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TWO APPROACHES TO INSTRUMENTAL RATIONALITY AND BELIEF CONSISTENCY

N SPEAKING OF INSTRUMENTAL RATIONALITY, philosophers usually have

in mind the rational requirement of taking the necessary means to our

ends. A central question of this paper is how this rational requirement is
related to the rational requirement to hold consistent beliefs. I will primarily
be concerned with evaluating two ways of understanding the relationship be-
tween instrumental rationality and belief consistency. First, I will consider R.
Jay Wallace’s view that instrumental rationality just consists in having consis-
tent beliefs." According to this view, if you are an instrumentally irrational
agent, you have a set of inconsistent beliefs. Wallace thinks that this allows
for the normativity of instrumental rationality to be traced to the independ-
ent rational requirement to hold consistent beliefs. Second, I will consider
the view, proposed by John Broome, that the requirements of instrumental
rationality and belief consistency are similar in structure.” Broome does not
attempt to reduce instrumental rationality to belief consistency, but suggests
that the two are structurally similar in that the correctness of both instrumen-
tal reasoning and reasoning leading to consistent beliefs is explained by ap-
pealing to the logical relations of propositions that are either intended or be-
lieved. Despite the differences, both Broome and Wallace do share some
common assumptions in that they both aim to provide an account of instru-
mental rationality according to which instrumental rationality involves a re-
striction on a certain combination of attitudes — for Broome, a certain combina-
tion of intentions (along with a belief about the necessary means) and, for
Wallace, a certain combination of beliefs.

I argue that Broome’s approach is preferable to Wallace’s since there are
three objections to Wallace’s account, which I present in the first section be-
low, that Broome can avoid. I believe it is better to think of instrumental ra-
tionality as involving a restriction on a certain combination of intentions than
a restriction on a certain combination of beliefs.

However, in the second section, I go on to note that Broome’s account is
problematic since it does not seem to be the case that having consistent in-
tentions suffices to make an agent instrumentally rational. I argue that an
agent with consistent intentions could still be instrumentally irrational by fail-
ing in his instrumental reasoning. So, if we say that instrumental rationality
consists in having consistent intentions, then we haven’t told the whole story
of instrumental rationality. In the third section, I aim to show that this is an
important conclusion because it shows that Broome’s conception of instru-
mental rationality as a restriction on a certain combination of intentions is
actually vulnerable to a critique which both he and Wallace present against
different parts of Christine Korsgaard’s conception of instrumental rational-

John Brunero



JOURNAL OF ETHICS & SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY | VoL.1,No. 1

TWO APPROACHES TO INSTRUMENTAL RATIONALITY AND BELIEF CONSISTENCY

ity. Both Broome and Wallace point to certain instances in which an agent
can engage in instrumental reasoning (correctly or incorrectly) and suggest
that Korsgaard’s account needs to be expanded to accommodate these in-
stances of instrumental reasoning. But I point out that it is possible for an
agent to engage in instrumental reasoning (correctly or incorrectly) even
when his intentions are consistent. So, by the same reasoning which Broome
and Wallace use against Korsgaard, Broome’s account of instrumental ration-
ality needs to be expanded to accommodate these instances of instrumental
reasoning.

In short, I argue that while it is better to think of instrumental rationality
as involving a requirement to hold consistent intentions than a requirement
to hold consistent beliefs, we should not think that such a requirement ex-
plains the whole of instrumental rationality.

1. Instrumental Rationality as Belief Consistency

On Wallace’s view, the normative force of instrumental rationality is ac-
counted for in terms of the inconsistency of the beliefs held by the instru-
mentally irrational agent. Specifically, if you are an instrumentally irrational
agent — that is, if you intend to X, believe Y to be a necessary means to X, yet
fail to intend to Y — you will hold the following inconsistent set of beliefs:

(1) Itis possible that you do X.
(2) Itis possible that you do X only if you also intend to do Y.
(3) You do not intend to do Y.

Wallace notes that “the incoherence of these beliefs is a straightforward
function of the logical relations among their contents, suggesting that the
normative force of the instrumental principle can be traced to independent
rational constraints on your beliefs — in particular constraints on certain
combinations of beliefs.”

Why would the agent believe (1)? Wallace claims that a person can intend
to do X only if he believes that it is possible for him to do X. Wallace notes
that this marks a difference between intentions and desires since we do not
specify a similar necessary condition for desires. You could have desires for
things that you believe to be impossible given the way the world is, such as
(Wallace’s example) a desire for the immediate end to global warming. You
can want this, but this is not something you can znend. As for (2), Wallace
claims that instrumental reasoning will involve some belief about what is
necessary to ensure the possibility of X — specifically, you will believe that in
order for your doing X to be possible, you need to intend to take the means
to that end. However, an agent who does not intend to take the means, pro-
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vided that he is “minimally self-aware,” will also believe (3) — that he does
not intend to take the means.”

Note that none of the beliefs (1)-(3) are beliefs about instrumental ration-
ality or its authority. It is not that the agent has some belief about what in-
strumental rationality requires of him and sees his own behavior as inconsis-
tent with this requirement. Rather, the instrumentally irrational agent will
have inconsistent beliefs about ordinary matters of fact. In Wallace’s view,
this allows for the normativity of instrumental rationality to be accounted for
in terms of the requirement to have consistent beliefs.

One worry about Wallace’s account is that we lose our grip on the fact
that instrumental reasoning is practical in the following basic sense: it tells us
what to intend, not just what to believe. On Wallace’s account, someone
could come to escape instrumental irrationality by ceasing to believe that he
does not intend the means. But surely instrumental rationality requires more
than this. It requires that he actually intend the means. Let’s call this the
“practicality problem.” Wallace is aware of this difficulty and argues that it is
not a serious problem. He proceeds by considering potential counterexam-
ples: someone who, wishfully or carelessly, comes to believe he intends the
means when he actually doesn’t and someone who actually does intend the
means but doesn’t believe that he does. Wallace’s strategy of reply is to argue
that ordinarily our intentions and our beliefs about what we intend do not
diverge in this manner.” But even if he is right about this, it would not solve
the practicality problem for the following reason: beliefs aim to represent the
world the way it really is. So, our beliefs about our intentions aim to repre-
sent what it is that we really intend. But if we are required to revise our inten-
tions because we are required to revise our beliefs about them, then our beliefs
would no longer be aiming to represent what it is that we really intend. Sup-
pose you see that you have the set of inconsistent beliefs (1), (2), and (3) and
come to revise (3) by instead believing that you intend the means and #hen
you come to actually intend the means. Your new belief (that you intend the
means) is not aiming to represent the world the way it really is and, therefore,
cannot qualify as genuine belief. At least in the normal case, I must first re-
vise my intentions before revising my beliefs about them; my beliefs about
my intentions will change in order to track my revisions in intentions, and
not vzce versa. But, if this is the case, there must be some independent ground-
ing for the requirement to first revise my intentions. Thus, the normativity of
belief consistency would not be doing the primary work in accounting for the
normativity of instrumental rationality.

A second worry about Wallace’s account concerns the use of the word
‘possible’ in (1) and in the antecedent of (2). Consider the agent who chooses
to escape irrationality by revising the belief (1) and coming to believe that his
doing X is impossible. In so revising, the agent would come to have consis-
tent beliefs. But it seems rather inauthentic for the agent who abandons an
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end to claim that the object of that end was zpossible. For example, suppose 1
believe I do not intend to study and I believe it is possible to pass the test
only if I also intend to study, and I believe it is possible to pass the test —
thereby giving me a set of inconsistent beliefs — and I come to revise my be-
liefs by believing it impossible to pass the test. In believing passing the test to
be impossible, it sounds like I am being inauthentic — that is, it sounds like I
am believing passing the test to be something outside of my control when it
really is within my control. The reason this sounds so inauthentic is that there
is still a sense in which passing the test is possible: I can sit down and study
and pass the test. It is not that passing the test ceases to be an gpion just be-
cause I do not intend the means of studying. Passing the test is not impossi-
ble in the same sense in which immediately ending global warming is impos-
sible — that’s just simply not an option since it is outside of our control.

Perhaps we could distinguish between two senses of ‘possible.” On the
wide sense of ‘possible’, something is possible in the sense that it is an option
for our deliberation. Some things are not options for us, like immediately
ending global warming, and are therefore considered impossible. On the nar-
row sense of ‘possible’, something is possible in the sense that it can be
brought about given our other intentions. Passing the test is possible given
that I intend to study, but becomes impossible if I do not intend to study. Of
course, passing the test is still an option for us — it is just that in order to do
it, we need to intend the means of studying.

The narrow sense of ‘possible’, though peculiar, is not problematic in
itself. What is problematic is that with this sense of ‘possible’, it is unclear
how Wallace can be justified in thinking that an agent who intends an end
also has the belief (1). It seems false to think that one can intend X only if
one believes that X is possible (in the narrow sense of what can be brought
about given our other intentions). It often happens that we are aware of our
own instrumental irrationality. We do not intend the means to our ends and
we are aware of this and so we believe the end to be impossible (in the nar-
row sense). We believe the end cannot be brought about given our other in-
tentions. Sure, we would be irrational, but it is certainly possible for us to in-
tend some end and believe that it cannot be brought about given our other
intentions. As long as we can be instrumentally irrational, we can intend the
‘impossible’ in the narrow sense.

Perhaps Wallace could claim that insofar as one is instrumentally rational, one
intends to do X only if one believes X is possible. But now it is no longer the
case that “the normative force of the instrumental principle can be traced to
independent rational constraints on your beliefs” since the instrumental prin-
ciple is used to explain why we rationally must be committed to a belief in
the possibility of doing X given our intention to do X. The belief in the pos-
sibility of doing X is not a necessary component of our having X as an end, but
something to which we need to be rationally committed given that we have X as

John Brunero



JOURNAL OF ETHICS & SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY | VoL.1,No. 1

TWO APPROACHES TO INSTRUMENTAL RATIONALITY AND BELIEF CONSISTENCY

an end. And instrumental rationality will be brought in to explain that very
commitment.

The idea that intending an end involves a belief in the end’s possibility
gains its plausibility from the wide sense of ‘possible.” We cannot intend
things we believe are not options for us, like immediately ending global
warming. But the idea seems implausible on the narrow sense of ‘possible’
since we can, when we are irrational, intend things that we believe can not be
brought about given our other intentions.

A third worry about Wallace’s account is that though it can make sense
of how instrumental rationality is concerned with consistency in intentions, it
cannot make sense of how instrumental rationality is concerned with means-
ends coherence. One version of the distinction between consistency in inten-
tions and means-ends coherence is put forth by Michael Bratman.® Accord-
ing to Bratman, my intentions are consistent just when my plans fit together
with my beliefs into a consistent conception of the future. Means-ends co-
herence goes beyond consistency in that it requires us to form plans about
how to achieve our ends. The difference between consistency and coherence
can be seen by considering the case of someone who fails to intend the nec-
essary means to her ends and also fails to notice this. Alice intends to pass
the test, knows that a necessary means is to study, and fails to intend to
study, but does not notice that she fails to intend to study. It just slips her
mind entirely. Her intentions and beliefs may well fit together into a consis-
tent conception of the future, so she would be consistent, but she is still sub-
ject to criticism insofar as she is incoherent. As Bratman puts it, “I do not get
off the hook of means-ends incoherence just by not noting the lacuna in my
plans.”’

Wallace, in attempting to account for instrumental rationality in terms of
the inconsistent beliefs held by the instrumentally irrational agent, claims that
the instrumentally irrational agent, being “minimally self-aware,” will believe
that he does not intend to Y. While it is plausible to claim that an agent who
intends not to Y will believe that he does not intend to Y, it is not plausible to
claim that someone who fails to intend o Y has the belief that he does not in-
tend to Y. Alice may fail to intend to study and fail to notice this; it just slips
her mind. But if she does not hold the belief that she does not intend to
study, then there is no way on Wallace’s account to convict her of instrumen-
tal irrationality. Thus, Wallace’s account cannot make sense of how instru-
mental rationality is concerned with means-ends coherence.

2. Instrumental Rationality and Belief Consistency

John Broome does not attempt to account for the normativity of instrumen-
tal rationality by pointing to an inconsistency in the beliefs held by the in-
strumentally irrational agent, as Wallace does. Rather than reduce instrumen-
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tal rationality to belief consistency, Broome notes that the two are structur-
ally similar. The normativity of both instrumental rationality and belief con-
sistency is explained in terms of the logical relations among the propositions
which are intended in the former and believed in the latter.®

Broome states that both intentions and beliefs are propositional attitudes.
While a belief involves “taking true” a certain proposition, an intention in-
volves “setting to make true” a certain proposition. Taking “B” to mean “you
believe that” and “I” to mean “you intend that” and supposing that you are
some guy named Chris, Broome presents the following as an example of cor-
rect instrumental reasoning:

(4) 1 (Chris will buy a boat)

(5) B (For Chris to buy a boat a necessary means is for Chris to borrow
money)

(6) 1 (Chris will borrow money).’

This is paralleled by an example of correct theoretical reasoning:

(7) B (Chris will buy a boat)

(8) B (For Chris to buy a boat a necessary means is for Chris to borrow
money)

(9) B (Chris will borrow money)."

While this example of theoretical reasoning can easily be done by someone
other than Chris, we could imagine Chris himself doing it if his financial
transactions were in the hands of someone else.

Broome asks what it is that makes it the case that these are examples of
correct reasoning. His answer is that the propositions involved — what is in
the parentheses in both (4)-(6) and (7)-(9) — constitute a logically valid infer-
ence. If “Chris will buy a boat” and “For Chris to buy a boat a necessary
means is for Chris to borrow money” are both true, then “Chris will borrow
money” is true. That this inference is logically valid explains why it is that an
agent cannot rationally intend to buy a boat and believe borrowing money is
a necessary means without intending to borrow money. Likewise, that this
inference is logically valid explains why it is that an agent cannot rationally
believe Chris will buy a boat, believe borrowing money is necessary means
and not believe Chris will borrow money."" Broome notes that intentions in-
volve “setting to make true” a proposition and beliefs involve “taking true” a
proposition and this common concern for truth is what allows for the logical
relations of the propositions to ground the correctness of the reasoning in
(4)-(6) and (7)-(9).

Broome’s account avoids the three problems with Wallace’s account.
First, the agent engaged in instrumental reasoning concludes by forming an
intention directly, not by some indirect, circuitous route through his beliefs
about what he intends. Second, there are no worties about the use of the
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term “possible” nor is there confusion about what is a necessary component
of an intention versus what is rationally required given an intention. Third,
the account captures both consistency and means-ends coherence since
agents are required to intend the necessary means to their ends and they can-
not escape from this requirement through ignorance of their failure to intend
the necessary means.

On Broome’s account, an agent who has the intention in (4) and the be-
lief in (5) is required to actually intend the necessary means in order be in-
strumentally rational. However, one worry about Broome’s account is that it
does not seem to be the case that if this agent were to intend the necessary
means, he would thereby be instrumentally rational; the formation of the in-
tention in (6) is not sufficient for instrumental rationality. Suppose the inten-
tion in (6) is weak-willed. Suppose I see no reason to borrow money, perhaps
because it would put me too far into debt, but intend to do so anyway. So,
my intentions are consistent. But suppose that even though I see no reason
to borrow money, I don’t see that I have no reason to buy the boat. I fail to
see the relevant inferential connections. On Broome’s view, I would be in-
strumentally rational since my intentions are consistent. But this seems too
quick. If I were instrumentally rational, I would see that since I have no rea-
son to borrow, I have no reason to buy the boat. Correct instrumental rea-
soning would start from the premise that I have no reason to borrow the
money, and conclude that I have no reason to buy the boat. And if I fail to
see the relevant inferential connections here, it seems that I would be exhibit-
ing a form of instrumental irrationality, even if my intentions are consistent.
So, having consistent intentions does not suffice to make one instrumentally
rational.

Instrumental reasoning involves seeing a certain inferential connection
between means and ends. But one could fail to see the relevant inferential
connections even when one’s intentions are consistent. And it seems right to
count this failure in reasoning as a form of instrumental irrationality. We’ll
return to this point again in the next section.

Is the formation of the intention in (6) even necessary to make an agent
instrumentally rational? Perhaps not, if we are to draw a sharp divide be-
tween instrumental rationality and the rest of practical rationality. It seems
that in order to qualify as instrumentally rational, I need only judge that
(given that I intend the end of buying the boat) I am required to borrow the
money. Of course, there is an additional requirement of practical rationality to
form intentions in line with our judgments about what we should do, but this
requirement does not seem to be part of iustrumental rationality, strictly speak-
ing, since conformity to this requirement need not involve the recognition of
any means-ends relations; it could simply involve seeing that one has made a
certain judgment about what one should do and forming an intention to do
it. For example, if I intend to buy the boat, believe that borrowing is neces-
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sary to do this, but do not see myself as required to borrow, then I am snstru-
mentally irrational. However, if I do see that I am required to borrow, but do
not intend to borrow, then I am instrumentally rational but still practically irra-
tional in the sense that I am weak-willed. So, on this line of thought, the
formation of the intention in (6) is not necessary for instrumental rationality.

But, on the other hand, we shouldn’t be concerned to draw a sharp line
between instrumental rationality and the rest of practical rationality. After all,
many of the stock examples of what is commonly considered instrumental
irrationality do not involve an agent failing to draw instrumental inferential
connections, but instead involve the more general shortcoming of agents fail-
ing to intend what they judge they should do. (It is a more general shortcom-
ing in the sense that the same failure is found in cases in which agents sez ends
contrary to what they judge they should do.) To take one example, consider
Korsgaard’s case of Tex, who, unfortunately, must have his leg sawed off
without anesthetic in order to save his life.'” The doctor asks Tex whether he
wants to live and Tex replies in the affirmative and Tex understands that cut-
ting off his leg is a necessary means to living, yet he has no intention of hav-
ing the saw come anywhere near his leg. Korsgaard correctly notes that “The
right thing to say is that fear is making Tex irrational. ... Faced with the
prospect of having his leg sawed off, Tex’s sensible nature is quite under-
standably in revolt.”"” In saying that Tex is being instrumentally irrational,
Korsgaard is not saying that he failed to infer that he has reason to have his
leg sawed off from his intention to live (or from the reasons for this inten-
tion) and his belief that the leg must be sawed off if he is to live. Tex does
indeed draw this inference, but out of fear, revolts against his own judgment
that his leg needs to be cut off. Many examples of what we commonly take
to be instrumental irrationality are like this in that the agent’s failure does not
lie in his failure to understand the /ogical relations between his intentions and
belief about the necessary means, but instead lie in the more general failure to
form intentions in line with his judgments about what he should do.

In noting that instrumental irrationality may involve (a) failing to draw
instrumental inferential connections or (b) the more general shortcoming of
failing to intend to do as we judge that we should do, I am not noting a dif-
ference between instrumental rationality and belief consistency since agents
could be irrational along both of these lines with beliefs. First, I could fail to
draw the correct inferential connections and fail to see why belief in P and
P->Q requires me to believe Q. Perhaps I just failed to see the logical rela-
tions between P, P> Q and Q. (If you are wortied that no person could fail
to see such a connection, then consider a slightly more complicated logically
valid relation: perhaps I believe P = (R=2> (QVS)), PAR, S T, =Tv—W,
and W, but do not see why I am required to believe Q.) Second, I could
come to see that I am required to believe Q, yet fail to believe it. Perhaps 1
fail to have some of the dispositions necessary for a belief in Q even though
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I see myself as required to believe Q. T.M. Scanlon has argued that having a
belief involves a complicated set of dispositions: “[A] person who believes
that P will tend to have feelings of conviction about P when the question
arises, will normally be prepared to affirm P and use it as a premise in further
reasoning, will think of P as a piece of counterevidence when claims incom-
patible with it are advanced, as so on.”"* A person could see that they are re-
quired to believe Q but find themselves falling short of having some of these
dispositions. Thus, paralleling instrumental irrationality, people could be irra-
tional in (a) failing to see how they are required to believe QQ given their be-
liefs in P and P> Q or (b) failing to believe as they judge that they should.

To sum up, for an agent with the intention in (4) and the belief in (5), the
formation of the intention in (6) is not sufficient to make the agent instru-
mentally rational since he may have consistent intentions due to one of those
intentions being weak-willed yet nonetheless still fail to see the relevant infer-
ential connections between means and ends. And the formation of the inten-
tion in (6) would not be necessary to make the agent instrumentally rational if
were to define instrumental rationality narrowly and separate it from the rest
of practical rationality. But we need not present such a narrow definition of
instrumental rationality. Doing so would be contrary to our ordinary thinking
about instrumental rationality. We should instead simply note that one could
fail to be instrumentally rational in two ways, through a failure in reasoning
or through a more general failure in motivation. A similar analysis could be
presented for theoretical rationality.

3. Reasoning and Requirements

Despite the differences in the accounts offered by Wallace and Broome, both
do share something in common. Both are reacting against a view of instru-
mental rationality according to which an agent’s intending an end gives him a
reason to take the means to that end and against a view of belief consistency
according to which an agent’s believing a proposition gives him a reason to
believe the logical consequences of that proposition. Both Wallace and
Broome argue against the claim that intentions and beliefs are reason-giving
in this sense. One argument against this claim is that beliefs logically entail
themselves, so if having a belief gives you a reason to believe its logical con-
sequences, having the belief that P gives you a reason to believe that P. But
this is an implausible view of normativity; beliefs are not self-justifying.
Likewise, instrumental reasoning sometimes involves discovering what is
constitutive of some end you have (say, discovering what constitutes an of-
fensive act when one intends to perform an offensive act), so, if intentions
are reasons, intending the end would give you a reason to intend what is con-
stitutive of that end."” Again, this is an implausible view of normativity; inten-
tions cannot justify themselves.'’
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Both Wallace and Broome develop alternative accounts of instrumental
rationality that avoid the conclusion that our intentions can “bootstrap” a
reason into existence.”” Both suggest that we instead understand the norma-
tivity of instrumental rationality as a restriction on a certain combination of atti-
tudes — for Broome a restriction on a certain combination of intentions (along
with a belief about the necessary means) and for Wallace a restriction on a
certain combination of beliefs. With this strategy, they argue, your intending
an end does not give you a reason to intend the means.

The idea of a restriction on a certain combination of attitudes is further
developed by Broome in his work on what he calls “normative require-
ments.” Broome distinguishes between two different normative relations: the
‘ought’ relation and the ‘requirement’ relation.”® The requirement relation,
unlike the ought relation, presents a restriction on a certain combinations of
attitudes and this difference can be seen as a difference in logical structure.
Take p and ¢ to be propositions. For the ought relation, if p is true, we ought
to see to it that ¢. Formally, p = Oq, where “O” stands for “you ought to
see to it that” and “=>” stands for the material conditional. For example, if
John is drowning, we ought to see to it that he is rescued. For the require-
ment relation, however, normativity is attached to the relation between p and ¢
and not to consequent, so we would formally represent this as O(p = q); we
ought to see to it that if p is true, so is g. Broome argues that the requirement
to believe the logical consequences of one’s beliefs and the requirement of
instrumental rationality are both examples of normative requirements in this
sense.”” These requirements can be satisfied in two ways. Concerning the
former, one could come to believe the logical consequences of one’s beliefs
or one could abandon one’s initial beliefs. Concerning the latter, one could
intend the means to one’s end or one could abandon the end. What is pro-
hibited here are certain combinations of attitudes: having beliefs without be-
lieving their logical consequences and intending an end without intending the
means.

Broome goes on to argue that the requirement relation does not entail
that one ought to intend the means or even that one has a reason to intend
the means, and, therefore, can avoid the problems of self-justifying inten-
tions.”” Wallace endorses Broome’s understanding of the requirement rela-
tion, but sees instrumental rationality as consisting in a normative require-
ment to hold consistent beliefs, not a normative requirement to hold consis-
tent intentions.

The issue of whether intentions are reasons is a complicated one that I
do not wish to address in this paper. I mention Broome’s concept of norma-
tive requirement only because I want to consider the relationship between
instrumental reasoning and the normative requirement to hold consistent inten-
tions. Specifically, I want examine an argument used by both Broome and
Wallace concerning instrumental reasoning that might be thought to support
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a conception of instrumental rationality according to which instrumental ra-
tionality involves a normative requirement to hold consistent intentions. The
argument, which I’ll explain below, is used by both Broome and Wallace
against parts of Christine Korsgaard’s account of instrumental rationality.
Basically, Broome and Wallace point to instances of instrumental reasoning
and then suggest that Korsgaard’s account is inadequate because it does not
accommodate these instances of instrumental reasoning. But I argue that an
account of instrumental rationality as a normative requirement to hold con-
sistent intentions is also vulnerable to this same line of criticism.

Broome uses the argument against Korsgaard’s claim that “unless there
are normative principles directing us to the adoption of certain ends, there
can be no requirement to take the means to our ends.”” Wallace uses the
argument against Korsgaard’s claim that “for the instrumental principle to
provide you with a reason, you must think that the fact that you will an end zs
a reason for the end.”” (Although Korsgaard thinks that there have to be
normative principles directing us to the adoption of certain ends, she remains
skeptical of realist accounts of these principles and instead thinks that the
normative principles are provided by Kantian autonomous willing. Thus, we
must think that the fact that we will an end is a reason for that end.) The ar-
gument, which I will call the “instrumental reasoning argument,” appeals to
the fact that agents can engage in (correct or incorrect) instrumental reason-
ing even when they are intending ends they have no reason to have and even
when they are intending ends they think that they have no reason to have.
Therefore, according to the argument, the right account of instrumental ra-
tionality cannot have it that the norms of instrumental rationality are applica-
ble only to intentions we have reason to have or applicable only to intentions
we think we have reason to have. It would be wrong to think that the norms
of instrumental rationality are applicable only to intentions we have reason to
have since agents can engage in instrumental reasoning (correctly or incor-
rectly) in pursuing some end they have no reason to pursue. It would be
wrong to think that the norms of instrumental rationality are applicable only
to intentions we think we have reason to have since agents can engage in in-
strumental reasoning (correctly or incorrectly) in pursuing some end they
think they have no reason to pursue.

Broome presents a version of the instrumental reasoning argument
against a particular claim made by Korsgaard. As I mentioned above, Kors-
gaard says that “unless there are normative principles directing us to the
adoption of certain ends, there can be no requirement to take the means to
that end.” As Broome reads it, Korsgaard is here making a claim about in-
strumental reasoning, specifically that “instrumental reasoning could transmit
normativity from the end to the means but it cannot itself give the means
normativity.”2 * In other words, an agent must have a reason to intend the
end if there is to be any normativity attached to intending the means.
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Broome’s notion of normative requirement, in contrast, does not have it that
there has to be a reason to intend the end; one only needs to intend some
end for the requirement to intend the means to be in place. As Broome sees
it, his approach has an advantage over Korsgaard’s since it is better able to
explain the fact that instrumental reasoning is possible in “unfavorable condi-
tions,” namely, conditions in which we have no reason to intend the end.
Broome writes:

Korsgaard’s mistake [of thinking that an agent must have a reason to intend
an end if there is to be any normativity attached to intending the means] il-
lustrates an important feature of normative requirements. Reasoning is pos-
sible even in conditions that are unfavorable in a particular way. In your
reasoning, you can take as premises beliefs and intentions you have no rea-
son to have, and even beliefs and intentions you ought not to have. The na-
ture of your reasoning is unaffected by whether or not you ought to have
the beliefs and intentions it is premised on. Instrumental reasoning brings
you to take the appropriate means to your ends, and it is not paralysed if
your ends happen to be ones you should not have.?>

If you think that there has to be a reason to pursue some end for normativity
to attach to intending the means, then you are incapable of explaining how it
is that instrumental reasoning is possible in unfavorable conditions. But if
you understand instrumental rationality as a restriction on a certain combina-
tion of attitudes, a normative requirement in Broome’s sense, then you are
capable of explaining how instrumental reasoning is possible in unfavorable
conditions.”

Wallace presents a version of the instrumental reasoning argument
against Korsgaard’s claim that agents must think that their intending the end
gives them reason to intend the means. Korsgaard writes:

[Flor the instrumental principle to provide you with a reason, you must
think that the fact that you will an end is a reason for the end. It’s not exactly
that there has to be a further reason; it’s just that you must take the act of
you own will to be normative for you. And of course this cannot mean
merely that you are going to pursue an end. It means that your willing an end
in a sense makes it good. The instrumental principle can only be normative
if we take ourselves to be capable of giving laws to ourselves — or, in Kant’s
own phrase, if we take our own wills to be lgislative.”’

In Korsgaard’s view, willing an end involves setting up a law for oneself, a
law which one can obey or disobey. She notes that her view involves thinking
of the self as consisting of two parts: a governing part (the will) which sets
the law and a part which is capable of resisting the will. She writes:

Then what does it mean to say I take the act of my own will to be norma-
tive? Who makes a law for whom? The answer in the case of the instrumen-
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tal principle is that I make a law for me. And this is a law which I am capable
of obeying or disobeying. At this moment, now, I decide to work; at the
next moment, at any moment, I will certainly resolve to stop. If I am to
work, I must wi// it — I must resolve to stay on track. Timidity, idleness, and
depression will exert their claims in turn, will attempt to control or overrule
my will, to divert me from my work.2

However, a version of the instrumental reasoning argument can be brought
in against Korsgaard’s view. You can perfectly well reason from intentions
that you think that you have no reason to have, and even that you think that
you ought not to have. I happen to be remarkably effective in figuring out
the means to procrastinate even though I do set for myself a law to do my
work. When depression about my work exerts its claim and I decide to go the
bar instead of working, I find myself remarkably good in reasoning about
what’s necessary to get there. In short, I can figure out how best to pursue
those ends which do not emerge from the lawgiver part of the self. As Wal-
lace puts the objection:

[I]t seems undeniable that agents can display a kind of instrumental rational-
ity in the pursuit of ends that they do not themselves endorse, when for in-
stance they are in the grip of akrasia. People sometimes exhibit great intelli-
gence and skill in executing plans that they view as dubious and question-
able — think, for instance, of the extraordinary talent many of us display at
procrastinating when it comes to tasks we regard as worthy but difficult. It
seems plausible to regard this kind of intelligence — cleverness, as we might
call it — as a form of instrumental rationality, relative to the ends that we are
in fact pursuing.?

Wallace goes on to develop this objection quite thoroughly against Korsgaard
and then proceeds to argue that the Broomean approach of looking at in-
strumental rationality as involving a restriction on a certain combination of
attitudes is able to adequately account for cases of “cleverness.” There is no
need to go into the details here.

According to the instrumental reasoning argument, you can perfectly well
reason from intentions that you have no reason to have, and from intentions
that you think you have no reason to have. Therefore, according to the ar-
gument, the right account of instrumental rationality cannot have it that the
norms of instrumental rationality are applicable only to intentions we have
reason to have or only to intentions we think we have reason to have. The
basic idea behind the argument is that the applicability of the norms of in-
strumental rationality should be expanded to accommodate instances of in-
strumental reasoning.

But the question I wish to pose is this: In terms of the challenge posed
by the instrumental reasoning argument, are we any better off in looking at
instrumental rationality as involving a restriction on a certain combination of
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intentions? It seems to me that we are not. If my analysis of Broome’s posi-
tion in the previous section is correct, then we can engage in instrumental
reasoning (correctly or incorrectly) even when our intentions are consistent.
Suppose I intend to buy a boat and believe borrowing money to be a neces-
sary means. Whether or not I intend to borrow money—that is, whether or
not my intentions are consistent — I can come to reason that the reasons
against borrowing money also count against buying the boat and come to
judge that I shouldn’t buy the boat and maybe (if I'm not weak-willed) even
come to intend not to buy the boat. My instrumental reasoning can proceed
in exactly the same way whether or not my intentions are consistent. So, fol-
lowing the reasoning of the instrumental reasoning argument, the right ac-
count of instrumental rationality cannot have it that the norms of instrumen-
tal rationality are applicable only to inconsistent intentions. We need to ex-
pand our account of instrumental rationality to accommodate instances of
instrumental reasoning that occur even when our intentions are consistent,
just as Broome and Wallace pointed out that Korsgaard needed to expand
her account of instrumental rationality to accommodate instances of instru-
mental reasoning that occur even when our intentions are unreasonable or
thought to be unreasonable.  One might worry that the above argument is
problematic since I am using the term “instrumental reasoning” in a different
sense from the way in which it is used by Broome. In the previous section, I
drew a distinction between instrumental reasoning and intending as one
judges one should intend. In my view, instrumental reasoning involves seeing
the inferential connections between means and ends, such as seeing that if
there is no reason to intend the necessary means, there is also no reason to
intend the end. However, being propetly motivated, such as actually aban-
doning an intention when one sees no reason to have it or forming one when
one sees reason to have it, while part of instrumental rationality, does not
involve instrumental reasoning”’ However, for Broome, instrumental reason-
ing is practical in the sense that it issues in an intention. Broome disagrees
with Aristotle’s claim that practical reasoning must issue in an action since an
action also requires the presence of a physical ability. But he claims that “in-
tending to act is as close to acting as reasoning alone can get us, so we should
take practical reasoning to be reasoning that concludes in an intention.”” But
even if we accept Broome’s understanding of instrumental reasoning, I be-
lieve my argument above is still sound. I could concede that instrumental
reasoning, if it is to be genuinely practical reasoning, must issue in an inten-
tion but deny that it must sfar7 from an intention. It could instead start from
our beliefs about what we have reason to do, or our beliefs about which ac-
tivities or pursuits are valuable. My point is that even when our intentions are
weak-willed, our ability to engage in practical reasoning is not thereby limited
since it is open to us to start a line of reasoning from these other sources and
have that line of reasoning issue in an intention.
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For instance, a line of practical reasoning could have as its first premise
“Borrowing money is something I have no reason to do” or, if it appealed to
the reasons themselves, “Borrowing money would put me too far into debt,
which is no good.” The first premise need not be “I intend not to borrow
money.” Indeed, we often do not refer to our intentions when engaging in
practical reasoning and we instead refer to the reasons themselves or the fact
that the reasons suggest a certain course of action. Perhaps this is because we
do not think that the conclusion of our reasoning — the resulting intention —
depends on whether or not we have the relevant intentions to start with.
Specifically, we think that the correctness of our reasoning would not be viti-
ated by our being weak-willed in our initial intentions. For instance, when I
reason from “Borrowing money will put me too far into debt, which is no
good” and “Borrowing money is necessary to buy a boat” and conclude in
the intention to not buy the boat, I do not think that this line of reasoning
would in any way be rendered incorrect by my being weak-willed and not
intending not to borrow money.

Broome finds fault in Korsgaard’s account since practical reasoning need
not start from intentions we have reason to have and Wallace finds fault in
Korsgaard’s account since practical reasoning need not start from intentions
we think we have reason to have. Both critiques point to other sources from
which practical reasoning can proceed — our unreasonable intentions and our
intentions thought to be unreasonable. And they conclude from this that
there is a defect in those accounts of instrumental rationality that limit the
applicability of the norms of instrumental rationality to instances in which
agents have intentions they have reason to have or to instances in which
agents have intentions they think they have reason to have. But correct in-
strumental reasoning need not start from our actual intentions. It could in-
stead start from what we think we have reason to intend or from what we
value, and so forth. So, in cases where agents have consistent intentions due
to at least one of these intentions being a weak-willed intention, an agent
could nonetheless engage in instrumental reasoning, correctly or incorrectly,
from other sources. So, by the same reasoning Broome and Wallace use
against Korsgaard, there would be a defect in an account of instrumental ra-
tionality that limited the applicability of the norms of instrumental rationality
to instances in which agents had inconsistent intentions.

In short, if we attempt to expand our account of instrumental rationality
in order to take into account instances of instrumental reasoning, as both
Broome and Wallace do in reaction to Korsgaard, it is not enough to present
an account of instrumental rationality according to which it merely involves
consistency in intention, since even when our intentions are consistent we
could reason correctly (or incorrectly) from other sources.

What’s the lesson of all of this? I would suggest that one lesson is that
there is not a strong connection between instrumental reasoning and instru-
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mental rationality. Specifically, we shouldn’t look to where and when correct
instrumental reasoning is possible to determine how to formulate our con-
ception of instrumental rationality. Correct instrumental reasoning involves a
correct fransition — a transition to an intention, if we follow Broome — but the
transition could start from a number of places. It could start, as Wallace
pointed out against Korsgaard, from our weak-willed intentions, or, as 1
mentioned above, from our beliefs about what is reasonable or valuable.
(And one could fail in this transition, as I argued in section two, by either
failing to understand the correct inferential relations or by failing in one’s
motivations.) But given that this transition could start from a number of
places, we will not settle the matter of what our conception of instrumental
rationality should be by looking at where and when this kind of successful
transition can occur. If we follow Broome and think that instrumental ration-
ality concerns a normative requirement — specifically a prohibition on a cer-
tain combination of intentions — we shouldn’t think that this conception of
instrumental rationality is supported by considerations of where and when
correct instrumental reasoning is possible.

4. Conclusion

In summary, I have presented three objections to Wallace’s attempt to ac-
count for the normativity of instrumental rationality in terms of the inconsis-
tent beliefs held by the instrumentally irrational agent. 1 believe that
Broome’s account, according to which instrumental rationality involves a re-
striction on a certain combination of intentions, can avoid these three objec-
tions and is therefore a more promising account. But one problem with
Broome’s account is that the formation of the intention in (6), given an agent
who has the intention in (4) and the belief in (5), does not suffice to make an
agent instrumentally rational since this intention could be a weak-willed one
and the agent could fail to see that the reasons against intending (6) are also
reasons against intending (4). In other words, there is an available line of rea-
soning starting from the claim that there is no reason to intend (6) leading to
the conclusion that there is no reason to intend (4) and one could fail to rea-
son along these lines correctly. Even if we think, as Broome does, that in-
strumental reasoning, if it is to be genuinely practical reasoning, must issue in
the agent ceasing to intend (4), there is still an available line of reasoning pre-
sent. This is an important conclusion because it shows that Broome’s ap-
proach of looking at instrumental rationality as involving a restriction on a
certain combination of intentions is actually vulnerable to the instrumental
reasoning argument which both Broome and Wallace present against differ-
ent parts of Korsgaard’s conception of instrumental rationality — Broome
against Korsgaard’s claim that we must have a reason to intend an end if
there is to be a requirement to intend the means and Wallace against Kors-
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gaard’s claim that we must think the fact that we will an end is a reason for
the end. The instrumental reasoning argument points to available lines of in-
strumental reasoning and suggests that Korsgaard’s account of instrumental
rationality needs to expand to account for these available lines of reasoning.
But an agent with consistent intentions could still engage in instrumental rea-
soning correctly or incorrectly from other sources, and so Broome’s concep-
tion of instrumental rationality, according to which instrumental rationality
involves a restriction on a certain combination of intentions, is also vulner-
able to the instrumental reasoning argument.

In conclusion, of the two approaches to instrumental rationality as a re-
striction on a certain combination of attitudes (beliefs for Wallace and inten-
tions and a belief for Broome) we should prefer Broome’s approach. How-
ever, we should not think that Broome’s approach to instrumental rationality
tells the whole story of instrumental rationality since agents with consistent
intentions could still fail in their instrumental reasoning. And we should also
be aware that this makes Broome’s account vulnerable to the line of criticism
which both he and Wallace present against Korsgaard’s conception of in-
strumental rationality.
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