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Abstract

This dissertation develops a theory of well-being. It begins by identifying two
deeply held but conflicting intuitions about welfare judgments which, respectively,
underlie subjective and objective theories of human welfare. It argues that in order
to develop a theory of well-being which is faithful to both of the intuitions, we have
to reject the classification based on the distinction between subjective and objective
theories.

The dissertation also examines the formal basis of welfare judgments. It argues
that utility theory has an indispensable role in a theory of well-being for the mak-
ing of such judgments, and it explores the relation of issues in utility theory and
theories of welfare.

Several chapters are devoted to hedonism. I show that hedonism has both ob-
jective and subjective versions, and I raise several objections to it in both of its
forms. I also examine the role utility theory can play in an hedonist theory of well-
being. Finally, I survey a recent attempt to defend hedonism, and I argue that the
commitment of this attempt to subjectivism causes problems.

Then I turn to desire or preference satisfaction theories of well-being. I make
the case that such a theory must be formulated in terms of preference rather than
desire, and it must be able to identify a subset of a person’s preferences which are
relevant to that person’s well-being. The theory which arises from this discussion
is the ideal advisor theory, on which something promotes a person’s well-being if
and only if the person would prefer that thing were she fully informed and ideally
rational. After defending this theory against some recent counterarguments, I de-
velop my own argument against it. My argument points out that the ideal advisor
theory faces difficulties if the fully informed and ideally rational person’s prefer-
ences are preferences over risky prospects, because the theory cannot distinguish
between reasonable and unreasonable risks. But I conclude that instead of rejecting
the theory, we should revise it. I argue that the revision of the theory that I propose
is faithful to both of the intuitions underlying subjective and objective theories of
well-being.

Finally, I set out the revision in more detail, and I defend it from some of the
objections to which other versions of the ideal advisor theory are vulnerable. I also
examine how welfare judgments can be made on this revised theory.
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Finally, I would like to thank Ami,Éva, and Kriszta for administrative help throughout
the years of writing this work.

iv



Contents

1 Introduction 1
1.1 Conceptions of Welfare . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
1.2 Two Powerful Intuitions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
1.3 Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

2 A Brief History of Utility 13
2.1 Welfare Judgments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
2.2 Utility from Pleasure to Preference . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16
2.3 Utility Theory and Ethics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25

3 The Experience Machine Revisited 28
3.1 The Thought Experiment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28
3.2 Principles of Indifference . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31
3.3 Reallocating the Burden of Proof . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40

4 Hedonism and Utility 42
4.1 Interpretations of Utility . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42
4.2 The Concept of Pleasure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43
4.3 Hedonism and Risky Prospects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47
4.4 The Happiness View and the Compromise Model . . . . . . . . . 49

5 Authentic Happiness 56
5.1 Between Pleasure and Desire . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56
5.2 Sumner’s View . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60
5.3 Problems with the Commitment to Subjectivism . . . . . . . . . . 62

6 That Obscure Object of Desire 68
6.1 The Concept of Desire . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68
6.2 A Smorgasbordof Desire Satisfaction Theories of Well-Being . . 73
6.3 Self-Regarding Desires . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77
6.4 Towards the Ideal Advisor Theory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

7 In Defense of Ideal Advisors 85
7.1 Idealization Theory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 85
7.2 Four Versions of the Ideal Advisor Theory . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86
7.3 Some Recent Counterarguments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 92
7.4 The Concept of Integrity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 98

v



Contents

8 Why You Shouldn’t Listen to Your Ideal Advisor 101
8.1 IRP . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101
8.2 What Is It Like to Be an Ideal Advisor? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 102
8.3 A Conspiracy Against Ideal Advisors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 104
8.4 Well-Being and Principles of Risk-Taking . . . . . . . . . . . . . 113

9 Well-Being, Autonomy, and Paternalism 117
9.1 Scanlon’s Dilemma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 117
9.2 The Problem of Malleability . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 121
9.3 Justifications for Paternalism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 124
9.4 Paternalism and Risk . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 128

10 The RevisedIRP 134
10.1 Contours of a Theory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 134
10.2 Welfare Judgments and Risk . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 141
10.3 Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 145

Bibliography 147

List of Citations 156

Index 159

vi



Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Conceptions of Welfare

Welfare, or well-being, is a fundamental concept of moral philosophy.1 On many
ethical theories, actions are evaluated in terms of the goodness of the outcomes
they bring about for the individuals who are affected. These theories accept the
priority of the good over the right—they give an account of what the good is, and
they define the right as the promotion of the good. Many of these theories identify
the good with what isgood forpersons. These are welfarist theories. Usually, even
those theories that do not accept welfarism incorporate some account of well-being:
welfare is one of the values that is to be promoted. Furthermore, even those ethical
theories which reject the priority of the good over the right often find it inevitable
to appeal to welfare. The concept of well-being is indispensable in ethical theory.

Well-being, however, has not always received the attention it deserves in phi-
losophy. In fact, philosophers drew back from discussing it throughout most of the
last century. This was not unrelated to the modern philosophical consensus that
there is no one best way of living. Philosophers felt it was not their job to propose
theories of what makes the life of a person good for that particular person. Re-
cently, however, the concept of welfare has become again a central topic in ethics.
This is indicated by the proliferation of works discussing the merits and demer-
its of its particular conceptions.2 Philosophers found that constructing arguments
about the concept can shed light to a number of conceptual issues, and they rec-
ognized that political philosophy and ethics cannot be done without an account of
well-being.

There are different questions that can be raised about theconceptandconcep-
tionsof welfare. Questions pertaining to the concept involve the following: Which
creatures can welfare be ascribed to? Only to humans, to all sentient beings, or per-
haps to lower animals, plans and whole ecologies too? Can it be ascribed to these

1Philosophers usually like to say well-being; economists and other social scientists prefer wel-
fare. I will use both, interchangeably.

2Here’s a sample: Arneson (1999), Bernstein (1998), Bond (1983), Brandt (1979), Brink
(1989:217–36), Darwall (2002), Feldman (2002b), Finnis (1980:59–99), Goldsworthy (1992), Grif-
fin (1986, 1996, 2000), Kagan (1992), Kraut (1979, 1994), Parfit (1984:493–502), Qizilbash (1998),
Railton (1986a), Raz (1986:288–320), Scanlon (1993, 1998:108–43), Sumner (1992a, 1995, 1996,
2000), and Wiggins (1987), among others. The focus on the concept of welfare is now not unique
to analytical philosophy. For an example of its discussion within the continental tradition, see Seel
(1997).
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1 Introduction

welfare subjects only while they are alive, or is it possible to promote their wel-
fare after their death? Do collective entities, like families, nations, or species have
their own welfare? In contrast, questions about different conceptions of welfare
are concerned with the adequacy of some particular view on what welfare consists
in, often bracketing problems of the concept. In what follows, I do the same: I will
be interested in particular conceptions of individual human welfare. That is, I only
discuss views on what makes the lives of persons go well. I use the term “theory
of welfare” to refer only to such conceptions.3

The task of a theory of welfare is not to specify the things that make a person’s
life good for that person. We already have some idea about what these things
are. They include nutrition, health, sanitation, shelter, rest and security; literacy,
certain intellectual and physical capacities, self-respect, aspiration and enjoyment;
autonomy, liberty, personal relations and accomplishment, among others. Rather,
the task of such a theory is to tell usin virtue of whatthese things are good for a
person. The theory explains why all these things contribute to one’s welfare.4 In
the contemporary literature, there are three well-known groups of views on this:
hedonism, desire satisfaction accounts, andobjective theories.5

Hedonism holds that welfare consists in having experiences that result in, or
are accompanied by, some valuable mental state, like pleasure or happiness. Desire
satisfaction theories hold that what is good for a person is what would best fulfill
her desires, or some specified set of her desires. And objective theories hold that
certain things are good for persons, irrespective of whether those persons want to
realize or avoid these, or the experiences having these would cause. These views
tell us what is good for a person as far as her own life is concerned. In this sense,
what is good for a person may conflict with what morality requires, or what makes
the lives of other persons good for them. Assessment of a person’s welfare is thus
assessment from the person’s own standpoint: how well life is going for the person
whose life it is.

3It is important to distinguish the question of how well a life goes for the person whose life it
is from the question of what makes for agood lifefor that person. This is because a good life for a
person is not necessarily a life with the highest attainable “amount” of welfare: it is not necessarily
a life that goes well. Besides well-being, there are other values that make for a good life. I am
not interested here in the question of what these other values are. How well off a person is can be
assessed independently of how good, overall, her life is.

4When I say “things,” I mean to include objects, experiences, states of affairs, etc. I will be more
precise in later chapters. For instance, for hedonists only experiences are the sort of things that can
promote welfare; other kinds of theories are more inclusive. The examples I gave are on the list given
by Qizilbash (1998:67). His list is an extension of Griffin’s (1996) list of “prudential values.”

5This triple distinction comes from Dworkin (1981), Parfit (1984), and Griffin (1986). Hedonist
theories are sometimes also calledmental state accounts; in desire satisfaction theories, “desire” is
often replaced by preference; and objective theories are sometimes calledobjective listor substantive
goodstheories.
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1.1 Conceptions of Welfare

This classification of theories of welfare is quite common in the literature.
There is, however, another way of classifying such theories which is more use-
ful for my purposes. According to this taxonomy, all theories of welfare can be
grouped intosubjectiveandobjectiveaccounts. Subjective theories of welfare re-
quire some connection between the person’s attitudes and the sources of her wel-
fare, while objective theories do not. Thus, on a subjective theory, something is
good for you in virtue of your having some sort of pro-attitude towards it. On an
objective theory, something is good for you in virtue of something else. The ad-
vantage of the subjectivity-objectivity divide is that it seems to give an exhaustive
and mutually exclusive classification of theories of welfare.6

In terms of this classification, the various versions of desire satisfaction theories
are all examples of subjective accounts of welfare. They are subjective because
what is good for you is determined by what you desire or would desire in some
appropriate conditions, and desiring is a pro-attitude. The case of hedonism is a
bit trickier: whether it belongs to the subjective or objective group is determined
by how one construes the mental state that is valuable on an hedonist theory. Thus,
if an hedonist holds that welfare consists in pleasure, she may think that pleasure
is a sort of pro-attitude; then, on this classification, her theory is subjective. But
she may think that pleasure is merely a feeling, in which case her theory is in the
objective group: she will think that this feeling is good for a person irrespective of
the attitude the person has towards the feeling. Thus, hedonism turns out to have
both subjective and objective versions.7 Finally, objective theories are just that—
objective. For something to promote the well-being of a person, they do not require
that the person has any sort of pro-attitude towards that thing.

Nevertheless, I will define the distinction between subjective and objective the-
ories of welfare in a slightly different, albeit similar, way. Instead of drawing the
distinction in terms of pro-attitudes, I will draw it in terms ofpreference. Thus,
on a subjective view, what is good for a person is determined by what the person
prefers in the appropriate conditions specified by the theory; on an objective view,
what is good for a person is independent of that person’s preferences.

I have three reasons for drawing the distinction in terms of preference. First,
perhaps the most influential group of theories, and one I will discuss at length, is
the desire satisfaction theory of welfare. Many modern versions of this kind of
view are put in terms of preference: they hold that what is good for a person is
not what a person desires (or would desire in appropriate conditions), but what the

6For this way of drawing the distinction, see Sumner (1995, 1996:26–41). Dworkin (2000:216–
8) draws it in terms of endorsement.

7The difference between these two kinds of hedonism will be explained in more detail in Sec-
tion 4.2. In the literature, hedonism is almost always presented as a subjective theory. The one
exception I am aware of is Scanlon (1993:189), who treats it as an objective (or, as he says, substan-
tive goods) theory.
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1 Introduction

person prefers (or would prefer in appropriate conditions). Even though desire and
preference are often treated as if they were the same thing, they are not. It is more
precise to characterize these views in terms of preference rather than desire.

Second, a theory of welfare must be put forward in comparative terms. It must
tell us not only in virtue of what some things are good for us, but also in virtue of
what some things are better for us than other things. Otherwise we could hardly
ever answer the question of what to do to promote our well-being. This is another
reason why a desire satisfaction theory of welfare is couched in unsuitable terms,
and it must be reformulated as a preference satisfaction theory: preference is a
comparative notion, desire is not. Classical hedonists, for instance, were aware of
the comparative nature of welfare judgments: that’s why they said welfare consists
in the net balance of pleasure and pain.

Third, I draw the distinction in terms of preference to sidestep the differences
between subjective theories of welfare employing different pro-attitudes. This way,
I do not have to address these differences, and I can argue for or against several
versions of a theory at once. Since preferring is a disposition to choose, no matter
in terms of what pro-attitude you construct your theory of welfare, that pro-attitude
will operate through preferences: it is “manifested” in the person’s preferences.
All we have to require is that the person prefers for the appropriatereason: for
example, if welfare consists in pleasure, the reason for which a person concerned
with promoting her welfare prefers one alternative to another is that it brings her
more pleasure.

Therefore, on my way of constructing the subjectivity-objectivity divide, sub-
jective theories are those which maintain that what the person prefers in appropriate
conditions determines what is good for her. Objectivists deny this. They hold that
welfare is independent of preference. According to subjectivists, preference de-
termines welfare; according to objectivists, welfare determines preference—in the
sense that what is good for you specifies what you ought to prefer, rather than what
you prefer determining what is good for you.

1.2 Two Powerful Intuitions

Subjective theories of well-being are intuitively attractive. Indeed, it has been ar-
gued that no objective theory can be adequate. According to L. Wayne Sumner,

no theory about the nature of welfare can be faithful to our ordinary concept
unless it preserves its subject-relative or perspectival character. . . . Welfare
is subject-relative because it is subjective. (1995:774 and 1996:42–3)

Nevertheless, there is a similarly compelling argument to the effect that our
preferences cannot be sufficient for specifying what is good for us. Indeed, it
is a depressing fact about our lives that we often prefer what does not turn out

4



1.2 Two Powerful Intuitions

to promote our welfare. In some cases, our preferences are mistaken: we lack
information or reason erroneously when forming them. In other cases, even if
we have all the relevant information and reason appropriately, we may still fail to
prefer what is good for us. There may be things that contribute to our well-being,
regardless of whether we prefer them or not.

This last claim is more controversial. The subjectivist holds that even if pre-
ferring it is not a sufficient condition for something to be good for us, it must be a
necessary one. She concedes that sometimes people can be mistaken about what
is good for them, but, she holds, were their mistakes corrected, they would prefer
what in fact promotes their welfare. Objectivists, however, reject this claim. They
point to cases where individuals engage in unworthy pursuits, but it seems we can-
not show they would give up these pursuits even if they were in more favorable
conditions for forming their preferences—if, for instance, they possessed all the
information relevant to their situation and made no mistakes of reasoning.

Both parties express a strong intuition about the way the sources of our welfare
are related to us. Roughly put, they are these:

The subjectivist intuition.For some thing,x, to promote your welfare, it is neces-
sary that you prefer (or would prefer in some specified conditions)x.

The objectivist intuition.For some thing,x, to promote your welfare, it is neces-
sary that this thing,x, is worthwhile independently of your preferences.

Currently, there seems to be an impasse between subjectivism and objectivism
about well-being in philosophy. Both kinds of view incorporate a plausible intu-
ition which we are reluctant to give up. Objectivism had better be true, otherwise
there is no basis to our judgments about what promotes welfare other than prefer-
ences. Subjectivism had better be true, because otherwise we cannot anchor what
is good for a person in that person’s preferences. A theory of well-being that does
not include both factuality and endorsement in some form seems implausible.

Both intuitions express deeply held convictions about the nature of human wel-
fare. Hence, instead of rejecting one of the intuitions—and opting for either a sub-
jective or an objective theory of welfare, as it seems to happen in the literature most
of the time—I think we should stick to both. But what can we do then?

One thing we can do is to argue that classifying theories of welfare in terms of
whether they are objective or subjective may be exhaustive, but not exclusive: all
theories are either or both. Then we can work out a theory that is faithful to both
intuitions. Thus, perhaps one way out of the deadlock is to develop what I call an
hybrid account. Such a view would hold that

nothing can intrinsically enhance an individual’s well-being unless it is both
truly worthwhile and also affirmed or endorsed by that very individual. (Ar-
neson, 1999:114)

5



1 Introduction

On an hybrid view, for some thing,x, to promote your welfare it isboth neces-
sary that you preferx and thatx is worthwhile independently of your preferences,
but neither is sufficient in itself. This way, both intuitions are incorporated.

This may strike one as an attractive view, but it is not very plausible. In order to
see why, suppose I am concerned with promoting you welfare, and I can give you
some thing,x. Suppose also that there is a way to determine one of the necessary
conditions about the purported source,x, of your welfare—that it is “truly worth-
while.” Now all I have to do is to determine whether you preferx to make sure that
it would indeed promote your welfare. But what sort of preference should I look
for? Is it necessary that you preferx ex ante, before I give it to you, or can your
preference beex post? If it can beex post, then often it is not true before giving
you x that it is the sort of thing that promotes your welfare. But this implication
is implausible. On the other hand, if you must already preferx before getting it,
then many things that you would prefer onlyex postare ruled out. For instance,
you might never have thought about them; or you might not have had enough in-
formation to form a preference; or you might have tried to form a preference, but
they are the sort of thing whose contribution to well-being can be determined only
retrospectively. Thus, the requirement that you preferx ex anteis implausible too.

More generally, ifx is “objectively” good for you by stipulation but you do not
prefer it in the appropriate conditions, why would your welfare not be promoted
by getting it? After all, it is truly worthwhile! Conversely, if you prefer something
in the appropriate conditions, even though it is not truly worthwhile, why does it
necessarilynot promote your welfare? Why couldn’t it be good for you merely in
virtue of your preferring it?

Therefore, even though hybrid views appear to be able to incorporate both the
subjectivist and the objectivist intuitions, they do it in an implausible way. Where
can we go from here?

Another proposal may be what I call amixedtheory of welfare. Such a theory
retains the idea that the subjectivist and objectivist intuitions provide conditions
for some things to promote a person’s well-being, but it denies that they provide
necessaryconditions. On such views, both intuitions providesufficientconditions.
The idea is familiar: in order for some purported source of your well-being to be
good for you, it is sufficient that you prefer it in the appropriate conditions. In
order for some other purported source of your well-being to be good for you, some
other basis is sufficient rather than your preferences.

I think many philosophers are attracted to such a view, although few have ex-
plicitly embraced it. This is because having put this view on the table, now one
has to explain when preferring is a sufficient condition, and when it is not a neces-
sary condition, for something to promote a person’s well-being. This, however, is
bound to be controversial. Suppose we hold that health, achievement, and friend-
ship are good for us independently of our preferences, but insofar as they are not
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1.2 Two Powerful Intuitions

relevant in our choices, what is good for us is what we prefer. One can always ask
why only these are good for us, and not, for example, wealth or knowledge. And
one can always ask why health, achievement, or friendship are good for a person
even if that person does not prefer them. A mixed theory appears to be merely an
objective view in a new disguise, since it seems to arbitrarily specify certain things
which are good for the person independently of the person’s preferences.

The problem is that on all of these theories the judgments involved in deter-
mining what promotes welfare aresubstantive judgments—by which I mean that
they are judgments about thecontentof preferences. On both the hybrid and the
mixed views, one cannot avoid specifying certain goods that you ought to prefer
when you are concerned with promoting your welfare. Such judgments are patently
controversial, and any theory that allows for them is at least partly objective.

In order to avoid having to make such substantive judgments, subjectivists usu-
ally subscribe to a version of the preference satisfaction theory which holds that the
preferences whose satisfaction promotes the person’s welfare are formed in ideal
conditions for preferring. This idea is also familiar, and very popular, in philoso-
phy. I call theories incorporating this idea variants of theidealization theory. The
advantage of such views is claimed to be that they make it possible to account for
how persons can be mistaken in their judgments of what promotes their welfare
without appealing to substantive judgments. On the best-known versions of the
idealization theory, the ideal conditions areepistemicandcognitive: they require
that the person is adequately informed and appropriately rational. From the many
names for such views, I chose to call them versions of theideal advisor theory. The
idea is that metaphorically speaking, the adequately informed and appropriately ra-
tional preferences of the person are the preferences of her “ideal advisor.” On such
a view, in order to determine what promotes the well-being of a person, it is suffi-
cient to ask what she would, if she was, counterfactually, adequately informed and
appropriately rational, prefer herself to prefer.

There are many possible versions of the idealization theory besides the ideal
advisor theory, depending on how they construe the ideal conditions for preferring.
Moreover, there are many sub-versions of the ideal advisor theory, specified by
how they interpret the epistemic and cognitive conditions. The details are obvi-
ously more complicated, but all idealization theories are still subjective, since they
connect welfare to what the person would prefer in ideal conditions. What is good
for the person is what she would ideally prefer herself to prefer, and determining
what the person would ideally prefer herself to prefer does not require substan-
tive judgments of the sort discussed above. On the ideal advisor theory, all that is
needed for establishing the ideal preferences are rationality and information. It is
claimed that this theory goes some way to meet the objectivist intuition, because at
least it incorporates ways for criticizing the actual preferences of the person. But
these ways involve onlyformal judgments, in the sense that only the basis and re-
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1 Introduction

lations of ideal preferences can be scrutinized, and no preference is to be criticized
on the basis of its content.

But what if those ideal preferences cannot be established without something
else besides rationality and information? What if there must be further constraints
on ideal preferences? In that case, it is possible that some ideal preferences turn out
to have a substantive basis—for the determination of what an adequately informed
and appropriately rational ideal advisor would prefer her “counterpart” to prefer
has to appeal to something else besides the norms of rationality and facts. It may
have to appeal to the content of preferences.

My ultimate aim in this work is to explore this possibility. If I can show that
the most plausible version of the ideal advisor theory has to appeal to the content
of at least some of the preferences, we may have found a theory that is able to
incorporate both the subjectivist and the objectivist intuitions. This seems to put
one of the legs of the theory into the objectivist camp. If so, we have to choose
between rejecting the theory or revising it. I see no reason to reject the theory other
than an unwarranted aversion to the objectivist intuition on the part of subjectivists.
According to my revised ideal advisor theory, welfare consists in the satisfaction of
ideally rational and fully informed preferences with some constraints on the con-
tents of at least some of those preferences. The theory is faithful to the subjectivist
intuition, since it connects well-being to preference; and it is faithful to the objec-
tivist intuition, since it also appeals to judgments about the content of preferences.

If it turns out possible to develop such a revised version of the ideal advisor the-
ory, what will distinguish it from what I called the mixed view of well-being? After
all, this theory also involves substantive judgments—judgments about the content
of some preferences—and such judgments are controversial. The difference be-
tween the revised theory and a mixed view lies in the fact that the latter appeals to
certaingoodswhich promote the well-being of a person without the need for that
person to prefer them; in contrast, my revised theory appeals to judgments about
the reasonableness ofriskswhich influence what preferences the person forms over
goods. Thus, the two views differ in their construction of the substantive judg-
ments.

Current discussions of well-being tend to center around the issue of which of
the three major views of welfare is the best one to accept. I think this is a mistake.
The question that ought to be asked instead is the relation of preference to well-
being. Defenders of hedonism have part of the truth: many things that are good for
us are good for us because they bring pleasure or happiness. But others are not.
Also, many things are good for us because we desire them; but some things we
do not desire are also good for us. In general, no subjective view can be entirely
correct. But neither can any objective view contain the whole truth so long as it
fails to give an account of why preferences should not matter. Suppose there is a
list of the things that are ingredients of well-being. The list may even be relativized
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to specific individuals. If the list is such that it is possible for any individual to fail
to affirm all of its items, the account is implausible. There is noprima faciereason
to think that this will not be the case with any such list.

One might think—and some philosophers do indeed seem to think this—that in
order to incorporate the subjectivist and the objectivist intuitions, we should simply
develop an objective theory which includes some “subjective” element. The idea
is that our list of the goods which promote well-being could include such items as
happiness or preference satisfaction. But I fail to see why such an enumeration of
goods would be atheory. A theory has to be able to explain in virtue of what the
goods it proposes promote welfare. A list of goods is not a theory. In addition,
if the list includes both goods and attitudes towards goods, it is hard to see what
the theory’s reply may be to the question of in virtue of what items on the list are
good for people. Therefore, I choose to proceed by discussing subjective theories
and searching for a version that can incorporate the objectivist intuition, rather than
discussing objective theories and searching for a version that can incorporate the
subjectivist intuition. The latter enterprise seems to me rather unpromising.

In any case, the objectivity-subjectivity distinction is ultimately misleading,
and the arguments based on it distract from the real issue. It is trivially true that
our actual preferences may fail to correspond to what is good for us. But even if
our preferences could be filtered some way to avoid mistakes and shortcomings, it
is still possible that we would not prefer what makes us better off. So subjectivism
fails, and objectivism fares no better. But we do not have to take sides. Sticking
to the distinction has sidetracked philosophers. We should discard it, without dis-
carding the intuitions that fuel different theories of well-being. What we should ask
instead is this: what characterizes the preferences which matter for well-being, and
when do we have to appeal, in addition to these characteristics, to their content?

1.3 Overview

Philosophers don’t have a privilege of thinking about conceptions of welfare. Many
of the social sciences are also concerned with what welfare consists in and how to
promote it individually and collectively. The obvious examples are welfare eco-
nomics, social choice theory, and some branches of political science. Thus, I hope
that some of what I say may be interesting to economists and political scientists
as well. Once we realize that welfare is a significant concept in these disciplines
too, there is actually another advantage of cashing out theories of welfare in terms
of preference. Since these social sciences are also concerned with preferences,
and they have built formal methods to represent preferences—or welfare, insofar
as preferences are relevant to welfare—some of their methods and results can be
fruitfully employed in the context of a philosophical inquiry.

Thus, Chapter 2 is concerned with the history and present state ofutility theory,
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1 Introduction

in the context of which economists have addressed problems of welfare. I discuss
the relation of utility theory to conceptions of welfare, and explain why a theory
of welfare needs utility theory. I also briefly present the history of utility theory
in terms of the development of the interpretation of the concept of utility. I give a
brief overview of modern utility theory, and close the chapter with some notes on
the normative significance of preference and utility to ethics.

The subject of the following two chapters ishedonism. There are two reasons
for devoting an extended discussion to this theory of welfare. The first is that
hedonism has played a very important role in the history of moral philosophy and
welfare economics, and it has shaped the way these disciplines are today. It has
been especially influential in the histories of both the idea of welfare and utility
theory. The second reason is that even though it is widely rejected today in both
disciplines, echos of its influence linger on; hedonist ideas more or less implicitly
still surface today in theories of welfare and interpretations of utility theory. One
reason for this is doubtless intellectual carelessness; another is that hedonism as a
theory of welfare is surprisingly difficult to defeat.

Therefore, Chapter 3 looks at the present state of the debate surrounding he-
donism as a theory of welfare. It argues that Robert Nozick’sexperience machine,
the well-known thought experiment taken by so many philosophers to provide a
conclusive argument against hedonism, can be easily sidestepped by defenders of
the theory. But it will also show how an analysis of the thought experiment raises
doubts about the plausibility of any version of hedonism nevertheless. There are
some features of an hedonist theory that need to be defended, and it is hard to see
how hedonists could construct their defense. Sadly, this is not a conclusive coun-
terargument: perhaps they will be able to make a comeback. In any case, until they
do, we have no reason to accept hedonism as a theory of welfare.

On the other hand, showing that hedonism is incompatible with modern utility
theory—and the way the concept of utility is employed in the modern social sci-
ences and the more formal approaches to ethics—is a much easier task. I undertake
it in Chapter 4. My discussion will take place in the context of utilitarianism. This
should not be understood as embracing a utilitarian moral theory. Rather, utilitar-
ianism provides a useful framework here in which I can address certain issues of
theories of welfare and utility theory. Thus, I argue in this chapter that hedonist
utilitarianism, on both of the objective and the subjective versions of hedonism I
distinguish, is incompatible with modern utility theory—that is, the way utility has
been constructed in welfare economics and increasingly in ethics for more than
half a century now. I also present a couple of attempts to give utility an hedonist
interpretation, and show why they are misconceived.

Chapter 5 reviews the most interesting recent theory of welfare in my opinion,
L. Wayne Sumner’s theory. Sumner defends a thoroughgoingly subjective concep-
tion of welfare. I will present some points in his theory where his commitment to
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subjectivism causes problems. But these problems raise questions which are rele-
vant beyond the internal consistency of his theory. Thus, the lessons to be learnt
from the failure of Sumner’s project have much wider implications: they highlight
the problematic points of subjectivism about welfare in general.

The task of the next chapter is to pave the way to the most plausible and
most influential kind of theory of welfare: the versions of idealization theory that
hold that welfare consists in the satisfaction of the preferences the person would
have were she adequately informed and appropriately rational—the ideal advisor
theory. Chapter 6 surveys preference satisfaction theories of welfare in general
and presents problems for some of the versions which have been proposed in the
literature—specifically problems for those theories which do not employ idealiza-
tion in determining the set of preferences whose satisfaction constitutes well-being.
These problems provide an indirect argument in favor of moving to some version
of the idealization theory. In addition, I attempt to refute more specific arguments
against the conjecture that if one wants to be a subjectivist about welfare, then one
has to accept an ideal advisor theory. My overall aim in this chapter is to narrow
the set of plausible preference satisfaction theories to the ideal advisor view.

Chapter 7, then, turns to the ideal advisor theory itself. First, I present some
of its well-known versions. Then I try and defend the theory from the various ob-
jections which have been lately raised against it. It is interesting to note that even
though this kind of theory continues to be very popular, it has received various
criticisms recently—objections which purport to show that the very idea of epis-
temic and cognitive idealization is conceptually incoherent. I defend the theory
because it seems to me that these objections are either unfair, or their proponents
help themselves to an awful lot of unsubstantiated background assumptions.

Having discarded the criticisms, in Chapter 8 I come to the main argument of
this work—my own objection to the ideal advisor theory. First, I will further nar-
row it to the one version I take to be the most plausible—which I label with the
abbreviation “IRP.” On this version, the ideal advisor isfully informed andide-
ally rational. After giving an interpretation of this characterization, I present my
objection. In brief outline, it is this. A theory that defines welfare in terms of the
satisfaction of the preferences a person would have were she fully informed and
ideally rational is either underdetermined—in the sense of being unable to spec-
ify what a fully informed and ideally rational person would prefer—or it needs to
involvesubstantive judgmentsin the sense I introduced the notion on page 7: judg-
ments appealing to the content of preferences. But I do not think this is a reason
to discard the theory. Rather, it is an opportunity to revise it, hence to develop a
theory of welfare which combines the subjectivist and objectivist intuitions.

Chapter 9 begins by examining an objection against the ideal advisor theory:
roughly, that it does not respect the autonomy of persons. This objection is espe-
cially powerful, since one of theprima facieconsiderations in favor of a subjective
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theory of welfare is that it is able to make sense of the idea that autonomy is con-
stitutive of well-being. I show how the ideal advisor theory can meet this objection
by an appeal to a principle of preference autonomy interpreted in terms of ideally
rational and fully informed preferences. It turns out, however, that this defense
has the implication that the promotion of well-being can lead to widespread pater-
nalism. I suggest, however, that if the ideal advisor theory is revised in the way I
propose, the revised version can avoid this implication.

Chapter 10 sets out in detail my revision of the ideal advisor theory and con-
trasts it with the version proposed by John C. Harsanyi. Throughout the previous
chapters, Harsanyi’s work will have served as an inspiration and starting point for
many of my arguments. Here I explain why I think my revised version of the the-
ory is preferable to his. I also discuss the role of utility theory in the context of the
theory which emerged from earlier chapters. Finally, I briefly conclude and present
some questions that merit further research.

12



Chapter 2

A Brief History of Utility

2.1 Welfare Judgments

Consider the following quote from the philosopher and political scientist Rus-
sell Hardin:

The most articulated and sophisticated effort to deal with the theory of human
welfare and even of value theory in general has been the development of
utility theory in economics from roughly the time of Bentham to the present.
Any effort to understand human welfare should take account of the issues
in that utility theory—or perhaps one should speak of many utility theories.
(1988:169–70)

The notion of utility has been historically closely related to conceptions of wel-
fare. This clearly implies that any inquiry into the various conceptions of welfare
has to explore this relation. But contrast now what Milton Friedman and Leonard
Savage, two economists from the founding movement of modern utility theory,
have to say about the relation of utility and welfare:

The ethical precept that society “should” promote the “welfare” of indi-
viduals is meaningless until “welfare” is given content. Any identification of
“welfare” attained by individuals with “utility” . . . is itself an ethical precept,
to be justified on ethical grounds . . . (1952:473)

[and] it is entirely unnecessary to identify the quantity that individuals
are to be interpreted as maximizing with a quantity that should be given spe-
cial importance in public policy. (1948:283; also 1952:473)

Both quotes express important ideas. The first stresses that conceptions of wel-
fare and theories of utility are in close theoretical proximity. The second stresses
that nevertheless their relation is not unproblematical at all.

In order to clarify the connection between conceptions of welfare and utility
theory, I begin by asking a more general question: Why do we need a theory of
welfare?

Welfare is a fundamental concept of moral philosophy, and, as the name im-
plies, of welfare economics as well. Many popular ethical views today areconse-
quentialist: they accept the view that outcomes are the only ultimate standard in
deciding what we ought to do. These views might, in addition, acceptwelfarism:
the view that only well-being is ultimately valuable. Of course, many philosophers
reject consequentialism or welfarism or both. But it doesn’t follow that they do
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not need an account of well-being. It does not follow because an ethical view that
holds that consequencesnevermatter, and how good these consequences are for
the people affectednevermatters, looks like a crazy view. Whatever one thinks
of the merits of consequentialism and welfarism, it cannot be denied that at least
sometimes we ought to act to bring about the best consequences, and at least some-
times those consequences ought to be evaluated in terms of how good they are for
the people affected—according to the extent they promote their welfare. That is
to say, at least sometimes what we have the most reason to do is to promote well-
being. Whatever one’s ethical view otherwise is, one must have a view on what
well-being is for such occasions.

This is equally true of welfare economics and the other normative branches of
the social sciences. These disciplines are concerned with how to promote the wel-
fare of the individuals in a society, and designing institutions which most efficiently
promote welfare or achieve other desirable goals under conditions of scarcity of
resources and other constraints. In order to do this, it is necessary that they say
something about what welfare is.

If it is true that well-being is something that is to be “promoted,” then we
need to know what it is to promote it—that is, a conception of welfare must be
operationalizable. A theory of welfare must allow for the making of judgments
which are necessary to be able to evaluate states of affairs and outcomes in terms
of how good they are for the people who are affected. In sum, a theory of welfare
ought both to be able to tell us in virtue of what something is good for a person,
and enable us to make at least some kinds ofwelfare judgments.

There are several kinds of judgments which might be necessary for a theory
of well-being to be operational. One sort of judgment is concerned with how well
off people are. For instance, if you are an hedonist, how well off people are is
determined, according to your theory, by how much pleasure, happiness, or some
other valuable mental state they have. If you are a desire or preference satisfaction
theorist, you believe how well off people are is determined by the extent some
or all of their desires or preferences are fulfilled. And if you are an objective
theorist, you look at how many of the objective goods you believe contribute to
well-being people actually possess. On any account of well-being, you must be
able to give some sort of arepresentationfor how well off people are. Hopefully,
your representation can take a mathematical form: you should be able to assign
real numbers to levels of welfare. Of course, it is a question for further inquiry
how precise these representations can be.

Other sorts of judgments are concerned withcomparisons. Suppose we know
that your level of well-being can be represented with the number 5. But to know
that you have 5 “units of welfare” is not knowing much: we also need to know
how those 5 units compare to the units of other people, or to your level of well-
being at other times. Thus, a theory of welfare must tell us whether judgments
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2.1 Welfare Judgments

of intrapersonalcomparisons of welfare are possible, and if they are, how they
can be carried out. Similarly, it must tell us whether judgments ofinterpersonal
comparisons are possible, and how they can be carried out if they are.

Furthermore, if any of these judgments is possible, then what are the exact
forms they can take? Can we make intrapersonal or interpersonal comparisons of
welfarelevels? Or can we perhaps make these judgments more precise than “A is
better off thanB,” or “A andB are equally well off”? Can we compare not only
levels, but alsounitsof welfare, such that we can determine how much better off
one person is than another (or how much better off one person is at one time than at
another time)? In addition, can we perhaps make comparisons of well-being with
respect to some determined zero level? Whether any of these judgments is possible
is settled by the mathematical form we are able to give to our representation of
well-being.1

Consequently, a complete theory of well-being accomplishes two tasks: it spec-
ifies in virtue of what goods promote welfare, and it also specifies how to represent
in an operational way the extent to which those goods promote welfare. This latter
part of the theory determines what sort of judgments, and how precise judgments,
we can make about how well off people are, and how much something may con-
tribute to their welfare.2

Historically, the latter part of the theory has been dealt with in the framework of
utility theory. When classical hedonists, like Bentham, used the term “utility,” they
meant thequantity that represents welfare. Thus, classical utilitarians proposed
a complete theory of welfare: they held that well-being consists in pleasure, and
utility is that which represents pleasure in an operationalizable way. In the frame-
work of their utility theory, they could give an account of the problems of welfare
judgments—problems of measurement and comparability. This is what the quote
from Hardin with which I opened this chapter calls our attention to: no theory of
welfare is complete unless it explores the problems of welfare judgments in the
context of utility theory.

This point might go unnoticed, for utility is an ambiguous term. Very often,
it is used in the sense of “value.” This use is legitimate if and only if it literally
means thevalue of something, for instance, welfare or preference satisfaction. In

1For these distinctions, see List (2003).
2A further question can be raised about thetemporal unitof welfare measurement. Suppose we

want to establish how well off a person is, or how well off she is in comparison to other persons. Do
we then assign a value to how well off she is for her whole life, for this very moment, or something in
between? This is an important question which might lead to controversial problems in metaphysics;
for instance, to the problem whether persons persist through time, or whether they are merely a
collection of persons at different time slices. (On this problem, see Parfit (1984).) I will bracket
these problems entirely; for the sake of simplicity, I assume that levels of welfare can be assigned to
any moment in a person’s life. The exploration of these problems must await another occasion.
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its legitimate sense, utility is a mathematical concept, as utility theory is first and
foremost a mathematical theory of measurement.3 Thus, utility theory is a theory
for representing or measuring something: it explores the mathematical structure of
representations by studying the properties ofutility functions.

The relation of theories of well-being to utility theory is therefore this. Any
complete theory of well-being must tell us how to make welfare judgments. For-
mally, these judgments can be made by representing welfare by utility functions,
and the mathematical properties of these functions determine what sort of judg-
ments are possible. Perhaps well-being is a value that cannot be represented by
utility functions at all; perhaps it can be represented by aclassof utility functions.4

Or perhaps, for each person, there is one unique utility function that represents
that person’s welfare. Which of these is the case depends on our theory of what
well-being consists in; and that theory is a part of ethics. This is what Friedman
and Savage emphasize in the quotation on page 13. In sum, whereas the part of a
theory of welfare which tells us what well-being consists in determines what sort
of representation for well-being is possible, the part of the theory that addresses
the problems of representation determines what kinds of welfare judgments can be
made.

2.2 Utility from Pleasure to Preference

Ethics and economics are both concerned with welfare. Historically, these disci-
plines also developed hand in hand. Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, or John Stuart
Mill contributed to both disciplines, and it is only in more modern times, with the
specialization of the sciences, that ethics and economics grew apart.

Before they parted ways, both disciplines had been markedly influenced by
early utilitarianism. It is thus not surprising that the development of economists’
view of welfare parallels the development of utility theory, and developments in
philosophy in general. Classical utilitarians werehedonists: they held that welfare
consists in pleasure and the absence of pain. The founders of modern economics—
Jevons and Marshall—overtook and, to some extent, distorted the conception of
welfare of their forerunners, the utilitarian welfare economists. They adopted the
view that welfare consists in pleasure, and equated pleasure with utility—the key
term of their economic thinking, based on marginal utility analysis.

3There is a similar equivocation in the notion of preference. On the one hand, preference is a
mathematical concept: the name of arelation. But it is also used in the sense ofdisposition to choose.
The conflation occurs since preference (in the sense of a relation) is used to represent preference (in
the sense of a disposition).

4A class of utility functions is defined by the transformations under which the informational
content of the functions is invariant. These functions are “unique up to” some form of mathematical
transformation.

16



2.2 Utility from Pleasure to Preference

There is some controversy in the literature over what classical utilitarians on the
one hand, and Jevons and Marshall on the other, meant by “utility.” For instance,
John Broome (1991a:19–21) argues that by utility classical utilitarians meantuse-
fulness: the tendency of an object to produce pleasure or benefit. This is the sense
in which Jevons and Marshall overtook the concept, and it shifted to designate
benefit or pleasure only later. I cannot undertake to untangle the interpretative is-
sue here. What is important is that the shift in meaning occurred, not whether
it did with Jevons and Marshall or sometime after them.5 The shift in meaning
is manifested by the many proposals to substitute utility with a less ambiguous
term. For instance, Irving Fisher (1918) suggested “wantability” instead of util-
ity. Meanwhile, philosophers have grown more and more critical of the conception
of welfare behind classical utilitarianism, but their contributions did not penetrate
economics.6

Why is the notion of utility so crucial for an inquiry into conceptions of wel-
fare? Utility is a technical concept, an index that tells us something about a person’s
preferences. But it is natural to think, and it has been assumed, that it tells us more.
It is natural to think, and it has been assumed, that it tells us something about a
person’s well-being.

You need such a formal index because no tangible commodity (e.g., money),
social relation, or personal characteristic (knowledge, virtue, etc.) seems to be
a good indicator of well-being. Economists have long recognized that money
or income cannot fully represent welfare. They noticed that money and income
are valued differently at different levels of wealth; that is, they have diminishing
marginal utility for people.7 In this context, two questions became focal in utility
theory: whether utility can be measured and whether it can be compared across
persons. Bentham (1789) introduced interpersonal comparisons by assumption
and worked out an elaborate system of factors that determine one’s level of util-
ity (pleasure)—intensity, duration, certainty, etc. Economists, implicitly, followed

5Nevertheless, for the record, Jevons does devote Chapter 2 of his 1871 to pleasures and pains,
and Chapter 3 to utility, where he says: utility “is a convenient name for the aggregate of the
favourable balance of feeling produced—the sum of pleasure created and the pain prevented.” In
a fascinating article, Ross M. Robertson (1951) traces Jevons’s concept of utility to Bentham and
to an obscure economist, Richard Jennings, who based his theory of value on psychology andphys-
iology. (See also Jevons’s quotes from Jennings in Chapter 3 of his 1871.) Marshall uses all the
terms “happiness,” “enjoyment,” and “pleasure” for well-being in Chapter 6 of Book 3 (“Value and
Utility”) of his 1890. He also speaks interchangeably of the utility of a commodity and the utility of
the consumer.

6An early example is Harrod (1936:145–7).
7For an early conceptualization of the phenomenon of diminishing marginal utility, see the so-

lution of Bernoulli (1738) to the so-called St. Petersburg paradox. It was, however, Jevons, Menger,
and Walras—independently of one another—who introduced the concept of marginal utility into
economics.
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in his footsteps in assuming that utility represents some sort ofpsychological state.
Jevons, Menger, and Walras had qualms about the measurability of utility and re-
jected the possibility of interpersonal comparisons. But they continued to assume
that the problems stem from the shortcomings of the methods at the disposal of the
social sciences of their day, and not from an unwarranted substantive assumption.

What has come to be known as the “measurability of utility controversy” was
the debate between those economists who believed that there is a psychological
state—pleasure or satisfaction—which, in principle, can be represented byone
uniqueutility function for each individual. They hoped that this unique utility
function could be unambiguously determined, perhaps by introspection, perhaps
by some other method. If such a unique utility function could be determined for
each consumer, economics could be made a precise, quantitative science.8 This
position is sometimes calledcardinalism. The version of this view which holds
that the unique (“cardinal”) utility functions can be established by introspection is
sometimes calledintrospective cardinalism.

Pareto (1927) was one of the first economists to doubt that such utility functions
were possible to set up: he was celebrated for having shown the immeasurability of
utility. Although Pareto still definesoph́elimité in terms of pleasure,9 his analysis
is in terms of tastes—as we would say today, preferences. He started from indiffer-
ence curves as given, and built up his economic theory based on them—as opposed
to, for instance, Edgeworth, who assumed the existence of utility and derived indif-
ference curves from it (1927:176). Pareto’s novel idea was that the indices assigned
to indifference curves represent the ordering of the person’s preferences, but we can
never know which indices truly measure the person’s welfare. That is, many utility
functions represent preferences, but we do not know which one truly or uniquely
represents the person’s pleasure. As opposed to earlier attempts, which hoped to
get access to the true representation of welfare, the Paretian turn was showing that
we do not need such access in order to carry out economic investigations.

Nevertheless, there were still attempts to come up with an empirical method
for establishing unique cardinal utility functions. Wicksteed, Wicksell, Edgeworth,
and Pigou continued to assume that introspective cardinal utility was empirically
measurable. But this gradually became less and less plausible.10

The Jevons-Menger-Walras-Marshall tradition more or less explicitly assumed
that utility functions represent some sort of psychological state of the decision
maker—some sort of feeling towards, attitude to, or pleasure derived from, the

8For the debate on the ambitions of welfare economics in the early part of the 20th century, see
Hicks (1939) and Little (1950:84–128).

9“Ophélimité” is his term for utility. For instance,§32: “For an individual, theoph́elimité of a
certain quantity of a thing . . . is the pleasure which this quantity affords him” (1927:168).

10For treatments on the development of the formal aspects of utility theory, see Little (1950:6–
37), Stigler (1950a,b), and Ellingsen (1994).
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outcomes of alternatives. If some of these sorts of psychological data could be
accessed, one could build acardinal utility function, which might be interpreted
as reflecting the intensity of one’s attitude towards alternatives. As a further step,
many economists presumed that utility was interpersonally comparable. Modern
economics has rejected this latter assumption since the so-called “ordinal revolu-
tion” of the 1930s.11

Classical utility theory has been supplanted by modern utility theory, starting
from the work of John von Neumann and Oscar Morgenstern (1944). Different
versions of this theory have been developed, and these are prevalent in economics
and philosophy today. Most of these share the basic idea behind the Neumann-
Morgenstern version. In what follows, I give a brief, nontechnical overview of this
basic idea.12

The Neumann-Morgenstern utility theory (or NM utility theory, as it is com-
monly abbreviated) has two components:axiomatic utility theoryfor decisions
under certainty, andaxiomatic expected utility theoryfor decisions under risk and
uncertainty. In modern utility theory, “utility” stands for a representation of a per-
son’s preferences: it is the value the function representing the person’s preference
ordering can take. Thus, a “utility function” represents the person’s preference
ordering.

In axiomatic utility theory, utility functions areordinal; in axiomatic expected
utility theory, these functions arecardinal (I will further clarify these terms below).
On both versions, you only need to observe choice behavior and infer preferences
in order to construct a utility function—there is no need to know “quantities of
pleasure” or “quantities of satisfaction.” That is, utility has aformal interpretation,
without dubious substantive undertones.13

In order to construct a utility function for your preference ordering, your pref-
erences need to conform to certain formal requirements. These requirements differ
in different systems of axiomatization. But all of these share the basic idea: given
that your preferences conform to a certain set of requirements, they can be assigned
values (real numbers) such that their magnitude represents your preference order-
ing. Here is an example. Suppose there are three alternatives,x, y, andz; and that
you preferx to y to z. Any utility function will represent your preference ordering

11The most famous figure behind this was Lionel Robbins. For his description of the intellectual
development behind the revolution, see Robbins (1938).

12Presenting different versions of modern utility theory is beyond the purview of this work. For-
tunately, all I need to use from the theory is the basic idea presented here. For introductions, see Luce
and Raiffa (1957:12–38, 275–326) and Kreps (1988). For a survey, see Schoemaker (1982), Fish-
burn (1968), and the references therein. For subjective utility theory, see Savage (1954), or Fishburn
(1981).

13See Ellsberg (1954). Neumann and Morgenstern “defined numerical utility as being that
thing for which a calculus of mathematical expectations is legitimate” (Neumann and Morgenstern,
1944:28). That is, utility has only operational, and no substantive, content.
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if and only if it assigns utility values forx, y, andz such a way that their magnitude
corresponds to your ordering:

x < y < z ⇔ u(x) ≥ u(y) ≥ u(z).14

In axiomatic utility theory, a preference ordering is represented by anordinal
utility function. As long as the magnitudes of the values (utilities) of this function
conform to your preference ordering, any set of real numbers will represent your
preference ordering. For instance, bothu(x) = 1;u(y) = 0.5;u(z) = 0 and
u(x) = 11;u(y) = 4;u(z) = 1 are adequate representations of your preferences
x � y � z. The differences between the utility values do not matter. A rational
person will choose in a manner to maximize ordinal utility.

Since infinitely many ordinal utility functions can represent a person’s pref-
erences, there are only limited ways of making welfare judgments (assuming, for
the moment, that utility measures well-being) on this theory. In this respect, mod-
ern axiomatic utility theory breaks with the classical, “cardinalist” tradition, and
the reason the theory employs such utility functions to represent preferences over
alternatives under certainty is not unrelated to the arguments of the “ordinal revo-
lutionaries” of 1930s economics.

Modern axiomatic utility theory is used for decisions under certainty. I called
x, y, andz alternatives. Your choice between them leads directly to an outcome:
if you choosex, you will get x. Your preferences, therefore, are directly over
outcomes. In axiomatic expected utility theory, however, you have to make your
choice under conditions ofrisk or uncertainty. This means that choosing an alter-
native will not lead directly to an outcome, but to any one of several outcomes with
certain probabilities. Your preferences now are overprospects.

Here is how we proceed in expected utility theory. Suppose thatx stands for
$2, y stands for $1, andz stands for $0. You preferx to y to z. Selectu(x) = 1,
andu(z) = 0. What is the value ofu(y)?

In order to construct a utility function, I ask you to state a preference between
gettingy for certain and a gamble (or lottery) in which you getx with probability
p andz with probability(1− p). What I am interested in is the value ofp at which
you are indifferent between the “certain prospect” and the “lottery prospect”:

y ∼ (px+ (1− p)z).

Supposep = 0.5. Then your utility function has the values,u(x) = 1, u(y) =
0.5, u(z) = 0. Thisexpected utility functionis cardinal in the mathematical sense.

14“<” designates theweak preference relation: a person weakly prefersx toy if she either strictly
prefersx toy or she is indifferent between them. Thus,x < y can be interpreted as “y is not preferred
to x,” and strict preference (�) and indifference (∼) can be defined in terms of the weak preference
relation. I use examples of strict preference below for ease of exposition.
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2.2 Utility from Pleasure to Preference

Cardinality is the following property of the function: the class of transformations
under which the informational content of the function is invariant is limited to the
form au + b, wherea > 0. This is equivalent to saying that an expected utility
function is unique up to positive affine transformations.15 Thus, your preferences
are just as well represented, for instance, by the function with the valuesu(x) =
2, u(y) = 1, u(z) = 0 or u(x) = 8, u(y) = 3, u(z) = −2.

Of course, in the interesting choice situations the probabilities with which the
outcomes may obtain are already given.16 Consider an example of abasic risk
paradigm, depicted on Figure 2.1 on the following page. Suppose you have to
choose between two options at nodeY . You can either “move down,” or “move
across.” In the former case, your choice leads to an outcome with the monetary
value $1. In the latter case, your choice leads to either one of two outcomes ac-
cording to some variable outside of your control. This is captured by the idea of
some state of nature obtaining, or “Nature making a move” at nodeN . Nature
can move “down,” which leads to an outcome with the value $0, or move “across,”
which leads to an outcome with the value $2. As it happens in this case, the prob-
abilities of Nature moving down and across are equal. Thus, the expected values
of moving down and across at nodeY are equal. Expected values are calculated
by weighing the value of the outcomes with the probabilities with which they may
obtain. In the former case, the expected value is1 × 1 = 1, in the latter case
1
2 × 0 + 1

2 × 2 = 1. Moving down at nodeY is choosing the “certain prospect,”
and moving across is choosing the “lottery prospect.”

The expected utility representation of your preferences is determined by your
risk-attitudetowards these prospects. Note that your risk-attitude isexogenousin
the theory: thus, if you prefer the certain prospect, you arerisk-aversetowards
these prospects (your utility function is thusconcave); if you prefer to take the
gamble by moving across, you arerisk-seekingtowards these prospects (your util-
ity function is convex); and if you are indifferent between the prospects, you are
risk-neutraltowards them (and hence your utility function islinear). The theory
does not tell you which of these you ought to be! Your utility function, however,
reflects your attitude towards the riskiness of the possible outcomes; this is some-
times expressed as saying that expected utility functions work withex anteutility.

15Ordinal utility functions are unique up to positive (or increasing) monotonic transformations:
if u < w, then a transformation,φ, is positive monotonic if and only ifφ(u) < φ(w). A positive (or
increasing) affine transformation thus allows a more limited class of utility functions.

16These probabilities may beobjectiveor a priori, i.e., given exogenously. In this case, the
choice is under conditions of risk. Or the probabilities may besubjective—they are not known, and
the decision maker must form beliefs about them. In this case, the choice is under conditions of
uncertainty. Note that the terms “objective” and “subjective” probability are also used in theories of
the nature of probability (as opposed to theories of rational choice). I use them exclusively as they
are employed in theories of rational choice. Moreover, all of my examples involve only objective
probabilities in this sense.
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Figure 2.1

It is important to note that it is your weighing of the outcomes with the respec-
tive probability values and your risk-attitude towards the prospects which makes
the assignment of an expected utility function possible. This function represents
your preferences: it assigns a higher value to the prospect you prefer more. More
precisely, the utility value of a prospect is theexpectationof the utilities of the
outcomes the prospect may lead to. This means that once we have calculated the
expected utility values of the outcomes by the method given above (e.g., for utility
values for $2, $1, $0), a rational person maximizes these expected utilities by max-
imizing their expectation—the risk-attitude towards them has already been taken
into account when calculating the expected utilities of the outcomes.

It is also important to distinguish between the cardinality property of expected
utility functions and classical cardinalism discussed above. The former is a math-
ematical concept and the latter is a substantive interpretation of what utility rep-
resents. Modern axiomatic expected utility representations do not allow for the
kind of interpersonal comparisons classical cardinalists hoped were possible, since
there are numerous possible expected utility functions representing each decision
maker’s preferences.

The core idea of modern utility theory is the tenet that a rational individual
maximizes expected utility. More formally, theexpected utility hypothesisis

max
∑
x

p(x)u(x),

which expresses that a rational individual chooses the probability distribution (“lot-
tery”) p over the set of possible outcomes (“prizes”)x whose utility expectation is
maximal. Different versions of modern utility theory may differ in the axioms
they require the preference relation to satisfy, or the interpretation they give to the
concept of probability, or whether they hold that the expected utility hypothesis is
descriptive or normative or both. But the acceptance of the expected utility hypoth-
esis is common to most of them.

In the remainder of this section, I present two controversies surrounding mod-
ern utility theory that are important for my purposes. The first concerns the (math-
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2.2 Utility from Pleasure to Preference

ematical) cardinality of expected utility functions. The legitimate transforma-
tions of expected utility functions maintain the ratio betweenpairs of the dif-
ferencesbetween the utility values of the function. But does it follow that, for
instance, ifx = $2, y = $1, z = $0, and your utility function has the values,
u(x) = 1, u(y) = 0.5, u(z) = 0, then you value the difference between $2 and $1
just as much as you value the difference between $1 and $0? Do the magnitudes
between utility values represent intensities of preference? The majority opinion is
that they do not. However, there are philosophers who argue that expected utility
functions should be interpreted this way. Since cardinal utilities are established by
the person’s reactions to risks, those who argue that cardinal utilities express in-
tensities of preference must show how risk-attitudes and preference intensities are
connected.17

The second controversy concerns cardinalism as a substantive view and the ex-
pected utility hypothesis. Traditionally, for the last half a century or so, the debate
on the expected utility hypothesis has taken place between the “American school”
and the “French school” of risk theory. While the former advocated the expected
utility hypothesis, the latter has stressed that real-world decision makers do not
seem to follow the norms of the Neumann and Morgenstern theory, or, in general,
modern axiomatic expected utility theory; hence modern utility theory is deficient
for both descriptive and normative purposes. The most vocal representative of the
French school is Maurice Allais, who is aneo-cardinalist: he says he believes that

cardinal utility in Jevons’ sense exists. Some, including myself, even be-
lieve that it can be definedindependently of any random choiceby reference
to theintensity of preferences. . . (1984b:28)

[and] the intensity of our preferences isan indisputable datum of our
introspectionand for a long time in other fields the psychophysiologists have
been able to measure the intensity of our sensation by appropriate indices.
(1984b:54, all emphases are his)18

It is important to emphasize what the disagreement between modern cardinal-
ism and modern expected axiomatic utility consists in. The parties to both sides
agree that under certainty, ordinal utility functions can be established. Their dis-
agreement focuses upon the problem of cardinal utility; but they both agree that
cardinal utility functions are unique up to only positive affine transformations. In
this sense, modern cardinalism is different from classical cardinalism: it holds that

17For the “majority view,” see, e.g., Luce and Raiffa (1957:22); for the contrary view, see Harsa-
nyi (1993) and Binmore (1994:277–8). I will return to this controversy in Section 10.2.

18See also Allais (1953, 1988, 1994) and Hagen (1984, 1994). Allais himself carried out such
research with questionnaires (see his 1984a). Breault (1981) reports that around the late 1950s,
“psychophysicists” were able to determine a decreasing cardinal marginal utility function for money:
it is approximatelyu = kD0.43, whereD is dollar value andk is a constant; thus, to get twice the
amount of utility, you have to get approximately five times the amount of money.

23



2 A Brief History of Utility

not only one “unique” cardinal utility function represents a person’s preferences,
but a class of such functions. Cardinalists, like Allais, however, also believe that
cardinal utility represents a person’s intensities of preference, and it can be estab-
lished on the basis of introspection—the person can report degrees of her pleasure
or psychological sensations for this purpose. This is to say that modern cardinalism
works withex postutility: cardinal utility values are established without reference
to the riskiness of the choice, based instead on the person’s valuations of the out-
comes. This is what Allais expresses by saying that cardinal utility can be defined
independently of random choice.

Modern axiomatic expected utility theory, on the other hand, denies that in-
tensities of preference by introspection can be established. That is denying that
degrees of pleasure or sensation have any role in utility theory. Instead, the theory
holds thatex anteor expected utility can be established with the aid of the person’s
reactions to risk, but the cardinal utility functions of the theory do not correspond
to any psychological notion. Those representatives of the theory who nonetheless
see it fit to talk about “intensity of preference” make a substantive argument about
the interpretation of cardinal utility values.

The advantage of the approach of the American school is that the expected
utility hypothesis is elegant: decision making in risky situations is characterized
by maximizing a measure, expected utility. In contrast, the French school stresses
that people do not behave this way: they do not maximize a simple measure, but
they also look at properties of the probability distribution—like the dispersion of
probabilities, the variance and skewness of the probability values of the distribution
in lotteries, and they simplify complex risky prospects by certain salient character-
istics. For instance, they may set “aspiration levels” and judge lotteries based on
their expectation of whether these levels can be met. Thus, on the one hand, empir-
ical studies on risk behavior tend not to confirm the expected utility hypothesis.19

On the other hand, it is unclear what these results imply for axiomatic expected
utility theory, especially in normative contexts. The fact that people are not per-
fectly rational should not come as a great surprise. In any case, it is not my task to
adjudicate in the debate between neo-cardinalists and proponents of the expected
utility hypothesis. I am interested in the relevance of utility theory to normative
applications: whether the concept of utility has any role in a theory of well-being

19The most famous experiments were carried out by Kahneman and Tversky (1979). They found
that people overweight certainty, they are risk-averse in the domain of gains and risk-seeking in
the domain of losses even if the monetary payoffs are equivalent. Lopes (1986) finds that decision
makers look at cumulative probabilities, the distribution of probabilities, and they assign aspiration
levels. MacCrimmon and Wehrung (1986) report that risk propensity is different in different contexts:
business executives are for instance more risk-averse in personal decisions than in business decisions,
again with the same monetary values at stake. For a detailed and general survey of experimental
results for modern utility theory, see Camerer (1995).
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for the making of welfare judgments. As the first part of the quotation from Fried-
man and Savage on page 13 stresses, in order to show that utility theory is useful in
a theory of welfare, we must argue that what utility represents is indeed ethically
important. It is in this respect that neo-cardinalism is disputable.

2.3 Utility Theory and Ethics

For modern cardinalists, utility functions represent preferences, and preferences are
determined by “subjective values,” “psychological values,” “satisfactions,” “plea-
sure,” “degrees of sensation,” and the like; utility is the “psychological concept
which has been banished from [economic theory] after Pareto’s time.”20 It is
natural to think, then, that the underlying conception of well-being for the neo-
cardinalist project is some sort ofhedonism. If introspective cardinal utility is to
have any ethical relevance, it must be so because hedonism has ethical relevance.
Thus, from the perspective of an inquiry into welfare, neo-cardinalism is relevant
only if hedonism is the correct theory of well-being.21

Consequently, it is warranted to concentrate on the philosophical problem—
the plausibility of hedonism—as the next step. Chapter 3 discusses this theory.
It looks only at the contemporary debate surrounding the doctrine; exploring the
various forms hedonism has historically taken is beyond the scope of this work.
Since most contemporary philosophers reject hedonism as a theory of well-being,
it suffices to examine the argument they give. Then, Chapter 4 asks whether an
hedonist account of welfare, even if it was plausible, could be operationalized with
the aid of modern axiomatic expected utility theory. It argues that it can not, and
such projects are misconceived.

For modern axiomatic utility theory, a utility function is not more than a rep-
resentation of a person’s preference ordering, such that if the person, fromx and
y, prefersx to y, the function assigns a higher number tox. The function does not
represent any feeling about, or pleasure derived from,x andy. On this interpre-
tation of utility, it is a mistake to say that the person prefers some alternative,x,
because it yields higher utility;x yields higher utility because the person prefers it,
and notvice versa. That is, preference is logically prior to utility.

20Allais (1984a:48, his emphasis). He even calls units of cardinal introspective utility “jevons”
(1994:3), as utility units are sometimes called “utils.”

21I do not intend to suggest that Allais himself is an hedonist, let alone that any other modern
cardinalist is one; as far as I am aware, they do not discuss ethical issues, and they see their project
as a merely descriptive approach to economic theory. At the same time, for what other reason,
apart from some implicit commitment to hedonism, would this psychological concept of utility be
ultimately important? At one place where Allais does discuss normative issues (1988:69–70), he
says that introspective cardinal utility and interpersonal comparisons of introspective cardinal utility
are indispensable for any theory concerned with social choices, distributional issues, and government
policies.
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This, however, leads to the question raised in the second part of the quotation
from Friedman and Savage on page 13—the question why utility should have any
normative significance in welfare economics and ethics. Obviously, the answer
must be thatpreferences—more precisely, the satisfaction of preferences—have
normative significance in ethical, political, and economic decision making. Thus,
we need the concept of utility because utility is the index of preference satisfaction,
so it is indispensable for practical applications. The sophisticated mathematical
constructions of utility theory are useful tools for determining how to promote the
satisfaction of preferences. But utility theory is only relevant to ethics and welfare
economics if the satisfaction of preferences has relevance to these disciplines.22

What reasons are there for thinking that preferences have normative significance?
I can think of three views to defend the relevance of preferences. The first

could be called theconsumer sovereigntyview. On this view, it is in itself valuable
that preferences are satisfied, and utility theory is relevant because it measures the
satisfaction of preferences. The problem with this view is that it cuts short, in-
stead of resolving, the problem. Individuals can and do have preferences which are
objectionable—they are not seldom based on lack of information or shortcomings
of reasoning, or they might be objectionable for other reasons, for instance, for
reflecting antisocial feelings, envy, hatred, and the like. The consumer sovereignty
view makes all these preferences normatively important. Perhaps the view can be
made more attractive by appealing to individualautonomy: preferences are impor-
tant because the person expresses her autonomy through them, thus, they must be
respected. Of course, this version is only attractive if it manages to exclude not
only preferences which are objectionable in the ways mentioned above, but also
preferences which are non-autonomous in some other ways: for example, they are
the result of subtle manipulation or brain-washing.

The other two views appeal to well-being. According to the first one, pref-
erences are important because they are reliable indicators of what is good for the
person: preferences reliably “track” welfare. Hence, preferences ought to be re-
spected because individuals are the most reliable judges of what promotes their
welfare. This is thebest judge principle: the person is the best judge of what is
good for her.

Whether or not the best judge principle is correct is ultimately an empirical
question. A defense of this position must show that a person tends not to misjudge
what is good for her and, in any case, she is a better judge of her well-being than

22This is not to say that modern utility theory is not useful inpositiveapplications of economics
and the social sciences in general, but these are not my concern here. In any case, economists
often point out that at the price of some technical inconvenience, the concept of utility could be dis-
carded from these applications. One attempt to do this isrevealed preference theory; see Samuelson
(1938a,b), Richter (1966), Kreps (1988:11–5), and Sen (1971, 1973, 1993, 1994). It is, however,
highly doubtful that normative applications could do with revealed preferences only.
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anyone else—in the context of social policy, she is a better judge than government
officials. This is evidently a controversial issue. The view must also specify what
the conditions are in which a person can be considered to be a reliable judge of her
well-being.23

Finally, perhaps the most straightforward way to argue for the relevance of
preferences is to argue that welfare consists in the satisfaction of preferences. But
because there are objectionable preferences and preferences might not be formed
in appropriate ways, this view is likely to take the form of an idealized preference
satisfaction view: it specifies the conditions under which the preferences of the
person determine what is good for that person. What is good for the person is
the satisfaction of her preferences formed in ideal conditions—or, equivalently, the
satisfaction of those of her preferences which withstand the test of idealization.

The most popular theory like that is the ideal advisor theory. The version I
prefer holds that welfare consists in the satisfaction of the preferences the person
would have were she fully informed and ideally rational. Now, it turns out not only
to be a very attractive and influential account of well-being, but one that can be
operationalized in terms of utility theory to enable us to make welfare judgments.
The theory can use utility functions to represent fully informed and ideally rational
preferences. It is a complete theory of welfare in the sense that it tells us in virtue of
what something promotes a person’s well-being, and it can also be operationalized.
Indeed, in a recent survey on the relation of utility theory to ethics, it is proposed
as the theory that can establish the relevance of utility to well-being, and underpin
the importance of a formal approach to ethics.24

The case for the relevance of utility theory to well-being is most likely to appeal
either or both to the idea that welfare consists in the satisfaction of preferences, or
to the idea that preferences must be respected because they express the person’s
autonomy. In this work, I examine both possibilities. Chapters 7 and 8 discuss
the ideal advisor theory as a theory of well-being. Chapter 9 addresses the relation
of preference and autonomy, and Chapter 10 returns to the problem of welfare
judgments.

23Goodin (1990) discusses several interpretations of the principle.
24See Mongin and d’Aspremont (1999). John C. Harsanyi (1953, 1955) already proposed this

theory for acceptance in welfare economics half a century ago.
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Chapter 3

The Experience Machine Revisited

3.1 The Thought Experiment

Historically, hedonism has often been held as a comprehensive theory of value.
Hedonists could explain the whole realm of human valuing by resorting to some
version of their theory. They could explain action bypsychological hedonism, the
view that the source of human motivation is striving for pleasure and avoiding
pain. They could useethical hedonism, the view that the rightness of actions and
the goodness of outcomes are a function of how much pleasure they bring into the
world, to give an account of morality. And they all held a distinctive mental state
theory of well-being: they believed it consists in pleasure or happiness.

Few philosophers today accept such a comprehensive hedonist theory. Psy-
chological hedonism is widely rejected, though ethical hedonism still has some
defenders.1,2 Hedonism as a theory of well-being, however, is alive. But it is alive
and not well.

This is because many philosophers today believe that the following thought
experiment—the experience machine—by Robert Nozick refutes hedonism as a
theory of well-being:

Suppose there were an experience machine that would give you any experi-
ence you desired. Superduper neuropsychologists could stimulate your brain
so that you would think and feel you were writing a great novel, or making a
friend, or reading an interesting book. All the time you would be floating in
a tank, with electrodes attached to your brain. Should you plug into this ma-
chine for life, preprogramming your life’s experiences? (Nozick, 1974:42)

The intuitive answer most of us would give isno. Nozick explains our reluc-
tance to give our lives to the experience machine by pointing out that how our lives
“feel from the inside” is not all that we value. He gives three reasons for this. First,
we also want todo certain things, and not just feel as if we were doing them. Very

1It is commonly accepted that Bishop Butler (1726) refuted psychological hedonism. His argu-
ment is that any pleasant experience presupposes a desire for something other than pleasure, that is, a
desire for some aspect of the experience that gives one pleasure; but the latter cannot be then derived
from the desire for pleasure. For example, the desire for eating (a pleasant experience) presupposes
a desire for food—eating is pleasant only if you desire food, but then you already desire something
else than pleasure. The success of this argument is questioned by Sober (1992). See also Section 3.3.

2One contemporary proponent of ethical hedonism is Fred Feldman (1988, 1996, 1997a).
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often, what we value is the activity itself, and not just the resultant feeling of expe-
rience. When you write a poem, you find the writing itself valuable, and not—or
not only—the way that activity feels. Second, we also want tobecertain ways, hav-
ing particular character traits and exercising our capabilities in certain ways. We
value generosity and honesty, for example, and we strive to become generous and
honest—and we do not just want to feel like we were generous or honest. Finally,
we want to be in touch with reality. We want our lives to be in accord with the
way things actually are, and we want to have genuine relations with other people.
We do not care only about the experiential quality of our lives, and the feelings
relations with other people are accompanied by. We want our experiences to be
genuine. In the words of James Griffin:

I prefer, in important areas of my life, bitter truth to comfortable delusion.
Even if I were surrounded by consummate actors able to give me sweet sim-
ulacra of love and affection, I should prefer the relatively bitter diet of their
authentic relations. (Griffin, 1986:9)

Notice, firstly, that the target of the thought experiment is not psychological
hedonism. We already know that this view cannot be true, if, upon reflection, we
agree that we would not plug in. In any case, we don’t need such an elaborate
thought experiment to discard that doctrine. Secondly, the experience machine
does not provide an argument against ethical hedonism. Even though it would be
quite extraordinary, it is not impossible that although we have reasons to value,
when we deliberate about what would be bestfor us, not only how experiences feel
from the inside, it is nonetheless all we have reason to take into account when we
deliberate about what would be morally right. The target of the experience machine
is hedonism as a theory of well-being.

Furthermore, note that the first two reasons Nozick gives to explain our reluc-
tance to plug into the machine collapse into the third one. When you value an
activity, you want that activity to actually take place, and you value it as it actually
takes place. When you want to be a certain way, you want your being that way
real. In short, the point the experience machine makes is that our valuation goes
beyond our inner world. Your well-being is determined by more than how your life
feels from the inside. Many philosophers agree on this point. They agree that the
thought experiment shows that hedonism cannot incorporate our preference to be
in touch with reality, hence it cannot be a plausible theory of well-being.3

3These philosophers include Nozick (1974:42–5), Finnis (1980:95–7), Griffin (1986:9–10),
Attfield (1987:33), Thomson (1987:40–4), Brink (1989:223–4), Kymlicka (1990:13–4), Louden
(1992:48), and MacNiven (1993:4), among others. Nozick returns to, and gives a more thorough
analysis of the thought experiment in Nozick (1989:104–8). For an even more sustained analysis,
see Finnis (1983:37–42) or Sumner (1996:94–8). The thought experiment is anticipated by Smart
(1973:18–23).
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Hedonists, however, do have a counterargument. They can explain the reluc-
tance of most of us to plug into the experience machine by pointing out that valu-
ing authenticity, being in touch with reality, or lack of delusion is not incompatible
with their view of well-being. It would not be worse to plug in, though it probably
would not be the right thing to do given that we care about other values besides
well-being:

There are things we desire other than our own well-being, and by plugging
into the machine we would forgo some of them forever. . . . Most of us would
choose not to plug into the machine for this reason,which is independent of
any concern for our own well-being. (Goldsworthy, 1992:18, his emphasis)

The hedonist concedes that our intuition not to plug in is right, but she gives a
different reason for it. She claims that the proponents of the experience machine
have mislocated the source of the intuition. There are many things we value, and
the reason we value authenticity is not that it literally makes our lives better:

If we value things besides our mental states, they can produce rival values to
our own well-being. The values can come into conflict. Thus, it is clear that
the mere existence of other values does not show that they must necessarily
contribute to our well-being. There is a large gap between the premiss that
we value more than our mental states and the conclusion that there is more
to our personal well-being than our mental states. Seeing our commitments
and values as rival values to our well-being allows us to properly understand
cases in which it might seem that more contributes to our well-being than our
mental states. (Kawall, 1999:385)4

It seems to me that this counterargument is not implausible at all. We do care
about more than our own well-being. Hedonists say that when we are reluctant to
plug into the experience machine, our reason is not that we think it would be worse
for us to do so—our reason is given by some other consideration. The experience
machine could seem so convincing to so many philosophers only because they have
not separated reasons given by our well-being from reasons given by other values.

Moreover, it is not an easy task to adjudicate in this debate, since, as it stands,
the thought experiment is not an argument, but a mere appeal to our intuitions.
Its proponents have seemed to think its appeal is powerful enough to make devel-
oping it into an argument superfluous. The hedonist counterargument shows that
it needs to be developed if it hopes to be successful. In this chapter, I attempt
to do just that. I argue that the thought experiment, even if not convincing in its
present form, gestures at an untenable background assumption of hedonist theories
of well-being. Once that assumption is uncovered, it can be seen that the hedonist
counterargument does not salvage hedonism.

4In addition to Kawall (1999) and Goldsworthy (1992:14–20), Haslett (1990:91–3), Bernstein
(1998), and Silverstein (2000) make similar points.
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3.2 Principles of Indifference

Let me first ask what the comparison we are asked to make is when we are de-
liberating whether to plug into the machine. When we sayno to plugging in, our
reason is that we prefer our experiences to be authentic—we want real experiences,
relationships, and genuine efforts to realize our own ends, given our real circum-
stances, instead of virtual substitutes. But thatno must immediately be qualified.
Most of us probably would choose to plug in for short experiences, to virtually or-
bit Earth, to go diving at the Great Barrier Reef, and so on. Moreover, some of us
might accept the offer of the “superduper neuropsychologists” if their alternative
was a profoundly better life. That is, for example, if the alternative was a lifetime
of misery, some of us would surely want to plug in for a pleasant, enjoyable life.
Therefore it matters what the comparison we are asked to make is. Since the ulti-
mate question is whether one has a reason to prefer an authentic life over a lifetime
spent in the experience machine, I take it that the relevant choice is between the
life you have now and itsidentically pleasantcounterpart spent in the machine.5

So here is the relevant scenario. You can choose between plugging into the
experience machine or not. Your life in the machine will be identical to the life
you would otherwise have with respect to its hedonic mental states (suppose the
operators of the machine can establish what your life would be like if you did
not plug in). That is, the experiential quality of your life is going to be the same
either way. Moreover, if you choose to plug in, you will not know that you are in
the machine (if you did, that would change the experiential quality of your life).
Which alternative should you prefer?

Non-hedonists claim thatonereason to prefer the authentic life over the virtual
one is that it is better for the person whose life it is. Hedonists, in contrast, reject
this; they hold that if it was the case that no other reasons were relevant, you should
be indifferent between the two lives. They concede there are relevant other reasons
to refuse to plug in, but the reason that plugging in would be worse for you is not a
good reason. After all, the two alternatives are the same “from the inside.”6

5I use the term “pleasure” as a placeholder for any mental state hedonists usually argue consti-
tutes well-being. If they think, for instance, that only happiness is ultimately valuable, they can just
substitute the terms. I sometimes also say “hedonic mental states” to emphasize that the argument
pertains to all common versions of hedonism about well-being.

6Kim Sterelny pointed out to me that the thought experiment is a nonstarter if hedonists become
externalists about mental content in general, and about pleasure in particular. In this case, experi-
ences are individuated partly by reference to external states of affairs, hence you are not going to
have the same experience when you are in the machine and when you are outside. Another modifica-
tion of hedonism which avoids experience machine objections is Fred Feldman’s “veridical intrinsic
attitudinal hedonism” (2002b:614–6). On this view, “takings of pleasures enhance the value of a life
more when they are takings of pleasures intrue states of affairs” (2002b:616, his emphasis). While
the former view denies that veridical and illusionary experiences give rise to the same mental states,
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So the ultimate question is neither whether delusion can ever be better for us
than reality, nor whether we have reason to prefer reality to delusion on grounds
other than that it is better. The parties to the debate can agree on these points.
The ultimate question is whether, when the time spent in the machine and the time
spent outside would be identical with respect to the hedonic mental states they
involve, you have a reason to be indifferent between them. The debate between
the hedonists and their opponents, then, comes down to the plausibility of a claim
an hedonist is committed to make: in the absence of other reasons, you should be
indifferent between refusing and accepting to plug in if the lives inside and outside
of the machine are experientially identical. Ultimately, non-hedonists say there is a
reason not to plug in—that it would be worse for you; hedonists, in contrast, claim
there is a reason to be indifferent between plugging in or not.

Note that even though the original thought experiment involved a comparison
of lives, this hedonist claim must apply to all experiences, not only whole lives. In
fact, focusing on lives just muddies the waters. It is unfortunate that the thought
experiment was couched in terms of such evaluations in the first place. The expe-
rience machine gestures towards an implicit claim of hedonists, one whose scope
is wider than the proponents of the thought experiment may have thought. If the
accompanying hedonic mental states of any two experiences—no matter how iso-
lated and momentary, or over-arching and extended—have equal value, then, bar-
ring other reasons, hedonists think you have a reason to be indifferent between
them.7 So it is more useful to focus on the evaluation of any experience, instead of
restricting our attention to the evaluation of whole lives.

In accordance with this, suppose now that you had chosen to plug into the
machine and the machine has given you identical experiences to those your real
life would have, had you not chosen to plug in. But one day, the machine breaks
down, and you come out. You learn the truth: for the last few years, you have been

this view denies that veridical and illusionary experiences are equally valuable. (Feldman in effect
denies that veridical intrinsic attitudinal hedonism is committed to any principle of indifference; see
below. See also DePaul (2002) and Feldman (2002a).) Fascinating as they are, I will ignore these
possibilities here. My reason is that both work by profoundly changing hedonism: the first changes
what many of us think hedonism must hold about mental states, the second changes what many of
us think hedonism must hold about value. Thus many of us would doubt that these modified views
would be intelligible ashedonistviews.

7By “having equal value,” I mean that the experiences are just as pleasant, or have the same
“amount” of hedonic mental states. That is, hedonists are committed to the view that if the quantities
of pleasure two experiences are accompanied by are equal, then you have reason to be indifferent
between these. Some hedonists, however, may want to distinguish between pleasures not only by
quantity, but by quality as well. Their indifference claim, therefore, requires that the experiences
are qualitatively on a par. (Such a view would have to give us trade-off levels between “higher” and
“lower” pleasures.) In any case, even though I concentrate here on quantitative hedonism for the sake
of simplicity, my arguments would work against qualitative hedonism as well—because that view is
also committed to some version of the indifference claim.
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floating in a tank, having been given the experiences that you would have had, had
you not decided at some point to plug in. Has your life been worse in the machine
than what it could have been otherwise? Since our intuition says we should not
plug in, it seems we would regret having made the decision to plug in when the
machine breaks down and we come out.

Seeing your regret, an hedonist would tell you the following: “I agree that
you have reason to regret the decision you made to plug in. But having spent
all these years in the tank has not, literally, been worse for you. After all, you
had just as much well-being as you would have had otherwise. If only your well-
being mattered, you should be indifferent between being in the machine and living
outside. So your regret is based on something else, not on your faring worse than
you would have.”

A non-hedonist, on the other hand, would tell you, “It is not true that you cannot
regret your decision in terms of your well-being. While I agree that you may have
grounds for regret other than your well-being, it is perfectly possible that you have
regrets onthat ground. If you can have regrets on that ground, then you might not
have fared as well being in the tank than you would have, had you spent all these
years outside the machine.”

The proponents of Nozick’s thought experiment reject the hedonist’s argument.
They hold that there is nothing implausible in valuing authenticity, or being in
touch with reality, or lack of delusion, on the ground that they make our lives,
literally, better. But if they can make our lives better, when you spend all these
years in the tank you fare more badly than you could have done. L. Wayne Sumner
puts this argument the following way:

If what you have accepted as an important constituent of your well-being—
your achievements, say, or the feelings of others about you—turns out to have
been an elaborate deception, you are likely to feel hurt and betrayed. How
else to explain this, except to say that, in this area at least, what mattered
to you was not merely how things seemed but how they actually were? Your
reaction to the deception certainly looks, and feels, like a reassessment, in the
light of your own priorities, of how well your life has been going. (Sumner,
1996:97–8)

Let me now ask whether you could be justified in making this sort of reassess-
ment. As I argued, the thought experiment points to an important background
assumption behind hedonist theories of well-being. Call this thehedonist principle
of indifference:

(H) If the satisfaction of your preference forx and the satisfaction of your pref-
erence fory are equally pleasant, then, other things being equal, you have
reason to be indifferent betweenx andy.
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By “other things being equal,” I mean that the only consideration that is rele-
vant to you when you form your preference betweenx andy is which promotes
your well-being more.

In order to test the plausibility of the hedonist principle of indifference, let me
ask more generally when you have reason to be indifferent between two alternatives
or goods. It turns out to be useful to see what economists say about this matter.
One thing they do say is that people are typically indifferent between two bundles
of goods if those goods areperfect substitutesfor one another. Technically, if two
goods are perfect substitutes, then their marginal rate of substitution is the same
along any indifference curve of the consumer. Roughly, this means that people
will not care about the ratio of the two goods that make up their bundle—they treat
both goods as equally useful. For instance, butter and margarine may be perfect
substitutes. For many people, it does not make a difference whether they spread
butter or margarine on their toast in the morning. But whether two goods are perfect
substitutes also depends on the context. Thus butter and margarine are perhaps not
perfect substitutes—or so I am told—when you want to make a cake.

This suggests that whether two goods are perfect substitutes for a person de-
pends on theircausal properties. Thus we can turn the observation of economists
into a normative principle. Call it thecausal principle of indifference:

(C) If x andy are perfect substitutes, then, other things being equal, you have
reason to be indifferent between them.

Theceteris paribusclause is needed again to remind us that we are interested
only in indifference with respect to well-being—goods may be perfect substitutes
with respect to their contribution to our well-being, but not with respect to their
contribution to some other value.

(C) needs to be amended by an explanation of what makes two goods perfect
substitutes. In general, it seems that ifx andy are perfect substitutes, thenx andy
must have some relevant causal properties in common. But which causal properties
are relevant? One possibility is given by (S1):

(S1) The satisfaction of your preference forx and the satisfaction of your prefer-
ence fory are equally pleasant.

Of course, if we substitute (S1) for the antecedent of (C), we just get (H). In this
case, two goods or experiences are perfect substitutes if and only if the satisfaction
of your preference for either results in the same amount of hedonic mental states—
if and only if they are equally pleasant. (Note that in the debate surrounding the
experience machine it is not doubted that pleasure, in general, contributes to well-
being; the issue is whether it is only pleasure that does). Is this a plausible principle
of indifference?
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Consider the following example. You are forced to take either of two pills—a
red or a blue one. You can choose freely the one you will take. You also know that
taking either pill will result in equally pleasant feelings. If you take the blue one,
you will feel mild contentment for a few hours, then the effects wear off. But if
you choose the red pill, besides feeling mild contentment for a few hours, you will
instantly get hooked—the red pill is addictive. Should you be indifferent between
taking the pills? On the hedonist principle of indifference, identical experiential
qualities justify indifference: equally pleasant options are perfect substitutes. On
an hedonist theory, therefore, you should be indifferent between taking the red pill
and the blue pill. But it is hardly controversial to maintain that there is reason to
prefer the blue pill. It is better to prefer the blue pill to avoid addiction, because
addiction is likely to induce undesirable changes in your subsequent preferences.

By construction, the only difference between taking the red pill and taking the
blue pill is that the former causes addiction: it makes a difference to your subse-
quent preferences. An hedonist may object that this feature disqualifies the two
experiences from being perfect substitutes. But then what she in fact does is con-
ceding that (S1) is not sufficient. She concedes that taking the red pill has a further
causal property that is relevant. If she is willing to grant that, however, it becomes
clear why it was unfortunate to set up the experience machine thought experiment
in terms of whole lives. The only reason why hedonists can say that (other things
being equal) you should be indifferent between plugging in and staying outside of
the machine is that if the question is whether you would plug in for a whole life,
there are no further preferences to which your experience in the machine could
make a difference. But if the experience in the machine is not encompassing,
knowing that you have been in the machine will make a difference to your subse-
quent preferences, and the hedonist must accept that such differences are relevant
to the question whether you should be indifferent between the machine and real-
ity. That is, choosing to plug in or to stay out—but having identical experiential
qualities in either case—will make a difference to subsequent preferences. The
reassessment of your life in light of the truth—recall the quote from Sumner—is
a reassessment in terms of your well-being, since now you realize you should not
have been indifferent: had you been in touch with reality, your preferences would
have taken a different causal route.

Incidentally, note that nothing hinges on the example of addiction. Any exam-
ple in which one alternative influences subsequent preferences in ways the other
alternative does not would do, for it seems the hedonist must take these changes
into account. Note also that I have been supposing that you eventually come to
knowthat you have been under deception. This suggests a way out for the hedo-
nist: if you never learn about the deception, there will be no changes in subsequent
preferences.

But this is beside the point. After you plugged into the machine, you will not
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know that you have plugged in. You cannot tell whether the experiences you have
are real or only illusions. You probably don’t even ask that question in the machine.
But if counterfactually you would have different preferences if only you knew you
were being deceived, it must be the case for the hedonist that those counterfac-
tual preferences would not make a difference to your well-being—otherwise the
plausibility of hedonism dependssolelyon your having false beliefs about your
experiences.

In other words, in order to test the hedonist principle of indifference, we sup-
pose that the hedonic mental states you have while you are in the machine are
identical to those you would have if you were living outside of the machine. We
keep these mental states fixed. We then ask what would happen if you learned the
truth. It is possible that you would re-evaluate your time in the machine, and you
might think you would have had different preferences, had you known the truth,
and you might now come to have different preferences. If so, there is a reason you
should not have been indifferent between plugging in and staying out. Next, we
suppose you never learn the truth. But it probably would still be the case that coun-
terfactually, had you known the truth, your preferences would have been different.
If so, there was a reason not to be indifferent at the time of plugging in, which you
did not know. But your not knowing it cannot make a difference to whether there
was such a reason.

Consequently, the definition of perfect substitutability must be extended. An
hedonist may want to try something like (S2):

(S2) Choosing eitherx or y does not make a difference to the satisfaction of those
subsequent preferences whose satisfaction results in hedonic mental states.

On this reading, the antecedent of (C) is substituted with the conjunction of
(S1) and (S2). What the new principle of indifference says is that you have reason
to be indifferent between two experiences if they are equally pleasant, and if the
experiences they may give rise to through altering your subsequent preferences are
also equally pleasant. Note that an hedonist opting for this view should also accept
that there are two kinds of preferences:hedonic preferences, whose satisfaction
results in some hedonic mental state, andnon-hedonic preferences, whose satis-
faction does not. The distinction is needed because if hedonists do not allow for
the possibility of non-hedonic preferences, they are committed to a crude form of
psychological hedonism—and I take it that they do not want their view to depend
on such a discredited doctrine. Thus, the view under consideration now is, roughly,
that as long as the choice between two equally pleasant experiences will not make a
difference in the pleasures they will later lead to, you are justified to be indifferent
between them.

Nevertheless, this new definition of perfect substitutability will not do for the
hedonist’s purposes. Even if choosing either of two goods or experiences will lead
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to the same “amount” of pleasure from now on, there may be differences in non-
hedonic preferences and their satisfaction may very well make a difference to how
well one’s life goes. So the distinction causes problems. Recall the choice between
taking the red pill or the blue pill. Suppose first that you have taken the blue pill—
you were prudent enough not to believe the hedonist when she told you that you
should be indifferent between the pills. But actually you quite liked the effects
of the pill, so you start taking it regularly anyway. After all, it has no harmful
side-effects and does not interfere with other pursuits in your life. As it happens,
you take the pill only when, had you taken the red pill and become addicted, your
addiction would kick in. Second, suppose you took the red pill and you are addicted
now. But you prefer not to have the addiction, although you still prefer taking the
pills. So it is not that you disapprove of the feelings that the pill causes, and it is
not that you are depressed because you are addicted. In fact, you realize you would
be taking the exact same number of blue pills anyway. It is just that you prefer
not to be the sort of person who has addictions, or prefer to have the possibility of
not taking the pills, even if you would never use that possibility. On the hedonist’s
account, there is no difference between the two lives, since each contains the same
amount of pleasant experiences. Once again you should be indifferent between
taking the red pill or the blue pill when you originally choose between them. But
although you will have the same amount of pleasure either way, you will have
different non-hedonic preferences.

And these non-hedonic preferencesdo make a difference to how well your
life goes. If you chose the red pill, there will be a causal effect on your further
preferences—the addiction. It seems to make a difference to your life: it seems
to make your life worse for you than the life of taking blue pills without being
addicted, given that you prefer not to be addicted. For the hedonist, that preference
does not matter. In general, however, our hedonic and non-hedonic preferences
are not separable: they interplay to form our subsequent preferences and influence
their satisfaction. You typically have to take into account non-hedonic preferences
when you form your preference for what would be good for you; you have no
reason to be indifferent between two equally pleasant experiences which will make
a difference to subsequent non-hedonic preferences, even if they do not make a
difference to later hedonic preferences. Consequentially, hedonists cannot accept
the conjunction of (S1) and (S2) to fill in for the antecedent of (C).

Can hedonists widen their principle even further? It might be thought that they
could propose (S3):

(S3) The satisfaction of your preference forx and the satisfaction of your prefer-
ence fory do not make a difference to any subsequent preference.

The antecedent of (C) is now filled in with the conjunction of (S1) and (S3).
On this version, two goods or experiences are perfect substitutes if and only if they
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are equally pleasant and they make no difference whatsoever to your subsequent
preferences.

Consider again plugging into the experience machine for life. By my construc-
tion of the thought experiment, your life in the machine will be just as pleasant (or,
for that matter, miserable), as your life would be, had you chosen to stay outside.
Moreover, since you have plugged in for life, you do not know you are in the ma-
chine, and you never come out of it; hence the choice, by construction, makes no
difference to your subsequent preferences. Thus, according to the hedonist, in such
a scenario you have reason to be indifferent between plugging in and staying out.
Is hedonism with this new principle of indifference plausible?

Whatever the answer may be, the scope of this new hedonist principle of indif-
ference is very limited. In any less stringent scenarios involving changes in sub-
sequent hedonic or non-hedonic preferences, the hedonist principle of indifference
based on (S1) and (S3) will not be relevant. If the comparison is not between whole
lives, but any less comprehensive experiences, the principle, in most cases, will not
apply, because normally all of our choices make a difference to our subsequent
preferences. But if they do, this version of the hedonist principle of indifference is
usually irrelevant in our deliberation about what would promote our well-being.

As a matter of fact, however, even this principle of indifference under such a
stringent scenario turns out to be implausible. In order to see this, consider the
following real-life example.

In 1903, shortly after X-rays were discovered by Roentgen, a French physicist,
Reńe Blondlot (1849–1930), a professor of physics at the University of Nancy,
reported that he had discovered a new type of radiation, which he called N-radiation
after his home city. The discovery was made while he was trying to polarize X-rays.
Many others have claimed to detect the radiation, and a number of scientific papers
appeared on the subject. But many laboratories could not replicate the results.

Naturemagazine finally decided to send Robert W. Wood, an American physi-
cist of Johns Hopkins University—one scientist who could not detect Blondlot’s
radiation—to witness the experiments that purportedly prove the existence of N-
rays. While observing the experiments in Blondlot’s darkened laboratory, Wood
surreptitiously removed a crucial component from the N-ray detection device—an
aluminum prism. Blondlot and his assistant did not see this, but they claimed to
have detected the rays in the experiment nonetheless. They deceived themselves
due to their wishful thinking. Wood published his finding inNature, and N-rays
subsequently disappeared from science. Nevertheless, Blondlot insisted that he
made a genuine discovery, and continued his research for many years.8

Let me construct an example from Blondlot’s story. Suppose there are two

8For the story, an extensive bibliography and reprints of some of the original documents, see
Ashmore (1993).
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physicists—Blondlot∗ and Roentgen∗—whose lives are identical down to the last
detail, except for one minute difference. After much hard work, they both discover
a type of radiation in identical conditions and through almost the same experi-
ments. The only difference in their experiments is in the apparatus they use, and
the only difference in their apparatuses is that Blondlot∗’s uses an aluminum prism
and Roentgen∗’s uses a glass prism as a crucial component to detect radiation. In
fact, this is the only difference in their lives. Blondlot∗ discovers N∗-rays, and
Roentgen∗ discovers X∗-rays. There is one crucial difference between these two
sorts of radiation: while X∗-rays are a genuine natural phenomenon, N∗-rays are
not. But this fact does not come to light until well after their deaths. In their life-
times, both physicists are equally famous and respected, and their lives are equally
pleasant—since they are identical before and after the discovery. The question is:
which life would you choose?

If the lives of Blondlot∗ and Roentgen∗ are perfect substitutes, an hedonist will
think that you have reason to be indifferent between them. She thinks if she was
to live either of these lives, she should not care which one she does live. But that
cannot be right. If we asked her whether she would prefer to make a genuine or
a bogus discovery, she surely would say that she prefers to make a genuine one.
For if she did not, it seems that she either does not understand our question, or
there is something wrong with her understanding of the aim of scientific pursuits
and the point of discoveries—and how they can contribute to the value of one’s
life. That difference cannot be accounted for by hedonism. For the real Blondlot, it
must have mattered whether the N-rays he claimed to have discovered were a real
or a pseudo-phenomenon; his reason for trying to make a discovery wasn’t that
he wanted to be pleased to have made a discovery. Thus, he himself would have
been likely to disagree that he should be indifferent between these possibilities, and
the basis of his disagreement was not some other value: it is how well these lives
would go.

What goes wrong with hedonism? I suggest the problem is that hedonism does
not take seriously what it is for a preference to be satisfied. Consider again my ear-
lier distinction between hedonic and non-hedonic preferences. The satisfaction of
an hedonic preference is the obtaining of some hedonic mental state: its satisfaction
is pleasant. But not all preferences are like that. The satisfaction of many prefer-
ences results in some mental state, but these are not the mental states required by
the hedonist—their satisfaction is not having pleasure, as it were. And many other
preferences are satisfied without resulting in any mental state at all. I surely pre-
fer that many people will read this work, many of whom I don’t know; and I will
never know that they will have read it. Hedonists deny that the satisfaction of such
a preference can contribute to my well-being. On this, some non-hedonists agree
with them. But hedonists also deny that the satisfaction of any other non-hedonic
preference can contribute to our well-being; they even deny that thehavingof non-
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hedonic preferences can make a difference to well-being. For hedonists, only the
satisfaction of hedonic preferences matters, everything else is irrelevant.

3.3 Reallocating the Burden of Proof

In the debate on the experience machine, hedonists have taken the lead. They can
easily counter Nozick’s thought experiment by pointing out that the source of the
intuition that drives it is mislocated. What I have tried to do is to put the ball back
into the hedonist’s court by arguing that hedonists are committed to an indifference
principle, and that none of the versions of this principle are plausible.

One way hedonists might be tempted to counter this argument is by falling back
on a more sophisticated form of psychological hedonism. For instance, Silverstein
(2000) argues that hedonists can defend their theory against the experience machine
by incorporating further components into their account of well-being. They can
do this, first, by giving an account of the formation of desires along the lines of
Railton (1989) and Brandt (1979), who suggest that the ultimate source of all of our
desires is pleasure. On their story, we initially come to have our desires because
we expect their satisfaction to result in pleasure, and later, through a process of
positive reinforcement by the pleasant experiences accompanying the satisfaction
of these desires, we come to hold them for their own sake. (And these desires
may generate other, possibly non-hedonic, desires.) That is to say that our reasons
for our desires, even though originally they spring from our striving for pleasure,
eventually extend beyond the hedonic mental states they realize.

A further component is given by the consideration, long noted by hedonists,
that pleasure can easily elude us if we aim for it directly. A better strategy is to
have a diverse set of aims and pursuits in one’s life, to work towards a plurality of
goals in order to most effectively secure pleasure (or happiness) for ourselves. For
this, we need to care about more than how our lives feel from the inside. Being in
touch with reality, for one thing, saves us from a lot of pain and unhappiness in our
lives. We value authenticity because deception tends to cause misery. Given these
two components, hedonists can argue that well-being consists in pleasure, but it
does not follow that we should care only about pleasure; on the contrary, the story
on desire formation and the need for the indirect pursuit of hedonist ends explain
why we are better off not to do so.

Let us grant the hedonist these components. After all, the first is an empirical
account of our psychology, which may or may not be true; and the second seems
plausible enough. The new hedonist counterargument is then this: given the story
of how we come to have our desires, and given that an indirect strategy for the
pursuit of our happiness is the most efficient, we can explain our intuition not to
plug into the machine. We note that we are conditioned to strive for happiness in
an indirect way, and through a complex process of desire-formation that extends
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beyond valuing the experiential quality of our lives only. When we are faced with
a thought experiment such as the experience machine, however, these desires and
intuitions are not reliable because they are formed and reinforced in conditions
that are assumed away in the thought experiment. Since in real life we do not have
foolproof experience generators, and since we are more efficient in accomplishing
our hedonic aims in pursuing them indirectly, our intuition not to plug in does not
show that hedonism is implausible. The experience machine breaks down.

As opposed to the thought experiment as it is usually presented, this story has
the advantage that it actually explains our intuition. As I remarked earlier, it is
extraordinary that so many philosophers have taken the experience machine to pro-
vide a conclusive refutation of hedonism as a theory of well-being, while not both-
ering with giving an explanation for why we share that intuition. Appealing to
intuitions without giving a reason why we have them is hardly useful in settling
controversies. Hedonists could make an easy comeback by providing alternative
accounts of why we have the intuition not to plug in.

Nevertheless, I am at a loss to see why such a story on the formation of desires
would save hedonism. Even if the story was true, why would it support hedonist
theories of well-being? Suppose initially I desired achievement because it brought
pleasure; now I have an intrinsic desire for achievement, and I have this intrinsic
desire even if, in some cases, achievement does not bring pleasure. Does it follow
that in those cases achievement is not good for me? If, according to hedonists using
this story, it is not good for me, then they have merely restated their position. If it
is good for me, then it is unclear why it would be good for me onlyin virtue of the
causal background of my desire for it. The general problem is that it seems to be
an implausible idea that the value of the satisfaction of our desires is determined
by their causal history.

What I have tried to show is that the hedonist counterargument to Nozick’s
thought experiment is not the end of the debate. Hedonists are committed to a
principle of indifference. All versions of this principle seem to be implausible.
Given this, it is not sufficient for hedonists to give an account of our intuition.
They have to defend some version of their principle. Until some such defense is
forthcoming, we have a reason to reject hedonism as a theory of well-being.
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Chapter 4

Hedonism and Utility

4.1 Interpretations of Utility

James Griffin opens his influential book on well-being with the words, “How are
we to understand ‘well-being’? As ‘utility,’ say the utilitarians. . . ” (1986:7). But
not all utilitarians say this. For instance, Sidgwick didn’t. And even those who
do, do notidentifywell-being with utility; they hold that utility is the measure or
representation(in the mathematical sense) of well-being. Therefore they need an
account of well-being to tell us what utility is the representation of.

Utilitarians usually subscribe to either of two conceptions of well-being. On
the one hand, many utilitarians arehedonists: they accept the view that identifies
well-being with happiness, and analyzes happiness in terms of pleasure. Typically,
however, modern hedonists want to include, not only pleasure and happiness, but
many other valuable mental states in their account of welfare. On the other hand,
there are utilitarians who are not hedonists. Most modern utilitarians accept the
preference satisfactionaccount of well-being: they hold that welfare consists in
the fulfillment of preferences.

Most utilitarians, from both of these camps, do indeed interpret utility as rep-
resenting well-being. They hold that to promote welfare is to maximize aggregate
utility—and they further disagree about the formula aggregation should take. When
utilitarians who accept a preference satisfaction view of well-being talk about util-
ity, they typically refer to the concept as it is used in modern decision theory.
They use the Neumann and Morgenstern (1944) utility theory or Bayesian deci-
sion theory as the starting point for their arguments for interpersonal comparisons
and aggregation of well-being.1 The question then arises whether hedonist utili-
tarians can do the same: can modern hedonists interpret utility as a representation
of pleasure, happiness, or valuable mental states in general in the vein of modern
utility theory?2

I am interested in the possibility of this sort of hedonism. One of its basic tenets
would be the interpretation of utility as the representation of pleasure, happiness,
or other valuable mental states. On this theory, utility is an index of how much
pleasure different alternatives result in. If your preferences rest upon correct as-
sessments of how much pleasure some course of action will bring about, when you

1See, for instance, Harsanyi (1953, 1955, 1977b, 1978, 1985, 1995); also Mongin (2001).
2For the distinction between these two kinds of utilitarianism, see, e.g., Sen (1980).
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maximize utility, you maximize pleasure. In other words, when you are concerned
with promoting your welfare, you will prefer the option with more expected plea-
sure; and that is just to say, you will prefer the option with higher expected utility.

Is this a tenable interpretation of utility?

4.2 The Concept of Pleasure

Before I discuss this question, I need to review the main rival conceptions of plea-
sure, in order to ensure that my argument in Section 4.3 is general enough.

According to hedonism, well-being consists in pleasure. On some of its ver-
sions, what is ultimately valuable ishappiness, defined in terms of pleasure.3 On
some modern versions of hedonism, well-being consists in other valuable mental
states as well. However, in order to keep the exposition simple, I will here concen-
trate on the concept of pleasure. It is not unreasonable to think that what I have to
say about pleasure pertains to other valuable mental states too.

Jeremy Bentham held that pleasure is an homogeneous mental state, common
to all experiences we find pleasant. This distinct mental state has its own quantity
and duration.4 Let me call this conception of pleasure themonistic conception,
and the type of hedonism based on itmonistic hedonism. Its proponents have sev-
eral monistic interpretations of pleasure to choose from. They could simply say
that pleasure is a distinct feeling. Or they could say with G. E. Moore that certain
experiences cause a special sensation, which we identify with pleasure; this sen-
sation or feeling is a natural kind that does not lend itself to further analysis, but
one that is available for introspection. This account is thecausal theory of plea-
sure.5 Or they could hold that pleasure is not something “further to” experiences,
but one of their intrinsic aspects. This is the doctrine of thehedonic tone theory:
all and every experience can be rated along a single dimension of pleasant and
painful. A pleasure is any mental event which has a “positive tone” to it; respec-
tively, pain is a mental event with a negative hedonic tone to it. In Karl Duncker’s
metaphor: “hedonic tone” pervades an experience much like the way price relates

3One theory which denies that happiness can be defined in terms of pleasure is discussed in
Chapter 5.

4More precisely, Bentham held that pleasure has intensity, duration, certainty, propinquity, pu-
rity, fecundity, and extent—factors which determine its value. In the following, I will not enter into
a discussion of the various possible interpretations of pleasure as the concept is used by Bentham
(1789), Mill (1861) and Sidgwick (1907). Although there are important differences between their
views, they all used the concept in a comprehensive way to include related notions; therefore differ-
ent interpretations are possible and have been given. An excellent brief overview is to be found in
Sumner (1996:83–92).

5See Moore (1903:12–3, 64–6); for interpretations, see, for example, White (1958:116–47) and
Baldwin (1993). Moore’s view later in his life changed, so this is only his 1903 version. For criti-
cisms of the causal theory of pleasure in general, see Feldman (1988:86–8).
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to an economic commodity, which the commodity assumes in the context of ex-
change. It is a contextual—relative to the person whose experience and pleasure
is in question—and accidental property. Moreover, just as prices vary and can be
compared, pleasures and pains can vary and be compared.6 A contemporary pro-
ponent ofa monistic interpretation of pleasure is David Brink: “the one and only
intrinsic good is pleasure, which is understood as a simple, qualitative mental state”
(1989:221).

What these views share is that they all hold that pleasure is a distinct mental
state. For some experience to be pleasant, it needs to produce, or to be accompanied
by, this mental state. Whether an experience is pleasant for someone is independent
of this person’s attitude towards the mental state the experience gives rise to.

The monistic conception of pleasure has been thought problematic by many
philosophers. Why should we, they ask, think that all pleasures are one sort of
thing, when, phenomenologically, they seem to be so distinct? The pleasures of,
for example, watching a peaceful sunset, reading, and playing do not seem to have
much in common:

Compare the pleasures of satisfying an intense thirst or lust, listening to mu-
sic, solving an intellectual problem, reading a tragedy, and knowing that
one’s child is happy. These various experiences do not contain any distinctive
common quality. (Parfit, 1984:493)7

Different pleasant experiences varyquaexperiences, but why would anything
else than “being pleasant” be needed? The answer is that there must be something
in virtue of what some experiences can all be called pleasant. If there is no such
thing, these experiences may be incommensurate. An hedonist needs to be able
to explain in virtue of what all pleasant things can be identified and ranked, and
why pleasant experiences are nonetheless phenomenologically and qualitatively
distinct.

Because of this difficulty, the monistic conception of pleasure is almost uni-
versally discarded today. It is supplanted by theattitudinalconception of pleasure,
which stems from the views of Sidgwick (1907), Brandt (1959, 1979), and Ryle
(1954, 1949:103–6). Ryle’s suggestion is that pleasure should primarily be under-
stood not as a feeling, but as adispositionalmental state: something is pleasant
not because it causes, or is accompanied by, pleasure—but because the person is
reluctant to give up whatever the activity or source of her pleasure. According to
the attitudinal view, what unites and identifies various pleasant experiences is that
the subject who experiences them has some sort of pro-attitude towards the feeling

6Duncker (1940:400). C. D. Broad makes the analogy between hedonic tone and shades of color
to illustrate the same point (1934:232). This account was advanced by Broad (1934), Schlick (1939),
and Duncker (1940). For criticism, see Brandt (1959:305–6) and Perry (1967:193–4).

7See also Griffin (1986:8).
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they give rise to. Different attitudinal accounts work with differing pro-attitudes.
They include “desirable” (Sidgwick, 1907), “wanting to prolong” (Brandt, 1979),
“liking,” etc.8 What is common in these views is that pleasure is a compound:

Pleasure = feelingF + attitudeA towardsF .

F can range over any feeling. This entails that a painful feeling towards which
one has a favorable attitude counts as a pleasure (this is how one can sometimes
find ordinarily painful experiences pleasant). The relevant attitude is specified by
the version of the theory. Note also that on this view, bothF andA haveinten-
sity. Attitudinal hedonists usually mean intensity of the attitude by “intensity of
pleasure,” though this is sometimes unclear from their writings.

The attitudinal conception of pleasure is also motivated by the following dis-
tinction. Many pleasant experiences are “ostensibly locatable bodily pleasures.”9

In many cases, however, when one has pleasure, one is pleasedthat some event,
state of affairs, etc., is the case, where the state of affairs, event, etc., is described by
a proposition—that is, the clause opened with the “that” is filled in with a proposi-
tion. This sense of pleasure is usually calledenjoymentin many contemporary dis-
cussions. The reason for this is that arguably the meaning of pleasure has become
too close to designate only sensory pleasures. Enjoyment is employed to avoid
the misconstruction of hedonism as an exclusively sensualist doctrine—which is
nowadays an implicit connotation of monistic hedonism.10

Attitudinal hedonism replaces the mental state of pleasure with the mental state
of enjoyment in order to make clear that the basic hedonic concept refers to an at-

8For a reply to Ryle, see Gallie (1954). For further criticism of the Rylean theory and a case
for an “episode” view of pleasure (i.e., that pleasure is more akin to such episodic mental events as
feelings and less akin to dispositions), see Penelhum (1957), Quinn (1968), and Momeyer (1975). A
brief overview of the variances within the attitudinal view is to be found in Feldman (1997a:449–54),
where he calls it the “Sidgwickian view.” I take the term “attitudinal” from Feldman (2002b), which
contains an elaborate defense of this type of view. For general analyses of the concept of pleasure as
a mental state, see Wright (1963), Perry (1967), McCloskey (1971), and Momeyer (1975).

9Gallie (1954:148).
10For example, according to Richard Brandt, pleasure “makes people think only of wine, women,

and song” (1959:304). Enjoyment, however, is closer in meaning to what was originally meant by
pleasure. For an influential discussion of the enjoyment view, see Griffin (1986:18–20); for a review
of Griffin’s formulation of the enjoyment view, see Sumner (2000). In passing, note that it is logically
possible that the concept of (non-referential) pleasure is unrelated to the concept of (propositional)
enjoyment. But normally, we use locutions like “I feel pleasure” and “I enjoy myself” or “I enjoy
φ-ing” and “I am pleased byφ-ing” interchangeably. I assume that hedonists would be reluctant
to treat these separately. See, for example, Goldstein (1985): he thinks that “being pleased about”
refers to states of affairs, while enjoyment is always connected to (our own) actions, and it always
contains an element of pleasure. Thus “I doubt if enjoyment is even aspeciesof pleasure; I suspect
that any pleasure can be spoken of in terms of ‘enjoying’ a thing. During any period in which a
person experiences pleasure there is some activity or state that he can be said to be ‘enjoying’ ”
(1985:53, his emphasis).
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titude toward the experience of some state of affairs, and not to some occurrent
feeling. The more flexible notion of enjoyment can better express the various atti-
tudes we have towards pleasant experiences. On final analysis, what matters for all
hedonists is how the world “feels” from the inside, but how the world feels from
the subject’s perspective depends on the sort of attitude the subject has towards the
experiencing of states of affairs.

Enjoyment-based attitudinal hedonism holds that well-being is constituted by a
compound of an attitude towards the feeling the obtaining of a state of affairs gives
rise to—indirectly, towards the state of affairs itself. The intensity of the feeling
is not related to the intensity of the attitude towards it. This account allows more
robust reference to states of affairs, connected to usvia our pro-attitudes, but, at the
same time, it includes only those attitudes that are connected to our subjective inner
experience. This is to say that those states of affairs that are allowed to count as
determinants of our well-being must enter our experience; we must take some “lik-
ing,” “enjoying,” “welcoming,” etc., in their respect. Thus, attitudinal hedonism
identifies pleasure (as enjoyment) with an attitude, and recognizes that our atti-
tudes towards pleasure and pain do not change in a linear fashion with the intensity
of the feeling-component of pleasure and pain. Well-being, on this interpretation,
is determined not bythis intensity, but by the intensity of the attitude, revealed
through preferences. Attitudinal hedonism, therefore, prescribes the promotion of
preferences when we are concerned with the promotion of welfare, with the pro-
viso that the preferences in question must be about, or their satisfaction must result
in, some pleasant feeling for us. On the other hand, monistic hedonism identifies
well-being with the feeling or sensation of pleasure itself. The more intense these
feelings are, the better, irrespective of people’s attitudes and the intensity of these
attitudes towards the corresponding experiences. What matters for this view is the
intensity of the feeling itself.

Now I would like to weave some of the points I have made so far together.
In Section 1.1, I distinguished between subjective and objective accounts of well-
being. On this distinction, attitudinal hedonism is a subjective view. On the other
hand, monistic hedonism does not preserve the connection between the sources of
one’s well-being and one’s preferences, since it does not require that the person
prefers these sources. On this account, one’s attitudes towards some experience,
expressed in her preferences, is not constitutive of it being pleasant. The view
prescribes the promotion of pleasure, but how you view some pleasant experience
is irrelevant. Therefore, monistic hedonism is an objective account of well-being.

In Section 1.2, I also argued that an account which cannot incorporate the sub-
jectivist intuition is not a plausible account of welfare. That is, even if monistic
hedonism gave a plausible interpretation of pleasure, it would be subject to the
qualms one can raise about objective views. If it gave a plausible interpretation, it
would be a good candidate for one of those things that are sources of welfare, but
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it could still not be identified with welfare. On the other hand, even though attitu-
dinal hedonism preserves the subjective element in its account of what promotes a
person’s well-being, it is still subject to the argument developed in Chapter 3.

4.3 Hedonism and Risky Prospects

Hedonism as a theory of well-being can take many different forms. There are few
components which are common to all of these forms. However, the distinction be-
tween the monistic and attitudinal conceptions of pleasure gives an exhaustive and
mutually exclusive classification that can be used in assessing the theory. More-
over, one component I assume is common to all versions is that an hedonist theory
of well-being is able to distinguish between differentintensitiesof pleasure and
enjoyment—hence between the degrees to which different experiences are good
for the person whose experiences they are. Indeed, by giving a straightforward
way for discriminating between the values of different experiences, hedonism has
an attractive feature.

Recall my discussion of the central ideas of modern utility theory from Sec-
tion 2.2. In modern axiomatic and modern axiomatic expected utility theory, a
utility function is a representation of a preference ordering, such that if, fromx
andy, x is preferred toy, then the function assigns a higher number tox. On
this interpretation of utility, it is a mistake to say that you prefer some option,x,
because it yields higher utility;x yields higher utility because you prefer it, and not
the other way round. But utilitarians who give an hedonic interpretation to utility
may claim that they do not make a mistake when they say you ought to prefer the
option with higher utility. This is because they advance a substantive interpretation
of utility as a representation of valuable mental states:x has higher utility for you
if and only if it results in “more” (or more intense) of a valuable mental state for
you. If x gives rise to more of a valuable mental state, you ought to prefer it; if you
do not, you prefer what is worse for you. Is their claim compatible with modern
utility theory?

It is not. In order to show this, I want now to launch an argument against
the hedonist interpretation of utility, in both of its monistic and attitudinal forms.
Consider the following example. Suppose you are offered a choice between, on
the one hand, some experience that has 99 “units” of hedonist well-being for sure
(that is, this is how pleasant this experience is going to be), and, on the other hand,
a gamble of either 0 or 200 units of well-being with equal probabilities (that is,
having either of two experiences, one which is not pleasant and another which is
very pleasant). Mathematically, the gamble has a higher expectation of well-being
from the two prospects. But which one do you prefer? If you prefer the certain
prospect, you will end up with an experience of 99 units of hedonist well-being; if
you prefer the lottery prospect, you may end up with an experience of 0 units of
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hedonist well-being, or one with 200.11

Actually, you may prefer the 99 units for sure over the gamble. You are not
irrational to have this order of preference: you may berisk-aversetowards these
prospects. Of course, if you have some other risk-attitude, you may have the oppo-
site preference in the example.

One question I amnot asking now is whether, if you are risk-averse, the 99
units is better for you in the example. You may think that since the expectation
of well-being is higher in the gamble, it is better for you. Or you may think that
since your attitude towards well-being should not be irrelevant, the sure outcome
is better for you.

Nevertheless, this much is clear. Utility represents your preferences. In the
example, depending on your attitude towards risk, you can, not irrationally, prefer
either the certain prospect or the lottery prospect (or you can be indifferent). Your
preference can lean either way, or none. Whichever prospect you prefer, however,
has higher utility for you—by definition. But, by hypothesis, we know that the
numbers represent well-being. And we know that the lottery prospect has a higher
expectation of well-being. The hedonists I have been talking about want to identify
well-being with valuable mental states. At the same time, they want utility to rep-
resent the “amount” of these valuable mental states, such that when you maximize
utility, you maximize hedonist well-being. But utility and well-being can come
apart.

Suppose our hedonist accepts the monistic conception of pleasure, or valuable
mental states. Then the example goes like this: the choice is between 99 units of a
valuable mental state for sure, and 0 or 200 units of this mental state at equal odds.
On this view, since the mathematical expectation of the lottery prospect is higher,
it is better. This is because monistic hedonism is an objective view of well-being,
and your preferences over prospects are irrelevant. Thus, if you are risk-averse, the
prospect that is better is different from the prospect with higher expected utility.

The above argument applies to the attitudinal conception, too. In this case,
the value of a mental state is constituted by some pro-attitude towards that mental
state. But, once again, that value cannot be represented by utility. In terms of my
example, the values 0, 99, and 200, represent the values of the alternatives. On this
view, you again know that the lottery prospect is better, but, since the view is silent
on attitudes towards risk, it does not tell you which prospect is better for you.

Note that on this view, your preferencesconstitutewhat mental states are valu-
able to you. But the attitude that you need to have towards some mental state in
order for it to be valuable is not to be confused with your risk-attitude towards
those valuable mental states. What the former attitude constitutes is not utility, but

11This example comes from Broome (1991a:24), but he uses it in the context of the preference
satisfaction account of well-being. In that context, see also Ellsberg (1954).
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well-being. What the latter attitude constitutes is not well-being, but utility. The
former attitude is already “incorporated” in the numbers, 0, 99, and 200. We still
know nothing about your preferences between the prospects of 99 units of well-
being for sure and the gamble between 0 and 200 units at equal odds. In order
to know that, we have to know your risk-attitude. Your preferences between risky
prospects are influenced by your risk-attitude. Therefore, utility represents these
preferences, not well-being. The expectation of the amount of valuable mental
states is not representable by expected utility.

Perhaps an hedonist could say that she can take attitudes towards risk into ac-
count this way. An attitude towards risk is a mental state, and it can be enlisted by
the hedonist as a valuable one. The reply is that this is beside the point. Suppose I
am a natural born gambler: I find risk-taking pleasant, whatever we take pleasure
to be. And suppose that I am, nonetheless, risk-averse in my choices, because I find
risk-seeking imprudent. Now when I choose in a conservative manner, the prospect
I choose has higher utility for me. So even if risk-attitudes can be incorporated into
hedonism in this fashion, utility and well-being can still come apart.

Or perhaps an hedonist could attempt to take risk-attitudes into account an-
other way. She could say that prospects are complex objects, and the risk-attitude
towards them is a constitutive part of their pleasantness. Of course, this hedonist is
an attitudinal hedonist—there’s no room for any attitude in the monistic conception
of pleasure.

But I am not sure how a prospect can be pleasant. If I choose the gamble of 0
and 200 units of well-being at equal odds over the 99 units for sure, and you ask the
reason for my choice, it would be strange for me to say that I found theprospect
more pleasant. I should say instead that I find receiving 200 more pleasant than
receiving 99, and I find receiving 99 more pleasant than receiving 0,and, given
the odds, I am willing to take the risk. Or I could say that I find gambling more
pleasant—but the attitude towards risk is not the same thing as the pleasure of
gambling.

Historically, utilitarian philosophers and economists were hedonists about util-
ity before Neumann and Morgenstern. Modern utility theory, however, is incom-
patible with an hedonist conception of utility. Nevertheless, utility as a representa-
tion of well-being is still sometimes interpreted as a representation of pleasure. In
the remainder of this chapter, I discuss two such interpretations.

4.4 The Happiness View and the Compromise Model

Most utilitarians accept either the hedonist or the preference satisfaction account
of well-being. In “Two Concepts of Utility” (1982), Richard B. Brandt discusses
these two views in the context of interpretations of the concept of utility.

What Brandt calls the “desire theory” is the view that well-being is preference
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(or desire) satisfaction. On this account, the more of a person’s desires are satisfied,
the more utility this person has, and the more utility a person has, she is on a
higher level of well-being. But, according to Brandt, there are problems with this
view: there are desires whose satisfaction seems not to contribute to our well-
being. Moreover, some of our desires are mistaken: we think their fulfillment
would make us better off, while in fact they won’t. In addition, on this account,
desires which one mistakenly believes have been satisfied can contribute to one’s
well-being. There are also other well-known controversies about this view: for
instance, whether the fulfillment of a person’s desires after she dies can make that
person better off.

Proponents of the desire theory, therefore, may want to put some restrictions
on the desires which matter for welfare. They might want to include in their view,
for example, only desires that are somehow corrected, improved, or ideal. But,
Brandt claims, this is not their most pressing problem. Desire theorists need to
tell us at what temporal point the satisfaction of desires of the individual can be
taken to promote her welfare. Since desires and the intensity of desires change, we
cannot select this “date” in any non-arbitrary way. Furthermore, whatever temporal
location we pick, we have to decide whether the fulfillment of desires which are no
longer held with respect to that time, or whose intensity have changed, or which
will only be formed in the future, should be included in determining what is good
for the person. But on what grounds could we answer these questions? The answers
all seem arbitrary. The desire theory is underdetermined.

In contrast, what Brandt calls the “happiness view” can cope with these prob-
lems. On this view, utility ispleasant experience, where

the degree of pleasantness of an experience is fixed by the magnitude of the
wanting to continue it for itself, which the experiencecauses at the time. So,
on this view, an experienceE at t1 is more pleasant thanE′ at t2 if and only
if at t1 E is making the person want more intensely to continueE beyond
t1 thanE′ at t2 makes him want to continue the quality ofE′ beyondt2.
(1982:165, emphasis in original)

Brandt evidently works with an attitudinal version of hedonism. The prefer-
ences that determine what is good for the person are preferences for the continu-
ation of pleasant experiences. If you want to promote your well-being, you have
to establish which one of two experiences,x or y, will be more pleasant (will be
more wanted to continue for its own sake); that is, what difference it makes to your
future experiences whetherx or y is chosen. For every future moment, we can thus
plot your level of utility or happiness.

According to Brandt, this procedure is superior to the one available to the desire
theorist. The main difference between the two sorts of view is that the desire view
assigns utility values to an experienceE on the ground that it is wanted, while the
happiness view assigns utility values on the ground that thecontinuationof E is
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what is wanted (1982:174). I think what he means is this. The problems of the
desire view stem from the fact that desiring is dispositional—a desire is not an
occurrent mental state you perpetually have until it is fulfilled. This is the reason
for the difficulties with “dating” a desire in order to assign a utility value to its
fulfillment. Pleasure, however, is occurrent: it is constituted by the attitude you
have towards apresently occurringmental state.

When we assign utility numbers on the happiness view, we assign them to
moments of pleasant experience, and we assign them according to the intensity of
pleasantness—the magnitude of utility numbers corresponding to the intensity of
(the attitude component of) pleasure (1982:174). In order to determine well-being
over an extended period of time, we simply aggregate the utility values over time.
“Whatever the practical difficulties in measurement,” says Brandt, “this conception
is clear” (1982:166).

The procedure goes like this. Of two alternatives,A andB, we can establish
which one will promote well-being more if we measure the level of happiness each
brings for every future moment. Suppose we measure level of happiness (utility)
on theY -axis, and we measure time on theX-axis:

Let us represent these results by a broken curve, plotting the moments at
which he is happier ifA is done above theX-axis, the distance above the
axis fixed by how much happier he is than he would have been hadB been
done; and similarly plotting points below theX-axis representing how much
happier he is at some moments ifB is done than he would have been had
A been done. This operation will give us curve-segments probably both
above and below theX-axis. Let us then compute the area under these
curves. . . (1982:166)

Brandt wants to make use of the differences between the utility levels asso-
ciated with the alternativesA andB, and he explicitly mentions the Neumann-
Morgenstern procedure as a way to establish the respective utility values.12 This
procedure defines utility as anordinal representation of a preference ordering. The
utility values assigned are arbitrary, as long as their magnitude reflects the order
of preference. But that is just to say that the utility differences will be arbitrary, at
least under conditions of certainty. On the other hand, it is true that the cardinality
property of expected utility functions ensures that the ratio betweenpairs of the
differencesbetween utility values of the function will be maintained. But these
numbers do not represent intensity of preference, level of happiness, or level of
pleasure.13 In any case, the procedure establishes acardinal utility function in ac-

12E.g., 1982:169. It is actually mentioned in the context of the desire theory. But his remarks
suggest that he would use this procedure in the happiness theory as well.

13Compare a remark by Ellsberg: “much confusion probably stems from the fact that they [i.e.,
von Neumann and Morgenstern] are prone to write in large, clear type about comparing differences
in preferences and to discard such notions in fine print at the bottom of the page” (1954:551).
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cordance with the risk-attitude of the individual. If this procedure is used, one will
“lose” the intensity of pleasure—the resultant utility values do not indicate any-
thing about how much the continuation of pleasant experiences is wanted. These
data, however, are crucial for Brandt’s procedure. Without them, the happiness
view is vacuous.

In other words, the happiness view works withex postutilities. If Brandt in-
deed wants to utilize modern axiomatic and axiomatic expected utility theory to
represent happiness, he is confusingex anteandex postutilities.14 On the other
hand, if he does not want to use modern utility theory for this purpose, he ignores
the role of risk-attitudes in the determination of preferences over risky prospects.

Can an hedonist avoid this problem? Consider the following example. Mary
goes on a safari in Africa. While she is in the bush, unbeknown to her, the stock
market crashes in New York. In fact, she loses her entire fortune. Is she made worse
off by the crash, before she learns the news? Many would say she is. Preference
satisfaction accounts of well-being imply that she is. Hedonism, however, entails
that she is not, for the news of the crash did not yet enter her experience. This
seems implausible for many.

Now suppose Mary is killed on this safari by a tiger, sometime after the crash,
without ever having learnt that she lost her entire fortune. Did the stock market
crash make her worse off in this final phase of her life? The intuition of many
people could lean the other way now. After all, the crash made no difference to
her life whatsoever, since she had died before it could have any effect. Hedonism
reflects this intuition, but preference satisfaction views give the counterintuitive
answer this time.

I introduce with this example D. W. Haslett’s “compromise model” of utility as
a representation of well-being.15 This model is intended to incorporate elements of
both the preference satisfaction and the hedonist conceptions of well-being. I will
argue that Haslett’s account fails because it treats the notion of utility illegitimately.
His attempt to “delineate utility” to make it correspond to welfare is misconceived.

The compromise model defines utility in terms of the satisfaction of “prefer-
ences for experiences.”16 Your well-being is determined by what you prefer, if,
and only if, your preferences are ranked according to the expected value of the
experiences which are their object, and they conform to a number of requirements.
First, these objects of preferences must beparticular experiences (tokens) and not

14These terms are explained on page 21 and page 24, respectively.
15Haslett (1990). The example is discussed on 1990:68, 70, 76, 78–79, etc. Of course, there are

no tigers in Africa. But who says philosophers should be familiar with basic facts of zoology?
16Where the experiences do not have to be pleasures. All valuable mental states are to be included.

Incidentally, Haslett claims the compromise model has a nice pedigree: he thinks it was held by Mill
(1861), Sidgwick (1907), and Hare (1981), among others.
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experience-types. This is the “experience requirement.”17 Second, the preferences
must befully informedsuch that any preference ofx over y must be formed by
perfect knowledge ofx andy, and nothing else. Your personal history, concep-
tual apparatus, brute tastes, and the like are excluded; what decides the ranking
is the desirability of the experiences themselves. For any particular experience,
as opposed to experience types, the basis for preferring is “inherent in the very
experiences themselves” (1990:74, italicized in original).

I think what Haslett means is this. Suppose you and I were fully informed. It
follows, by hypothesis, that we would have the same preference ordering between
experience tokens, but not necessarily between experience types. For instance,
fully informed, we would both prefer eatingthispiece of cake to reading this book
now, which we would prefer to eatingthatpiece of cake. Neither of us have prefer-
ences over the experience-types of “eating a piece of cake” and “reading a book.”

But there is a problem now. If fully informed agents do not have preferences
over experience-types, then what is the “inherent basis for preferring” in experience
tokens? If the only valuable mental state was, say, pleasure, then presumably a
more pleasant token would be preferable. But Haslett admits many valuable mental
states (1990:68, 72). So what makes one token of a type inherently preferable to
another token of a different type? How can these tokens be compared, unless there
is a hierarchy of different sorts of experiences? But that would just mean that some
experience-types are preferable to others. Since this is excluded by hypothesis,
what makes one particular experience inherently preferable to another particular
experience is somewhat mysterious.

Haslett wants to define utility in a way that makes it correspond to well-being.
What we are looking for is a one-to-one relation of well-being to utility, but this
relation cannot be identity. Such a view could not explain how Mary was made
worse off by the stock market crash on her safari, before she had learnt the news.
So Haslett proposes, instead, to conceive of the relation in causal terms. What
contributes to your welfare is whatever increases your utility. That is,

something (an event, act, object, or state of affairs) is in one’s personal wel-
fare to the extent, and only to the extent, that it results in one’s utility (or
prevents one’s disutility). . . . [Thus, something] islikely to be in one’s per-
sonal welfare to the extent, and only to the extent, that it islikely to result
in one’s utility (or prevent one’s disutility). . . . Moreover, what we mean by
“likely to result in one’s utility (or prevent one’s disutility)” can, with this
model, be made more precise by substituting for it the technical concept of
“expected utility.” (1990:75, emphases in original)

Mary thus was made worse off by the stock market crash because of its likely
effects on her future experiences; it changed her “expected utility.” When she

17The requirement will be discussed in detail on page 78 in Section 6.3.
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dies, however, without having learnt of the crash, the crash has no likely effects on
her future experiences, since she will not have future experiences. Her “expected
utility” remains unaffected by the crash.

Now utility is a representation of preferences. As a representation, it cannot
be caused. Contrast the notion of temperature. Temperature is a representation of
warmth. If there is a heat wave, it does not cause the temperature to be higher.
It causes the weather to be warmer, and that is represented by a higher temper-
ature value. Likewise, events, acts, objects, state of affairs, etc., cannot directly
cause higher utility. They can causesomethingutility is representation of. This
something, in modern utility theory, is preference satisfaction. But Haslett is only
interested in preferences whose objects are experiences. Only these are represented
by utility. So what is caused must be the satisfaction of these. The only difference
between these preferences and other preferences is that the fulfillment of these
preferences is the obtaining of some mental state. So what is caused must be this
mental state. But then what utility represents is this mental state—otherwise it is
not possible to “delineate” the concept of utility the way it is necessary for it to
represent well-being. Haslett, therefore, implicitly assumes that utility represents
mental states.

Consider next what Haslett says about the possibility of interpersonal compar-
isons of utility on the compromise model:

With the compromise model, but not with the preference model, the only
kind of preference-satisfactions that count are those in the form of particular
experiences. Only by having the experiences themselves can preferences for
experiences be satisfied. Thus, with the compromise model, a comparison of
preference-satisfactions comes down to a comparison of experiences.And we
already know how to make sense of comparing the experience of one person
with that of another. (1990:89, emphasis in original)

What Haslett has in mind is something akin to Mill’s “competent judges” test
(1861). We duplicate or represent the relevant experiences to ourselves, or ask
someone who has had them, and see which one is preferred. Since we now know,
in principle, how to do this test, we can say that interpersonal comparisons on the
compromise view are at least meaningful. But, as I said earlier, Haslett does not
allow the comparison of preferences for experiences to be based on experience
types, and it is unclear how the basis for preferring could be inherent in experience
tokens. So the competent judges must make their judgments based on something
else.

In order to construct utility functions, the objects of the preferences do not
have to be experiences in modern utility theory. Not for Haslett, though. To use his
own examples (1990:81), since it makes no difference to my life whether planets
in other galaxies are beautiful rather than ugly, or whether it is a sunny day on the
other side of the world rather than a cloudy day, my preferences for these cannot be
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assigned utility values. But I can very well tell you whether I prefer planets in other
galaxies to be beautiful rather than ugly (I do), or whether I prefer a sunny day on
the other side of the world rather than a cloudy day (I am indifferent). There are
bases for preferences other than their experiential quality, and it is not meaningless
to have preferences over objects that do not enter our experience. And, in order
to construct a utility function in utility theory, all you need is this sort of data; I
already provided them in saying what I prefer from these non-experiential objects.
Were you interested in constructing an expected utility function, you would have
to ask about my attitude towards these in risky situations. This is possible and
perfectly legitimate whatever the objects of my preferences are. It is true, however,
that these functions are no basis for the kind of interpersonal comparisons Haslett
wants.

So Haslett must mean something else. He says preferences for experiences
are only satisfied by having these experiences. And he wants to compare, not
your preferences between these experiences, whether you have them or not, but
something about the experiences themselves. The only thing I can think of is that
he wants to compare the intensities,vis-à-vis one another, of these experiences.
But he cannot do that. This sort of information is excluded from utility theory,
even if we could indeed make sense of comparing intensities of experiences across
different persons.

Hedonists must attach importance to the intensity of experiences. At least their
theory would be much less attractive if it could not distinguish between severe
suffering and a mild itch. But if they try using modern utility theory, they disqualify
data on intensities—they exclude what is essential for their theory.
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Chapter 5

Authentic Happiness

5.1 Between Pleasure and Desire

In my opinion, L. Wayne Sumner’sWelfare, Happiness, and Ethics(1996) is the
most original recent contribution to the philosophical literature on well-being. Nev-
ertheless, as far as I can see, it has not received the attention it deserves from
philosophers.

This is a pity, for Sumner’s work is interesting for at least four reasons. First,
it contains a detailed examination of the merits and shortcomings of the main ri-
val conceptions of welfare—hedonism, objective theories, and desire satisfaction
views. Second, it develops a new theory of well-being in terms ofauthentic happi-
ness. The building blocks of this theory are taken from the most plausible elements
of hedonism and desire satisfaction views. As Sumner says, his theory is “some-
thing in between” (2000) these two kinds of views. Third, Sumner argues that
welfare is subjective (see the quote from him on page 4), and, finally, he gives a
defense of welfarism. Thence, by examining his contribution, I can further my
discussion of hedonism and desire satisfaction theories of well-being, and by high-
lighting the problems of his theory, I can explain why I think the commitment to
subjectivism about welfare is problematic. Thus, I will concentrate on the first
three elements of his contribution. I will first discuss the shortcomings of hedo-
nist and desire satisfaction views which prompt Sumner to develop his own view;
then I present this view, followed by my critical remarks. My focus will be on
showing that the problems for Sumner’s authentic happiness view stem from his
commitment to subjectivism.

Sumner’s rejection of desire satisfaction theories of well-being starts from con-
sidering two features of wants and desires: that they areintentionaland that they
are prospective. Desires are intentional because a desire is always a desirefor
something—some object, activity, or state of affairs. However, all desires can be
expressed as desires for states of affairs—the getting or having the object I desire,
the doing of the activity I desire—and states of affairs can be described with propo-
sitions. Therefore, to desire a state of affairs is to desire the proposition describing
that state of affairs to be true.

The intentionality of desire implies that a person’s desire can be satisfied with-
out the person ever getting to know that her desire is satisfied. Thus, on a desire
satisfaction theory, the person can be made better or worse off by the satisfaction or
dissatisfaction of her desire, without her knowing that her desire has been fulfilled
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or frustrated. In order to avoid this implication, many philosophers are attracted
to imposing theexperience requirementon the desires whose satisfaction can con-
tribute to a person’s well-being: according to this requirement, only those desires
are relevant to well-being whose satisfaction enters into, or makes a difference to,
the experience of the person. Sumner believes that all desire satisfaction theories
of well-being must incorporate this requirement.1

But if desire satisfaction theories incorporate the experience requirement, they
run into difficulties with the other feature of desire. A desire is prospective, that
is, it is always a desire for some future state of affairs. Thus, it is always possi-
ble that yourex anteexpectation of how good it will be for you to satisfy some
desire is misguided and,ex post, you find that the satisfaction of your desire has
not made you better off. (Conversely, you may not desire some state of affairs, but
nevertheless be pleasantly surprised or satisfied when it obtains.) In order to avoid
this problem, many philosophers are attracted to the further requirement that the
relevant desires beinformed: formed in awareness of all relevant facts and with-
out committing any cognitive error. Sumner, however, argues that this move does
not save desire satisfaction theories. Even if your desire is informed in the sense
required—and different versions of the desire satisfaction view construe the infor-
mation requirement differently—it reflects yourpresentbelief about how good the
satisfaction of your desire will be for you when it is satisfied. But there can always
be a gap between yourex anteexpectation and yourex postexperience. In order
to eliminate this possibility, the information requirement must be constructed in a
way that it can exclude those desires whose satisfaction will be disappointing or
unrewarding. You must know how good the satisfaction of your desire would be
for you. But, Sumner claims, this

would be tantamount to conceding that what matters, so far as our well-being
is concerned, isour satisfaction and not merely the satisfaction of our desires.
If an information requirement has any genuine work to do within a desire
theory, therefore, it will be inconsistent with the basic rationale of the theory.
(1996:132, his emphasis)2

In sum, desire satisfaction is neither logically necessary nor sufficient for well-
being. It is not sufficient because you may find that something you desire does
not turn out to be good for you. Nor is it necessary because something you do not

1See Sumner (1996:128). The experience requirement was introduced by James Griffin
(1986:13). Although he attributes it to Jonathan Glover (1977:63–4), I could not find the reason
for that attribution. I further discuss the requirement on page 78 in Section 6.3.

2The “basic rationale” of a desire satisfaction theory is that it appeals to states of the world,
and not only to states of the mind, in determining what makes your life go well. If an information
requirement was added to a desire satisfaction theory, what would matter is not what antecedent
desires you have, but what your experience is like when these desires are satisfied—when the desired
states of affairs obtain. Thus, antecedent desires “drop out” from the picture. See also Sobel (1998).
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desire may turn out to be good for you. If we incorporate some sort of information
requirement to avoid these problems, our theory effectively ceases to be a desire
satisfaction theory of well-being—it looks rather like an hedonist theory.

Consider hedonism, then. Classical hedonism identifies welfare with happi-
ness, and gives an account of happiness in terms of pleasure. It interprets pleasure
as a mental state, with the sensational model of physical pleasure and pain. But if
pleasure is understood as a sensation, it is too narrow for the purposes of an hedo-
nist theory. Relying heavily on results of research into the psychology of pleasure
and pain, Sumner (1996:98–112) opts for an attitudinal conception instead. On
this model, pleasure and pain are not pure sensations; they involve an attitudinal
dimension—how pleasant or painful an experience is depends on the subject’s reac-
tion. In order to emphasize the shift, we ought to talk, instead of pleasure and pain,
of enjoyment and suffering. The shift also incorporates the ideas that to be pleased
or displeased is to be pleased or displeasedabout something, and that both can
take various forms of attitude. None of these points, Sumner argues convincingly,
have been adequately coalesced by classical hedonism. Enjoyment and suffering,
furthermore, have the advantage of being “compounds,” or composites of a state of
mind and some state of the world. In Sumner’s formulation:

Construed extensionally . . . enjoyment and suffering are no longer merely
mental states; instead, they are complexes consisting of mental states plus
their objects . . . (1996:111).

The sensational model of pleasure and pain, held by classical hedonists, suf-
fers from the fact that pleasure and pain do not seem to be homogeneous mental
states. The attitudinal model of enjoyment and suffering, held by many modern he-
donists, fails however to adequately distinguish between enjoyment (or suffering)
from veridical and from illusionary experiences. (I have explored these arguments
in Section 4.2 and Chapter 3, respectively.) Perhaps a better starting point is the
concept of happiness.

Sumner distinguishes four different senses in which the concept of happiness
is used (1996:143–7). If you arehappy aboutor with something, then you have a
favorable attitude towards something being the case. The attitude in question can
range from mild contentment to euphoria, but it is also possible that your attitude
is cognitive. You can be happy about something if you approve of it, even without
some occurrent positive feeling. In contrast, you can alsofeel happy, in which
case you do have some occurrent feeling, but your happiness does not have an
intentional object. In this sense, happiness is a frame of mind, a general sense
of optimism or joy. If you often experience phases of such happiness—if you
often feel happy—then you have ahappy dispositionor personality. While all
these instances of happiness are ingredients of a life that goes well, well-being
is connected with the fourth sense of the concept: that ofhaving a happy lifeor,
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simply,being happy.
Having a happy life has to do with how you view the way your life is going, or

the way it has been. It has both an affective and a cognitive component: you are
happy in this sense if you affirm or endorse the conditions of your life, if you think
your life is worth its while to live, or it has been worth its while to live, according
to your own standards and expectations. This evaluation may be global, embracing
your life as a whole, or it may concern some particular aspect of it: your career,
personal life, and so on. Having a happy life does not require that you have a
happy disposition, nor that you often feel elevated or happy in the occurrent sense.
Neither does it require that you are happy about things beyond those that touch
directly upon your life. You can be happy even if you think that the world, or some
aspect of it which is more or less independent of you, is going badly—andvice
versa.3

Hedonism defines well-being as pleasure, and some hedonist theories reduce
happiness to pleasure. Sumner’s theory gives up the sensational (or monistic) con-
ception of pleasure in favor of enjoyment (a type of attitudinal conception). If
well-being consists in happiness, the obvious strategy would be to reduce hap-
piness to enjoyment. But Sumner thinks this is not possible. The first sense of
happiness, being happy about something, is clearly not identical to enjoyment: you
can be happy about many things that you do not enjoy. Neither can happiness in
the occurrent sense (feeling happy) be identified with enjoyment: while enjoyment
and suffering are intentional, the occurrent sense of happiness is non-referential.
As happiness in the sense of having a happy disposition reduces to the occurrent
sense of happiness, enjoyment cannot be identified with it either.

That leaves happiness in the sense in which it refers to a global evaluation of
some or all aspects of your life as the only candidate. But Sumner denies that it
can be reduced to enjoyment in a direct way:

Enjoyment and suffering are still too episodic, too tied to experiences of spe-
cific activities or conditions, to be identifiable with happiness and unhap-
piness . . . Like pleasures and pains, enjoyments and sufferings are typical
sources of happiness and unhappiness. But they are not the only such sources
. . . Hedonism, even the improved version which takes enjoyment and suffer-
ing as its central notions, . . . confuses an important source of happiness with
its nature. (1996:148)

Denying that happiness is reducible to enjoyment or pleasure, as far as I can
judge, is a novel idea in the hedonist literature.4 If Sumner can give an alternative
analysis, he opens up the logical space for an original theory.

3See also Sumner (1992b).
4But see also Nozick (1989).
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5.2 Sumner’s View

In order to connect welfare and happiness, Sumner must find a strategy different
from reducing happiness to enjoyment. His strategy is to propose anon-reductive
account of happiness. Noticing that desire satisfaction views suffer from the prob-
lem that there is a logical gap between the satisfaction of your desires andyour
satisfaction, he proposes that a non-reductive conception of happiness can be con-
structed in terms of this sense of satisfaction, captured by the notion ofpersonalor
life satisfaction.

The concept of life satisfaction provides the basis of a theory that is “in be-
tween” hedonism and desire satisfaction views. Life satisfaction concerns how
you experience the conditions and circumstances of your life, but it appeals to
more than your subjective experience—since it also appeals to these very condi-
tions and circumstances. Hedonism provides the component that well-being must
be a matter of experience; desire satisfaction views provide the component that the
veridical conditions of your life also matter. These components are amalgamated
into the non-reductive conception of happiness Sumner is after.

The concept of life satisfaction is also used in quality of life and social indica-
tors research.5 These research directions measure people’s subjective evaluations
of the external circumstances of their lives with the aid of surveys and question-
naires. In Section 2.1, I explained that a theory of welfare must not only be able to
specify in virtue of what something is good for us, but it must also be operational-
izable. Happiness as life satisfaction already has an operational counterpart in the
social sciences; moreover, this counterpart also provides the missing components
for happiness as life satisfaction to count as a theory of well-being.

Your happiness or life satisfaction is determined by your subjective evaluations.
Your evaluation, however, can be unreliable in several ways. In order to accept it
as a reliable indication of how well your life is going, it must berelevant, sincere,
andconsidered. It must be relevant in the sense that you must understand that you
are being asked about your welfare—and not, for example, about whether your life
is successful in terms of some ethical standard, or whether it conforms to some
aesthetic ideal, or whether it is a life that is appropriate to the kind of life it is in
some perfectionist sense. Of course, insofar as you make some ethical, aesthetic,
or perfectionist ideal central to your life, it will be central to your happiness; but
your happiness is not evaluated in terms of these other standards. Even though they
can influence your happiness, they are conceptually different.

Your assessment of your happiness can be taken to be authoritative only if
there are no grounds to doubt that it is sincere. If there is reason to believe that you

5For surveys of these research areas, see, for example, Neufville (1975:40–56), Carley (1981:1–
21), and Zapf (2000).

60



5.2 Sumner’s View

understate or overstate your satisfaction with your life, your assessment cannot be
taken at face value. Similarly, if there is reason to believe that your assessment is
not considered—that it is influenced by passing moods or by your not having given
enough attention to the subject—there is reason to question the authenticity of your
evaluation.

Even if all of these conditions are met, your evaluation may still beunderin-
formed. Suppose you lived, for years, in a relationship that you thought was faithful
and dedicated by both parties. Now you realize that your partner was faithless on
many occasions and their dedication and commitment were all false. What shall
we say about your happiness during this period? That you were happy in this re-
lationship? Or that you were not happy, since you did not have all the information
which is relevant to the assessment of your situation?

In order to avoid the problem of lack of information, we may be tempted to re-
quire that you can only be happy if you have all the relevant information, or at least
enough information to justify your evaluation. But Sumner rejects both of these
alternatives. As far as your happiness in this relationship is concerned, facts do
not, retrospectively, change how happy you were. So more information only mat-
ters if we are interested in whether your life wasworsein the period you were with
the deceptive partner. In this sort of evaluation, you assess theimportanceof your
happiness (in that period) to your well-being. Since Sumner thinks that well-being
is thoroughly subjective, he thinks that both a full-information and a justifiability
requirement would unduly restrict your authority over your well-being. Instead,
when more information is relevant is a question left to your own jurisprudence.
Being more informed is relevant to well-being, but the extent to which it influences
how well your life goes is up to your own assessment. For instance, if you think that
your partner’s deception blighted and betrayed your relationship, you may judge
that although you were happy, your life did not go well. Or you may accept the
facts now without thinking that your life was worse because of them—after all, you
were happy for years, and there is no sense in denying the importance of happiness
past. In summary, more information is relevant if and only if it influences your
evaluation (1996:157–61).

Consequently, the relation of happiness as life satisfaction and well-being is
not a one-to-one matter. Happiness can be identified with well-being if and only if
it is authentic. Authenticity, on the one hand, requires that your happiness is based
on an informed evaluation—informed by your own defensible and defeasible stan-
dards. In addition, authenticity also requires that your evaluation isautonomous.

Your assessment of how well your life is going, or how well it has gone, must
reflect its autonomous endorsement. If your happiness is based on manipulation
or socially conditioned preferences, it cannot be authentic. To take a well-known
example, consider the subdued and battered housewife who adapts her expectations
and satisfactions to her situation and opportunities. Intuitively, it seems that even
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though she sincerely says and feels that she is happy, her life is not going well for
her.

This problem has motivated a number of philosophers to develop so-calledhy-
brid viewsof welfare. These views take endorsement as a necessary condition of
well-being: nothing can contribute to your well-being unless it is endorsed by you.
But these views also stipulate that what you endorse must be independently valu-
able in order for it to promote your well-being. As he thinks welfare is thoroughly
subjective, Sumner rejects such accounts. For him, there is no external viewpoint
from which it is possible to establish how well your life is going for you.

Once again, Sumner goes for the option of subjective evaluation of autonomy.
Having been liberated from external conditioning influences, it is up to you to de-
cide how you evaluate your welfare in the period when you were not autonomous.
For instance, the subdued housewife may completely discount her years spent un-
der manipulation; she may think her life did not go well, that those years were
wasted. But she may equally think that that period was part of her life, and there
is no point of denying that she was happy. So she may choose not to lower her
welfare assessment. Between these two extremes, of course, she may weigh the
importance of negative external influences on her autonomy for her well-being
any way she sees fit. As long as her evaluation is defeasible—we have no reason
to doubt its reliability—it must be taken as the authoritative determination of her
well-being (1996:161–71).

In the literature, there are two influential accounts of autonomy. The first holds
that a person is autonomous if and only if her desires and preferences are, or would
be, affirmed by her in her higher-order preferences. This is known as thehierar-
chicalaccount of autonomy. The second view holds that a person is autonomous if
and only if the causal history of her desires and preferences—their formation—is
free of manipulative influences. This account is known as thehistoricalaccount of
autonomy. Sumner stipulates that even though neither is completely satisfactory,
both may be needed for explaining when a person can be considered autonomous.
Therefore, the theory which emerges identifies well-being with authentic happi-
ness. Happiness is authentic if and only if your evaluation of your happiness is both
informed and autonomous in a defeasible manner. Your evaluation is autonomous
if and only if it is based on desires or preferences which count as autonomous both
on the hierarchical and the historical accounts of autonomy.

5.3 Problems with the Commitment to Subjectivism

Sumner’s theory of authentic happiness is a thoroughly subjective conception of
well-being. It is subjective both in the sense that on this theory, what promotes a
person’s well-being must be connected to the person’s attitudes, and in the sense
that the appropriate evaluation of how good a person’s life is for that person must
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be the person’s own evaluation. There is no external evaluative standard (1996:159,
161, 164).

This commitment to subjectivism, however, causes several problems. Consider
first the conditions involved in authenticity. The role and importance of information
and autonomy for a person’s well-being are left to the person’s own jurisprudence.
More information breaks the connection between happiness and welfare only if
it changes the way you evaluate your circumstances; emancipation from a non-
autonomous condition breaks the connection between happiness and welfare only
if you judge that being autonomous makes a difference to how well your life goes.
As long as your evaluation isdefeasible, it must be taken as authoritative.6

But what are the conditions for defeasibility? Assume that your evaluation is
relevant, sincere, and considered. It is also defeasible, unless we have reason to
think that it would change if you had more information available. But whether
more information would be relevant and would make a difference to your evalu-
ation is ultimately a judgment left to you. This threatens to be circular, however,
because whether or not more information would make a difference depends—well,
it depends on whether or not it would make a difference. Assume I ask you a series
of questions about how your evaluation of your life would change if conditions
were different. If some of these conditions are indeed different, and your knowing
that they are different would make a difference to your evaluation, your present
evaluation is not defeasible. Now suppose some important conditions of your life
are indeed different from what you believe, but even if you were aware that they
are not the way you thought they were, your evaluation would not change. The
disturbing possibility remains that your evaluation should change, but it would not.
You sincerely insist that your life satisfaction would be unaffected.

Such cases are not uncommon at all. Think of a depressed person, who believes
her life is a failure, that nobody likes her, that she cannot achieve her goals. You
point out that she has impressive achievements, she is popular and has many true
friends, that by all accounts she is a successful person. These facts won’t change
her evaluation, yet we know her life is not as bad as she thinks it is. An even more
common case in point is a person who is a pessimist: she has no reason to have
such a bleak outlook on life, but your attempts to change her evaluation will be
unheeded. Yet you are not entirely unjustified to take her evaluation indefeasible.
Or consider the well-known phenomenon that people may adopt their aspiration
levels to their situation: they tend to choose goals for which they have the resources
and lower their expectations in adverse circumstances. These will influence their
evaluations, even though in some cases there is no reason for that.

6This is the term Sumner uses. That evaluations are defeasible means that “they are authoritative
unless we have some reason to think that they do not reflect the individual’s own deepest priorities”
(1996:161).
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In replying to these cases, Sumner cannot appeal to the distorting effects of
depression or pessimism on these persons’ evaluations, since then he would appeal
to some non-subjective standard. Nevertheless, the evaluations of these persons
are indefeasible even if they have all the relevant information because they don’t
seem to be able to “appreciate” or take into account the relevant facts. But Sum-
ner’s commitment to subjectivism entails that the evaluations of people with such
deficiencies cannot be second-guessed.

Part of the problem is that although Sumner recognizes that a person’sreport
of her evaluation of how satisfied she is with her life may be unreliable in several
ways, he does not seem to take seriously the possibility that theevaluationitself
may be suspect—even if the person’s report is reliable.7 There are no real con-
straints on the validity of evaluations, since the ultimate appeal can only be to the
person’s own priorities.

This suggests that perhaps the connection of life satisfaction to well-being is
looser than Sumner thinks. A fancy example for illustrating this point is Blondlot’s
story of the N-rays he claimed to have discovered, but which were not a genuine
natural phenomenon (see page 38). How could Blondlot evaluate his life in the
period of his mistaken discovery in light of the fact that there are no N-rays? I pre-
sume that he was happy during that period—he found personal satisfaction in his
work, and he believed success in his scientific career was an important ingredient
of his well-being. He could say that the fact that his work was futile means that
even though he was happy, his life did not go as well as he thought. It would have
been better for him if his efforts had yielded results. Or he could say that the fact
that his work was futile makes no difference whatsoever to his well-being; all that
matters is that he was happy doing his research, that he found satisfaction in his
work. By his own lights, his life was just as good as he thought it was.

In my view, whatever Blondlot himself thought about the relevance of the fact
that N-rays were a pseudo-phenomenon shouldnot influence the judgment about
how well his life was going. The extent to which the truth actually changed his
evaluation of his life satisfaction was certainly up to him—but the way it should
have changed his evaluation of the relevance of his life satisfaction to his well-

7Psychological research has shown that there are many problems with the validity of such eval-
uations. For instance, the same event may increase or decrease reported satisfaction or happiness;
subjects make implicit comparisons, and their reports are influenced by transient moods, as well as
by features of the research design: the presence of a handicapped person can increase reported sub-
jective well-being, as well as an interviewer of the opposite sex. For overviews, see Schwarz and
Strack (1999), and Kahn and Juster (2002). In a famous experiment, Stracket al. (1988) surveyed
college students about their dating life and happiness. They found that if the question about the
students’ general happiness preceded the question about the number of their dates in the previous
month, the correlation between happiness and dating was very weak. But if the questions were asked
in the reverse order, the correlation was significantly increased. It seems that the question about
dating prompted the respondents to include different information in the second case.
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being was not up to him. Blondlot actually continued to claim that N-rays were
a genuine natural phenomenon long after they were discarded from science. For
the sake of the argument, suppose that he also continued to be personally satisfied
(which is actually not true: later in his life he experienced depression reportedly not
unrelated to the fate of N-rays). But his project was a failure. On Sumner’s view,
for Blondlot’s well-being onlyhissatisfaction was relevant, and not the satisfaction
of his desires. Since Blondlot made no discovery, his desire to discover a new form
of radiation was not fulfilled, although he was personally satisfied. But his personal
satisfaction had no basis. Since it had no basis, his life at that period was worse.
Blondlot himself, given a choice between a genuine and a bogus discovery, would
have surely chosen to make a genuine discovery. And he would have chosen it on
the basis that it was better for him. If he would not have chosen this, then there
must have been something he did not quite understand about his own desires and
the importance of his scientific pursuits to his well-being.

But if this is so, it is ultimately not his own satisfaction with his life which
determines how well his life goes. Your life may go well without your being sat-
isfied with it. And your life may go badly with your being very satisfied with it.
The possibility remains that what determines how well your life goes is notyour
satisfaction, but the satisfaction of your desires.

Your evaluation of your happiness is also indefeasible if there is reason to think
that it is not autonomous. But the judgment about the role and the importance of
happiness based on non-autonomous desires in your well-being is also up to you.
Not surprisingly, a similar argument applies here. Suppose your desires are manip-
ulated. The more thoroughgoing the manipulation has been, the less you are going
to be able to recognize it—the mark of successful manipulation or indoctrination
is that you do not think that your desires or preferences have been subtly altered
by outside factors. If you come to expect very little from life, for instance, due to
the way you were brought up, and you are told that were you to re-examine and
change your preferences you could aspire to more than you are content with now,
the more thoroughgoing your indoctrination has been, the more likely you are to re-
ject that this is possible. You will insist that your assessment of your opportunities
and the worth of your pursuits is correct. So, paradoxically, the more indoctrinated
you are, the less likely it is that you are able to discount your non-autonomous
preferences, and the more likely it is that you will insist that your happiness is au-
thentic. This gets things the wrong way around, since it is hard to see how you
could be convinced that your evaluation of your happiness is indefeasible, which
it certainly seems to be, without, once again, appealing to some external, non-
subjective standard. It appears that sometimes we cannot avoid appealing to such
external standards to evaluate how well a person’s life is going.

Notice that neither the hierarchical nor the historical accounts of autonomy
would help Sumner here. Suppose your evaluation of your life satisfaction is the
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causal result of manipulation. Your evaluation may still be defeasible if, having
been freed from manipulative influences, you still embrace your evaluation in some
of your higher-order evaluation. But whetherthat evaluation is defeasible remains
an open question. It must be more informed than your original evaluation (if noth-
ing more, you must know that your original evaluation was a result of a manipula-
tive process). But then we are back to the previous problem: certain pieces of more
relevant information sometimes should make a difference to evaluation, regardless
of the person’s propensity to allow them to make a difference.

In summary, Sumner holds that well-being is authentic happiness, but neither of
the conditions he gives for authenticity can be entirely subjective. His commitment
to subjectivism about welfare is deeply problematic.

There are two more points I would like to make. The first concerns the op-
erationalizability of Sumner’s theory. How would we evaluate social states and
design policies for the promotion of well-being on this theory? A “Sumnerian
social choice theorist” would evaluate social states with reference to authentic hap-
piness, and when she is concerned with promoting well-being, she would propose
the promotion of authentic happiness. But for evaluation and policy design, she
would not use utility theory, since utility represents preferences and not authentic
happiness. Presumably, she would use quality of life indices or social indicators of
life satisfaction (1996:149–56).

These methods of establishing social welfare have a number of implicit pre-
sumptions. First, they presuppose that individual welfare is subjective. Second,
they assume that it is related to happiness, and, third, that happiness is a matter of
how satisfied people are with their lives. Finally, they assume that the evaluations
people give are reliable indicators of how satisfied they are with their lives, and,
ultimately, valid indicators of their welfare (1996:153).

By now, we have reason to raise doubts about all of these presumptions. Wel-
fare cannot be entirely subjective, even if it is related to happiness the way Sumner
thinks it is; and authentic happiness is not entirely a matter of how satisfied people
are with their lives. Moreover, people are not necessarily best situated to assess
their welfare: their evaluation may be misinformed or non-autonomous. That is,
what a Sumnerian social choice theorist reads from her survey results cannot be
social welfare—it may, at best, be a report on how happy people think they are.

This is not to say that it is not useful to know this. We may even have reasons
to promote people’s happiness, but when we attempt to do so, we are promoting
happiness, and not welfare. Sumner’s theory ultimately gives us little help when
our goal is to promote social welfare. And even in the cases when our goal is to
promote authentic happiness, we run into difficulties. When he discusses authen-
ticity, all of Sumner’s examples are retrospective. In light of new information or
freed from manipulation, the individual re-assesses her happiness at an earlier point
of her life. If she iscurrently lacking information or she is under manipulative in-
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fluences, she cannot establish the link between her happiness and her well-being.
We cannot take her current assessment as authoritative until she gets into better
epistemic conditions. We could, of course, try and second-guess how she would,
counterfactually, evaluate her happiness. But Sumner explicitly and repeatedly for-
bids this on the ground that this would be paternalistic.

When we make collective decisions, we are interested in the future. We try to
find out which alternative we ought to choose. This exercise is prospective. Sum-
ner’s theory, however, is ill-suited for prospective evaluation: often, we would not
be able to establish what sort of social welfare level we would end up at. Even
if your happiness is authentic, how can we know that it will remain so given the
choice of this or that alternative? The problem of the validity of individual evalua-
tions of life satisfaction exacerbates as we try to predict authentic happiness in the
future.

My final point is about what to do if we reject Sumner’s theory. Where do
we go from here? Sumner selected the most plausible elements of desire satis-
faction and hedonist theories of well-being to build his theory. But this theory
cannot meet several objections, and these objections target his commitment to sub-
jectivism about welfare. Does this mean that we should proceed to an objective
conception of well-being? I think not! In Section 5.1, I discussed Sumner’s ob-
jections to hedonism and desire satisfaction theories. I agree with his rejection of
hedonism. But he also rejects desire satisfaction theories of well-being by showing
that the features of desires—that they are intentional and prospective—open up a
logical gap between yourex anteexpectation of the satisfaction of a desire and
your ex postexperience of the satisfaction of that desire. This argument, however,
is based on the premise that desire satisfaction theories must incorporate the expe-
rience requirement. I suggest that this premise should be dropped. As I argue in
Section 6.3, desire satisfaction theories do not need the experience requirement. If
it is rejected, an information requirement can close the logical gap without becom-
ing inconsistent with the “basic rationale” of these theories.

There are, however, many other issues that must be sorted out for desire or
preference satisfaction theories of well-being. These are also discussed in Chap-
ter 6.
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Chapter 6

That Obscure Object of Desire

6.1 The Concept of Desire

According to the current orthodoxy in discussions in philosophy, all conceptions
of well-being belong to one of three groups of theories: hedonism, desire or pref-
erence satisfaction accounts, and objective views. The subject of this chapter is
desire and preference satisfaction theories.

Many different versions of this type of theory are possible. We can classify
these versions by relying on three distinctions. The most familiar distinction is
whether a desire or preference satisfaction theory holds thatall of the desires or
preferences of a person are relevant to her well-being, or it holds that desires or
preferences must somehow be filtered—that only the satisfaction of a subset of the
person’s desires or preferences is relevant to that person’s well-being. The former
is often called the unrestricted oractual desire or preference satisfaction theory.
(“Actual” is taken here in the modal, and not the temporal, sense.) There is wide
agreement that this type of theory is implausible, because people can be mistaken
about what is good for them. You desire the liquid in the glass in front of you,
because you think it is gin and tonic, whereas it is petrol. Clearly, satisfying this
desire will not make you better off (Williams, 1980:102). For this reason, most ver-
sions of the desire or preference satisfaction theory of well-being specify a subset
of (actual or possible) desires or preferences, and argue that only the satisfaction
of desires or preferences belonging to this subset constitutes what is good for the
person. These versions are discussed in Section 6.2.

The second distinction is more infrequently mentioned in the literature, even
though it gives another and not less important reason for specifying a subset of ac-
tual or possible desires or preferences which is relevant to well-being. It is based on
the fact that many of our desires or preferences are not about what would be good
for us. We all have many desires whose satisfaction does not make us better off or
even makes us worse off. Otherwise, self-sacrifice or doing our moral duty would
be impossible. And we all have many otherother-regardingdesires—desires which
concern the welfare of other people. If you desire what is good for me, the satis-
faction of your desire is irrelevant toyour well-being.1 A desire or preference
satisfaction theory of well-being needs to be able to separateself-regardingdesires

1Unless, and to the extent that, promoting my well-being promotes your well-being too, because,
for instance, you care about me. But this is not particularly a conceptual problem. On self-sacrifice,
see Overvold (1980).
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or preferences from other kinds of desires or preferences. Self-regarding desires or
preferences are those which concern only the well-being of the person, and concern
others only to the extent that their faring well (or badly) influences the well-being
of that person.

This distinction implies that an actual desire or preference satisfaction theory
cannot be true, since many of our desires or preferences are not self-regarding.
Thus, even the actual desire or preference satisfaction theory must be interpreted
only on a subset of the person’s desires or preferences—her self-regarding de-
sires or preferences.2 Other theories specify a subset of (actual or possible) self-
regarding desires or preferences, and argue that only the satisfaction of desires or
preferences belonging to this subset constitutes what is good for the person. Self-
regarding desires and preferences are discussed in Section 6.3.

The third distinction I use is virtually unmentioned in the literature. I have so
far used the clumsy expression, “desire or preference satisfaction theory of well-
being.” Desire and preference are almost always treated by philosophers as if they
were the same thing. But they are not: desire and preference are distinct concepts.
Whether it is cast in terms of desire or preference makes a difference to your theory
of well-being. Since this distinction is the least familiar, I begin by arguing for it.

Consider the concept of desire first. One account of desire is that desires are
mental states that are similar to feelings or sensations. On this view, roughly, you
have a desire if and only if you feel attracted to the object of your desire. That is,
desires have a certain phenomenological content. Call this thestrong phenomeno-
logical conceptionof desire. The examples that may come to mind are urges like
hunger, thirst and sexual desire. The problem with this view is that it cannot explain
the fact that desires have, not only phenomenological, but propositional content as
well. When you have a desire, you typically have more than a feeling: if you desire
thatp, the clause after the “that” is filled in with a sentence. But if desire is analo-
gous to sensations or feelings, its propositional content cannot be given an account
of. Thus, one must move to aweak phenomenological conceptionof desire: the
view that desires are like sensations or feelings—in that they have phenomenologi-
cal content—but they are also unlike sensations in that they also have propositional
content. This view, of course, needs to explain how it is that desires are different
from feelings in this respect.

Another problem is that desires areconativeor appetitivemental states, while
sensations and feelings are not. Hence a weak phenomenological conception must
also give an account of the conative feature of desire. Even though in ordinary lan-
guage desire is often used in the sense given by the phenomenological conception,
the prevalentphilosophicalconception of desire today is different.

2Perhaps the egoist is someone whose subset of self-regarding desires or preferences is congru-
ent with her set of desires or preferences.
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The main problem with phenomenological conceptions is that many desires
do not seem to have phenomenological content at all. Because of this difficulty,
most philosophers reject that desires necessarily have phenomenological content.
Rather, on the currently populardispositional conception, desire is a mental state
identified by its functional role in producing action. Desire is a dispositional state,
or, more precisely, a dispositional mental state that grounds other dispositions.
Thus, if you desire toφ, then you have the tendency toφ, you tend to be pleased
about the result ofφ-ing or disappointed if that result does not obtain, and so on.
This analysis makes it possible to have a desire without an occurrent phenomeno-
logical state, even though from time to time desires may manifest themselves in
such phenomenological states. That is, this conception does not deny that desires
can have phenomenological content, but it does not entail that desires necessarily
have such content. The dispositional conception is also able to give an account of
the propositional content of desire—it is determined by the functional role desire
plays. If a desire motivates you to act to bring about a state of affairs, you are
motivated to make the proposition describing that state of affairs true.3

There are many controversies surrounding the concept of desire and its role in
motivation and practical reasoning. These need not concern us here. I am interested
in desire satisfaction theories of well-being, and have independent reasons to reject
them. These theories typically use the dispositional conception of desire: they
accept that desire is a disposition to act. At any one time, a person is motivated
to act in different ways. Coupled up with her beliefs, her desires form different
motivational states. A motivational state is a compound of a desire and relevant
beliefs. On this picture, the person will act on her strongest motivational state—as
it is often put, on the basis of her strongest motivational reason.

What is it for a motivational state to have strength? It must have something to
do with the strength of the desire, since—at least on the currently most influential
Humean theory of motivation—beliefs are motivationally inert. But what is it for
a desire to have strength?

One alternative is to say that the strength of a desire is the intensity of the
feeling its satisfaction gives rise to. But this is unacceptable, since the satisfaction
of many desires do not result in any feeling. This would imply that such desires do
not have any strength, and a desire without strength must be motivationally inert,
which entails that these desires do not exist! Another alternative is to say that the

3See, for more detail, Smith (1987, 1994:92–129). For some implications of this conception
of desire, see Smythe (1972). A fashionable way of defining desire nowadays is to contrast it with
belief in terms ofdirection of fit. A belief is any mental state with amind-to-worlddirection of fit: if
the world does not fit the content of the belief, the belief must be changed. A desire, in contrast, has
a world-to-minddirection of fit: if the world does not match the content of a desire, the world must
be changed, since desires seek the realization of states of affairs. See, e.g, Smith (1988:250–1). For
arguments against this distinction, see Sobel and Copp (2001).
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strength of a desire has something to do with its phenomenological character. For
instance, you can be mildly or very thirsty. But this proposal is also unacceptable,
since on the prevalent, dispositional conception of desire, the strength of a desire is
not its felt intensity, since desires do not necessarily have any felt quality. On this
view, these desires would again be motivationally inert, hence nonexistent. This
suggests that we have to look in the neighborhood of motivation for the strength of
desire.

Perhaps the strength of desire is the “pull” of the motivation the desire con-
stitutes. But we have to be careful with this metaphor; it is highly misleading. If
“pull” is understood in some phenomenological sense, we are back to the previous,
implausible proposals. The “pull” in question must thus be understood in some
purely dispositional sense: the potency of some disposition to act. On this picture,
the strength of a motivational state is identified by the potency of its tendency to
produce action. Thus, strength of desire is the potency the desire contributes to
the motivational state to produce action. But that potency cannot be identified by
introspection; it must be specified by the relations of motivational statesvis-à-vis
one another. Thus, the notion of strength of desire cannot be made sense of unless
it is comparative.

However, we do already have such a comparative concept: it ispreference.
I suspect that desire satisfaction theorists of well-being actually very often mean
“preference,” when they say “desire.” Some philosophers are quite explicit about
this. For example, James Griffin (1986:14–5) suggests that strength of desire is the
rank of the desire in a preference ordering. But if what it takes a desire to have
strength is to have a place in a preference ordering, then desire is a superfluous
concept in these theories. It should be replaced with preference.

On reflection, it is not surprising that we should reformulate desire satisfac-
tion theories of well-being in terms of preference. Desire is a monadic notion: it
involves only one object, whereas a preference involves two objects, and tells us
about the relative importance the person assigns to these objects—her priorities be-
tween them. Preferences enable us to construct utility functions, while desires do
not. While perhaps we can infer desires from preferences (given the dispositional
conception of desire), we definitely cannot infer preferences from desires.

Desires are non-compared, unordered, and there is no constraint on them: you
can have conflicting desires, and you can desire contradictory states of affairs.
Hence, desire satisfaction theories of welfare, given that people can have inconsis-
tent desires, can yield paradoxical results in determining what is good for a person.
Thus, there is no coherent desire satisfaction theory of well-being. But this does
not entail that there is no plausible preference satisfaction theory of well-being.
Preferences are compared, ordered, and there are coherence requirements imposed
on them. Whether you cast your theory in terms of desires or preferences makes a
big difference. In determining what is good for you, you need to weigh, balance,
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and rank your desires, hence your theory must be a preference satisfaction theory.
It must be comparative.4

“Preference” here is used in the sense familiar from economics: it is a disposi-
tion to choose. Preference is tied to behavior. On this approach, we have access to
preferences through choices (and perhaps verbal reports of what the person would
choose). Now some philosophers take a non-behaviorist approach to preference.
They think preferences cannot be unequivocally inferred from choices, since it is
possible to choose what you do not prefer—it is possible to make “counterprefer-
ential choices.” As far as I can see, they want to allow for these in order to maintain
the possibility that a person can choose what she does not “really want.” But the
behaviorist approach is entirely compatible with this possibility. It makes no com-
mitment to any psychological conception of why people choose as they do; neither
does it make any commitment to what thereasonsmay be for their choices. The
non-behaviorist approach has no advantage in these respects, but it does introduce
a mysterious new entity into our stock of psychological concepts. As I see it, there
is no advantage whatsoever to accepting a non-behaviorist approach.5

The behaviorist approach also has a tremendous advantage: it is connected to
decision theory and utility theory. These theories impose coherence constraints on
preferences. Thus, a preference satisfaction theory of well-being has some formal
constraints to start with for determining which preferences are relevant to welfare.
Of course, these constraints might be controversial, but some such constraints are
necessary. As Allan Gibbard says:

Decision theory makes claims about the abstract form of a rational complex
of preferences, degrees of belief, and dispositions to action. It consists . . . in
norms governing preferences, beliefs, and actions, but these norms leave the
substantive questions unsettled. They don’t say what intrinsic preferences to
have—though they do tell us what abstract form our intrinsic preferences are
to have. They don’t say what to believe—though they do tell us what abstract
form our degrees of belief are to have. (1998:246)

This is already a lot of material to build a preference satisfaction theory of
well-being. Are there any other, more substantive constraints?

4On the failure of philosophers to think comparatively, see Broome (1999b). For philosophers
who do think comparatively, see, for instance, Rawls (1971:437); Smart (1973:48); Hare (1952:186).
For some arguments against comparative thinking, see Rohr (1978). For a clear comparison and
analysis of the concepts of desire and preference, see Harsanyi (1992, 1997:135–6). Note also that
my argument is not that desire has no place in value theory at all. Consider, for example, the dispo-
sitional theory of value of David Lewis (1989). On his view, values are to be analyzed in terms of
counterfactual desires, but how we balance and instantiate values in our own lives is not. He says,
“our present business is not with the balancing, but with the prior question of what values there are
to balance” (1989:124).

5But see Sen (1977). For general analyses of the concept of preference, see the papers in Fehige
and Wessels (1998).
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6.2 A Smorgasbordof Desire Satisfaction Theories of Well-Being

It is quite uncontroversial that the actual desire and preference satisfaction the-
ories of well-being are implausible. There are many reasons for this. First, a
person’s set of desires can be incoherent: she can desire contradictory states of
affairs. This should prompt us to move to an actual preference satisfaction theory.
Second, actual preferences may however be irrelevant to the person’s well-being:
this should prompt us to include only self-regarding preferences. Third, the satis-
faction of actual self-regarding preferences may still fail to promote the person’s
well-being. For these reasons, different proposals of desire satisfaction theories
of well-being—as they are often called in the literature—could be understood as
proposals for specifying a subset of (actual or possible) self-regarding preferences.
The proposals argue that only the satisfaction of the preferences in this subset con-
stitutes what is good for the person.

What distinguishes these proposals, then, are theconstraintswhich define the
relevant subset. One way to classify these constraints is according to the domain of
self-regarding preferences they apply to. The domain might be the self-regarding
preferencesthe person actually has.6 What these constraints do is to take the self-
regarding preferences of the person, and throw some of them out. Only the resultant
preferences are relevant to the person’s well-being. Borrowing an expression from
Robert Goodin (1986)—although he uses it in a somewhat different context—I
call thesepreference laundering constraints. For example, such a theory might
operate with acausal historyconstraint. On this view, only the satisfaction of those
preferences promotes the well-being of the person whose formation has followed
some appropriate causal route—like being uninfluenced by external manipulation.

Another set of constraints includescounterfactual constraints. These operate
not on the set of the actual preferences of the person, but on her set of possible
counterfactual, hypothetical, or ideal preferences. These constraints take some of
the person’s internal features and external circumstances and abstract away from
them. In this idealization process, the person’s preferences change as the person,
counterfactually, becomes more ideal to form preferences. Metaphorically speak-
ing, only the preferences of the “ideal counterpart” of the person are relevant to the
well-being of the (non-idealized) person. These preferences might not be prefer-
ences that the person actually has. Rather, the idea is that the satisfaction of only
those preferences is relevant to well-being which would be formed by the person
under ideal conditions for preferring. Counterfactual constraints are used in what I
call idealization theories of well-being (see page 7). The ideal advisor theory is one
such theory. It holds that only the satisfaction of those preferences promotes the

6“Actual,” once again, is used in the modal, and not the temporal sense. Also, henceforth in this
section, for the sake of brevity, when I say “preferences,” I mean self-regarding preferences. What
self-regarding preferences are will be explained in detail in the next section.
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person’s well-being which the person would have were she adequately informed
and appropriately rational. Another version of the idealization theory may hold
that the relevant preferences are those which would be formed under Buddhist
meditation.

Note that many constraints can have both preference laundering and counter-
factual forms. A preference laundering form of the ideal advisor theory would hold
that only the satisfaction of those preferences makes the person better off which are
formedwhenthe person is adequately informed and appropriately rational. Simi-
larly, a twin of the “Buddhist meditation theory” would single out those preferences
which are formed under meditation. But these versions are not very convincing,
given that people are hardly ever adequately informed and appropriately rational,
and most of their preferences are not formed under Buddhist meditation. Hence
such theories would not be very useful. On the other hand, the causal history con-
straint may also have a counterfactual form. It would select those preferences the
person would have, were her desire formation entirely free of external manipulative
influences. Of course, such a theory has to give an account of what counts as ma-
nipulative influence, and why such influence can never contribute to the formation
of preferences whose satisfaction makes the person better off.

There are many other possible constraints. This means that there is a plethora
of possible preference satisfaction theories of well-being. It would be a hopeless
undertaking to try to discuss them all. What I can do instead is to discuss only a
few—those which have actually been proposed or discussed by philosophers. Af-
ter all, there must be a reason why these, and not other, versions of the theory have
been proposed; other versions are likely be the target of obvious objections. What
I shall try to do is to build the case that no form of the preference laundering con-
straint is plausible; if you want to be a preference satisfaction theorist, you have
to choose some counterfactual constraint to identify the preferences whose satis-
faction is relevant to welfare. Given, however, the possibility of many unexplored
preference laundering constraints, my arguments yield little more than an initial
presumption against theories employing such constraints. The case for counterfac-
tual constraints will be examined in the remaining sections, and there again, I take
the discussions in the literature as evidence that only certain forms of counterfac-
tual constraints would survive systematic scrutiny.

Consider first the theory which is often called thebasic desires theory. On this
view, there is a special class of desires and only their satisfaction promotes well-
being. This class includes desires which are generally or even universally held by
human beings as a matter of their psychology and biology. This sort of view can
be found in some of the writings of John C. Harsanyi. He says,

all human beings havemuch the samebasic biological and psychological
needs, and, therefore, havemuch the same basic desires. (1997:139)

What makes all these things intrinsically valuable to us is the fact that
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they are theobjects of our basic desires, which we largely share with other
human beings, due to ourcommon human natureand to ourcommon biolog-
ical and psychological needs. (1997:141)7

The basic desires theory employs some constraint which is specified by psy-
chological and biological criteria for identifying basic desires, and argues that the
satisfaction of these desires makes us better off.8

There is no doubt that the satisfaction of the desires which we have due to our
biological and psychological make-up contributes to our well-being. Satisfying
these desires may even have special urgency for social policy. But as ageneral
accountof what makes people better off, this view is hopelessly limited. We have
many other desires—more precisely, self-regarding preferences—whose satisfac-
tion is good for us, and these are neither determined by our biology and psychol-
ogy, nor are they generally held. Your desire to read tedious philosophical works
is surely neither general nor determined by your biology or psychology, but your
reading them may be good for you (especially if youdoprefer reading such works).

An apparently more plausible theory based on preference laundering is the
global success theory. It is discussed (but ultimately rejected) by Derek Parfit
(1984:494–9). On a success theory, what makes you better off is the satisfaction
of your preferences about your own life. On the global success theory, moreover,
only those preferences are relevant which are about a part of your life considered
as a whole, or about your whole life. In contrast to a global preference, a local
preference is any preference about some limited aspect of your life. Hence, on
the global success theory, well-being consists in the satisfaction of global self-
regarding preferences.

Parfit applies the local-global distinction to desires, and not preferences, but
this does not make a difference, since he uses desire in its dispositional sense. He
introduces the distinction because he worries that under certain further assump-
tions, the local success theory leads to counterintuitive results. Suppose you are
addicted to a drug, and each morning you have a very strong desire to take this
drug. Your desire does not have phenomenological content—it is not unpleasant to
have this desire in any way. Moreover, since I give you the drug every morning,
a very strong desire of yours is fulfilled each day; and the drug does not inter-
fere with other pursuits in your life, and it causes neither pleasant nor unpleasant
feelings. It is likely, however, that you would rather not be addicted to this drug.

7All emphases are his. Harsanyi is better known for his version of the ideal advisor theory (see
page 91). But in light of some of the things he says about well-being, it seems that sometimes he
has the basic desires theory in mind. I think he intends this theory not as a rival to his ideal advisor
theory, but as a complement to it.

8A similar theory might identify basic desires not by psychological and biological criteria, but
simply by their being generally or even universally held. But it’s hard to see what argument could
show thatonlygenerally or universally held desires promote well-being.
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However, by satisfying your very strong desire each day, I do what is better for you
than satisfying your desire not to be addicted—which is weaker either on its own,
or it is weaker if we “add up” the strengths of the daily desires for the drug. Hence,
on the local success theory, your well-being is promoted by making you an addict
(1984:497).

In contrast, the global version of the success theory seems to yield the intu-
itively right answer in such a case: since it only counts the desires that you have
about your life considered as a whole, or about some aspect of your life taken as
a whole, being addicted does not make you better off. On the contrary, by making
you an addict, your global desire not to become addicted is not satisfied. You end
up being worse off.

The global success theory, however, runs into difficulties when it tries to ex-
plain why local desires or preferences do not matter for well-being. Passing an
ice-cream parlor, you form a strong whim to have some ice-cream. Why satisfying
that local preference is not good for you? It seems to me that narrowing the set
of relevant preferences according to the scope of their objects is not a promising
strategy, because it is off-target. Satisfying local preferences can make you better
off. Furthermore, global self-regarding preferences may be formed and ingrained
without sufficient information, for instance. People can have preferences over parts
of their lives, even their whole lives, whose satisfaction does not make them better
off—for they may be based on insufficient information and inadequate reflection.

A variation on the scope problem plagues other type of theories based on pref-
erence laundering constraints. Considerlife plan theories. Roughly, these views
connect well-being to the execution of a person’s life plan, and particular prefer-
ence satisfactions derive their value from the place they have in the hierarchy of
preferences constituting that life plan. One variant of such theories is proposed by
Joseph Raz (1986:288-320). On his view, well-being consists in the satisfaction of
the person’s biologically determined needs or desires, and the success in achieving
her goals, where these goals are nested in a hierarchical structure with the per-
son’s “comprehensive goals” on top. The satisfactions of the person’s particular
preferences contribute to the person’s well-being insofar as they contribute to the
attainment of more comprehensive goals.9

Life plan theories have a scope problem due to their overlyintellectualistna-
ture. As a matter of fact, I doubt that most people execute life plans or entertain a
complete and consistent hierarchical system of more or less comprehensive goals.
I suspect such persons exist only in the fantasies of philosophers. Surely, people
have global preferences, plans, and important goals; but they do not form the struc-
tured hierarchy some philosophers seem to suggest. This makes it very hard to

9Note that according to Raz, the person’s goals derive from values, and not desires. But insofar
as those goals determine her preferences, Raz’s different position in value theory is irrelevant here.
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evaluate their well-being on these views. But even if people had life plans and sys-
tems of comprehensive goals, these may have nothing to do with their well-being.
You are not necessarily better off by executing a life plan of sacrifice, or realizing
some aesthetic or perfectionist ideal; indeed, your very reason for choosing these
plans or ideals may have nothing to do with your well-being. Life plan theories
disregard the distinction between self-regarding desires and preferences on the one
hand, and other-regarding desires and preferences, on the other.

I have surveyed a few preference satisfaction theories of well-being with pref-
erence laundering constraints to lend plausibility to the case that preference laun-
dering constraints are inadequate, and preference satisfaction theories must employ
counterfactual constraints. Of course, there are many other preference laundering
constraints I cannot examine. But this last point—that preference laundering con-
straints may be unable to separate self-regarding preferences from other-regarding
preferences—may strengthen my case for counterfactual constraints. Thus, I turn
to the question of how to distinguish between self-regarding and other-regarding
desires and preferences.

6.3 Self-Regarding Desires

By definition, a self-regarding preference is a preference that has to do with the
person’s well-being. A preference satisfaction theory of well-being must hold that
only the satisfaction of those preferences contributes to our well-being which are
self-regarding, since many of our preferences have nothing to do with what is good
for us. If you prefer that one day the human race encounters an intelligent and
benevolent race from another galaxy, your preference is not about what is good for
you. If you prefer that people in poor countries have a better life, you don’t prefer
what is good for you.

Therefore, I have to give an analysis of “self-regarding.” In order to do this,
I have to revert back to desire-talk. This is because preference is a comparative
notion: preferences form orderings. Given the dispositional conception of desire,
the elements of preference orderings can often (but not always) be considered de-
sires. That is, if you prefer an apple to a pear, then often it is the case that you both
desire the apple and the pear, and you give priority to your desire for the apple.
But then a self-regarding preference is nothing more but the comparison of self-
regarding desires. More precisely,self-regarding preferences are (orderings of)
pairwise comparisons of self-regarding desires, and only such desires—because
many preferences register our priorities between what is good for us versus what is
good for others, or desirable for some other reason. These preferences have no role
in a theory of well-being, because they concern how we weigh our well-being with
other values. No doubt such preferences are important, but they are important from
the perspective of some other theory—perhaps our more general moral theory.
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But what is a self-regarding desire? There are several ideas abroad about this
question. One proposal is that a self-regarding desire is one that conforms to the
familiar experience requirement. According to this requirement, in order for the
satisfaction of a desire to contribute to a person’s well-being, the person must in
some way experience the satisfaction of the desire. But in what way? Perhaps it
must enter the conscious experience of the person. This reading, however, is mis-
leadingly hedonist. It is natural to understand it as requiring that the person takes
some pleasure or enjoyment in the satisfaction of her desire. I suspect such a mis-
reading lead Sumner to argue that if preference satisfaction theories of well-being
incorporate the requirement, they become hedonist theories (see page 57). If only
those desires are self-regarding whose satisfaction causes pleasure or enjoyment,
it is hard to see why the desire, and not the pleasure or enjoyment its satisfaction
results in, is relevant to well-being.

Perhaps “experiencing the satisfaction of desire” means that the satisfaction of
the desire must make a difference to the person’s life. On this reading, the expe-
rience requirement holds that the satisfaction of a person’s self-regarding desire
must have somecausal effecton the way that person’s life goes, including what
subsequent desires or preferences she has. Thus, if some of your desire is satisfied,
but its satisfaction never affects your life—maybe because you never learn that it
has been satisfied—it does not make you better off. And if some of your desire
is not satisfied, even though you mistakenly believe that it has been satisfied, this
cannot make you worse off. (Even though your false belief that it has been satisfied
may make a difference to your life.)

Now, there are widely differing intuitions among philosophers about cases like
these. Some believe that causally inert satisfactions (or frustrations) make their
respective desires irrelevant to a person’s well-being. Others believe that desires
with causally inert satisfactions (or frustrations) do make a difference to the per-
son’s well-being. Whichever intuition you have, however, the experience require-
ment is not the proper requirement for identifying self-regarding desires. If you
have the former intuition, notice that the requirement admits into the determination
of your welfare the causally potent satisfactions and frustrations of desires whose
satisfaction has nothing to do with how well off you are. Suppose you desire that
the quality of life of people in poor countries is improved. This desire is satisfied,
and this has some causal impact on your life. But it does not mean that it is bet-
ter for you that they are better off. You desiredtheir life to go better, not yours.
This distinction has nothing to do with the causal role of the satisfaction of this
desire in your life. On the other hand, if you have the latter intuition—that desires
with causally inert satisfactions (or frustrations) are relevant to your well-being—
you have already given up the experience requirement. Whatever your intuition is,
self-regarding desires need some other criterion.

Parfit (1984:494–5) proposes anhistorical criterion. He imagines two scenar-
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ios: in both of these, he’s an exile who cannot communicate with his children, but
he desires that they succeed in their lives. In the first scenario, one of his children
is killed by an avalanche. In the second scenario, in addition to his desire that the
lives of his children go well, he had tried to give them a good start in life before he
became an exile. Despite his efforts, the lives of his children go badly, and partly
this is due to his mistakes as a parent. But he never learns of their fate.

Parfit thinks that the fact that his desire is not fulfilled is bad for him in the sec-
ond case, but not in the first. The difference is that in the second case he bears part
of the responsibility for his unsatisfied desire, since he had a hand in the subsequent
failure of his children’s lives. On this view, self-regarding desires are identified by
the role that the person’s efforts have played in their fulfillment or frustration. But
clearly, this is not a good criterion either. Whether you have been in a position to
facilitate the satisfaction of your desire has nothing to do with whether the desire is
about what is good for you. If you desire to be rich, and you inherit a lot of money
from a distant, unknown relative, it is good for you that your desire is satisfied,
even though you have not made any effort for its satisfaction in any way.

A more promising alternative is to say that self-regarding desires are the desires
the person holds “for her own sake.” But this a bit mysterious. I think what it means
is this. In order to distinguish self-regarding desires from other desires, we have to
appeal to thereasonsfor which a person holds the desires she does. Quite simply,
a self-regarding desire is a desire that you hold for the reason that the satisfaction
of this desire would promote your well-being.

Consider Parfit’s famous example of meeting a stranger on the train (1984:494).
The stranger is ill, but after their conversation Parfit forms the desire that the
stranger be cured. He never meets the stranger again, who, unknown to him,
is subsequently indeed cured. The satisfaction of Parfit’s desire does not make
Parfit’s life better—but not because it never enters his experience, and not because
he makes no effort to satisfy this desire, but because the reason Parfit forms it is
that its satisfaction would be better for the stranger. Parfit’s desire is irrelevant to
Parfit’s well-being, because the reason he holds it has something to do with the
stranger’s life, and not his.

Of course, Parfit could hold this desire for the reason thathis own life go bet-
ter, but there would be something strange with that reason—especially given the
extremely low likelihood that he ever meets the stranger again. Perhaps holding the
desire for that reason is not impossible or inappropriate, in which case Parfit’s life
might go better or worse depending on the stranger’s fate. But a more natural re-
action to this case would be to say that Parfit probably mistakenly believes that the
reason he formed this desire for is that his own life go better, and in fact he holds
it for some other reason. Maybe he has not given enough attention to clarifying his
reasons for himself; maybe he deceives himself or he is deceived by others; maybe
he is unable to clarify his reasons because of some psychological deficit. People
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can be mistaken about the reasons for their desires in many ways.
Because of this problem, it might seem that a “reason-based account” of self-

regarding desire is no improvement over the other proposals. But this problem
can easily be remedied. All we have to add is that the reasons which delineate
self-regarding desires are the reasons the person would have were she free of dis-
torting influences. That is, we can amend the account with certain counterfactual
constraints to avoid the problem. These counterfactual constraints areepistemic
andcognitive: they require that the person is fully informed and ideally rational.
The fully informed and ideally rational “counterpart” of the person would be able
to adequately clarify the reasons of the person: she is fully informed, she can give
enough attention to the matter, and cannot be influenced by external manipulation;
she is ideally rational, hence free of psychological deficits; and self-deception is
conceptually impossible for such ideal agents. Therefore, this account proposes
the following definition:

Self-regarding desire.A self-regarding desire is a desire that the person, were she
fully informed and ideally rational, would have for the reason that the satis-
faction of this desire would promote her own well-being.10

In my view, a desire or preference satisfaction theory of well-being must be
formulated as a preference satisfaction theory, and not a desire satisfaction theory.
It must also employ some constraints on the relevant preferences, but preference
laundering constraints are inadequate for various reasons. One reason is that only
a preference satisfaction theory with counterfactual constraints can distinguish be-
tween self-regarding and other-regarding desires, and hence preferences. In partic-
ular, only a theory that uses both epistemic and cognitive constraints can do this
job. This theory is the ideal advisor theory.11

6.4 Towards the Ideal Advisor Theory

In this chapter, I have tried to make a case for the ideal advisor theory through
examining a number of constraints that a preference satisfaction theory of well-
being has to impose on the preferences whose satisfaction is relevant to well-being.

10One may object that this account of self-regarding desire is circular. I will have something to
say about this point on page 146.

11Defining self-regarding desire in terms of the reasons for desires the person in ideal conditions
would have perhaps also helps to explain why people have widely diverging intuitions about the
relevance of desires to welfare in cases in which a desire is satisfied, but the satisfaction does not
affect the person’s life (cases of the stranger on the train, the fate of the children of the exile, desires
satisfied after one’s death). Perhaps our intuitions are different because it is often unclear what the
reason is for which the heroes in these stories have the desires they do—or what the appropriate
reason for having these desires would be.
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The ideal advisor theory holds the well-being consists in the satisfaction of the
(self-regarding) preferences the person would have were she adequately informed
and appropriately rational. Of course, there are many ways of spelling out the
information and rationality requirements—as I call them later, the epistemic and
the cognitive constraints. These will be examined in Chapter 7.12 My conclusion
so far is that if you want to be a preference satisfaction theorist, you need to impose
both cognitive and epistemic constraints on the relevant preferences. That is, you
have to move to a theory like the ideal advisor theory.

There are, however, philosophers who deny that if you want to be a preference
satisfaction theorist, you have to accept an idealization theory. In particular, it
has been argued that the information requirement—the epistemic constraint—is
superfluous. This constraint is attacked, for instance, by Mark Murphy (1999). He
notes that there are two major considerations that push philosophers accepting a
“DF-theory” (the desire satisfaction or fulfillment theory of well-being) towards
a “Knowledge-Modified” version of the theory (that is, one with a counterfactual
epistemic constraint for specifying the desires which are relevant to well-being).
These are: (1) that desires can be based on false beliefs, and (2) that desires can be
absent due to a lack of true beliefs. According to Murphy, the proper account of
the individuation of desires entails that neither consideration justifies the need for
a counterfactual epistemic constraint. As he argues:

Of all the conditions that DF theorists have incorporated within their hypo-
thetical desire situations, the information condition has been the most com-
mon and has been thought to be the weakest and most in the spirit of DF
theory. A successful argument against the Knowledge-Modified form of DF
theory is thus an excellent, if stillprima facie, case against all Modified ver-
sions of DF theory. (1999:249)

Consider (1). Murphy argues that there are only two senses in which a desire
can be based on false beliefs. In one sense, thecausal historyof the desire contains
some false belief. Murphy believes that the falsity of beliefs which have played a
role in the formation of a desire does not make the desire irrelevant to well-being.
This is so both if the desire persists when the person learns that the belief is false,
and also if the desire is dropped if the person learns that the belief is false.

A preference satisfaction theory with an epistemic constraint can handle these
cases easily. The theory asks what would happen if the person learnt that the belief
was false. If the corresponding desire persists, then it is a desire whose satisfaction
makes the person better off, since the desire withstands idealization. Thus, so far
there is no disagreement between Murphy and this theory. If, however, the desire

12In the discussion of the theory, I will drop the “self-regarding” qualifier in front of preference.
Unless indicated otherwise, adequately informed and appropriately rational preferences are always
understood to be self-regarding.
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would be dropped, its satisfaction does not make the person better off. Murphy
denies this; he thinks that a false belief somewhere down along the causal chain
does not make a difference to the relevance of the desire. I think it does, and later
I will present some kinds of desire for which this seems to be the case.

But first consider the second sense of a desire being based on a false belief. A
desire may be based on beliefs which arespecificatoryor instrumental. Take spec-
ificatory beliefs. Murphy imagines that he desires a baseball signed by a famous
player, and he has the false belief thatthis ball was signed by that player, so he is
motivated to get this ball; therefore, in virtue of that motivation, he has a desire to
get this ball. On a view which employs a counterfactual epistemic constraint, his
desire to get this ball would not count among those whose satisfaction promotes
his well-being, since if he did not have a false specificatory belief, he would not
have a desire for this ball. But Murphy believes that we do not need to appeal
to the person’s counterfactual or hypothetical desires in order to make sure that
the satisfaction of the desire for this ball—a specificatory desire—is irrelevant to
the person’s well-being. We do not need such an appeal, because on a plausible
account of desire individuation,there are no specificatory desires.

The case is similar with instrumental desires: to take an example by Parfit
(1984:117), if I desire to meet a beautiful librarian, and I want to go to the library
merely in order to meet her, and you introduce me to this librarian, then I have no
unsatisfied desire. Again, this is because on a plausible account of desire individu-
ation,there are no instrumental desires.

That account of the individuation of desires is this. Since we ascribe desires
in order to explain action, a principle for the individuation of desires is governed
by the needs of an explanatory theory of action. Thus, a person has a desire if and
only if the desire plays a role in thescopeandpowerof the person’s motivation.
Two putative desires,A andB, are different if and only if either there is a state of
affairs toward whichA andB motivate the person, but toward which neitherA nor
B alone motivates the person; or there is a state of affairs toward whichA andB
together motivate the person to a greater degree thanA orB alone does. In the first
case, the additional desire changes the scope of the motivation; in the second case,
it changes its power. If a putative desire plays no role in the scope or the power of
the person’s motivation, then there is only one desire (1999:253–4).

Thus, when Murphy desires to have a baseball signed by a famous player, and
he believes thatthisball is signed by that famous player, he does not have a separate
desire for this ball: we explained his motivation by citing the desire and the belief.
Similarly, when I desire to meet the beautiful librarian, and I believe that by going
to the library I can meet her, I don’t have a separate desire to go the library. If
Murphy falsely believes that this ball was signed by the famous player, or I falsely
believe that I will meet the librarian in the library, we do not need to appeal to what
he and I would desire if we had true specificatory and instrumental beliefs: we
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would desire no differently. There is no desire to be filtered out by a counterfactual
epistemic constraint. Rather, the reason we are not better off going for the ball and
to the library is simply that our desires to have the ball signed by the player, and
to meet the beautiful librarian, are not satisfied due to our false specificatory and
instrumental beliefs.

Consider now (2): the rationale for accepting a counterfactual epistemic con-
straint that desires can be absent due to a lack of true beliefs. One way acquiring
true beliefs might make a difference is by causing us to form new desires. Suppose
I learn that stamp-collecting is a relaxing pastime, and I come to have a desire to
start a stamp collection (perhaps giving up the relaxing pastime of reading, such
that I have a separate desire for stamp-collecting). Murphy (1999:260) believes
that in the absence of this belief, stamp-collecting would not contribute to my well-
being, thus there is no advantage to be gained by asking whether I would start a
stamp collection if I knew that stamp-collecting was relaxing. My reply is that this
is posing the wrong question. The right question to ask is this: how would the de-
sires the person has now change if she acquired new true beliefs? I think there are
kinds of belief whose acquisition would make a difference to the person’s desires.
I mention some below.

Another way acquiring true beliefs might make a difference is by changing
specificatory and instrumental beliefs. Thus, Murphy imagines that he has a desire
for a baseball signed by a famous player, but he lacks the true belief that the ball
in front of him is signed by that player. Similarly, I desire to meet the beautiful
librarian, but I lack the true belief that I can meet her by going to the library. But,
once again, in order to explain why the satisfaction of our desires for the baseball
and to meet the librarian (respectively) would be good for us, we do not need to
appeal to counterfactual desires, since if we had the true beliefs, we would not
acquire new desires. All we need to appeal to is that the ball in front of Murphy is
in fact signed by the player, and going to the library is, indeed, the way to meet the
beautiful librarian.

Now, suppose we accept Murphy’s principle for the individuation of desires, to-
gether with the implication that there are no instrumental and specificatory desires.
Even so, his case against a counterfactual epistemic constraint is not conclusive.

On the one hand, there might be other reasons why a desire satisfaction theorist
of well-being would want to employ some counterfactual constraint on a person’s
desires. She might be worried that the person has desires which are formed in a
state of anxiety, depression, emotional disturbance, compulsion, or lack of proper
“imaginative acquaintance.”13 The argument against an epistemic constraint is not
a goodprima faciecase against such an idealization theory.

13See, for instance, Smith (1994:155–6). For a discussion of imaginative acquaintance, see Lewis
(1989:121–3).
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On the other hand, even if we put these other considerations aside, there remain
reasons for employing a counterfactual epistemic constraint in apreferencesatis-
faction theory of well-being. Murphy misses these, since he puts his case forward
in terms of desires. But we need to use the concept of preference. When we form
preferences, we use beliefs he does not consider. For instance, you need toweigh
or balanceyour desires. Suppose you can either become a philosopher or a concert
pianist, and you desire both: whichever career you choose might depend on the
beliefs you have about the relative value, for you, of being a philosopher or being a
concert pianist. These beliefs need neither be specificatory, nor instrumental. One
kind of belief that might be relevant for deciding between these two alternatives
concerns whether you think you will be more successful as a philosopher than as
a musician, or a philosopher’s life will be more rewarding for you than a life as a
musician.

There are other sorts of relevant beliefs too, and some of these are instrumental
or specificatory beliefs. Return to Parfit’s example. I desire to meet a beautiful
librarian, and I might be able to do that if I go to the library, since there’s a fair
chance that she is there. But there is also a chance that she will be at your party.
Suppose I have no genuine desire to go to the library or to go to your party. Wher-
ever I go depends on the probability I assign to where the beautiful librarian is.
On Murphy’s account, even though I do not form an additional desire to go to the
library or to the party, my belief about where the beautiful librarian is makes a
whole lot of difference to what I do: it determines whether I go to your party or to
the library. These probabilistic beliefs are clearly instrumental. A similar story can
be told about specificatory beliefs—from which I spare the reader.

These beliefs can clearly be false. An adequate preference satisfaction theory
of well-being has to be able to exclude preferences based on such false beliefs, or
lack of true beliefs. It has to appeal to counterfactual situations to determine what
is good for us.
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Chapter 7

In Defense of Ideal Advisors

7.1 Idealization Theory

Subjectivism about welfare has been a very influential position. Many subjectivists
hold that welfare consists in the satisfaction of preferences. Most of them, how-
ever, agree that only the satisfaction of those preferences constitutes well-being
which count as improvements over the person’s actual preferences, since those
preferences might be mistaken or irrelevant in several ways. There are many pos-
sible versions of this type of theory. One version holds that improved preferences
are identified by whether they conform to some counterfactual constraint, or set
of constraints. I use the expressionidealization theoryas a generic term for such
theories:

Idealization theory.One thingx is better for a person, or promotes her well-being
more, than another,y, if and only if the person would preferx to y, were she
in ideal conditions for preferring.1

The most familiar versions of the idealization theory employepistemicand
cognitiveconstraints for the selection of improved preferences. The epistemic
constraint requires that the person is informed about her circumstances, range of
options, and the possible consequences of her choices. The cognitive constraint
requires that when the person evaluates her circumstances and options, she does
not make any mistakes of representation of facts or errors of reasoning. In short,
these constraints require that the person is informed and rational in some appro-
priate sense, and she is in ideal conditions for forming preferences if and only if
she is. That is, these theories involve a causal-counterfactual process of idealiza-
tion on the preferences of the person: adding true information, we “observe” what
changes in these preferences occur, making sure that the changes are not caused
by errors of reasoning. The resultant, informed and rational preferences are im-
provements over the preferences of the person. These theories connect well-being
to these improved preferences. They are sometimes called informed, or hypotheti-
cal, or counterfactual desire (or preference) theories, ideal advisor views, or, more
often, full-information theories of welfare. I will refer to them collectively as the

1By “preference,” I meanweak preferencein the decision theorist’s sense. Weak preference
includes indifference, hencex andy are equally good if and only if the person is indifferent between
them in ideal conditions for preferring. Also, “preference” is always understood asself-regarding
preference, as explained in the previous chapter.
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ideal advisor theoryof well-being. My favored interpretation, which I callIRP, is
spelled out in Section 8.1.

To avoid confusion, I will call the person placed in the hypothetical ideal con-
ditions for preferring theideal advisorof the person. But, of course, distinguish-
ing between the (actual) person and her “ideal advisor” is no more than a useful
metaphor which makes the discussion easier.

Many philosophers nowadays believe in some version of the ideal advisor the-
ory. Recently, however, the plausibility of such views has been questioned repeat-
edly.2 In this chapter, I first present some seminal versions of the theory, then I
examine various counterarguments. As I argue, these arguments expound some
common background ideas, and these are perhaps not as uncontroversial as one
might have initially thought. Thus, the objections do not conclusively refute the
theory—but they definitely help to work out its most plausible version.

7.2 Four Versions of the Ideal Advisor Theory

Idealization theories in general, and ideal advisor views in particular, can also be
put forward as theories ofnormative reasons. A theory of normative reasons tells
us what a person has the most reason to do. In these theories, what a person ought to
do is established by discovering what she, in the relevant counterfactual situation,
would be motivated to do. What she would be motivated to do as an ideal advisor
is what she ought to be motivated to do in her actual situation: the motivating
reasons of the ideal advisor are the normative reasons of the person. The role
of idealization is to specify what criteria the person should aim at satisfying in
her deliberation of what she has the most reason to do, and it explains how these
reasons can be compelling to her—by being connected to her actual motivating
reasonsvia a number of counterfactual steps.

Nevertheless, it is important to distinguish between an idealization theory of
well-being and an idealization theory of normative reasons. Even if, for instance,
an ideal advisor theory turned out to be both the best theory of well-being and the
best account of normative reasons, the two would still be different, since what we
have the most reason to do is not always the best thing for us to do. The failure to
distinguish between these can lead to misplaced arguments.3

2Advocates include, for instance, Railton (1986a,b), Gauthier (1986), Darwall (1983:85–100),
Harsanyi (1982), Hare (1981:101–6, 214–8), Brandt (1979), Rawls (1971:407–24), and Sidgwick
(1907), among others. Some have interpreted Griffin (1986) as such a view as well, although he
seems to have moved to an objectivist theory in Griffin (1996). See also his remarks in Griffin
(2000). Recent opponents to different versions of idealization theory include Hubin (1996), Loeb
(1995), Rosati (1995), Sobel (1994), Anderson (1993), Cowen (1993) and Velleman (1988).

3For instance, Gibbard (1990:18–22), in arguing against Brandt (1979), asks why he ought to
do, when he is lost in a forest, what he would want himself to do if he was fully informed, instead of

86



7.2 Four Versions of the Ideal Advisor Theory

Still, both kinds of theory have a common strategy: they take the actual pref-
erences of the person and provide information pertaining to her situation—factual
knowledge of the alternatives, possible consequences of her choices, and the like.
The aim is to establish what preferences would be generated by making more and
more information available, given that the person does not make mistakes of rea-
soning and avoids other sorts of cognitive error.

Therefore, on an ideal advisor theory of normative reasons, actual preferences
provide no reasons, or provide reasons only insofar as they would remain intact
throughout the idealization process. “Real” reasons are discovered in the hypothet-
ical situation; that is, reasons are rooted in hypothetical preferences. On one type
of theory using epistemic and cognitive idealization, we can be sure that these rea-
sons are capable of beingauthoritativefor the person because they are established
in accordance with a requirement that there must be an internalist link between
hypothetical and actual motivation—between the motivating reasons of the ideal
advisor and the motivating reasons of the actual person. These are ideal advisor
views of normative reasons with theinternalist requirement. On other versions,
the authority of the reasons uncovered in the hypothetical situation are secured by
theconvergence requirement—the requirement that these reasons are shared by all
persons placed in ideal conditions.

Ideal advisor theories of well-being can also appeal to the internalist or the
convergence requirement to ensure the authority of the ideal advisor’s preferences
in determining what promotes the welfare of the person. One ideal advisor view
with the internalist requirement is the theory of Richard B. Brandt (1979). His aim
is to work out a theory of what is rational to want and to do—which he identifies
with what is good for the person (1979:15). He describes idealization the following
way:

some intrinsic desires and aversions would be present in some persons if
relevant available information registered fully, that is, if the persons repeat-
edly represented to themselves, in an ideally vivid way, and at an appropriate
time, the available information which is relevant in the sense that it would
make a difference to desires and aversions if they thought of it. (1979:111)

By “ideally vivid way” I mean that the person gets the information at the
focus of attention, with maximal vividness and detail, and with no hesitation
or doubt about its truth. I mean by “available information” . . . relevant

pursuing one of the standard strategies for finding one’s way out of the woods. I agree that what he
has the most reason to do is to pursue such a strategy, given that he does not have full information;
but it would be still better for him to be fully informed, and act upon the preferences he would then
have. His argument is presented as an argument against the idea of idealization in general—but it
is compelling as an argument against an ideal advisor theory of normative reasons only, and not so
convincing against an ideal advisor theory of well-being. In context, whether it is successful depends
on how we interpret Brandt’s project. (I thank David Sobel for helping me clarify the distinction
between idealization theories of well-being and of normative reasons. See also his 2001.)
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beliefs which are a part of the “scientific knowledge” of the day, or which are
justified on the basis of publicly available evidence in accordance with the
canons of inductive or deductive logic, or justified on the basis of evidence
which could now be obtained by procedures known to science. (1979:111–2)

Relevance of information should be judged by its content. Information should
be presented repeatedly until it “registers,” a sign of which may be that we have
reason to suppose that further repetition would induce no change in the person’s de-
sires; and it should be presented at the time when it could make a difference to de-
liberation. Brandt sums his view up this way: “This whole process of confronting
desires with relevant information, by repeatedly representing it, in an ideally vivid
way, and at an appropriate time, I callcognitive psychotherapy” (1979:113, his em-
phasis).

That is, in the idealization process, we present information to the person in or-
der to find out whether her motivational structure would alter due to the acquisition
of new beliefs (or being vividly reminded of old ones). The presentation is subject
to certain conditions. One is that the information should be presented repeatedly.
This invites the question of how much repetition is needed. We cannot simply say
that information should be repeated until it induces a change in motivation; this
at least presumes that the more repetition, the likelier the change. This may not
always be so, but even if it was, the point of repeating information is to enable the
person better understanding, not to induce a change of motivation. The criterion for
the number of sufficient repetitions, therefore, cannot be a function of motivational
change. But are there any independent criteria then?

Brandt gives the general criterion that information should register. But there
is more to registration than repetition. Maximal vividness and detail of infor-
mation also enhance the epistemic conditions. But just as before, a case can be
made against the presumption of “the more the better” behind this view. It is not
clear why more vivid information would imply epistemic advancement. Moreover,
vividness may depend on the psychology of the person—what counts as vivid pre-
sentation of information for you may be quite vague for me. Once again, vividness
and detail cannot be measured by the motivational change they induce; they are
to be measured by whether they help information to register fully. But since it
is not entirely clear how one can make sure that information has registered, how
far the idealization process should go is indeterminate. The same point applies to
the the extent of available information. Brandt only requires information that is
publicly availablevia scientific methods or reasoning. This does not ensure that
all information that could make a difference will be at the person’s disposal, and
also introduces an element of indeterminacy. In addition, obtaining some pieces of
information may be prohibitively costly. But it is not that these cannot be used to
criticize what the person prefers (1979:13). So some indeterminacy is unavoidable
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in specifying relevant information.4

As a matter of fact, Brandt’s theory is not a “full information” theory, since he
does not require all relevant information. Moreover, it cannot reply to the argu-
ments from the psychological shortcomings of specific persons, since it does not
abstract away from such shortcomings. These problems may be, however, over-
come by tightening both the epistemic and cognitive constraints: by requiring that
all relevant information must be at the disposal of a cognitively perfect ideal advi-
sor.

Peter Railton’s theory avoids the problems of the presentation, vividness, and
amount of information by doing precisely that. It posits a duplicate super-agent,
possessing extra-human cognitive capacities:

Give to an actual individualA unqualified cognitive and imaginative powers,
and full factual and nomological information about his physical and psy-
chological constitution, capacities, circumstances, history and so on.A will
have becomeA+, who has complete and vivid knowledge of himself and
his environment, and whose instrumental rationality is in no way defective.
We now askA+ to tell us not whathe currently wants, but what he would
want his non-idealized selfA to want—or, more generally, to seek—were
he to find himself in the actual condition and circumstances ofA. (Railton,
1986b:173–4, his emphasis)

Railton’s theory yields the following theory of welfare:

an individual’s good consists in what he would want himself to want, or to
pursue, were he to contemplate his present situation from a standpoint fully
and vividly informed about himself and his circumstances, and entirely free
of cognitive error or lapses of instrumental rationality. (Railton, 1986a:16)

Railton’s theory is an improvement over Brandt’s theory in another way as
well. On this view, well-being is tied to the hypothetical preferences of the ideal
advisor. That is, the person placed in ideal conditions forms preferences over her
preferences in her actual conditions. These preferences are about what is good for
the actual person, and not about what is good for the ideal advisor. Evidently, any
ideal advisor theory must be put forward this way.

At the same time, however, the actual self and the fully informed and cogni-
tively perfect ideal advisor may be very unlike, because Railton gives unlimited
cognitive and imaginative powers to ideal advisors. But this may detach the pref-
erences of the ideal advisor from those of the actual person’s: if idealization can
profoundly change the preferences of a person, how can we make sure that the in-
ternalist link between her preferences and the ideal advisor’s preferences remains

4For similar arguments, see Loeb (1995) and Velleman (1988). See also Gibbard (1990:18–22).
For broader discussions of Brandt’s project, see Daniels (1983) and Sturgeon (1982). See also Brandt
(1998) and contrast Kusser (1998).
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in place? If you could, ideally, perceive and comprehend information in a way you
cannot now, you could be totally alien to your ideal “self,” andvice versa. And if
your ideal advisor is totally alien to you, how could what they prefer you to prefer
have any authority over you, here and now?

We cannot stipulate that the idealization process cannot “distance” the ideal
advisor this way. If we did, we would have to show why an otherwise possible
radical change would be inconsistent with improvement in the person’s epistemic
situation—why it would not be allowed in the process. But there is noprima
facie reason to think that an epistemic or cognitive improvement could not result
in breaking the internalist link.

Perhaps we do not need the internalist link. At least, this is what is proposed
by Michael Smith (1994). His aim is to reconcile a Humean theory of motivating
reasons with an anti-Humean theory of normative reasons. His theory replaces
the internalist requirement between the motivating reasons of actual persons and
ideal advisors with theconvergence requirement—according to which the desires
or preferences of an ideal advisor are authoritative for her actual counterpart if
and only if all ideal advisors would form the same desires or preferences over the
desires or preferences of the actual person.5

The epistemic and cognitive constraints play their usual role:

what it is desirable for us to do is what we would desire that we do if we
were fully rational. . . . Thus, what it is desirable for us to do in our actual
circumstances is what our more rational selves, looking down on ourselves
as we actually are from their more privileged position, would want us to do
in our actual circumstances. . . . [F]acts about what it is desirable for us to
do are constituted by the facts about what we would advise ourselves to do if
we were perfectly placed to give ourselves advice. (1994:151–2)

The conditions for the more privileged position are that “(i) the agent must
have no false beliefs; (ii) the agent must have all relevant true beliefs; (iii) the
agent must deliberate correctly” (1994:156). Smith attributes these conditions
to Williams (1980). With false beliefs, you may act in a way that fails to fulfill
your preferences—for instance, you may think the stuff in front of you is gin and
tonic, whereas it is petrol, and it would certainly not satisfy your thirst (Williams,
1980:102). With regard to (i) and (ii), Smith takes Williams’ specification of the
conditions of the idealization process.

However, (iii), that the agent must deliberate correctly, admits of different in-
terpretations of correct deliberation. Smith’s and Williams’ analyses part company

5Ideal advisor theories making use of the internalist requirement arenaturalistandreductionist
about welfare, or reasons. Those which make use of the convergence requirement are reductionist,
but not naturalist. (See Section 10.3.) Note also that Smith’s theory is a theory of reasons, and not
welfare, therefore it is more general. But it merits mentioning here since it is also very influential in
discussions of welfare. For discussions, see, for instance, Hubin (1999) and Sobel (1999).
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here. In general, Williams gives a more restricted account of the ways of deliber-
ation. His account includes combination, time-ordering, weighing of desires, and
finding constitutive solutions to which option would be the best; finally, reflection
and imagination (1980:102). In contrast, Smith permits a more inclusive account
of correct deliberation. He proposes that we drop “imagination,” and substitute it
with the more open-ended but also more determinate forms of “attempts of system-
atic justification” (1994:158–61). He also mentions that effects of “psychological
compulsions, physical addictions, emotional disturbances,” depression, etc., are to
be excluded (1994:155–6).

After the idealization process, ideal advisors would be left with identical de-
sires. Smith establishes this through giving an analysis of what normative force in
general means. His argument is this: there is no “relative” normative force in the
sense of a reason being justifiable-for-you but not justifiable-for-me. One of the
things the relativity of reasons could mean is that given our differing preferences,
what may be a good reason for me in light of my preferences may not be a good
reason for you in the light of your preferences. For example, if I prefer beer over
wine, and you prefer wine over beer, and you tell me there is a reason to go to
the local wine bar for a drink after work—for they sell excellent wine—my reply
that this may be a reason for you, but it is not a reason for me, is perfectly under-
standable. Smith has to argue that this use is imprecise (1994:170–3). He does
this by arguing that the differing preferences in the example can be considered as
data for the specification of the circumstances, and hence for the idealization pro-
cess. Therefore, there are no relative reasons, given that the relevant facts include
personal differences. So that “which desiresI end up with, after engaging in such
a process, thus in no way depends on whatmy actual desires are to begin with”
(1994:173, his emphases). The preferences I end up with give me reasons if and
only if all ideal advisors would embrace those preferences for me.

The final theory I present comes from the work of John C. Harsanyi (1982).
Harsanyi bases his utilitarian ethical theory on formal decision theory. He dis-
tinguishes between thepersonaland themoral preferences of a person. The for-
mer are preferences that concern the person’s own interests (which I called self-
regarding preferences), the latter are the preferences she forms in an impartial po-
sition (1982:47). In order to show that personal preferences are relevant to welfare,
Harsanyi appeals to a further distinction betweenmanifestandtrue personal pref-
erences. This latter distinction is needed because people are not always reliable
judges of their own well-being:

a person’s true preferences are the preferences hewould have if he had all
the relevant factual information, always reasoned with the greatest possi-
ble care, and were in a state of mind most conducive to rational choice.
(1982:55, his emphasis)
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In contrast, manifest personal preferences are the (self-regarding) preferences
the person actually has. Only the satisfaction of true personal preferences consti-
tutes the person’s well-being. We arrive at these preferences through an idealization
process. There is, however, a further component to Harsanyi’s theory. It is intro-
duced through yet another distinction. Suppose that we want to evaluate whole
lives, including the personal characteristics of the persons living these lives. Call
the objects of this sort of evaluationextended alternatives. An extended alternative
includes a whole “life-story,” together with all the causal influences that shape the
preferences of the person having that life-story. The further component to Har-
sanyi’s theory is that ideal advisors have the same preferences among extended
alternatives—that they have identicalextended preferences. If you and I were fully
informed and ideally rational, then you and I would have the same extended pref-
erences, between, for instance, the life of a philosopher (together with the personal
characteristics and causal history of that life), and the life of a concert pianist (to-
gether with that life’s personal characteristics and causal history). This is another
version of the convergence requirement: ideal advisors agree in their preferences,
at least over extended alternatives.

Harsanyi gives a formal argument for the existence of extended preferences,
which need not concern us here. In his and other versions of the extended pref-
erence theory, ideal advisors are required to haveimaginative empathyin order to
ensure the reliability of their judgments and establish the authority of their prefer-
ences. Imaginative empathy is a further cognitive constraint on ideal advisors.6

As these illustrations show, there are many ways to construct an ideal advi-
sor theory. Fortunately for my purposes, most of the arguments against these
theories—even when they are targeted at a particular author’s version—apply to
elements that are more or less common to all. Most often, the counterarguments
target the very idea of idealization. I turn to some of these more general objections
now.

7.3 Some Recent Counterarguments

All versions of the ideal advisor theory hold that what is good for a person is the
satisfaction of the preferences she would form in an epistemicly and cognitively
more privileged standpoint. These theories make use of a causal-counterfactual
process. They go from the actual preferences of a person to a hypothetical set of
preferences by proposing counterfactuals about the person’s preference changes.
The idea is that by evaluating these counterfactuals according to some best the-
ory for the evaluation of counterfactuals, we can determine what the person would

6See Harsanyi (1977a:51–60), and compare Arrow (1977). For discussion, see Broome (1998);
compare Scḧussler (1998). For Harsanyi’s ethical view, see Mongin (2001).
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prefer herself to prefer in ideal conditions for preferring. In such conditions, the
person becomes her own “ideal advisor,” who is fully informed and possesses per-
fect cognitive capacities.

One problem may be that the notion of “being fully informed” is incoherent,
because informing a person does not lead to the appropriate motivational changes.
In other words, there is indeterminacy or there arise unwanted side-effects in the
causal-counterfactual process. A version of this argument is what David Velleman
(1988) calls theproblem of representation:

To ask simply about the motivational impact of the facts, then, is not to ask
a determinate question. There is no single motivational impact associated
with the facts in themselves. The facts would exert various impacts, when
presented in various media, perspectives, and vocabularies. Consequently,
I cannot resolve my practical dilemma by asking what I would want after
exposure to the facts, since the only accurate answer to that question is, “It
would depend on how I looked at them.” (1988:366)

Velleman targets Brandt’s theory only, but this argument applies to other ver-
sions as well. For instance, Loeb (1995) argues more broadly that informing people
may have motivational consequences that have nothing to do with the information
itself. That is, there could be “motivational side-effects” that defeat the purpose of
putting the person in a situation that counts as epistemicly privileged. Since people
react to information differently, the resultant ideal advisor might not end up in an
epistemic situation that we could consider more appropriate to determine what is
good for the person.

It is true that different representations of the very same facts in different media
can have different impacts. But as long as the information conveyed is equivalent,
the only reason they can have different motivational impacts is that insofar as they
are sensitive to different degrees to the same facts, conveyed in different forms, in
different media, people fall far from being rational. This is precisely why we want
to abstract away from these individual differences of sensibility and perception.
One of the reasons why you ought to take the recommendations of your ideal advi-
sor as normatively salient is that your ideal advisor is free from your idiosyncratic
susceptibility of perception, vividness of imagination, and sensibility to represen-
tation. The point of the theory is to filter out these effects, and the assumption of
improved cognitive and imaginative capacities is meant to do precisely this. If it is
harder for you to represent information vividly than it is for me, our ideal advisors
nonetheless should be equals in this respect.

The problem of representation targets the epistemic constraint. It holds that
variations of representation of information affect the way we perceive it and the
way it influences motivation. But even if this assumption is warranted, it pro-
vides no objection to the ideal advisor theory. It is no objection because as long
as the counterargument concedes that it is the selfsame piece of information that

93



7 In Defense of Ideal Advisors

is conveyed, it does not make a difference. The point of idealization, among other
things, is to get rid of the baggage different representations may carry with them.
Ideal advisors will not exhibit individual shortcomings of perceiving, representing,
and being sensitive to different extents to the selfsame piece of information. On
the other hand, if the counterargument comes with the assumption that identical
pieces of information are in factdifferentpieces of information when conveyed in
different media—that there are no identity criteria for telling when different repre-
sentations purport to convey the selfsame piece of information—then the argument
is trivially off-target, since then ideal advisors will just gather all these different
representations.

So it is not a good objection that indeterminacy in the idealization process
arises because actual people have certain shortcomings for representing informa-
tion, or because what it is for some representations to carry the same piece of
information is radically indeterminate. But perhaps giving coherence to the notion
of being fully informed is more than just a matter of overcoming these shortcom-
ings. Perhaps there are special additional conditions for information to “sink in,” or
register: perhaps it is not enough just toprovideinformation. The person must “ap-
preciate” the relevance of information in order for it to have the desirable impact.
Connie S. Rosati (1995) raises this point as theproblem of appreciation, and ar-
gues that what lies behind it is “what it is like to be a particular person” (1995:307).
Whether any fact is “informing for” a person depends on that person’s psycholog-
ical and intellectual make-up. Different pieces of information can have different
impacts on different people, and some information can be informing, or can regis-
ter, only if the person undergoes radical changes, and experiences different kinds
of life. In short, we all have our own “perspective,” and what can be informing for
us depends on our perspective.

Rosati has in mind, primarily, “fundamental” choices, like those of choosing a
career, or contemplating a major change of lifestyle. In such fundamental choices,
our choice is both influenced by our previous choices, and it will influence our
subsequent choices. The effects are temporally extended. So we should have full
information of all the different resulting lives in order to form preferences between
them, but these lives all involve their particular perspective. It would surely surpass
conceivable human capacities to keep in mind all the relevant information of all the
relevant experiences, from all the relevant perspectives.

The problem of appreciation is exacerbated if we consider the distinction made
by David Sobel (1994) between thereport modeland theexperiential modelof
representing information and comparing options. On the former, the ideal advisor
does not directly experience different possible lives: she is only told what they are
like and what they feel like. On the latter, she is not denied direct experience, and
has first-hand acquaintance with these lives.

The report model does not provide the ideal advisor with enough, or accu-
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rate enough, information to form preferences among the options. This is because
“some experiences arerevelatoryin the sense that they alter our responses to facts
and descriptions” (1994:797, emphasis added). This model cannot incorporate in-
formation about such experiences, so it cannot incorporate everything that may
be relevant. The experiential model suffers from comparable problems. In this
model, the ideal advisor lives through all the relevant lives. But she cannot experi-
ence these different lives independently if she serially moves through them: having
lived one type of life will influence how she experiences the living of another type
of life. That is, the way she experiences and evaluates these lives will depend on
factors like thesequenceof experiencing them. If that is the case, ideal advisors
have to experience all possible lives, in all possible orders.

But even then, the differences in the way information can register for each of
the persons in each of the lives may cause a further difficulty: the chooser would
have to retain those features from each of the lives that allowed her to appreciate in-
formation pertaining to that life, but these features might mutually be incompatible
with one another. This could happen especially if radically different lives would
have to be experienced, for it is possible that one would be unable to appreciate,
say, life as a nun, after having tried life as a Marxist atheist (Rosati, 1995:315).
Since being a person involves having a particular perspective, it may be impossible
to experience other lives together with the particular perspective those other lives
involve. If so, being fully informed is conceptually impossible.

In order to assess this counterargument, return to the starting point. Suppose
now we are concerned only with fundamental choices. Because of the characteris-
tics of such choices, there are not many options at issue. After all, we do not choose
from dozens of careers or ways of life; we usually have just a few to consider. This
is precisely because we bring to these choices the effects of all the previous choices
we have made—if you like, we bring our specific perspective. Given who I am, that
is, a set of facts about me that idealization takes into account, many ways of life
are simply not relevant. For this reason, some options, although actually feasible,
do not enter my deliberation about my fundamental choices. I could decide to go
to the jungles of the Amazon as a missionary, but I most certainly would not. This
option is quite irrelevant to my deliberation. Given all the data about me, it is hard
for me to imagine howthatwould be the form of life my ideal advisor would advise
me to adopt. Hence it does not seem inevitable that he would need to experience
that life.

What’s more, fundamental choices are not made for once and all. We normally
do not decide on square one what we attempt to do with our lives. That is, there
is no unique stage of development when the idealization would have to be carried
out.7 We also change throughout our lives, and that includes changing our perspec-

7For some reason, Rosati thinks there would have to be such a stage (1995:310).
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tive. That is, if we are at least fairly malleable beings—and surely we are—then
it is unreasonable to suppose that we possess a fixed perspective. As we move
through life, not only our goals and plans, but our perspective changes as well, and
it changes at least partly in response to the choices we make.

Still, if having even a “flexible” and changing perspective is incompatible with
fully experiencing another life, then the task of ideal advisors would indeed be dif-
ficult. They would have to experience all the options, with all their perspectives,
stepping outside of incompatible ones, and then stepping back, uniting all the var-
ious experiences in their mind or memory. Thus, they may not be able to evaluate
all the alternatives consistently.8

In different ways, the point Sobel and Rosati make against ideal advisor theo-
ries is that even if ideal advisors can experience all possible lives, in all possible
orders, they cannot compare those lives due to the specificperspectivesinvolved
in those lives. That is, even if ideal advisors travel a myriad possible worlds, they
cannot become fully informed, for each life involves a unique perspective.

I think, however, this argument badly backfires. There are reasons to doubt that
perspectives are fixed—and even if they were, they would be taken into account
in the idealization process as another relevant fact about the person. Therefore,
ideal advisors do not face a problem due to incompatible perspectives—because
the actual person alreadyhasa perspective. If having a perspective plays such a
central role in human psychology, then any life or experience with an incompatible
perspective isinfeasible. It is irrelevant to what you have reason to do, since you
couldn’t do whatever it would involve doing, and it cannot be good for you, for it,
as it were, cannotbefor you.

But perhaps I misrepresent their objection. This is not easy to decide, since
Sobel and Rosati tell us precious little about what a perspective is. Worse yet,
sometimes they speak about what a life “feels like.” I must admit I have not known
before that lives are supposed to feel like anything.9 Sometimes, Rosati equates a

8In the course of making her argument, Rosati says some extraordinary things. For instance,
“if a person must have certain traits in order to experience something in a certain way, it seems
she must also have those traits (or at least ones which are similar enough to allow her access to the
same information) in order to remember what it is like to experience that thing in that way. In order
for the obtuse person to be fully informed about her life as a sympathetic person, she must take on
those qualities and have the requisite experiences” (1995:320). The first sentence is about whether
it is possible to remember what it was like having another perspective, having had that perspective.
Surely it is. I might have been very selfish and self-centered as an adolescent. As a more mature
person now, I surely don’t have to become selfish and self-centered again to recall my experiences
as a selfish and self-centered person. The second sentence denies we can, as it were, place ourselves
into the shoes of others without becoming like those others. But surely we can do that too. If we
couldn’t, for one thing, it would be practically impossible to be a sympathetic person.

9On a more sober note, preference satisfaction theorists of well-being do not care about how
experiences and lives may feel. Hedonists do. But an ideal advisor theory holds that what is good for
you is the satisfaction of the preferences you would have in some epistemicly and cognitively ideal
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person’s perspective with her psychological and intellectual make-up (I have used
the concept in this sense so far). Other times, a perspective seems to be a collection
of personality traits. The idea is, then, that being fully informed is incompatible
with having these traits. Once again, though, these traits are just facts about the
individual, and they will be taken into account in idealization.

Or perhaps personality traits cause some other difficulty. Perhaps the point is
that ideal advisor theories fail to take into account that people make choices from
specific circumstances, and it is not impossible that the idealization process fails
to preserve the person’s unique outlook on her circumstances and options. I have
already mentioned this worry in connection to Railton’s theory on page 89. This
may be called thealienation problem: a person may fail to take the recommenda-
tions of her ideal advisor as authoritative because those recommendations may be
incompatible with her “perspective.”

On this interpretation, the counterarguments target thenormative adequacyof
ideal advisor views:

What a given individual’s motivational system will be like once she is fully
informed will depend upon what it was like before she was fully informed
and how it has changed as a result of idealization. In order for us to be
sure that we can regard the fully informed individual as authoritative, we
must have a conception of what it would be for an individual’s motivational
system to change for the better, and thereby a more substantive conception
of an ideal advisor—one that incorporates an ideal of the person. (Rosati,
1995:312)

There are at least two possible readings of this quote. On the one hand, the
point might be that in order to build an ideal advisor theory, you need a conception
of what it is to be ideally placed to be anadvisor. If this is the correct reading, the
argument is circular. Ideal advisor theories give carefully worked out conceptions
of that. For versions with the internalist requirement, the ideally placed advisor
is your own fully informed and rational self, whose preferences are adequately
connected to your actual preferences. For versions with the convergence require-
ment, the ideally placed advisor is your own fully informed and rational self, whose
recommendations are shared by similar, ideally placed advisors of other persons.
Before the argument can be made, it must be shown that these conceptions are
deficient.

On the other hand, the point might be this. Suppose a person is placed in
ideal conditions. There she is likely to have different preferences than those she
actually has. If so, these preferences determine what, in her actual conditions, is
good for her. Once “back” in her actual conditions, however, she may not accept

condition for forming preferences, and the satisfaction of your preferences does not have to result in
any feeling.
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the recommendations based on the preferences of her ideal advisor. She may think
what her ideal advisor prefers does not tell her what she ought to do when she aims
to do what is best for her. She, of course, may be irrational to think that. But it is
also possible that she cannot be judged irrational: she does not deserve blame for
rejecting the recommendations of her ideal counterpart. She may be not unjustified
to reject the authority of the ideal advisor: she may not recognize her as having
anything to do with herself. In Rosati’s words, “the ‘fully informed’ person, though
purportedly you, may not be someone whose judgments you would recognize as
authoritative; thus, Ideal Advisor views lack normative force” (1995:299).

The reason the actual person may be “alienated” from the ideal advisor in terms
of accepting her advice as authoritative for herself in her actual circumstances is
that the process of idealization may induce radical changes, removing the ideal
advisor too far from the person. Thus, in an ideal advisor theory with the internalist
requirement, there may be a “missing link” in the chain between the preferences
(or motivating reasons) of the person, and the preferences (or motivating reasons)
of the ideal advisor.

Just as in the case of the concept of a perspective, I find it very hard to evaluate
this argument. Part of the reason is that the concept of internalism is itself highly
ambiguous and controversial. But perhaps the problem of alienation can ultimately
be developed into a good argument against ideal advisor views—but it is unclear
whether it would apply to versions with the convergence requirement. To be on
the safe side, preference satisfaction theorists of well-being can opt for an ideal
advisor theory with the convergence requirement, like (a suitably modified version
of) those of Smith’s and Harsanyi’s. Or perhaps they can try and modify their
theory in anticipation of the argument. The next section examines a proposal for
this.

7.4 The Concept of Integrity

Robert Noggle (1999) introduces the concept ofintegrity to defend internalism.
A person’s integrity is constituted by her central projects, commitments, charac-
ter traits, and the like, which have an essential role in constituting the person she
is. Noggle’s proposal is that anintegrity requirementserves as a constraint on the
extent of idealization to avoid the problem of alienation. That is, the preferences
of the ideal advisor must be arrived at a way that is “integrity-preserving” for the
person, otherwise she may justifiably complain that her ideal counterpart ignores,
in forming her preferences, something that is essential about her. Noggle charac-
terizes this new requirement the following way:

a hypothetical situation preserves a person’sintegrity if and only if it pre-
serves those concerns, attitudes, and other mental states that are constitutive
of her identity or her self. (1999:314–5, his emphasis)
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Which particular concerns, attitudes, and mental states are constitutive of a
person’s identity? It seems a plausible reply that this should be left to the jurispru-
dence of the person: she is to ultimately decide how many of these can be taken
away from her without losing her identity.

The integrity requirement also gives a reply to the problem of appreciation.
Recall that the problem was one of experiencing different and incompatible lives,
whose evaluation cannot be united in a single consciousness: it is impossible for
the ideal advisor to have first-hand experience of all conceivably possible lives of
the person, while retaining all those aspects that may be relevant to the appreciation
of these lives. Now, if the ideal advisor is constrained by the integrity of the person,
she does not have to travel through many possible worlds—she only has to wander
around neighboring ones. The ideal advisor is also constrained temporarily, since
how far she is to go into the future and how many “time-branches” she has to travel
for collecting information is also a function of the integrity of her counterpart.

Nevertheless, there is a fundamental problem with the integrity requirement.
A person’s identity is defined, at least partly, in terms of her central concerns.
But in establishing what is good for the person, we are also interested in these
central concerns. Any recommendation that is not integrity-preserving may be
rejected by the person, but what warrants that the elements which are constitutive
of her identity are relevant to her well-being? That is, the problem with Noggle’s
account is that identity-constituting central projects do not admit of criticism. Here
is an example.10 Suppose I am a mafia leader. Members of the rival gang have
murdered my brother. I makevendettamy central concern in life. On the integrity
account, my central project cannot be criticized. My ideal advisor, if he wants
his recommendations to move me, must accept my thirst for revenge as part of
my identity. That is, the advice he gives me I may reject by appealing to what
constitutes my identity. Nevertheless, it seems that I can be wrong in doing that.
The integrity requirement is overly restrictive, and it is defective on the most tender
spot—criticism of the central projects or goals of a person.

As I said above, I find that it is not easy to evaluate the objections to the ideal
advisor theory that I have discussed in this chapter. They carry background as-
sumptions which are controversial, ambiguous to interpret, or rest upon answers to
unsettled problems external to idealization theories. The problems of internalism,
identity, and what it is to have a perspective touch upon broader issues within phi-
losophy, and whether the arguments based on them are ultimately successful will
be decided, so to speak, in a different ballpark. At this point, however, it seems
that the ideal advisor theory has the resources to counter the objections marshaled
against it.

10I was challenged with this example by James Griffin.
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7 In Defense of Ideal Advisors

In light of this, if one wants to argue against the ideal advisor theory, it may
be worth its while to look for some argument with less controversial background
assumptions—that is, of course, if anything can be less controversial in philosophy.
In the next chapter, I first present my favored interpretation of the ideal advisor
theory, then I attempt such an argument against this theory. Ultimately, however, I
think that my argument, rather than refuting that version of the ideal advisor theory,
gives an opportunity to revise it. The revision is the theory of well-being I propose.
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Chapter 8

Why You Shouldn’t Listen to Your Ideal Advisor

8.1 IRP

Let me take stock at this point. Theories of well-being have traditionally been
grouped intosubjectiveandobjectiveaccounts. One way of drawing the distinction
between these is in terms ofpreference. Thus, on a subjective theory, what is good
for you is what you prefer: some thing,x, contributes to your well-being if and
only if you preferx. In contrast, on an objective theory, what is good for you
is independent of your preferences:x contributes to your well-being in virtue of
something else. It is claimed that this division has the advantage of providing an
exhaustive and mutually exclusive classification of theories of well-being.

Subjective theories are intuitively attractive, and they have been very influ-
ential. It has also been recognized, however, that they need to be modified: the
relevant preferences cannot be youractualor given preferences, since it is possible
that you prefer what does not turn out to promote your well-being. Furthermore,
it also seems possible that something you do not prefer can be good for you. For
these reasons, many philosophers agree that actual preferences cannot be sufficient
for determining what promotes well-being. But subjectivists insist that even if pre-
ferring does not provide a sufficient condition, it must provide a necessary one.
That is, they concede that since people can be mistaken about the sources of their
well-being, actual preferences do not determine what is good for them; but, they
claim, if people were in ideal conditions for preferring, their preferences under
these conditions would indeed determine what promotes their well-being.

I called this type of theory the idealization theory of well-being on page 85.
There are many versions of this type of view, depending on how they construct
the ideal conditions. On its most popular versions, the ideal conditions areepis-
temicandcognitive: the person in ideal conditions for preferring forms adequately
informed and appropriately reasoned preferences. For instance, she is informed
about her circumstances, range of options, and the possible consequences of her
choices, and she does not make any mistakes of representation of facts or errors
of reasoning when she evaluates her circumstances and options. I called such ac-
counts the ideal advisor theory. This theory, although usually couched in terms
of desire rather than preference, is currently perhaps the most popular theory of
well-being in ethics. It is also prevalent in more formal approaches to ethics and in
welfare economics.

Since the epistemic and cognitive conditions can be interpreted in different
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ways, the ideal advisor theory has further sub-versions. I presented some of these
in Section 7.2. On my favored interpretation, the person in ideal conditions for
preferring isfully informedandideally rational. I will refer to this theory with the
abbreviationIRP (for “informed and rational preference”):

(IRP) One thing,x, is at least as good for personi as another,y, if and only if were
i fully informed and ideally rational,i would weakly preferx to y.

The aim of this chapter is to present an argumentagainstIRP. In Section 8.2, I
give what seems to me the best interpretation of the “full information” and “ideal
rationality” conditions. My argument is presented in Section 8.3. It targets the idea
that in order to determine what promotes the well-being of a person, it is sufficient
to establish what the person would prefer if she was fully informed and ideally
rational. I argue that either full information and ideal rationality are not sufficient
to determine the preferences of the person placed in ideal conditions, or the person
placed in ideal conditions might not prefer what is better for her. Thus, in the
former case, it may be underdetermined what you would prefer if you were fully
informed and ideally rational; in the latter case, what you would prefer if you were
fully informed and ideally rational would possibly not promote your well-being. If
I am right,IRP needs either to be rejected, or to be revised. I conclude in Section 8.4
by suggesting how the theory could be revised. The main advantage of the revision
is that the revisedIRP turns out to be a theory that is faithful both to the subjectivist
and the objectivist intuitions (see page 5). However, my revision makesIRP a
partly objective account of well-being, hence I suggest that the distinction between
subjective and objective theories of well-being cannot be mutually exclusive. The
remaining chapters of this work further explore the revisedIRP.

8.2 What Is It Like to Be an Ideal Advisor?

On the ideal advisor theory, a person’s well-being is constituted by the satisfaction
of that person’shypotheticalpreferences. The theory involves specifying a num-
ber of counterfactualsabout preferences: it takes the person’s actual preferences
and establishes how these preferences would change if the person was given infor-
mation pertaining to her situation—factual knowledge of the alternatives, possible
consequences of her choices, and the like—given that the person does not make
any mistake of reasoning and avoids other sorts of cognitive error. It is usually
assumed—and I will also assume this—that the counterfactuals about the person’s
preference changes can be evaluated on some best theory for the evaluation of
counterfactuals, whatever that theory is. By evaluating these counterfactuals, we
determine what the person would prefer if she was adequately informed and rea-
soned appropriately, and the satisfaction of these preferences promotes the person’s
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well-being. OnIRP, these preferences are the preferences of the fully informed and
ideally rational “ideal advisor” of the person.

Ideal advisors fulfill both the epistemic and the cognitive conditions. In other
words, an ideal advisor theory places epistemic and cognitiveconstraintson the
preferences whose satisfaction is relevant to well-being. But how should we inter-
pret these constraints? Consider first the epistemic constraint. On its most popular
reading, being “fully informed” means thatall relevantinformation is available to
ideal advisors. Any piece of information is relevant which could make a difference
to the preferences of the person in the idealization process; and all such information
should be made available, since the recommendations based on the preferences of
the ideal advisor would have less normative force if she was to work with limited
information only. Restricting the information accessible to the ideal advisor would
introduce the possibility of error into her preference formation.

Nevertheless, ideal advisors should not havetoo muchinformation. An ideal
advisor knows what options are open to her actual counterpart, the relevant features
of the choice situation, and the probabilities with which the possible outcomes
might obtain—so she knows the objective,a priori probabilities involved in the
choice situation of the actual person, and, since she is ideally rational, she forms
and handles subjective probabilities appropriately, when objective probabilities of
some options cannot be obtained.

That is, ideal advisors cannot be omniscient. They do not have certitude of
whatwill happen given their actual person’s choice; they only know whatis likely
to happen, given that choice.IRP claims that something is good for us in virtue
of our preferring it in ideal conditions for preferring; but fully informed and ide-
ally rational preferences ought to be preferencesfor the actual person, taking into
account the limitations of actual persons. Otherwise the theory would only tell us
what would promote the well-being of omniscient beings—something we are not
interested in. Rather, we are interested in what would promoteour well-being, and
in how to weigh things which promote our well-being in our lives, given our lim-
ited time, resources, and the uncertainties we have concerning the outcomes of our
actions and the influence of the choices of others. A theory of omniscient ideal ad-
visors would be a useless device to determine what would promote the well-being
of actual persons. Therefore, ideal advisors need to be short of omniscient, but they
need to be knowledgeable of our alternatives, their outcomes, and the probabilities
of these. Accordingly, no version of the ideal advisor theory that I am familiar with
supposes that the ideal advisor is omniscient in the sense I am using the term.

Consider now the cognitive capacities of ideal advisors.IRP treats ideal advi-
sors as ideally rational; but it is controversial what rationality is, and what it is to
be ideally rational. For ideal advisors, rationality may consist in forming rational
preferences, and representing and processing information appropriately. Or it may
also consist in some further cognitive capacities. I propose therefore to make the
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following distinction. The cognitive capacities of ideal advisors include that

(a) they form their preferences according to the canons of a fully developed theory
of rational choice;

(b) in addition, they have further cognitive capacities.

By a “fully developed theory of rational choice,” I mean a formal theory that
tells rational agents how to order their preferences under conditions of certainty,
uncertainty, and risk. This theory also involves norms for handling and updating
probabilities. I will call such a complete theory of rational choice “R” for short.
Needless to say, we do not now have such a fully developed theory, but rather we
have a number of competing theories. Nevertheless, an intuitive idea of what such
a formal theory would look like in broad outline is this:R tells a rational agent
how to solve decision problems, including problems in which her choice may be
influenced by states of nature or the consequences of the choices of other agents,
and it tells her only this much. In contrast, by “further cognitive capacities,” I mean
cognitive capacities that are not part of that theory, even though they are necessary
for an agent to have in order to be able to employ that theory. These further cog-
nitive capacities are needed by the agent to be able to understand her situation—to
describe and represent the options and possible strategies, the influences of the
choices of other players, and so on. In short, (a) enables a rational agent to make
a choice, while (b) enables an agent to understand what is involved in making that
choice.

Therefore, we can think of the difference between (a) and (b) this way. The
former says that rational advisors follow the norms of rationality, hence their pref-
erences must be mathematically representable on theoryR. The latter describes
what capacities an agent must have to count as rational—what it takes to be able
to follow the norms of rationality and to have preferences representable byR. In
what follows, I am going to bracket (b). In order to make my case againstIRP, all
I need to suppose is that ideal advisors are ideally rational in the sense given by
(a)—that they follow the norms, and their preferences satisfy the axioms, ofR.1

8.3 A Conspiracy Against Ideal Advisors

Consider the following example. I am faced with the choice of what career to pur-
sue in my life. For simplicity, I assume that only my success in my chosen career

1The ideal advisor theory has recently received a lot of criticism—some of these were discussed
in Section 7.3. Note that all of those objections targeted (b). Moreover, I concluded that the objections
either raise no special difficulty for the theory, or they rely on background assumptions which are not
as uncontroversial as they might initially seem. My hope is that by relying exclusively on (a), I can
avoid making some of the assumptions which seem unsubstantiated or question-begging to me.
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determines how well my life goes. Now suppose that due to my circumstances,
inclinations, and talents, the two relevant options open for me are becoming a
philosopher or becoming a concert pianist. In order to decide which of these would
be better for me, I turn to my ideal advisor. My ideal advisor knows the following.
I have talent for both pursuing an academic career in philosophy and a career in
the performing arts as a pianist. But he also knows that my talent for philosophy
is somewhat modest: I can become a reasonably successful, average philosopher,
and therefore have a reasonably good life. If, on the other hand, I pursue a career
in music, I have the ability to become an exceptionally good pianist, and have an
immensely rewarding life.

There is, however, a problem. If I do decide to pursue the career in music,
there is a high likelihood that I will develop rheumatoid arthritis in my fingers in
a few years—which will destroy my career completely, and I will end up with
a miserable life. My ideal advisor knows that the probability that I develop this
condition after a few years is in fact 0.9—since he fulfills the epistemic condition,
that is, has full information of the possible consequences of my choice and the
relevant probabilities. As I suppose now, he also uses a fully developed theory of
rational choice,R, to form his preferences over what I should prefer and choose.
In other words, he knows that the decision problem I face is the one depicted on
Figure 8.1 on the next page.

The numbers 0, 1, and 10 represent, on a ratio scale, my well-being: how well
my life goes overall if I choose to become a philosopher or a concert pianist.2 Node
I shows my move, and nodeN shows Nature’s “move.” If I move “down,” that is,
become a philosopher, my life will be alright, although not great. If, on the other
hand, I move “across,” it is Nature’s move—“she” will either move down, with the
consequence that I develop rheumatoid arthritis, or she will move across, in which
case I do not develop the condition. There is a 0.9 probability that Nature moves
down, and a 0.1 probability that she moves across. If she moves down, my career
is ruined, and my life will be miserable. Should she, however, move across, my life
will be extraordinarily good. Note that myexpectationsof well-being are equal in
the two prospects I face. If I move down, I realize a life with 1 “unit” of well-being.
If I move across, my expectation of well-being is (0.9× 0 + 0.1× 10 =) 1 as well.

The preference my ideal advisor settles on constitutes which prospect is better
for me—whether it is thesure prospectI can choose by moving down (that is, by
becoming a philosopher), or thelottery prospectI can choose by moving across
(that is, trying to become a concert pianist). So what will his recommendation be?

Now, we know that my ideal advisor forms his preference based on the princi-
ples and axioms ofR. But in order to form his preference concerning the prospects

2We can think of these numbers as indices of income, Rawlsian primary goods, vectors of capa-
bilities, quality-adjusted life years or some other quality of life index, and so on.
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I am facing, he has to use some principle ofR that tells him how to form his pref-
erences when I have to choose between a sure and a lottery prospect with the same
expected values. This will be given by a principle that tells him what risk-attitude
he ought to take towards well-being—more precisely, this will be settled by some
principle of reasonable levels of risk-taking towards well-being, which I will ab-
breviate as P.3

Let me ask the following question: will principle P be a part of a fully devel-
oped theory of rational choice,R, and what are the consequences of its inclusion
or omission forIRP?

First, suppose that P isnot part ofR. In this case, my ideal advisor will not
be able to form a preference in cases when I face prospects with equal expected
values. Since nothing tells him which prospect he ought to prefer, he cannot give
recommendations to the actual person. He cannot give recommendations since he
cannot compare the prospects the actual person has to choose from withR. And he
cannot say that the prospects are equally good since their expected values are equal.
That is, he is not indifferent between the prospects, since that would presuppose a
principle P: that you ought to be indifferent between prospects with equal expected
values.

It might be objected that I may already have some risk-attitude towards these
prospects, and it will be taken into account as just another fact about me in the
idealization process. That is, my ideal advisor has the same risk-attitude towards
well-being as I do. But when we want to assess our preferences, we want to assess
preferences over such prospects as well. What I am asking my ideal advisor to
do in this case is precisely to tell me whether my preference based on my risk-
attitude would be one I could embrace in ideal conditions, and, if not, what sort
of risk-attitude I ought to have when forming a preference over such prospects.
Consequently, if P is not part ofR, IRP is underdetermined: when the actual person
has to choose from risky prospects, the theory does not specify what the person

3Actually, the expected values of the prospects do not have to be equal: principles for reasonable
levels of risk-taking may be relevant even if these values are unequal. I use the simplest case only
for purposes of illustration.
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would prefer were she fully informed and ideally rational. Hence, the theory fails
to specify what would promote the person’s well-being.

In order to avoid this problem, it is natural to assume that P is part ofR. Thus,
in the remainder of this section, I test the hypothesis that P is part ofR for different
versions of P. I argue that if it is, then ideal advisors will have preferences whose
satisfaction does not promote the well-being of their actual counterparts. I show
this by arguing that if P is part ofR, then actual persons might reject, with good
reason, the recommendations based on the preferences of their ideal advisors.

I will assume, for now, that if P is part ofR, then it can be any of three simple
principles. (I will discuss the possibility of more refined principles later.) P might
tell rational agents to be risk-averse towards well-being. Or it might tell rational
agents to be risk-neutral towards well-being. Finally, it could tell rational agents to
be risk-seeking towards well-being. However, I only mention this last possibility to
discard it at the outset. I suspect that it would be quite extraordinary from our ideal
advisors to tell us to take risks comprehensively. It is hard to see how a principle
to seek risk could be a principle of rationality. Consider again the choice I have
between becoming a philosopher and pursuing a risky career as a concert pianist.
Suppose now I have the talent of a genius for playing the piano. If I do not develop
rheumatoid arthritis, I will not only become a great concert pianist, but I will be the
greatest concert pianist of the time: a talent like me is born only once in a century.
Unfortunately, I am even more likely, on this scenario, to develop the condition in
my fingers. Suppose the probability of this is 0.999 now. There is, however, a very
low—0.001—probability that I do not develop the condition, and my life will be
exceptional: its value will be, not 10, but 1,000. The expectations of becoming a
philosopher and risking the career in music are again equal. It nonetheless seems,
given the extremely low likelihood of pursuing the concert pianist career success-
fully, that my ideal advisor would not recommend to take that risk. But, in any
case, I will give a general argument againstanyprinciple later.

Let me now consider the remaining two cases. Suppose, first, that principle P
ofR tells rational agents to be risk-averse towards well-being. In particular, it tells
rational agents that when they are faced with sure prospects and lottery prospects of
the same value, they ought to prefer and choose the sure prospect—in other words,
rational agents play it safe.

I will, once again, argue through an example. In the example of the choice
between becoming a philosopher or a concert pianist, the outcome of the choice of
pursuing the latter was influenced by factors outside of my control—by the state
that may result following a “move” by Nature. But our choices are not influenced
by states of nature only. They may also be influenced by the consequences of the
choices other people make. Our ideal advisors, when giving us advice for what
would be better for us, must take these influences into account as well.

Look at Figure 8.2 on page 109 now. In this situation, there are two individuals,
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A andB. I supposeA is female andB is male. The first number at the endpoints
stands for the value of the outcome forA, and the second number stands for the
value of the outcome forB. Thus,A has a choice at nodeA: she can either move
down, in which case she receives 1 unit of well-being andB receives 0; or she can
move across. IfA moves across, there is a 0.5 probability that she will receive 0
andB will also receive 0, but there is also a 0.5 probability thatB now gets to
make a choice: he can also move down or across. (Whatp and(1 − p) stand for
will become clear later.) IfB moves down,A receives 0 andB receives 3 units
of well-being. If, on the other hand, he moves across, there is, once again, a 0.5
probability that they will both receive 2, and it is equally likely thatA receives 2
andB receives 4.

I will assume that initially bothA andB take the recommendations of their
respective ideal advisors as authoritative—that they recognize the preferences of
their ideal advisors as reason-giving—and they mutually know that they do. Fur-
thermore, their ideal advisors form their preferences according to the canons ofR,
andR contains P: a principle that tells rational agents to be risk-averse towards
well-being. What will the recommendations of the ideal advisors be?

Look at the situation from the perspective ofB first. His ideal advisor reasons
that ifB moves down at his node, he will receive 3 for certain; if he moves across,
he can receive either 2 or 4 with equal probabilities. The expectations of these two
prospects are equal. ButB’s ideal advisor follows P, which says that you ought to
be risk-averse towards well-being. Hence, ifB ever gets a chance to make a move,
he ought to move down.

ConsiderA now, who will definitely have a chance to make a move. She can
move down or across. If she moves down, she will get 1 for sure. In order to find
out whether she ought to move across, she will reason the following way:

If I move across, Nature will either “move” down or across. If Nature moves
down, I receive 0. If Nature moves across,B will make a move. He will
either move down or across. If he moves down, I again receive 0. If he
moves across, Nature will move again, but that move is irrelevant, since no
matter what happens, I receive 2. So what I can expect if I move across partly
depends onB. SupposeB moves across with probabilityp, and he moves
down with probability(1− p). My expectation if I move across therefore is:

0.5× 0 + 0.5 ((1− p)× 0 + p(0.5× 2 + 0.5× 2)) = p.

So whether I ought to move across depends on whatB is likely to do, whether
he is willing to move across. But I know that he will take the preference of
his ideal advisor as the reason for his move. And I also know that his ideal
advisor forms his preference according to a principle of risk-aversion towards
well-being, that is, he will prefer him to move down, should he get a chance
to move. Hence I know that he would move down, that is, I know thatp = 0.
So I ought to move down myself.
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Figure 8.2

This assumes, of course, that the preferences of the ideal advisors, as well as the
reasons for those preferences, are known by the actual persons. This assumption
enables us to check whetherA andB can endorse the preferences of their ideal
counterparts. The argument I make is that they have reasons not to. They have
reasons to “conspire” against the recommendations of their ideal advisors.

For return toB. He realizes that if they both act in accordance with the pref-
erences of their ideal advisors, he will never have a chance to move. But getting
a chance to move would be at least as good for him as not getting a chance to
move. That is, if only he got a chance to move—even if heactually could not
move because Nature moved down atN1—he would not be worse off, and possi-
bly he could end up being much better off. In short, he would not be worse off ifA
moved across, irrespective of what happens afterward. AndB starts to think now,
and comes up with an idea.

SupposeA andB can communicate, and do it without unduly high costs. Then
B can make the following offer toA: “I promise to move across if I get a chance
to make a move.”B has nothing to lose with promising this, since ifA accepts the
offer, he might end up better off, and if she rejects it, he ends up no worse off. The
idea behind the offer is that by cooperating in ways not embraced by their ideal
advisors, they might fare better than by strictly following the recommendations of
their ideal advisors.

WhenB makes his offer, he promises that he will not act in accordance with
the preferences of his ideal advisor. In effect, he promises that at his move he will
not be risk-averse towards well-being. In other words, he promises to reject the
reasoning based on P. Instead of being risk-averse, he becomes risk-seeking, and
he makes it the case thatp = 1. We can think ofB’s offer as choosing arisk-
dispositiontowards well-being at the start of the choice problem: if he makes the
offer, he promises to become risk-seeking, and if he declines to make the offer,
he remains risk-averse. Similarly, we can think ofA’s decision whether to accept
the offer as choosing a risk-disposition which determines which way she moves
at nodeA: on the one hand, if she accepts the offer, she becomes risk-seeking
towards well-being and moves across; on the other hand, if she rejects the offer,
she becomes risk-averse towards well-being and moves down.
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In order to model the offer, a move byB may be inserted before nodeA in
Figure 8.2, representingB’s making the offer or declining to make the offer.4 For
the sake of the argument, assume that the agents aretransparent, that is, their risk-
dispositions are known with certainty. Of course, in many situations agents are
not transparent, thus their risk-dispositions are not known with certainty. In such
cases, whetherA can accept the offer depends on how she evaluates the risk of ac-
cepting it, given her probability assessment ofB’s risk-disposition—thus, whether
she accepts the offer depends on thedegreeto which she is willing to become risk-
seeking. However, at least in this caseB has a reason to become transparent—as a
way of assuringA that the promise of moving across at his move will be honored.

Assume also thatB’s offer to commit himself to be a risk-seeker is credible:
once he chooses his risk-disposition, he sticks with it, and he does move across at
nodeB. Of course, prior commitments are not always credible. When the time
for action comes, agents may find that they are better off breaking a prior promise.
However, at least in this case, onceB has chosen his risk-seeking disposition, he
has no obvious reason to change it later. In other words, we may suppose that
B’s risk-disposition is stable, in which caseA can count onB to move across at
nodeB. If risk-dispositions are less than perfectly stable, whetherA can accept the
offer depends on how she evaluates the risk of accepting it, given her probability
assessment ofB’s stability of risk-disposition—thus, whether she accepts the offer
once again depends on thedegreeto which she is willing to become risk-seeking.
Hence,B has a reason to develop a stable risk-disposition.

But shouldA accept the offer after all? If she moves down, she will get 1 for
sure. If she moves across, she also expects 1, since now she knows thatB will
move across—thatp = 1. Why would she reject the offer? One consideration is
that her ideal advisor, who is ideally rational in the sense given byR, tells her to be
risk-averse towards well-being, so she should still move down at nodeA, regardless
of B’s promise. On the other hand, however, this consideration is relevant only if
she continues to believe that P is a principle of rationality. ButB now rejects P,
and for sound reasons. With the offer, her situation has changed. So should she
now listen to her ideal advisor, or toB? Figure 8.3 on the next page illustrates how
her original choice problem is simplified, given that the offer is made.5

In a way,B’s offer is quite “conspirative,” since it requires that the persons
cooperate by harmonizing their risk-attitudes towards well-being in ways not em-
braced by (and not open to) their ideal advisors. The offer works only ifB gives

4The subsequent branches are the same on both branches leading from this node representingB’s
opportunity to make the offer. The difference is in thepreferencesthatB forms over the prospects at
nodeB, given the choice of his risk-disposition at this initial node.

5Note that Figure 8.3 shows only her perspective of the choice problem—assuming thatB is
transparent and his risk-disposition is stable—with the probabilities and payoffs relevant to deciding
whether she should accept the offer (move across) or reject it (move down).
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up the recommendation based on the preferences of his ideal advisor by rejecting
P, andA too gives up the recommendation based on the preferences of her ideal ad-
visor, also rejecting P. The offer requires that they both become risk-seekers—that
they both become irrational in light ofR. If they do,B can end up better off: once
A moves across and if he gets lucky, he is guaranteed a payoff of at least 2, and,
with some further luck, 4. Arguably,A is no worse off, since the expectations of
moving down and moving across are now equal, and she might now have a reason
to reject P, becoming a risk-seeker.6

Their ideal advisors, in contrast, cannot cooperate in the same way. They can-
not transform their situation in order to open up the possibility of realizing higher
gains. Since ideal advisors, by definition, are “in the grip” of their rationality,
and their rationality, by hypothesis, prescribes risk-aversion towards well-being,
their preferences cannot yield the recommendation to cooperate.A andB will
realize this, since their ideal advisors are transparently risk-averse and their risk-
dispositions are fixed.

B has a reason to reject the recommendation of his ideal advisor and make this
known toA. His reason is that if he follows that recommendation, he forgoes ben-
efits he might otherwise be able to obtain through cooperation. His ideal advisor,
since he is ideally rational and this is known, cannot credibly commit himself to
move across at nodeB. Thus, his offer would not be accepted. Actual persons
therefore may be able to come to agreements which would be foreclosed to them if
they were ideally rational.

A has a reason to reject the recommendation of her ideal advisor because she
may fail to see why she ought to be risk-averse towards well-being in a situation
like the one depicted on Figure 8.3. She notices that there are many situations in
which it is better not to follow the recommendation given byR (B is in such a
situation), and she may start to wonder why P should be considered as a norm of
rationality at all—or, if it is a norm of rationality, why a norm of rationality should

6Actually, she might play a mixed strategy by tossing a fair coin to decide whether to move
down or across, givenB’s offer. But that also means that she rejects P, since now she has become
risk-neutral towards well-being.
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determine what is better for her in such situations.
Notice that the argument is not that ideal advisors canneveremploy commit-

ment and incentive mechanisms to come to advantageous agreements. Rather, the
argument is that in virtue of their ideal rationality, certain mechanisms whose use
can make people better off are foreclosed to them. Therefore, their preferences
may fail to determine what would make less than ideally rational persons better
off.

Finally, let me ask what happens if principle P prescribes risk-neutrality to-
wards well-being instead of risk-aversion. Actually, nothing changes in this case.
A andB may similarly reject the recommendations of their ideal advisors. In order
to see this, return to Figure 8.2 on page 109. ForB, the expectations of moving
down and across at nodeB are equal, and if he adheres to the preferences of his
ideal advisor, then he will, say, toss a fair coin to decide which move to make. That
is, p = 0.5. HenceA will move down, because by doing so she expects 1. Once
again,B will realize that this way he will never get to make a move, and he is
thus eager to give up P and convinceA to move across. He tells her that he will
not follow the principle, so the expectations ofA are now equal. IfA listens to
the recommendation of her ideal advisor, she will also toss a fair coin to decide
whether to move down or across. But that is not good enough, for why jeopardize
their cooperation by staying risk-neutral? She could make sure their cooperation
gets a better chance to kick off if she also abandons P, and acts as a risk-seeker. She
once again has reason to think that principle P does not determine what is better
for her, given that there are situations when it is more beneficial to give it up.

An idealization theory of well-being identifies what is good for a person with
the satisfaction of the preferences that person would have were she in ideal con-
ditions for preferring. The ideal advisor theory identifies the relevant preferences
as the preferences of the ideal counterpart of the person who reasons in privileged
epistemic and cognitive conditions. On the best interpretation of these conditions,
these preferences are the preferences the person’s fully informed and ideally ra-
tional advisor forms over the preferences of the person. But what is the use of
establishing the preferences formed in these privileged conditions if actual persons
may gain by doing something different than what they would advise themselves to
do from these conditions? If we find that contrary to our best efforts at specifying
these conditions, following the recommendations of ideal advisors may still leave
the actual persons worse off, there is reason to suspect there is something amiss
with the theory.

The moral: sometimes it is better not to listen to what you would advise your-
self to do, were you ideally placed to give yourself advice.

In the next section, I consider the possibility thatR contains a more refined
principle of reasonable levels of risk-taking. I argue that no such principle is pos-
sible, at least not within the context of rationality.
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8.4 Well-Being and Principles of Risk-Taking

Of the three basic possible candidates for P, we found that one, risk-seeking, is
implausible on its own right, and it is possible to construct situations in which the
two other principles also become implausible—because actual persons may find
incentives to abandon them. This means that ifR contains any of these, actual
persons may fail to take the preferences of their ideal advisors as reason-giving,
since rejecting these principles can be better for them. At the same time, ifR does
not contain a principle that prescribes preference formation in risky situations, then
ideal advisors cannot form preferences in these situations and the prospects remain
incomparable. Either way,IRP fails to determine what is better for actual persons.
It fails to tell us, in these cases at least, what promotes our well-being.

On the one hand, perhaps one may be prepared to bite the bullet and concede
that IRP is incomplete. One could say: “So what? It is here, in preferences over
risky prospects, that we find examples of incommensurability within the context of
well-being.” My problem with this proposal is that nothing seems to be incommen-
surable about these prospects. After all, when I am pondering whether I should try
to be a reasonably good philosopher or an exceptionally good piano player (with
a predisposition to develop rheumatoid arthritis), my complaint is not that I can-
not compare these prospects—my complaint is that what attitude of risk-taking I
ought to have towards these prospects does not seem to be a matter resolvable by a
principle of rationality.

On the other hand, one could propose that principle P, in a fully developed the-
ory of rational choice, will be much more complex. It will specify some particular
levelof risk-taking. So, for instance, it will tell me to try to become a concert pi-
anist if the likelihood of developing rheumatoid arthritis is within tolerable limits,
but choose the career in philosophy if its probability is too high. That is, it would
prescribe a rational level of risk-taking. What you ought to do, then, would depend
on the riskiness of the prospects you face.

But it is doubtful that you ought to have the same level of risk-taking in all
situations. So a complex principle must differentiate between different reasonable
levels of risk-taking for differentobjectsof preferences. For example, the principle
could say that you ought to be risk-averse when making a career choice, to ensure
that your life does not turn out to be very bad. Hence I ought to choose to become
a reasonably good, although not great, philosopher. But this complex principle
could also tell me to be more risk-seeking when I am faced with the choice between
staying at my current academic post or accepting a job offer from another country,
where I may do my best work, but there is a fair chance that I will not be able to
integrate into the academic community there, and my work will go poorly.

In giving advice in real life, we do distinguish between reasonable levels of
risk-taking. We believe people ought not to jeopardize their health with smoking,
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and that they ought to save up money for their old age. But very often, we also
advise people to take risks. We say, “In order for life to have quality, one has
to take risks sometimes.” We think it is a good thing to travel to other countries,
to take reasonable financial risks, we admire people choosing risky professions.
Hence, the proposal goes, a fully developed theory of rationality will incorporate a
principle of reasonable levels of risk-taking for different objects of preferences.

The problem with this proposal is twofold. On the one hand, given that there
is no consensus on reasonable levels of risk-taking in everyday situations, and it is
controversial what these levels should be, it is hard to see where we could find the
resources to formulate this complex principle. Most likely, the “principle” would
turn out to be an infinitely long conjunction, associating reasonable risk-taking
indices with descriptions of possible objects of preference, without any principled
way to calculate the indices! On the other hand, it is hard to see why such a
complex principle would be a principle ofrationality. Whether and how much
you ought to save up for your old days, or whether you should be risk-averse in
your career choices are substantive questions (in the sense I introduced the term on
page 7), which admit of no answer that can be derived from a theory of rationality.

As I said earlier, we do not have a fully developed theory of rational choice. In
Section 2.2, I distinguished between those versions of utility theory which accept
the expected utility hypothesis, and modern cardinalism which rejects the hypoth-
esis. What do these tell us about risk-taking? On the former, risk-attitudes are
exogenous: the theory does not specify what risk-attitude (or level of risk-taking) a
rational agent ought to have. Risk-attitudes are given and beyond criticism within
the theory (see page 21). In contrast, modern cardinalism establishes utility func-
tions without reference to the risks involved in choices, appealing instead directly
to the person’s valuations of the final outcomes. For this theory, risk-attitudes are
irrelevant in determining utility (see page 24). Hence, modern utility theories do
not allow for the criticism of preferences based on unreasonable risk-attitudes. In-
deed, ifIRP interprets the ideal rationality condition based on any of these theories,
it is not able to determine what preferences ideal advisors ought to have in risky
situations. It needs to appeal to something else.

Where can we go from here? We have two alternatives. One is to rejectIRP;
another is to revise it to include some condition, besides the epistemic and cognitive
constraints, about reasonable levels of risk-taking. Since it seems to me that there
is something fundamentally correct about the idea that what promotes your well-
being has something to do with the preferences you would have were you in more
privileged epistemic and cognitive conditions, my tentative suggestion is to revise
the theory. Here’s one proposal for doing that.

We can start by borrowing a famous notion from Rawls (1971). According to
him, each person has her own “conception of the good.” A person’s conception
of the good involves convictions about what is valuable, what pursuits are worth-
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while, what goals and achievements the person ought to strive for in her life. We
can extend the list of the convictions that are part of a conception of the good
by including convictions about reasonable levels of risk-taking in different situa-
tions in that person’s life. Thus, people have a “conception of reasonable risks”
as part of their conception of the good. It seems to me that people do indeed have
such convictions about reasonable risks. For instance, if one of the pursuits you
find worthwhile is mountaineering, your convictions about what risks are reason-
able to take in the context of your conception of the good are evidently different
from somebody else’s convictions of reasonable risks—someone who, for instance,
might believe that playing chess is a more valuable pursuit. Nevertheless, in the
context of a given conception of the good, people will often agree what risks are
reasonable to take. They are likely to agree that different risks are reasonable for
you if you prefer to spend your free time mountaineering than the risks which are
reasonable for a less adventurous person. There is even reason to think that people
would converge on their judgments about what risks are reasonable to take for a
person—given her otherwise defensible conception of the good.

Thus, on this proposal, the revision ofIRP takes the following form. A person’s
well-being consists in the satisfaction of the preferences that person would have
were she fully informed, ideally rational, and formed her preferences in accordance
with convictions about reasonable levels of risk-taking which would be agreed to
by all fully informed and ideally rational agents, in the context of the person’s
conception of the good.

This “revised”IRP is similar to the “standard”IRP in the sense that the person’s
preferences over alternatives and outcomes can be criticized on the basis of the
epistemic and cognitive conditions. Since these preferences are influenced by the
person’s conception of the good, indirectly a person’s conception of the good is also
assessed on the basis of those conditions. But the revised theory is also different:
with respect to preferences over risky prospects, aconvergence requirementcan be
employed to assess and criticize convictions about reasonable risks in the context
of the person’s conception of the good. This is necessary, since the resources for
the criticism of convictions about risk-taking cannot be found within rationality as
such.

The revisedIRP is faithful to both the objectivist and the subjectivist intuitions.
On this theory, for some thingx to promote your welfare, it is necessary that you
would preferx were you fully informed and ideally rational—but it is not suffi-
cient. This is compatible with the subjectivist intuition. At the same time, if there
are risks involved, in order for the satisfaction of your fully informed and ideally
rational preferences to be good for you, it is also necessary that all fully informed
and ideally rational agents agree with your preference—which is just to say that
x is worthwhile independently ofyour preferences. This is compatible with the
objectivist intuition. Thus, whether the life of a reasonably good philosopher or
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an exceptionally good concert pianist with a predisposition to develop rheumatoid
arthritis in the fingers is better for me depends on which of these fully informed and
ideally rational advisors would prefer me to prefer, in the context of my conception
of the good.

Note that the revised ideal advisor theory is difficult to place on the conceptual
landscape delimited by an exhaustive and mutually exclusive distinction between
subjective and objective theories of welfare. This theory is subjective, since it ties
welfare to the satisfaction of preferences. But it is also objective, since some of
these preferences must be based on substantive judgments about the reasonableness
of risks. Perhaps the reason this theory has not been mapped on this landscape is
that in order to discover it one must reject the distinction.

The remaining two chapters develop and defend my revision ofIRP. Chapter 9
presents a powerful objection to the ideal advisor theory and examines whether my
suggested revision can cope with the objection better than other versions of the
theory. Chapter 10 discusses the core ideas of the revised theory and gives further
reasons why it is preferable to its rivals.

116



Chapter 9

Well-Being, Autonomy, and Paternalism

9.1 Scanlon’s Dilemma

Many philosophers accept a preference satisfaction theory of well-being. Different
versions of this type of view can be identified by their answer to the question:
“Which preferences matter for well-being?” An actual or unrestricted preference
satisfaction theory gives a straightforward answer: all preferences do. But this
cannot be true: the objects of some of our preferences have nothing to do with how
well our lives go; our preferences can be satisfied without having any causal impact
on our lives; and many of our preferences are based on insufficient information,
lack of experience, or faulty reasoning.

This last problem prompts many preference satisfaction theorists of well-being
to move to some version of the idealization theory—particularly the ideal advi-
sor theory. This theory answers the “Which preferences?” question by imposing
epistemic and cognitive constraints on the relevant preferences. These preferences
must be based on all relevant information and the person should not make any
mistake of reasoning while forming them. On this theory, only the satisfaction of
these informed and rational preferences matters for a person’s well-being. What is
good for the person is determined by what she would prefer were she adequately
informed and appropriately rational.

At the same time, one of the reasons an actual preference satisfaction account
of well-being seems initially attractive is that it fits well with the idea that individ-
ual preferences are normatively salient. This idea is often calledpreference auton-
omyor preference sovereignty: unless we have sufficiently strong countervailing
reasons, people’s preferences ought to be respected.

The ideal advisor theory implies that when we are interested in promoting well-
being, we take into account only adequately informed and appropriately reasoned
preferences. Only these are normatively salient for the theory. But if only the
satisfaction of those preferences contributes to your well-being which you would
form in an epistemicly and cognitively privileged counterfactual situation, then it
is possible that few or even none of your actual preferences would pass the tests of
hypothetical preference formation. In short, it is possible that you end up better off
if you allow a knowledgeable third party to substitute their judgments of what is
good for you for your actual preferences. Whereas an actual preference satisfaction
account gives proper weight to the preferences of a person, once we accept an ide-
alized version of the preference satisfaction theory, our account of well-being does
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not sit comfortably with preference autonomy. That is, there seems to be a conflict
between preference autonomy and the idealization theory—or, in particular, the
ideal advisor theory.

One reply an ideal advisor theorist can give is to admit that there is indeed
such a conflict, but claim that it is not a problem forthis theory, but for our more
general moral theory. Autonomy and well-being are separate values. Sometimes
preferences ought to be respected even if their satisfaction does not promote the
well-being of the person, because sometimes we oughtnot to promote well-being,
but instead let people satisfy their preferences. That is, sometimes what matters
most is not what is good for people, or sometimes what matters most is not the
consequences of our choice. Of course, in such cases we have to explain why the
respect for autonomy should take precedence over the promotion of well-being.

Another reply an ideal advisor theorist can give is to claim that the conflict is
more apparent than real. Preferences ought to be respectedpreciselybecause they
have a close connection to well-being. Since people are best placed to find out
what is good for them, their own preferences are most likely to reflect their well-
being (as opposed to someone else’s judgments). That is, the basis for respecting
preferences is that they reliably indicate or “track” welfare. This claim is related
to thebest judge principle(see page 26), and the success of this reply is ultimately
dependent on the truth of an empirical hypothesis.

A third reply an ideal advisor theorist can give is to claim that there is no
conflict at all. People’s preferences ought to be respected, because autonomy is
constitutiveof well-being. A person’s preferences determine what is good for the
person, and that is the basis for respecting them. By respecting the person’s pref-
erences, we respect the person’s autonomy, and respecting the person’s autonomy
promotes the well-being of the person.

Of these three replies, the second is the least satisfactory. Since people are of-
ten not reliable judges of their welfare, the conflict may be more real than apparent
after all. Thus, I take it that ideal advisor theorists want to choose between the
first and the third replies. Moreover, my impression is that they prefer giving the
third reply. There are two reasons for this. First, the idea that autonomy is consti-
tutive of well-being is intuitively attractive. Second, it is not seldom pointed out
that objective theories of well-being can incorporate this idea: autonomy is one of
the “objectively valuable” goods for people. Ideal advisor theorists thus may be
attracted to explore the possibility of incorporating it into their theory as another
way of showing that whatever an objective theory of well-being can deliver, their
theory can deliver too.

One attempt to incorporate the idea of preference autonomy into an ideal advi-
sor theory is to be found in the theory of John Harsanyi (1982), which I presented
on page 91. Harsanyi holds that welfare consists in the satisfaction of “true per-
sonal preferences”—those self-regarding preferences which the person would form
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if she had all the relevant information and reasoned appropriately. Moreover, Har-
sanyi explicitly appeals to a principle of preference autonomy:

(A) “In deciding what is good and what is bad for a given individual, the ultimate
criterion can only be his own wants and his own preferences.” (1982:55)

Harsanyi believes that one reason to accept his ideal advisor theory is given by
(A). He admits that it is possible that a person prefers what is worse for her. In his
terminology, a person’s “manifest” (revealed or actual) and “true” (informed and
rational) preferences can come apart. Since only the true preferences of the person
are relevant to her well-being, it is possible that others can judge better what is
good for the person. But, Harsanyi claims, this is not in conflict with (A), since,
when determining what is good for the person, we ultimately still appeal to her
preferences.

Harsanyi’s theory is attacked in this respect by Thomas Scanlon (1991). Al-
though Scanlon targets Harsanyi’s theory only, his argument is clearly intended to
apply to all versions of the ideal advisor theory. This is how it goes in its general-
ized form. Take any purported ideal advisor theory. For simplicity, call that theory
T . Then:

(1) T holds either that a person’s adequately informed and appropriately
reasoned preferencesdeterminewhat is good for the person, or that a person’s
adequately informed and appropriately reasoned preferences are merely
indicatorsof what is good for the person.

(2) If T holds that a person’s adequately informed and appropriately reasoned
preferences are merely indicators of what is good for the person, thenT is not
a genuine ideal advisor theory.

(3) If T holds that a person’s adequately informed and appropriately reasoned
preferences determine what is good for the person, thenT implies that the
person’s actual preferences are not the ultimate criterion of what is good for
this person.

(4) If T implies that a person’s actual preferences are not the ultimate criterion of
what is good for this person, thenT violates (A).

(5) If T violates (A), thenT is paternalistic.
(6) Therefore, eitherT is not a genuine ideal advisor theory, orT is

paternalistic.1

1I must admit I am not entirely sure I interpret Scanlon correctly. This is my best attempt. If my
interpretation leaves a bit to be desired, that’s not due to lack of trying. Perhaps it is better to consider
the argument not as a piece of Scanlon scholarship, but as a representative for an argument that often
appears in the contemporary literature on the ideal advisor theory. I chose Scanlon’s formulation not
because it is the clearest, but because he at least discusses it more than in passing.
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Let’s look at premise (1) first. According to Scanlon, there are two ways one
can construct an ideal advisor theory. The more familiar way is to start from the
claim that a person’s adequately informed and appropriately reasoned preferences
determinewhat is good for the person. But there is also another way to conceive
of the role of preference in the theory. On this version, the person’s adequately
informed and appropriately reasoned preferences are taken asevidencefor what
would promote her welfare: such preferencesindicatewhat is good for the person.2

Thus, Harsanyi and his theoretical allies can see the role of preference in their
theory in two different ways. Whichever they choose, however, they face one of
the horns of a dilemma.

Consider the second alternative. If your preferences merely indicate what is
good for you, then there is something else your preferences are the indicators of,
something which determines what is good for you. If ideal advisor theorists were
to accept this view, their theory would in effect cease to be a preference satisfaction
theory of well-being, as asserted in (2). Elsewhere, Scanlon argues that such theo-
ries are in effect objective theories, or “substantive goods theories” (1993). Further-
more, if the connection between adequately informed and appropriately reasoned
preferences and well-being is constructed this way, the ultimate criterion of what
is good and bad for a person is not her preferences. This implies that preferences
are not normatively salient for this view. Of course, this does not mean that ideal
preferences are not useful in a theory of well-being, but their role is only derivative.
As Scanlon says:

Someone who accepts a substantive goods theory, according to which certain
goods make a life better, will no doubt also believe that these goods are the
objects of informed desire—that they would be desired by people who fully
appreciated their nature and the nature of life. (1993:190)

An ideal advisor theory, therefore, needs to insist that adequately informed and
appropriately reasoned preferencesdeterminewhat is good for the person. But
since actual and ideal preferences can be very different, the person’s actual pref-
erences are not the ultimate criterion for determining what is good or bad for the
person on this view (3). That is, the connection between a person’s manifest pref-
erences and her true preferences might be severed. If so, the ideal advisor theory
is in conflict with (A). Thus, the dilemma Scanlon presents to the ideal advisor
theory is this: it either holds that adequately informed and appropriately reasoned
preferences determine what is good for a person, or it takes such preferences to
be mere indicators of the person’s welfare. In the former case, the theory violates
the principle of preference autonomy. In the latter case, the theory ceases to be a
preference satisfaction theory. Thus, Scanlon concludes:

2One example for such an ideal advisor theory is suggested by Mongin and d’Aspremont (1999)
in their discussion of the relation of utility theory and ethics.
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The conflict between the principle of Preference Autonomy and the move to
“true” preferences reflects a fundamental moral tension, not just an inconsis-
tency in Harsanyi’s theory. (Scanlon, 1991:29)3

What shall we make of Scanlon’s dilemma? His argument, as I reconstructed
it, clearly begs the question against the ideal advisor theory.4 Premise (4) implic-
itly presupposes that on the principle of preference autonomy, (A), autonomy must
be interpreted on the domain ofactualpreferences. But ideal advisor theorists like
Harsanyi can insist that (A) can be interpreted on the domain ofideal preferences.
That is, they can deny (4) by giving an interpretation of (A) in terms of the per-
son’s adequately informed and appropriately reasoned preferences—by showing
that only such preferences are properly the “person’s own.” They can argue that
only these preferences areautonomous, and the principle of preference autonomy
defends only autonomous preferences.

In Section 9.2, I discuss the interpretation of the principle of preference au-
tonomy in terms of ideal preferences. I argue that if ideal advisor theorists give
this interpretation, they can successfully undermine premise (4). Nevertheless, the
worry behind the objection that the ideal advisor theory is paternalistic might re-
main: isn’t there something paradoxical in the idea that when we promote people’s
well-being on the ideal advisor view, we can interfere with their actual preferences
yet maintain that we respect their autonomy at the same time, since we respect
the preferences they would have were they adequately informed and appropriately
rational? In order to dispel this worry, Section 9.3 turns to the literature on pater-
nalism. But in this literature, I find a basis for the worry. Thus, Section 9.4 argues
that there is a problem for the ideal advisor theory, and checks whether the version
of the ideal advisor theory I propose, the revisedIRP, can avoid the problem.

9.2 The Problem of Malleability

Scanlon believes that Harsanyi moves to true preferences from manifest prefer-
ences and departs from the principle of preference autonomy in response to what

3“Moral tension,” Scanlon says, because he believes any restriction placed on the preferences
which are relevant to well-being is introduced in order to retain the idea that the satisfaction of pref-
erences is morally important (see 1993:187–8). In later work, he argues that preference satisfaction,
and well-being in general, are not fundamental values (1998:108–43). That is to say, he thinks we
ought to give less moral weight to preference satisfaction and well-being. Harsanyi briefly replies to
Scanlon’s criticism in his 1997:140–1. Note that Harsanyi excludes from social choice not only the
uninformed manifest preferences of the person, but also her “antisocial” true (informed and rational)
preferences. (Antisocial preferences are those arising from sadism, envy, resentment, malice, etc.)
These, however, are excluded not because they are irrelevant to well-being, but for explicitly moral
reasons (1982:56). Scanlon does not object to this move.

4And that makes me suspect that I am likely to have misinterpreted it. Nevertheless, we are now
in the position to examine the ideal advisor theory’s defense.
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he calls the “problem of malleability” (1991:28–9). This is the problem that prefer-
ences can be “adaptive”: reflecting the effects of indoctrination and manipulation,
instead of being based on informed and reflected judgment. It is not impossible
that manifest preferences are formed under such influences. If they are, they might
not adequately be the person’s “own” preferences. Scanlon seems to think that the
satisfaction of such preferences does not make the person better off, therefore an
ideal advisor theory must be able to exclude these preferences.

How can an ideal advisor theory exclude such non-autonomous preferences? It
can employ some constraint in order to determine which preferences are adequately
the person’s “own.” There are two familiar ways of excluding non-autonomous
preferences. One way is to look at thecausal historyof the preference. If it has an
inappropriate causal background, it is not autonomous. This account is sometimes
called thehistorical account of preference autonomy. A rival account looks not at
the causal history of the preference, but whether it would be affirmed by the person
in her higher-order preferences. On this account, preferences are autonomous if
and only if the person would prefer to have these preferences. Such accounts are
sometimes calledhierarchicalaccounts of preference autonomy.

One version of the hierarchical account requires that the higher-order prefer-
ences are formed on the basis of all relevant information and without committing
any sort of cognitive error. An ideal advisor theorist is most likely to accept this
account for excluding non-autonomous preferences. This is because it is a natural
extension of her theory. The theory holds that welfare consists in the satisfac-
tion of adequately informed and appropriately reasoned preferences, identified by
epistemic and cognitive constraints. Someone who accepts this theory can argue
that these constraints not only determine which preferences are relevant to a per-
son’s well-being, but they also determine which of the person’s preferences are
autonomous.

Consequently, even if Scanlon is right in thinking that the satisfaction of non-
autonomous preferences cannot make a person better off, he has not provided an
argument against the ideal advisor theory. Proponents of the theory can argue that
the constraints they impose upon preferences filter out non-autonomous prefer-
ences. Furthermore, when they propose to promote well-being, they do not violate
the principle of preference autonomy, since they propose to promote only the sat-
isfaction of autonomous preferences.

One may object that the epistemic and cognitive constraints do not ensure that
adequately informed and appropriately reasoned preferences have the appropriate
causal history, since they do not look at the history behind these preferences. But
an ideal advisor theorist can deny, in reply, that the inappropriate causal history of
a preference makes that preference non-autonomous. She can point out that insofar
as an actual preference is endorsed by the higher-order, adequately informed and
appropriately reasoned preferences of the person, it isvery likelythat this prefer-
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ence does indeed have the right sort of causal history. After all, it is hard to imagine
forms of manipulation which result in preferences that you would have formed if
you had all the relevant information at your disposal and you reasoned correctly.

For illustration, consider the stock example of the problem of malleability: the
battered housewife. This woman’s actual preferences are very modest due to ma-
nipulation by her husband: her major aim in life is to subserviently make her hus-
band’s life comfortable, she has low self-esteem, and she sincerely denies that she
could have any other accomplishments than the modest ones she is indoctrinated to
believe she can strive for. She has adopted her preferences to her situation. Would
this housewife continue to have these preferences if she knew all the relevant in-
formation and reasoned correctly? It is very doubtful. Her husband’s manipulating
her must have been, partly, a matter of giving her false beliefs about herself, her
abilities, and her circumstances; it must have been, partly, an attempt to suppress
her reasoning, valuation, or deliberation.

Scanlon’s implicit assumption that (A) must be interpreted on the domain of ac-
tual preferences is all the more surprising given that most philosophers agree that in
order for a preference to be autonomous it must pass some requirement: typically,
either an historical or an hierarchical one. Of these two, the latter is much more
plausible, and it fits well with the version of the ideal advisor theory which main-
tains that autonomy is constitutive of well-being. But even if Scanlon’s premise
(4) was unobjectionable, premise (5) would still be problematic. Apparently, Scan-
lon believes that paternalism is a threat to the ideal advisor theory because of the
problem of malleability. This problem prompts the move to ideal preferences; the
promotion of ideal preferences violates preference autonomy; and the violation of
preference autonomy is paternalism.

But consider the following example. In countryA, the government is headed
by a manipulative populist. People’s preferences are cunningly manipulated to be
in accord with the aims of the government. Consequently, the government never
overrides these preferences—and it boasts in its propaganda that it always respects
the principle of preference autonomy. Meanwhile, in countryB, the government
is headed by a paternalistic dictator. He always does what people would prefer the
government to do if they were adequately informed and appropriately rational, even
when—as it may often happen—people’s actual preferences are different. More-
over, the government in countryB never manipulates its people. We would object
to the governments of both of these countries—however, the reasons for our ob-
jections are different in the two cases. CountryA’s government is objectionable
because it manipulates its people. CountryB’s government is objectionable be-
cause it is completely unresponsive to people’s preferences. The government in
countryA exploits the malleability of preferences—the government in countryB
does no such thing. Consequently, manipulation does not imply paternalism, or
vice versa.
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The objection that the ideal advisor theory is “paternalistic” in some sense is
typically mentioned merely in passing in the critical literature on the ideal advisor
theory. Scanlon is one author who actually tries to make a case for this claim.
He does not succeed. But I think what fuels his attempt to make the case is the
worry that when we promote well-being on the ideal advisor theory, we promote the
satisfaction of adequately informed and appropriately reasoned preferences, which
may be different from actual preferences. On this theory, it might be possible to
interfere with people’s lives with the objective of promoting their well-being,and,
at the same time, argue that the interference also enhances their autonomy. In order
to examine this worry, I briefly review the literature of paternalism.

9.3 Justifications for Paternalism

The most influential account of paternalism is from Gerald Dworkin (1972, 1983).
Dworkin once defined paternalism as

interference with a person’s liberty of action justified by reasons referring
exclusively to the welfare, good, happiness, needs, interests, or values of the
person being coerced. (1972:20)5

As critics have pointed out, and as Dworkin himself admits now, this defini-
tion is too restrictive.6 A paternalistic action cannot always be understood as an
infringement on liberty, and it is not necessarily coercive. For instance, if my child
very much wants to be a concert pianist, but I realize that she does not have an ear
for music and would be unsuccessful in pursuing a musical career, I may decide
not to pay for her music lessons. My decision is paternalistic, but does not involve
violating her liberty. Moreover, I may realize that she is very good in abstract
thinking, and I may offer to pay for extra math lessons instead. My decision is
paternalistic, but does not involve coercion.

The definition of paternalism, therefore, needs to be refined. Dworkin suggests
that we should concentrate on judgment, instead of liberty of action or coercion. A
paternalistic act, then, is defined as “an attempt to substitute one person’s judgment
for another’s, to promote the latter’s benefit” (1983:107). Substitution of judgment

5Other definitions are more narrow, focusing on well-being; see, for example, Bok (1980:204):
“To act paternalistically is to guide and even coerce people in order to protect them and serve their
best interests.” VanDeVeer (1986:12) puts the definition in terms of interference: “A paternalistic act
is one in which one person,A, interferes with another person,S, in order to promoteS’s own good.”
Buchanan (1978:372) includes the dissemination of information in the definition: “Paternalism is
interference with a person’s freedom of action or freedom of information, or the deliberate dissem-
ination of misinformation, where the alleged justification of interfering or misinforming is that it is
for the good of the person who is interfered with or misinformed.”

6See Dworkin (1983:105), Gert and Culver (1976:45–7), Fotion (1979), and VanDeVeer
(1986:25, 1980:188–9).
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can be carried out both by disregarding the decision another person has made,
and by influencing the process of deliberation by which the person arrives at a
decision. Thus Dworkin now holds that “there must be a violation of the person’s
autonomy (which I conceive as a distinct notion from that of liberty) for one to
treat another paternalistically” (1983:107). On this view, paternalism is defined in
terms of autonomy, and this has become the standard way in the literature to look
at paternalism.

When is a paternalistic act permissible? Before discussing this question, it is
worth pointing out that many paternalistic practices may be permissible but not on
paternalistic grounds. That is, justifications for paternalistic interference may be
non-paternalistic, paternalistic, or a mixture of the two. For instance, interference
may be justified by an appeal to the harm an action would cause to third parties.

For permissible paternalism, Donald VanDeVeer (1986) distinguishes between
two types of justification:

The proposed candidates (for apaternalisticjustification) seem to fall into
two broad categories:

(1) those which, in some fashion, appeal to actual, predicted, or hypo-
theticalconsent on the part of the subjectof the paternalistic act, or
hypothetical consent of a “fully rational person”; and

(2) those which do not.

The latter typically suppose that theconsequencesof the paternalistic inter-
ference . . . are so important as to override any presumption against the act in
question. (1986:41, his emphases)

Consider first justifications for paternalism based on (2). One type of such jus-
tifications is consequentialist: it holds that paternalistic interference is justified if
and only if the consequences of interference will result in more well-being for the
person than her own action would result in. This view is unattractive. Sometimes
we ought to let people choose what they prefer, even if what they choose is worse
for them. Furthermore, on this view, it is possible to justify widespread interfer-
ence with people’s lives, even when people are not mistaken about what would
promote their welfare. People often rationally choose what would not promote
their welfare, because their own well-being is not the only value they pursue in
their lives. Consequentialist justifications of paternalism seem, for these reasons,
unacceptable.7

7For an example of a consequentialist justification of paternalism, see Brock (1983). Another
type of justification in this category is based on the notion of personal identity. Its discussion, how-
ever, is beyond the scope of this work. See Regan (1974) and Kleinig (1983:67–73). A completely
different approach to paternalism is to be found in New (1999); see also Calcott (2000) and Leonard
et al. (2000). For general discussions of paternalism in the context of politics, see Weale (1978) and
Goodin (1991, 1993, 2002:48–72).
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Consider now purported justifications of paternalistic intervention falling into
(1). A view on the justification of paternalism in this category might tie permissible
paternalistic interventions to theex anteor prior consent of the actual person. Such
a view, however, is too restrictive—it excludes all interventions to which the person
has not explicitly consented. A different view may appeal to the (predicted)ex post
or subsequent consent of the person. But it is hard to ascertain what a person would
consent to after the paternalistic act has been done. We may also be unable to get
her subsequent consent for some contingent reason—even though the interference
continues to seem permissible. Finally, appeals to hypothetical consent, according
to VanDeVeer, can take the form of appeals either to the hypothetical consent of
theactualperson, or to the hypothetical consent of the person were she adequately
informed and appropriately rational. The former appeals to what the person would
consent to as she is, while the latter appeals to what the person would consent to,
not as she is, but as she would be if she was in ideal conditions to give her consent.

Although the appeal to the hypothetical consent of the actual person may seem
a more attractive way to justify paternalism, there are cases when the appeal to what
the actual person would consent to does not justify interference that intuitively
seems permissible. After all, the actual person may be incompetent in various
ways, and in such cases the interference to promote her welfare must be justified
by an appeal to what she would prefer, not as she is, but as she would be if she was
adequately informed and appropriately rational. For this reason, a consent theory of
permissible paternalism is more plausible if it is based on thehypothetical consent
of the adequately informed and appropriately rational “counterpart” of the person.

Dworkin’s account of permissible paternalism falls into this version of (1): it
appeals to the hypothetical consent of adequately informed and appropriately ra-
tional persons. Thus, his justification of paternalistic interference appeals to some
sort of incompetenceon the part of the person. One kind of incompetence isepis-
temic: the person is not aware of some relevant and important fact. Another kind of
incompetence iscognitive: the person is not in the position to make a calm, consid-
ered, reflected choice, or she makes some mistake of practical reasoning. On this
view, permissible paternalistic interference is justified on the basis of epistemic or
cognitive incompetence.8

8Dworkin discusses a further sort of incompetence. Consider cases of weakness of will.
Odysseus commands his men to tie him to the mast when they approach the island of the sirens:
he knows that he would not be able to withstand their song, thus he makes it impossible for himself
to act on subsequent desires he does not endorse. His men are justified to ignore his later pleas to be
released. Such cases involve “motivational incompetence” (the term is mine, not Dworkin’s). Here
the appeal is made to the consent of the actual person, and not to the consent she would give if she
was in ideal conditions to give her consent. Thus, Dworkin’s hypothetical consent view justifies pa-
ternalism by reference to cognitive, epistemic, or motivational incompetence (1972:28–33). In what
follows, I bracket motivational incompetence for two reasons: first, it raises issues beyond the scope
of this work; second, I am not sure there is genuine substitution of judgment in cases of motivational
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What sort of paternalistic interferences are permissible on an hypothetical con-
sent account? In order to see this, consider the distinction introduced by Joel Fein-
berg (1971) betweensoft and hard (or weakand strong) paternalism. Feinberg
argues that paternalistic intervention is permissible if and only if it takes the soft or
weak form. By soft paternalism, Feinberg means that interference is justified be-
cause the choice the person would make is not fullyvoluntary. Hard paternalism,
on the other hand, allows interfering with the fully voluntary choices of the person.
A fully voluntary choice is one that satisfies certain epistemic and cognitive condi-
tions (among others, which need not concern us here): one is “fully informed of all
relevant facts and contingencies, with one’s eyes wide open, so to speak, and in the
absence of coercive pressure”; and “to whatever extent there is compulsion, mis-
information, excitement or impetuousness, clouded judgment (as from alcohol), or
immature or defective faculties of reasoning, to that extent the choice falls short of
perfect voluntariness” (1971:7).

What Feinberg calls voluntary choice closely corresponds to a choice made in
accordance with an adequately informed and appropriately reasoned preference.
The conditions he gives for voluntariness describe the epistemic and cognitive
constraints of an hypothetical consent theory of permissible paternalism. In this
respect, it closely resembles Dworkin’s theory.9

Fully voluntary choices, based on knowledge of all the relevant information and
the correct exercise of one’s cognitive capacities, “not only have their origin ‘in the
agent,’ they also represent the agent faithfully in some important way: they express
his or her settled values and preferences” (Feinberg, 1971:7). Such choices can
be considered the autonomous choices of the person. Compare the way Dworkin
defines soft paternalism:

incompetence. The weak-willed subject agrees that it would be better for her to do what she cannot
bring herself to do, and this is the reason others might be permitted to interfere. For different hypo-
thetical consent views, see VanDeVeer (1986:45–94) and Gert and Culver (1979). Compare Husak
(1981:30–5).

9Feinberg and Dworkin are interested, however, in different kinds of paternalistic interferences.
While Feinberg discusses legal paternalism, Dworkin is concerned, more generally, with paternalistic
policies and paternalistic actions. The similarity between Feinberg’s and Dworkin’s accounts has
also been pointed out by Donald VanDeVeer: “The principle that Feinberg finds acceptable, weak
paternalism, is not explicitly couched in terms of hypothetical consent. However, it is possible to
do so. For example, weak paternalism seems equivalent to the view that paternalistic interference is
permissible, and only permissible, if the subject would consent to the interference ifhewere making
a fully voluntary choice” (1980:200, his emphasis). Note, however, that Feinberg changed his view
in his 1986 book. In his later view, for some interference to be permissible it is sufficient that
the choice is not “voluntary enough.” Voluntariness, in turn, depends on the context of the choice.
Thus, his later view is much more restrictive in sanctioning interference, since interfering with less
than fully voluntary choices of the person may also be instances of hard paternalism. See Feinberg
(1986:113–8); see also Scoccia (1990).
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By soft paternalism, I mean the view that (1) paternalism is sometimes justi-
fied, and (2) it is a necessary condition for such justification that the person
for whom we are acting paternalistically is in some way not competent. This
is the view defended by Feinberg . . . By hard paternalism, I mean the view
that paternalism is sometimes justified even if the action is fully voluntary.
(1983:107)

Thus, Dworkin and Feinberg agree that soft paternalism is justified in terms of
some form of incompetence, and it is only soft paternalism that can be justified.
Hard paternalism would warrant interference with persons who are competent in
forming their preferences. But can the hypothetical consent account of permissible
paternalism exclude instances of hard paternalism?

9.4 Paternalism and Risk

Recall that part of Scanlon’s criticism of the ideal advisor theory was that if it holds
that the person’s adequately informed and appropriately reasoned preferences de-
termine what is good for the person, then it is paternalistic. One way to understand
this objection is this: if our aim is to promote well-being and we accept the ideal
advisor theory, then we are permitted to interfere with people’s preferences on the
ground that they would have different preferences if they were adequately informed
and appropriately rational. In some cases—when the interference would be an in-
stance of soft paternalism—this is not a problem; but the objection may be that
instances of hard paternalism are also warranted.

This would be a problem, because nowadays there is widespread agreement
among philosophers that the only instances of permissible paternalistic interven-
tions are those which are sanctioned by the principle of soft paternalism. Ac-
cording to this principle, interference with a person’s life in order to promote the
person’s well-being—on the basis that her judgment about what is good for her is
mistaken—can be justified only if the person is incompetent in certain ways. This
was argued by Feinberg, and Dworkin is at pains to show that his hypothetical
consent account of permissible paternalism yields this principle.

In reply to this interpretation of the objection, ideal advisor theorists may
choose the strategy of combining their theory of well-being with the hypotheti-
cal consent account of permissible paternalism. These two components fit together
in the sense that they both employ the same sort of epistemic and cognitive con-
straints for determining the preferences which are relevant to well-being on the one
hand, and for specifying the conditions in which the consent of the person may jus-
tify interfering with her pursuit of satisfying her preferences, on the other. If the
hypothetical consent account of permissible paternalism sanctions only instances
of soft paternalism, the ideal advisor theory does not make unjustified paternalistic
interferences with people’s lives possible.
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But consider another aspect of Feinberg’s discussion of voluntary and non-
voluntary choice. In many cases, the harm a person’s action would inflict on herself
is not unavoidable, but only likely. That is, the person creates somerisk for herself
by her choice. For example, not wearing a seatbelt in a car does not directly cause
harm to you, but raises the probability that you will be harmed, should an accident
happen.

Many controversial cases of paternalistic interference concern risks. The con-
troversies are aboutreasonableandunreasonablerisks. Even though people often
agree on which risks are reasonable to assume, in other cases it is unclear what
risks are reasonable to take. As Feinberg says:

Certain judgments about the reasonableness of risk-assumptions are quite
uncontroversial. We can say, for example, that thegreaterthe probability of
harm to self (1), and the magnitude of the harm risked (2), thelessreasonable
the risk; and thegreater the probability the desired goal will result (3), the
importance of the goal to the doer (4), and the necessity of the means (5), the
morereasonable the risk. But in a given difficult case, even where questions
of probability are meaningful and beyond dispute, and where all the relevant
facts are known, the risk-decision may defy objective assessment because of
its component personal value judgments. (1971:6–7, his emphases; see also
1986:103)

Feinberg actually sets up the distinction between fully voluntary and not fully
voluntary choices in the context of assumptions of risk. A fully voluntary choice is
one which the person makes aware of all relevant information and avoiding all sorts
of cognitive error.10 Paternalistic interference can only be justified if the person’s
choice is not fully voluntary. It is not clear, however, what to say in cases when oth-
erwise well-informed, competent and rational people choose to take unreasonable
risks. Feinberg thinks that in such cases governments cannot override people’s risk
assumptions on the ground that they are unreasonable. What governments can do
is to make sure that people are aware of all relevant information and do not exhibit
any sort of incompetence in deciding what to do. If interference is justified, it is
justified on non-paternalistic grounds, since overriding people’s risk assumptions
would be instances of hard paternalism.

Dworkin also discusses unreasonable risks. He believes that the principle of
soft paternalism is able to render problematic cases of risk-taking tractable. For
instance, if someone does not fasten her seatbelt on the ground that she is a risk-
seeker, the full appreciation of the possible consequences of an accident would
convince the person otherwise, and she would consent to the limitations imposed
by traffic regulations.

10And in the absence of coercion or various other forms of compulsion. But this constraint is not
relevant for my purposes here, so it is understood to be satisfied.
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Nevertheless, neither of these strategies are successful in handling “hard cases”
arising from unreasonable risk assumptions, like the prohibitions on using certain
drugs, protective helmet and safety belt laws, limitations on dangerous activities.
In Feinberg’s case, one may wonder whether all of the possible hard cases can be
given a justification on non-paternalistic grounds (but see his 1986:98–142). In
Dworkin’s case, it is doubtful that people who fully appreciate the possible conse-
quences of some activity would always give their consent to limitations on that ac-
tivity. Consider highly hazardous activities, like mountain climbing. It is doubtful
that the full appreciation of the possible consequences of an accident by adequately
informed and appropriately rational persons implies that they would consent to lim-
itations on mountain climbing. Such limitations would indeed seem paternalistic.
Dworkin agrees: “there are risks—even very great ones—that people are entitled
to take with their lives” (1972:33). So here he changes strategy: he argues that
what limitations on risk-taking would be hypothetically consented to also depends
on the role the activity plays in people’s lives. A requirement to fasten your seat-
belt is trivial, but a ban on mountain climbing would not respect the autonomy of
persons.

But this is insufficient to establish the distinction between reasonable and un-
reasonable risks. On the one hand, what counts as an important activity for people
also depends on the limitations imposed on engaging in that activity. On the other
hand, it is unclear whose judgment of importance is relevant here. Professional
drivers are not exempt from safety belts laws, even though driving plays an impor-
tant role in their lives.

It seems that an hypothetical consent account of permissible paternalism has
difficulties with making the distinction between reasonable and unreasonable risks.
Such an account ties permissible interference with people’s pursuit of satisfying
their preferences to some sort of incompetence. But what sort of incompetence is
the taking of unreasonable risks? Or, equivalently, what sort of failure is the having
of an unreasonable risk-attitude when forming preferences?

It is certainly not an epistemic shortcoming: if you have an unreasonable risk-
attitude (but you are otherwise adequately informed), your mistake is not lacking
some relevant information. If there is a reasonable level of risk-taking for your sit-
uation, then it is determined by a normative principle telling you how you ought to
form your preference in that situation, and not a piece of information that describes
your situation. Thus, the only possibility that remains is that when you have an un-
reasonable risk-attitude, your failing is not an epistemic, but a cognitive one. What
risks you ought to assume, then, must be a requirement of rationality.

Predictably, the argument I am about to make parallels the one I made against
the ideal advisor theory in Section 8.4. There I argued that preferences over risky
prospects cause a difficulty for the ideal advisor theory. On the one hand, if the
theory does not incorporate some principle of reasonable levels of risk-taking, it is
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often impossible to determine what the person, were she fully informed and ide-
ally rational, would prefer herself to prefer. On the other hand, if the theory does
incorporate such a principle, then that principle will either be formal or substan-
tive. If the principle is formal—prescribing levels of risk-taking without reference
to the content of preferences—then an actual person, with her own conception
of reasonable risks, may reject the recommendations of her ideal counterpart as
reason-giving for her. In contrast, if the principle is substantive, making reference
to the objects of preferences, then it is not a principle of rationality.

Now, if the cognitive constraint of the hypothetical consent account of per-
missible paternalism does not incorporate some principle of reasonable levels of
risk-taking, then it is unable to make the distinction between reasonable and unrea-
sonable risks. This is because if nothing tells fully informed and ideally rational
“consenters”—to use the most plausible interpretation of the epistemic and cog-
nitive constraints, and to introduce another metaphor—how to form their prefer-
ences when their actual counterparts are faced with risky prospects, then the theory
cannot determine what interferences with the pursuit of the satisfaction of their
preferences people would hypothetically consent to.

Thus, the cognitive constraint for hypothetical consent must include some prin-
ciple of reasonable levels of risk-taking. Suppose first that the principle is formal:
it assigns a given risk-taking level, or levels, to formally equivalent choice situa-
tions, independently of what is at stake—what the objects of the choice are. The
problem with such a principle is that otherwise informed and rational people will
often not find it acceptable. This is because in formally equivalent choice situations
with different objects of preference, competent people find different risk-attitudes
reasonable. They may, for example, make judgments about risks based upon the
importance of the objects of their preferences for them. Suppose a road-trip and
a mountain climbing expedition are equally risky. While people may think that it
is unreasonable not to use a seat-belt on the road-trip, they may reject not going
on a mountaineering expedition just because similar risks are involved. A formal
principle is insensitive to the different roles buckling up and mountaineering play
in people’s lives. A hypothetical consent account with a formal principle for deter-
mining what risks are reasonable therefore sanctions hard paternalism—it permits
the overriding of the risk-assessments of competent persons in different situations.

Consequentially, the principle of reasonable levels of risk-taking must be sub-
stantive: it must determine what risks or levels of risk-taking are reasonable based
on theobjectsof preferences. It should prescribe different levels of risk-taking
when driving a car and when going mountain climbing—an activity which is at-
tractive to people partly because of the very risks involved. Such a principle would
be a long, open-ended conjunction mapping objects of preferences to levels of risk-
taking. However, if there is such a principle for determining what risks or levels
of risk-taking are reasonable, then rationality alone does not have the resources to
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uncover it. That is, a substantive principle would not be a principle of rationality.
Where have we got? The objection to the ideal advisor theory I have been ex-

ploring is that this theory violates preference autonomy, therefore it is paternalistic
in some sense. The best reading of the “some sense” clause is that on this theory,
the promotion of well-being sanctions hard paternalism. One possible reply to this
objection is to argue that the fully informed and ideally rational preferences of a
person are the person’s autonomous preferences, therefore the principle of prefer-
ence autonomy defends only these preferences, rather than the actual or manifest
preferences of a person.

A promising way of showing this is to supplement the ideal advisor theory with
an hypothetical consent account of permissible paternalism. I have argued, how-
ever, that in order to be able to make the distinction between reasonable and un-
reasonable risks, that account must incorporate some principle of reasonable levels
of risk-taking. But that principle must be a substantive principle—that is, it cannot
be part of the cognitive constraint on hypothetical consent. Because both the ideal
advisor theory of well-being and the hypothetical consent account of permissible
paternalism must appeal to something else besides rationality and information, the
defense against the objection which combines the two is not satisfactory.

Nevertheless, perhaps fully informed and ideally rational persons would agree
on what risks are reasonable to take. In a given person’s situation, taking into
account that person’s characteristics, goals and plans, the probabilities involved
in the choice, and the importance of the outcomes for the person, they may be
able to come to an agreement about the risk-attitude the person ought to choose in
forming her preference. Furthermore, fully informed and ideally rational persons,
taking into account the role and importance of certain activities in people’s lives,
the probabilities of harm from engaging in those activities, and the social conse-
quences of allowing or restricting those activities, may be able to agree on general
limitations and regulations for potentially harmful self-regarding activities. That
is, they may converge on their judgments about risks.

In Section 8.4, I proposed to revise the ideal advisor theory by incorporating a
convergence requirementinto it in order to be able to distinguish between reason-
able and unreasonable risks. I called the revision the “revisedIRP” theory. I suggest
a hypothetical consent account of permissible paternalism can use the same conver-
gence requirement to be able to distinguish between reasonable and unreasonable
risks. The revisedIRP, supplemented with that hypothetical consent account, can
meet the objection from hard paternalism. On this theory, when we promote the
well-being of a person, we promote the satisfaction of the preferences she would
have were she fully informed, ideally rational, and all fully informed and ideally
rational “advisors” would agree on her preferences. These ideal preferences are
her autonomous preferences—thus, the promotion of her welfare does not violate
preference autonomy. Neither does it allow hard paternalism, since only those in-
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terferences with her pursuit of satisfying her preferences are permissible which she
would consent to were she in ideal conditions to give her consent: were she fully
informed, ideally rational, and all fully informed and ideally rational “consenters”
would agree on her preferences.

Of course, the question remains open whether fully informed and ideally ra-
tional advisors and consenters would agree on reasonable risks. Thus, it is time to
discuss in more detail the revisedIRP in general, and this question in particular.
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Chapter 10

The RevisedIRP

10.1 Contours of a Theory

Each person has a conception of the good. A conception of the good is the col-
lection of the person’s deeply held convictions and beliefs about what goods are
valuable and what goals are worth their while to pursue in her life. It provides
the framework in which a person makes her choices and it gives structure and co-
herence to those choices. It contains the beliefs which are relevant to the person
for forming her preferences, and it determines the hierarchy of the person’s pref-
erences. Even though, as I said on page 76, I doubt that most people have a life
plan in the sense philosophers use the term, they undoubtedly have some more or
less complex hierarchy of values and goals, determined by their conception of the
good.

A conception of the good is not the same thing as a theory or conception of
well-being, although philosophers sometimes seem to use the two concepts inter-
changeably.1 While the latter is an account of that in virtue of which something
contributes to welfare, the former is a view about what particular goods contribute
to welfare, among other beliefs. A person may have a conception of the good
without having a theory of well-being—indeed, I suspect most people do have a
conception of the good without having a theory of welfare. That is, they have be-
liefs about what goods contribute to their welfare without having an account of in
virtue of what those are good for them.

As I suggested in Section 8.4, a person also has a “conception of reasonable
risks” as part of her conception of the good. A conception of reasonable risks is the
collection of the person’s convictions and beliefs about what risks are reasonable to
take in the context of various goals, pursuits and goods. Such beliefs are necessary
to weigh and balance between the person’s options and to give coherence to her
choices. They are relevant to many of our most important choices, and they are
related to the hierarchy of our preferences: a person has different views on what
risks are reasonable to assume for choices of varying importance to her.

When we make a judgment about what would promote the welfare of a particu-
lar person, we normally have to take into account her conception of the good—not
because it is beyond criticism, but because it provides the context in which the per-
son’s options can be evaluated. In order to determine what a person ought to choose

1Kymlicka (1990) does this, at least at certain places.
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to promote her well-being, you must know something about the goals, values, and
overarching preferences of that person. On the other hand, a conception of the good
must be defensible. People can be mistaken in their convictions about what is valu-
able, what pursuits are worthwhile, and what goals and achievements they ought to
strive for in their lives. Different theories of well-being provideonesort of basis
for the criticism of conceptions of the good. They provide one sort of basis only,
since conceptions of the good may also be criticized from other perspectives—for
instance, from a moral perspective.

On the ideal advisor theory, conceptions of the good can be assessed in terms
of the epistemic and cognitive constraints. Their assessment is indirect: the theory
evaluates the preferences of the person, some of which, in turn, are at least partly
determined by her conception of the good. Thus, on this theory, a person’s con-
ception of the good is defensible if the person would have this conception, along
with the preferences which correspond to this conception, were she adequately in-
formed and appropriately rational. In contrast, on an hedonist theory of well-being,
for example, a person’s conception of the good is defensible if the values and goals
it includes are valuable from an hedonist perspective. Arguably, the ideal advisor
theory is more attractive in this respect, because the way it evaluates conceptions
of the good is very similar to what we do in real life when we deliberate about
what goods or pursuits would be good for us. On such occasions, we try to form an
informed and rational preference: we attempt to gather as much relevant informa-
tion as possible, and we attempt to reflect on that information in circumstances in
which we are less likely to make cognitive and other sorts of error, including those
which are due to emotional disturbances, psychological compulsions, and the like.
Moreover, when we ask other people for advice, we tend to give more weight to the
advice of those who are more informed, experienced, and rational. The ideal ad-
visor theory proposes constraints on the preferences that are relevant to well-being
which in many ways correspond to our everyday deliberation about well-being.

Nevertheless, even the version of the ideal advisor theory which I believe gives
the most plausible interpretation of the epistemic and cognitive constraints,IRP,
falls short of being able to determine what is good for a person when the person
faces choices which involve risks. So I propose to augment the epistemic and cog-
nitive constraints with aconvergence requirement. The role of the requirement is to
ensure that the fully informed and ideally rational preferences of the person incor-
porate reasonable levels of risk-taking—that is, that the preferences of the “ideal
advisor” of the person which determine what the person ought to do to promote
her well-being involve only reasonable risks. The idea is that the agreement of
fully informed and ideally rational ideal advisors guarantees the authority of the
preference of the person’s ideal advisor for the person in choices involving risk.
The requirement comes into play only when the person has to form preferences
for such choices. Thus, the theory I propose, the “revisedIRP,” is a “two-level”
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theory: when the person faces alternatives which lead directly, or with certainty, to
an outcome (also called “pure” alternatives), only the epistemic and the cognitive
constraints come into play. On the other hand, when the person faces alternatives
which lead to each one of a number of outcomes with a given probability (also
called “mixed” alternatives or prospects), the convergence requirement comes into
play in addition to the epistemic and the cognitive constraints. Since virtually all
of our choices involve risk, practically almost always only the latter “level” is rel-
evant.2 That is to say, our choices are almost always betweenprospects, which
are complex objects including a set of outcomes and the probabilities with which
those outcomes might obtain. Therefore, putting the rather rare cases of choice
under certainty aside, the theory I am proposing can be defined the following way:

(RevisedIRP) Some prospect promotes a person’s welfare if and only if that person
would self-regardingly prefer that prospect to other available prospects were
she fully informed and ideally rational, and other fully informed and ideally
rational persons would strictly converge on her preference.3

One could object that since choice under certainty is a special case of choice
under risk (that is, the case in which the probability of some outcome’s obtaining is
1), the convergence requirement should apply to such cases as well. But recall that
the convergence requirement was introduced specifically for risky choices, since
it is in the case of such choices that rationality and information are insufficient to
determine what a person would prefer were she in ideal conditions for forming her
preferences. The ideal conditions need to be supplemented by some requirement
that can distinguish between reasonable and unreasonable risks. The point is that in
the case of choice under certainty, there is no scope for fully informed and ideally
rational ideal advisors to disagree about what a person ought to prefer, whereas in
the case of choice under risk there is scope for disagreement. Hence, in the former
case, a convergence requirement is superfluous.

Note also that whether some risk is reasonable or unreasonable is context-
dependent. For example, suppose you have to weigh prospects which include very
good outcomes with very low probabilities and very bad outcomes with very high
probabilities. Perhaps one would say that these prospects contain only unreason-
able risks. But given that they might be the only available options, the relevant
question is which one of risks ismorereasonable (or less unreasonable). Thus, we
can think about reasonableness as a kind of ordering of risky prospects.

2A special case of choice under risk is choice under uncertainty. In such choices, the probability
with which some of the outcomes might obtain is not known to the decision maker. But since ideal
advisors are fully informed, they know the relevant probabilities. Of course, perhaps there are cases
of genuine uncertainty—when the relevant probabilitiesin principle cannot be known. If there are
such cases, ideal advisors form the best possible subjective probabilities.

3What strict convergence is will be explained below.
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The convergence requirement also seems to mirror our everyday deliberation
about what would be good for us as far as that deliberation involves asking for the
adviceof other people.4 We tend to think that a piece of advice is better advice if
it is backed up by the opinion of more people than that which is not. That is, if the
people whose advice we seek in order to settle our practical problem agree on what
we ought to do, we naturally give more weight to that advice. Convergence is a
goodprima facieconsideration for a recommendation to be correct. Therefore, on
the revisedIRP, conceptions of the good can be assessed indirectly, by assessing the
person’s preferences, which are at least indirectly determined by the person’s con-
ception of the good, including her conception of reasonable risks. Thus, the theory
evaluates a person’s conception of the good in terms of the epistemic constraint,
the cognitive constraint, and the convergence requirement.

The most familiar objection to the idea of convergence is a sort ofopen question
argument: according to the objection, we have no reason to suppose that ideal
advisors would converge on their preferences.5 Claims of convergence always
have an “open feel.” But the objection usually stops at this point. We are given no
reason why ideal advisors wouldnot converge on their preferences.

Perhaps the objection is that we have no reason to expect thatall fully in-
formed and ideally rational persons would converge on their preferences. Perhaps
some ideal advisors would “dissent” from the rest. But why would they do so?
The convergence requirement tries to capture the idea—once again, prevalent in
everyday reasoning—that if it is a fact that some particular thing is better for a
person than some other thing, then all would agree to this fact unless there was a
special reason for their disagreement—for instance, if some lacked relevant infor-
mation or suffered from some form of cognitive error. Furthermore, it is important
to note that a convergence requirement does not impose the very same preferences
on ideal advisors: it imposes a particular structure on their preferences when they
form preferences over what would be good for a particular person. That is, the
claim is not that all people, were they fully informed and ideally rational, would
have identical preference orderings, but it is rather that their preferences would
take a particular structurevis-à-visone another.

This is because “converging on preferences” can have different meanings de-
pending on the interpretation of the convergence requirement. Unfortunately, both
the proponents and the opponents of the requirement tend to leave it uninterpreted.
The different interpretations give versions of the convergence requirement with
varying strengths. In order to see this, suppose that ideal advisorj has to form a
preference over prospectsx andy. The preference she forms determines which
prospect is better for her actual counterpart—but only if other ideal advisors con-

4On this point, compare Smith (1994:151–2).
5See Hubin (1999) and Sobel (1999).
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verge on that preference. That is, the preferences of all the other ideal advisors
N = 1, . . . , i, . . . , n (j /∈ N ) collectivelydetermine what ideal advisorj should
prefer—and that is just to say, they determine which prospect promotes the welfare
of j’s actual counterpart.

Perhaps the most obvious interpretation of the convergence requirement is what
could be called thestrong convergence requirement:

∀i ∈ N, (ui(x) > ui(y)⇒ x �j y) ∨ (ui(x) = ui(y)⇒ x ∼j y).

This says that if all the other ideal advisors strictly preferx to y, then ideal
advisorj must also strictly preferx to y; or if all other ideal advisors are indif-
ferent betweenx andy, thenj must also be indifferent between them. This is a
strong requirement in the sense thatj’s preference must exactly correspond to the
collective preference of the other ideal advisors. I believe that the appeal of the
objection that we have no reason to expect ideal advisors to converge on their pref-
erences derives, to a large extent, from the strong interpretation of the convergence
requirement. This interpretation leaves no room at all for even mild disagreement
between ideal advisors. Hence, this version of the convergence requirement is
likely to be too strong.

A related problem is that this interpretation implies that if some of the other
ideal advisors strictly preferx to y, while some others are indifferent between
them, thenj’s preference cannot be determined. And a case can be made that such
a scenario is possible. In Section 8.4, I argued that judgments of the reasonableness
of risk-taking in any situation are substantive judgments—that is, they appeal to
the objects of the preferences in the situation. Moreover, I quoted Feinberg’s claim
on page 129 that some judgments about risk-taking are relatively uncontroversial.
For instance, if the probability of the worse outcome is sufficiently high, or the
worse outcome is sufficiently bad, the risk is more likely to be unreasonable; and
if the probability of the best outcome is sufficiently high, or the best outcome is
very good, the risk is more likely to be reasonable. Furthermore, the context of
the choice influences the reasonableness of the risk—for instance, whether there
are other alternative course of actions to secure the desired outcome may make a
difference. Thus, judgments about the reasonableness of risks are quite complex:
they might involve considerations about the probabilities with which the different
outcomes may obtain, about the value of the possible outcomes, and about the
context of the choice. This suggests that it is unrealistic to expect that in any given
situation there will be one particular level of risk-taking that is reasonable: it is
more likely that there will be arangeof risk propensity within which risk-taking is
reasonable. This dovetails with our intuition from everyday reasoning about risks:
we think that different levels of risk-taking, given that they are within appropriate
limits, are acceptable in a given situation. If you go mountaineering, there is a
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range of risk-attitudes with which you might pursue that activity within the limits
of being reckless or being overcautious to the extent that you become a spoilsport.

Consequentially, the revisedIRP may incorporate theweak convergence re-
quirement:

∀i ∈ N, ui(x) ≥ ui(y)⇒ x <j y.

This says that if none of the other ideal advisors (strictly) prefer prospecty to
prospectx, then neither doesj (strictly) prefery to x. In effect, all the requirement
says is that if everyone else rejectsy, thenj also rejectsy. In particular, indepen-
dently of whether the other ideal advisors strictly preferx or they are indifferent,j
can strictly preferx or be indifferent. The weak convergence requirement is com-
patible with some degree of disagreement between ideal advisors, although they
must still be in broad agreement.

Several cases are possible. First, if some ideal advisors strictly preferx while
others are indifferent betweenx andy, j can either strictly preferx or she can be
indifferent. Even though there is no complete agreement between the other ideal
advisors, they broadly agree on the reasonableness of the risks involved in these
prospects, andj is free to make her own judgment within this broad agreement.
Second, if all the other ideal advisors are indifferent betweenx andy, thenj can
either be indifferent between these prospects, or she can preferx to y. The inter-
pretation of the former case is straightforward: if everybody else thinks that with
respect to the reasonableness of the risks involved the two prospects are equivalent,
then the ideal advisor whose preferences are to be determined also has reason to
think that the prospects are equivalent in this respect.

The interpretation of the latter case, in which even though all the other ideal
advisors are indifferent between the prospects butj nonetheless strictly prefers one
of the prospects, is a bit puzzling. It is a bit puzzling because it is unclear whether
we can say that the ideal advisors converge onj’s preference given thatj strictly
prefersx to y, while all the others do not. Perhaps converging onj’s preference
in this case means that the other ideal advisors, by virtue of their indifference be-
tween the two prospects, essentially agree that it does not make a difference what
preferencej forms with respect to the reasonableness of the risks involved; that is,
she can choose to prefer either of them. But perhaps their indifference entails that
j should also be indifferent between the two prospects. (I will return to this issue
below.)

Third, it is possible that all the other ideal advisors strictly prefer one of the
prospects. In this case,j can either strictly prefer the same prospect or she can
be indifferent between them. Once again, the interpretation of the former case is
straightforward: if everybody else thinks that with respect to the reasonableness of
the risks involved prospectx is preferable, then the ideal advisor whose preferences
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are to be determined also has reason to think that this prospect is preferable.
The latter case, however, causes problems. On the weak convergence criterion,

even if all the other ideal advisors strictly prefer one of the prospects,j can still be
indifferent between the prospects. If all the other ideal advisors agree that prospect
x is better than prospecty with respect to the reasonableness of the risks involved,
but ideal advisorj remains indifferent betweenx andy, then the ideal advisors
cannot be said to converge on their preference. Therefore, the weak convergence
requirement cannot exclude a problematic sort of disagreement between ideal advi-
sors. If we choose this requirement to ensure the authority of the recommendations
of ideal advisors, then the possibility that ideal advisors do not “genuinely” con-
verge on their preferences remains open.

What we have found is that the strong convergence requirement is too strong
and the weak convergence requirement is too weak. On the former, ideal advi-
sors who are in broad, although incomplete, agreement are not considered to be
converging on their preferences; on the latter, ideal advisors who are in complete
agreement about the preference the person should have were she fully informed and
ideally rational can be considered to converge on the person’s fully informed and
ideally rational preference, even if the person’s fully informed and ideally rational
preference is different from theirs. Perhaps strengthening the weak convergence
requirement a bit might avoid these problems. One possibility would be this:

∀i ∈ N, ui(x) ≥ ui(y)⇒ x �j y.

This says that if all of the other ideal advisors strictly preferx toy, or if some of
them strictly preferx to y, while some others are indifferent, or even if they are all
indifferent, thenj should strictly preferx. Whether this is a plausible strengthening
of the weak convergence requirement depends on the interpretation of the last case.
One way of reading it is that if all ideal advisors are indifferent,j can freely choose
her preference—save for being indifferent. But it seems implausible thatj cannot
be indifferent herself, given that all other ideal advisors are indifferent. All of them
believe that the risks are equally reasonable, andj has no reason to prefer either.

Therefore, instead of strengthening the weak convergence requirement, we can
combine the plausible forms of convergence the requirements we have so far sur-
veyed warrant. I will call the resultant requirement thestrict convergence require-
ment:

∀i ∈ N, (ui(x) ≥ ui(y)⇒ x �j y) ∨ (ui(x) = ui(y)⇒ x ∼j y).

On this version, “converging on a preference” can take the following forms.
If all ideal advisors strictly prefer one prospect over another, thanj should also
strictly prefer that prospect. Similarly, if all ideal advisors are indifferent between
the two prospects, thanj should also be indifferent. In these cases, ideal advisors
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are in complete agreement about their preference. On the other hand, if some of
them strictly prefer one prospect and some others weakly prefer that prospect,j
should strictly prefer that prospect. In this case, ideal advisors agree that with
respect to the reasonableness of the risks involved, one prospect is at least as good
as another. But since some of them believes that this prospect is strictly better,j
has reason to prefer it: after all, no-one believes it is worse, and some believes it is
better.

Perhaps the strict convergence requirement could be weakened by allowingj
to be indifferent between prospectsx andy if no ideal advisor strictly prefersy,
and the number of those who strictly preferx is below a certain threshold. Requir-
ing thatj strictly preferx even if, at the extreme, only one ideal advisor prefers it
strictly reflects a “conservative” strategy of forming judgments about the reason-
ableness of risks. The general idea is that in any situation, if many fully informed
and ideally rational agents would agree that the risks involved are all reasonable—
that the person is permitted to choose any of the options open to her—but some
believe that some risks are more reasonable, then the person ought to choose the
prospect involving those risks.6

Of course, nothing of what I have said ensures that ideal advisors will in all
cases agree. Perhaps we still have no reason to expect that their preferences will
converge. But the strict convergence requirement sets broad conditions for conver-
gence. This reduces the scope for disagreement. Moreover, recall that in the cases
relevant here, ideal advisors form their preferences for a particular person, in the
context of that person’s conception of the good, including that person’s conception
of reasonable risks. They do not form their preference for themselves or for their
own actual counterparts. Their judgments are formed in the context of one partic-
ular life with respect to the values and goals of the person living that life. In that
context, it is not unlikely that they could agree on their preferences.

10.2 Welfare Judgments and Risk

On my revision of the ideal advisor theory, a person’s well-being is promoted if and
only if the preferences she would have were she fully informed and ideally rational
are satisfied, and, insofar as promoting her well-being involves risks, other fully
informed and ideally rational persons would strictly converge on those preferences.

The notion of convergence employed in this theory isnormative. It is norma-
tive because ideal advisors are envisaged as being engaged in a process of reaching

6I leave the possibility of further weakening the strict convergence requirement open. Inciden-
tally, note that when I call this strategy of determining fully informed and ideally rational preferences
for risky prospects “conservative,” I do not mean to say that they should reflect risk-aversion or any
other risk-disposition.
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at least partial agreement on the reasonableness of risks. There is, however, an-
other notion of convergence which has been employed in ideal advisor theories.
This notion of convergence isdescriptive. One theory which incorporates it is
John C. Harsanyi’s theory of well-being, which I discussed on pages 74 and 91.
On his theory, fully informed and ideally rational persons have the sameextended
preferencesover extended alternatives. Extended alternatives are whole lives, in-
cluding the personal characteristics of the persons living those lives, and the causal
variables which determine the preferences and characteristics of the persons living
those lives. Fully informed and ideally rational persons would rank such alterna-
tives the same way.

In Harsanyi’s view, there are two reasons why fully informed and ideally ra-
tional persons would converge on their extended preferences. First, he thinks that
human beings have highly similar biological and psychological needs, and hence
the same set of basic desires. This is anempirical factabout human nature. Sec-
ond, human beings are governed by the same psychological laws, and even if our
current knowledge of these psychological laws is far from perfect, the individual
differences in preferences must be attributed to variables which are, in principle,
empirically measurable. Indeed, sound scientific practice requires that we do not
attribute differences of preference and behavior to unobservable hidden variables,
and we do not explain the effects of some observable variable by appealing to
some unobservable variable. Thus, ultimately, individual differences of preference
are susceptible to scientific explanation.7

Extended preferences play a crucial role in establishing the possibility of in-
terpersonal comparisons of utility. In modern utility theory, interpersonal compar-
isons are not possible, since individual utility functions have no common origin
and unit. Thus, if utility theory is used in a preference satisfaction theory of well-
being, the types ofwelfare judgmentswhich can be made on the theory are rather
limited. In particular, even if expected utility functions are used to represent the
preferences of fully informed and ideally rational persons, judgments comparing
the welfare of different persons cannot be made. But if ideal advisors converge
on their extended preferences, then a common utility function can be assigned to
them, which expresses theircommonjudgments about the values of states of af-
fairs. Thus, based on extended preferences, such judgments as “state of affairsx
is better for personi (with his preferences, circumstances, psychology, etc.), than
state of affairsy for personj (with her preferences, circumstances, psychology,
etc.)” can be made. Ultimately, interpersonal comparisons of utility, in virtue of

7For the first reason, see Harsanyi (1992, 1995, 1997). As I argued on page 75, perhaps human
beings do have similar basic desires, but a theory of well-being cannot be based on those desires only.
For the second reason, see Harsanyi (1955:316–9). He calls the former requirement on scientific
practice theprinciple of unwarranted differentiation, and the latter theprinciple of unwarranted
correlation. See also Weymark (1995).

142



10.2 Welfare Judgments and Risk

these common judgments, are reduced tointrapersonalcomparisons of utility.8

The possibility of convergence on extended preferences is widely rejected to-
day.9 But, in any case, the “open question” objection is especially relevant to the
descriptive notion of convergence that Harsanyi uses. Even if human beings share
basic desires, these desires must be extremely general. And even if we can ex-
pect to understand preference formation better as our knowledge of psychology
grows, there is no reason to expect that the alleged psychological laws governing
preference formation unambiguously determine preferences.

Another attempt to make the problem of interpersonal comparisons of utility
(and welfare) tractable is to develop measures based onpreference intensities. The
notion of preference intensity is understood here as apsychological primitive, on
the basis of which people compare the desirability of different possible outcomes.
It does not need to have an hedonist interpretation. Arguably, if such intensities
of preference could be measured, the problem arising from the lack of common
unit and origin of utility scales in modern axiomatic expected utility theory may
be circumvented. Perhaps some common scale for these intensities for different
persons could be established.10 But such projects face the following problem. As
I explained in Section 2.2, expected utility functions are invariant under positive
affine transformations. Such transformations preserve the ratios between utility
differences. However, these ratios cannot be interpreted to express intensities of
preference. One reason is that the utility values are established by reactions to
risk. Thus, even if intensity of preference has an influence on a person’s prefer-
ences in establishing her utility function, her risk-attitude also plays a role. In this
framework, it is impossible to delineate the effects of these two factors.

One way of solving this problem may be to argue that expected utility functions
represent intensity of preference, even though they are established by measuring
reactions to risk. If such an argument could be made, cardinal utility in the sense
it is used in modern utility theory and the representation of outcomes in terms of
intensity of preference as a psychological primitive would be co-extensive. Inter-
estingly, Harsanyi does make such an argument. He says,

it is the decision makers’cardinal utilities (outcome utilities) for various
alternatives that determine their (instrumental)willingness to take risksin

8See Harsanyi (1975a,b). Note that Harsanyi’s discussion takes place within the context of the
Neumann-Morgenstern version of expected utility theory. Of course, there are many extensions of
that theory, and many versions of modern axiomatic expected utility theory in general. But their
discussion is beyond the scope of this work.

9See, for example, Hammond (1990, 1991:221–4) and Broome (1998). Note also that extended
preferences are not the same asfundamental preferences, at least not in the sense the notion is used
by Kolm (1994), for whom it is a representation of happiness. See also Broome (1993, 1994).

10For an overview, see Hammond (1991:215–8). On intensity of preference, see Schoemaker
(1982:533–5).
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order to obtain some desirable alternatives. These cardinal utilities determine
their attitude toward risk taking, rather than the other way round. (1993:318,
his emphases)11

In effect, what Harsanyi claims is that a person’s intensities of preference be-
tween outcomes is equivalent to therelative importancethat she places upon those
outcomes, and her cardinal expected utility function represents both (1993:315).
But, on the most natural understanding of the concepts of “relative importance”
and “intensity of preference,” this would be extraordinary. Insofar as a decision
maker compares the values of various outcomes by her reactions to risk, she can
be interpreted as ranking the outcomes by their relative importance to her. But in-
sofar as intensity of preference is taken to be a psychological primitive, available
through introspection, it must be a very different sort of quantity.

Psychologists trying to measure that “psychological primitive” have found that
even if people can report their preferences in terms of intensity, the resulting rep-
resentation is very different from the expected utility representation of their pref-
erences in terms of reactions to risky choices.12 This is not surprising, given that
asking subjects for their introspective judgments about the desirability of certain
goods, especially in terms of the intensity of the desirability of those goods for
them, seems to be a very different exercise from asking for their judgments of de-
sirability given that the goods are presented as possible “prizes” of gambles. In the
former case, subjects are asked to arrive at their judgments by introspection; in the
latter case, they are asked to arrive at their judgments by reflection.

In general, peoplereasonabout the risks they face and the relative importance
of goods in risky situations. They do not simply form their preferences by intro-
spectively comparing the desirability of goods. Their risk-attitudes are not fixed or
predetermined, but, more often than not, the result of reasoning.

A third strategy to tackle the problem of welfare judgments may be to note that
there is a relatively high degree of consensus on particulargoodswhich promote
welfare, and to build on that consensus. Even though philosophers are sharply
divided over in virtue of what something is good for a person, they are in broad
agreement, along with people in general, about which particular things are good for
people. Most people would agree that health, income, and strong social relations,
for example, contribute to a person’s welfare. Thus, we have reason to think that
there are goods which are correlated with welfare and can serve as its proxies.

Several branches of the social sciences are interested in designing and apply-
ing indicators for the measurement of welfare. They include several branches of

11“Outcome utilities” are the utilities that the person derives from the various outcomes, as op-
posed to “process utilities,” which arise from the psychological experiences due to the act of gam-
bling (sometimes called “the utility of gambling”). For a similar interpretation of Harsanyi’s 1993
argument, see Ng (1999); see also Weymark’s account of the Harsanyi-Sen debate (1991).

12See Kahneman (1999:17–9).
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economics, sociology, and psychology. But even though attempts to develop in-
dices to measure welfare go back several decades, there is little agreement on the
methodology of welfare measurement, and a lot of work remains to be done.

The problems reflect the uncertainties about welfare judgments in philosophy.
No theory of welfare that I am familiar with can claim that it has solved the prob-
lems involved in welfare judgments and welfare measurement. The revisedIRP

fares no worse in this respect. And perhaps, at least in certain cases, it can fare
better. If people can agree on some indices of goods for representing well-being,
perhaps they can also agree on the reasonable risks with respect to those goods.
Thus, in specific situations, they can come up with a common scale for represent-
ing the relative importance of those goods, and welfare judgments can be made
in terms of that scale. This method would not assume that people have the same
preferences in an empirical sense, and it does not introduce a mysterious psycho-
logical entity. Of course, this suggestion is tentative, but it is a possible direction
for further research.

10.3 Conclusion

In Section 1.1, I set out to develop a theory of well-being that is faithful to both of
the subjectivist and the objectivist intuitions. These intuitions, I claimed, underlie
the distinction between subjective and objective theories of welfare, and the ini-
tial plausibility of both sorts of theory stems from them. The subjectivist intuition
holds that well-being must be connected to preferences; the objectivist intuition
holds that what is good for us is good for us due to some factor other than our pref-
erences. I claimed that the theory that I had developed, the revisedIRP, is indeed
faithful to both intuitions: it connects well-being, on the one hand, to the prefer-
ences a person would have were she fully informed and ideally rational, and, on the
other hand, to the agreement of all fully informed and ideally rational agents—thus,
what is good for a person is ultimately independent ofthat person’spreferences.

But what sort of theory is the revisedIRP? Like other versions of the ideal
advisor theory, it isreductionist: it holds that judgments about what is good for a
person can be reduced to norms of rationality, information, and convergence. But,
in contrast to many other versions of idealization theories—and the ideal advisor
theory in particular—this theory is notnaturalist. Since it incorporates a conver-
gence requirement, it appeals to a constraint on the preferences which are relevant
to well-being that, on my interpretation of the requirement, is explicitly normative.
Thus, perhaps the theory can be characterized as a reductionist andconstructivist
theory of well-being.

One objection might be that such a theory iscircular. It is circular because
even though it purports to be a preference satisfaction theory of well-being, it in-
cludes substantive judgments—that is, it appeals to the objects of at least some
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preferences. It also incorporates a normative idea of convergence. Furthermore, it
identifies self-regarding preferences in a circular manner, since it appeals to what
a person, were she fully informed and ideally rational, would prefer for the reason
that the satisfaction of that preference would make that person better off.

But I think the charge of circularity is only impressive from the subjectivist
perspective. Once we realize that a preference satisfaction theory must appeal to
constraints on preferences beyond the epistemic and the cognitive constraints, it
is unclear why the alleged circularity involved in other constraints is threatening.
And once we reject the distinction between objective and subjective theories, the
perspective from which the revisedIRP looks circular is undermined.

As I see it, preference has an indispensable role in a theory of well-being. Even
if you accept an objective theory, you must appeal to preferences—because it is
hard to see how informed and rational preferences would not be useful indicators
of what is good for a person on such a theory. Preferences, on all theories of
welfare, must have at least an indirect role.13

There are many questions which this work leaves unanswered. These provide
starting points for further research. Two of these I have already mentioned: the
problem of welfare judgments, and the possibility of working out more precise
norms for the reasonableness of risks. Both are necessary to be able to explore
the implications of the ideas I have explored for the promotion of welfare and the
relations of well-being and risk to social policy.

Well-being has often been discussed by philosophers. The problem of risk,
however, has been largely neglected in philosophy.14 This work has argued that
there are interesting connections between well-being and risk.

13Compare the quote from Scanlon on page 120. Incidentally, note that if informed and rational
preferences do have such a role, then some of the arguments I discussed in Section 7.3, if successful,
would cause problems to objectivist theories of welfare as well.

14For exceptions, see Altham (1984), and Broome (1991b).
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——. (1999) “Converging on Values.”Analysis59(4), 355–61.
Husak, Douglas N. (1981) “Paternalism and Autonomy.”Philosophy & Public Affairs

10(1), 27–46.
Jevons, William Stanley. (1871)The Theory of Political Economy. Fifth edn., 1957.
Kagan, Shelly. (1992) “The Limits of Well-Being.”Social Philosophy & Policy9(2), 169–

89.
Kagel, John H., and Alvin E. Roth, eds. (1995)The Handbook of Experimental Economics.

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Kahn, Rober L., and F. Thomas Juster. (2002) “Well-Being: Concepts and Measures.”

Journal of Social Issues58(4), 627–44.
Kahneman, Daniel. (1999) “Objective Happiness.” In Kahnemanet al. (1999), 3–25.
Kahneman, Daniel, Ed Diener, and Norbert Schwartz, eds. (1999)Well-Being: The Foun-

dations of Hedonic Psychology. New York: Russell Sage.
Kahneman, Daniel, and Amos Tversky. (1979) “Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision

under Risk.”Econometrica47(2), 263–92.
Kawall, Jason. (1999) “The Experience Machine and Mental State Theories of Well-

Being.” Journal of Value Inquiry33(3), 381–7.
Kleinig, John. (1983)Paternalism. Manchester: Manchester University Press.
Kolm, Serge-Christophe. (1994) “The Meaning of ‘Fundamental Preferences.’ ”Social

Choice and Welfare11, 193–8.
Kraut, Richard. (1979) “Two Conceptions of Happiness.”The Philosophical Review88(2),

167–97.
——. (1994) “Desire and the Human Good.”Proceedings and Addresses of the American

Philosophical Association68(2), 39–54.
Kreps, David M. (1988)Notes on the Theory of Choice. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.
Kusser, Anna. (1998) “Rational by Schock: A Reply to Brandt.” In Fehige and Wessels

(1998), 78–87.
Kymlicka, Will. (1990) Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Introduction. Oxford:

Clarendon Press.

151



Bibliography

Leonard, Thomas C., Robert S. Goldfarb, and Steven M. Suranovic. (2000) “New on Pa-
ternalism and Public Policy.”Economics and Philosophy16(2), 323–31.

Lewis, David. (1989) “Dispositional Theories of Value.”Proceedings of the Aristotelian
Society, Supplementary Volume63, 113–37.

List, Christian. (2003) “Are Interpersonal Comparisons of Utility Indeterminate?”Erken-
ntnis58(2), 229–60.

Little, Ian M. D. (1950)A Critique of Welfare Economics. Oxford: Oxford University
Press. Second edn., 1957.

Loeb, Don. (1995) “Full-Information Theories of Individual Good.”Social Theory & Prac-
tice21(1), 1–30.

Lopes, Lola. (1986) “What Naive Decision Makers can Tell Us about Risk.” In Daboni
et al. (1986), 311–26.

Louden, Robert B. (1992)Morality and Moral Theory: A Reappraisal and Reaffirmation.
New York: Oxford University Press.

Luce, R. Duncan, and Howard Raiffa. (1957)Games and Decisions. New York: John
Wiley & Sons.

MacCrimmon, Kenneth R., and Donald A. Wehrung. (1986) “Assessing Risk Propensity.”
In Daboniet al. (1986), 291–309.

MacNiven, Don. (1993)Creative Morality. London: Routledge.
Marshall, Alfred. (1890)Principles of Economics: An Introductory Volume. Eighth edn.,

1920.
McCloskey, Mary A. (1971) “Pleasure.”Mind 80, 542–51.
Mill, John Stuart. (1861) “Utilitarianism.” In Gorovitz (1971), 11–57.
Momeyer, Richard W. (1975) “Is Pleasure a Sensation?”Philosophy and Phenomenologi-

cal Research36(1), 113–21.
Mongin, Philippe. (2001) “The Impartial Observer Theorem of Social Ethics.”Economics

and Philosophy17(2), 147–79.
Mongin, Philippe, and Claude d’Aspremont. (1999) “Utility Theory and Ethics.” In Bar-

ber̀aet al. (1999).
Moore, G. E. (1903)Principia Ethica. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ed. by

Thomas Baldwin; revised, 1993 edn.
Murphy, Mark C. (1999) “The Simple Desire-Fulfillment Theory.”Noûs33(2), 247–72.
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