
International Phenomenological Society

Sympathy, Discernment, and Reasons
Author(s): Garrett Cullity
Source: Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 68, No. 1 (Jan., 2004), pp. 37-62
Published by: International Phenomenological Society
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/40040658 .

Accessed: 02/06/2013 22:56

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

 .
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 .

International Phenomenological Society is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research.

http://www.jstor.org 

This content downloaded from 192.43.227.18 on Sun, 2 Jun 2013 22:56:24 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=ips
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40040658?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Sympathy, Discernment, and Reasons 

GARRETT CULLITY 

Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 
Vol. LXVIII, No. 1, January 2004 

Adelaide University 

According to "the argument from discernment", sympathetic motivation is morally 
faulty, because it is morally undiscriminating. Sympathy can incline you to do the right 
thing, but it can also incline you to do the wrong thing. And if so, it is no better as a 
reason for doing something than any other morally arbitrary consideration. The only 
truly morally good form of motivation - because the only morally non-arbitrary 
one - involves treating an action's lightness as your reason for performing it. This paper 
attacks the argument from discernment and argues against its conclusion. 

In the part of our ethical thinking that concerns the assessment of particular 
actions, one of the main objects of our attention - perhaps the main one - is 

what has motivated them. If so, it makes sense to ask which motives are the 

morally good ones. And when we ask this about actions of helping other 

people to get what they need, a familiar and natural partial answer is this: 
These actions are often best motivated by sympathy, rather than by the 

judgement that this is the right thing to do. A spontaneously sympathetic 
reaction to other people's need is often what is most admirable: acting out of 
a concern for moral lightness would involve a kind of pharisaism by contrast. 

Acting beneficently out of a concern for lightness - a concern that my own 
actions should fulfil the dictates of morality - involves a kind of self-right- 
eous concern for my own moral standing, or a concern for some bloodless 

abstraction, rather than the straightforward concern for other people that is 

morally best. 
This group of thoughts may be familiar and natural; but it is also contro- 

versial. In particular, it confronts a powerful line of objection emphasized by 
several recent writers, which we can call "the argument from discernment".1 
This centres around the complaint that sympathetic motivation is undiscrimi- 

nating. When it leads us to do the right thing, it does so only accidentally. 
For while sympathy can incline me to do the right thing, it can also incline 
me to do the wrong thing. And if so, it is hard to see how it could be a mor- 

ally better reason for doing something than any other morally arbitrary con- 

1 See Herman (1981) and (1993), Chs. 1 and 2; Baron (1984), (1995), Ch. 4, and (1997), 
pp. 56-64; Allison (1990), Ch. 6, esp. pp. 111-13; also Benson (1987); Aune (1979), Ch. 1; 
Walker (1978), pp. 159-60; Paton (1963), p. 54. 
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sideration. The only truly morally good form of motivation - because the 

only morally non-arbitrary one - involves guidance by the concern to do what 

is morally right. Furthermore, it is simply a mistake about the nature of this 
concern to contrast it with a genuine concern for other people.2 Where other- 

concern is right, a concern for doing what is right must include it. 
The argument from discernment is most readily associated with Kantian 

moral philosophers, in their concern to articulate the truth they find expressed 
in Chapter I of Kant's Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals? How- 

ever, its central thrust can be spelled out independently of an interest in the 

interpretation of Kant, or its connection with broader Kantian themes. If this 

argument is leading us in the direction of a fuller Kantian outlook, it is serv- 

ing as a "point of entry" into that outlook, rather than an argument that must 

already be spelled out in essentially Kantian terms.4 

So, at least, I shall argue in Section I. My first task will be to set out the 

argument from discernment in more detail, acknowledging the force of its 
central thought and the weakness of the grounds often given for resisting it. 
The aim of the rest of the paper, however, is to provide better ones. I shall 
both defend sympathetic motivation against the argument from discernment, 
and attack the model of motivation by judgements of Tightness that advocates 
of that argument propose in its place. Being motivated in the way they rec- 

ommend, I shall claim, is never morally best; but being motivated by sym- 
pathy often is. 

What is "motivation by sympathy"? One of the aims of this paper will be 
to give a good explanation of this. But let me start by saying that the sympa- 
thetically motivated agent I have in mind is simply someone who, when con- 
fronted by someone else's need, feels like helping, and is motivated in that 

2 For this further point, see especially Herman (1984) and (1993), Ch. 2, Section I; Kors- 
gaard (1996b) and (1996a), pp. 55-60; Baron (1984), (1995), Ch. 4, and (1997), pp. 56- 
64; also Paton (1963), pp. 50-1. 
See note 1 . The two passages from the Groundwork which seem most directly to suggest 
this argument are these: 

if any action is to be morally good, it is not enough that it should conform to 
the moral law - it must also be done /or the sake of the moral law: where this 
is not so, the conformity is only too contingent and precarious, since the non- 
moral ground at work will now and then produce actions which accord with 
the law, but very often actions which transgress it. (Ak. 390) 

[Sympathy] stands on the same footing as other inclinations - for example, 
the inclination for honour, which if fortunate enough to hit on something 
beneficial and right and consequently honourable, deserves praise and en- 
couragement, but not esteem; for its maxim lacks moral content, namely, the 
performance of such actions, not from inclination, but from duty. (Ak. 398) 

If this is Kant's argument in Groundwork I, after all, he certainly seems to be presenting 
it in this way - as an argument starting from our common, pretheoretical moral outlook. 
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way to help. Sympathetic motivation, as I am understanding it, need not 
involve sharing the needy person's feelings of distress or discomfort.5 

It might seem that the right attitude to take towards this debate is a "quie- 
tist" one. In a discerning agent, beneficent action can be motivated both by 
sympathy and by thoughts about Tightness: it is wrong to suggest that the 
two sorts of motivation are mutually exclusive and ask which is better. In 
fact, we shall see that "motivation by a concern for Tightness" can mean dif- 
ferent things, and one of these is compatible with certain cases of discern- 

ingly sympathetic action. However, when proponents of the argument from 
discernment argue that we should be motivated by a concern for Tightness, 
what they are recommending is this: it is best to be guided by treating the 

Tightness of a beneficent action as our reason for performing it. And this 
claim, I shall argue, is wrong. 

I: The Argument from Discernment 

We had better begin by being clear about what motivation is. 
Talk of "motivation" is appropriate in relation to many but not all expla- 

nations of action. Although my actions might be explained by my being 
drunk or deluded, it would be odd to say that this was what motivated them; 
but we do talk of an action's being motivated by idealism or anxiety, ambi- 
tion or hatred, as well as by the thought, say, that this is what others are 

relying on me to do. The natural account of the difference between motiva- 
tional and non-motivational explanations is this: motivational explanations 
standardly explain an action by referring us to a consideration that the agent 
thought of as a good reason for it. Talk of what motivates an action some- 
times cites such considerations directly ("this is what others are relying on 
me to do"), but often it refers us to them indirectly, citing a state of the agent 
that is a state of regarding some consideration as a reason, but without stating 
that consideration itself. When we say that an action is motivated by ambi- 
tion, for example, we are not saying that the agent is treating her own ambi- 
tion as a good reason for doing what she does. "Ambition" does not give the 
content of the consideration she regards as a reason: it names the agent's state 
of regarding a further consideration - the opportunity for advancement - as a 
reason. 

Provided it is not misread as claiming more than it does, this simple 
account of motivation should seem plausible. It takes no sides on the contro- 
versial question of what kind of psychological state, or combination of states, 
constitutes my treating a consideration as a reason for an action. It allows 

Someone who uses "sympathy" only for the sharing of feelings will need a broader term 
for the kind of motivation I am discussing. However, it seems to me that "sympathy" 
(despite its etymology) is ordinarily applied to the broader class of cases, where what we 
mean to indicate is that the sympathetic person appreciates the other person's need from 
his point of view, without necessarily sharing the needy person's unpleasant feelings. 
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that I can be akratically motivated to do what I think I have most reason not 
to. And it is not committed to thinking of states of reason-recognition as 

occurrent thoughts - it allows motivated action to be unreflective.6 One 

question it does invite is whether there can be counter-rational motivation: 

whether, in the grip of certain dejected or disaffected states, a person can be 
motivated to pursue something for which she conceives herself to have no 
reason.7 

This is a question worth pursuing - but not here. If there are counter- 
rational actions of this kind, they will not include the beneficent actions that 
concern us in this paper. Besides, it is clear enough that this account of 
motivation is the one involved in the argument from discernment.8 That 

argument is a complaint about the reason on which the sympathetically 
motivated person acts: he helps other people because he feels like it, rather 
than because it is right.9 Admittedly, putting the objection like this invites 
the question of what kind of "because" is involved here. However, recent 
formulations of the argument make this clear. The complaint is that the 

sympathetic person treats his own sympathetic feelings as a normative reason 
for helping.10 

We might wonder whether this is the right way to conceive of sympa- 
thetic motivation. I shall come to that question in Section II. But first, we 
should appreciate the strength of the case for thinking that, if this is what 

sympathetic motivation involves, it is morally defective. 
The argument from discernment begins with the claim that sympathetic 

feeling can incline us to do the wrong thing. There are two separate reasons 
for this. The first is that it is often engaged by the wrong objects: children's 

sympathy can be engaged by their toys; adults' by people who don't deserve 
it. But secondly, even in circumstances in which sympathy is fully appropri- 
ate, it may still incline us to act in ways that are wrong. It is not as if the 
miseries of the prisoner, the addict, or the loser of a parental custody battle 

6 Notice also that it states only a necessary condition for what motivates action. It fails to 
provide a sufficient one, owing to the possibility of "deviant causal chains" in which my 
regarding something as a reason leads me into some further state which brings about the 
action. See Davidson (1980), p. 79. 
Grounds for this might be supplied by the case sometimes given for thinking that we can 
aim at what we conceive to be bad. See e.g. Stocker (1979); Velleman (1992). 

8 It is sometimes suggested that proponents of sympathetic motivation cannot accept this 
account of motivation - see e.g. Herman (1993), pp. 11-12; Galvin (1991). The rest of 
this paper challenges that claim. 
He helps "just because he feels like it" Walker (1978), p. 159; "because this happens to 
fit in with (his) inclinations" Paton (1963), p. 54; "only because he wants to" Baron 
(1997), p. 61; "only because of [his] inclination" Allison (1990), p. 1 1 1. 
Thus, for Herman (1993), p. 12, the sympathetically motivated person "responds to suf- 
fering and takes that response to give him a reason to help". The context makes it clear 
that the passages quoted from Allison and Baron in note 9 above are intended to be read 
in the same way. 
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are themselves inappropriate objects of sympathy; but aiding a jailbreak, fuel- 

ling the addiction, or helping to abduct the children will still usually be 

wrong, even if feeling sympathetically inclined to do so is not. Thus that I 

feel like helping is an insufficiently discriminating reason for beneficent 
action: acting on it will sometimes lead me to do the wrong thing. 

Of course, it will also often lead me to do the right thing. But if my mo- 
tive would have been satisfied as readily by wrong action, then my hitting on 
the right action is simply a matter of luck. My motive is not morally admi- 

rable; it is merely morally arbitrary. After all, if I resolve to decide what to do 
in some serious situation by tossing a coin, I might still luckily hit on the 

right action; but it is not as if this helps to show that my action was well 
motivated. Given this motivation, I might as easily have done the wrong 
thing - it would have satisfied the aims guiding my action just as well. And 
that is a source of moral criticism of the attitude from which I have acted. 

Indeed, the criticism can be strongly phrased; for there will be a description of 

my action under which it is not right but wrong. As acting on the basis of a 

coin-toss, what I do is morally objectionable. Actions can always be rede- 
scribed to include the motives from which they are performed; so if my moti- 
vation is morally objectionable, then there is a description of the action so 
motivated on which it is morally objectionable. If moral arbitrariness is an 

objection to sympathetic motivation, as it is to coin-tossing motivation, 
then the actions it inclines me to perform are always describable in a way that 
makes them wrong. 

The only form of motivation for beneficent action that escapes this objec- 
tion will be one that is not morally arbitrary: that is, one for which it is not 
the case that, if it manages to issue in right action, it does so as a matter of 
luck. But the only way to ensure this is to treat the action's Tightness itself 
as your reason. Therefore action motivated in this way is superior to sympa- 
thetically motivated action. 

This argument can be combined with a strong response to the complaint 
that motivation by thoughts about Tightness involves a pharisaic concern for 
the wrong objects.11 Within the concern that motivates an action, we should 

distinguish the aim of the action from the agent's reason for aiming at it. If I 
am concerned to save money out of prudence, this is to say that the aim of 

my action is saving money, and my reason one of prudence: it is not as if the 
aim of the action is being prudent. Similarly, my aim in acting beneficently 
may be to help someone else, while my reason for doing so is that it is right. 
It is a mistake to think that other-concern and the concern to do what is right 
are mutually exclusive: the former refers to the aim of my action, the latter 

my reason for aiming at it. Indeed, on the contrary, this line of thought sug- 

11 For the following argument, see Herman (1984) and (1993), Ch. 2, Section I; compare 
Korsgaard (1996b) and (1996a), pp. 55-60. 
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gests that it is actually sympathetic motivation that comes out as unduly 
self-regarding.12 Sympathetic action, on this view, involves helping people 
for the reason that I feel like helping them. But it should not be its happening 
to accord with my feelings that supplies my reason for helping, but its right- 
ness. This is not to say that sympathetic agents have the selfish aim of help- 
ing other people only for the sake of their own enjoyment: sympathetic 
agents, unlike selfish ones, do have helping other people as the ultimate aim 
of their action. But their reason for performing an action with this ultimate 

aim, it can be complained, is unduly self-regarding.13 
Replying to this line of argument is not as easy as the defenders of sym- 

pathetic motivation often suggest.14 The argument from discernment should 
not be confused with a worry about the reliability of sympathy in producing 
right action.15 To that worry, the reply is that thoughts about Tightness do 
not invariably lead to right action either, and that the fact that sympathy does 
not always issue in right action does not undermine its moral value.16 But 
the argument from discernment is not complaining that sympathy sometimes 
fails to hit the target of Tightness: the objection is that it does not even have 
this as its target, and hence that its producing right action is accidental in a 

way that right action from the motive of Tightness is not. Nor is the argu- 
ment met, as Aristotelian responses sometimes suggest, by emphasizing the 

way in which sympathy is cultivated in the process of moral development.17 
Moral discernment requires more than cultivating the appropriate sympathetic 
attitudes: it requires a further awareness of when and how it is right to act on 
them.18 

12 See the discussion of Kant's views on "self-love" in Reath (1989), Section III; also Kors- 
gaard (1996b), p. 213. 
For this distinction between the aim of a sympathetic action and the sympathetic agent's 
reason for it, see Herman (1984) and (1993), Ch. 2, Section I; Allison (1990), pp. 102-3; 
Korgaard (1996a), esp. p. 56 ("The pleasure a sympathetic person takes in helping is not 
an ulterior purpose, but is rather the reason why he makes helping his purpose"); Kors- 
gaard (1996b). 
See Blum (1980); Stocker (1976); Oakley (1992), Ch. 3; Sherman (1997), Ch. 4; Williams 
(1973), pp. 21-4. 
For this point, compare Allison (1990), p. 112 and Herman (1993), p. 30. The worry 
about reliability does however seem to have been at the heart of the Stoic objection to 
emotional motivation: see e.2. Inwood (1985). Ch. 5. 

16 See e.g. Oakley (1992), pp. 93-108; Blum (1980), Ch. 2. 
See Oakley (1992), pp. 94-5. This thought is pressed further by Sherman (1997) Ch. 4, 
who argues that it shows that Kant's objection was only to an undiscerningly sympathetic 
motivation: "Kant wants to repudiate sentimentalism, not sentiment." (p. 153) 
Notice, too, that it is unconvincing for Aristotelians to suggest that talk of phronesis can 
supply an alternative account of moral discernment to one that involves talk of motivation 
by lightness. (See e.g. Oakley (1992), p. 108.) For the argument from discernment can 
easily be rephrased using "phronesis" to refer to good moral judgement. The question 
pressed by that argument is: How should we say that the phronimos is motivated? The 
sympathetic phronimos cannot be motivated simply to act on his sympathetic feelings; he 
must be motivated to act on those feelings insofar as it is right to do so. And that is to say, 
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A further temptation is to think that the argument from discernment 
stands or falls with the rest of Kant's practical philosophy - so that it is 
undermined simply by the reasonableness of thinking that the Kantian project 
as a whole does not succeed. But this is also a mistake, for the argument need 
not be formulated in peculiarly Kantian terms. In the version just given, it 
talks simply of the considerations the agent treats as practical reasons, with- 
out adding the Kantian view that these are to be expressed in the form of 
maxims; of motivation by thoughts about Tightness, rather than of the 
motive of duty. Moreover, it has not depended on broader Kantian claims 
about the nature of emotion, reason and agency. In the Kantian outlook, my 
sympathetic feelings are events presented to me for rational arbitration: I can 
choose to make them the reason on which I act,19 but if I do, it will always 
make sense to ask what was my reason for this choice. If all I can offer as my 
reason for helping is that I felt like it, without being able to say why that 
should be thought a good reason, my motivation is not only morally arbi- 

trary: it is rationally arbitrary.20 Admittedly, nothing has been said here to 
show that, if the argument from discernment succeeds, we might not be led 
towards accepting further elements of the Kantian position such as these. 
However, it does not itself presuppose these further claims. 

To see what is wrong with the argument from discernment, we need to 
look elsewhere. We should start by seeing that it deals with a caricature of 

sympathetic motivation. This is only a start, though: for even when we 

replace this caricature with a more adequate conception, we find that the 

argument can be revived against it. 

II: Sympathy and Reasons 

Sympathetic motivation does not amount to treating the consideration that I 

feel like helping as my reason for acting. A sympathetically motivated per- 
son feels like helping, but that is not itself the content of the reason she rec- 
ognizes for helping. The content of her reason is that he needs help: the 
emotional state of feeling like helping is itself, at least in part, her state of 

recognizing this reason. 
To see the plausibility of this, we need to look briefly at the way in 

which sympathetic feeling belongs to a range of other emotional states that 
call for similar treatment. 

more simply, that he must be motivated by thoughts about lightness. For a comparative 
discussion of Kant and Aristotle on moral motivation, see Korsgaard (1996b). 
Allison (1990), p. 5, explains this thought as Kant's "Incorporation Thesis"; Reath (1989), 
p. 290 (following Rawls) as the "principle of election". See also Korsgaard (1996a), pp. 
57-8. 
For a sustained version of this argument, see Korsgaard (1996b). A third strand in Kant's 
attack on inclination-based motivation comes from the categorical nature of moral 
requirements: that morality commands me inclination-independently presupposes that I 
can be moved inclination-independently. See the Preface to Herman (1993). 
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(I am not treating "sympathy" as itself the name of an emotion. It can 

refer to a way of feeling an emotion - as when I sympathetically feel embar- 

rassment or outrage on your behalf. However, as I pointed out at the start, the 
cases of sympathetic beneficence I am considering need not involve my shar- 

ing the unpleasant feelings of the person I help. What they do involve is my 
feeling like helping. This is the sympathetic feeling for us to concentrate on 

here.) 
What this sympathetic feeling has in common with a range of other emo- 

tional states - states such as fear, disgust and guilt - is that it is partly consti- 
tuted by a state of "reason-construal". Let me briefly explain. An adequate 
account of emotional states such as these must avoid both the purely sensa- 
tional and the purely cognitive extremes. The attempt to account for such 
states as complexes of sensations21 fails, most fundamentally, because of its 

inability to account for their evident intentionality - their object-directedness. 
And beyond this, it is hard to see how the grounds for making the distinc- 
tions we do between our emotional states - between sympathetic feelings and, 

say, nostalgia or disappointment - can be captured by their sensational charac- 
ter. The need to avoid problems such as these makes it attractive to see emo- 
tional states as including a cognitive element - an element at least of cogni- 
tive construed, if not of belief. (This allows us to cover emotions in our 

responses to fiction, as well as unendorsed emotional states, such as phobias 
or compulsive attractions.)22 Thus I can only be feeling fear if I construe a 
situation as dangerous, disgust if I construe an object as physically unpleas- 
ant, and guilt if I construe an action of mine as morally wrong. And the same 

goes for the sympathetic feelings of a beneficent agent. It is hard to see how I 
could properly be thought of as sympathetically feeling like helping someone 
unless I construe the beneficiary as needing help. However, this cannot be 
taken to the extreme of proposing that the feeling simply is this cognitive 
state.23 Plainly, I can believe of someone that he needs help without feeling 
like helping him. This problem is not avoided by trying simply to combine 
the sensational and cognitive views. In order to have this sympathetic feeling, 
what is evidently required is not simply that my construing someone as need- 

ing help gives rise to certain sensations in me, but that I have the right kind 

21 Kant seems to have held this view. See e.g. Sherman (1997), Ch. 4. For criticism, see 
Kenny (1963). 
One way to construe something as having a certain feature is to believe it does. Another 
is to have the attitude which stands to belief as "seeing as" stands to perception: what we 
do when we construe the actor as the character she is playing, without believing that she 
is that fictional character. I shall not attempt to define construal here; for further discus- 
sion of its application to the explanation of emotions, see Roberts (1988); Greenspan 
(1988), pp. 17-20; Calhoun (1984). 
Solomon (1976) is often read as advocating such a view, thanks to remarks such as: "An 
emotion is a judgement (or a set of judgements)", p. 186. For criticism, see Stocker 
(1996), Ch.l; Deign (1996). 
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of concern. This point, again, is a quite general one: it seems equally plain 
that without the right kind of concern, the cognitive construals just suggested 
for fear, guilt and disgust must also fall short of these emotions. 

How should we characterize the requisite sort of concern? For many emo- 
tional states, the natural way to do so is in terms of the "reason-construals" 
of the subject of the state - what she construes her reasons for action to be. In 
the cases that interest us, where sympathetic feelings motivate beneficent 

action, what will be involved is not only that I construe someone as needing 
help, but that I construe that as a reason for helping him. In typical cases of 

fear, I construe a situation as dangerous, and construe the danger as a reason 
for flight. Disgust typically involves construing the physical unpleasantness 
of something as giving me a reason to avoid contact with it; guilt, constru- 

ing a past misdeed of mine as a reason for the imposition of penalties on 

myself. The attitude towards the reason need only be one of construal, rather 
than of full endorsement, for the same reason as before: to have the feeling, I 
need not actually endorse the view that the consideration I am construing as a 
reason really is one. I might sympathetically feel like helping someone even 

though I think my feeling this is mere sentimentality. 
The claim I am making is a limited one: one constituent of typical in- 

stances of some emotional states is a characteristic state of reason-construal.24 

Merely making a reason-construal, it seems, could still fall short of the asso- 
ciated feeling. Moreover, not every emotional state fits this model: sadness 
and anger, for example, do not seem to involve construing a characteristic 
kind of consideration as a reason for a characteristic kind of action. 

The important point for our purposes, though, is that this limited claim is 
true of the feeling that motivates sympathetic agents. Like various other feel- 

ings, it can be characterized in terms of a distinctive consideration which the 

subject of the feeling construes as a reason; but, crucially, also like those 
other feelings, that consideration is not itself that I have this feeling. What 

partly constitutes my sympathy is my construing the fact that this person 
needs help as a reason for helping him. And that is to say that sympatheti- 
cally motivated action is not action explained by my treating the considera- 
tion that I feel like helping as a reason to act. That would be as unusual - as 

strangely reflexive - as treating the consideration that I feel fear as a reason 
to flee.25 Someone who treated the consideration that I feel like helping as a 
reason to act would be motivated by a kind of self-assuagement; and thinking 

"Typical instances", because I have not said anything to rule out the possibility that, say, 
flight impulses in creatures that lack the concept of a reason - and those same non-con- 
ceptual impulses as they arise in us - are instances of fear as well. 
This does not seem impossible: perhaps I find the feelings of fear that a horror movie 
arouses in me so unpleasant that I am moved to leave the cinema. But if so, it is more 
accurate to say that my leaving has been motivated by discomfort rather than fear. 
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of this as what supports your action is importantly different from thinking 
that what supports it is the benefit to the person who needs help.26 

Thus the argument from discernment, at least in the standard formulation 

given earlier, is directed at a false target. It mischaracterizes sympathetic 
motivation, because it apparently conflates two different things: the state of 

reason-recognition which motivates a sympathetic agent, and the considera- 
tion that is regarded as a reason by someone in that state. The sympathetic 
agent's reason for helping is not that he has sympathetic feelings, any more 
than the ambitious person's reason for acting is her own ambition. 

This is an important objection. However, what it shows is that the argu- 
ment for discernment needs to be reformulated, rather than rejected com- 

pletely. 
After all, there is no avoiding the fact that sympathetic motivation can fail 

to be discerning. Sympathetic motivation involves treating others' needs as a 
reason to help. But there are occasions on which this can itself display a fail- 
ure of discernment: I might be unjustified in thinking that a person needs 

help, or unjustified in treating his needs as a reason to help him.27 And where 
it is appropriate to treat a person's needs as a reason to help, moral discern- 
ment still requires me to be properly sensitive to the other morally important 
features of the action. (When it is wrong to steal food for the hungry, this is 

rarely because their hunger does not provide a good reason to feed them: it is 
because the reasons against stealing are stronger.)28 Moral discernment in 

general - and therefore discerningly sympathetic motivation in particu- 
lar - requires an appropriate sensitivity to all of what we can call the "morally 
relevant reasons" surrounding an action: all those considerations that morally 
ought to be taken into account as reasons in deciding what to do. Often, the 
needs of others are one such consideration. What discernment involves is an 

appreciation of when others' needs do constitute morally relevant reasons, and 
how important they are in relation to the other morally relevant reasons that 
are present. 

There is a question that Kantians will want to press at this point. Why should I treat 
others' needs as a reason? Anything offered in answer to this will in turn stand in need of 
a further justification, unless its status as a reason follows from the bare consideration of 
what it is for something to count as a practical reason. But what does follow from this, 
they argue, is the authority of the Categorical Imperative test(s) on practical reasons. 
Therefore, their challenge can only fully be answered by admitting the rational authority 
of morality. For variations on this line of thought, see e.g. O'Neill (1992) and Korsgaard 
(1996b). 

I am not committed in this paper to rejecting this line of thought. But I do argue in 
Sections III and IV that it cannot succeed in making it morally appropriate to treat the 
Tightness of an action as your reason for performing it. 
For the latter, suppose the help is needed as part of a malicious attempt to harm someone 
else. 
These will give us cases where sympathy is appropriate, but acting on it is not. 
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Hence, in order for a person's beneficent action to be motivated morally 
well, it is not enough that it is motivated sympathetically - by the agent's 
taking others' needs as a reason for helping. It needs to be guided by discern- 
ment - sensitivity to all the morally relevant reasons. For otherwise, her 
action will be open to moral criticism, even when helping is the right thing 
to do. It is not enough simply that she helps someone, her reason is that he 
needs it, and there happen to be no other morally relevant reasons to take into 
account. For this would again leave it as a matter of mere luck that her action 
turned out all right. Her motive, after all, would be equally well fulfilled by 
actions of helping people that are wrong. 

But with this, we have revived the argument from discernment. The new 
version runs as follows. A discerning agent is someone who takes account 
not only of whether someone needs help, but of all the morally relevant 
reasons. But to act in a way that takes adequate account of all the morally 
relevant reasons that obtain in a given situation is what it is to act rightly.29 
If so, the only way to make right action non-accidental is for Tightness itself 
to be your reason for acting. A morally well-motivated agent must be guided 
by her sensitivity to all those considerations that bear on the Tightness of the 
action; and if so, her reason for doing what she does cannot fall short of being 
that this action is right.30 

Thus all we seem to have found so far is that the argument from discern- 
ment is standardly misformulated. In its standard version, it misdescribes 
sympathetic motivation; but, having given a better description, we find that a 
reformulated version of the argument from discernment still stands. 

However, in the next two sections I argue that this improved version of 
the argument also fails. Just what is wrong with it depends on whether right- 
ness-judgements are understood as verdicts about all the morally relevant 
reasons, or not. I explain and discuss these two possibilities in turn. 

Ill: Verdicts and Reasons 

The argument from discernment, in this new formulation, argues from two 
premises that I shall not contest. One of these identifies moral discernment 
with an appropriate sensitivity to all the morally relevant reasons surrounding 
an action. The other concerns right actions: these are the actions that take 

29 Does acting "in a way that takes adequate account of all the morally relevant reasons" 
mean doing what there is most morally relevant reason to do? Not according to one 
common way of thinking about morality. On this view there may be most morally relevant 
reason to perform a supererogatory action, although it is not wrong to refrain. This way 
of thinking of supererogation leads to a serious challenge: see e.g. Kagan (1989). The 
formulation given in the text is compatible with both answers to this question. 
There are other ways in which the conclusion of an argument from discernment could be 
phrased: as the claim that we ought to be guided by the thought that there is overall moral 
reason to do this, or that this is what I ought morally, all things considered, to do. The 
arguments that follow will apply equally against these proposals. 
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adequate account of all the morally relevant reasons. Given a suitable under- 

standing of the terms involved, both these claims are plausible: indeed, they 
are analytic. However, these claims do not support the conclusion sought by 
proponents of the argument from discernment - that if your action is well- 

motivated, you must be guided by treating the action's Tightness as your 
reason for it. Seeing why not will give us grounds to reject not only the 

argument but its conclusion too. 
Let us begin with the premise concerning Tightness. It is natural to inter- 

pret this as giving us what I shall call the verdictive view of rightness- 
judgements: the view that these judgements are verdicts about all the morally 
relevant reasons surrounding an action. I might judge that he needs help or 
that helping would mean breaking a promise: these are morally relevant 
reasons for or against the act of helping. But having made these judgements, I 
need to reach an overall verdict about such reasons, and this is what is done in 

making a judgement of Tightness. The judgement that this is the right thing 
for me to do is the judgement that, given all the morally relevant reasons that 

apply to this situation, I shall only be taking morally adequate account of 
them if I perform this action.31 Now this is not the only possible view to 
take about rightness-judgements; and, given the problem it generates for pro- 
ponents of the argument from discernment, they might be led to adopt a non- 
verdictive view instead. That is a possibility we shall need to consider in the 
next section. But first, the problem generated bv the verdictive view. 

On this view, the content of the judgement that an action is right amounts 
to the verdict: 

(V) This action takes adequate account of all the morally relevant 
reasons. 

Is it consistent with this to hold that an action's Tightness is itself a morally 
relevant reason to perform it? The thought would have to be that (V) is one 
of those reasons that is surveyed by (V): it is self-surveying. But this cannot 
be right. No judgement of mine can be such that it expresses a verdict about 
all of my morally relevant reasons, while its content is also itself one of 
those reasons. For this would require that one of the reasons about which this 

judgement is a verdict is the content of the judgement itself; and that is 
absurd. 

To see the difficulty, let us consider what we should say about the simpler 
claim: 

31 
Perhaps not all the reasons an agent has for and against an action will be morally rele- 
vant; and perhaps, even if they are, overall moral verdicts about them - the kinds of ver- 
dicts which it is natural to think of judgements of moral lightness as expressing - do not 
themselves amount to final verdicts about what the agent has most reason to do. No posi- 
tion will be taken here on these questions. 
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(R) There is a reason to perform this action. 

Clearly, anything that is a reason for performing the action is also a reason 

why the existential claim (R) is true. Suppose the action would be enjoyable. 
Then there is a consideration: 

(E) I would enjoy doing this 

which is a reason to perform the action, and which, because of this, is a 
reason why (R) is true. (R) is a reason-report, but the content of the reason 

reported by (R) is given by (E). But now let us ask: could (R) itself also be a 
reason to perform the action? No, since any reason for performing the action 
counts as a reason why (R) is true. So it could only make sense to hold that 

(R) is itself a reason if it made sense to see (R) as self-supporting - as giving 
a reason for itself. But this does not make sense. Maybe there are some 

propositions that are self-supporting. But it cannot make sense to think this 
about (R). If someone asserts (R), and we ask him to support this claim, that 

support cannot intelligibly be given by repeating (R). A reason-report such as 

(R) cannot intelligibly be treated as a reason-content, in relation to the same 
action. 

Turn next to a claim that entails (R): 

(M) There is most reason for me to perform this action. 

Again, suppose I assert this, and I am asked what supports it. Why is it the 
case that there is most reason for me to perform the action? Any particular 
reason for me to perform it - any of the particular considerations that count in 
its favour - will give at least some support to (M). But (M) is not self-sup- 
porting to any degree: if I respond to the question by simply repeating (M) I 
have not succeeded in supporting it at all. Again, whether or not there are 

self-supporting propositions, (M) cannot intelligibly be treated as one of 
them. Therefore, again, we must treat (M) as a reason-report rather than a 
reason-content. 

Now let's return to: 

(V) This action takes adequate account of all the morally relevant 
reasons. 

This claim differs from (M) in that it does not purport to survey all reasons 
whatever. Moreover, since morally relevant reasons were defined as those 
considerations which morally ought to be taken into account as reasons, the 

possibility remains open that some "morally relevant reasons" are not really 
reasons at all (although we ought to treat them as such). But despite these 

differences, a similar argument applies here. For again, suppose we ask for a 
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reason why (V) is true. Anything that is a morally relevant reason in favour 
of the action gives at least some support to (V). (It will do so whether it 

really is a reason for the action or only a consideration that we morally ought 
to treat as such.) Therefore, to accept that (V) is itself a morally relevant 

reason in favour of the action is to accept that (V) is a reason for itself. But 

as before, whether or not some propositions can intelligibly be seen as self- 

supporting, (V) cannot. If I assert (V), and am asked to support it, I cannot 

intelligibly be seen as giving it any support simply by repeating (V). The 

problem is not simply that (V) has to refer to itself; it is that it must consti- 
tute a reason for itself, and this is something it cannot intelligibly be thought 
to do. 

It might look as though this objection can be avoided by modelling right- 
ness-judgements not on (V) but on: 

(V) This action takes adequate account of all the morally relevant reasons 

except this one. 

Unlike (V), (V) does not include itself among the morally relevant reasons 
about which it is a verdict. However, this suggestion still faces two prob- 
lems. The first is that the argument from discernment we are considering is 
an argument for being motivated in accordance not with (V) but with (V) - 

being guided by an appropriate sensitivity to all the morally relevant reasons 

surrounding your action. And the second is that the original objection has not 

really been avoided at all. The problem was that anything that is a morally 
relevant reason must be at least a reason in support of (V), and (V) cannot 
itself intelligibly be seen as a reason in support of (V). But surely, (V) can- 
not sensibly be thought of as a reason in support of (V) either. If I am asked 
to support the claim that this action takes adequate account of all the morally 
relevant reasons, I cannot intelligibly be seen as having given it any support 
if I simply repeat the claim; but surely I will achieve no more by way of 

supporting it if I offer the claim that the action takes adequate account of all 
the morally relevant reasons except this one. 

The conclusion we should draw is this: if rightness-judgements are con- 
strued verdictively, then moral Tightness cannot itself coherently be treated as 
a morally relevant reason. This is not to say that it cannot coherently be 
treated as a practical reason at all. A verdict about a group of reasons can it- 
self be a reason - as long as it does not feature among the reasons about 
which it is a verdict. Thus there is no obstacle to saying that Tightness can be 
a reason - one that we might want to say is "realized as" or supervenes upon 
the set of morally relevant reasons about which it is a verdict. But the point 
of our argument has been that it cannot itself belong to that set: that is, it 
cannot itself be a morally relevant reason. And this is significant, because to 

say that it cannot be a morally relevant reason is to say that it cannot qualify 

50 GARRETT CULLITY 

This content downloaded from 192.43.227.18 on Sun, 2 Jun 2013 22:56:24 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


as a consideration that morally ought to be taken into account as a reason in 

relation to your action. 

Thus, on the verdictive view of rightness-judgements, the argument from 
discernment fails. Indeed, if Tightness is understood verdictively, the kind of 
motivation recommended by proponents of that argument is actually morally 
objectionable. They claim that a well-motivated agent must be guided by 
treating the action's Tightness as her reason for doing it. But on the verdictive 

view, this cannot feature among the reasons which a morally well-motivated 

person ought to take into account. 
It might seem that there must be something wrong with this argument; 

for surely a verdict about all of my reasons can itself be a reason. A reason 
for an action, after all, is just a respect in which that action is worth perform- 
ing. But what could be a stronger recommendation for an action than this? - 

(S) This action is best supported by all the relevant reasons. 

So surely, if anything counts as a reason for an action, this consideration 
must. 

This is a seductive line of thought. But the distinction that we have seen 
we have to make between reason-reports and reason-contents shows us what 
is wrong with it. If (S) is true, then there certainly are good reasons for the 
action. (S) is its being the case that not only are there good reasons, but there 
are decisive reasons. However, the content of (S) cannot itself be one of those 

reasons, since this would require it to be self-supporting, which it is not. 
Now although (S) is not itself a reason, it does still seem right to say that 

actions can be motivated by judgements of type (S). In particular, there are 
situations in which, although I believe (S), the reasons it reports are inacces- 
sible to me: I am relying on the testimony of someone else whose judgement 
I trust, or I have simply forgotten the reasoning that led me to this conclu- 
sion. And there are situations in which, although I am aware of the reasons, 
this awareness is by itself motivationally ineffective: I need to remind myself 
of the verdict in order to get myself to act. In situations of these kinds, we do 
sometimes need judgements of type (S) to motivate us.32 We should not be 
led by this to think that (S) can be a reason for action: the argument against 
the coherence of that view remains intact. However, what we should do is to 

supplement our earlier account of what motivation involves. In Section I, I 
said that talk of what motivates an agent standardly refers us to the consid- 
eration she thinks of as a reason. What we have now noticed is that there is 

another, less standard (but still common) form of motivational explanation: 
one that refers us to the agent's verdict about her reasons. 

32 The comments of a reader for Philosophy and Phenomenological Research have helped 
me to appreciate the variety of situations in which we need this supplementary motiva- 
tion. 
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If this is what we should say about (S), we should say the same about 

(V). Rightness-verdicts can play an important "back-up" role in securing 
moral motivation when the morally relevant reasons themselves are either 
inaccessible or we fail to be motivated by them. But they cannot themselves 
be morally relevant reasons, we have seen. So if we agree that it is best to be 

guided by a sensitivity to all the morally relevant reasons, then we should 

accept that being motivated by verdictive rightness-judgements, although it is 
sometimes an important second-best, is not the best way for an action to be 
motivated. 

IV: The Concern to Do What is Right 
The verdictive view of rightness-judgements, however, is not the only possi- 
bility. Perhaps moral Tightness can be treated as a reason without taking 
rightness-judgements to be verdicts about other reasons. To be sure, propo- 
nents of the argument from discernment cannot be treating Tightness as 

merely one defeasible consideration of relevance to conclusions about what 
we morally ought to do, to be considered alongside others that potentially 
override it. The judgements of lightness they are interested in express conclu- 
sions concerning what we ought to do, rather than merely one contribution 
towards such conclusions. However, perhaps we can make sense of rightness- 
judgements as conclusive without seeing them as verdictive. 

A model for this suggestion is provided by one way of characterizing stan- 
dards of etiquette. On this view, when we are motivated to adhere to these 
standards, we are treating the consideration that etiquette requires this as our 
reason for acting, but without thinking of judgements about what etiquette 
requires as themselves verdicts about other practical reasons.33 Someone 

might be motivated to meet what he conceives of as the standard of moral 

Tightness in the same way. (To do so, he need not think of this standard, fully 
analogously with etiquette, as a code of stated rules.) This picture of motiva- 
tion by a concern for Tightness could still find a place for moral discernment. 
Moral discernment could not be thought of along the earlier lines - as a sensi- 

tivity to the relationship between the various morally relevant reasons sur- 

rounding an action, exercised in reaching a verdict about them. But it might 
instead be conceived simply as the sensitivity required to see how to apply 
the standard of moral Tightness to new situations. After all, we need discern- 
ment to tell which standards of etiquette to apply in different social contexts. 

So a non-verdictive view of rightness-judgements seems able to allow 
such judgements to be conclusive, and to express discernment. But if so, just 

This is not to deny that we sometimes need to use reasoning to work out what etiquette 
requires. If two different authorities on etiquette give me opposing recommendations, I 
might need to work out which one to follow. But this need not be a matter of assessing the 
relative strengths of different practical reasons: it might simply be a matter of assessing 
which claim about a single practical reason {that this is what etiquette requires) is correct. 
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what is wrong with an argument from discernment that appeals to this non- 
verdictive view? As before, it will maintain that beneficent action is only 

properly discerning if it is motivated in a way that makes it non-accidental 
that it is right. But now, the line of objection in Section III, which assumed 
the verdictive view, has been avoided. 

That line of objection has only been avoided, though, by running into a 
new one. The question we should now raise is this: Why aspire to meet the 
standard of moral Tightness, when it is thought of in this non- verdictive way? 
Three alternative responses are possible; but each leads to decisive problems. 

The first response is simply to deny that this question has an answer: 
there is nothing more to be said. But this would turn moral motivation into a 
mere dogmatic rigorism. It would be like doing what etiquette prescribes 
simply because etiquette prescribes it. Unless I have some reason for thinking 
that I should meet these standards of conduct instead of the alternatives, it is 
hard to see how my meeting them can have any merit - even if they are in 
fact the best ones. I might just as easily have ended up following standards 
which were worse. And that is to say, I fall foul of a version of the argument 
from discernment. If my adherence to what I think of as the standard of right- 
ness is motivated in the dogmatically rigoristic way, it will be morally arbi- 

trary, and hence morally inferior to a discerning sympathy. 
A second response, then, is better: there are further reasons for meeting 

the standard of moral Tightness. The obvious way to begin is by simply cit- 

ing the various values that morally right actions respect: welfare, justice, 
honesty, integrity, loyalty, and so on.34 If these things are really valuable, as 
we believe, then that shows why a concern to meet the standard of moral 

Tightness makes sense. In saying this, we will be saying that it is morally 
appropriate to regard these considerations as reasons for right action - that is, 
that these are morally relevant reasons. However, you could say this while 
still denying that rightness-judgements are verdicts about those reasons. 
After all, the corresponding claim looks plausible for standards of etiquette. 
Why bother to observe these standards? The obvious thing to say is that they 
constitute a set of conventions our collective adoption of which makes social- 

izing easier, and that, given this, my observing these standards expresses con- 
sideration for other people. This does not, however, mean that judgements 
about what etiquette requires are themselves verdicts about what expresses the 
most consideration for other people and makes socializing easiest. According 

34 We should begin here: perhaps pursuing it more fully will lead us to a theory of morality 
that gives a unitary account of their justificatory force. And perhaps that theory might 
give us good reasons to doubt whether all the things on this list are really valu- 
able - although it seems unlikely. The only threat to my argument here, though, would 
come from challenging the first of them. If others' interests are not really valuable, then 
that would seem to undermine the value not only of sympathy, but of any kind of motiva- 
tion toward beneficence. 
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to a non-verdictive view, judgements about what etiquette requires are simply 

judgements about what the conventional standards prescribe: we have these 

further reasons for attaching importance to those standards. 
This gives a clear, non-dogmatic form which a non-verdictive view of 

Tightness could take: it identifies morally relevant reasons for adhering to the 
standard of moral Tightness. But now the problem is this. Given these mor- 

ally relevant reasons, there will be verdicts to be reached about the action they 
support, all things considered, in a particular situation. What is the relation- 

ship between those verdicts and judgements about Tightness? On the view we 
are considering, they are not equivalent. But if not, this raises the possibility 
that they diverge. And if they do, it must make sense to act in line with the 

verdicts, rather than the standard of Tightness. If the justification for this stan- 
dard comes from a set of further reasons, then when an action that violates the 
standard would better respect those reasons, violating the standard must be 
better justified than meeting it. 

We can turn again to etiquette for a clear illustration of this point. When 
we give reasons for observing the standards of etiquette - citing consideration 
for other people and the easing of social exchange - that is not to say that 

observing those standards will always be what these reasons most strongly 
recommend. If your guests commit a faux pas, then doing the same yourself 
can be the best way of putting them at ease; and given your justification for 

being concerned about etiquette at all, this has to be what it makes most 
sense to do. 

The same must hold for moral Tightness, on a non-verdictive view: when- 
ever the rightness-standard diverges from verdicts about the reasons to respect 
it, we ought to follow those verdicts, rather than the standard. But if so, this 
undermines the view that well-motivated agents should be guided by a sensi- 

tivity to Tightness, on this non-verdictive view. If my action is guided by the 
aim of adhering to the standard of moral Tightness, rather than of agreeing 
with the verdicts to be reached about my morally relevant reasons, then I am 
motivated in a morally inferior way. Notice that all this objection requires is 
the possibility of divergence between the rightness-standard and those ver- 
dicts. If the two happened to coincide, then in meeting the standard of right- 
ness my actions would in fact agree with the verdict. However, my 
aim - meeting the rightness-standard - might have been satisfied just as well 

by an action that did not agree with the verdict. If I succeed in doing what is 

morally most justified, it is accidental to my aim. Once more, we find that it 
is actually a version of the argument from discernment that shows what has 

gone wrong. 
We have considered two unsatisfactory responses to the question we posed 

for the non-verdictive view of Tightness: Why aspire to meet this standard? 
The first response was to refuse to give a justification for meeting this stan- 
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dard; the second sought to justify it by giving further reasons to meet it. A 

third possibility needs to be considered, though. Perhaps we can justify it, 
but without giving further reasons, because this standard itself constitutes 
what there is most reason to do. One way to hold this would involve a verdic- 
tive view of Tightness: we have already seen the problems with that. But let 
us consider finally a way in which this possibility might be pursued in a 
non-verdictive form. 

There is a way in which Kant might be co-opted in the service of a non- 

verdictive view of tightness.35 On one reading of Kant, he is saying that the 

following consideration: 

(C) that any alternative to this action would be such that the maxim on 
which that alternative action is performed would fail the Categorical 
Imperative test(s) 

has three important features. First, it is itself a morally relevant reason for 

any action to which it applies; secondly, for this consideration to apply to an 
action is what it is for that action to be right; but, thirdly, reflection on the 
nature of practical reason reveals that this reason for action must override all 
others.36 On this reading, Kant's response to my discussion would go like 
this. If we are seeking a justification for adhering to the standard of moral 

Tightness, we might begin by citing the kinds of values mentioned 
earlier - welfare, justice, honesty, integrity, loyalty, and so on - but for any 
such list of values, we must then go on to say why they should be thought 
to supply us with practical reasons. The justification is only completed by 
addressing the fundamental question concerning the nature of practical reason: 
in virtue of what will any consideration qualify as a reason for action? 

According to Kant, the answer to this, when fully articulated, shows that 
actions can only be supported by reason if they pass his Categorical Impera- 
tive test(s). In doing so, he is claiming to supply an a priori argument for 

holding that (C) is never overridden by any other practical reason.37 But if so, 
that seems to allow us the following view: an action's Tightness (i.e., (C)'s 
being true) is a morally relevant reason for it, rather than an overall moral 

verdict; but it necessarily coincides with an overall moral verdict, since it 

necessarily fails to be overridden. This then gives us a non-verdictive view of 

Tightness for which we can justify the concern to adhere to the standard of 
moral Tightness without yielding the divergence I have been complaining 
about between that standard and overall moral verdicts. 

It seems to me better to interpret Kant as having a verdictive view of rightness-judge- 
ments; but I shall not argue the exegetical point. 
For an account of the reflection that is supposed by Kant to reveal this, see O'Neill 
(1992), esp. Sections I, VIH-XIV. 
In the terminology of Raz (1975), p. 27, it is an "absolute" reason. 
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This does give a way of thinking about the treatment of Tightness as a 

reason that would avoid the objections raised so far. However, it is important 
to realize just how strong are the claims required by anyone who invokes this 

reading of Kant to support the claim that it is best for us to be motivated by 

treating Tightness as a reason. 

First, they are claiming that an overall moral verdict concerning any 
action must coincide with the truth of (C). But that is to say that they must 
be taking the statement of the Categorical Imperative tests to generate a fully 
determinative rule for moral judgement, under which any possible action 

might be subsumed to produce an overall moral verdict. This is already a 

strong claim - too strong for many contemporary Kantians. An influential 
alternative view is to see the Categorical Imperative tests as tests for deter- 

mining which general considerations have moral relevance, but not as algo- 
rithms for weighing those considerations in particular cases - or, worse, by- 
passing them altogether.38 

By itself, this first claim says only that there is a rule the application of 
which determines the overall moral verdict to be reached in any given situa- 
tion. It suggests that good judges will be those whose judgements non-acci- 

dentally satisfy this rule. But it does not yet say that good judges must them- 
selves be applying this rule. However, if this picture is to be used to support 
motivation by a concern for Tightness, this second, stronger claim must be 
made as well. The claim has to be that well-motivated action is action guided 
by applying the fully determinative rule for moral judgement given in (C). 

Now I accept that, if this pair of claims could be made compelling, my 
opposition to treating Tightness as a reason would collapse. The price of 

accepting them, though, is a drastic revision of our entire moral practice. It 
seems to many of us that a sensitive, well-motivated agent is someone whose 

thought and action is guided by three things: an awareness of the morally 
salient features of the situation - features such as the extent to which people 
are relying on me to do one thing, the grounds of their reliance, the good I 
could do by acting differently, the responsibilities I have acquired through my 
previous actions, and so on - a sensitivity to the relation of these features to 
each other, and the exercise of a non-algorithmic judgement about the action 

they support in this case. Using Kant in the way just suggested would mean 

overturning this picture completely. It would mean accepting that someone 
cannot even count as a sensitive and well-motivated judge unless she is in 
fact guiding her conduct by applying an algorithmic rule. 

Admittedly, this is not a direct argument against this view: it is just a 
demonstration of its cost. However, the cost is great enough to make it hard 
to see how that view could be made plausible, and to show why enough has 

38 See especially Herman (1993), esp. Chs. 4 and 7; also Sullivan (1994), Ch. 6; Sherman 
(1997), Ch. 7; Baron (1997), pp. 64-7. 
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been said to dismiss its relevance here. After all, if motivation by a concern 
for Tightness were vindicated in this way, it would not have been vindicated 

by the argument from discernment, but by a separate argument deriving an 

algorithm for moral judgement from the nature of practical reason. And if it 
could be shown that we ought to overthrow our actual moral practice and 
follow the proposed algorithm instead, then, while of course my defence of 

sympathetic motivation would have been undermined, that would be a rela- 

tively minor matter. What would be undermined along with it is almost all of 
our actual moral thought. 

V: Sympathy and Deliberation 
We now have a comprehensive set of criticisms of the thought that it is best 
to be guided by treating the Tightness of an action as your reason for perform- 
ing it. If rightness-judgements are verdicts about our morally relevant 
reasons, they cannot themselves coherently be treated as morally relevant 
reasons (Section III); if not, motivation by treating Tightness as a reason 
either itself succumbs to the argument from discernment or is committed to 
an implausible algorithm for moral judgement (Section IV). 

The rejection of this thought is the first, negative half of the conclusion I 
set out to establish. The second is the positive claim that motivation by 
sympathy is often best. So far I have been arguing, against the argument 
from discernment, that well-motivated beneficent action need only involve 
two things: recognizing the consideration that he needs help as a reason for 
helping him, and being appropriately sensitive to any other morally relevant 
reasons that are present. However, notice that sympathetic motivation, 
although it does include recognizing this simple practical reason, involves 
more: impassively registering a person's needs as a reason for helping him 
would fall short of sympathy. The claim that motivation by sympathy is 
often best stands in need of further argument. 

Notice, first, that it would be a mistake to claim that it is always best for 
beneficent action to be sympathetically motivated. One reason for this is that 
it is often appropriate, when presented with someone else's need, to stop and 
deliberate about what to do. Consider the question of what attitude to take 
towards beggars. Given that a person who encounters beggars once is very 
likely to encounter them again, and given the range of relevant issues (Is get- 
ting the money really in their interests? Do they deserve it? Should I give 
non-monetary support? Is helping them my responsibility or the state's?), it 
is appropriate to spend some time thinking about these issues, form a policy, 
and then act on that. And if you act beneficently from a policy formed after 
deliberation in this way - particularly if the action becomes habitual - then it 
is unlikely that each beneficent action will involve sympathetic feelings. (It 
still seems wrong, though, for the reasons I have given, to describe someone 
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who does this in a well-motivated way as treating the action's Tightness as 
her reason for helping. As with sympathy itself, others' needs are what sup- 

ply her reason for the action - a reason that her deliberation has led her to 
think prevails when all the morally relevant reasons surrounding the action 
are taken into account.) 

Why does endorsing this reason after deliberation not amount to sympa- 
thy? Fully answering this would mean filling in the missing elements of our 
account of sympathetic feeling - those that go beyond the state of reason-con- 
strual - and I am not going to attempt that here. But at least a preliminary 
and partial answer is this: emotional states are often a matter of how our 
reasons have their initial impact on us. Given that initial impact, it may 
make sense to deliberate further. If this takes enough time, the reason may 
have lost its initial, emotional, impact by the time I come to endorse it. 
Where deliberation of this kind is appropriate, sympathetic action will often 
not be available. 

On the other hand, though, there are often two kinds of reasons for not 

deliberating about other people's needs before acting beneficently. Most 

obviously, the need may be urgent, and deliberation time-wasting. But sec- 

ondly, and at least as importantly, the direct expression of sympathy is often 
itself an important part of the help that is given in beneficent action.39 Our 

spontaneously sympathetic actions are expressions of the practical impact of 
other people's needs on us; and often, this is what is most valuable about 
them to the people we help. 

If this is right, then sympathy proper is often, but not always, the best 

way for beneficent action to be motivated. Sometimes (but not always), 
beneficent action ought not to be preceded by protracted deliberation: what is 

appropriate is acting under the emotional impact of your recognition of 
others' needs as a reason for helping them; and that is what sympathetic 
motivation is. In saying this, however, I do not want to suggest that truly 
sympathetic action is always spontaneous, or that it is only morally valuable 
when it is spontaneous. On the contrary, a further large and interesting issue 
concerns those situations in which I ought to develop a sympathetic attitude 
towards someone when I have not done so spontaneously.40 Giving a full 
account of when sympathy proper is appropriate in beneficent action would 

require treating this issue. However, we have found that defending the claim 
that it is often appropriate does not. 

39 See Blum (1980), pp. 144-6; Sherman (1997), pp. 41-2; Stocker (1996), Ch. 6; also Oak- 
ley (1992), Ch. 2. 
On this issue, see Taylor (1975). 
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VI: Conclusion 

This paper has not produced a blanket objection to everything that might sen- 

sibly be meant by "motivation by a concern for rightness". The opening 
thought, that action motivated by a concern for rightness must involve a kind 
of pharisaic self-righteousness, should be rejected. After all, nothing has been 
said against the thought, central to the argument from discernment, that only 
appropriately discerning action counts as morally well motivated. Discern- 

ingly beneficent action will often be explained by the agent's sensitivity not 

just to the beneficiary's needs, but to various other morally relevant reasons 
that are present. And it does seem appropriate to say that guidance by this 

sensitivity - a sensitivity to all those considerations that bear on the right- 
ness of the action - amounts to a concern for rightness. Given this, it is hard 
to see any obstacle to saying that actions explained by this concern are moti- 
vated by it. 

What we have found is that, when we say that an action is motivated by a 
concern for rightness, it had better not be the case that rightness itself gives 
the content of the consideration that the agent regards as a good reason for the 
action. However, we have seen that this leaves other possibilities open. We 
need not think of being concerned about rightness as itself a state of reason- 

recognition: we can think of it instead as the state of thinking that the con- 
siderations that do provide reasons support the action, all things considered. If 
so, it can still make sense to speak of this concern as what motivates the 

discerningly beneficent agent. However, it will also be true of discerningly 
beneficent actions that they are motivated by sympathy, provided they arc 

explained in part by sympathetic feelings which involve the recognition of 
others' needs as reasons. 

I have not denied that a discerning agent may have thoughts about right- 
ness in deciding what to do; those thoughts may explain her action; and cit- 

ing those thoughts does refer us to (further) considerations that the agent 
takes to be reasons - the reasons that make the action right. But I have 

rejected the view normally associated with the argument from discern- 
ment - that the content of the reason by which it is best for a discerning 
agent to be guided must be that this action is right. 

I said that the explanation of beneficent action often includes the agent's 
sensitivity to a variety of morally relevant reasons. But sometimes it does 
not. For the circumstances are sometimes very simple: you encounter some- 
one who badly needs help, this is the only morally relevant feature of the 
situation, and you help. To be sure, various counterfactual conditionals will 
be true of you, if you are discerning: had the situation been more compli- 
cated, you would have taken the complications appropriately into account. 
But that is just to say that, had the circumstances been different, your concern 
for rightness would have explained different actions. It is not to say that that 
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concern explains the action you actually perform in the straightforward cir- 
cumstances.41 In the simplest cases, well-motivated acts of beneficence are 
not motivated by a concern for lightness. 

My conclusion, then, is a qualified one. Sometimes, sympathetic motiva- 
tion is not appropriate. Often (but not always), discerningly beneficent action 
can properly be said to be motivated by a concern for Tightness. It is not bad 
for a person's occurrent thought in some situations simply to be, "This is the 

right thing to do." But it is not best to be guided by treating the action's 

Tightness as your reason for performing it. That means the argument from 
discernment is wrong. And often, sympathetic motivation is best.42 

41 
Here, I am disagreeing with Baron (1984), pp. 207-9. 
Earlier versions of this paper were presented to audiences at the Universities of Reading, 
Edinburgh and Adelaide, CUNY Graduate Center, and the 1999 BSET conference at the 
University of Durham. I am very grateful to Marcia Baron, John Broome, Dean Cocking, 
Virginia Held, Brad Hooker, Sam Kerstein, Thad Metz, Alex Neill, Peter Railton, Tim 
Williamson and an anonymous reader for Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 
for discussion and correspondence that helped to improve it. 
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