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THE JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY 
VOLUME LXXXIII, NO. 1,JANUARY 1986 

SKEPTICISM ABOUT PRACTICAL REASON* 

THE Kantian approach to moral philosophy is to try to show 
that ethics is based on practical reason: that is, that our ethical 
judgments can be explained in terms of rational standards 

that apply directly to conduct or to deliberation. Part of the appeal of 
this approach lies in the way that it avoids certain sources of skepti- 
cism that some other approaches meet with inevitably. If ethically 
good action is simply rational action, we do not need to postulate 
special ethical properties in the world or faculties in the mind, in 
order to provide ethics with a foundation. But the Kantian approach 
gives rise to its own specific form of skepticism, skepticism about 
practical reason. 

By skepticism about practical reason, I mean doubts about the extent 
to which human action is or could possibly be directed by reason. One 
form that such skepticism takes is doubt about the bearing of rational 
considerations on the activities of deliberation and choice; doubts, 
that is to say, about whether "formal" principles have any content 
and can give substantive guidance to choice and action. An example 
of this would be the common doubt about whether the contradiction 
tests associated with the first formulation of the categorical impera- 
tive succeed in ruling out anything. I will refer to this as content 
skepticism. A second form taken by skepticism about practical reason 
is doubt about the scope of reason as a motive. 1 will call this motiva-
tional skepticism. In this paper my main concern is with motivational 
skepticism and with the question whether it is justified. Some people 
think that motivational considerations alone provide grounds for 
skepticism about the project of founding ethics on practical reason. I 

* I would like to thank Timothy Gould, Charlotte Brown, and audiences of an earlier 
version of this paper at Columbia and the University of Chicago, for comments on and 
discussions of the issues of this paper, from which I have learned a great deal. 
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will argue, against this view, that motivational skepticism must always 
be based on content skepticism. I will not address the question of 
whether or  not content skepticism is justified. I want only to establish 
the fact that motivational skepticism has no independent force. 

I 

Skepticism about practical reason gets its classical formulation in the 
well-known passages in the Treatise of Human Nature that lead Hume 
to the conclusion that 

Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can never 
pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them.' 

According to these passages, as they are usually understood, the role 
of reason in action is limited to the discernment of the means to our 
ends. Reason can teach us how to satisfy our desires or  passions, but it 
cannot tell us whether those desires or  passions are themselves "ratio- 
nal"; that is, there is no sense in which desires or passions are rational 
or irrational. Our ends are picked out, so to speak, by our desires, and 
these ultimately determine what we do. Normative standards applying 
to conduct may come from other sources (such as a moral sense), but 
the only standard that comes from reason is that of effectiveness in 
the choice of means. 

The limitation of practical reason to an instrumental role does not 
only prevent reason from determining ends; it even prevents reason 
from ranking them, except with respect to their conduciveness to 
some other end. Even the view that those choices and actions which 
are conducive to our over-all self-interest are rationally to be pre- 
ferred to self-destructive ones is undermined by the instrumental 
limitation. Self-interest itself has no rational authority over even the 
most whimsical desires. As Hume says: 

'Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world 
to the scratching of my finger. 'Tis not contrary to reason for me to 
chuse my total ruin, to prevent the least uneasiness of an Indian or 
person wholly unknown to me. 'Tis as little contrary to reason to prefer 
even my own acknowledg'd lesser good to my greater, and have a more 
ardent affection for the former than the latter (Treatise 416). 

Under the influence of self-interest [or of "a general appetite to 
good, and aversion to evil, consider'd merely as such" (41 7)] we may 
rank our ends, according to the amount of good that each represents 
for us, and determine which are, as Hume puts it, our "greatest and 
most valuable enjoyments" (416). But the self-interest that would 

' David Hume, Treatise of Human Nature, L. A. Selby-Bigge, ed. (London: Oxford, 
1888), p. 415. Page references to the Treatise will be to this edition. 
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make us favor the greater good need not itself be a stronger desire, or  
a stronger reason, than the desire for the lesser good, or than any of 
our more particular desires. Reason by itself neither selects nor ranks 
our ends. 

Hume poses his argument as an argument against "the greatest 
part of moral philosophy, ancient and modern" (413).Moral philoso- 
phers, Hume says, have claimed that we ought to regulate our con- 
duct by reason, and either suppress our passions or  bring them into 
conformity with it; but he is going to show the fallacy of all this by 
showing, first, that reason alone can never provide a motive to any 
action, and, second, that reason can never oppose passion in the 
direction of the will. His argument for the first point goes this way: all 
reasoning is concerned either with abstract relations of ideas or  with 
relations of objects, especially causal relations, which we learn about 
from experience. Abstract relations of ideas are the subject of logic 
and mathematics, and no one supposes that those by themselves gve  
rise to any motives. They yield no conclusions about action. We are 
sometimes moved by the perception of causal relations, but only 
when there is a pre-existing motive in the case. As Hume puts it, if 
there is "the prospect of pleasure or pain from some object," we are 
concerned with its causes and effects. The argument that reason 
cannot oppose a passion in the direction of the will depends on, and 
in fact springs directly from, the argument that reason by itself can- 
not give rise to a motive. It is simply that reason could oppose a 
passion only if it could give rise to an opposing motive. 

What is important to notice in this discussion is the relation be- 
tween Hume's views about the possible content of principles of rea- 
son bearing on action and the scope of its motivational efficacy. The 
answer to the question what sorts of operation, procedure, or  judg- 
ment of reason exist is presupposed in these passages. In the first part 
of the argument Hume goes through what by this point in the Treatise 
is a settled list of the types of rational judgment. The argument is a sort 
of process of elimination: there are rational judgments concerning 
logical and mathematical relations; there are empirical connections 
such as cause and effect: Hume looks at each of these in turn in order 
to see under what circumstances it might be thought to have a bearing 
on decision and action. In other words, Hume's arguments against a 
more extensive practical employment of reason depend upon 
Hume's own views about what reason is-that is, about what sorts of 
operation and judgment are "rational." His motivational skepticism 
(skepticism about the scope of reason as a motive) is en-
tirely dependent upon his content skepticism (skepticism about what 
reason has to say about choice and action). 
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Yet Hume's arguments may gve  the impression of doing some- 
thing much stronger: of placing independent constraints, based solely 
on motivational considerations, on what might count as a principle of 
practical reason. Hume seems to say simply that all reasoning that has 
a motivational influence must start from a passion, that being the only 
possible source of motivation, and must proceed to the means to 
satisfy that passion, that being the only operation of reason that 
transmits motivational force. Yet these are separate points: they can 
be doubted, and challenged, separately. One could disagree with 
Hume about his list of the types of rational judgment, operation, or  
possible deliberation, and yet still agree with the basic point about the 
source of motivation: that all rational motivation must ultimately 
spring from some nonrational source, such as passion. At least one 
contemporary philosopher, Bernard Williams, has taken something 
like Hume's argument to have this kind of independent force, and has 
so argued in his essay "Internal and External R e a ~ o n , " ~  which I will 
take up later in this paper. 

The Kantian must go further, and disagree with Hume on both 
counts, since the Kantian supposes that there are operations of prac- 
tical reason which yield conclusions about actions and which do not 
involve discerning relations between passions (or any pre-existing 
sources of motivation) and those actions. What gves rise to the diffi- 
culty about this further possibility is the question of how such opera- 
tions could yield conclusions that can motivate us. 

I I 

The problem can best be stated in some terms provided by certain 
recent discussions in moral philosophy. W. D. Falk, William Fran- 
kena, and Thomas Nagel, among others, have distinguished between 
two kinds of moral theories, which are called "internalist" and "ex- 
ternal i~t ."~An internalist theory is a theory according to which the 
knowledge (or the truth or the acceptance) of a moral judgment 
implies the existence of a motive (not necessarily overriding) for 
acting on that judgment. If I judge that some action is right, it is 

This paper was originally published in Ross Harrison, ed., Rational Actron (New 
York: Cambridge, 1980), and is reprinted in Williams, Moral Luck (New York: Cam- 
bridge, 1981), pp. 101-1 13. Page references to Williams are to this article, as it 
appears in Moral Luck. 

Actually, Falk and Frankena speak of internalist and externalist senses of 'ought'. 
See Falk, " 'Ought' and Motivation," Proceedingc of the Arzstotelian Soczety, 1947/1948. 
Frankena's discussion, "Obligation and Motivation in Recent Moral Philosophy," was 
originally published in A. I. Melden, ed., Essays in Moral Philosophy (Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, 1958) and is reprinted in Perspectives on itloralzty: Es.~ay.c of bt'illiam 
K. Frankena, Kenneth E.  Goodpaster, ed. (Notre Dame, Ind.: University Press, 1976), 
pp. 49-73 (page references are to this volume). Nagel's discussion is in The Pos.rihility of 
Altruism (New York: Oxford, 1970). Part I .  



9 SKEPTICISM ABOUT PRACTICAL REASON 

implied that I have, and acknowledge, some motive or reason for 
performing that action. It is part of the sense of the judgment that a 
motive is present: if someone agrees that an action is right, but cannot 
see any motive or  reason for doing it, we must suppose, according to 
these views, that she does not quite know what she means when she 
agrees that the action is right. On an externalist theory, by contrast, 
such a conjunction of moral comprehension and total unmotivated- 
ness is perfectly possible: knowledge is one thing and motivation 
another. 

Examples of unquestionably external theories are not easy to find. 
As Falk points out (125/6), the simplest example would be a view 
according to which the motives for moral action come from some- 
thing wholly separate from a grasp of the correctness of the judg- 
ments-say, an interest in obeying divine commands. In philosophi- 
cal ethics the best example is John Stuart Mill (see Nagel 8/9), who 
firmly separates the question of the proof of the principle of utility 
from the question of its "sanctions." The reason why the principle of 
utility is true and the motive we might have for acting on it are not the 
same: the theoretical proof of its truth is contained in chapter IV of 
Utilitarianism, but the motives must be acquired in a utilitarian up- 
bringing. It is Mill's view that any moral principle would have to be 
motivated by education and training and that "there is hardly any- 
thing so absurd or  so mischievous" that it cannot be so m ~ t i v a t e d . ~  
The "ultimate sanction" of the principle of utility is not that it can be 
proved, but that it is in accordance with our natural social feelings. 
Even to some who, like Mill himself, realize that the motives are 
acquired, "It does not present itself. . . as a superstition of educa- 
tion, or a law despotically imposed by the power of society, but as an 
attribute which it would not be well for them to be without" (Mill 36). 
The modern intuitionists, such as W. D. Ross and H. A. Prichard, 
seem also to have been externalists, but of a rather minimal kind. 
They believed that there was a distinctively moral motive, a sense of 
right or desire to do one's duty. This motive is triggered by the news 
that something is your duty, and only by that news, but it is still 
separate from the rational intuition that constitutes the understand- 
ing of your duty. It would be possible to have that intuition and not be 
motivated by it.5 The reason why the act is right and the motive you 
have for doing it are separate items, although it is nevertheless the 

Utilztarianism, in Samuel Gorovitz, ed., Utilitarianism with Critical Essays (Indianap-
olis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1971). p. 34. 

See Prichard, "Duty and Interest," in Duty and Interest (London: Oxford, 1928). 
Falk's original use of the distinction between internal and external senses of ought in 
" 'Ought' and Motivation" is in an argument responding to Prichard's paper. 
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case that the motive for doing it is "because it is right." This falls just 
short of the internalist position, which is that the reason why the act is 
right is the reason, and the motive, for doing it: it is a practical reason. 
Intuitionism is a form of rationalist ethics, but intuitionists do not 
believe in practical reason, properly speaking. They believe there is a 
branch of theoretical reason that is specifically concerned with 
morals, by which human beings can be motivated because of a special 
psychological mechanism: a desire to do one's duty. One can see the 
oddity of this if one considers what the analogue would be in the case 
of theoretical reasoning. It is as if human beings could not be con- 
vinced by arguments acknowledged to be sound without the inter- 
vention of a special psychologcal mechanism: a belief that the con- 
clusions of sound arguments are true. -

By contrast, an internalist believes that the reasons why an action is 
right and the reasons why you do it are the same. The reason that the 
action is right is both the reason and the motive for doing it. Nagel 
gives as one example of this the theory of Hobbes: the reason for the 
action's rightness and your motive for doing it are both that it is in 
your interest. The literature on this subject splits, however, on the 
question of whether the Kantian position is internalist or  not. Falk, 
for instance, characterizes the difference between internalism and 
externalism as one of whether the moral command arises from a 
source outside the agent (like God or society) or  from within. If the 
difference is described this way, Kant's attempt to derive morality 
from autonomy makes him a paradigmatic internalist (see Falk 125, 
129). On the other hand, some have believed that Kant's view that the 
moral command is indifferent to our desires, needs, and interests- 
that it is categorical-makes him a paradigmatic e x t e r n a l i ~ t . ~  
Since Kant himself took the categorical character of the imperative 
and autonomy of the moral motive to be necessarily connected, this 
is a surprising difference of opinion. I will come back to Kant in 
section VII. 

This kind of reflection about the motivational force of ethical 
judgments has been brought to bear by Bernard Williams on the 
motivational force of reason claims generally. In "Internal and Ex-
ternal Reasons" Williams argues that there are two kinds of reason 
claims, or  two ways of making reason claims. Suppose I say that some 
person P has a reason to do action A. If I intend this to imply that the 
person P has a motive to do the action A, the claim is of an internal 
reason; if not, the claim is of an external reason. Williams is con- 
cerned to a rcpe  that only internal reasons really exist. He points out 

See Frankena, op, cit., p. 63, for a discussion of this surprising view 
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(106/7) that, since an external-reason claim does not imply the exis- 
tence of a motive, it cannot be used to explain anyone's action: that is, 
we cannot say that the person P did the action A because of reason R; 
for R does not provide Pwith a motive for doing A, and that is what we 
need to explain P's doing A: a motive. Nagel points out that if ac- 
knowledgment of a reason claim did not include acknowledgment of a 
motive, someone presented with a reason for action could ask: Why 
do what I have a reason to do? (9; see also Falk 121/2). Nagel's 
argument makes from the agent's perspective the same point that 
Williams makes from the explainer's perspective, namely, that 
unless reasons are motives, they cannot prompt or explain actions. 
And, unless reasons are motives, we cannot be said to be practically 
rational. 

Thus, it seems to be a requirement on practical reasons, that they 
be capable of motivating us. This is where the difficulty arises about 
reasons that do not, like means/end reasons, draw on an obvious 
motivational source. So long as there is doubt about whether a gven 
consideration is able to motivate a rational person, there is doubt 
about whether that consideration has the force of a practical reason. 
The consideration that such and such action is a means to getting 
what you want has a clear motivational source; so no one doubts that 
this is a reason. Practical-reason claims, if they are really to present us 
with reasons for action, must be capable of motivating rational per- 
sons. I will call this the internalism requirement. 

111 

In this section I want to talk about how the internalism requirement 
functions-or, more precisely, malfunctions-in skeptical argu- 
ments. Hume winds up his argument by putting the whole thing in a 
quite general form. Reason is the faculty that judges of truth and 
falsehood, and it can judge our ideas to be true or false because they 
represent other things. But a passion is an orignal existence or modi- 
fication of existence, not a copy of anything: it cannot be true or false, 
and therefore it cannot in itself be reasonable or unreasonable. Pas- 
sions can be unreasonable, then, only if they are accompanied by 
judgments, and there are two cases of this kind. One is when the 
passion is founded on the supposition of the existence of objects that 
do not exist. You are outraged at the mocking things you heard me 
say about you, but I was talking about somebody else. You are terri- 
fied by the burglars you hear whispering in the living room, but in 
fact you left the radio on. It is of course only in an extended sense 
that Hume can think of these as cases where a passion is irrational. 
Judgments of irrationality, whether of belief or action, are, strictly 
speaking, relative to the subject's beliefs. Conclusions drawn from 
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mistaken premises are not i r r a t i ~ n a l . ~The case of passions based on 
false beliefs seems to be of this sort. 

The second kind of case in which Hume says that the passion might 
be called unreasonable is 

. . . when, in exerting any passion in action, we chuse means insufficient 
for the design'd end, and deceive ourselves in our judgment of causes 
and effects (Treatise 4 16). 

This is ig itself an ambiguous remark. Hume might, and in fact does, 
mean simply that we base our action on a false belief about causal 
relations. So this is no more genuinely a case of irrationality than the 
other. Relative to the (false) causal belief, the action is not irrational. 
But it is important that there is something else one might mean in this 
case, which is that, knowing the truth about the relevant causal rela- 
tions in the case, we might nevertheless choose means insufficient to 
our end or fail to choose obviously sufficient and readily available 
means to the end. This would be what I will call true irrationality, by 
which I mean a failure to respond appropriately to an available 
reason. 

If the only possibility Hume means to be putting forward here is 
the possibility of action based on false belief about causes and effects, 
we get a curious result. Neither of the cases that Hume considers is a 
case of true irrationality: relative to their beliefs, people never act 
irrationally. Hume indeed says this: 

. . . the moment we perceive the falsehood of any supposition, or the 
insufficiency of any means, our passions yield to our reason without any 
opposition (Treatise4 16). 

But it looks as if a theory of means/end rationality ought to allow for 
at least one form of true irrationality, namely, failure to be motivated 
by the consideration that the action is the means to your end. Even 
the skeptic about practical reason admits that human beings can be 
motivated by the consideration that a given action is a means to a 
desired end. But it is not enough, to explain this fact, that human 
beings can engage in causal reasoning. It is perfectly possible to 

' I am ignoring here the more complicated case in which the passion in question is 
parent to the false beliefs. In my examples, for instance, there might be cases such as 
these: irritation at me predisposes you to think my insults are aimed at you; terror of 
being alone in the house makes you more likely to mistake the radio for a burglar. 
Hume does discuss this phenomenon (Treatise 120). Here, we might say that the 
judgment is irrational, not merely false, and that its irrationality infects the passions 
and actions based on the judgment. If Hume's theory allows him to say that the 
judgment is irrational, he will be able to say that some passions and actions are truly 
irrational, and not merely mistaken, although he does not do this. 
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imagine a sort of being who could engage in causal reasoning and 
who could, therefore, engage in reasoning that would point out the 
means to her ends, but who was not motivated by it. 

Kant, in a passage early in the Foundations, imagnes a human being 
in just such a condition of being able to reason, so to speak, theoreti- 
cally but not practically. He is talking about what the world would 
have been like if nature had had our happiness as her end. Our 
actions would have been controlled entirely by instincts designed to 
secure our happiness, and: 

. . . if, over and above this, reason should have been granted to the 
favored creature, it would have served only to let it contemplate the 
happy constitution of its nature.' 

The favored creature is portrayed as able to see that his actions are 
rational in the sense that they promote the means to his end (happi- 
ness); but he is not motivated by their reasonableness; he acts from 
instinct. Reason allows him to admire the rational appropriateness of 
what he does, but this is not what gets him to do it-he has the sort of 
attitude toward all his behavior that we in fact might have toward the 
involuntary well-functioning of our bodies. 

Being motivated by the consideration that an action is a means to a 
desirable end is something beyond merely reflecting on that fact. The 
motive force attached to the end must be transmitted to the means in 
order for this to be a consideration that sets the human body in 
motion-and only if this is a consideration that sets the human body 
in motion can we say that reason has an influence on action. A 
practically rational person is not merely capable of performing cer- 
tain rational mental operations, but capable also of transmitting mo- 
tive force, so to speak, along the paths laid out by those operations. 
Otherwise even means/end reasoning will not meet the internalism 
requirement. 

But the internalism requirement does not imply that nothing can 
interfere with this motivational transmission. And generally, this is 
something there seems to be no reason to believe: there seem to be 
plenty of things that could interfere with the motivational influence 
of a given rational consideration. Rage, passion, depression, distrac- 
tion, grief, physical or mental illness: all these things could cause us to 
act irrationally, that is, to fail to be motivationally responsive to the 
rational considerations available to us.g The necessity, or the compel- 

'Immanuel Kant, Foundations of the  Metaphysics ofMorals, Lewis White Beck, trans. 
(New York: Library of Liberal Arts, 1959), p. 11. Prussian Academy Edition, p. 395. 

"Available to us" is vague, for there is a range of cases in which one might be 
uncertain whether or not to say that a reason was available to us. For instance there are 
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lingness, of rational considerations lies in those considerations them- 
selves, not in us: that is, we will not necessarily be motivated by them. 
Or  rather, to put the point more properly and not to foreclose any 
metaphysical possibilities, their necessity may lie in the fact that, when 
they do move us-either in the realm of conviction or in that of 
motivation-they move us with the force of necessity. But it will still 
not be the case that they necessarily move us. So a person may be 
irrational, not merely by failing to observe rational connections-say, 
failing to see that the sufficient means are at hand-but also by being 
"willfully" blind to them, or  even by being indifferent to them when 
they are pointed out.'' 

In this respect practical reason is no different from theoretical 
reason. Many things might cause me to fail to be convinced by a good 
argument. For me to be a theoretically rational person is not merely 
for me to be capable of performing logcal and inductive operations, 
but for me to be appropriately convinced by them: my conviction in 
the premises must carry through, so to speak, to a conviction in the 
conclusion. Thus, the internalism requirement for theoretical rea-
sons is that they be capable of convincing us-insofar as we are 

(1) cases in which we don't know about the reason, (2) cases in which we couldn't 
possibly know about the reason, (3) cases in which we deceive ourselves about the 
reason, (4) cases in which some physical or psychological condition makes us unable to 
see the reason; and ( 5 )cases in which some physical or psychological condition makes 
us fail to respond to the reason, even though in some sense we look it right in the eye. 
Now no one will want to say that reason claims involving reasons people do not know 
about are therefore external, but as we move down the list there will be a progressive 
uneasiness about whether the claim is becoming external. For toward the end of the list 
we will come to claim that someone is psychologically incapable of responding to the 
reason, and yet that it is internal: capable of motivating a rational person. I do  not 
think there is a problem about any of these cases; for all that is necessary for the reason 
claim to be internal is that we can say that, if a person did know and ifnothing were 
interfering with her rationality, she would respond accordingly. This does not trivialize 
the limitation to internal reasons as long as the notion of a psychological condition that 
interferes with rationality is not trivially defined. 

'O I have in mind such phenomena as self-deception, rationalization, and the various 
forms of weakness of will. Some of these apply to theoretical as well as practical reason, 
and for the former we can add the various forms of intellectual resistance or ideology 
(though "willful" is not a good way to characterize these). For some reason, people 
find the second thing that I mention-being indifferent to a reason that is pointed out 
to you-harder to imagine in a theoretical than in a practical case. To simply shrug in 
the face of the acknowledged reason seems to some to be possible in practice in a way 
that it is not in theory. I think part of the problem is that we can push what the 
practically paralyzed person accepts over into the realm of theory: he believes "that he 
ought to do such-and-such," although he is not moved to; whereas there seems to be 
nowhere further back (except maybe to a suspense of judgment) to push what the 
theoretically paralyzed person accepts. It may also be that the problem arises because 
we do not give enough weight to the difference between being convinced by an 
argument and being left without anything to say by it, or it may be just that what 
paralysis is is less visible in the case of belief than in the case of action. 
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rational. It is quite possible for me to be able to perform these 
operations without generating any conviction, as a sort of game, say, 
and then I would not be a rational person. 

Aristotle describes the novice in scientific studies as being able to 
repeat the argument, but without the sort of conviction that it will 
have for him later, when he fully understands it. In order for a 
theoretical argument or a practical deliberation to have the status of 
reason, it must of course be capable of motivating or  convincing a 
rational person, but it does not follow that it must at all times be 
capable of motivating or convincing any given individual. It may 
follow from the supposition that we are rational persons and the 
supposition that a given argument or deliberation is rational that, if 
we are not convinced or motivated, there must be some explanation 
of that failure. But there is no reason at all to believe that such an 
explanation will always show that we had mistaken reasons, which, if 
true, would have been good reasons. Many things can interfere with 
the functioning of the rational operations in a human body. Thus 
there is no reason to deny that human beings might be practically 
irrational in the sense that Hume considers impossible: that, even 
with the truth at our disposal, we might from one cause or another 
fail to be interested in the means to our ends. 

IV 

My speculation is that skepticism about practical reason is sometimes 
based on a false impression of what the internalism requirement 
requires. It does not require that rational considerations always suc- 
ceed in motivating us. All it requires is that rational considerations 
succeed in motivating us insofar as we are rational. One can admit the 
possibility of true irrationality and yet still believe that all practical 
reasoning is instrumental. But once this kind of irrationality is al- 
lowed in the means/end case, some of the grounds for skepticism 
about more ambitious forms of practical reasoning will seem less 
compelling. The case of prudence or  self-interest will show what I 
have in mind. I have already mentioned Hume's account of this 
matter: he thinks that there is "a general appetite to good, and aver- 
sion to evil" and that a person will act prudently insofar as this calni 
and general passion remains dominant over particular passions. It is 
under the influence of this end that we weigh one possible satisfaction 
against another, trying to determine which conduces to our greater 
good. But if this general desire for the good does not remain predom- 
inant, not only the motive, but the reason, for doing what will con- 
duce to one's greater good, disappears. For Hume says it is not 
contrary to reason to prefer an acknowledged lesser good to a 
greater. 
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Suppose, then, that you are confronted with a choice and, though 
informed that one option will lead to your greater good, you take the 
other. If true irrationality is excluded, and you fail to take the means 
to some end, this is evidence either that you don't really have this end 
or that it is not the most important thing to you. Thus, in this imag- 
ined case, where you do not choose your greater good, this is evi- 
dence either that you do not care about your greater good or that you 
do not care about it as much as you do about this particular lesser 
good. On the other hand, if you do respond to the news that one 
option leads to your greater good, then we have evidence that you do 
care about your greater good. This makes it seem as if your greater 
good is an end you might care about or not, and rationality is relative 
to what you care about. But, once we admit that one might from some 
other cause fail to be responsive to a rational consideration, there is 
no special reason to accept this analysis of the case. I do not mean 
that there is a reason to reject it, either, of course; my point is that 
whether you accept it depends on whether you already accept the 
limitation to means/end rationality. If you do, you will say that the 
case where the lesser good was chosen was a case where there was a 
stronger desire for it, and so a stronger reason; if you do not, and you 
think it is reasonable to choose the greater good (because prudence 
has rational authority), you will say that this is a case of true irrational- 
ity. The point is that the motivational analysis of the case depends upon 
your views of the content of rational principles of action, not the 
reverse. The fact that one might or might not be motivated to choose 
a certain course of action by the consideration that it leads to the 
greater good does not by itself show that the greater good is just one 
end among others, without special rational authority, something that 
some people care about and some people do not. Take the parallel 
case. The fact that one might or might not be motivated to choose a 
certain course of action by the consideration that it is the best avail- 
able means to one's end does not show that taking the means to one's 
ends is just one end among others, an end some people care about 
and some people do not. In both cases, what we have is the fact that 
people are sometimes motivated by considerations of this sort, and 
that we all think in the latter case and some think in the former case 
that it is rational to be so motivated. 

The argument about whether prudence or the greater good has any 
special rational authority-about whether it is a rational considera- 
tion-will have to be carried out on another plane: it will have to be 
made in terms of a more metaphysical argument about just what 
reason does, what its scope is, and what sorts of operation, proce- 
dure, and judgment are rational. This argument will usually consist in 



17 SKEPTICISM ABOUT PRACTICAL REASON 

an attempt to arrive at a general notion of reason by discovering 
features or characteristics that theoretical and practical reason share; 
such characteristic features as universality, sufficiency, timelessness, 
impersonality, or authority will be appealed to." What the argument 
in favor of prudence would be will vary from theory to theory; here, 
the point is this: the fact that someone might fail to be motivated by 
the consideration that something will serve her greater good cannot 
by itself throw any doubt on the argument, whatever it is, that pre- 
ferring the greater good is rational. If someone were not convinced 
by the logical operation of conjunction, and so could not reason with 
conviction from "A" and from "B" to "A and B", we would not be 
eager to conclude that conjunction was just a theory that some people 
believe and some people do not. Conjunction is not a theory to 
believe or disbelieve, but a principle of reasoning. Not everything 
that drives us to conclusions is a theory. Not everything that drives us 
to action need be a desired end (see Nagel 20-22). 

v 
An interesting result of admitting the possibility of true irrationality is 
that it follows that it will not always be possible to argue someone into 
rational behavior. If people are acting irrationally only because they 
do not know about the relevant means/end connection, they may 
respond properly to argument: point the connection out to them, and 
their behavior will be modified accordingly. In such a person the 
motivational path, so to speak, from end to means is open. A person 
in whom this path is, from some cause, blocked or  nonfunctioning 
may not respond to argument, even if this person understands the 
argument in a theoretical way. Aristotle thinks of the incontinent 
person as being in a condition of this sort: this happens to people in 
fits of passion or  rage, and the condition is actually physiologcal.'2 
Now this is important; for it is sometimes thought, on the basis of the 
internalism requirement, that if there is a reason to do something it 
must be possible to argue someone into doing it: anyone who under- 
stands the argument will straightaway act. (The conclusion of a prac- 
tical syllogism is an action.) Frankena, for example, argues against an 
internalist construal of the moral "ought" on the grounds that even 
after full reflection we do not always do what is right (71). But if there 
is a gap between understanding a reason and being motivated by it, 
then internalism does not imply that people can always be argued into 
reasonable conduct. The reason motivates someone who is capable of 

11 Universality and sufficiency are appealed to by Kant; timelessness and imperson- 

ality by Nagel, and authority by Joseph Butler. 
l 2  .Vzcomachean Ethics, VII.3,  1147b 5-10. 



18 THE JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY 

being motivated by the perception of a rational connection. Rational- 
ity is a condition that human beings are capable of, but it is not a 
condition that we are always in. 

It is for this reason that some ethical theories centered on the idea 
of practical reason are best thought of as establishing ideals of charac- 
ter. A person with a good character will be, on such a view, one who 
responds to the available reasons in an appropriate way, one whose 
motivational structure is organized for rational receptivity, so that 
reasons motivate in accord with their proper force and necessity. It is 
not an accident that the two major philosophers in our tradition who 
thought of ethics in terms of practical reason-Aristotle and Kant- 
were also the two most concerned with the methods of moral educa- 
tion. Human beings must be taught, or habituated, to listen to rea- 
son: we are, as Kant says, imperfectly rational. 

In fact, the argument of the last section can be recast in terms of 
virtues. Suppose that it is irrational not to prefer the greater good: 
this need have nothing at all to do with having the greater good among 
your desired ends. It is of course true that some people are more 
steadily motivated by considerations of what conduces to their 
greater good than others: call such a person the prudent person. The 
fact that the prudent is more strongly motivated by reasons of greater 
good need not be taken to show that he has stronger reasons for 
attending to his greater good. (People have varying theoretical virtues 
too.13) We may indeed say that the prudent person "cares more" 
about his greater good, but that is just another way of saying that he 
responds more strongly to these kinds of consideration, that he has 
the virtue of prudence. It need not be taken to imply that his greater 
good is a more heavily weighted end with him and that, therefore, it 
really does matter more to him that he achieve his greater good than 
it does to another person, an imprudent person, that he achieve his. 
It makes more sense to say that this other person ignores reasons that 
he has. Again, take the parallel: some people respond much more 
readily and definitely to the consideration that something is an effec- 
tive means to their end. We might call such a person a determined or 
resolute person. Presumably no one feels like saying that the deter- 
mined or resolute person has a stronger reason for taking the means 
to her ends than anyone else does. We all have just the same reason 
for taking the means to our ends. The fact that people are motivated 

"The comparisons I have been drawing between theoretical and practical reason 
now suggest that there should also be something like an ideal of good theoretical 
character: a receptivity to theoretical reasons. The vision of someone free of all ideol- 
ogy and intellectual resistance might be such an ideal. 
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differently by the reasons they have does not show that they have 
different reasons. It may show that some have virtues that others lack. 
On a practical-reason theory, the possibility of rationality sets a stan- 
dard for character; but that standard will not always be met. But this 
is not by itself a reason for skepticism about the scope of the deliber- 
ative guidance that reason can provide. This is a reason for skepticism 
only about the extent to which that guidance will ever be taken ad- 
vantage of. 

VI 

Nevertheless, the fact that a practical reason must be capable of 
motivating us might still seem to put a limitation on the scope of 
practical reason: it might be thought that it is a subjective matter 
which considerations can motivate a gven individual and that, there- 
fore, all judgments of practical reason must be conditional in form. 
In Hume's argument, this kind of limitation is captured in the claim 
that motivation must orignate in a passion. In the means/end case, 
we are able to be motivated by the consideration that action A will 
promote purpose P because, and only if, we have a pre-existing moti- 
vational impulse (a passion) attached to purpose P. As Hume says, a 
relation between two things will not have any motivational impact on 
us unless one of the two things has such impact. This does not limit 
practical reason to the means/end variety, but it might seem to im- 
pose a limitation of this sort: practical-reason claims must be reached 
by something that is recognizably a rational deliberative process from 
interests and motives one already has. This position is advocated by 
Bernard Williams in "Internal and External Reasons." Williams, as I 
have mentioned, argues that only internal reasons exist; but he takes 
this to have a strong Humean implication. Williams takes it that 
internal reasons are by definition relative to something that he calls 
the agent's "subjective motivational set": this follows from the fact 
that they can motivate. The contents of this set are left open, but one 
kind of thing it will obviously contain is the agent's desires and pas- 
sions. Internal reasons are reasons reached by deliberation from the 
subjective motivational set: they can motivate us because of their 
connection to that se't. Means/end deliberation, where the end is in 
the set and the means are what we arrive at by the motivating deliber- 
ation, is the most characteristic, but not the only, source of reasons 
for action. Williams calls the means/end view the "sub-Humean 
model", and he says this: 

The sub-Humean model supposes that 6-ing [where &ing is some action 
we have a reason for doing] has to be related to some element in [the 
subjective motivational set] as causal means to end (unless perhaps it is 
straightforwardly the carrying out of a desire which is itself that element 
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in [the subjective motivational set].) But this is only one case. . . . there 
are much wider possibilities for deliberation, such as: thinking how the 
satisfaction of elements in [the subjective motivational set] can be com- 
bined, e.g. by time ordering; where there is some irresoluble conflict 
among the elements of [the subjective motivational set] considering 
which one attaches most weight to . . . or  again, finding constitutive 
solutions, such as deciding what would make for an entertaining eve- 
ning, granted that one wants entertainment (104/5).14 

Anything reached by a process of deliberation from the subjective 
motivational set may be something for which there is an internal 
reason, one that can motivate. External reasons, by contrast, exist 
regardless of what is in one's subjective motivational set. In this case, 
Williams points out, there must be some rational process, not spring- 
ing from the subjective motivational set and therefore not relative to 
it, which could bring you to acknowledge something to be a reason 
and at the same time to be motivated by it. Reason must be able to 
produce an entirely new motive, the thing that Hume said could not 
be done. 

Thus, Williams takes up one part of the skeptic's argument: that a 
piece of practical reasoning must start from something that is capable 
of motivating you; and drops the other, that the only kind of reason- 
ing is means/end. One might suppose that this limits the operations 
or  judgments of practical reason to those functions which are natural 
extensions or expansions of the means/end variety, and the things 
Williams mentions in this passage, such as making a plan to satisfy the 
various elements in the set, or constitutive reasoning, are generally 
thought to be of that sort. But in fact this is not Williams' view, nor is 
it necessitated by his argument, as he points out. 

The processes of deliberation can have all sorts of effect on [the subjec- 
tive motivational set], and this is a fact which a theory of internal reasons 
should be very happy to accommodate. So also it should be more liberal 
than some theorists have been about the possible elements in the [sub- 
jective motivational set]. I have discussed [the subjective motivational 
set] primarily in terms of desires, and this term can be used, formally, for 
all elements in [the subjective motivational set]. But this terminology 
may make one forget that [the subjective motivational set] can contain 
such things as dispositions of evaluation, patterns of emotional reaction, 
personal loyalties, and various projects, as they may abstractly be called, 
embodying commitments of the agent (105). 

Williams can accommodate the case of someone's acting for reasons 

l 4  U'illiams uses the designation 'S' for 'subjective motivational set', but I have put 
back the original phrase wherever it occurs; hence the brackets. 
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of principle, and in this case the form the deliberation will take is that 
of applying the principle or of seeing that the principle applies to the 
case at hand. The advocate of the view that all deliberation is strictly 
of the means/end variety may claim to assimilate this case by the 
formal device of saying that the agent must have a desire to act on this 
principle, but this will not change the important fact, which is that the 
reasoning in this case will involve the application of the principle, 
which is not the same as means/end reasoning.I5 

In this kind of case, Williams' point will be that in order for the 
principle to provide reasons for a given agent, acceptance of the 
principle must constitute part of the agent's subjective motivational 
set. If the principle is not accepted by the agent, its dictates are not 
reasons for her. Reasons are relativized to the set. If this is true, it 
looks at first as if all practical reasons will be relative to the individual, 
because they are conditioned by what is in the subjective motivational 
set. Reasons that apply to you regardless of what is in your subjective 
motivational set will not exist. 

This argument, however, having been cut loose from Hume's very 
definite ideas about what sort of rational operations and processes 
exist, has a very unclear bearing on claims about pure practical rea- 
son. If one accepts the internalism requirement, it follows that pure 
practical reason will exist if and only if we are capable of being 
motivated by the conclusions of the operations of pure practical 
reason as such. Something in us must make us capable of being 
motivated by them, and this something will be part of the subjective 
motivational set. Williams seems to think that this is a reason for 
doubting that pure practical reasons exist, whereas what seems to 
follow from the internalism requirement is this: if we can be moti- 
vated by considerations stemming from pure practical reason, then 
that capacity belongs to the subjective motivational set of every ratio- 
nal being. One cannot argue that the subjective motivational set 
contains only ends or desires; for that would be true only if all rea- 
soning were of the means/end variety or  its natural extensions. What 
sorts of items can be found in the set does not limit, but rather 
depends on, what kinds of reasoning are possible. Nor can one as- 

' ?  It is true that the application of a principle may be so simple or  immediate that it 
will be a matter of judgment or perception rather than deliberation. In such a case 
there will be some who want to deny that practical reason has been used. On the other 
hand, the reasoning involved in applying a principle may be quite complicated (as in 
the case of the contradiction tests under the categorical imperative), and so be such 
that anyone should be willing to call it reasoning. If the fact that you hold the principle 
g-lves motivational force to either the insight or the deliberative argument to the effect 
that this case falls under the principle, then the result is a practical reason. 
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sume that the subjective motivational set consists only of individual or  
idiosyncratic elements; for that is to close off without argument the 
possibility that reason could yield conclusions that every rational 
being must acknowledge and be capable of being motivated by. As 
long as it is left open what kinds of rational operations yield conclu- 
sions about what to do and what to pursue, it must be left open 
whether we are capable of being motivated by them. 

Consider the question of how an agent comes to accept a principle: 
to have it in her subjective motivational set. If we say that the agent 
comes to accept the principle through reasoning-through having 
been convinced that the principle admits of some ultimate justifica- 
tion-then there are grounds for saying that this principle is in the 
subjective motivational set of every rational person: for all rational 
persons could be brought to see that they have reason to act in the 
way required by the principle, and this is all that the internalism 
requirement requires. Now this is of course not Williams' view: he 
believes that the principles are acquired by education, training, and 
so forth, and that they do not admit of any ultimate justification.16 
There are two important points to make about this. 

First, consider the case of the reflective agent who, after being 
raised to live by a certain principle, comes to question it. Some doubt, 
temptation, or argument has made her consider eliminating the prin- 
ciple from her subjective motivational set. Now what will she think? 
The principle does not, we are supposing, admit of an ultimate justi- 
fication, so she will not find that. But this does not necessarily mean 
that she will reject the principle. She may, on reflection, find that she 
thinks it better (where this will be relative to what other things are in 
her motivational set) that people should have and act on such a 
principle, that it is in some rough way a good idea-perhaps not the 
only but an excellent basis for community living, etc.-and so she 
may retain it and even proceed to educate those under her influence 
to adopt it. The odd thing to notice is that this is almost exactly the 
sort of description Mill gives of the reflective utilitarian who, on 
realizing that his capacity to be motivated by the principle of utility is 
an acquirement of education, is not sorry. But Mill's position, as I 
mentioned earlier, is often taken to be the best example of an exter-
nalist ethical position. 

l 6  Williams himself remarks that the "onus of proof about what is to count as a 
'purely rational process' . . . properly belongs with the critic who wants to oppose 
Hume's general conclusion and to make a lot out of external reason statements" (108). 
Although I think he is quite right in saying that the burden of proof about what is to 
count as a purely rational process-about cont~nt-belongs to Hume's opponents, I 
am arguing that there is no reason to suppose that if this burden is successfully picked 
up the reasons will be external. 
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More immediately to the point, what this kind of case shows is that 
for Williams, as for Hume, the motivational skepticism depends on 
what I have called the "content skepticism." Williams' argument does 
not show that if there were unconditional principles of reason apply- 
ing to action we could not be motivated by them. He only thinks that 
there are none. But Williams' argument, like Hume's, gives the ap- 
pearance of going the other way around: it looks as if the motivational 
point-the internalism requirement-is supposed to have some 
force in limiting what might count as a principle of practical reason. 
Whereas in fact, the real source of the skepticism is a doubt about the 
existence of principles of action whose content shows them to be 
ultimately justified. 

VII 

The internalism requirement is correct, but there is probably no 
moral theory that it excludes. I do not think that it even excludes 
utilitarianism or intuitionism, although it calls for a reformulation of 
the associated views about the influence of ethical reasoning or moti- 
vation. The force of the internalism requirement is psychologcal: 
what it does is not to refute ethical theories, but to make a psychologi- 
cal demand on them. 

This is in fact how philosophers advocating a connection between 
morality and practical reason have thought of the matter. From con- 
siderations concerning the necessity that reasons be internal and 
capable of motivating us which are almost identical to Williams', 
Nagel, in the opening sections of The Possibility of Altruism, argues 
that investigations into practical reason will yield discoveries about 
our motivational capacities. Granting that reasons must be capable of 
motivating us, he thinks that if we then are able to show the existence 
of reasons, we will have shown something capable of motivating us. In 
Nagel's eyes, the internalism requirement leads not to a limitation on 
practical reason, but to a rather surprising increase in the power of 
moral philosophy: it can teach us about human motivational capaci- 
ties; it can teach us psychology.'7 

As Nagel points out, this approach also characterizes the moral 
philosophy of Kant. By the end of the Second Section of the Founda-
tions, there is in one sense no doubt that Kant has done what he set out 
to do: he has shown us what sort of demand pure reason would make 

l 7  0 p . cit., p. 13. Nagel calls this a "rehellion against the priority of psychology" (1 1) 
and accordingly distinguishes two kinds of internalism: one that takes the psychological 
facts as given and supposes that we must somehow derive ethics from them in order to 
achieve an internalist theory, and one that supposes that metaphysical investigations 
-investigations into what it is to he a rational person-will have psychological con- 
clusions. Hobbes would he an example of the first kind and Kant of the second. 
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on action. Working from the ideas that reasons in general (either 
theoretical or practical) must be universal, that reason seeks the un- 
conditioned, and that its binding force must derive from autonomy, 
he has shown us what a law of pure reason applying to action would 
look like. But until it has been shown that we can be motivated to act 
according to the categorical imperative, it has not been completely 
shown that the categorical imperative really exists-that there really 
is a law of pure practical reason. And this is because of the internalism 
requirement. The question how the imperative is possible is equated 
to that of "how the constraint of the will, which the imperative ex- 
presses in the problem, can be conceived" (Beck 34; Acad. 417). 
Thus, what remains for proof by a "deduction" is that we are capable 
of being motivated by this law of reason: that we have an autonomous 
will. In the Third Section of the Foundations, Kant does try to argue 
that we can be motivated by the categorical imperative, appealing to 
the pure spontaneity of reason as evidence for our intelligble nature 
and so for an autonomous will (Beck 70/1; Acad. 452). In the Critique 
of Practical R e a ~ o n , ' ~  however, Kant turns his strategy around. He 
argues that we know that we are capable of being motivated by the 
categorical imperative and therefore that we know (in a practical 
sense) that we have an autonomous will. Again, explorations into 
practical reason reveal our nature. It is important, however, that 
although in the Critique ofPractical Reason Kant does not try to argue 
that pure reason can be a motive, he has detailed things to say about 
how it can be a motive-about how it functions as an incentive in 
combatting other incentives.lg Something is still owed to the inter- 
nalism requirement: namely, to show what psychological conclusions 
the moral theory implies. 

It may be that we are immune to motivation by pure practical 
reason. But, for that matter, it may be that we are immune to motiva- 
tion by means/ends connections. Perhaps our awareness of these in 
cases where we seem to act on them is epiphenomenal. In fact we are 
quite sure that we are not immune to the reasons sprinpng from 
means/ends connections; and Kant maintained that, if we thought 
about it, we would see that we are not immune to the laws of pure 
practical reason: that we know we can do what we ought. But there is 

See especially pp. 30 and 43-51 in the translation by Lewis White Beck (New 
York: Lihrary of Liberal Arts, 1956) and pp. 30 and 41-50 in the Prussian Academy 
Edition. 

l 9  In Chapter 111 of the Analytic of the Critzque of Practical Reason, where Kant's 
project is "not . . . to show a priori why the moral law supplies an incentive hut rather 
what it effects (or better, must effect) in the mind, in so far as it is an incentive" (Beck 
17; Acad. 72). 
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no guarantee of this; for our knowledge of our motives is limited. The 
conclusion is that, if we are rational, we will act as the categorical 
imperative directs. But we are not necessarily rational. 

VIII 

I have not attempted to show in this paper that there is such a thing as 
pure practical reason, or that reason has in any way a more extensive 
bearing on conduct than empiricism has standardly credited it with. 
What I have attempted to show is that this question is open in a 
particular way: that motivational considerations do not provide any 
reason, in advance of specific proposals, for skepticism about practi- 
cal reason. If a philosopher can show us that something that is recog- 
nizably a law of reason has bearing on conduct, there is no special 
reason to doubt that human beings might be motivated by that con- 
sideration. The fact that the law might not govern conduct, even 
when someone understood it, is no reason for skepticism: the neces- 
sity is in the law, and not in us. 

To the extent that skepticism about pure practical reason is based 
on the strange idea that an acknowledged reason can never fail to 
motivate, there is no reason to accept it. It is based on some sort of a 
misunderstanding, and I have suggested a misunderstanding of the 
internalism requirement as a possible account. To the extent that 
skepticism about pure practical reason is based on the idea that no 
process or operation of reason yielding unconditional conclusions 
about action can be found, it depends on-and is not a reason for 
believing-the thesis that no process or operation of reason yielding 
unconditional conclusions about action can be found. To the extent 
that skepticism about pure practical reason is based on the require- 
ment that reasons be capable of motivating us, the correct response is 
that if someone discovers what are recognizably reasons bearing on 
conduct and those reasons fail to motivate us, that only shows the 
limits of our rationality. Motivational skepticism about practical rea- 
son depends on, and cannot be the basis for, skepticism about the 
possible content of rational requirements. The extent to which 
people are actually moved by rational considerations, either in their 
conduct or in their credence, is beyond the purview of philosophy. 
Philosophy can at most tell us what it would be like to be rational. 
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