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§1. Introduction

A reason statement has the form “R is a reason for A to φ in C”, where A is an agent, φ is an action, and C is a circumstance.  What does it mean for a fact to provide a reason for me to do something?  We might rephrase the question: what are reason statements, and what makes them true?  Perhaps reason statements are ultimately true, when they are true, by virtue of states internal to the individual.  If this were the case, then all reasons for action would be “internal reasons”.  Alternatively, perhaps there are some reason statements that are true or false simpliciter, without any recourse to the internal states of some agent.  If this is the case, then some reasons are “external reasons”.  In this paper, I aim to provide indirect support for the existence of external reasons by identifying and diagnosing an argumentative blunder that plays a role in motivating the view that all reasons are internal reasons.  If I am successful, external reasons won’t have been vindicated, but the motivations for denying their existence may be dampened.

Bernard Williams, in his landmark article, “Internal and External Reasons” (1981, see also 1995), argues that all true reason statements are internal reason statements.  Since the article’s 1981 publication, many have sought to determine what an external reason statement might be and whether any such statements exist.  John McDowell (1998) has argued that there are external reasons, on the grounds that certain socialization processes, such as rearing children, involve bringing a subject to recognize some fact as a reason where no possible deliberation from antecedent desires could impart such recognition.  Pettit and Smith have criticized McDowell’s account on the ground that it appeals to standards of evaluation that are more substantive than is appropriate to an analysis of reasons for action.  In this paper I will argue that Pettit and Smith are inappropriately stingy in their identification of the standards of evaluation that are relevant to determining an agent’s reason for action.  At stake is the closeness of the relationship between practical rationality and our reasons for action.  If I am correct, Pettit and Smith assume that this relationship is tighter than it needs to be. 

In §2 I set the dialectical stage. In §2.1 I introduce Bernard Williams’s account of reasons and his argument in favor of reason internalism.  In §2.2, I introduce John Mcdowell’s argument for reason externalism and, in §2.3, Pettit and Smith’s criticism of his view.  The object of my criticism, formally, will be a claim made by Pettit and Smith, though my theoretical target is a larger tendency of which I think Pettit and Smith’s claims are symptomatic.  I argue that Pettit and Smith exploit an ambiguous use of the word “reason”.  They identify the faculty of Reason with the faculty of rationality (as I have defined it above).
  On this view of Reason, an agent acts reasonably whenever they act in a way that is conducive to the satisfaction of their antecedent desires. I argue, if we are to understand Reason in this way, than Pettit and Smith do not have the right to take Reason as the only source of reasons.   Said another way, I am arguing for a contrast between pro tanto normative reasons, on the one hand, and the outputs of rationality on the other.  I think that Pettit and Smith’s mistake is an informative one, and that the motivation for internalism more generally trade upon a similar ambiguity.  In §3, I relate this mistake to the broader discussion concerning the nature of reason statements.  I will show that our taking Reason, thus conceived, to be the sole source of reasons, leads to our neglect of possible facts that can genuinely count in favor of some action without being grounded in an agent’s rationality.
§2.  Setting the Stage

2.1  Williams’s Internalism
Before beginning, let me introduce some technical vocabulary. A reason to φ is a consideration that counts in favor of φing.  If I have a reason to go to the kitchen, there is some proposition that functions as a consideration in favor of my going to the kitchen.  This is a vague formulation; many different sorts of facts could play such a role.  Indeed, the open-endedness of this bare formulation will be of great importance later on.  A motivational reason is a proposition whose acceptance by a subject, A, plays an explanatory role in providing an account of why A φ’s, or is motivated to φ.  A normative reason is a proposition that plays a justificatory role in showing why A ought to φ.    They contribute to the appropriateness of an agent’s φ-ing.  An all-things-considered reason is one which decisively counts in favor of A’s φing.
  A pro tanto reason is a single consideration in favor of A’s φ-ing.  The subject of this paper is pro tanto normative reasons, and this will be the referent of all future mentions of reason statements.  Reason internalism, henceforward internalism, is the view that the states of affairs which verify or falsify a reason statement are ultimately states internal to the agent.  Reason externalism, henceforward externalism, is the view that some reason statements are true or false regardless of the internal states of the agents.  Rationality, as I will be using the term, refers to procedural rationality.  Procedural rationality is an input-output process through which cognitive agents conclude from antecedent desires and considerations of non-normative facts what they ought to do.  If I desire to hold a plate of dirt, and there is a plate of dirt in the kitchen, it is rational for me to go to the kitchen, because this is the action that would serve the satisfaction of my desires.  However, procedural rationality is silent about the appropriateness of desiring to hold a plate of dirt (unless I desire it in order to satisfy some prior desire).  Perfect rational capacities are compatible with any set of intrinsic desire set; whatever an agent desires, it is rational for them to pursue the satisfaction of those desires.
  

 In “Internal and External Reasons” (1981), Williams claims that “A has a reason to φ iff A has some desire the satisfaction of which will be served by his φ-ing”(101).  This requires a series of constraints, as agents can have instrumental desires based on epistemic defects or poor reasoning, and Williams does not want to say we have reasons to act on those desires.  For instance, I might desire to drink a gin and tonic, and I might believe that the stuff in front of me is gin, when it is actually petroleum.  Given this belief, I will desire to mix the stuff in front of me with tonic and drink it.  However, I do not have reason to mix the stuff in front of me with tonic and drink it.   The problem is that I falsely believe that the stuff in front of me is gin.  The sum totality of A’s motivational  states is called A’s “subjective motivational set”, or his S.  A will have a reason to φ if and only if there is some member of A’s S, the satisfaction of which will be furthered by A’s φing, provided that:
1. A has no false beliefs.

2. A has all the relevant true beliefs.

3. A correctly deliberates
The notion of deliberation referred to in the third condition is akin to what I have called rationality. An agent correctly deliberates whenever she successfully applies inductive and deductive capacities to her pre-existing set of desires and beliefs.  The factors that determine an agent’s reasons are not entirely internal; whether or not a particular belief is true will be determined by the state of the world, not just the state of the agent.  Nonetheless, the facts that ultimately ground some consideration’s being a reason for A to φ will be facts about the agent’s motivations.  Insofar as the agent can make mistakes about what reasons she has, she will be mistaken by her own lights.  It is her own antecedent desires (for instance, the desire to hold a plate of dirt) that will ground the agent’s being mistaken in her belief about a reason statement, either because she has false beliefs about what will satisfy the desire (if she thinks the plate of dirt is in the garden, when it is in the kitchen) or she fails to deliberate correctly from those desires (she believes that if she goes to the kitchen she will hold a plate of dirt, and desires to hold a plate of dirt, but fails to form the intention to go to the kitchen).  However, if an agent is mistaken in taking something to be a reason, this cannot be because one of the agent’s basic desires is mistaken.  Thus, in any event, argues Williams.

2.2 McDowell’s Externalism

John McDowell argued that there are external reasons, and that moral reasons are external reasons.  According to McDowell,
[t]o be an external reason statement, that statement must have been true all along; in coming to believe it, the agent must be coming to consider the matter aright.  (1998, 99)
So far, of course, the same could be true of an internal reason statement.  In coming to realize that the stuff in front of me is petroleum and not gin, I come to believe, correctly, that there is no reason for me to mix the stuff in front of me with tonic.  So far as I always had the desire to drink gin and not the desire to drink petrol, this statement was also true all along.  However, in the process of coming to see the matter aright, I was coming to have a true belief.  Pace Williams, McDowell suggests that there is no obvious reason that the process of coming to see the matter aright must be exclusively characterized in terms of correcting her belief set and deliberating from that belief set and her antecedent motivational set.  There are other possible ways that one can alter their, such as “inspiration and conversion” (Ibid., 100).  


McDowell suggests that we are familiar with non-deliberative transformations in an agent’s motivational profile.  He points to ethical upbringing as an example of “a process of habituation into suitable modes of behavior, inextricably bound up with the inculcation of suitably related modes of thought” (Ibid. 101).  McDowell takes the central insight of William’s account to be that if someone’s motivational set is entirely devoid of the right sets of values, then reasoning with that person, guiding them through deliberation in an attempt to help them arrive at some more appropriate motivational profile, will fail.  As McDowell puts it, “there may be no such point of leverage for reasoning aimed at generating the motivations that are characteristic of someone who has been properly brought up” (Ibid., 101-2).  But to show this much is not to show that the concept of an external reason is incoherent.  The internalist position says that all that it is for something to be a reason is for it to be appropriately related to some pre-existing member of the agent’s subjective motivational set, and that there is no sense in asking what sort of consideration would be a reason for action without any reference to the agent’s antecedent desires.  But the notion of proper upbringing, particularly the non-deliberative ways in which a desiderative profile can be transformed accordingly, shows that there are familiar scenarios in which an agent’s coming to correctly see something as a reason for action will require their “transcendence of the mere facts of individual psychology” (106).  This way of understanding possible external reasons denies the assumption that “there must be a deliberative or rational procedure that would lead anyone from not being…motivated [by their reasons] to being so motivated” (Ibid. 107).  McDowell writes that
…the transition to being so motivated is a transition to deliberating correctly, not one effected by deliberating correctly; effecting the transition may require some non-rational alteration. (107, emphases in original)
It is agreed that there is a logical space between an agent’s motivations and the reasons they have.  The McDowellian externalist is denying that this space could always be filled by giving the agent true relevant beliefs about non-normative facts and the capacity to reason perfectly from those beliefs and their antecedent desires.  Both parties agree that agents can be mistaken about their reasons for action, and that their mistakes could be corrected.  Both parties also agree that there are facts about what would be good for an agent to do, but concerning which an agent may lack any deliberative access by virtue of their antecedent desires.  McDowellian externalism, however, does not require that an agent have such deliberative access to all of her reasons; an agent may have a reason to act which she is not positioned to appreciate.  The class of correct reason statements relative to some agent, according to McDowell, is broader than the space of correct reason statements that an agent is in a position to appreciate given true beliefs and ideal deliberative capacities.  The agent, in being converted by an ethical upbringing, for instance, becomes capable of recognizing and appreciating the truth of reason statements that were always true about her.
2.3 Pettit and Smith’s Critique of McDowellian Externalism


Pettit and Smith’s preferred way of framing Williamsonion internalism is by introducing an idealized version of an agent, Å (that is, A with a halo on top), who is epistemically infallible (she has all relevant true beliefs) and deliberatively ideal.  Å has all of the basic desires that A has, but she has exercised deliberative capacities in a way that the imperfect A has not, and she has acquired a new, refined, motivational profile.  Importantly, however, Å’s motivational profile is parasitic upon A’s motivational profile, and all members of Å’s subjective motivational set are only distinct from the members of A’s subjective motivational set to the extent prescribed by belief correction and ideal deliberation.  According to Smith and Pettit, Å’s desires are reason-generating for A; where Å desires that A φ, A has a reason to Phi, even if A herself does not desire to φ.  This is a more formal way of outlining the logical space that exists between an agent’s motivations and her reasons, while respecting the internalist claim that an agent’s reasons are always ultimately a function of her antecedent desires.  (1994, chapter 5)


Though Smith and Pettit are not entirely satisfied with Williamsonian internalism (the reasons for this may be set aside) they believe that there is an important and inescapable insight in Williams’s account, one they accuse McDowell of failing to appreciate:

…we have also seen that there is great force in [Williams’s]…idea that the difference between a reason claim and a claim about what it would be good for someone to do is, in effect, the difference between a claim about what it would be good-from-the-standpoint-of-reason for someone to do and a claim about what it would be good-from-the-standpoint-of-some-ideal-other-than-reason for someone to do. (Pettit and Smith 157)
Those things that are good-from-the-standpoint of reason are the outputs of practical rationality, while those good-from-the-standpoint-other-than-reason are the recommendations of some more robust normative system.  This amounts to carving out a unique space in normative assessment for reason statements. Though there are perspectives from which we can criticize agents that lack the requisite motivations, we cannot criticize them for failing to act upon their reasons. 

When McDowell claims that an agent may have a reason to φ without having any deliberative access to φ once her beliefs are corrected, Pettit and Smith take him to be proposing an alternative idealization of Å, one with certain, substantive antecedent desires built into her motivational set ex hypothesi.  In order to make this point, Pettit and Smith introduce a new character, ÅR, an agent that has been idealized from the perspective of Reason. The mode of idealization denoted by the R is supposed to include nothing except epistemic correction and ideal deliberation.  This characterization of ÅR is the same as the previous characterization of Å, but will serve as a clearer contrast to other, more robust idealizations like McDowell’s.   For instance, Hume’s moral theory suggests that our moral sentiments are sentiments of sympathy.  By becoming capable of feeling sympathy for fellow agents, we come to regard their grievances and pains as grounding reasons for us to act in certain ways.  On the internalist picture, this gives most agents reasons to do something to relieve their fellows’ pain.  However, some people don’t feel sympathy.  If A lacks  the sort of sympathy that might ground an internal reason for A to φ, the internalist must refrain from claiming that that A has reason to φ in this case (though she could persist in calling A a monster).

This suggests a way of idealizing A that is more robust than ÅR.  In conceiving of ÅR, we did nothing except correct A’s beliefs and give A perfect deliberative capacities.  We might, however, have cause to talk about ÅMH.  Here, the MH stands for “morality from the perspective of Hume”.  It may be fair to say that A’s “reasons” could be generated by the desires of ÅMH, who is epistemically, deliberatively, and sympathetically ideal.  Once we go down this path, a plethora of possible idealizations become available to us.  We may have some interest in talking about the desires of ÅE, an agent whose desires fully incorporate the norms of etiquette in A’s culture.  So, ÅE is epistemically and deliberatively ideal as well as ideally aware of and answerable to the norms of etiquette.  ÅB could be an agent whose desires are ideal from the perspective of biological fitness.  ÅB is epistemically, deliberatively, and evolutionarily ideal.

With this new apparatus in hand, Pettit and Smith attempt to provide a more formal approximation of the externalism that McDowell is suggesting.  McDowell, according to Pettit and Smith, wants to imagine ÅPAU, an agent idealized from the perspective of a proper Aristotelian upbringing. ÅPAU is epistemically and deliberatively ideal, and her upbringing has all the features of an ideal inculcation of values as is implied by an Aristotelian picture of the virtuous person.  Aristotle, of course, is merely a placeholder in this picture, except insofar as an Aristotelian ethic contains a particularly robust notion of virtue as the endorsement and internalization of particular patterns of judgments.  But there is nothing in principle that would prevent one from inserting her own preferred ethical account into the relevant idealization.  The point is just that we could preface our reason-talk by taking a particular ethical perspective (even if that perspective were as vague as ¬(ethical egoism)) to be constitutive of the sort of idealization that would best inform the reasons-discourse that is relevant to the matter at hand.  

The aforementioned may have been rendered obscure by the plethora of symbols corresponding to various idealizations of Å, but the point is quite simple: by entertaining the possibility that a substantive desiderative profile may be reason-generating for any possible agent, we are able to introduce any number of candidate idealizations corresponding to candidate desiderative profiles.  The substantive dispute, then, is whether any such idealization could play a reason-generating role for an agent who lacks the requisite antecedent desires.  The internalist says that all reasons are internal reasons, and internal reasons do not allow any adjustment to the agent’s antecedent motivations except for the correction of the agent’s beliefs and the idealization of the agent’s deliberation.  In short, the internalist thinks that ÅR is the only relevant idealization when we attempt to discern what reasons for action A has.  But why think this?  Pettit and Smith give us a few reasons to think this is the case: 
The difference between A and ÅPAU…is not that the latter has a capacity to ensure that her beliefs and desires conform to principles of [R]eason that the former lacks: A and ÅPAU may well both have and exercise exactly the same capacities to imagine fully, to consider how the various things wanted are effected by time-ordering, to work out the answers to various constitutive questions, and to conform resultant desires and means–end beliefs to the means–end principle. These, you will recall, are the only capacities to ensure that beliefs and desires conform to principles of [R]eason that McDowell acknowledges; in this he is of the same mind as Williams. The difference between them is that ÅPAU, in virtue of having been given a proper Aristotelian upbringing, has a capacity to see and so desire things that A, lacking that upbringing, doesn’t have, but by having this capacity ÅPAU does not thereby conform to any requirement of [R]eason, and by not having it A does not thereby violate any requirement of [R]eason. Requirements of [R]eason are silent about whether or not people are to see and so desire things in this way. (162)

And again, 

If we have to distinguish the class of reasons, within this more general framework, from the class of facts about what it would be for someone to do, then, it seems, identifying the class of reasons with the class of acts about what ÅR desires looks to be the only principled choice. Reasons must have to do with . . . having desires that meet norms of [R]eason: what else? (164, nothing omitted in ellipses)

Pettit and Smith have helpfully given us a theoretical apparatus to discuss a variety of possible idealizations that could potentially generate our reasons for action, and have done us a great service by showing exactly what distinguishes the externalist from the internalist.  The externalist is one who believes there could be some ÅX, such that ÅX is more robust than ÅR, that can generate reasons
 for actions for A even if A does not recognize the perspective of X as relevant to her own ends, and could not come to recognize X as relevant to her own ends via reflection upon and deliberation from her antecedent motivations.  Having reached this informative dialectical moment, the argument against some idealizations playing such role is strikingly simple:  reasons for action must, by necessity, answer to the norms of Reason.  As Pettit and Smith write, “what else”? 

As I see it, this is a damning argumentative misstep, but it is more than that.  It reveals an ambiguity upon which, I believe, internalism has a striking tendency to trade.  Or, at least, I will suggest as much in the following section.
§3.  Reasons and Reason
3.1 What Has Gone Wrong


I have left a great deal out of my exposition of the dialectic that moves from Williams, through McDowell, to Pettit and Smith.  Much of this dialectic involves questions of faithful interpretation of Bernard Williams. Adjudicating between these interpretive disputes would be beyond the scope of my interests.  But it seems to me that something larger is at stake: the relationship between Reason and reasons.  


A reason for A to φ is a consideration that favors A’s φing.  Some have suggested that this equivalence is a primitive; we cannot provide an analysis of “reasons” that doesn’t appeal to a consideration that favors, and we cannot provide an analysis of “consideration that favors” without appealing to an agent’s reasons.  This, of course, is a very robust claim, and it may be misled.  At the very least, however, it would be infelicitous to saddle “reasons”, at the outset, with a conception more robust than this potentially trivial equivalence.  If an informative analysis of either side of the equivalence is available, it had better be argued for, not assumed.


Pettit and Smith have acknowledged the possibility of idealizations other than ÅR but they have insisted that reasons could only ever be generated by an idealization that was answerable to the dictates of Reason.  But it is essential that we remind ourselves that the idealization in question is a theoretically loaded one.  The idealization by which A becomes ÅR has three components:
1. A’s loses all false beliefs.

2. A acquires all relevant true beliefs.

3. A acquires the ability to deliberate ideally.

The idealization in question is one that corrects the agent so that she is fully equipped to realize those ends that she establishes for herself.  She is maximally informed and maximally rational, where the latter property is the feature of persons by which they bring about those states of affairs that they esteem valuable.  The object that ÅR is best poised to bring about are those states of affairs valuable by A’s lights.  Nothing outside of A can provide considerations through which a particular state could enter into the function unless they do so via A’s antecedent intrinsic motivations.  By showing A that φ is a means to bringing about some end that A antecedently values intrinsically, we can induce in A an instrumental desire that A φ.  But nothing in the idealization process that is recommended by ÅR could possibly provide A with new intrinsic desires.


This is not problematic.  ÅR is a useful construct.  Hubin has argued persuasively that rationality, the perspective picked out by ÅR, is a theoretically essential category for all sorts of claims we want to make about persons (1999), when we are evaluating their capacity to act to maximize their own values.    But Pettit and Smith are not arguing for the theoretical value of retaining a robust concept of rationality as idealized in ÅR.  If this was the upshot of their analysis (as it is for, I take it, Hubin’s analysis) then it would be hard to object.  Pettit and Smith, as we have seen, are arguing for a quite different conclusion.  Recall that a reason for A to φ is nothing more than a consideration that favors A’s φing.  By framing and titling ÅR as they have, Pettit and Smith have defined reason as I have here defined rationality.  Reason, on Pettit and Smith’s view, will amount to nothing above procedural deliberation from true beliefs and antecedent desires.  Being ideal from the perspective of reason will be consistent with any set of prior desiderative profiles, and will eschew any more robust idealizations like the ones we have called ÅMH, ÅB, ÅPAU or ÅE.  Having so defined reason, they have argued that no perspective but ÅR could possibly serve to generate reasons, and alternative idealizations’ desires will only be reason-generating insofar as A has the sort of antecedent desiderative profile that would entail ÅR’s inclusion of some more robust constraint (for instance, if A desired to be polite and socially accepted, then ÅR would end up looking like ÅE).

The conclusion may be true.  That is, it may be the case that it is inappropriate to say ÅPAU‘s desire that A φ’s is a reason for A to φ unless A has an antecedent desire set that would be capable of reaching ÅPAU through nothing except epistemic and deliberative correction.  But if this is the case, it is not demonstrated to be the case by the fact that when one talks about Reason as a capacity or ideal perspective, and that when one talks about reasons, as considerations that favor, one uses the same word.  This inference would only be correct if it were utterly uninformative and trivial, but as here employed it is neither.  Pettit and Smith are inferring from R’s being a reason to for A to φ, that it must be a desire that agent would have if she were idealized from the perspective of Reason.
  I am here accusing Pettit and Smith of equivocating in their use the word “reason”.  They accept a formulation of “reasons for action” as “considerations that favor”, proceed to carve out a technical sense of Reason, which essentially tracks practical rationality, and then return to claim that an agent’s reasons (here again thought of “considerations that favor”) are tracked by the Reason (here construed as procedural practical rationality) because “what else?”.  The argument, then, can be formulated as follows:

1. All the considerations that favor an agent’s φing from the perspective of Reason are ultimately a function of the agent’s antecedent motivational profile.

2. All of the reasons that an agent could have for φing are considerations that favor an agent’s φing from the perspective of Reason.

3. Therefore, all the reasons that an agent could have for φing are ultimately a function of the agent’s antecedent motivational profile.

This argument is valid, but the argument for premise two depends upon an unwarranted assumption concerning the tight-knit relationship between the reasons an agent has for φing and those motivations that the agent arrive at via Reason, or rationality, alone.   This could be corrected, and premise two rendered more obviously true, if the phrase “from the perspective of reason” were removed from the premise two (though not from premise one, lest it become open to the same objection).  This correction, however, would be at the cost of the argument’s validity.  

3.2 Alternative Idealizations

Let us remind ourselves where we are in the dialectic.  All parties are in agreement that there is a psychological capacity, itself of great theoretical interest, that I am calling rationality.  Rationality is the capacity for discovering reasons for action by engaging in deliberation that is based upon beliefs and antecedent desires.  We can thus imagine a particular sort of reason for action which is discoverable by only this method.  That sort of reason is called an internal reason, and we can formalize such a reason by regarding it as a desire that ÅR would have.
Also available to us, however, are a series of alternative, more robust idealizations.  Any idealization ÅX can produce reasons for A to φ if A’s antecedent desiderative profile carries with it the motivations characteristic of the X idealization.  That is, if A desires to be biologically fit, than ÅB will produce reasons for A.  If A desires to be polite and socially acceptable, then ÅE will produce reasons for A, etc.  In these, cases, however, the reasons generated are internal reasons.  If, for all X, ÅX’s desires are reason-generating for A only if A’s antecedent motivations are such that she has the relevant motivations or could come to such motivations through deliberation then internalism is vindicated.  The appropriate next move, then, is to take individual idealizations seriously, and ask the following question:
For what X, if any, could the desires of an ÅX generate a consideration that favors A’s φing without recourse to A’s antecedent motivations?

Pace McDowell, the answer might be “none”.  Nonetheless, by framing the question this way we have already made dialectical progress over the point at which Pettit and Smith end.  We have taken advantage of Pettit and Smith’s useful theoretical tool, that of alternative idealizations to ÅR, as a way of understanding what an external reason would be if it were anything.  We’ve left open the possibility, for everything said so far, that external reasons may be rejected, and we’ve shown the way in which such a rejection would proceed: by showing, for any perspectival idealization, X, that its normative purchase is constrained by the existence of antecedent motivations in non-idealized agents.   We can then adjudicate between idealizations independently, and if we come to an internalist conclusion we would do so without appeal to the wordplay that Pettit and Smith infelicitously exploit when they say that reasons for action would, naturally, be produced by ÅR  What sorts of idealizations might qualify?  I do not hope to provide a decisive answer to this question; though I do think there are external reasons, what follows will not be an attempted argument for this claim.  Instead, I will conclude this paper with a few considerations regarding our current dialectical position, and what promising avenues are open to the external reasons theorist.
§4.  Conclusion: Might There be External Reasons? 


First, let us abstract away from McDowell’s Aristotelian leanings, and merely think about his suggestion that ethical upbringing provides an example of the sort of reasons people can have that would count as external reasons.  ÅPU, or the idealized agent who has had the benefit of a proper ethical upbringing, will have desires that are different from A.  If A has not been brought up properly (if she was never chastised or punished for fighting, grabbing, stealing, cheating), she may lack any antecedent motivation that would provide leverage for her to deliberate her way to more appropriate desires.  So, while ÅPU does not desire that A steal from her foster parent, A does desire to steal from her foster parent, and she has no factual misunderstandings or antecedent desires that could be brought into conflict with that desire.  She would have such antecedent desires if she had been better brought up.  McDowell’s point seems to be this: there is something, something outside of A’s motivational profile, that counts in favor of A not stealing from her foster parents, and this in spite of the fact that A is not in a position to take advantage of such things through mere deliberation.  Further, when faced with a situation like this we are simply dissatisfied with saying that “it would be better if A did not φ, but nonetheless A has no reason not to φ”.  The claim, then, is that should ÅPU desire that A φ, this fact, all on its own, would count in favor of A’s φing, even if A is regrettably incapable of coming to realize this fact through mere sound deliberation.  In fact, in recognizing desires like those of ÅPU as reason-generating, A would in fact be coming to acquire a motivational perfection that she lacked before.  Coming to recognize the appropriate ideals as normatively binding is part of a satisfying, substantive conception of skillful deliberation, one that cannot be countenanced on the internalist account.  Perhaps, having freed Pettit and Smith’s account of a regrettable reliance on an equivocal concept of reason, we can see that McDowell’s position looks to be rather plausible by the very theoretical apparatus that Pettit and Smith develop in order to criticize him.

As a final thought, I think a further development of the “Alternative Agent Model” of possibly external reasons for action would benefit from further reflections upon what is involved when one A asks herself whether φ constitutes a reason for action, particularly at moments of self-innovation or penetrating self-reflection.  This may be the self-directed version of McDowell’s appeal to ethical upbringing.  What is it we’re doing when we ask ourselves whether or not we would do better to regard something as a reason?  It seems to me that the phenomenology of such activity is not faithfully characterized by a picture of someone consulting their antecedently existent motivational set.  In such a situation, one is reaching beyond one’s motivations to explore what sorts of things one ought be motivated by, or (to again employ our idealized agent vocabulary) what sorts of idealizations we ought to envisage when we attempt to discern the reasons we ought to be responsive to.  The results of such a process may, as a matter of fact, always be explicable in terms of our antecedent values, but this nonetheless seems an inappropriate characterization of such a process in its own light.  We might, by analogy, consider Kant’s refutation of idealism (1787/2003, B274-9).  Kant insisted that the existence of the external world cannot be discovered in experience, but we cannot begin to make sense of empirical consciousness without taking ourselves to be encountering and exploring something outside of us.  The noumenal existence of an external world may be something to which we have no access, but our own way of experiencing the phenomenal world is incomprehensible except as an experience of an external world.  Likewise, it may be that we are motivationally cut off from any reasons for actions whose motivational efficacy would depend upon our having antecedent motivations that we, in fact, irreparably lack.  Nonetheless, our own engagement with normativity is simply not appropriately characterized as a process of deliberating from our own antecedent motivations, as if what we are attempting to discern is what we really want to do.  Our engagement with normativity is made sensible by our understanding ourselves as, when we seek out our reasons for actions, attempting to discover the considerations that actually favor our φing, and in so doing we take ourselves to be transcending our own antecedent motivational states.

In summary, Pettit and Smith have suggested that there are an infinitude of possible idealized agents, more robust than the ideal agent from the perspective of reason.  Each such agent can be constructed by adding to the ideal agent some substantive set of normative commitments.  Such agents, however, will only be reason-generating insofar as the agent of whom they are an idealization is one with antecedent commitments that either match or imply the commitments that went into constructing the idealization.  I have challenged the claim that reasons for action can only be generated by an agent who is idealized from the perspective of reason on the grounds that it rests upon an ambiguous use of the word “reason”.  I have suggested that a worthwhile question is what sorts of idealized agents may be appropriately construed as generating considerations that favor A’s φing, independently of whether A antecedently embraces the normative commitments that are constitutive of the relevant idealization.  McDowell’s example of proper-ethical upbringing may be a good candidate for such an idealization.  I have, finally, suggested that the phenomenology of an agent’s asking herself what reasons for action she really has is, importantly, suggestive of externalism concerning reasons, insofar as the agent will be searching out (though not in this language) the sorts of idealizations whom she ought to imaginatively consult in attempting to discern her reasons for action.  This latter process is one in which the agent seeks, not to consult and consistently apply her antecedent motivations, but to transform them.
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� Sometimes the word “reason” refers to a faculty.  Sometimes the word “reason” refers to the sort of proposition that can play the role, R, in a reason statement.  Because this can be hard to keep straight, I will capitalize the “R” when I’m referring to the faculty of reason.


� An all-things-considered reason could be either a conjunction of pro tanto reasons that are jointly sufficient to decide in favor of φing, or a single pro tanto reason that is independently sufficient to decide in favor of φing.


� Some have argued that certain desire sets are irrational.  The most famous example is Parfit’s (ms) “future Tuesday indifference”, the desire to avoid future pain unless it occurs on a Tuesday.  Whether Parfit is correct about some more robust notion of rationality, there is a purely procedural notion of rationality that would be silent about whether an agent ought to be future Tuesday indifferent, and indeed whether an agent ought to have any intrinsic desire whatever.  In stipulating the definition of rationality as I have, I am setting up the argument to drive a wedge between procedural rationality and reasons for action.


� I have neglected to explicate Williams’s argument against externalism, since it is Pettit and Smith’s argument against externalism that will concern me later on.  I am only introducing the Williamsonian account to provide some background to the dialectic, and Williams’s own arguments against externalism are orthogonal to the goals of this paper.


� I have been pushed to clarify the sort of relationship that obtains between Å’s desires and A’s reasons.  Of course, the “reason-generating” language is suggestive of a causal relationship.  That is, it may seem as though Å’s desiring that A φ is allegedly causing some R to be a reason for A to φ.  But I think it’d be clearer to say that the relationship is one of conceptual grounding; what it is for R to be a reason for A to φ is being analyzed in terms of Å’s desires concerning what A do being affected by R. 


� This wording obscures a distinction Smith makes between the ideal agent as exemplar and the ideal agent as advisor.  Smith regards the ideal agent as advisor, and my language here (and at various other points) makes the agent seem an exemplar, but this obfuscation does not bear on my present point.


� I am indebted to Justin Bernstein, Daniel Burnston, Daniel Issler, Paul Pfeilscheifter and Ben Sheredos for comments upon a previous draft.  I have also benefitted from conversations on this topic with Sigrun Svavarsdottir, Michael Smith, Sharon Street, Brian McLean, Jeremy Weiss, Declan Smithies, and Robbie Newman.





