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CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY 
Volume IV, Number 3, March 1975 

Reason and Maximization* 

DAVID GAUTHIER, University of Toronto 

I 

Economic man seeks to maximize utility. The rationality of economic man 
is assumed, and is identified with the aim of utility-maximization.1 But may 
rational activity correctly be identified with maximizing activity? The object of 
this essay is to explore, and in part to answer, this question. 

This is not an issue solely, or perhaps even primarily, about the 

presuppositions of economics. The two great modern schools of moral and 

political thought in the English-speaking world, the contractarian and the 

utilitarian, identify rationality with maximization, and bring morality into their 

equations as well. To the contractarian, rational man enters civil society to 
maximize his expectation of well-being, and morality is that system of principles 
of action which rational men collectively adopt to maximize their well-being.2 
To the utilitarian, the rational and moral individual seeks the maximum 

happiness of mankind, with which he identifies his own maximum happiness.3 

* I am grateful to the Canada Council for research support during part of the period in 
which the ideas in this paper were developed. Earlier versions were discussed in my 
graduate seminar, and at the Institute on Contractarian Philosophy of the Canadian 

Philosophical Association. I am grateful for comments received on those occasions; I am 

especially grateful to David Braybrooke, Steven de Haven, Aaron Sloman, and Howard 
Sobel for their ideas. 

1 Cf. D. M. Winch, Analytical Welfare Economics (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 1971): 
"we assume that individuals behave rationally and endeavour to maximize utility'1 
(p. 25). Also cf. Kenneth J. Arrow, Social Choice and Individual Values (2nd ed.; New 

York, 1963), pp. 3, 21. 

2 Cf. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Chaps. 14, 15, 17, for the classic statement of 
contractarian theory. Also cf. Kurt Baier, The Moral Point of View (Ithaca, New York, 
1958), pp. 308-315. 

3 Cf. J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism, Chap. 3. 
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Neither school identifies rationality with the straightforward aim of 
individual utility-maximization; this is the position of egoism, which each 
criticizes. But the criticism is that egoism is self-defeating; if the result of 
unrestrained individual utility-maximizing activities were the greatest utility for 

each, then neither the contractarian nor the utilitarian would find any need for 

morality or civil society. It is rational to maximize one's utilities, but it is not 
rational to do this by a straightforward policy of individual utility-maximization. 
In examining the connection of rational activity with maximizing activity, this 

paradox must be elucidated.4 
But this is not all. For although I shall show that we can define a quite 

precise conception of maximizing activity, which resolves this paradox, and 
which should satisfy the conception of rationality which the economist, the 

contractarian, the utilitarian, and even the egoist, actually share (although 
perhaps only the contractarian correctly understands it), this conception of 

reason, and its associated conception of man, remain problematic. My concern is 
to show precisely what is involved in identifying rational activity with 

maximizing activity, indeed to develop the best possible case for this 

identification, so that it will be easier to see on the one hand its real practical 
consequences, and on the other hand its ideological underpinning. But I can only 
point to these further matters in this present essay. 

I shall take for granted that the primary subject of action, or activity, is 
the individual human person. And I shall presuppose that it is primarily to the 
individual that we ascribe rationality. To speak of a rational action, or rational 

activity, or a rational morality, or a rational society, is to speak of rationality in 
a way which must be derived from our conception of a rational individual or 
person. This is a very important presupposition, but one which I shall leave 
unexamined here, save to remark that it does not, in itself, imply that our 
conception of a rational person is of an atomic individual, capable of existing 
independently of other persons or of society. 

Since our concern is with rational activity, our first task is to connect this 
activity to the rational person. What must a person do, in virtue of being 
rational? The first point to note is that rationality is not an individuating 
characteristic of persons. It is the individual who is rational, but qua rational, 
one individual is the same as .another. Hence any answer to this question must be 
the same for all persons: what one person must do, in virtue of being rational, is 
to be characterized in the same way as what any other person must do, in virtue 
of being rational. 

The second point is another presupposition, perhaps the presupposition of 
what I shall call the modern Western view of man. To characterize a person as 
rational is not to relate him to any order, or system, or framework, which would 

4 Cf. my paper, "Morality and Advantage," Philosophical Review, LXXVI (1967), 
460-475. 
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constrain his activities. It is not, as Plato thought, to relate man to the Good. It 
is not, as St. Thomas thought, to relate man to God. It is not, as Kant thought, 
to relate man to the Kingdom of Ends. To characterize a person as rational is not 
then to determine his ends either positively, in terms of a goal or goals to be 

sought, or negatively, in terms of beings (such as other persons) to be respected. 
In calling this the modern Western view of man, I do not intend to claim 

that it has been embraced by all Western thinkers; Kant, and Hegel, would be 
obvious counterexamples. What I am claiming is that this presupposition 
underlies our scientific theories and our social practices. It is part of the way in 
which each of us understands, unreflectively, in practice, what it is to be human. 
To demonstrate this would require an historical and social enquiry falling quite 
outside the scope of this essay. What I wish to do is to develop some of the 

implications of this presupposition- implications which are relevant to an 

assessment of our understanding of what it is to be human. For it is this 

understanding which ultimately is called into question by an enquiry into 

rationality and maximization. 
Given this supposition, the strict answer to the question, What must a 

person do, solely in virtue of being rational? is: Nothing. Reason of itself 

determines no actions. The modern Western view of man implies at least part of 

the Humean view of reason, that it is the slave of the passions.5 Reason takes the 

ends of our activities as given, and determines the means to those ends. 

On this instrumental view of reason, to characterize a man as rational is to 

characterize the way in which he goes about his activities. And so our first 

question about rational activity is replaced by the question, How must a man 

act, in virtue of being rational? What, in other words, is the rational manner of 

acting? 

II 

The immediate consequence of the instrumental view of reason is that 

rationality is, or at least involves, efficiency. The rational man endeavours to 

select those actions which achieve his ends, and which achieve them with the 

minimum expenditure of time and effort. He does what, is necessary to secure 

what he wants, and no more than is necessary. 
But efficiency is not the whole of the rational manner of acting. The 

interesting problems of practical reason arise because we can not secure all of 

what we want. We have incompatible ends, so that the means which bring about 

one exclude another. We have ends to which there are no available sufficient 

means, and which therefore are at least partially unattainable. We have open 

ends, such as happiness, to which no set of means can be complete. 

5 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Bk. 1 1 , Pt. 1 1 1 , Sec. III. 

413 



David Gauthier 

The identification of rationality with maximizing activity requires the 
reduction of problems about incompatible or unattainable ends to problems 
about a single open end, characterized in a purely formal way. That is, we 

suppose that there is a single measure of a man's ends, which can be applied to 
evaluate the contribution each of the actions possible for him in a situation 
makes to the overall realization of his ends. A rational man then endeavours to 
select the action, or one of the actions, which maximizes this contribution.6 

When a person acts, he brings about one of a number of outcomes each of 
which is possible in his situation. To deny this is to deny the real possibility of 

action; it is to take a fatalist view with regard to human behaviour. The outcome 

actually brought about need not be known to, or intended by, the person acting, 
but he conceives himself to be acting only in so far as he forms some expectation 
of the outcome, or of a probability-distribution over possible outcomes, and can 

distinguish this object of his expectation from other outcomes or 

probability-distributions over outcomes, which he believes to be also possible in 
the situation. The object of the person's expectation, whether an outcome or a 

probability -distribution over outcomes, may be termed the expected outcome) 
thus for example if a coin is tossed to determine how it lands, the expected 
outcome is a 50% probability of heads and a 50% probability of tails. The act 

selected, then, is selected to bring about the expected outcome, rather than 
other possible outcomes, and this expected outcome is the preferred outcome. 

Preference in this sense is intentional, manifested in what a person actually 
takes himself to be doing. His preferences can not necessarily be inferred from 
the outcomes really possible in his situation, and the outcome actually brought 
about; it is his conception of the possibilities, and of the expected outcome, and 
indeed of the action itself, which is decisive. What an individual expects as the 
outcome of what he takes himself to be doing is what he prefers among the 
conceived possibilities. 

Intentional preference need not correspond to attitudinal preference. A 
person may favour one outcome over others, yet act consciously and 
intentionally to realize one of the outcomes not favoured. The problems which 
arise in accounting for the gap between attitudinal and intentional preference, 
which are of course similar to those which arise in accounting for akrasia, are not 
of concern here. But the failure of this correspondence indicates a failure of 
rationality; the rational man acts, or at least intends to act, in accordance with 
his attitudes. This is not to say that attitudinal preference is more rational than 
intentional; no standard for the rationality of either intentional preference or 
attitudinal preference, taken in itself, has yet been introduced. It is only to say 
that the correspondence of the two is rational, the divergence, irrational. 

6 This is too direct a statement of the connection between reason and maximization; it 
applies to what I shall call independent action but not to what I shall distinguish as 
interdependent action. See V-VII infra. Similarly, the discussion of preference must be 
modified to fit interdependent action; see footnote 16 infra. 
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A person's preferences, whether intentional or attitudinal, may depend on 
his knowledge and reflection. This dependence provides us with a standard for 

preferability. One outcome is preferable to another, for a person, if he would 

prefer it, given full knowledge and reflection. The very real problem of what 
constitutes fullness of knowledge and reflection is another matter which must be 
excluded from this essay. And a person is rational, only in so far as his 

preferences correspond to his subjective judgment of what is preferable- only, 
then, in so far as what he takes himself to do corresponds to what he judges he 
would do, and what he favours corresponds to what he judges he would favour, 
given full knowledge and reflection. 

Preferability provides a standard for the rationality of both intentional and 
attitudinal preference. But this standard is fully compatible with the supposition 
that the rationality of a person is not determined by the ends he seeks. The 

rationality of a person, on this view, depends on whether the ends he seeks are 

those which he judges he would seek under conditions ideal in certain respects. 
Reason does not assess a man's ends in relation to some standard beyond his 

passions (in the Humean sense). Rather, reason assesses a man's ends in relation 

to the standards implicit in the passions themselves, the standards of consistency 
between intention and attitude, and conformity of both to ideal intention and 

attitude. Bringing these standards together, a person is a rational agent only if his 

actions conform to what he supposes he would do and favour, were he 

sufficiently informed and reflective. 

Ill 

Rationality in action is thus more than mere efficiency. But there are 

further conditions arising from our understanding of preferences. Although 
reason as instrumental imposes, and can impose, no restraints on the content of 

particular preferences, it does impose restraints on the relations among the 

contents of different preferences.7 
I have said that the rational man acts to bring about that outcome which 

he prefers, among those which he believes are open to him. Thus he must be able 

to compare the possible outcomes in any situation, to determine that which he 

prefers to the others. Let Oj and Oj be any two outcomes which logically are 

alternative possible outcomes for some situation. Then since there is no reason in 

principle why a person might not be restricted to a choice between these two 

outcomes, he must be able to determine a preference between them. We require 
a connexity condition: If Oj, Oj are any alternative possible outcomes for any 

situation, then any rational person A must either prefer Oj to Oj, o: Oj to Oj, or 

be indifferent between them. 

7 For a fuller discussion of preference and utility, cf. R. D. Luce and H. Raiffa, Games 
and Decisions (New York, 1957), Chap. 2, and works referred to therein. 
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This may seem an innocuous requirement, although it assumes a single 
dimension of comparison among our ends. A second, obviously less innocuous 

condition, but one equally necessary if one is to select a most preferred outcome 
in any situation, is that one's preferences not be cyclic. If I prefer apples to 

pears, pears to peaches, and peaches to apples, and am in a situation in which I 
must select one of these three fruits, then no selection is most preferred- for any 
outcome, there is some other outcome which I prefer to it. To avoid this we 

require a transitivity condition: If Oj, Oj, 0k are any alternative possible 
outcomes for any situation, then if any rational person A does not prefer Oj to O:, 
and 0k to Oj, A does not prefer 0k to Oj. (This slightly awkward formulation is 

required to ensure that transitivity extends to indifference.) 
These conditions are sufficient to induce a weak ordering of the possible 

outcomes in any situation, in terms of an individual's preferences. They do not, 
however, establish a quantitative measure of preference, which is necessary if 
rational action is to be identified with maximizing action. Three further 
conditions are needed to do this. 

These further conditions depend on the concept of a lottery among 
outcomes. A lottery is simply a probability distribution over the members of a 
set of possible outcomes. For example, suppose that I am to receive a fruit, 
selected at random, from a plate on which there are four apples, two pears, and 
six peaches. Then there are three possible outcomes- receiving an apple, a pear, a 
peach- and random selection of a fruit from the plate represents a lottery over 
these outcomes, with probabilities one-third for apple, one-sixth for pear, and 
one-half for peach. The conditions then are these: 
Substitution: If Oj, Oj are any alternative possible outcomes or lotteries for any 
situation, and if any rational person A is indifferent between them, then Oj may 
be substituted for Oj in any lottery or situation without affecting A's 
preferences. 
Unique indifference: If Oj, Oj, 0k are any alternative possible outcomes or 
lotteries for any situation, and if any rational person A prefers Oj to 0k, and does 
not prefer Oj to Oj or 0k to Oj, then there is a unique lottery over Oj and 0k 
which A considers indifferent to Oj. 
Positive correlation: If Oj, Oj are any alternative possible outcomes for any 
situation, and if any rational person A prefers Oj to Oj, then if Lm and Ln are 
any two lotteries over Oj and Oj, A prefers Lm to Ln if and only if the 
probability of Oj in 

L^ 
is greater than in Ln. 

The interpretation of the last two conditions may be assisted by an 
example. Suppose I prefer apples to pears and pears to peaches. Then the unique 
indifference conditions requires that there be a single, unique lottery among 
apples and peaches which I consider indifferent to pears. And the positive 
correlation condition requires that I prefer a lottery affording me a 50% chance 
of an apple and a 50% chance of a pear to one affording me a 40% chance of an 
apple and a 60% chance of a pear. 
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All of these conditions lack intuitive plausibility in one respect- a respect 
in which the earlier transitivity condition is also defective. For all require that 
we have unlimited powers of discrimination in matters of preference. If I prefer 
apples to pears, then according to the positive correlation condition I must 

prefer a lottery among apples and pears affording me a 50.00002% chance of an 

apple to one affording me a 50.00001% chance. But my powers of 
discrimination do not enable me to detect any practical difference between the 
two lotteries. 

It is not possible to remedy this difficulty within the compass of this 

essay. We may take our conditions, then, as representing an ideal of reason with 

respect to preference. A person is rational, in so far as his preferences are 

concerned, to the extent to which they satisfy these conditions. 
We are now able to introduce the measure of a man's ends, which is 

termed utility* To determine such a measure for the members of any set of 

alternative possible outcomes is to determine a utility-function for the members 

of the set. Let 0j , . . . , 0n be any set of alternative possible outcomes, ordered 

so that no member of the sequence is preferred to any preceding member by the 

person in question, A. If A is indifferent between 01 and 0n, then he is 

indifferent among all the possible outcomes, and a utility-function is defined for 

the members of the set simply by assigning the same number- any number will 

do- to each. But suppose that A is not indifferent among all the possible 
outcomes. Let each outcome be replaced by the unique lottery over 0^ and 0n 
to which it is indifferent for A; for any outcome 0j let this lottery be 

(PjO-! + (1-pj)On). Then U is a utility-function for A over 0^ , . . . , 0n if and only 
if: 

(i) U^ ) = 
u1 , where u-| is any real number; 

(ii) U(0n) 
= 

un, where un is any real number smaller than u^ ; 

(iii) U(0|) 
= 

IKpjO! + (1-Pj)On) 
= 

PjU^ ) + (1-Pj)U(On) 
= 

piUl + (1-Pj)un 
= 

uj. 

If U is a utility-function for A over the members of any set of outcomes, then 

any positive linear transform of U, i.e. any function 

U* = all + b (a greater than 0) 

is also a utility-function for A over these outcomes. 

A person is a rational agent, then, only if a utility-function can be defined 

over the alternative possible outcomes in any situation, as a measure of his 

preference among those outcomes. And so the identification of rationality in 

action with the aim of individual utility-maximization now seems to be 

complete. A rational individual, I concluded in II, identifies his intentional 

8 A more formal treatment would require a proof that the conditions given are necessary 
and sufficient for the introduction of a utility-function. 
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preference, his attitudinal preference, and his supposition of what he would 
prefer given full knowledge and reflection. For him we may speak simply of 
preference, referring to all of these. A rational individual, I have now concluded, 
is one whose preferences can be measured by a utility-function, or in other 
words, one whose preferences can be replaced functionally by numerical 
utilities. Bringing these conclusions together, a rational individual is one whose 
intended actions conform to his numerical utilities, that is, one who acts to bring 
about an expected outcome with utility at least as great as that of any outcome 
he considers possible in the situation. Thus the rationality condition established 
by identifying rational activity with maximizing activity is: 
A person acts rationally only if the expected outcome of his action affords him a 
utility at least as great as that of the expected outcome of any action possible 
for him in the situation. 

This development of rationality from efficiency to utility-maximization is 
by no means unproblematic. As I have indicated, the argument of II rests on the 
assumption that there is a single dimension of comparison among our ends, a 
dimension which I have labelled preference. And the argument of III requires 
two further assumptions. The first is that preference can be represented as a 
continuum, rather than, say, a mere ordering. The second is that this continuum 
has no necessary upper bound, that the formal end, utility, is open. In any 
particular situation there is a maximum possible utility, but the pursuit of utility 
is unending. These assumptions are, of course, part of the orthodox conception 
of economic man, and of the contractarian and utilitarian views which are its 
alternative elaborations in the realm of morals and politics. But they are not 
entailed by the conception of reason as instrumental. 

IV 

Is utility-maximization always possible? If rationality is identified with the 
aim of individual utility-maximization, and if there are situations in which it is 
not possible to maximize one's utilities, then there are situations in which it is 
not possible to act rationally. This is not a conclusion one would willingly 
accept. Hence a proof of the possibility of utility-maximization, in all situations, 
is required. 

But this task is beyond the compass of this essay. Here, I can consider only 
three types of situations. The first, and simplest, is that in which the person 
knows the full circumstances in which he is to act, and the effects of his 
(intended) action on those circumstances; hence he is able to correlate a 
determinate outcome with each of his possible actions. This case is 
unproblematic. The utility of each outcome may be related to the corresponding 
action, and utility-maximization is achieved by selecting that action, or one of 
those actions, with greatest utility. 

The second case is that in which the person is uncertain about the 
circumstances, or the effects of his action in those circumstances. To each of his 
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possible actions he is able to correlate, not a determinate outcome, but only a 
determinate set, each member of which is the outcome resulting from a 

particular combination of circumstances and effects possible given the action. If 
we suppose, however, that he can make some estimate of the probabilities of 
these various possible circumstances and effects, then he can correlate a unique 
expected outcome with each possible action, the expected outcome being the 

appropriate probability-distribution over the set of outcomes.9 And the utility 
of this expected outcome (its expected utility)10 may be determined from the 

utilities of the outcomes belonging to the set; it is simply the sum of the 

products of the probabilities and utilities of all the members of the set. This 

expected utility may then be related to the corresponding action, and 

utility-maximization is achieved by selecting that action, or one from those 

actions, with greatest expected utility. 
The third, most difficult case is that in which there is more than one 

person, each rational, and the outcome is the product of their actions in the 

circumstances.11 I shall not demonstrate that utility-maximization can be 

achieved, but only that one problem which arises from the interaction of the 

persons can be resolved. To illustrate the problem, consider the simplest 

possibility-two persons, A and B, each able to correlate a determinate outcome 

with each pair consisting of a possible action for A and a possible action for B. 

Suppose now that A expects B to perform some one of his actions- or, failing 

this, assigns a probability to each of B's possible actions, so that he expects, as it 

were, a probability distribution over B's possible actions. In either case, he can 

correlate an expected outcome with each of his possible actions, and proceed as 

before to maximize. 
But A must take B's rationality into account. Since B is rational, A must 

suppose that the action he expects B to perform will maximize B's expected 

utility, given the action B expects A to perform. A's intended action, then, is 

utility-maximizing for A against that possible action of B which A expects B to 

perform, which in turn is conceived by A as utility-maximizing for B against that 

possible action of A which A expects that B expects A to perform. Now let us 

make one further, crucial, simplifying assumption. Let us suppose that A 

assumes that B's expectation is correct. That is, the possible action of A, which 

A expects that B expects A to perform, is A's intended action. Hence A's action 

9 I shall not consider the possibility of utility-maximization if the agent is unable to make 

any estimate of the probabilities of the various circumstances and effects. 

10 A person prefers greater utility to less, and is indifferent between equal utilities, 
whether these utilities are actual or expected. This is assured by the way in which his 

utility-function is generated from his preferences. Hence the introduction of expected 

utility makes no difference to the argument; it is in no sense inferior to actual utility. 

1 1 This is the situation analyzed by the mathematical theory of games, to which I owe 

many of my arguments and concepts. 
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is utility-maximizing for A given that action of B which A expects B to perform, 
which in turn is utility-maximizing for B given A's action. Hence from A's point 
of view (and also, of course, from B's, which is assumed to be exactly parallel), 
each action must be utility-maximizing for the agent given the other's action. 

It is not obvious that this requirement can always be satisfied. Indeed, it 
can not be, unless each person is able to select, not only from his possible 
actions, but also from all probability-distributions over his possible actions, in 

deciding what to do. To show this, let us consider a simple example. Suppose 
that A and B find themselves in a situation in which each has but two alternative 

possible actions. Let these be a1 and a2 for A, b^ and b2 for B. There are four 

outcomes, one for each pair of possible actions, which we represent as 

0^ =alxb1, and similarly 012, 021 and 022. Now let there be a 

utility-function for each person such that the utilities of the outcomes are as 
shown in this matrix, A's utilities appearing first: 

b1 b2 

a1 0n(0,3) 012(3,2) 

a2 021(1,0) 022(2,l) 

It is evident by inspection that if A expects B to perform b1 , A should perform 

a2, but if B expects A to perform a2, B should perform b2. On the other hand, if 
A expects B to perform b2, he should perform a1 , but if B expects A to perform 

a1? he should perform b-j. There is no pair of actions such that each is 

utility-maximizing against the other. 

However, if we allow probability-distributions over actions, there is such a 

pair. For if A expects B to randomize on an equal basis between b1 and b2, then 

any of his possible actions is utility-maximizing, and if B expects A to randomize 
on an equal basis between a1 and a2, then any of his possible actions is 

utility-maximizing. Hence the probability-distributions (Vi^ + 1/2a2) and 

(1/2bl + y2b2) are utility-maximizing against each other. 
I shall say that the members of an A7-tuple of actions, one for each of the n 

agents in a situation, are in mutual equilibrium if and only if each member of the 
A7-tuple maximizes the respective agent's utility, given the other members of the 
A7-tuple. It has been shown by Nash that, if we include probability-distributions 
over possible actions as themselves possible actions, then in every situation with 
finitely many persons, each with a finite range of actions, there is at least one 
A7-tuple of possible actions, such that its members are in mutual equilibrium.12 
Hence one condition which is necessary if each action is to be utility-maximizing 
can be satisfied. 

12 J. F. Nash, "Non-cooperative Games," Annals of Mathematics, LIV (1951), 286-295. 
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This completes my argument here for the possibility of utility-max- 
imization. The important conclusion for present purposes is that, in a 
situation involving several persons in which each assumes the correctness of the 
others' expectations, each must expect all of the actions to be in mutual 

equilibrium, if each is to maximize his utilities. If then we suppose that each 
person can determine correctly the actions of all persons, the identification of 

rationality with the aim of utility-maximization entails that for rational persons 
in situations of interaction, all actions must be in mutual equilibrium.1 3 

V 

Moral philosophers have not been slow to challenge the identification of 

rationality with individual utility-maximization.14 To maximize one's utilities is 
to act prudently, in that extended sense of the term which has become 

philosophically commonplace, or to act from self-interest, where self-interest is 
taken to embrace all one's aims, and not only one's self-directed aims. To 
identify rationality with the aim of utility-maximization is then to identify it 
with prudence, and in so far as morality is distinct from prudence, to distinguish 
it from morality. The moral man is not always rational, and the rational man not 

always moral. To many persons these consequences are unacceptable. Moral 

philosophers have responded in various ways; the most radical response has been 
to deny the rationality of utility-maximization. 

Not all forms of this denial concern our present argument. But one of the 
principal objections to the rationality of utility-maximization rests on the 
insistence that reason and utility are indeed related, but in a way which is deeper 
than and incompatible with the relationship we have developed. And this type of 
objection we must consider. 

Note first that it is in general not possible for every agent in a situation to 
achieve his maximum utility. Let us say that an outcome is best if and only if it 
affords each person in the situation at least as great a utility as that afforded him 

by any other outcome; then in general no outcome in a situation is best. Hence 
it would be futile to suppose that we should seek always to bring about best 
outcomes. However, in every situation there must be at least one outcome, and 
there may be many outcomes, which afford each person a maximum 

compossible utility, that is, the greatest utility each can receive, given the 
utilities received by the others. Such outcomes are termed optimal or efficient) 
an outcome is optimal if and only if there is no alternative possible outcome 

affording some person a greater utility and no person a lesser utility. It may 

13 I shall not consider the possibility of utility-maximization in the case in which not all 
agents correctly assume that all expectations are correct. 

14 Cf. G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge, 1903), sees. 58-61; also Richard B. 

Brandt, Ethical Theory (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1959), pp. 369-375. 
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seem evidently reasonable to require that in any situation, every person should 
act to bring about an optimal outcome. For if the outcome is not optimal, then 
some persons might do better, yet no person do worse. 

With the conception of optimality established, the first step of the 
objection is to point out that individual utility-maximization may lead to a 
non-optimal outcome. The well-known Prisoner's Dilemma is sufficient so show 
this.15 The dilemma is found in any situation which can be represented by such 
a matrix as this: 

b1 b2 

^ 0n(1,1) 0l2(10,0) 

a2 02l(0,10) 022(9,9) 

It is evident on inspection that whatever B does, A maximizes his utility by his 
action a1s Similarly, whatever A does, B maximizes his utility by his action bj. 
Hence if we identify rationality with utility-maximization, and assume A and B 
to be rational, they will achieve the outcome 0n, with a utility of 1 to each. 
But 022 would have afforded each a utility of 9. The actions a1 and b^ are in 
mutual equilibrium, and indeed are the only actions in mutual equilibrium in 
this situation, but their outcome is not optimal. Hence we have a situation in 
which the requirement that individual utility-maximizers act in mutual 
equilibrium is incompatible with the proposal that the outcome of interaction be 
optimal. 

Only in some situations will individual utility-maximization lead to a 
non-optimal outcome. But since the possibility of these situations can not be 
ruled out, individual utility-maximizers can not reasonably suppose that in the 
long run they will do as well for themselves as possible. Whenever they find 
themselves in an interaction situation in which no equilibrium /7-tuple of actions 
leads to an optimal outcome, they will act to bring about an outcome which 
denies at least some of them utilities which they might have attained without 
any utility cost to the others. 

But do persons behave irrationally in bringing about a non-optimal state of 
affairs? This has not yet been argued, so that the objection is incomplete. 
Consider, then, the following argument, which purports to show that because 
the policy of individual utility-maximization leads, in some situations, to 
non-optimal outcomes, it is therefore not rational. 

What is rational for one person is rational for every person. Hence what is 
correctly judged rational for one person must be judged rational for every 
person, on pain of error. And what one person correctly judges rational, every 

15 The Prisoner's Dilemma is attributed to A. W. Tucker. 

422 



Reason and Maximization 

person must judge rational, on pain of error. Suppose then that some person, A, 
correctly judges himself rational to maximize his own utility. Then he must 

judge each person rational to maximize his (that person's) utility. And every 
person must judge each person rational to maximize his own utility. 

What constraint does the identification of rationality with the aim of 

utility-maximization impose on this judgment? Since there is in general no best 

outcome, the constraint may not require that every person suppose his own 

utility maximized by that policy of action he judges rational for each to follow. 
But the constraint must surely require that every person expect for himself the 
maximum utility compossible with that received by each other person, from 
that policy of action he judges rational for each person. Thus, if every person 
correctly judges each person rational to maximize his own utility, then the 

policy of individual utility-maximization must afford every person maximum 

compossible utility, or in other words, individual utility-maximization must 

yield optimal outcomes, and only optimal outcomes. But we have shown that 

individual utility-maximization does not always yield optimal outcomes. 

Therefore every person does not correctly judge each person rational to 

maximize his own utility. Person A does not correctly judge each person rational 

to maximize his own utility. And so A does not correctly judge himself rational 

to maximize his own utility. 
This argument captures a way of thinking about the universality of 

rational judgments which is supposed to rule out the rationality of prudence. 
But it is a bad argument. It will be recalled that I have presupposed that we 

ascribe rationality primarily to the individual person. Our concern is with 

practical reason, and so with the rational agent. On the instrumental conception 
of reason, the rationality of an agent is shown by the relation between the 

actions he takes himself to perform, and his ends, his basis of action. If we 

consider this basis of action to enter into his point of view, then we may say that 

the rationality of an agent is determined by assessing his intended actions in 

relation to his point of view. 
This is not to say that what is rational from one point of view is not or 

may not be rational from another point of view. What is rational is rational sans 

phrase. But it is the point of view of the agent which determines, from every 

point of view, whether his actions, and he himself, are rational. If a person A is 
to assess the rationality of another person B, then it is the relation of B's actions 
to B's utility, and not the relation of B's actions to A's utility, which is relevant. 

The fallacy in the argument just outlined is now easily detected. The 
fallacious step is the claim that every person must expect for himself the 
maximum utility compossible with that received by each other person, from 
that policy of action he judges rational for each person. A's maximum 

compossible utility is not the relevant criterion for assessing the rationality of 
the actions of persons other than himself, and hence not the relevant criterion 
for assessing the rationality of a policy of action in so far as it determines the 
actions of other persons. 
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In explicating practical rationality, the argument fails to take seriously the 
position of the agent. The question whether the aim of utility-maximization is 
rational is the question whether it is rational to act in a maximizing manner. It is 
not the question whether it is rational to act and to be acted on in this manner, 
for this question makes no sense. There is no way of being acted on which is as 
such either rational or irrational; there is no rational patient corresponding to 
the rational agent. There is, of course, the question whether utility-maximization 
is the most desirable way to act and be acted on, and this indeed is the question 
which is answered negatively by consideration of the Prisoner's Dilemma, for it 
is in part whether one's utility is maximized, given the utilities received by the 
other persons, if one acts and is acted on in accordance with the tenets of 
individual utility-maximization. But the answer to this question does not answer 
the question how it is rational to act, unless the way in which one acts 
determines the way in which others act. If in choosing how to act, one chooses 
how one is to be acted upon, then one's role as patient becomes relevant to one's 
role as agent. But this is to go beyond the argument we have considered. 

VI 

Let us then turn to the supposition that the way in which one acts 
determines the way in which others act, and vice versa. So far we have 
considered only independent action, action in a manner which each person 
selects for himself. But we may contrast this with interdependent action, action 
in a manner on which all agree.16 Interdependent action is action in civil 

society, by which I understand a common framework of action. Independent 
action, then, may be termed action in estate of nature. 

Since reason is the same for all, rational persons must adopt the same 
manner of action if they share the same condition. But this does not obliterate 
the distinction between independent and interdependent action. Independent 
rational persons will each separately adopt the same manner of action. 
Interdependent rational persons will collectively adopt a common manner of 
action. Interdependent persons will act in the same manner, because all have 
agreed so to act; if they are rational, they will act because all have rationally 
agreed so to act. 

16 For interdependent action we modify our account of preference in the following way. 
What the agent takes himself to be doing can be coupled with his beliefs and the agreed 
manner of action to determine his intentional preference. His attitudinal preference can 
be coupled with his beliefs and the agreed manner of action to determine a strategy. He 
is rational only if this strategy corresponds to what he takes himself to be doing. What 
he supposes he would do, were he sufficiently informed and reflective can then be used 
to determine intentional preferability; what he supposes he would favour under these 
ideal conditions can be used to determine a strategy. He is rational only if what he 
favours and what he would favour determine the same strategy, which corresponds to 
what he takes himself to be doing and also to what he would do. 
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What is the rational manner of interdependent, or agreed, action? This 

question would seem to be equivalent to, on what manner of action is it rational 
to agree? The identification of rationality with the aim of utility-maximization 
provides at least a necessary condition for rational agreement.1 

7 It would not be 
rational to agree to a way of acting if, should that way of acting be adopted, one 
would expect a utility less than the maximum compossible in the situation with 
the utility afforded by the agreement to every other party. And so it is rational 
for all concerned to agree to a way of acting only if, should it be adopted, each 

person may expect the maximum utility compossible, in the situation, with that 

utility which each other person expects. Or in other words, an agreed way of 

acting is rational only if it leads to an outcome which is optimal so far as the 

parties to the agreement are concerned. 
Individual utility-maximization does not guarantee an optimal outcome. 

Thus, although in a particular situation, an agreement that each person seek to 
maximize his own utilities may lead to an optimal outcome, such an agreement 
will not in general lead to an optimal outcome, and so it is not, in itself, rational. 
But if it is not rational to agree to individual utility-maximization as such, then 

individual utility-maximization can not be the rational manner of 

interdependent action. The argument against the identification of rationality 
with the aim of utility-maximization, misapplied to independent action, 
succeeds for interdependent action. 

Indeed, it seems that the identification of rationality with the aim of 

individual utility-maximization leads to a contradiction. Consider any situation, 
such as that exemplified by the Prisoner's Dilemma, in which there is at least one 

outcome which affords greater utility to each person than the outcome of 

rational independent action. Then it is evidently possible to specify at least one 

agreement such that the outcome of acting on it affords each party to the 

agreement an expected utility greater than that which he can expect by 
independent action. Hence if each person in the situation is rational, each must 
be willing to enter into some agreement. But if one enters an agreement 
rationally, then one must act rationally in so far as one acts in accordance with 
the agreement, at least if the circumstances remain as one envisages them in 

entering the agreement. Hence it must be rational for each person in the 
situation to act in accordance with some agreement. 

Since the outcome of any agreement which each enters rationally must be 

optimal, the agreed actions of the persons can not be in mutual equilibrium. 
Thus the agreement must require at least one party to it to act in such a way 
that the expected outcome does not afford him a utility at least as great as that 
of the outcome of some other action open to him. But then it can not be 
rational for him to act in accordance with the agreement. Therefore there is at 
least one party to the agreement for whom it is both rational and not rational to 

17 I shall not introduce a sufficient condition in this paper. 
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act in accordance with the agreement. This is a contradiction; therefore either it 
is rational for such a person not to enter the agreement, or it is rational for him 
to keep the agreement. But the condition established in III, that a person acts 

rationally only if the expected outcome affords him a utility at least as great as 
that of the expected outcome of any possible action, is violated in either case. 
Therefore rationality can not be identified with the aim of individual 
utility-maximization. 

This last argument is again fallacious. A rational person must be willing to 
enter into an agreement only if entry would afford him a greater expected utility 
than any alternative action. But since in a situation of the type under 

consideration, any agreement leading to an optimal outcome would require some 

person to act irrationally, then, if every person is rational, the agreement must 
be violated. And so such an agreement must fail to secure its intended outcome. 
But then the actual expected outcome of entering the agreement need not afford 
each party a greater utility than the expected outcome of independent action. 
Since this can be known at the time of making the agreement, it is not the case 
that each person could rationally expect a greater utility from entry than from 

non-entry. And so it is not the case that it must be rational for each to enter an 

agreement. It would be rational for each to enter into an agreement, were it 
rational for each to keep it, but since it is not rational for each to keep it, it is 
not rational for each to enter it. 

Our reply defends the consistency of identifying rationality with the aim 
of utility-maximization only at the cost of denying the possibility of rational 

interdependent action in any form which genuinely differs from rational 

independent action. A rational agreement can not require any person to perform 
an action which does not lead to an expected outcome with utility for him at 
least as great as the utility of the expected outcome of any action possible for 
him. Agreement, then, can not enable man to escape from Prisoner's Dilemma 
situations. In such situations any mutually beneficial agreement would require 
each person to act irrationally, and so no one has reason to make such an 

agreement. 
We seem obliged to conclude, with Hobbes,18 that man can not escape the 

state of nature by agreement alone. Of course, if by agreement actions can be 
made literally interdependent, so that what each party to the agreement does 
actually depends on what every other party does, then independent violation is 
impossible, and the agreement may prove effective. Or if by agreement the 
actions possible for each party may be altered, so that it is no longer possible for 
each to violate in a utility-maximizing manner, then the agreement may prove 
effective. Or again, if by agreement the utilities of some of the possible 
outcomes may be altered, so that the action which one would rationally perform 
in the absence of agreement no longer leads to an outcome with maximum 

18 Cf. Hobbes, Leviathan, Chaps. 14, 15, 17. 
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possible utility, then also the agreement may prove effective. But in each of 
these cases the effectiveness of the agreement is secured by eliminating any 
conflict between the action required by the agreement, and the action which 
leads to an outcome with maximum expected utility for the agent. The 
agreement will then permit each person to seek to maximize his own utilities, 
but will impose constraints which ensure that this pursuit of individual 
utility-maximization will in fact lead to an optimal outcome. 

But it would be a counsel of despair to conclude that rational 
interdependent action is impossible. The straightforward identification of 
rationality with the aim of individual utility-maximization, although not 

inconsistent, is nevertheless inadequate, because it denies the possibility of 

agreements which require one or more of the parties to refrain from the 
maximization of individual utility, yet secure to each of the parties greater 
utility than is possible without such agreement. This inadequacy does not, 
however, show that rationality is not connected with maximizing activity. For it 
is just because those persons who identify rationality with straightforward 
individual utility-maximization will not always achieve optimal outcomes, that 
their conception of rationality is inadequate. I shall, therefore, attempt to 
formulate more adequately the connection between rationality and maximizing 
activity, and then demonstrate that this more adequate conception can in fact be 
derived from an initial acceptance of the view that a person acts rationally only 
if the utility to him of the expected outcome of his action is as great as possible. 

VII 

Suppose that we restrict the rationality condition established in III to 

independent action. Thus it reads: a person acting independently acts rationally 
only if the expected outcome of his action affords him a utility at least as great 
as that of the expected outcome of any action possible for him in the situation. 
And suppose that we formulate a parallel condition for interdependent action, 
based on the claim that it is rational to agree to a way of acting only if, should 
that way of acting be adopted, one's expected utility would be the maximum 

compossible with the expected utility of each other party to the agreement. The 
condition would be: a person acting interdependently acts rationally only if the 

expected outcome of his action affords each person with whom his action is 

interdependent a utility such that there is no combination of possible actions, 
one for each person acting interdependently, with an expected outcome which 
affords each person other than himself at least as great a utility, and himself a 

greater utility. 
Note that this latter condition in effect implies the former. For to act 

independently is to act interdependently with oneself alone. Hence by the 
condition for interdependent action, one acts rationally only if the expected 
outcome of one's action affords one (as the sole person with whom one is acting 
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interdependently) a utility such that one has no possible action with an expected 
outcome affording one greater utility. And this is equivalent to the condition of 

independent action. 
It is therefore possible to eliminate the phrase 'acting interdependently' 

from the formulation of the new condition. It is then a general alternative to the 
unrestricted condition established in III. This new condition requires each 

person to seek to maximize his utility, not given the actions of all other persons 
in the situation, but rather given the utilities of those with whom he acts 

interdependently, and the actions of any other persons- persons not party to the 

agreement. This condition does not represent a policy of utility-maximization, as 

ordinarily understood. Nevertheless, the policy following from this condition is 

clearly intended to maximize the agent's overall expected utility, by enabling 
him to participate in agreements intended to secure optimal outcomes, when 

maximizing actions performed in the absence of agreement would lead to 

non-optimal outcomes. Hence I propose to term this the condition of 

agreement-constrained utility-maximization, or for short, the condition of 
constrained maximization. And by constrained maximization, I shall mean that 

policy, or any policy, which requires individual utility-maximization in the state 
of nature, and agreed optimization in society. 

Agreed optimization, I should note, is not a determinate policy of social 
action. In most situations there are infinitely many expected outcomes which 
are optimal; an agreement must single out one such outcome for each situation 
to which it applies, and require the actions which lead to that outcome. The 
condition of constrained maximization must be combined with a condition of 

agreement, to test the rationality of policies of action. We may assume that a 
rational condition of agreement will require that the expected outcome afford 
each party to the agreement greater utility than the expected outcome of 

independent action, for otherwise a rational person will not enter an agreement. 
But this generally allows considerable opportunity for negotiation, and no test 
has been provided for the rationality of such negotiation. To provide such a test 
is to determine the rational distribution of those utilities which are the product 
of agreement, or, in other words, to determine the rational manner of 

cooperative activity. This task, which may also be expressed as the task of 

developing a theory of distributive justice, I have attempted elsewhere.1 9 

Leaving aside this question, then, how can we defend constrained 
maximization? If we identify rationality with the aim of individual 

utility-maximization, we are led, as I have shown, to the condition of III, which 

may be termed the condition of straightforward maximization. A policy of 

19 "Rational Cooperation," Nous, VIII (1974), 53-65. Cf. also my paper, "Justice and 
Natural Endowment: Towards a Critique of Rawls' Ideological Framework," 
forthcoming in Social Theory and Practice. Also on this subject cf. R. B. Braithwaite, 
Theory of Games as a Tool for the Moral Philosopher (Cambridge, 1 955). 
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straightforward maximization requires individual utility-maximization under all 

circumstances, and thus destroys the real possibility of society as a condition in 
which men act differently than in the state of nature. 

We resolve this problem by introducing a new consideration. Suppose a 

person is to choose his conception of rationality. In such a situation of choice, 
the several possible actions have, as their outcomes, different possible 
conceptions of rationality. Hence his action, in choosing, is open to rational 
assessment. What conception of rationality is it rational for him to choose? 

This may seem an impossible question to answer. For, it may be urged, 
one can only assess the rationality of a choice given some conception of 

rationality. But if the choice is among such conceptions, by what conception can 
one make the assessment? It might be suggested that one should assess one's 
choice by the conception chosen; it is rational to choose a conception of 

rationality if, given that conception of rationality, it is rational to choose it. This 

condition, however, seems to be necessary rather than sufficient. If the choice of 

a certain conception of rationality is not rational, given that conception, then it 

is surely not a rational choice. But there may be several incompatible 

conceptions of rationality, each of which is self-supporting in the manner just 
considered. 

Let us return to our point of departure- economic man. The traditional 

view of his rationality is expressed by the condition of straightforward 
maximization. We shall assume this condition, and ask what conception of 

rationality one should choose to afford one the expectation of maximum utility. 
Is it rational for economic man to choose to be a straightforward maximizer? Or 

is the form of rationality traditionally ascribed to him not self-supporting? 
Our previous arguments make the answers to these questions evident. If we 

compare the effects of holding the condition of straightforward maximization, 
with the effects of holding the condition of constrained maximization, we find 

that in all those situations in which individual utility-maximization leads to an 

optimal outcome, the expected utility of each is the same, but in those 

situations in which individual utility-maximization does not lead to an optimal 

outcome, the expected utility of straightforward maximization is less. In these 

latter situations, a constrained maximizer, but not a straightforward maximizer, 
can enter rationally into an agreement to act to bring about an optimal outcome 

which affords each party to the agreement a utility greater than he would attain 

acting independently. Now it does not follow from this that such an agreement 
will come about, for at the very least the status of the other persons in the 

situation-whether they are straightforward or constrained maximizers, or 

neither-will be relevant to what happens. And even if an agreement is reached, a 

constrained maximizer is committed to carrying it out only in the context of 

mutual expectations on the part of all parties to the agreement that it will be 

carried out. It would not be rational to carry out an agreement if one supposed 

that, because of the defections of others, the expected outcome would afford 
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one less utility than the outcome one would have expected had no agreement 
been made. Nevertheless, since the constrained maximizer has in some 
circumstances some probability of being able to enter into, and carry out, an 
agreement, whereas the straightforward maximizer has no such probability, the 
expected utility of the constrained maximizer is greater. Therefore 
straightforward maximization is not self-supporting; it is not rational for 
economic man to choose to be a straightforward maximizer. 

Is it, then, rational for economic man to choose to be a constrained 
maximizer? Is there any other conception of rationality, adoption of which 
would afford him the expectation of greater utility? It is evident that in the 
context of independent action, either maximizing conception affords one the 
expectation of the greatest utility possible. In the context of interdependent 
action, one's expectation of utility will depend on the type of agreement one 
makes. We have noted that the condition of constrained maximization does not 
determine this. But the constrained maximizer is committed only to make and 
carry out agreements which afford him the expectation of greater utility than 
independent action. 

Here then I can argue only that to choose to identify rationality with 
constrained optimization, in so far as it commits one to seek optimal outcomes, 
may well afford one an expectation of utility as great as is afforded by the 
choice of any other conception of rationality, and at least affords one the 
expectation of greater utility than to choose to identify rationality with 
straightforward maximization. Hence a rational person who begins by adopting 
the policy of individual utility-maximization, in accordance with the condition 
of straightforward maximization, will, following that policy, choose a different 
conception of rationality, and will prefer a policy which requires agreed 
optimization whenever possible, to his original policy, and possibly to any 
alternative policy. 

VIII 

The supposition that a person chooses, or can choose, his conception of 
rationality raises many problems which fall outside the scope of this essay. Some 
may argue that the supposition is unintelligible, insisting that, whatever the 
status of -other norms, the norms of rationality are given and not chosen. Now 
there is a sense in which this is so from the standpoint of each individual, even 
on our position. For a person does not and can not begin by selecting a 
conception of rationality in vacuo. Rather, he begins and must begin with a 
conception which he does not choose, but which affords him the rational basis 
for a further choice, which may confirm the original conception or may set it 
aside in favour of a different conception. But the initial conception itself need 
be given only from the individual's standpoint. Conceptions of rationality are, I 
should suppose, not fixed in human nature, but rather the products of human 
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socialization. There seems to me little doubt that the conception of rationality 
has undergone social change, that neither in classical nor in mediaeval society 
was rationality identified with maximizing activity. But I have claimed that in 
our society the received conception, which most persons do accept initially given 
their socialization, does identify rationality with maximizing activity. And this 
identification is usually expressed by the condition of straightforward 
maximization. 

Far from supposing that the choice of a conception of rationality is 

unintelligible, I want to argue that the capacity to make such a choice is itself a 

necessary part of full rationality. A person who is unable to submit his 

conception of rationality to critical assessment, indeed to the critical assessment 

which must arise from the conception itself, is rational in only a restricted and 

mechanical sense. He is a conscious agent, but not fully a self-conscious agent, 
for he lacks the freedom to make, not only his situation, but himself in his 

situation, his practical object. Although we began by agreeing, with Hume, that 

reason is the slave of the passions, we must agree, with Kant, that in a deeper 
sense reason is freedom. 

In philosophical literature, the classic example of the man who is bound 

by his conception of reason is Hobbesian man, the self-maintaining engine. The 

restricted rationality of Hobbesian man becomes evident in Hobbes* insistence 

that, although men recognize the rational necessity of interdependent action, the 

necessity, in other words, that each man should covenant with his fellows "to 

lay down [his] right to all things; and be contented with so much liberty against 
other men, as he would allow other men against himself/'20 yet "the Validity of 

Covenants begins not," and so interdependent action is impossible, "but with 

the Constitution of a Civill Power, sufficient to compell men to keep them."21 

Men recognize the rationality of entering society, but force, not reason, is 

required to keep them there. 
Hobbesian man is unable to internalize the social requirement that he 

subordinate his direct pursuit of survival and well-being to the agreed pursuit of 

optimal outcomes which best ensure the survival and well-being of each person. 
Thus in our terms Hobbesian man actually remains in the state of nature; the 

civil power, the Sovereign, can effect only the appearance of civil society, of 

interdependent action. The real difference between the state of nature and civil 

society must be a difference in man, and not merely in the external relations of 

meh. 
While acknowledging Hobbes' masterful portrayal of the straightforward 

maximizer, we must offef a different conception of rational man. To the 

received conception of economic man, we must add Rousseau's recognition that 

the "passage from the state of nature to civil society produces in man a very 

20 Hobbes, Leviathan, Chap. 14. 

21 Ibid., Chap. 15. 
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remarkable change, in substituting justice for instinct in his conduct, and giving 
his actions the morality which previously they lacked."22 This passage 
introduces the last of the concepts we must relate to the identification of 
rational activity with maximizing activity, the concept of morality. We must 
conclude by giving economic man a moral dimension. 

In our argument, two contexts of action have been distinguished: 
independent action, in which each person determines his own principle of 

action, which has been identified with the state of nature, and interdependent 
action, in which all act on a common principle, which has been identified with 
civil society. The rational policy of independent action is individual 

utility-maximization; the rational policy of interdependent action is, or rather 

involves, agreed optimization. Both of these policies satisfy the condition of 
constrained maximization, which I have argued best expresses the identification 
of rational activity with maximizing activity. Only the first of these policies 
satisfies the more usual condition of straightforward maximization, which I have 

argued is inadequate because it rules out rational interdependent action. 
Economic man is usually assumed to accept the condition of straightforward 
maximization; if we are to continue to identify him with rational man, we must 

suppose instead that he accepts the condition of constrained maximization. 
The policy of individual utility-maximization may be identified with 

prudence, provided we think of the prudent man as characterized by an 
exclusive and direct concern with what/ra wants, whatever that may be, and not 

necessarily by a concern for himself as the object of his wants. The policy of 

agreed optimization may be identified with morality. For if it be agreed that 

morality must be rational, or at least not anti-rational, and that morality involves 
some restraint in the pursuit of one's wants and desires, then agreed 
optimization is the only candidate. For on the condition of constrained 

maximization, it is rational to restrain one's pursuit of one's own aims only to 
fulfil an agreement to seek an optimal outcome unattainable by independent 
utility-maximization. 

Morality may thus be placed within the bounds of the maximizing activity 
of economic man, given our enlarged conception of economic man, and yet 
distinguished from prudence, from the direct pursuit of one's wants and desires. 
The moral man is no less concerned with his own well-being than is the prudent 
man, but he recognizes that an exclusive attention to that well-being would 

prevent him from participation in mutually beneficial agreements. 
We might then express the relation between prudence and morality 

accurately, if apparently paradoxically, by saying that the prudent man 
considers it rational to become moral, but not rational to be moral. On 
prudential grounds he can justify the adoption of moral, rather than prudential, 

22 J-J Rousseau, Du contrat social, I, viii. Translation mine. Cf. also Kurt Baier, The Moral 
Point of View, pp. 311-315. 
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grounds of action, but only if he does adopt moral grounds, and so becomes a 
moral man, can he justify a moral, rather than a prudential, policy of action. 

In this essay I have not attempted to develop an adequate theory of either 

prudential or moral action. In situations in which men interact independently, 
rational persons with full knowledge will perform actions in mutual equilibrium, 
but I have not considered the problem of coordination, which arises in those 
situations in which there is more than one set of possible actions in mutual 

equilibrium. In situations in which men interact interdependently, rational 

persons with full knowledge will perform actions leading to an optimal outcome, 
but as I have indicated previously, I have not considered the problem of 

cooperation, or distributive justice, which arises in selecting a particular 
optimum. 

We must not expect that an account of morality, based on agreed 
optimization, will necessarily resemble our existing conception of morality. 
There is little reason to suppose that our present conception has developed to 

correspond to rationality, conceived as identified in any way with 

utility-maximization. In particular, it is evident that morality, as agreed 

optimization, can concern only the production and distribution of those benefits 

which men can secure for themselves only by agreement; it can not concern 

those benefits which men can or could secure for themselves independently. Our 

present conception of morality is by no means limited in this respect. 
The implications of a rational morality, given the identification of 

practical rationality with any form of maximization, have not, I think, been 

adequately understood by our utilitarian and contractarian moral theorists.23 

But these implications are in fact quite straightforward consequences of the 

conception of man with which this essay began. The morality, and the 

rationality, with which we have been concerned, are the morality and rationality 
of economic man, and it is to the adequacy of economic man, as our conception 
of what it is to be human, that we must turn if rationality as constrained 

maximization, and morality as agreed optimization, should seem questionable 
doctrines. 

August 1974 

23 John Rawls and R. M. Hare are two leading examples. For Rawls the identification is 

quite explicit; cf. A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass., 1971 ), pp. 142-143. For Hare 
it is more difficult to document, but it is surely implicit; cf. Freedom and Reason 

(Oxford, 1963), Chaps. 6, 7, esp. pp. 92-93, 122-123. My paper "Justice and Natural 

Endowment, Etc.," referred to in footnote 19 supra, attempts to show Rawls* failure to 

grasp the implications of rational morality. To show Hare's failure is certainly not the 
work of a footnote, but in a phrase, he goes astray because his universal prescriptivism 
conflates agent and patient; cf . V supra. 
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