their value.

However, this is too quick. There are relevant differences between the two types of cases. Parfit’s case involves choosing a lesser good solely on the basis of an arbitrary factor or having a general preference between equal goods for no reason. Our case involves a woman choosing one of a set of equally good options based on an arbitrary consideration. However, her choice is forced upon her by the circumstances. She has to select one of the alternatives. We can assume that outside of the interesting cases she will not choose based on alphabetic preferences. So her choice does not fly in the face of reason. Rather she relies on a salient difference to guide her in cases where there is no further tool for making a rational choice. It might be thought that she could do no better. 

Notice, though one important similarity between our case and Parfit’s case. Both cases involve choices not based on the intrinsic features of the object chosen, but rather on a property that is no way representative of the value of the chosen option. In fact, in our case it is clearer what choosing based on a non-intrinsic feature of the chosen option means. Parfit’s imagined agents consistently prefer pain on Tuesdays to other days, while our agent only forms an alphabetic preference when the other reasons balance out. In all other cases, the alphabet is not referred to as a criterion for choice. It is this point that shows that these options can not be chosen because they occur earlier in the alphabet. Rather the agent must choose them because of their intrinsic features because it is these features that will guide her in further deliberation. In choosing to become an actor it will be the reasons associated with the acting that will guide her decisions, not those reasons associated with the letter ‘A’. This brings out the point that our choices are not isolated from the rest of our lives. Indeed, choosing in the interesting cases is part of what gives a particular flavor to one’s ethical life. To take a familiar example, a commitment to being a philosopher changes what counts as a reason in further situations. The fact that a book gives a subtle treatment of moral psychology is a reason to read it for a philosopher in a way that it is not for those untrained in philosophy. Similar things will be true for all of the interesting cases. This is because in the interesting cases one is faced with a dilemma that involves choosing one set of values as one’s reasons. It is to commit oneself to some ideal or value. 

An agent who chooses to become a philosopher will become exposed to all the unique goods and values of philosophical practice that are only superficially available to the outsider. Exposure to the properties of formal systems or to the insights of Aristotle will shape the agent’s mental life and the intellectual virtues she aspires to. Yet, the claim that one’s desires will change because of one’s choices in the interesting cases is not merely a claim of brute psychological regularity. It is certainly true that one’s values will change in light of one’s experiences. However, the heart of this claim is normative. Agents who choose a project are required to develop evaluative profiles that meet requirements of the project. That is simply what it is to choose that project. An aspiring philosopher who does not develop sufficient concern for analytic rigor and truth is lacking as a philosopher. They have failed to become what they aimed at becoming. They have missed their mark and are subject to normative criticism. The agent has made a commitment and formed an intention to become a certain sort of person. If the agent fails to follow through on that commitment, they will be irrational by their own lights. Of course, they could change their mind about their commitments. This can be perfectly rational, as long as one does not fall into the condition of the self-defeating will that Frankfurt warned us about. However, the agent that changes her mind is faced with the same dilemma again. She must choose some set of values as her own and when she does she is bound by that commitment.

This point brings to light an important limitation on the argument offered. This argument only applies to some one that has adopted an end and only persists as long as they do not change their mind. Because of this we can not convict all agent’s who lack character as guilty of this type of irrationality. If someone never faced an interesting case, then this requirement would not hold of that person. It might be the case that there a large number of the humans that face a life so difficult that they never face the embarrassment of riches that the interesting cases are predicated on. I am not sure if this is true. Regardless, I think the types of cases I discuss are quite common in most wealthy nations. I am willing to limit my claims to such agents for the sake of argument. 

One might also contend that my argument does not show that the wanton is irrational. The wanton is always moved by his desires and does not allow any considerations to structure his deliberation.. If there are people who never make reflective choices, then my argument would not address them. I do not think that this should trouble us greatly because the wanton has a questionable claim on personhood and agency. Of course, there likely all sorts of good reasons not to be a wanton, but those fall out of the scope of this paper. 
Now we are in a better position to see how choices in the interesting cases change one’s normative situation and offer an explanation to the mystery objection. It is rational for agents in the interesting cases to make a choice. However, there is no adequate reason explanation for choosing any of the options individually. Nevertheless, one must choose to avoid losing all of one’s worthwhile options. To be rational a choice it must be based on the value of the option selected. Now one has a commitment to embrace some set of values. As long as one maintains this commitment one is bound by it. This original choice does not change one’s normative situation to any great degree because one can always reconsider. As Scanlon notes, though there are purely pragmatic reasons against such reconsiderations and at the extreme they lead to a crippling form of instrumental irrationality. More importantly, the agent now is under a burden to become the type of person that allows them to understand their decision. A rational agent attempts to make sense of their lives and this sometimes involves devoting one self to a set of values. When this devotion is successful one can understand why the decision was made. The agent understands what she did because she comes to occupy a distinct evaluative perspective that shows that option to be an expression of her character. This is not to irrationally overlook the merits of other options or to become self-deceived about the nature of one’s decisions. It is simply carrying out one’s intention. By successfully realizing an ideal the agent makes her earlier action one she can understand. 

So agents are rationally required to have character. By character I mean simply an attempt to develop an evaluative perspective that guides one’s deliberation. Having character is the attempt to come to care about some in particular. It is to stand for some set of values. Making a commitment does not insure success in that commitment. If an agent is steadfast in their commitments, then they come to care in the appropriate manner. I think this captures a distinctive element of our common sense conception of character, but I am not claiming that it exhausts the content of that conception.
 Character it is a rational requirement because when faced with a choice in an interesting case one is rationally required to have an attachment not required by reason. Reason does not compel an agent to a particular attachment, but it does compel an agent to some attachment or other. An agent who makes a choice by alphabetic preferences must count the reasons that made the choice eligible as the grounds of her choice. That is because she is choosing some set of values, which requires that she treat those considerations as values. One must choose because of the value of an option, not because of some arbitrary factor. What justifies the choice to the agent is some valuable aspect of the chosen option. In doing so the agent comes to occupy some distinctive space in the normative realm. 

One needs to be careful in how we understand this process in order not to distort the phenomenology of our ethical lives. One might object that the insistence on developing a character is too highly self-conscious to match anything in the lives of most rational agents. However, when one forms an intention to adopt an end and thereby become an agent with particular values this process is usually not one where one’s self is in the foreground of one’s deliberation. Rather a person aims at coming to care about the values that are appropriate for the chosen end.  The process is primarily one where the agent is focused on the objects of concern and not on her own psychology. An aspiring artist should be concerned with creating something of aesthetic merit, not with being the sort of person who cares deeply about art, or, worse, being seen as the sort of person who cares deeply about. No doubt many people fail to reach their ends because of confusing these matters.

Another objection might come from those who, like Raz and Scanlon, favor a value-based theory of reasons and are convinced that desires are not reasons. However, there is no reason for them to do so because both explicitly allow that desires can play the sort of role we have allowed them here. Scanlon says one ought to choose a career one is drawn to, which just means a career one has a desire to pursue (1998: 49). While rejecting a claim to the general normative status of desire, Raz concedes that, “there remains the simple point that if of two acceptable options one wants one thing and does the other, one is acting irrationally” (1999:62).
 So desire is not playing a normative role here that a value-based theory needs to object to. This point also makes it clear how commitments change our normative situation after we have begun to conform to them. When we come to care more strongly about distinctive options it is irrational not to pursue those options even if they are equally strong impersonal reasons to pursue another option.

Conclusion

What I have argued is that something beyond mere instrumental rationality is required of agents. Not only must rational agents take the means to their ends, they must care about those ends. I have not tried to specify the degree to which they must care. A Buddhist-like detachment may be perfectly rational. Nevertheless, some considerations must be given a privileged place in the agent’s deliberations. Prototypically, this requires the development of sensitivity and the cultivation of the fitting emotions. This is because choosing in the interesting cases forces one to cleave to some values. One must find a way to lead good and meaningful life and this has no general answer.

Rational agency, at least in full bloom, is not best analyzed in terms of one-off decisions, but in a series of interrelated decisions. One familiar reason for this is that intentions and plans play such a large role in our reasoning. Another less familiar reason for this, which has been my focus, is that caring is not entirely under our direct volitional control. We do not come to care about things through a single act of the will. We can form intentions, but this is only an initial step in caring about projects. To be committed to an end or to care about a person requires that one cultivate certain traits and desires. Of course, much of what we care about is simply out of our hands. We want food, sex, shelter, and the success of those we love. For most of us there are also things that we simply could not come to care about and not always because these things are entirely worthless. Yet, between these extremes there are many concerns we can either nurture or neglect. 

What this cultivation involves will vary widely with the project chosen. For those devoted to philosophy it involves paying careful attention to the structure of arguments. This example, while likely to be very familiar to my readers, also serves to illustrate how terribly simplistic my examples have been. There is likely to be no set of traits or desires that all philosophers would agree are necessary for being a good philosopher. Some would insist that serious philosophers study modal logic, or contemporary neuroscience, or great works in the history of philosophy. Sadly, most of us simply are not capable of mastering all of these skills. We make choices and prioritize what we think is truly relevant given what we care about. This problem is far greater when we consider life as a whole. There are many good ways to live, but all these ways are incompatible with other good ways of life. No life can embrace everything that is worthwhile. 


This raises an issue that I can not fully explore here, but that I think supports the conclusion of this paper. Our choices in the interesting cases are likely to change us in unforeseen ways. Coming to care deeply about one sort of value may deaden us to the appeal of another sort of value. As a result of this what were once rationally permissible alternatives become no longer acceptable. This suggests that people can by a fully rational process come into a rationally irresolvable conflict. Different choices in the interesting cases will lead to agent’s having different reasons. Both paths of development will be perfectly rational. Yet, the agents can not be sure where they will lead and the implications they will have. It seems possible that the parties might land in a disagreement that has no rational resolution. The parties have different reasons because they have made different choices. It would be irrational for them to betray their values and choices at this point. We might hope that the parties could appeal to some neutral set of values. There is no guarantee though that any such values are forthcoming and there is some reason to suspect that they are not. Many people might find this problematic. But, I would contend that this is a real feature of practical thought that the account defended here has the prospects of explaining. It is the beginning of a model of how rational agents might find themselves in rationally irresolvable value conflicts. Of course, these conflicts might be an illusion that good philosophy can help us see through. Yet, there certainly is the appearance of such conflicts and the account makes sense of that. These conflicts may be problematic for life, but life is filled with problems. A theory of practical reason should not make these problems disappear too easily. 
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� For instance, Korsgaard (1997), Walllace (2001), Raz (2005).


� Though I offer a good deal of criticism of Frankfurt, I should mention that my positive argument is greatly influenced by his article “The Importance of What We Care About”. I believe what I offer here is largely implicit in pages 82-85 of that article, but Frankfurt never fully develops these ideas in relation to practical reason.


� Wallace (2001) discusses such behavior under the title of ‘cleverness’.


� The unwilling addict is not torn in this sense. He stands behind his desire not to take the drug. It is just that this stance is ineffective because his will is overcome by addiction. However, it is difficult to understand how such a person could be satisfied with himself as Frankfurt claims.


� One might sensibly complain that my treatment of Frankfurt on wholeheartedness is impoverished and does not do full justice to his view. That complaint is not without merit, but I am skeptical that anyone can give a comprehensive and consistent interpretation of Frankfurt on wholeheartedness. In early work wholeheartedness is used largely to address the problem of identification for hierarchical models of autonomy or free agency. Later work seems to focus on wholeheartedness as a more general virtue for having a maximally meaningful life. My treatment focuses more on this later work because that is where the claims about rationality are to be found.


� Frankfurt appears to take this to be a brute fact about human psychology. Agents might become resigned to being ambivalent, but they could not be satisfied with it according to Frankfurt. It is not clear to me what kind of argument Frankfurt could offer for this claim. Perhaps, it is a conceptual truth in his terminology. However, it seems to me that people can desire just about anything, even things that appear paradoxical. For instance, one can desire more than anything that most of one’s desires not be fulfilled. Possibly, one could make an argument about the irrationality of such desires, but not their impossibility. I will not press this point, though, in this paper.


� Nothing hinges on the particulars of example. Readers should feel free to fill out or create examples they find more plausible.


� I will offer no account of the nature of self-deception in this paper. What is important is that wholeheartedness might arise via a tendency to overlook the reasons that matter in a situation.


� Sigmund Freud, “Notes Upon a Case of Obessional Neurosis”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Strachey et al. (London Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1953-1974), Vol. X, 153-249.


� See Harmon-Jones and Mills (1999) for an introduction to cognitive dissonance and the relevant literature.


� Frankfurt recognizes this point. He says “There are circumstances in which it is only reasonable, no matter how uncomfortable it may be, for a person to be drawn in several directions at once” (1999: 102).


� Raz also criticizes the rationalist conception because it rejects incommensurability and takes reasons to require choices.


� I am not accusing Frankfurt or Raz of this kind of simplistic thinking. Both offer accounts of moral psychology much richer than this. However, I contend that we need to connect a more robust conception character to such choices to offer a more fruitful explanation.


� The debate between value-based and desire-based accounts of reasons will largely be ignored in this discussion. I will briefly address the issue when I set out my positive view in the last section of the paper.


� The reader should note that this is a departure from the way Scanlon used ‘rationality’ in Scanlon (1998).


� To simplify let us assume she has some method for easily determining how the option is to be described that always gives a clear and unambiguous answer as to what comes first in the alphabet. 


� In particular, I am not using character to mean a collection of robust character traits that determine what an agent does. So my use of character is immune from the attacks by John Doris based on situationist social psychology. I do not endorse Doris’ critique of character traits, but nothing in this paper turns on this objection. 


� Ruth Chang (2004) argues that allowing such exceptions leads to major problems for practical realists.
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