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Chapter 4

Internal and External Reasons

Bernard Williams

Sentences of the forms ‘4 has a reason to ¢’ or “There is a reason for A to
¢ (where ‘¢’ stands in for some verb of action) seem on the face of it to
have two different sorts of interpretation. On the ﬁrstf the tmth qf the
sentence implies, very roughly, that 4 has some motive which will be
served or furthered by his #-ing, and if this turns out not to. be so th.e
sentence is false: there is a condition relating to the agen.t’s aims, and if
this is not satisfied it is not true to say, on this mterpretatlon, that h.e ‘has
a reason to ¢. On the second interpretation, there is no such condition,
and the reason-sentence will not be falsified by the absence of fm appro’-
priate motive. I shall call the first the ‘internal’, the second the ‘external’,
interpretation. (Given two such interpretations, and the two forms of
sentence quoted, it is reasonable to suppose that the first sentence morle
naturally collects the internal interpretation, and the second the e?(tema s
but it would be wrong to suggest that either form of words admits only

“one of the interpretations.)

1 shall also for convenience refer sometimes t_o ‘internal reasons’ and
‘external reasons, as I do in the title, but this is to be taken only as a
convenience. It is a matter for investigation whether there are two sorts c:f
reasons for action, as opposed to two sorts of statements about .people ]
reasons for action. Indeed, as we shall e‘{entually see, even the interpre-

ion i f the cases is problematical. ‘
tatllosrlllelt?l 22;s?der first the internal interpretation, anq how fe%r it can be
taken. I shall then consider, more scepti.cally, what mlgh't be involved in
an external interpretation. I shall en(.l with some very bpef remarks con-
necting all this with the issue of pubhc. goods anc.i free-ﬁ;r;.e i A b

The simplest model for the internal mte.rpret'atlon wou et b: p
a reason to ¢ iff 4 has some desire the satisfaction of vsfhlc will b fse?e
by his ¢-ing. Alternatively, we might say ... some desire, the satisfaction
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of which 4 believes will be served by his ¢-ing; this difference will con-
cern us later. Such a model is sometimes ascribed to Hume, but since in
fact Hume’s own views are more complex than this, we might call it the
sub-Humean model. The sub-Humean model is certainly too simple. My
aim will be, by addition and revision, to work it up into something more
a'd’equate. In the course of trying to do this, T shall assemble four propo-
sitions which seem to me to be true of internal reason statements.
Basically, and by definition, any model for the internal interpretation
must display a relativity of the reason statement to the agent’s subjective

motivational set, which I shall call the agent’s S. The contents of S we
shall come to, but we can say:

@) An it.lternal reason statement is falsified by the absence of some
appropriate element from S.

’tl“he s1}np1est sub-Humean model claims that any element in S gives rise
0 an internal reason. But there are grounds for denying this, not because
of regrettable, mmprudent, or devi

. ant elements in S—they raise different
Soﬁ o lssueS-].)ut because of elements in § based on false belief.
Wante age-:nt beheVe.s that this stuff is gin, when it is in fact petrol. He
’aonicsaatllg1 gr? nd ‘t;)mc. Has he reason, or reason, to mix this stuff with
nk it? There alllrle two ways here (as suggested already by the
rmulating the sub-Huym,
hand, it is ean model). On the one
and, it is just very odd to say that he has a reason to drink this stuff,

?hn:t ’Illzt‘}llral 2‘)’ say that he has no reason to drink it, although he thinks
as. On the other hand, if he does drink it, we not only have an

an explanation which 8 50 (2 reason why he did it), but we have such
dimension is ye ch 1s of the reason-for-action form. This explanatory
once, If there az portant, and_ we shall come back to it more than

reason:1 f"or action, it must be that people sometimes
correct explanation of nd if they do, their reasons must figure in some
of their action (it does not follow that they must

figure in ali correc :
t explan : . X
false and true belief; l:)n ations of their action). The difference between

explanation which wij bet’he agen?s part cannot alter the form of the
; appropriate to his action, This consideration

1ghor 3 4 .
gtore the intuition which we noticed before, and lead
the case of the 5

realszg to ;inhnllsk this stuff which is petrol gent who wants gin, he has a
. . Dot thi ) hOW’eVer th ‘
direction, by implying in o at we should do this. It looks in the wrong
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concerned with explanation, and not at all with the agent’s rationality, %

and this may help to motivate a search for other sorts of reason which are
connected with his rationality. But the internal reasons conception is
concerned with the agent’s rationality. What we can correctly ascribe
to him in a third-personal internal reason statement is also what he can
ascribe to himself as a result of deliberation, as we shall see. So I think
that we should rather say:

(ii)) A member of .S, D, will not give A a reason for ¢-ing if either the
existence of D is dependent on false belief, or 4’s belief in the relevance
of ¢-ing to the satisfaction of D is false.

(This double formulation can be illustrated from the gin/petrol case: D
can be taken in the first way as the desire to drink what is in this bottle,
and in the second way as the desire to drink gin.) It will, all the same, be
true that if he does ¢ in these circumstances, there was not only a reason
why he ¢-ed, but also that that displays him as, relative to his false belief,
acting rationally.

We can note the epistemic consequence:

(iii) a. 4 may falsely believe an internal reason statement about
himself, and (we can add)
b. A may not know some true internal reason statement about
himself.

(b) comes from two different sources. One is that 4 may be ignorant of
some fact such that if he did know it he would, in virtue of some element
in S, be disposed to ¢: we can say that he has a reason to ¢, though he
does not know it. For it to be the case that he actually has such a reason,
however, it seems that the relevance of the unknown fact to his actions
has to be fairly close and immediate; otherwise one merely says that 4
would have a reason to ¢ if he knew the fact. I shall not pursue the
question of the conditions for saying the one thing or the other, but it
must be closely connected with the question of when the ignorance forms
part of the explanation of what 4 actually does.

The second source of (iii) is that A may be ignorant of some element in
S. But we should notice that an unknown element in S, D, will provide a
reason for A to ¢ only if ¢-ing is rationally related to D; that is to say,
roughly, a project to ¢ could be the answer to 2 deliberative question
formed in part by D. If D is unknown to 4 becanse it is in the uncon-
scious, it may well not satisfy this condition, although of course it may
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provide the reason why he ¢’s, that is, may explain or help to explain his
¢-ing. In such cases, the ¢-ing may be related to D only symbolically.
I have already said that

(iv) internal reason statements can be discovered in deliberative
reasoning,

It is worth remarking the point, already implicit, that an internal reason
statement does not apply only to that action which is the uniquely pre-

. ferred result of the deliberation. ‘4 has reason to ¢ does not mean ‘the

action which 4 has overall, all-in, reason to do is ¢-ing’. He can have

rea(slon to do a lot of things which he has other and stronger reasons not
to do.

The sgb—Humean model supposes that ¢-ing has to be related to some
element in S as causal means to end (unless, perhaps, it is straightfor-
wardly the carrying out of a desire which is itself that element in S). But
thxs is f)nly one case: indeed, the mere discovery that some course of
action is the causal means to an end is not in itself a piece of practical

- .
reasoning.” A clear example of practical reasoning is that leading to the

conclusion that one has reason to ¢ because ¢-ing would be the most

convenient, economical, pleasant etc. way of satisfying some element

n S, and this of course is controlled by other elements in S, if not nec-

inate way. But there are much wider

ch as: thinking how the satisfaction of

elements i i

cloms E;trse 31:1 Sl;lcan be combined, e.g. by time-ordering; where there is
uble (_:onﬂmt among the elements of S considering which one

attaches most weight to (which, i ;

some o : e, importantly, does not imply that there is
ﬁndinglzi;;:tﬁ?\tty ;)f which they provide varying amounts); or, again,
entertaini e solutions, such as deciding what would make for an
nrl:sil fiV@l;lng, granted that one wants entertainment.

reason to do s:m:‘zlh;l; prolfiesses A% agent can come to see that he has
In this way, the delibeg g ch he did not see he had reason to do at all.
are internal req ?atlve PI:OCGSS can add new actions for which there

! SODS, Just as it can also add new internal reasons for

also subtract elements from S.
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or encouraged by the persuasions of others, he may come to have some
more concrete sense of what would be involved, and lose his desire for it,
just as, positively, the imagination can create new possibilities and new
desires. (These are important possibilities for politics as well as for indi-
vidual action.)

We should not, then, think of S as statically given. The processes of
deliberation can have all sorts of effect on S, 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 possi-
ble elements in S. I have discussed S primarily in terms of desires, and
this term can be used, formally, for all elements in S. But this terminol-
ogy may make one forget that S can contain such things as dispositions
of evaluation, patterns of emotional reaction, personal loyalties, and
various projects, as they may be abstractly called, embodying commit-
ments of the agent. Above all, there is of course no supposition that the
desires or projects of an agent have to be egoistic; he will, one hopes,
have non-egoisiic projects of various kinds, and these equally can provide
internal reasons for action.

There is a further question, however, about the contents of S: whether
it should be taken, consistently with the general idea of internal reasons,
as containing needs. It is certainly quite natural to say that 4 has a reason
to pursue X, just on the ground that he needs X, but will this naturally
follow in a theory of internal reasons? There is a special problem about
this only if it is possible for the agent to be unmotivated to pursue what
he needs. I shall not try to discuss here the nature of needs, but I take it
that insofar as there are determinately recognisable needs, there can be an
agent who lacks any interest in getting what he indeed needs. I take i,
further, that that lack of interest can remain after deliberation, and, also
that it would be wrong to say that such a lack of interest must always
rest on false belief. (Insofar as it does rest on false belief, then we can
accommodate it under (ii), in the way already discussed.)

If an agent really is uninterested in pursuing what he needs; and this is
not the product of false belief; and he could not reach any such motive
from motives he has by the kind of deliberative processes we have dis-
cussed; then I think we do have to say that in the internal sense he indeed
has no reason to pursue these things. In saying this, however, we have to
bear in mind how strong these assumptions are, and how seldom we are
likely to think that we know them to be true. When we say that a person
has reason to take medicine which he needs, although he consistently and

*

i
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persuasiv.ely fienies any interest in preserving his health, we may well still
be speaking in the internal sense, with the thought that really at some
level he must want to be well.
. HO\TVSVCI‘, if we become clear that we have no such thought, and persist
m saying that the person has this reason, then we must be speaking in
anl:ther sense, al-ld this is the external sense. People do say things that
{a‘sﬁn‘;al‘),: t?f:; in htihe ext_ernal interpretation. In James’ story of Owen
i n,eceSSit W ch.Bntten made an opera, Owen’s father urges on
e maees z{ and Importance of his joining the army, since all his
e oot ere soldiers, and. family pride requires him to do the
bis ceares 1%rave has no m(?tlvation to join the army at all, and all
i and s anothe.r dlrectlon': he hates everything about military
that thony it fans. His father might have expressed himself by saying
was nothing O;:Sfm Jor Owen 10 join the army. Knowing that there
ing o e thin 8 § which would lead, through deliberative reason-
§ this would not make him withdraw the claim or admit

that he made it un :
nder a misapprehensi
. ension. sy
sense. What is that sonse? D on. He means it in an external

A preliming int i ..
the status of arz'upomt (;S that ﬂ?ls Is not the same question as that of
an ‘ought’ whichp;);;;esc?tegomal imperative, in the Kantian sense of
happens to want. 0 an agent independently of what the agent

. or rather, it j ]
First, a categorica] » It 1s not undoubtedly the same question.

e to 1(:1 mqra11ty, but external reason statements do
orality. Second, it remains an obscure issue

bet ¢ .
ween ‘there is g reason for 4 to ..." and ‘4 ought

soph
phers take them to be equivalent, and under that

not necessarily relat
what the relation is
t(_) ...". Some philg
View the question
the question of a
any assumption
‘ought’,?

Categorica] ; .
about si?;c:l mperative. However, I shall not make
1 equivalence, and shall not further discuss

In consider;
Tmg what
have to Temember ~an external reagon statement might mean, we

. . agam the dj i :
sideration which applics ¢ dimension of possible explanation, a cop-
i O any reason for action, If something can be

. on, :
action. Now pe and it woylg then figure j

R €xtern:
nation of anyop, al reason Statement coyl

©’s action. Byen if :
- Eveg
Out to mean) that there was @it wer true

n an explanation of that
d by itself offer an expla-
(Whatever that might turt
a

reason for Owen to join the army, that fact
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by itself would never explain anything that Owen did, not even his join-
ing the army. For if it was true at all, it was true when Owen was not
motivated to join the army. The whole point of external reason state-
ments is that they can be true independently of the agent’s motivations.
But nothing can explain an agent’s (intentional) actions except something
that motivates him so to act. So something else is needed besides the
truth of the external reason statement to explain action, some psycho-
logical link; and that psychological link would seem to be belief. 4’s
believing an external reason statement about himself may help to explain
his action.

External reason statements have been introduced merely in the general
form ‘there is a reason for 4 to ...", but we now need to go beyond that
form, to specific statements of reasons. No doubt there are some cases of
an agent’s ¢-ing because he believes that there is a reason for him to ¢,
while he does not have any belief about what that reason is. They would
be cases of his relying on some authority whom he trusts, or, again, of his
recalling that he did know of some reason for his ¢-ing, but his not being
able to remember what it was. In these respects, reasons for action are
like reasons for belief. But, as with reasons for belief, they are evidently
secondary cases. The basic case must be that in which 4 ¢’s, not because
he believes only that there is some reason or other for him to ¢, but
because he believes of some determinate consideration that it constitutes
a reason for him to ¢. Thus Owen Wingrave might come to join the army
because (now) he believes that it is a reason for him to do so that his
family has a tradition of military honour.

Does believing that a particular consideration is a reason to act in
a particular way provide, or indeed constitute, a motivation to act? If s
it does not, then we are no further on. Let us grant that it does—this
claim indeed seems plausible, so long at least as the connexion between
such beliefs and the disposition to act is not tightened to that unnecessary
degree which excludes akrasia. The claim is in fact so plausible, that this
agent, with this belief, appears 10 be one about whom, now, an internal‘ X
reason statement could truly be made: he is one with an appropriate ’
motivation in his S. A man who does believe that considerations of
family honour constitute reasons for action is a man with a certain dis-
position to action, and also dispositions of approval, sentiment, emo-

tional reaction, and so forth.

Now it does not follow from this that there is nothing in exiernal rea-

son statements. What does follow is that their content is not going to be
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revealed by considering merely the state of one who believes such a
:z:n‘l,:tllt; ?Or h((l)w that 'state e)$plains action, for that state is merely the
e Rath:fa:h to which an internal reason statement could truly be
X po o b, e cc?ntel‘at of the e'xtt.ernal type of statement will have to

€d by considering what it is to come fo believe such a state-

ment—it s there, if at all, that their peculiarity will have to emerge.

We wi .
¢ will take the cage (we have mplicitly been doing so already) in

which an e .
xternal reason statement is made about someone who, like

Owen Wi i i

someonex:g(r)a\tle, 1Ils not al.ready motivated in the required way, and so is

pi .u Whom an internal statement could not also be truly made.
ince the difference between extern

s al and internal statements turns on
eigirls?lgtcﬁ;i)lgsagccepmd by the speaker, external statements can of
the interesting cas: ;lthgems who are already motivated; but that is not
Statement, If h e agenj[ does not presently believe the external
© comes to believe it, he will be motivated to act; so

coming to believe jt .
. must ; . .
tion. How can that be? > essentially, involve acquiring a new motiva-

question is itself unclear, and is
of course reason, that is to sa

CESSES, can of : . » that 18 Y

the account of deﬁberr;t'gwe T1S¢ to new motivations, as we have seen in

issue also (I shall gy, fon. Moreover, the traditional way of putting the

£gest) picks up an onus of proof about what is to

to m
Someone I sha] ¢g ¢ ake a lot out of €xternal reason statements—
the externaj reasons theorist’

e basic point fieg j ..
¥ T0Ust conceive 4, 4 S;?:c;nl Tecognising that the external reasons theorist
vation and coming to b;lli #ay the connexion between acquiring a moti-
are various megpg by whi eve the reason statement. For of course there
and also to belieye th ch the agent coulq come to have the motivation
means to interegt € reason Statement, but which ' ind of
the ex ch are the wrong kind o
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the matter aright. If the theorist is to hold on to these conditions, he will,
I think, have to make the condition under which the agent appropriately
comes to have the motivation something like this, that he should delib-
erate correctly; and the external reasons statement itself will have to be
taken as roughly equivalent to, or at least as entailing, the claim that if
the agent rationally deliberated, then, whatever motivations he originally r
had, he would come to be motivated to ¢.

But if this is correct, there does indeed seem great force in Hume’s
basic point, and it is very plausible to suppose that all external reason
statements are false. For, ex hypothesi, there is no motivation for the
agent to deliberate from, to reach this new motivation. Given the agent’s .
earlier existing motivations, and this new motivation, what has to hold
for external reason statements to be true, on this line of interpretation, is
that the new motivation could be in some way rationally arrived at,
granted the earlier motivations. Yet at the same time it must not bear to
the earlier motivations the kind of rational relation which we considered |\
in the earlier discussion of deliberation—for in that case an internal:
reason statement would have been true in the first place. I see no reason
to suppose that these conditions could possibly be met.

It might be said that the force of an external reason statement can be
explained in the following way. Such a statement implies that a rational
agent would be motivated to act appropriately, and it can carry this
implication, because a rational agent is precisely one who has a general
disposition in his S to do what (he believes) there is reason for him to do.
So when he comes to believe that there is reason for him to ¢, he is
motivated to ¢, even though, before, he neither had a motive to ¢, nor
any motive related to ¢-ing in one of the ways considered in the account
of deliberation.

But this reply merely puts off the problem. It reapplies the desire and
belief model (roughly speaking) of explanation to the actions in question,
but using a desire and a belief the content of which are in question. What
is it that one comes to believe when he comes to believe that there isx
reason for him to ¢, if it is not the proposition, or something that entails
the proposition, that if he deliberated rationally, he would be motivated
to act appropriately? We were asking how any true proposition could
have that content; it cannot help, in answering that, to appeal to a sup-
posed desire which is activated by a belief which has that very content.

These arguments about what it is to accept an external reason state-
ment involve some idea of what is possible under the account of delibera-
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tion a!ready given, and what is excluded by that account. But here it may
‘Pe objected that the account of deliberation is very vague, and has for
mstance allowed the use of the imagination to extend or restrict the con-
tents of the agent’s S. But if that is 80, then it is unclear what the limits
are t.o what an agent might arrive at by rational deliberation from his
existing S,

Itis ur.xclear, and I regard it as a basically desirable feature of a theory
of pra.ctlcal reasoning that it should preserve and account for that
unc':lanty. There i§ an essential indeterminacy in what can be counted a
;il]t(liozal'delﬂ?era'twe process. Practical reasoning is a heuristic process,
tinuunﬁ ?rﬁ?flf?ve Ione, and the;e are 10 fixed boundaries on the con-
who thinks thai lr‘;‘a th(;ught t_O lnsplrati(?n and conversion. To someone
of the intormel reasions or acuon‘ are basically to be understood in terms
Vaguontes st l;ls model, this is 1ot a difficulty. There is indeed 2
delbomit a3 reason to ¢, in the internal sense, insofar as the

© processes which could lead from A’s present S to his being

motivated to ¢ may be mor .
¢ or less ambitious] i is i
embarrassment to those who take y conceived. But this is no

inconsiderate or Crﬂel or Self[sh or ]:an udent or that th‘u g
> ] i i
Would be a lot ]licel’ lfh ’ 1 ; ’ ,

. e W : .
things to say. Byt one wh, ©I€ S0 motivated. Any of these can be sensible

. 0 m . e
1n the form of an external akes a great deal out of putting the criticism

e(iieeg €xpressed himself in terms other than
formutation, Tp; ; » i€ could have used the external reasons
Sons theorist. This thegy; p::gldes some difficulty for the external rea-
Statement a5 Potentially > W10 sees the truth of an external reason

. oundi .
agent who ignores it mlgﬁ: ding a charge of irrationality against the
s well want to say that if Wingrave pére put his

Complaints against .
Owen in this form, he woulq very probably be claim-
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ing something which, in this particular case, was false. What the theorist
would have a harder time showing would be that the words meant
something different as used by Wingrave from what they mean when they

are, as he supposes, truly uttered. But what they mean when uttered by |
Wingrave is almost certainly nof that rational deliberation would get .
Owen to be motivated to join the army—which is (very roughly) the
meaning or implication we have found for them, if they are to bear the
kind of weight such theorists wish to give them.

The sort of considerations offered here strongly suggest to me that
external reason statements, when definitely isolated as such, are false, or
incoherent, or really something else misleadingly expressed. It is in fact
harder to isolate them in people’s speech than the introduction of them at X
the beginning of this chapter suggested. Those who use these words often
seem, rather, to be entertaining an optimistic internal reason claim, but
sometimes the statement is indeed offered as standing definitely outside
the agent’s S and what he might derive from it in rational deliberation,
and then there is, I suggest, a great unclarity about what is meant.
Sometimes it is little more than that things would be better if the agent
so acted. But the formulation in terms of reasons does have an effect,
particularly in its suggestion that the agent is being irrational, and this
suggestion, once the basis of an internal reason claim has been clearly X
laid aside, is bluff. If this is so, the only real claims about reasons for

action will be internal claims. ;
A problem which has been thought to lie very close to the present

' subject is that of public goods and free riders, which concerns the situa-

tion (very roughly) in which each person has egoistic reason to want a
certain good provided, but at the same time each has egoistic reason not
to take part in providing it. I shall not attempt any discussion of this
problem, but it may be helpful, simply in order to make clear my own
view of reasons for action and to bring out contrasts with some other
views, if I end by setting out a list of questions which bear on the prob-
lem, together with the answers that would be given to them by one who
thinks (to put it cursorily) that the only rationality of action is the ratio-

nality of internal reasons.
1. Can we define notions of rationality which are not purely egoistic?

Yes.
2. Can we define notions of rationality which are not purely means-

end?
Yes.




88

Bernard Williams

_3. Can we define a notion of rationality where the action rational for 4 is
1n no way relative to 4’s existing motivations?
No.

4.. Car} we show that a person who only has egoistic motivations is irra-
tional in not pursuing non-egoistic ends?

Npt necessaply, though we may be able to in special cases. (The trouble
with the egoistic person is not characteristically irrationality.)

Let there be some gc?oc.i, G, and a set of persons, P, such that each
member of P has egoistic reason to want G provided, but delivering ¢

requires action C, which involves costs, b
, , by each of some proper sub-set of
P; and Jet 4 be a member of P: then PP

5. Has A egoistic reason to do ¢ if he is reasonably sure either that too

few members of P will do ¢ for G to be provided, or that enough other

;embers of P will do C, so that G will be provided?
o. ‘

6. Are there any circumstances of this

reason to do C?

Yes. i . .

Y se,nu% tEhose cases in which reaching the critical number of those doing C
sttive to his doing C, or he has reason to think this,

7. Ar e .
e there any motivations which would make it rational for A4 to do

C, even th.ough 1ot in the situation just referred to?

ivati * many. For instance, th ssive
motivations— . . , there are expre
appropriate e.g. in the celebrated voting case.? There are

1ive from the sense of fairness. This can pre-

cisely ¢ R
fomi’ c:fr zlragscu::nf‘l:oilzm?a of “either useless or unnecessary’, by the
80 everybody’, €body, but no reason to omit any particular body,

kind in which 4 can have egoistic

11 any sense in which the L
. uestio i iof
9. Is it rationa] for so q 1 15 mtelligible, no.

. Ci : )
motivationg? ety to bring people up with these sorts of

I confess that |
level of generality, Cgen;lrot)ie:hany.other major questions which, at this
AISWers which gy . 8¢ 1ssues. All these questions have clear

nt : -
ITely compatible wiy, a conception of practical
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rationality in terms of internal reasons for action, and are also, it seems
to me, entirely reasonable answers.

Notes

1. A point made by Aurel Kolnai: see his ‘Deliberation Is of Ends’ (this volume,
chap. 12). See also David Wiggins, ‘Deliberation and Practical Reason’ (this
volume, chap. 13).

2. Tt is discussed in ‘Ought and Moral Obligation’, in Bernard Williams, Moral
Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 114-123.

3. A well-known treatment is by M. Olson Jr. The Logic of Collective Action
(Cambridge, Mass., 1965). On expressive motivations in this connexion, see S. I.
Benn, ‘Rationality and Political Behaviour’, in S. L Benn and G. W. Mortimore,
eds., Rationality and the Social Sciences (London, 1976). On the point about
fairness, which follows in the text, there is of course a very great deal more to be
said: for instance, about how members of a group can, compatibly with fairness,
converge on strategies more efficient than everyone’s doing C (such as people
taking turns).
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