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Vorwort
Dieses Buch beschäftigt sich mit dem Verhältnis von Rationalität und Moralität.
Der größere, erste Teil enthält meine nur unwesentlich veränderte Dissertation,
die im Jahre 1982 fertig gestellt wurde, die also schon geraume Zeit zurückliegt. Der zweite Teil dokumentiert Ergebnisse meiner weiteren Auseinandersetzung mit der gleichen Thematik bis in die jüngste Zeit. Es ist dabei ein mich
selbst gelegentlich irritierendes Merkmal meiner philosophischen Arbeiten,
dass sich ihre inhaltlichen Grundlinien in rund 25 Jahren nicht verändert haben.
Die Darstellungsform hat sich gewandelt. Insbesondere habe ich in späteren
Schriften versucht, formale Mittel so sparsam wie möglich einzusetzen, um die
philosophische Substanz der Argumentation nicht zu verdecken. In meiner letzten Buchpublikation zu dieser Thematik Strukturelle Rationalität. Ein philosophischer Essay über praktische Vernunft (Reclam Universalbibliothek, 2001),
habe ich ganz auf formale Darstellungsformen verzichtet. Es muss allerdings
hinzugefügt werden, dass dieser Verzicht nicht ohne Kosten ist. Klare theoretische Zusammenhänge, die in der formalen Darstellung, sei es in der Spieltheorie oder in der Theorie kollektiver Entscheidungen (public choice, collective
choice), elegant in Matrix-Form oder durch formal präzise Kriterien dargestellt
und erfasst werden, bedürfen recht umständlicher Umschreibungen, wenn man
auf dieses Analyse-Instrumentarium verzichtet. Die normalsprachlichen Umschreibungen erhöhen zudem die Gefahr von Fehlinterpretationen und Missverständnissen.
Der zweite Teil dieses Buches führt vier Texte auf, die das Verhältnis von
Entscheidungstheorie und Ethik näher beleuchten.
Der erste dieser Texte, „Rational Choice: Extensions and Revisions“, gibt einen kritischen Überblick über den rational choice-Ansatz und geht auf interne
Inkohärenzen ebenso ein, wie auf seine systematischen Grenzen.
„Why Consequentialism Fails“ fasst in kompakter Form meine Kritik des
Konsequentialismus zusammen, die detaillierter in Kritik des Konsequentialismus (München/Wien: Oldenburg 1993, 2. Aufl. 1995) ausgeführt ist.
Der dritte Text, „Rationality: Coherence and Structure“, argumentiert an einem Beispiel, dass die deontologische Dimension ethischen Handelns sich in
einen konsequentialistischen Begriffsrahmen von rational choice nicht einbetten lässt, sehr wohl aber in einen kohärentistischen.
Der letzte Beitrag, „Why Rational Deontological Action optimizes Subjective Value“, entwickelt für diese These eine präzise Rechtfertigung.
Julian Nida-Rümelin, München 2004
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Preface
This book deals with the relation between rationality and morality. The bigger,
first part contains my only insignificantly changed dissertation, which was
completed a while ago, in 1982. The second part documents the results of some
of my studies on the same topic until the recent time. It is a feature of my philosophical work that confuses myself sometimes, that, regarding the content, the
basic ideas have not changed over about 25 years. The form of presentation has
changed, however. In particular, in my later work I tried to use formal devices
as thriftily as possible, in order not to hide the philosophical substance of the argumentation. In my last publication on this topic, Strukturelle Rationalität. Ein
philosophischer Essay über praktische Vernunft (Reclam Universalbibliothek,
Stuttgart 2001), I dispensed even with any formal ways of presentation. It has to
be added, however, that this renunciation does not go without costs. Clear theoretical relations which, in a formal presentation, be it in the fields of game theory or collective choice, can be elegantly depicted in the form of a matrix or
through formally precise criteria, require quite long-winded descriptions if
these instruments of analysis are left out. Ordinary language descriptions also
increase the danger of misconceptions.
The second part of this book presents four texts that closely examine the relation between decision theory and ethics.
The first one “Rational Choice: Extensions and Revisions” provides a critical
overview of the rational choice approach and discusses its internal incoherences, as well as its systematic limits.
“Why Consequentialism Fails” summarizes my critique of consequentialism,
which is set out in more detail in my book Kritik des Konsequentialismus
(München/Wien: Oldenburg 1993, 2. Aufl. 1995).
The third text, “Rationality Coherence and Structure”, argues with an example that the deontological dimension of ethical actions cannot be embedded in a
consequentialist frame of rational choice, yet in a coherentist one.
The last contribution, “Why Rational Deontological Action optimizes Subjective Value”, gives a precise justification of the same thesis.
Julian Nida-Rümelin, München 2004
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III. Why Consequentialism Fails 1
1

I. Introduction
The paradigm of consequentialism is an ethical theory: utilitarianism. The traditional critique of (act-)utilitarianism confronts some practical implications of
this theory with our moral intuitions. I think that this traditional critique is indeed quite successful. It is successful because normative theories cannot be justified more geometrico: A good normative theory can be developed out of one
principle alone, but the justification of this principle is the successful role of
this principle to make our normative judgements coherent. If some principle is
unable to do this, then it fails, even if it may have appealing qualities in terms of
explicitness, simplicity and universality. Even if the traditional critique of utilitarianism and – more generally – ethical consequentialism is successful, it has
one major weakness: it overlooks the fact that ethical consequentialism can be
understood as a specification of consequentialism (with regard to actions) in
general. To put it in more explicit terms: If there were good reasons to adopt a
consequentialist theory of rational action, ethical consequentialism – even if not
necessarily in the form of classical utilitarianism – is a natural consequence.
The specific strengths of ethical consequentialism are based on the forcefulness
of a consequentialist theory of action.
In the critical literature on contemporary utilitarianism this close linkage between
the theory of rational action and utilitarianism has mostly been neglected. The reason is partly that most theorists criticizing utilitarianism are either deontologists,
who quite seldom take rational-choice theories to be adequate, or (anti-normative)
contextualists, rejecting the idea of moral action as rational action. My personal
point of view can instead be characterized by the following assumptions:
1) Moral agency constitutes one kind of rational agency.
2) An action which has best reasons in its favour, cannot be irrational.
3) There are moral actions which are not ‘rational’ in the sense
of the consequentialist theory of practical rationality.
4) An adequate theory of rational action is not consequentialist.
1

The critique of consequentialism presented in this paper is developed in much greater
detail in Nida-Rümelin (1993). The formal parts are presented in Kern/Nida-Rümelin
(1994).

366

Why Consequentialism Fails

This point of view differs from the deontologist’s critique insofar as it does not
accept the idea that moral action is based on a specific form of rationality which
has nothing to do with ordinary (instrumental or pragmatic) rationality. This
deontologist separation of instrumental and moral rationality has its roots in
Kant’s distinction between pragmatic and moral imperatives.2 Jürgen Habermas’ communicative action vs. strategic rationality is a contemporary version
of this Kantian dichotomy.3 I am convinced that contrary to this dichotomy there is a unity of practical reason embracing moral and extra-moral reasons from a
complex variety of different types of reasons partly based on principles, partly
on obligations, partly on duties, partly on self-interest, partly on institutions
etc., respectively, but I will not have the space here to delineate the constitutive
types of good reasons for rational agency in general. Nevertheless, I hope that
the argument is sufficient to show that consequentialism as a general theory of
rational action fails and that this does not force us into deontologist dichotomies. The unity of practical reason can be saved without consequentialism.

II. Decision Theory and Consequentialism
Let us begin with the most forceful argument in favour of consequentialism.
This argument says that if one accepts some quite minimal requirements of coherence constraining preferences, one is forced by deductive logical means to
accept consequentialism. These requirements are well-known as the conditions
of the utility-theorem. Let us call a preference-relation which meets these requirements ‘Ramsey-coherent’4. Ramsey-coherent preferences are reflexive (as
weak preferences: ‘at least as good as’), they are complete, i. e. there is a
(weak) preference between any pair of alternatives, and they are transitive, i. e.
if x is preferred to y and y is preferred to z, then x is preferred to z. These three
requirements are not sufficient to pass from coherence to consequentialism. The
next step is to extend the assumed set of alternatives (or outcomes) X by including all probability distributions (or lotteries) over X. Let us call this extended set
X*. Ramsey-coherence now requires additionally to the three just mentioned
conditions that the preferences are reflexive, complete and transitive not only
on X, but also on X*, and that four additional requirements are met. The first is
2

See Kant (1785), Second part.

3

See Habermas (1981).

4

For a formal treatment of this notion see the appendix to this paper. Cf. also Nida-Rümelin (1993), § 8, and Kern/Nida-Rümelin (1994), Ch. 2.
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Why Rational Deontological Action
Optimizes Subjective Value
I. Introduction
Does rational deontological action optimize subjective value? Can one be a deontologist and at the same time adhere to decision theory as an all-embracing
theory of practical rationality? I think the answer to both of these questions is
yes. The reasons for it are given in this article.
There are two basic intuitions that frame the bigger part of practical philosophy
and which seem to be incompatible. One intuition is teleological or, more specifically, consequentialist according to which rational action optimizes its consequences. The other intuition is deontological or rule-oriented according to
which rational action is guided by certain rules. I am a deontologist, I think that
consequentialism is an inadequate theory of ethics and rationality alike, but at
the same time I am convinced that rational action maximizes subjective value.
The reader will probably think that the following two assumptions cannot be
true simultaneously
(1) Consequentialism as a theory of rationality is false
(2) Rational action maximizes subjective value
Respectively
(1’) Consequentialism as a theory of morality is false
(2’) Moral action maximizes subjective value.
In this article, I try to show that this alleged incompatibility does not exist, and
that the teleological intuition can be upheld not in the original consequentialist,
but in a weaker coherentist form.
If one takes moral actions to be rational actions, there is a close link between
ethics and the theory of practical rationality. The best developed theory of rationality, however, is decision theory (including game theory), and decision theory
is a consequentialist theory of rationality, or so it seems. Most ethical deontologists share the common philosophical belief that decision theory is about pru-
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dence (or strategic action), whereas morality establishes constraints on prudential optimizing. Deontologists, therefore, tend to reject the idea of decision theory being the core of a general theory of practical rationality and the attempt to
integrate moral actions into its conceptual framework.
If the decision theoretic framework cannot be dismissed in order to define rational action, it seems that ethical consequentialism has strong arguments in its
favour. Ethical axiology would be about moral values and ethical rationality
about how to optimize moral values. Utilitarianism and decision theory which
are both interlinked in the history of ideas would then still be dependent on each
other from a systematic perspective, too. I will instead argue that rational deontological action is compatible with standard decision theoretic axioms. Rational
deontological action optimizes subjective value.

II. The Wedge between Choice and Preference
Decision theory works with the assumption that the rational person reveals two
basic propositional attitudes in acting: subjective preferences and subjective
probabilities. It attributes two real-valued functions to the rational actor: the
function of subjective probability and the function of subjective value. This attribution is based on the comparative concepts preferring and expecting – person i prefers p to q and i takes p to be more probable than q. It is not possible to
attribute one of these two functions independently from the other, and insofar
the attribution of the two functions is interlinked.
Is decision theoretic rationality consequentialist? The standard applications of
decision theory are indeed consequentialist insofar as subjective value is defined as subjective value of consequences, and insofar rationality is defined as
maximizing expected subjective value of consequences, or in short as: optimizing consequences. Conceptually, this consequentialism is made explicit in Savage’s model, for example, not however in Jeffrey’s holistic account16. If we
think that moral actions should be rational actions, morality should be defined
as maximizing expected subjective value of a specific kind. It would be the task
of ethical theory to develop criteria under which a subjective value function
seems morally acceptable.

16

cf. Leonard J. Savage, The Foundations of Statistics, New York 1954 and Richard C.
Jeffrey, The Logic of Decision, New York 1965.

Why Rational Deontological Action Optimizes Subjective Value

399

What then, if you are a deontologist; that is, if you think that deontological criteria cannot be dismissed in ethical theory? Under the assumptions that the decision theoretic framework can not be dismissed either and that decision theory
commits one to a consequentialist view on rational agency, the application of
deontological criteria seems to suggest the following options: either the idea
that moral action is rational has to be abandoned, or two kinds of rationality
have to be adopted: one for moral and one for extra-moral action – in the latter
case, decision theory would have to be taken as dealing with extra-moral actions. The first option appears unattractive: “You should do x, but it is irrational
to do x!” is not a convincing moral imperative. The second option would imply
that decision theory is not a general theory of rational action. In this article, I
shall not be concerned with the first option but focus on the second one: Are we
to accept that there are two quite different kinds of rationality? Is it true that deontological action does not fit into the decision theoretic frame?
Decision theory does not begin with postulating probability and value functions. Rather decision theory begins with describing basic properties of preference relations. Some of these properties can be interpreted as analytically tied
to the notion of preference, others are synthetic (and normative insofar as they,
taken together, constitute rationality or are at least necessary conditions of rationality.). There is no clear-cut borderline. On the one hand, it seems that reflexivity of preferences is an analytic property, whereas transitivity of preferences
rather appears to be a synthetic (and normative) requirement. On the other
hand: if a person has preferences regarding three well-determined, well-described and well-known alternatives, which are intransitive, one may well ask
the person, whether she really has those preferences or not. If we think of preferences as being revealed in action and in verbal expression, violations of transitivity or other properties of rational preference relations may result in uncertainty concerning the reliability of the attribution of these preferences in the
first place. This phenomenon indicates that there is no precise demarcation line
between analytic and synthetic properties of rational preference relations.
Is there any reason to assume that deontological action violates one of these properties of rational preferences (whatever their status may be), e.g. transitivity? This
formulation is an elliptic version of: is there any reason to assume that actions
which are performed for deontological reasons reveal preferences that violate the
transitivity condition? It makes things easier if we circumvent the notion of action
by asking: is there any reason to assume that preferences that are based on deontological rules violate the transitivity condition? Let us illustrate the point by referring to the deontological rule THOU SHALT NOT STEAL. The conflict between de-
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ontology and consequentialism is apparent: Even if stealing in some cases might
have overall good consequences, you are not allowed to steal. This remains true
also if we concede that in cases when not stealing leads to extremely bad consequences, e.g. starving, stealing might be justified.
Now think of the following case. There are three possible states of the world
x,y,z. We assume that these three states of the world are certain17 consequences
of three alternative feasible actions u,v,w respectively. The person in question
prefers x to y and y to z. The subjective value function represents these preferences adequately. Since probability is not involved, maximization of the expected subjective value would result in choosing action u. But let us assume that u is
an act of stealing, whereas v and w are no acts of stealing (and are not forbidden
by other deontological rules). In this case it seems that v should be the preferred
action. The situation is such that it is not possible to optimize consequences and
at the same time conform with the deontological rule in question.
The person has transitive preferences regarding states of the world as well as regarding actions. Reflexivity of weak preferences is given trivially (in this case
there are no weak preferences involved) and Completeness is a reasonable postulate for a deontologist. Since the rational deontologist (like the consequentialist) cannot refuse to act, she reveals her preferences regarding any feasible alternative. There is no reason to assume that a rational person with deontological
motivations sometimes gets caught in holes of inactivity. The Completeness Axiom should be extended to preferences motivated by deontological reasons.
Standard decision theory identifies actions with prospects, i.e. probability distributions over the sets of their consequences. Therefore it identifies u with x, v
with y and w with z. Within this conceptual framework there is no logical space
for deontological rationality. It is conceptually excluded that a rational person
has preferences as we assumed above. It seems to me that this conceptual exclusion of deontological rationality is unacceptable. It makes perfect sense that a
person, when asked which state of the world she prefers, answers that she prefers u to v and v to w while she respects the Seventh Commandment and therefore prefers action y to action x. There is no reason to think that everybody who
respects this commandment is irrational. A rational person can prefer the state
of the world x to y and y to z, and at the same time prefer the action v to the action u, because u would violate the Seventh Commandment and v wouldn’t.

17

“Certain” in the sense that the subjective probability is 1.

