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HOW CAN WE BE MORAL WHEN WE ARE SO IRRATIONAL?

NILS-ERIC SAHLIN AND JOHAN BRANNMARK

Abstract

Normative ethics usually presupposes background accadimis-
man agency, and although different ethical theorists ntighie dif-
ferent pictures of human agency in mind, there is still sdvmet
like a standard account that most of mainstream normativieset
can be understood to rest on. Ethical theorists tend to hatierial
Man, or at least some close relative to him, in mind when canst
ing normative theories. It will be argued here that empifficeings
raise doubts about the accuracy of this kind of account; muinea
ings fall too far short of ideals of rationality for it to be mr@ngful to
devise normative ideals within such a framework. Instead,Sug-
gested, normative ethics could be conducted more profiiikhe
idea of unifying all ethical concerns into one theoreticad@unt is
abandoned. Such a disunity of ethical theorizing would tinewch
the disunited and heuristic-oriented nature of our agesoyme pre-
liminary suggestions about what ethical theorizing migiuk like
instead are provided here along with some remarks about tese t
relate to other approaches in the literature.

Philosophy and rationality are in a long-term relationséig have been so
for thousands of years — since Plato’s time at least. The obthis re-
lationship is a commitment by philosophers to advance ftiheestigations
by rational means. And although there are parts of philogaghere peo-
ple have let go of this commitment, the discipline as a whelgtill faithful
to it and will, we hope, stay that way. But rationality is nasf an ideal
shaping and guiding the discourse within the disciplinés @lso something
that tends to figure prominently in the content or presupjos of philo-
sophical theories. For instance, in areas concerned withahuaction, like
ethics and decision theory, theories tend to be construstdda specific

*In no particular order. The authors wish to thank MelissauEame, Géran Hermerén,
Isaac Levi, Anna-Sofia Maurin, Johannes Persson, Paul BaijfPaul Slovic, Niklas Vare-
man, and Annika Wallin for valuable comments.
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kind of agent in mind, the rational person. Although there substantial
disagreements about the role of reason in human actiom ofiached in
terms indicating some variation on the eighteenth-centlispute between
sentimentalists like Hume and rationalists like Kant, éhdsputes tend to
focus on whether reason sets ends. It is more or less asshateactually
achieving our ends is something that we do largely in accarelavith cer-
tain principles of rationality. At the same time, a wide rargf empirical
studies have shown that our behaviour is often far from thabmeone like
Rational Man; and although the extent to which empiricalifigd should
be treated as relevant to theory construction in ethics actibn theory is
certainly open to discussion, it would be somewhat peciflidre growing
body of empirical studies of human decision-making rea#d little or no
impact on the relevant areas of philosophical investigatio

In this paper we focus on the impact of scepticism about hurgigonality
on theory construction in normative ethics. We will startdigcussing the
relevance of empirical research to what is fundamentallynasstigation of
an entirely different domain, the normative. Having argtteat it is indeed
relevant, we outline, first, an account of what is involvedadtional agency.
Here we aim to work with a relatively thin conception of rai&dity: one that
is clearly embraced in mainstream decision theory and alewith respect
to the main traditional theories within normative ethicse Wien rehearse
some of the relevant empirical findings and describe theupgobf human
agency suggested by them. Following this, we raise doulaistabe extent
to which traditional ethical theories can possibly fit thistpre; and, finally,
we suggest an alternative model for ethical theorizing. [@Awve certainly
agree that philosophical investigations can proceed hgnat means, we
would still suggest that, when it comes to the investigatddmormative
ethics, we should not have rational agents in mind.

As can be seen already from this outline, our argument cowvdot of
ground and so we cannot provide more than a survey of theargdsnd-
scape. The paper covers ethical theory, decision theonyireal psychol-
ogy, and philosophical methodology. We have tried to go sdme detail
in all of these areas, but since we have aimed to construcper fihat is
accessible to both moral philosophers and decision thspiiss likely that
the former will find certain parts as lacking and the lattell ¥imnd certain
other parts equally lacking, depending on where one’s éispdres, and we
can only hope that we have been able to strike a reasonalzedeahere.
What this means is also that, at the end of the day, we canaiot tb have
established any particular position in this paper; ratheatwe hope to ac-
complish is rather to show that there is a real need to takeusty the
possibility that normative ethics should be largely remieel in order to bet-
ter fit realities of human behaviour that are out of sync witmgtraditional
conceptions of agency.
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1. The Relevance of Empirical Findings to Normative Ethics

Normative ethics stands out precisely because it is devotdee normative.
This fact might make some people doubt whether empiricalirfgsl can
be relevant to it at all. As any first-year student of morallggophy will
tell you, it is impossible to derive an “ought” from an “is”his old Humean
dictum certainly does present a logical trithut the question is whether the
methodology of moral theory really can support the conolushat nothing
descriptive ever has any bearing on the kind of normativertheve should
embrace. There are least three reasons for being wary afjtalich a stance.

To begin with, there is a question here about the point of hibeory.
Quite a few moral theorists have accepted the idea that tim¢ ithe en-
terprise is ultimately to guide us as agents seeking to daghething. This
kind of view can be found already in Aristotle and has beerengéd by
contemporary theorists like James Griffin (1996) and ChesKorsgaard
(1996). There is reason to evaluate ethical theories at peatly in terms
of a practicality criterion:ceteris paribusa moral theory is adequate to the
extent that it provides guidance to human agents. One cautdioly dis-
pute such a demand by claiming that moral theory ultimatedéks merely to
represent an independent moral order: some things simelga@od or bad,
some actions simply are right or wrong, and a good moral thisaone that
gets these matters right. If we human beings happen to bderdlibera-
tively, to handle these moral truths in a capable way, thahitha sad fact
about us, but it does not impinge on the enterprise of moealrthing. Still,
even if we accept that ultimately it might turn out that théydenable moral
theory is one that actually provides little or no guidantejauld seem a rea-
sonable methodological principle to investigate, in thstfinstance at any
rate, ethical theories with the potential to provide us vgitime reasonable
level of guidance.

Recently, Pekka Vayrynen (2006) has argued that if we acmpething
like the practicality criterion, an important dimensiorténms of which such
a criterion should be applied emerges in the form of an awiithacondition
— what he calls the Cognitive Condition: “For any strategyo® dcting
well and any type of moral agent A, S is available to A for uséén prac-
tical thinking only to the extent that satisfying the coiwtis for using S in
one’s practical thinking lies within the limits of A's cogiie capacities.” As
Vayrynen notes, the cognitive capacities of individualragewill differ de-
pending on their innate abilities and a variety of circumgtd factors, so the

Hume’s dictum is a mantra with border conditions. Bergsti@®92), for example,
argues that ngure value judgment could logically follow from a consistent sétpurely
empirical premises. But with disjunctive premises or casitns, where the disjuncts are
empirical statements and value judgments, the dictum cauéstioned. For example: “X is
not rational” implies “Either is X not rational or X should benoured”.
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interesting category here is that of normal human beingsiléMormality

might be difficult to get a firm grip on, if it turns out that rdguviolations of
axioms of rationality are the norm rather than the exceptiooral theories
resting on a rationality-centred picture of human agendhptend to struggle
to fulfil the Cognitive Condition and hence be unlikely to dgiius morally
in a meaningful way.

A second consideration concerns another famous dictuntwharal phi-
losophers generally accept, namely the Kantian one thatidmplies can’
In its simplest form this just means that if people cannot cimething, it
cannot be the case that they ought to do it. This auxiliamqiple bridges
the is/ought gap. It allows us to draw some conclusions atheuhormative
realm using findings in the empirical realm. Of course, onddatoeject the
dictum and hold that sometimes we are to blame for not doiirggsheven
where it would be strictly impossible for us to do so. Tougtkluone might
say, but morality really is that unyielding. Most of us stltcept Kant's
dictum, however, and the reason we do so is that moral rightaed wrong-
ness are tied to the practice of holding each other respens®iven this
it seems absurd to hold people responsible for failing toatoething that
it would be impossible for them to do.While the first consideration con-
cerned moral thinking from the agent’s perspective, thissaeration can
be said to concern moral thinking from the perspective otiystander.

Now, given a responsibility-oriented rationale for the Kan dictum,
weaker versions of it will also tend to have some appeal. drstandard
form, it is usually applied on a situational basis, but oneldé@rgue, more
generally, that if a set of moral principles or ideals fitsalth our delibera-
tive capacities, it cannot be the case that we ought to livinbsn. Note that
here the point is not about the motivational “can” — whetheraan bring
ourselves to effectively will certain things — but ratheioabthe cognitive
“can”. given the way human agency functions, there mightda¢am theo-
ries that we cannot live by given our cognitive limitatiori blame us for
not living by such standards would then be like blaming srofilldren for
not being able to reason like adults. Of course, most childre at least on a
path to adulthood; but if we have reason to believe that adirtiply are not

2While it is true that Kant put this forward in the second Qyite (1788), it should be
noted that for him it figured as the major premise in an argurogaffirming the antecedent
rather than, as is usually the case nowadays, denying tlsegoant.

3There is a possible exception to this, namely moral dilemradsations where one
ought to do A, ought to do B, and cannot do both. But these dreases in which both A
and B, taken individually, are possible actions; so if weagd®to do A, we could be blamed
for not doing B precisely because B was open to us. If we adteptmoral dilemmas are
possible, we accept the idea that there might be situatidesewve cannot avoid blame or
wrong-doing; we do not therefore need to reject the ideawiang-doing or blame presup-
poses possibility.
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on a path leading to rationality, classically understoad] are instead mov-
ing towards a range of local improvements in their methodpfng with a
range of diverse daily tasks, we should perhaps look focathineories that
start out from such a conception of agency.

The third consideration is more overarching and concernergémethod-
ology. Irrespective of whether one adheres to some kind ehhmealism or
some kind of constructivism, if one does normative theogntiwhat one
normally has to do is to start in our actual practices of mdediberation
and argument, and then work on improving them. The most cammay of
doing so is the reflective-equilibrium procedure. Follogviorman Daniels
(1979), it has been commonplace to distinguish between ppooaches to
reflective equilibrium. The first pursues narrow reflectigaiébrium. In it
principles and considered judgments are gradually adjustth respect to
each other until we reach a stable state. While most moraligie tend to
say little about the methodology they adhere to, if presseohy would prob-
ably say that this is what they do. At any rate, somethingthieereflective-
equilibrium procedure certainly seems to capture whattigadly going on
in much contemporary moral theory, where principles argestgd and then
tested against our intuitive assessments of a range of, Gasgks/here one is
expected to be prepared to revise some of those intuitiesasgents, though
certainly not all of them.

The wide reflective-equilibrium procedure adds a third garte to the pro-
cess, namely that of so-called “background theories”. Adiog to Daniels,
these theories might include such things as “a theory of #regnm, a the-
ory of procedural justice, general social theory, and arthebthe role of
morality in society (including the ideal of a well-orderedcgety).” Obvi-
ously, background theories of this kind will tend to be faidbstract and
general, but they are clearly the type of theory on which eieadifindings
will have bearing. At this point, those who want to keep thawral phi-
losophy pure will probably retort that there really is no shée opt for the
wide rather than the narrow reflective-equilibrium progedurhe question
is whether this response is tenable.

The reflective-equilibrium procedure was never intendealgianovation;
rather, it sought to make explicit what most moral and paditphilosophers
had already been doing implicitly. So one of the claims bemagle, when
the ideal of wide reflective equilibrium is advanced, is thatkground the-
ories already play a role in moral theory; it is just that thweile remains
implicit even when people make explicit their reliance oa ttarrow pro-
cess of adjusting principles and considered judgments.

Background theories are important in that they provide ag@rpicture
of the kinds of people, practices, and societies that thesrof morality
are supposed to regulate. Probably, we already grasp thetsersnto some
extent, and that is why we can so effortlessly focus exciigion moral
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theory as such, but that effortlessness should not be alldaveonceal the
importance of background theories. Assigned the task offyind the rules
of a sport, would we be satisfied with a copy of the rulebookysexamples
of rulings, and then trying to improve on that? If we wouldyas probably
a bad idea to hand us the job.

This is not to deny the Humean dictum. We cannot deduce namnat
principles from empirically informed background theorigfie point is that
background theories play a crucial role in determining thaper domain
of the principles. A certain set of principles might be betieworse for a
variety of reasons, but first it has to be to the point. Ourohd not between
relying on background theories or not doing so. Itis betwedring on them
implicitly or explicitly. When we do normative ethics, wenalys have one
or another agent in mind.

In the next two sections we will first delineate the kind of migéhat
philosophers often have in mind when reasoning about humizznamany
of them will explicitly rely on it, but even more of them willviplicitly rely
on something at least quite similar to it; we will then briadty through some
empirical findings that raise doubts about this standardwadc Some who
are familiar with this area might find that we go into unneeegsletail about
matters that are well-established, others will no doubt fived it deserves a
much fuller treatment. We have tried to strike a balance dedxeaders who
would have liked a fuller treatment should keep in mind thatinain point
being made is just that in areas of philosophy, particuladgmative ethics,
which rely on background accounts of human agency, thereréslaneed
to think much more about how normative theory should be dbstndard
account of human agency are perhaps mistaken.

2. Rational Man and Normative Man

While philosophers have had rational agents in mind for g l@rg time, it
was not until the twentieth century that they began, mormé&dly, to con-
ceptualize what it means to be such an agent. Before we tudistoiss
the extent to which people in general tend to violate axiofstionality,

we must first spend some time on the axioms deployed in the foorel

endeavour. Of course, it is impossible to say whether egstidosophers,
like Hume and Kant, would have accepted something like th&gmams, but
we will assume that what took place in the twentieth centuas wot an
invention of a new philosophical conception, but a formetian of an old
one?

4 Besides being rational it is important that the decision enads our referee points out,
is well informed — that the moral agent has knowledge. Inphiger our focus is the agent’s
logical (reasoning) capacities. Powers that may or may aatger the ability to gather
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In “Truth and probability” Frank Ramsey (1926/1990) deses a com-
pletely rational decision maker — let us call her, him or i&tl®nal Man”.
Ramsey showed how Rational Man’s beliefs and desires candasured
with a betting method. He showed that if Rational Man follaview intu-
itive principles of rational behaviour her, his or its “degs of belief” can be
represented by a probability measure. Furthermore, heeshtinat Ratio-
nal Man consistently avoids Dutch books; and that havingheent set of
beliefs is a necessary and sufficient condition of doing so.

Ramsey also proved a representation theorem stating thiahRaMan’s
preferences can be represented by a utility function détexarup to a pos-
itive affine transformation. This theorem guarantees thist&xce of both
a probability function and an unconditional utility funati. The expected
utility defined by those functions represents Rational Maméferences.

Ramsey’s Rational Man would argue that not all probabil#gesssments
are rational, contrary to what some Bayesians tend to leelieational Man
should be well-calibrated. If, for example, an accepteg¢ptal) theory tells
us what the chances are of a state of affairs obtaining, Ratdan should
adjust her, his or its beliefs accordingly.

In other words, Ramsey teaches us that, once we have dek&di®nal
Man’s degrees of belief and preferences, it looks as if sher lit maximizes
expected (subjective) utility and acts in agreement wittegmected utility
theory. The fundamental idea of expected utility theoryhiat ttwo main
factors determine our decisions: our desires and our Beli®hd expected
utility theory provides us with a model of how to handle oulidfs and de-
sires, since it provides us with an account of how they comiinrational
decisions. In any given decision situation, Rational Maoades the alter-
native with maximal expected utility (the principle of menizing expected
utility).

Description of the decisions of Rational Man makes it apgdardicto)
that she, he or it follows a set of axioms or rules. In Ramspyésenta-
tion there are eight of them. They can be separated into thypeses: be-
havioural, ontological and mathematical. Axioms of thetftype restrict
Rational Man’s choices and preferences (behaviour). Ogitodl axioms
tell us what there is. Mathematical axioms give Rational Niaposing
computational powers and the observer of her, his or its\betiaenough
mathematical muscle to prove the representation theorbaisnarrate the
behaviour.

Inthe present context it is the rationality rules that armtefrest. Basically
there are two of them: ordering assumptions and indepeedessumptions.

information and obtain knowledge. Later on we will turn tansimer the implications our
failures of rationality might have for moral theorizing.
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Transitivity, which is an ordering assumption, is one kirfich@ationality
rule. Rational Man’s preferences are assumed to be tramsénd we too,
want our preferences to be transitive. If they are not, wk lbscoming
money-pumps.

The independence axioms of decision theory and game theol.g—
Leonard Savage’s Sure-Thing Principle — are another dalssipe of ra-
tionality axiom. Savage’s principle tells us that if an afigtive A is judged
to be as good as another B in all possible states and betteBtiraat least
one, then a rational decision maker will prefer A to B. Savéi§b4/1972)
illustrates the principle with the following case (a buigiquestion, also, of
today):

“A businessman contemplates buying a certain piece of ptyppe
He considers the outcome of the next presidential electtevant

to the attractiveness of the purchase. So, to clarify theemétr
himself, he asks whether he would buy if he knew that the Repub
lican candidate were going to win, and decides that he woald d
so. Similarly, he considers whether he would buy if he kneat th
the Democratic candidate was going to win, and again finds tha
he would do so. Seeing that he would buy in either event, he de-
cides that he should buy, even though he does not know whéatt ev
obtains, or will obtain, ...[E]xcept possibly for the asstian of
simple ordering, | know of no other extralogical principleverning
decisions that finds such ready acceptance”. (p. 21)

Similarly, moving to game theory, and assuming stated fntibas, the
so-called strong independence axiom, tells us that foratianmes A, B, C,
and probability p > 0, A is better than B if and only if a prospet with
probability p and C with probability 1 p, is better than a prospect, B with
probability p and C with probability 1 p.

Savage formulated the Sure-Thing Principle in 1954. Hisvvié prob-
ability, by his own account, derives mainly from the work of De Finetti
and is inspired by Ramsey'’s forceful discussion. Savadpesry, set out in
The Foundations of Statistics, is in many respects simildRamsey'’s, but
instead of giving us a narrative of an ideal he presents a abrentheory:
that is, Savage’s theory tells us how we ought to choose. Bgmtheory,
by contrast, is descriptive. If we assume, however, thatdasions of the
ideal agent, Rational Man, are the best that can be madenaatiee inter-
pretation of Ramsey is not far awdy.

5Savage (1954/72), pp. 4 & 7. See Levi (2004) and Sahlin (1324Nlin (2003).
6See Sahlin and Vareman (2008) for discussion of the variypestof decision theory
(descriptive, normative, and prescriptive).
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That man acts to maximize his own well-being, given the imfation he
has, is an old idea. It is found in the works of J.S. Mill, and krew it
as the Homo economicus hypothesis. With Savage’s theorgnBlore Man
was reborn and the assumptions behind Normative Man were mé&al a

testable psychological hypothesgisow the thought was that human reason-

ing and decision-making could roughly be modelled by suhbje@xpected
utility theory, i.e. a Ramsey-De Finetti-Savage type thedmong psychol-
ogists, generic expected utility theory has since recewel approval as
the normative model of rational decision-making.

The Sure-Thing Principle and the ordering axioms are aedelpy many
(perhaps most) decision theorists. Though they sometimesaa counter-
intuitive, they are considered cornerstones of ratioytajitinciples that Ra-
tional Man follows and Normative Man ought to follow. Are thalso cor-
nerstones within the context of ethical theory? This is aar@rallenging
question. Expected utility theory clearly plays a role inmsoversions of
consequentialism, but on the whole, ethical theorists tendperate with
conceptions of reason and rationality that are more alistrat; hence, more
difficult to put to the test empirically. In many circles, tfaet that a theory is
difficult to put to such test is seen as a vice rather than aeviand, clearly,
if actual people possess reason or rationality they do rebtgassess it in
the abstract. So if philosophical conceptions of reasonratidnality are
supposed to apply to actual people, and at least in ethigsstprobably of-
ten the case, then there is a need to flesh out these accodniseagasiest
way to do so is probably by grafting the flesh of Rational Matodhe bare
bones of, e.g., the Rational Will (Kant) or the Rational AainfAristotle).
Decision theory is, of course, abstract in the sense of beimgal, but the
standard model of rationality there is still developed aioto be able to
make strictly theory-generated predictions about how lgesipould behave
in certain situations. This means that as long as Rational $fends, ethical
theorists can, so to speak, lean on him and feel relievedeobltiigation to
develop their own conceptions further and show in detail tvigianvolved
in operating in accordance with reason and rationalityhig thore fleshed-
out conception falls, however, the abstractness of phileieal conceptions
becomes more problematic. To begin with, the luxury of natettging a
fleshed-out conception is one that one can mainly afford velemeone else
has done work that fills that need. Also, if the best detailezbant of ra-
tional decision-making turns out to be fraught with diffibes, that might
certainly affect the credibility in general of approachesiécision-making
that are centred on reason and rationality as what realiyngisshed human
agency. What we would suggest, accordingly, is that if Retidlan falls,
then even ethical theorists who merely rely on more abst@uteptions of

”See Sahlin, Wallin and Persson (2008).
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reason and rationality have cause for worry and that it might# good idea
to at least take a look at what other kind of approaches to huagancy that
might be possible to take as a starting-point and raise igmssabout which
forms of moral theorizing that might then be most apt.

3. The Irrationality Claim

It has been claimed that we are irrational, the suggestimglikat we do not
stick to the behavioural axioms of classical theories dbretlity, and that
we frequently break the most basic and obvious laws of I0Eiis claim has
been disputed and is frequently rejected by philosophesslay, however,
experimental data rather unambiguously show that we ardew decision
makers — that we cannot claim to be intuitive logicians. Tha$o deny
this seem to be quibbling about mere words rather than sutesta et us
briefly review a number of classical and well-known examplEsrational
behaviour.

The certainty effect. Probably the best-known violatioraaflassical be-
havioural axiom is the certainty effect, highlighted inieais versions by
Allais (1979) and Kahneman and Tversky (1979).

Kahneman and Tversky asked subjects to choose betweenrfmpgets.
First, they made a choice between (A) and (B); then, betw€grarfd (D).
The prospects were constructed as follows:

(A) 2500 (Israeli pounds) with probability 0.33, 2400 wittopability 0.66
or 0 with probability 0.01.

(B) 2400 with certainty.

(C) 2500 with probability 0.33 or 0 with probability 0.67.

(D) 2400 with probability 0.34 or 0 with probability 0.66.

They found that 82% of the subjects preferred B to A, and tB&b §re-
ferred C to D — choices which, in combination, imply a pairrédompatible
utility inequalities.

Clearly, it is the Sure-Thing Principle that is violatedlt is this axiom
that asserts that if two alternatives have a common outcome particular
state of nature, the ordering of the alternatives shoulshtdegendent of that
outcome. In other words, more than 80% of us are not fullyresi.

The conjunction fallacy. Linda, Tversky & Kahneman (1988Idttheir
subjects, is 31 years old, outspoken and very bright. Sheredhjn philos-
ophy. As a student she was deeply concerned with issuesafrdisation
and social justice, and also participated in anti-nuclesnahstrations. The

8 For critical discussion of this view see Levi (1997), ch. $ee also Seidenfeld (1988).
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subjects were then asked which of two alternatives — (A) airgda bank
teller and (B) Linda is a bank teller and is active in the feistimovement
— was the more probable. In this case 85% of the subjects aedv(B).
But (B) is the conjunction of (A) and “Linda is an active fensiti, and a
conjunction cannot be more probable than one of its corgunct

It has been questioned (see, for example, Levi (1985) an@r&iger
(1991)) whether this behaviour involves a violation of ablity theory,
whether it really shows that we are irrational, or less thalty frational?
It has been asked whether, in one way or another, the behasaoube ex-
plained away. On its face, however, it is a direct violatidthe fundamental
axioms of classical theory: Rational Man would be unwilliogoin the 85%
of respondents under suspicion.

The base-rate fallacy. In a study David Eddy gave physidizaollowing
information. For a woman aged 40 who participates in rouiaeening
the probability of breast cancer is 1%. If a woman has breaster, the
probability is 80% that she will have a positive mammograifa woman
does not have breast cancer, the probability is 10% that dhstilv have
a positive mammogram. Physicians were asked to considensawaof 40
with a positive mammogram. Eddy then asked what the prabaksithat
she in fact has breast cancer.

In Eddy’s study 95% estimated the probability to be betwe&ra@d 0.8.
The correct value is 0.075. Eddy’s observation, that weestdlase-rates,
has been confirmed by several other studies. We make eren@oba-
bilistic inferences. Our guesstimates stand in glaringresh with Rational
Man'’s calculated estimate and fail to accord with tradiiloBayesian prob-
ability (decision) theory.

It is obvious that this type of “irrational” inference, wieewe take insuffi-
cient account of known statistical evidence, can, direatlindirectly, cause
harm or lead to maltreatment — and, if worse were to come tatvoould
even lead to death. Failure to be fully rational has moraliragons?°

%It is important to keep in mind that within decision theoryeel alternative concep-
tions of rationality have been suggested and discussed. awé for example, Herbert Si-
mon’s concept of bounded rationality, and Gerd Gigeresaahcept of ecological rational-
ity. (For discussion, see, for example, Gigerenzer et 89¢) and A. Wallin (2003).) In this
paper we will focus on what might be called “classical” cqutéens of decision rationality
and logical rationality. In light of the experimental findmit seems safe to say that philoso-
phers (or logicians and statisticians for that matter) argrational (or rational) as the man
in the street. Remember that some of the very best statisti@nd decision theorists, faced
with Ellsberg’s problem, violated Savage’s sure-thinghpiple. See Ellsberg (1961/1988)
and, for discussion, Gardenfors & Sahlin (1988) and LevD30

10| evi has argued that the base rate fallacy is not a fallagynit a violation of the clas-
sical theory. He claims that if we take the reference clagblpm seriously the experimental
data do not show what they are supposed to show. See, for &xdrepi (1981).
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Overconfidence. Psychologists have shown that we are aviadeat.
They have established this by asking subjects a series efledge ques-
tions. For example: Which city has more inhabitants? Theestis offered
two alternative answers — in this example, Hyderabad amanabad. The
subject is then asked how confident he or she is that the ariswerrect,
expressed on a scale of 50-100% in steps of 10%. The probldratison-
fidence does not match the relative frequency of correct arsswVhen an
average subject claims that he or she is 100% confident tharibwer is
correct, the relative frequency of correct answers is atd@0%. When the
confidence estimate is 90%, the number of correct answeps docaround
75%, and so on.

This “bias” is not a direct violation of one or other axiom aaision the-
ory. Itis possible to be overconfident and at the same timaireperfectly
coherent; and it is the latter that the classical theoriesael — not that we
are goal-rational, just that we are internally rationalt Bonpirical findings
strongly indicate that we are not well calibrated. As Ranysanted out, if
one is a decision maker, being well calibrated is a good thing

The selection task. The selection task was designed by RRE0M(1966).
The subject is shown a set of four cards placed on a table. &acdhhas a
vowel on one side and a number on the other side. The visib&sfaf the
cards show A, 4, D, and 7. The subject is asked which cards $leeowvants
to turn over in order to determine the truth of the followimgosition: If a
card shows a vowel on one face, its opposite face shows amewveber.

The most frequent answers are A or both A and 4. The corregtans
A and 7. Incidentally, it can be added that one of the two astlod this
paper has, in teaching philosophy of science since the &880s, given his
students the selection task. By now the informal results eif aver 1000
respondents (undergraduates, graduates, researchefacatiy members)
confirm Wason'’s original result. People exhibit fairly lted logical ability,
and it seems not to matter how far you have advanced in yodiestwor
career, or what type of training you have (humanities, medjengineering
— or mathematics, for that matter).

Wason'’s selection task triggered a vast debate and discudsithe course
of this it has been shown, among other things, that peopletertf the task
is contextualised, and constructed in terms of social icglator everyday
activities. But the fact remains: we are not intuitive logits. We break the
rules of logic. If logic is a prerequisite of rationality, veee less than fully
rational.

Valuing lives. Fetherstonhaugh, Slovic, Johnson and Fdked1997) have
studied a phenomenon called “psychophysical numbing”. jegtd were
asked to point out the number of lives a medical researcitutestwould
have to save to get a $10 million grant. When 15 000 lives werislathe
median value was 9000 lives saved. When 290 000 were athisknedian

“O7sahlin-brannn
2013/3/3
page 112

e



“O7sahlin-brannn
2013/3/3
page 113

e

HOW CAN WE BE MORAL WHEN WE ARE SO IRRATIONAL? 113

value was 100 000 lives saved. As Slovic (2007) points o@spondents
saw saving 9000 lives in the “smaller” population as moreable than sav-
ing ten times as many lives in the largest” (p. 85).

Empirical studies of life-saving lead us to expect, Sloagss that there
will be more support for saving 80% of 100 lives that are & tiimn there is
for saving 20% of 1000 lives at risk. We prefer to reduce deéttim 4000
to 3000 rather than reduce deaths from 103 000 to 102 000.cdhisadicts
the familiar nostrum that every human life is of equal vatt&lovic argues
that studies of this kind show a cumulative collapse of cossjma: the value
of life-saving dramatically decreases as the number of Isa/ed increases.
We simply fail to comprehend big numbers — an empirical faithwnoral
implications. The Darfur crisis is but one exampleThe explanation given
is that the affective response is greatest when the grougisterof one (iden-
tifiable) individual, and that this response declines asntimaber of group
members increases.

Affects are, according to contemporary cognitive psychpl@ conscious
or unconscious experience of goodness or badness and veextdepen-
dent. Finucane et al. (2003) argue that growing quantitiesrmirical data
support the claim that affective states are a key driver aicghand decision-
making. The life-saving intervention studies appear teata phenomenon
known as “proportion dominance”. Saving nearly all of thdiuduals in a
small group is far more important, as a decision triggem tihe& expectation
that one will save the maximum number of individuals.

It is argued that a decision maker who behaves like Normatige, or
Ramsey’s Rational Man, reasons logically and consciowstgodes real-
ity in symbols, words and numbers, and seeks justificatidmes€ types of
process are generally slow. Affective decision-makingttenother hand,
encodes reality in images, metaphors and narratives. dtgsaviftly on the
basis of memories or images of good and bad, pleasure and-paiprocess
that is generally swift. Affective decisions can lead ta@us that are judged
in retrospect to be irrationat.

One-eyedness. Numerous experimental studies have shatwuelgener-
ate too few, and excessively narrow, hypotheses. In additi@ collect in-
formation and evidence in favour of our guesses that is towaselected
because it is readily available, and skewed in favour of aigtiag beliefs.

110f course, deontologists and consequentialists disagreevehether it is acceptable
to kill some people to rescue a larger number (i.e. disagrethe question whether the
duty of beneficence is itself morally constrained in certaiportant ways). The cases under
consideration here avoid this issue and merely involveuiagaifferent numbers of people.

123ee Slovic (2007).

3Eor discussion of the affects and decision-making, ancefleetSystem 1 and System 2
theories, see, for example, Finucane et al. (2003), Kahng@03), Slovic (2007) and
Sahlin et al. (2008).
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Once we have a preferred hypothesis, we look for confirmag@igience,
neglecting countervailing evidence. We are, in other wost®rt-sighted
and one-eyed when it comes to strategies of discovery atifigason.

This idiosyncrasy need not make us irrational, if by that veamincoher-
ent and illogical.

Let us sum up this section. Almost half a century of psychicllgesearch
has shown that, as decision makers, we are short-sighteebyad and prone
to a serious error of refraction. We definitely are not bldsséh the sharp
eyes of Ramsey’s Rational Man, or of Economic Man. In thipeeswe are
all more or less irrational.

On the other hand, it must be observed that the experimentéhjs point
in various directions. There is more than one concept obmatity under
attack here. First, we are irrational because we are notreohe.e. because
we do not follow the rules of rational behaviour that appeatraditional
decision and probability theory. Second, we are irratidresause we break
some basic rules of first-order logic, the core of all ratidhaught. Third,
we are irrational because we do not have, and seem not tedediave,
calibrated beliefs. Fourth, we are irrational because wkenakecisions too
fast — decisions which, reflecting on what we did, we reatestradict our
beliefs and values.

There may be ways to explain away some of these findings aisd that
the studies do not show what they give the impression of sigpwiut the
problem is just that the findings are as consistent as thegeasistent. The
mark of a reasonable framework for understanding humancggemot the
capacity for finding within it alternative possible expléinas for findings
which the framework at the outset did not lead us to expect.oWselves
would favour a more piecemeal approach in this area, buepieal attempts
to explain away the data in order to save a favoured accouihglways tend
to seem a bhit like exercises in drawing epicycles. This istocay that the
standard account has been conclusively disproved, betdeasenot, but for
the remainder of this paper it will be assumed that the cldimrationality
is largely corroborated by empirical findings: that in attuaman behaviour
we face what might be called the fact of irrationality. Thésobviously not
the same as saying that all of us are more or less irrationed ordess all of
the time. The point is rather that the picture of human agéhayemerges
from the empirical results is not one of human beings (as reyvbalfway
there to rationality, i.e. of beings whose problem-solvirggacities largely
build on a dim grasp of certain rules of rationality and logigrasp that we
can possibly improve on, but which is essentially alreadyrélrsomehow.
The emergent picture is rather one of beings possessingualiviool-box
of heuristic devices, affects and instincts. These devicght be perfectly
explainable by evolutionary processes; they perform wefidme contexts
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and lead us into error in others. Given such a picture, onatity involv-
ing violations of classic axioms of rationality will be andamic and ine-
liminable feature of human behaviour. This does not necégsacan that
there is anything wrong with us. What it does mean is that gekégpround
conception of human agency we should have in mind when tmgnkbout
normative ethics is not so much Rational Man as somethirgHikuristic
Man: a person whose competence is context-dependent arskwletiber-
ative skills do not necessarily transfer from one contexdrtother; a person
whose modes of thinking will inevitably be deeply shaped baraye of fac-
tors beyond agency as suthEqually, the picture we should not rely on is
that of an agent with a unified set of principles of ratioryashe, he or it
simply applies to every type of situation. Of course, asslenitheorists we
might, perhaps, say with Isaac Levi (1997) that the behamlcaxioms are
for “rational angels”, but for ethical theorists who pradde address us, the
problem is potentially a deep one: this is just not how we work

4. Moral Agency and Ethical Theory through Thick and Thin

In most cases background theories tend to reside, somendatassibly,
in...well, the background. This means that although, tad¢laeler of books
and papers in moral theory, it will usually be reasonablarciehat kinds of
pictures of human agency different authors are working yitittemains very
difficult to criticize them for relying on a specific accourfttmman agency.
And there is a further difficulty here insofar as it would Hgirde feasible to
look at all versions of the major types of theory in turn, oha ime. So we
find ourselves not only with the need to generalize, but updessure to do
so with respect to things that are most often merely implieibm the point
of view of enquiry, clearly, this is far from ideal, but it shid be kept in

mind that our aim here is primarily to raise certain doubliseid potentially

very serious ones, rather than to establish anything cerelly.

We would say that, within mainstream ethical theory, apgiea to human
agency, whether implicit or explicit, tend to fall into twaain categories. To
begin with there is a “thin” approaci. The emphasis here is agency as such.
The aim is to provide an abstract characterization of whav@ved in being
an agent, the idea then being that humans happen to exeniptifpotion.
This approach is evident in the work of Kant, where being hursianply

14\We will not enter into it here, but psychologists have alsovahthat in decision situa-
tions gender, race, and social status influence risk-takseg, for example, Finucane et al.
(2000) and Slovic (2000).

154Thin" and "thick” are not used here to distinguish betwebattwhich is purely nor-
mative and that which is both normative and descriptivéhemtit has to do with the degree
of anthropological detail in accounts of human agency.
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means being a finite rational being, or more precisely, agotkiat combines
rationality with the possession of inclinatiotfs. Even in a more fleshed-
out Kantian picture of “humanity” abilities such as the ceipato represent
ends and act on principles remain central. These are fsatueey clearly,
that could be possessed by members of species other thamvouhomo
sapiens — something which can be seen as an advantage oétmg, tas a
sign of its universality. However, the problem is just thatemeral construal
of agency with application to a range of possible speciemptes a picture
of agency that does not really capture actual human ageray.ddn we be
thought to act on principles, in any interesting sense oftteon, when our
deliberative capacities, as judged by traditional modélatonality, are as
regularly erratic as they have been shown to be?

The standard interpretation, among Kantians, of the rolaaf{ims is that
we more or less always act on thémand what this means is that for adult
human beings there is always a generalistic aspect to omnact princi-
pled element. Even if we do not always act explicitly on thei®af some
sort of policy, it is reasonable to insist that policy-likeites lie behind our
more specific choices. Children, it is said, are not capahlli® but some-
where along the line we supposedly acquire the relevantctgpaut the
psychological research outlined above indicates that,lm@drom children
to Rational Man, human adults do not really move that far. alet,fit can
be asked whether human development is mainly a matter ofnrg@aiong
such a line at all, rather than acquiring a wider and widegeaof diverse
tools with which we can handle ourselves in a wider and widage of sit-
uations. It might be reasonable to conceive of someone |&oRal Man
always acting on maxims, but there seems to be little reaseungpose that
actual human beings exhibit, in their behaviour, the kindradcipled gener-
ality that would licence a self-understanding in which weajs act, at least
implicitly, on maxims — and this means that the categoricgberative is
not a meaningful moral test for beings like ¥¥sNow, it should be said that

16 As is shown by Jerome Schneewind in The Invention of Auton¢@gmbridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1998), Kant's ethics should beewstdod against a background
including the debate, between voluntarists and antivalists, about whether God is above
the moral law or whether human beings and God basically belmthe same moral commu-
nity. Kant adopted the latter stance, and with that came aegation of agency that attempts
to capture the agency both of God and of us. For Kant, the nifigrehce here is that we
have inclinations, which is why the moral law takes the forfran imperative for human
agents; but the fact that we are so (very) far from God-likébdeative powers should surely
be an enormously important factor in any attempt to undedskeuman moral agency.

Y For an influential interpreter, see Onora O’Neill (1989)itPla

18 At least not the Formula of Universal Law. It might be possitd construe a version of
Kantian ethics strictly in terms of the Formula of Humanitat is compatible with a more
realistic psychological account, but that would involvéteuwa radical turn from traditional
Kantian ethics.
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while Kantianism is probably the moral theory which moseaftelies on

an explicit and reason-oriented account of human agengynivt as well-

defined an approach as consequentialism, so our remarksateraainly

directed against the common Kantian moral psychology #ed fuman be-
ings as fundamentally governed by reason.

Consequentialism is not consistently explicit, in the wagnKanism of-
ten is, about its preferred image of agency; but it is diffieudt to see, in
the consequentialist approach, a universal renderingaditional theories
of rationality, with the agent being asked to maximize ollerather than
his individual, good® This move to a universalism involves some diffi-
cult issues in its own right, primarily having to do with thegsibility of
interpersonal utility comparisons and how aggregationmssindividuals is
to be best understood; but even setting those (slightly)pticated matters
aside, one might question the wisdom of any attempt to cacts&r moral
theory relying on a more complicated counterpart of whathinigery well
already be a misguided approach to individual agency. Ircttesequen-
tialist framework, contexts enter in only as areas wherethibery is to be
applied. However, contexts are not just situations in whighhappen to
find ourselves; rather they seem to enter already in the tismaf human
decision-making capacities. Why, then, should we adopigleseand unified
picture of ideal moral deliberation?

In contrast with the approaches of Kantians and consequistdj there is
a “thick” approach to human agency in which the emphasis ihermuman
element. The goal here is to understand our agency largeabrims of the
emotional or affective capacities that we possess as mamobarparticular
species, homo sapiens. This approach is most clearly seeriua ethics,
especially in the Aristotelian tradition, although theiesiof care might also
be taken to fall within this category.

If the main problem with thin theories is that they tend to be ideal, a
potential problem with thick theories is that they are neaildenough. This
is not the complaint that such theories are unable to pray&eith ethical
guidance€?® but rather that, for a thick theory to be normative at all, duhd

19Consequentialism and decision theory have much in commood@rguments against

the axioms of the theories of rational decision-making dteng though not always, also

good arguments against consequentialist theories. Areliftes is that decision theories more
often deal with uncertainties: consequentialist theos@aetimes ignore this complication.

Someone might therefore argue that the problems of rattgristed above, the examples

of irrational behaviour, are problematic for theoriesriyto incorporate uncertainty. This is
only true up to a point. Experimental findings showing thathaee intransitive preferences,
that we reverse our preferences in an irrational way, thafail¢o grasp big numbers, and

that our utility (preference) assignments (construci@me far too context-dependent, all hit
consequentialist theories as much as they hit theoriestiohed decision making. See, for

example, Slovic (2000) and Lichtenstein & Slovic (2006) felevant empirical studies.

20gych worries are ably addressed in Ulrik Kihlbom (2000).
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have to involve not just a characterization of our affectigpacities, but also
an understanding of what constitutes good exercise of th@htourse, in
Aristotelianism this understanding is presented in terfie@way in which
reason gradually, over time, influences our affective céipacso that they
become more accurate and insightful. Now, even if Arisiatgm takes
a range of actual aspects of human psychology into accausiould be
noted that it still operates with the notion of a unified idagent. Even if
the phronimos is perhaps thought to be an unreachable itieabasic idea
is still that a context is something into which the agent entand then ap-
plies universal powers of reasoning. However, there idyrewa basis for
thinking that the development of human beings runs alongcktrowards
such a unified and balanced power of judgntént.hus although the thick
approach looks more promising than its thin cousin, its rpostninent ver-
sion, Aristotelianism, continues to still presuppose tstore, a picture of
human rational powers that would not seem to have any reakogeund’?
Moreover, some have argued that while it involves a richerainusychol-
ogy than Kantianism and consequentialism, Aristotelianislies on a bad
psychological model when it comes to character traits: stages a model
according to which human beings have stable and generadatkatraits of
a kind that, as a matter of fact, we simply do not h&v&his is not the place
to review the growing literature on this particular issueugh it might be
noted that in many ways this attack on Aristotelianism hasrtam kinship
with the ideas put forward here — namely, that the way in whicman

2Lt is well known that people improve in their decision makigd problem-solving if
the tasks are contextualised, and constructed in termoogxample, social relations or
everyday activities. But it seems safe to say that ratipnainot a question of training. If
that were the case one would expect scientific training torenthat one does better in the
selection task; but this seems not to be the case (see alWedinow that we do not make
decisions that accord with the decision maxims. But everenttteresting is the fact that
good arguments for the ideal rarely convince those to whay &ne put of the correctness
and applicability of the theory. In fact arguments for ratiity seem to have a direct and
negative effect on “rational” behaviour. Arguments foationality seem to do two things:
first, they strengthen the convictions of those alreadyiomal, and second, they make the
rational irrational. See Slovic & Tversky (1974).

22\When discussing Aristotelianism, we should keep in mind#tie’s discussion in Top-
ics. In book Il of Topics Aristotle lays the foundation of hern preference logic. He works
with two concepts of preferability: “worthy of choice” andétter”, one situation-specific
and one absolute, one describing common man and one deggrdrie could say, a ratio-
nal angel. Among the principles Aristotle discusses is thtra-position principle, a thin
version of Savage’s sure-thing principle, the substittyticondition, and a maxi-max rule
of choice. These are principles which we can assume an ideat follows, but which are
problematic, or not fulfilled, in terms of “worthy of choiceSee Sahlin (1993).

233ee John Doris (2002).
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decision-making is driven by concrete heuristics, and rgexd-specific all
the way down, makes the ideal of the phronimos seem an ungirmgrone?*

5. A Possible Recourse: Two-Level Approaches

While the thick approach is closest to what will, in the end,duggested
here as a possible way forward, thin theorists have a resparalable that
must be addressed before we proceed. For many thin thewastsl not
actually contend that the core theory should be used to guidehoices in
any thorough-going sense. One can find both consequetstiafisl Kantians
advocating some kind of two-level approach in which higtotlgds suppos-
edly demarcated in a way that at least partially separafesnit most of our
daily routines and practices.

The consequentialist two-level approach builds on a vitstirtttion be-
tween accounts of right-making characteristics and datiprocedure$
While the former provide necessary and sufficient conditiohan action
being morally right, decision procedures are intended todael in everyday
life. The idea is that we need not demand, of the former, thedn be uti-
lized as the lattef® it might be enough that the former can be used in the

24With respect to context-specificity it is quite possiblettze normative valence of
reasons, or whether the relevant features are reasonsiatadiays a matter of context, see
Jonathan Dancy (2004) for a discussion of this. Such onicdbgontext-specificity would
probably make moral theorizing a pointless effort rightnirthe start, whereas we believe
that the context-specificity involved in human mechanisorsdiecision-making might still
allow for a certain kind of moderate moral theorizing (selowg

25The locus classicus of this distinction is Eugene Bales 1197

26| et us look briefly at the distinction between right-makirgamacteristics and decision
procedures from a decision-theoretical perspective. ildhase the former provides neces-
sary and sufficient conditions for rational decision-makiand the decision procedures are
rules for everyday life decision-making. This distinctimirrors the one we made between
rational angles and human decision makers, or Aristotlissmttion between “better than”
and “worthy of choice”. It also highlights an interestingoplem. Decision theorists have
tried to modify the axioms of the theory of rational decisimaking in order to make the
theory less demanding — e.g. making the theory more prds&ithan normative, or allow-
ing for imprecise probability and value judgments. See i8g1985), and Gardenfors and
Sahlin (1988) for discussion of competing nonstandardsitatitheories. The problem is that
no matter what we choose to give up or change (the axioms epemtlence or the ordering),
we, as decision makers, run into all sorts of more or les®ser@nd unwanted difficulties.
See Seidenfeld (1988). And it looks as if it is only by follagithe true path of rationality
(i.e. adhering to classical theories of rational decisiakimg) that we can steer clear of the
shags. Theories of rational decision-making are far momadtized than normative moral
philosophies. But it can be anticipated that normative inbre@ories, moving in a similar
direction, away from the ideal agent’s absolute ratiogalifll run into analogous problems.
Consequentialist theories will definitely do so.
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cool hour of reflection in order to evaluate in a general waydaeision pro-
cedures and think about how to improve on thémA consequentialist of
this kind could accept something like Vayrynen’s Cognitvendition for

the kinds of decision-making strategy that the conseqaksttiaccount of
rightness should help us select.

Of course, this still leaves us with the problem that somesitauld ide-
ally be able to evaluate our decision procedures in the bfilat criterion of
rightness, and accordingly there will always be a worry alwhether such
a massive calculative effort can be carried out to a satmfaalegree by
creatures like us, even in a careful and collective effofie &dmission, or
discovery, that only angels could successfully executepghocedure would
probably sever the link between consequentialist theody @ everyday
practices; and then there might no longer be any substasiae, even an
indirect one, in which the theory provides us with guidance.

At a more principled level, one might ask whether the coneatalist
criterion of rightness does not still presuppose sometlikegRational Man
as a background theory of ideal agency within the contexihefréflective-
equilibrium procedure with which we are presumably tryiogptoceed in
our ethical theorizing. If we were beings located somewlogra develop-
mental path towards this ideal, that might be reasonablé.ifBuman de-
liberative capacities are primarily context-based angbsibnal, then, while
we might theoretically understand its workings, Rationarvnight not be
a relevant ideal. If the distinction between decision pdares and the cri-
terion of rightness could be mapped on to a distinction betweur agency
and the agency of an improved version of us, then certaibligast within
the context of a wide reflective-equilibrium procedure, ight make sense
to adopt a two-level approach. But if our agency is not meaedightly infe-
rior version of Rational Man, but requires to be understooitecdifferently,
the consequentialist two-level theory (at least) wouldsée represent an
unpromising avenue of research.

With respect to Kantian ethics there is a distinction betwideal and non-
ideal theory® that might be understood as a kind of two-level approach. An
ideal theory specifies the principles regulating a socidtens there is com-
plete, or at least almost complete, compliance with theatkst of morality,
and where no obstacles prevent the realization of ideatutishs. Non-
ideal theory deals with how we should proceed if we find owesein a world
where there are problems with compliance and/or the camditheeded for
establishing the appropriate institutions. Given thisdkaf distinction, one

2"0One could certainly take a further step, maintaining thag gccount of right-making
characteristics, a theory can be acceptable even if yiblisscommendation that we would
be better off without it: see Derek Parfit (1984). Given theegal methodological consider-
ations above, such a stance would, however, be highly wifectibry.

28The locus classicus here is John Rawls (1971); see alsoti@bri¢orsgaard (1986).
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might interpret the fact that we are often irrational as ejmm of the sec-
ond kind: our irrationality stands in the way of realizingny¢hing remotely
similar to) a Kingdom of Ends here on Earth.

Rawlsian ideal theory in its original form is however stiligposed to be,
as he puts it, “realistically utopian: it probes the limitstibe realistically
practicable” (2001, p. 13). The argument we have made albeutact of
irrationality suggests that there really is no reason teekphat this kind of
idea can be met here: to think that human beings could evgnh&have in
accordance with traditional philosophical standards asoa and rationality
is not realistically utopian, but just plainly utopian. Wealearly capable
of formulating a conception of Rational Man, but we do notrsd®e able
to generally become rational men (or women, for that matt@rne might,
of course, move beyond Rawls on this point and conceive @l itteory
as more strongly ideal, but then one will be faced with a pwbbf rele-
vance, especially since ideal theory is supposed to infasm Wwe behave
under non-ideal circumstances. When out driving, even thst ineautiful
roadmap would probably be put to the side if it was not a rogdofahe
country where we actually find ourselves.

6. Outline of an Alternative Approach: Mid-Level Theory

These remarks on existing ethical theories are, of coursedand sweep-
ing. Many readers will undoubtedly conclude that their fanea theory is
untouched by them. But our aim is not to disprove every ctimmsoral the-
ory. Itis rather to point to a peculiar fact about moral thegog in general —
namely, that so little attempt has been made to build thednjestarting with
the reasonable assumption that actual human agency doapproiximate
to the imagined agency of Rational Man. The argument heretithat the
usual approach is an impossible one. It is rather that tochrenergy and
time has been devoted to it rather than the investigationhargossibilities.
In comparing thin and thick approaches to human agency flosnper-
spective, we are bound to feel that there is something rigtite thick the-
ory; the problem is just that, at least in its most common fornstill is
a theory operating with a picture of human beings as moressr figtional
(as this is traditionally understood). As already pointed, @ctual human
beings are probably better compared to the figure of Heairldéin rather
than the “almost there” Rational Man; and whereas most af phper has
been concerned with negative or destructive aspects obltssrvation, the
most important question is what ethical theorizing oughbtik like if we
have the second picture of human agency in mind. One answeediately
suggests itself: if human decision-making is ultimatepginented, in the
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sense that we have a diversity of concrete and often dislnitg's of cop-
ing with different types of situation, then perhaps norreatethics should
not be working towards unified and all-encompassing theorie

If we give up the hope of a grand theory uniting human probsatwing in
the exercise of certain fundamental rules, another typgfaach naturally
invites itself — a more pragmatic approach. We can instead by iden-
tifying typical human choice-situations and the types oditsigy employed
in them. From there we can move on, given a certain type oatsiio and
the problem-solving strategies usually employed by huntbhese, to con-
sider what would constitute an improvement in such strategihe extent
to which there can be improvements will not, however, berddted by an
antecedent standard of rationality. Rather it will resgbetactual layout of
the types of situation in which we find ourselves. There resaoom for
ideals in such an approach. It is just that the ideals wileadut of the need
to work our way out of particular clashes and conflicts betwddferent
aspects of our thinking rather than out of a will to achieveravching unity.

It should be noted that surrender of the ideal of Rational Msia back-
ground theory of human agency does not mean that we have render
rationality as an ideal in the conduct of philosophy. Theelats a slow,
thoughtful, and collective effort, and just as other areagirhave their own
modes of thinking — modes that suit them — rationality, esgdbcin play-
ing by rules of logic, might very well be precisely the typddadal that suits
philosophy. It is just that there is a difference betweeiratly dissecting
and considering different areas of human concern and ggtom the one
hand, and having rationality as a standard defining whattitotes possible
improvements of our actual decision-making processesimwih of these
areas, on the other. Changes to our decision-making thait @suethical
improvements might or might not be available. To see whetieyr are, and
to address the further question of wherein such improvesneould con-
sist, we would have to pay much closer attention to all thecaties of such
areas and to our actual practices of dealing with them thasusl in nor-
mative ethics today. Among current ethical theories, the mmobably most
in sync with this kind of methodological ideal is the ethidscare, for this
does not seek an understanding of morality as a whole, batiséd on the
ethical dimension of certain types of situation and refatfo

This last approach, which might be called “mid-level thépry a piece-
meal enterprise. It is difficult to say exactly what might emwout of it,

2For a leading example, see Nel Noddings (1984). Howeven emeong some of its
advocates, this feature of the ethics of care is sometingss @& a drawback; and there are
those who seek to expand it into a general ethical theory (dighael Slote (2007)). But
what is really needed is not yet another grand ethical thdoitya greater range of mid-level
theories. Forms of virtue ethics which focus on more corsgecific virtues might however
be well in line with the idea of mid-level theorizing suggesthere.
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simply because there has been so little done resemblinghinwinoral the-
ory, but it is imaginable that something like the ideal of eefive equilib-
rium could still function as a model for it. It is just that ooé the roles
that would now be played by background theories is that ahdating the
types of choice situation and scenario in which differerdbem-solving
abilities and ideas (which might work satisfactorily in smwontexts) will
be out of their depth and perhaps clash with the workings loéroabili-

ties and ideas. One thing that needs to be emphasized, houseteat a
piecemeal approach need not be toothless: it is quite gediat large ar-
eas of common-sense morality and current ethical practipdiditly rely on

outmoded pictures of human agency, and that reform woulddhdreatly
improve them.

What might very well have to go is the notion of one fund of piates
and one fund of considered judgments that should be adjustadespect
to each other. The situation is much more complex than thdtaay move-
ment towards reflective equilibrium will in all likelihoodke place by way
of a series of demarcations and local fixes rather than in aarydgunify-
ing transformation of the system as a whole. In a way, the htbemrist
we see coming out of this is less an architect trying to rephean existing
building in order to get rid of a few flaws in the original designd more the
janitor trying to find workable solutions to a wide range oblplems within
a sprawling building complex for which there never was arigect in the
first place.
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