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ABSTRACT

Consequentialism is often criticized for rendering morality too pervasive.  One somewhat neglected manifestation of this pervasiveness is the obligatory self-benefit objection. According to this objection, act-consequentialism has the counterintuitive result that certain self-benefitting actions (e.g., investing one’s money for maximal expected return) turn out, ceteris paribus, to be morally obligatory rather than morally optional. 

The purposes of this paper are twofold. First, I consider and reject four strategies with which consequentialists might answer the obligatory self-benefit objection. Despite the apparent consequentialist credentials of these answers, none of these strategies is adequate because each fails to justify agents failing to benefit themselves when benefiting themselves would be otherwise required by the imperative that overall good meet a certain threshold. Second, I argue that no plausible consequentialist response to this objection is forthcoming because consequentialism denies the central axiological fact propelling this objection, namely, that the self possesses a normative architecture relating the self as agent and self as patient. This architecture, I propose, justifies the option not to benefit oneself.
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Bernard Williams famously complained that consequentialism undermines agents’ integrity because it cannot make coherent sense of the relationship between an agent and her projects.
 Those moral philosophers sympathetic with this complaint have tended to emphasize how consequentialism undermines integrity by giving agents insufficient liberty to pursue their own well-being.


My aim here is to highlight how consequentialism undermines integrity by giving agents insufficient liberty not to pursue their own well-being. I do so by considering several strategies by which consequentialists might answer a somewhat neglected objection to their moral theory, namely, that it sometimes counterintuitively requires agents to benefit themselves. The inability of these strategies to answer this objection is ultimately instructive: It illuminates how consequentialism rests on an erroneous conception of the internal normative architecture of the self, one in which there is no fundamental normative distinction between the self as moral agent and the self as moral patient.
I. OBLIGATORY SELF-BENEFIT


Consequentialists have devoted significant energy to answering the objection that their theory unreasonably demands that agents forgo their interests, but they have given much less attention to the objection that their theory unreasonably disallows agents from forgoing their interests as well.
 These objections have a common source in the thesis, commonly associated with consequentialism,
 that the only moral reasons are agent-neutral reasons: If agents are not permitted to accord their own interests or well-being greater significance than that of others in the felicific calculus, so too are they not permitted to accord their own interests or well-being lesser significance either. Let us call the latter worry the obligatory self-benefit objection.

Consider the following examples:

(a) Frida knowingly invests her money in a low yield savings account with a guaranteed rate of return, fully intending to keep the funds in the account for several years, despite recognizing that she could invest in an equally risk-free but higher yielding money market account.

(b) Grace is in need of a kidney transplant, and the system by which kidneys are allocated where she lives determines that she is the recipient most likely to stand to benefit and is therefore first in line for available donor kidneys. But Grace, motivated by altruistic love of humanity, forgoes the first available kidney, which is then transplanted into the next eligible recipient.

(c) Harriet, a stoical and generally content widow living in a secluded mountain cabin, learns from radio news reports that a nearby volcano has erupted, producing a deadly mudflow headed directly for her dwelling. Harriet nevertheless remains in her cabin awaiting the torrent of mud. She dies when the mudflow crushes her home.
Within many moral theories, the actions performed in (a)-(c) are morally permissible, as are their contraries (investing in the higher yielding account, accepting the kidney transplant, and avoiding death from natural disaster). In (a), Frida may be justly accused of imprudence, but not of immorality; in (b), not only does Grace not violate any of her moral obligations, she performs an act of apparent supererogation; and in (c), Harriet’s puzzling behavior is baffling, even tragic, but is not likely to be condemned on moral grounds. But consequentialism, at least in its classical act variant, cannot readily account for the conclusion that such actions are morally permissible.  For in (a)-(c), the agents neglect or overlook their own interests or well-being, and in so doing, may fail to maximize overall good. And in each example, consequentialism judges the actions wrong despite the fact that the differential in overall good generated by the act the agent was morally required to perform and the overall good generated by the act the agent in fact performed (which, for purposes of simplicity, can be assumed to be the second best option) consists entirely in benefits flowing to herself.  This seems to run counter to ordinary moral understanding: Selfish actions may be wrong, but selfless ones rarely or never are. Sometimes they are even morally praiseworthy. Consequentialists seem to have mistaken imprudence for immorality.


Consequentialism thus appears to make certain self-benefiting actions morally obligatory rather than morally optional. The obligatory self-benefit objection can be captured in following reasoning (all values are assumed to be greater than zero):

[1] In a given circumstance C, agent S would produce X amount of good by doing A, where r is the portion of X consisting in good for S. 

[2] In C, agent S would produce Y amount of good by doing B, where Y= X – r. 

[3] Of all the actions available to S in C, A produces the maximal amount of good, X, and B, produces the next most maximal amount of good, Y.

[4] If act-consequentialism is true, then it is wrong for agents not to act so as to produce the maximal amount of good.

[5] So according to act-consequentialism, it is wrong for S to B in C.

[6] On the condition that failing to benefit themselves would not make things worse for others overall, it is not wrong for agents to knowingly act so as to forgo a benefit to themselves (a fortiori, doing so with beneficent aims is sometimes supererogatory).
[7] By doing B in C, S would knowingly act so as not to benefit S.

[8] So it is not wrong for S to B in C.

-------------------------------


Act-consequentialism is false.


Though consequentialists may be tempted simply to out-Smart
 this objection — rejecting [6] and embracing obligatory self-benefit as a consequence of their theory — consequentialism presumably gains credibility if the obligatory self-benefit objection can be answered. 


Before considering some strategies by which consequentialists might reply, some caveats are in order. First, tempting though it is to call the phenomenon from which this objection emanates “impermissible self-sacrifice,” I will refer instead to “obligatory self-benefit”. In example (b), Grace forgoes the kidney in order that another ill patient may benefit from it. In so doing, she engages in an act of apparently permissible self-sacrifice that is also a failure to benefit herself. However, though all acts of self-sacrifice that are seemingly wrongful from an act-consequentialist perspective would also be wrongful insofar as they are failures to benefit oneself, the converse does not hold. My examples (a) and (c) are examples of apparently obligatory self-benefit but not of apparently impermissible self-sacrifice, since neither Frida nor Harriet fail to benefit themselves so as to direct smaller benefits to others. That being said, I will leave aside the peculiarities of supererogation and self-sacrifice and how consequentialists might account for these. After all, if consequentialists cannot make sense of permissible failures of self-benefit, then presumably they cannot make sense of the supererogatory or self-sacrificing subtypes of self-benefit either. 


Second, examples such as (b) and (c) indicate that ordinary morality gives extremely broad latitude with regard to failing to benefit oneself. Grace and Harriet are extreme failures of self-benefit because the goods they forgo are their very lives, and as Michael Slote has pointed out, “ordinary thinking about morality assigns no positive value to the well-being or happiness of the moral agent of the sort it clearly assigns to the well-being or happiness of everyone other than the agent.”
  The permission not to benefit oneself thus seems to be categorical (or very nearly so), being a permission to fully opt out of giving one’s own well-being any weight in moral decision making. As we shall see, the breadth of this permission is problematic for some consequentialist attempts to answer the obligatory self-benefit objection.

Lastly, many moral theories recognize duties to self and may thereby resist [6].  But on many of these theories, these duties to self are not best described as duties to benefit the self, i.e., to make oneself better off.
 Kant’s ethics recognizes various duties to self, but these duties are not direct duties to make oneself happier, but to preserve the self, attend to the conditions needed to ensure the effective exercise of one’s autonomy, and safeguard one’s capacity for moral deliberation and action.
 Furthermore, those moral theories that posit objective goods such as health, knowledge, etc., may think there is a duty to benefit oneself but this duty is more limited than is implied by consequentialism. For instance, pluralistic theories could require one to provide these goods to oneself so long an other-regarding duty (for example, a duty of justice) does not intercede, with the result that an agent who can benefit herself by acquiring one or more of these objective goods is sometimes morally obligated to do so. Recall that W.D. Ross counted self-improvement among the prima facie duties along with other-regarding duties such as fidelity and justice, and Aristotle counted a number of qualities as virtues (e.g., temperance) that are excellent principally because they make their possessors better off. Evaluating how such pluralistic theories would account for the permissibility of not benefitting oneself is not a project I will pursue here.

Let us now consider several strategies by which consequentialists might answer this objection: first, by extending Samuel Scheffler’s agent-centered prerogative; second, by adopting “sophisticated consequentialism”; third, by adopting a satisficing, rather than a maximizing, view of moral requirement; and finally, by adopting an evaluator-relative consequentialism that allows agents to perform acts that do not result in the best state of affairs impersonally conceived when they result in the best state of affairs relative to the acting agent. Unfortunately, none of these strategies, despite their recognizably consequentialist pedigrees, succeeds in answering the obligatory self-benefit objection because none in fact justifies agents failing to benefit themselves when benefiting themselves would be otherwise required by the imperative that overall good reach a certain threshold.
II. OPTION 1: A SCHEFFLERIAN STRATEGY 

A first potential consequentialist strategy draws upon the hybrid version of consequentialism defended by Scheffler in The Rejection of Consequentialism. There Scheffler argues that while agents are always morally permitted to produce the best overall state of affairs, consequentialists can plausibly accept an “agent-centered prerogative” wherein agents are not required to “devote energy and attention to their projects and commitments in strict proportion to the value from an impersonal standpoint of their doing so.”
 Admittedly, Scheffler’s purpose in defending the agent-centered prerogative is to justify agents deviating from the requirement of maximization in order to permit them to give their own interests, projects, etc. greater weight in the moral calculus. For he develops the agent-centered prerogative (in part) to answer Williams’ objection that consequentialism undermines agent integrity because its impartiality is incompatible with the disproportionate claims that agents suppose their commitments and concerns have on them. From an impersonal point of view, a person’s commitments and concerns become “dispensable” whenever “things get bad enough from an impersonal standpoint” that an agent can bring about a better state of affairs by forgoing those commitments or concerns.
 But by granting agents’ personal points of view a degree of independence from the impersonal point of view, the agent-centered prerogative lessens the “hardship” associated with always acting from a strictly impersonal point of view and allows agents to give their own commitments and concerns greater attention or weight.
 Hence, the worry that consequentialism’s impartiality also precludes giving those same commitments and concerns lesser attention or weight, i.e., also mandates self-benefit, does not appear on Scheffler’s philosophical radar. Nevertheless, to the extent that Scheffler succeeds in defending an agent-centered prerogative that allows agents to give their concerns and commitments weight “out of proportion” to their value from an impersonal point of view, it appears to allow agents both to assign their own projects a greater significance in moral deliberation but also a lesser significance. So interpreted, the prerogative logically entails that agents need not benefit themselves even when doing so would be demanded by the requirement of maximization. Self-benefit is therefore not morally obligatory.



For the sake of argument, let us suppose that Scheffler succeeds in justifying an agent-centered prerogative that permits giving one’s own well-being, projects, etc., greater concern. Let us call such a prerogative self-concerning. Does he also succeed in offering considerations that justify the prerogative being self-abnegating, i.e., allowing agents not to benefit themselves? 


Unfortunately, the motivations that led Scheffler to his agent-centered prerogative cannot be extrapolated to justify agents giving their own good a lesser value. Again, Scheffler defends the prerogative largely to chasten consequentialism’s demands so as to integrate the personal  point of view agents characteristically have on their own concerns and commitments into “the structure of a unified personality.”
 Absent a self-concerning prerogative, consequentialism lacks any way to address the

discrepancy between the way in which concerns and commitments are naturally generated from a person’s point of view quite independently of the weight of those concerns in an impersonal ranking of overall states of affairs, and the way in which consequentialism requires the agent to treat the concerns generated from his point of view as altogether dependent for their moral significance on their weight in such a ranking.

So in permitting agents to give their personal projects greater significance in the moral calculus, the self-concerning prerogative accommodates the natural moral independence of the personal point of view. But there is no parallel discrepancy between the impersonal point of view and the ‘natural’ ways in which agents value their personal concerns and commitments for which a corresponding self-abnegating prerogative is called for. For whereas Scheffler seems correct to suggest that giving our own concerns and commitments greater weight is ‘naturally’ generated within the personal point of view, giving these lesser weight is not naturally generated within the personal point of view. Lurking behind the objection to which Scheffler’s agent-centered prerogative responds is a simple observation about human nature: Human agents are far more prone to give impersonal or other-originating concerns less weight than they deserve than they are to give their own personal concerns less weight than they deserve. One need not be a psychological egoist to accept this claim. One need only look at such phenomena as the bystander effect or the typical individual response to global poverty to conclude that excessive altruism is much rarer than excessive egoism. 


If so, then Scheffler’s agent-centered prerogative cannot help consequentialists answer the obligatory self-benefit objection. Scheffler is entitled to no wider conclusions than those supported by the considerations adduced in favor of his agent-centered prerogative, and to whatever degree these considerations support this prerogative being self-concerning, they do not support this prerogative being self-abnegating. For neither the prerogative itself nor the objection to which it is a response provides a rational basis for agents discounting their own well-being, etc. in the moral calculus. Thus, while Scheffler’s ‘official’ agent-centered prerogative logically implies an answer to the self-benefit objection, his own arguments only support that prerogative being self-concerning, not its being self-abnegating. 

III. OPTION 2: SOPHISTICATED CONSEQUENTIALISM


Another possible consequentialist option for answering the obligatory self-benefit objection would be to adopt “sophisticated consequentialism.” According to sophisticated consequentialists, the criterion for the moral evaluation of an action is straightforwardly act consequentialist: An act is right if, among the alternative acts available to an agent, its performance would result in the best state of affairs overall. However, an individual committed to the consequentialist project of maximizing value need not adopt this criterion as the basis for her moral deliberation and decision in each and every case, and according to the sophisticated consequentialist, agents do best in fulfilling this criterion if they do not necessarily adopt it as a procedure for decision and deliberation. The aims of objective consequentialism are thus best realized when agents do not lead subjectively consequentialist moral lives.
 While different versions of sophisticated consequentialism insert various amounts of logical distance between the criterion of morality and moral decision making,
 they share the insight that the truth conditions of a moral theory need not correspond to its acceptance conditions. There may be reasons, particularly reasons of a practical nature, not to accept a theory for the purposes of deliberation and decision, even if there are compelling reasons to endorse such a theory as true independent of contexts of deliberation and decision. In the case of sophisticated consequentialists, these practical reasons are grounded in the demands of their favored theory, since (again) realizing the aims of the theory may be best served by not utilizing the theory in decision and deliberation.


The issue at hand is whether sophisticated consequentialism provides a plausible response to the obligatory self-benefit objection. On its face, sophisticated consequentialism may appear promising in this regard because, according to its advocates, it appears to license a kind of partiality toward one’s own projects. Indeed, Peter Railton argues that sophisticated consequentialism, by not requiring that agents deliberate in terms of, or be motivated by, the act-consequentialist standard, allows for an intrinsic and agent-relative concern for loved ones, etc., so long as this concern nevertheless results in acting so as to produce the best state of affairs overall. And unlike Scheffler’s agent-centered prerogative, this partiality might well be two-way, permitting us not only to accord greater weight to our own projects or concerns in our deliberative or motivational outlook, but also permitting us to accord lesser weight to them and thus permitting us not to benefit ourselves. 


Before considering whether this move is plausible, it is crucial to disambiguate the sophisticated consequentialist claim. Sophisticated consequentialism is sometimes interpreted as a form of indirect act consequentialism, wherein the rightness of an act is determined not by its consequences but by the consequences of some other factor or entity. More precisely, an act is right if it flows from a motivational structure or deliberative habit that tends to result in the best overall states of affairs an agent can produce.
 However, if sophisticated consequentialism is a form of indirect consequentialism, then it inherits many of the challenges that beset other species of indirect consequentialism, such as rule- or motive-consequentialism. In particular, it appears to license agents to perform an act that they know to result in less than the best overall state of affairs. It can be the case that adopting a particular motivational disposition or deliberative habit will not itself result in the best overall state of affairs, but that this disposition or habit, once stabilized, does result in an agent producing the best consequences. But in that case, the indirect consequentialist (and the sophisticated consequentialist) embrace the paradoxical conclusion that agents may sometimes act rightly by intending to act wrongly.
 The examples used to illustrate the oddity of obligatory self-benefit underscore this conclusion. Grace, for example, could well have altruistic dispositions that lead her to forgo the kidney to which she otherwise is entitled, dispositions which generally lead her to fulfill the act-consequentialist criterion for right action. In this instance, however, this disposition leads her knowingly not to fulfill that criterion, and it is difficult to see how sophisticated consequentialism, understood as a brand of act consequentialism, can endorse her knowingly doing so. Examples such as Frida and Harriet are harder still. For in cases of self-sacrifice, where no one else stands to benefit from failing to benefit oneself, there does not seem to be a possible disposition that would explain self-sacrifice while also tending to satisfy the consequentialist aim of maximizing value overall. It is therefore likely that any form of indirect act consequentialism cannot answer the obligatory self-benefit objection.

I propose, then, that sophisticated consequentialism is better understood not as a form of indirect act consequentialism, but as what we might call a counterfactual act consequentialism. On this view, agents need not be subjective consequentialists whose every act is motivated by the act-consequentialist standard. They may instead have whatever deliberative habits, motivational structure, etc. are compatible with the fulfillment of that standard. As Railton describes it, a sophisticated consequentialist agent does not “set special stock in any particular form of decision making and therefore does not seek to lead a subjectively consequentialist life” but still retains a “standing commitment to leading an objectively consequentialist life.”
 The counterfactual act consequentialist thus has a further, higher-order disposition: a disposition to adopt whatever deliberative or motivational strategies in fact satisfy the act-consequentialist standard for right action, including (if need be) the standard itself. As Railton suggests, the sophisticated consequentialist has a motivational and deliberative outlook that satisfies a counterfactual condition, for “while he ordinarily does not do what he does simply for the sake of doing what’s right, he would seek to lead a different sort of life if he did not think his was morally defensible.”
 So interpreted, sophisticated consequentialism avoids the difficulty that indirect consequentialism faced earlier. For while on the counterfactual act consequentialist view an agent may act from a motivational and deliberative outlook that results in her not producing the best overall state of affairs, the view does not claim she thereby acted rightly because that outlook generally produces the best overall state of affairs. If it does not, this gives the counterfactual act consequentialist a reason to reconsider, and perhaps reconfigure, her motivational and deliberative outlook. Hence, on this view, the relationship between objectively right acts and the acts generated by one’s motivational structure or deliberative habits is one of co-extension. 


One worry about counterfactual act consequentialism is whether it occupies a coherent logical space. In order not simply to be direct consequentialism of an orthodox sort, the view must assume that there is some other motivational or deliberative outlook, besides that of the direct consequentialist, that would result in co-extension between that outlook and objectively right action. In other words, it must be possible for an agent reliably to do right act X but not because X is the right act. I am skeptical there is such a motivational or deliberative outlook. But for our narrow purposes, it is clear that such an outlook would not license failure to benefit oneself. For there again seems no way around the fact that the courses of action undertaken by Frida, Grace, and Harriet do not bring about the best state of affairs and are therefore wrong. Perhaps these agents do not take themselves to act under a description akin to ‘I do act A and thereby fail to bring about the best state of affairs.’ Yet even if there is some other disposition or motivation that leads them to act as they do and which, even in every other case, results in their satisfying the act-consequentialist standard for right action, they do not satisfy it in these cases of failure to benefit themselves. 


Thus, regardless of the motivational or deliberative outlook of the consequentialist agent, sophisticated consequentialism, by endorsing the act-consequentialist standard of right action, is ill-equipped to explain the apparently wide berth that ordinary morality provides us not to benefit ourselves.
IV. OPTION 3. SATISFICING STRATEGIES

A third strategy to deflect the obligatory self-benefit objection is to weaken premise [4]: The objection has force in part because of traditional act-consequentialism’s claim that the right acts are those that maximize overall good.  But satisficing consequentialism maintains only that an act must produce ‘enough good’ in order to be right.  Satisficing consequentialists might answer the objection by arguing that in situations in which the difference between the optimal outcome and other suboptimal outcomes consists entirely in goods directed to the agent, the agent in question may perform any act leading to a suboptimal outcome so long as that outcome is good enough.  Hence, an agent is not required to benefit herself if she performs an act that is nevertheless good enough.

Aside from independent worries about the plausibility of satisficing consequentialism,
 whether satisficing consequentialism answers the obligatory self-benefit objection hinges on crucial details of the theory, and more particularly, on exactly how much good must be produced in order for an agent to produce enough good. Admittedly, satisficing views offer a more lenient conception of what agents are morally required to do and hence may be situated to explain the moral permissibility of certain suboptimal acts wherein an agent fails to benefit herself. Consider a modified version of example (a), call it (a2):  Suppose that according to some version of satisficing consequentialism, Frida is only required to invest her money productively, not necessarily to follow those investment strategies with maximum expected outcome. Hence, on this view, perhaps investing her money in the low-yield savings account is permissible (as, of course, is investing in the still higher-yielding account). Yet when the gap between the optimal act and an act in which an agent fails to benefit herself is large, satisficing consequentialism seems to meet the obligatory self-benefit objection only through unmotivated mathematical maneuvering. Example (b), of Grace forgoing her kidney, could well be one in which the gap between the optimal outcome and the second best, suboptimal outcome is vast. Satisficing consequentialists could of course suggest that despite this gap, Grace still acted rightly in producing enough good.  Yet as noted earlier, the breadth of the permission not to benefit oneself is very wide indeed, perhaps unlimited. Granted, it is logically possible that any permissible failure to benefit oneself also produces enough good to meet the satisficing criterion. But given the breadth of the permission not to benefit oneself, this would be a striking coincidence, but one that satisficing consequentialists do not appear to have the resources to explain. Put differently, satisficing consequentialism places failure to benefit oneself in a broader category of permissible failures to maximize, but lacks an argument to show that all the apparently permissible failures to benefit oneself fall within that broader category. Indeed, that a qualitative feature of an action — that it fails to benefit oneself to the greatest degree — happens to fall within the scope of a quantitative feature of that same action — that it produces enough good to meet the satisficing consequentialists’ demands — is something that satisficing consequentialists would need to prove rather than assume, lest they appear to be offering an ad hoc response to the obligatory self-benefit objection. Absent such proof, it is rather more reasonable to assume that the set of acts in which agents fail to benefit themselves must, at some point, clash with the satisficing consequentialists’ criterion for acting so as to produce enough good, i.e., an apparently permissible failure to self-benefit does not produce enough good to satisfy this criterion and is therefore morally impermissible.

V. OPTION 4: EVALUATOR-RELATIVE CONSEQUENTIALISM


To this point, our discussion has assumed that the goods that consequentialism directs agents to produce are agent-neutral — that morality requires that we choose those acts that will result in what is good from an impersonal point of view. However, a number of consequentialists
 now endorse a different version of consequentialism, wherein the relevant goods are not agent-neutral but agent-relative. According to such Evaluator-Relative Consequentialism,
ERC: For all agents x, x is obligated always to do that action that will bring about the most good-relative-to x.
A chief motivation for ERC is its apparent ability to explain the plausibility of agent-centered constraints (for example, that it is wrong for an agent to harm one person even in order to prevent multiple similar harms to other persons). However, we have noted that failure to benefit oneself does not function in ordinary moral thought as a constraint, but as a permission or option, i.e., agents are allowed not to benefit themselves even when benefitting themselves would maximize value from an impersonal or agent-neutral perspective. ERC does not appear, on its face, to offer a promising consequentialist reply to the obligatory self-benefit objection. For suppose that what is good-relative-to x diverges from what is good agent-neutrally. In such circumstances, ERC does not permit, but actually requires, the agent to do what is best relative to her. ERC reinterprets the notion of value in premise [4] so that agents need not choose that act which brings about the best state of affairs as evaluated from a wholly impersonal point of view, but in so doing, implausibly transforms the permission not to benefit oneself into an obligation.


However, advocates of ERC may suggest that their view can be weakened:

ERC*: For all agents x, x is obligated always to do either (a) that action that will bring about the most good-relative-to x or (b) that action that will bring about the most (agent-neutral) good.

Since my aim here is not to evaluate ERC in general, I will put aside the worry that ERC* seems to make constraints (which are supposed to be captured here by clause (a)) into options. ERC* would at least make sense of the non-self-benefitting option. Suppose that in cases of permissible self-benefit, a person is opting for that action which satisfies (a), since it brings about the most good-relative-to her, even though it does not satisfy (b), as it does not bring about the most good impersonally or overall. This gives agents a genuine option not to benefit themselves. Admittedly, it may sound odd to say of such agents that they fulfill an obligation by not benefitting themselves. But this is precisely how the option not to benefit oneself appears to function in pre-theoretical morality. Agents like Frida, Grace, and Harriet do not violate any obligations by not benefitting themselves, but nor would they have violated any obligations had they benefitted themselves. Hence, the option not to benefit oneself is permissible only in the sense that it is one of two permissible options.

The catch here, however, is how to capture the notion that when agents fail to benefit themselves, and so fail to bring about the best impersonal state of affairs, they may nonetheless do what is best-relative-to them. Presumably, in order for non-self-benefitting acts to result in the best outcome relative to some agent, these acts must be motivated by reasons of some kind. An initial possibility is that the agent’s reasons are rooted in what is good-for the agent, that is, that the reasons are egoistic or self-interested. If we understand these agent-relative reasons as self-interested reasons, then on its face, it is false that failures of self-benefit are permissible only when they are supported by such reasons. It is certainly not best for Frida to invest her money suboptimally, nor best for Grace that she forgo the kidney, etc. In this respect, consequentialists and their critics (myself included) can agree that failure to self-benefit is irrational insofar as it is imprudent. But these are permissible, albeit imprudent, instances of failure to benefit oneself. The permission not to benefit ourselves extends much further than being allowed to do what is prudentially best or best from the standpoint of our self-interest. Ordinary moral practice permits agents to discount their own good, even imprudently, and does not insist that agents may act suboptimally only when doing so would be rationally best from their own point of view. 


Evaluator-relative consequentialists may complain that this unfairly assimilates their notion of good-relative-to a person to good for a person, and what is best relative-to-a person is not what is best for a person. A person’s agent-relative reasons need not be egoistic.
 But here the ERC* account of good-relative to a person becomes obscure.
 What ERC* needs in order to make sense of permissible failures to benefit oneself is a category of agent-relative goods that somehow lie between agent-neutral goods and goods-for (or egoistic goods) for which failure to provide such goods to oneself is morally permissible. In explaining how their view justifies constraints, proponents of ERC often provide examples like this:

Police Officer: It would be best overall for a police officer to beat a confession out of an individual she knows has committed multiple violent crimes, since the beating could result in a conviction that will reduce the amount of violence in the world overall (and hence bring about the most good overall). However, relative to her, the beating does not have the best consequences, since the world would then include a beating by the officer. ERC allows her not to beat the suspect, and thus honors a common-sense moral constraint.

Suppose we grant (and this is no minor concession) that the officer has an agent-relative reason, rooted in her professional identity or personal integrity, not to beat the suspect. In light of this reason, we might follow evaluator-relative consequentialists in thinking that refraining from the beating was best relative-to the officer.  But it strains credulity to describe this as forgoing a benefit to herself. Yes, there is a good, indeed an agent-relative good, served by her not doing what is impersonally best. It is a reason stemming from her moral integrity, i.e., she believes that her not beating the suspect is what she owes the suspect. But acting on this reason does not provide her a good in any recognizable sense.


ERC* is thus in a bind: If good-relative-to an agent is understood egoistically, in terms of what is good-for an agent, ERC* cannot capture the wide breadth of the permission not to benefit oneself. Agents are not required to do what is best or more rational relative-to them. But if good-relative-to an agent is understood in some non-egoistic fashion, the permissions so licensed are not permissions not to benefit oneself. 


Consequentialists might retort that the reasoning just provided illustrates just how confused ordinary moral thought is with respect to the permission not to benefit ourselves: Assume that the permission not to benefit oneself is grounded in reasons of some kind. This permission does not appear to be grounded in agent-relative reasons of self-interest, because (again) the permission is broader than simply allowing agents to do what is self-interested. Indeed, the permission appears to be a permission to do what is contrary to rational self-interest. On the other hand, agents who fail to benefit themselves sometimes have moral reasons to do so. Grace has moral reasons of benevolence to forgo the transplant kidney. But agents need not have these moral reasons in order to be permitted not to self-benefit. It appears as if the moral permission not to self-benefit is nihilistic, grounded in no reasons whatsoever. 


The mistake behind this reasoning is to suppose that the moral permission not to benefit ourselves rests on our particular, first-order reasons. As I articulate more fully in the next section, it is instead a morally grounded permission to exclude certain reasons from counting from a moral point of view. When Frida, Grace, or Harriet fail to benefit themselves, they exercise a moral authority, a power to exclude reasons of self-interest from moral scrutiny or consideration. They are, via the exercise of this authority, rendering self-regarding considerations or facts ineligible for moral appraisal. It is because consequentialists have not recognized this authority that none of the consquentialist attempts to answer the obligatory self-benefit objection have proven successful. And as I will now argue, commitments intrinsic to the consequentialist picture of the moral self in turn preclude their recognizing this authority.

VI. MORAL MATHEMATICS VS. AXIOLOGICAL FACTS


To this point, I have argued that none of the four strategies identified above will help consequentialists answer the obligatory self-benefit objection. Their failures provide inductive evidence that this objection cannot be met.  


Beleaguered consequentialists may still insist that their view can readily incorporate an option allowing agents wide berth not to benefit themselves. Theodore Sider, for example, puts forth a consequentialist theory according to which if agent S performs act A, then A is obligatory if and only if (a) no other action produces more impersonal overall good than A, and (b) no other action produces more good from the “selfless perspective” that excludes those goods that accrue to S.
 In cases where, for a pair of actions, each action satisfies only one of these two conditions, Sider proposes that the actions end up in a tie that generates the option not to benefit oneself. Such a theory builds into consequentialism the asymmetry between the well-being of oneself and the well-being of others that appears to drive the obligatory self-benefit objection. And it does seem to yield intuitively plausible answers in cases where agents forgo benefits to themselves. Return to example (b), Grace, who declines the donated kidney. Her receiving the kidney satisfies Sider’s condition (a), since no other option produces more overall value. But her receiving the kidney does not produce more good from the “selfless perspective” that excludes her well-being. From that selfless perspective, her forgoing the kidney ranks higher than her receiving it. Hence, her receiving the kidney does not satisfy Sider’s condition (b). Her receiving the kidney and her declining it are thus tied, and Grace has an option to do either.


Sider’s version of consequentialism makes the moral mathematics work out right. But as Sider concedes, this is all it does. It provides a set of conditions that yield plausible results about the “moral normative status of actions,” but these conditions are not grounded in “any independently important axiological facts.”
 But unless a consequentialist response to the obligatory self-benefit objection is to be purely ad hoc, it must do more than incorporate the asymmetry of self and other that generates the objection into logical conditions that in turn generate the apparently wide option not to benefit oneself. It needs to motivate this incorporation of the asymmetry by appeal to “independently important axiological facts” that are consistent with the commitments of consequentialism. An adequate consequentialist response cannot just yield the intuitively correct answers about self-benefit. It must also explain, in consequentialist terms, why these are the right answers.


But this, I argue next, cannot be done. For no form of consequentialism can acknowledge the central axiological facts that generate the objection in the first place, namely, facts concerned with how we morally relate to ourselves.

VII. THE SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP TO SELF


That consequentialism undermines fundamental aspects of selfhood is of course a prominent theme in the work of its critics. Consequentialism (it is alleged) demands too much, alienates us from our personal projects, and threatens our integrity. The thread that unifies these worries is that consequentialist morality warps our customary understanding of the relationship between ourselves and morality. The obligatory self-benefit objection indicates that consequentialism undermines selfhood in a heretofore unappreciated way: by denying us the self-abnegating option.


To see why, recall Ross’ famous observation that consequentialism (or more specifically, utilitarianism) erroneously reduces our moral relationships with others to a single kind, namely, “that of being possible beneficiaries”
 (or maleficiaries!) of our actions. Consequentialists thus take no stock of the moral significance attaching to being someone’s parent, debtor, teacher, or friend, and in so doing, Ross concludes, they overlook the “highly personal character of duty.”
 There seemingly is not, on the consequentialist view, any inherent moral significance to such relationships. 



What seems to preclude consequentialism assigning intrinsic moral significance to such relationships? As Ross, Williams, and other critics have noted, consequentialists see individual selves as having two facets. Selves are, first, locations where some, if not all, goods are realized. In this sense, selves are the morally significant termini of sequences of events, the proverbial ‘end of the line’ in causal sequences that realize (or hinder) certain goods. Second, selves capable of deliberation and volition (and we should be mindful that some selves, such as animals, may be selves in the first sense but not in the second) can shape, through either their acting or their omitting, the aforementioned sequences of events and thus contribute to the goodness of outcomes or states of affairs. Let us call this first facet of moral selfhood being a moral patient, the second facet being a moral agent. Since we presumably cannot exercise the agency of others, we relate to other selves (on the consequentialist picture) as if they instantiate only the first facet, i.e., others function for us as patients of our agency. Other selves stand on the opposite side of a metaphysical or causal relation with our agentive selves whose moral significance is, as Ross observed, cashed out purely in terms of how we might shape sequences of events so as to distribute goods in a maximizing (or satisficing) way. As Williams put it, the committed consequentialist agent is concerned with “what persons with what projects and what potential satisfactions there are within calculable reach of the causal levers near which he finds himself.”
 


The distinctive feature of special relationships is this: As a matter of fact, we often stand in especially close causal proximity to those with whom we have such special relationships. We are usually better able to impact the well-being of our friends, children, and loved ones. But this enhanced causal proximity is not what makes these relationships morally special. What makes them special is what I call their normative architecture. To be someone’s colleague is to bear special obligations to her that do not stem merely from being able to benefit (or harm) her to a greater degree than others typically can. Rather, this relationship has a normative architecture wherein each party is subject to certain expectations and obligations that flow from their role in this relationship. In some cases, this architecture is essentially symmetrical, as in the case of friends and colleagues. In other cases, such as parenthood, the relationship is asymmetrical, so that the expectations and obligations of one party do not strictly mirror that of the other. But the crucial point is that consequentialism struggles to make sense of obligations that do not supervene wholly on the causal facts about the value of the consequences that result from our fulfilling those obligations.


From the perspective of the consequentialist agent, the self as patient is yet one more individual to whom it stands in a purely causal relation, albeit a highly intimate one. With respect to the actions performed by our selves qua moral agents, our selves qua moral patients are simply locations, albeit spatiotemporally coincident with those same agents, where various goods can be realized. And just as with our more familiar special relationships, consequentialism suggests that the nexus between these two dimensions of the moral self is a purely causal or metaphysical one, not different in kind from the nexus between our selves qua agents and other selves qua beneficiaries of our exercises of agency. 


That consequentialism is susceptible to the obligatory self-benefit objection is traceable to this same reductionism, characterizing one’s moral relationship with oneself simply in terms of the goods one stands to gain or lose from alternative courses of action. But whereas reducing our moral relationships with others in this way leads consequentialists to overlook the highly personal character of duty, reducing our moral relationship with ourselves in this ways leads consequentialists to overlook the highly personal character of a specific moral option. The option in question is the option to exempt oneself, in whole or in part, from the benefits that flow from our otherwise morally permissible actions. It is an option to refrain from self-benefit.


That the self has a normative architecture is perhaps more obscure than the notion that our special relationships to others have a normative architecture that is not exhausted by the causal proximity we have to those with whom we share such relationships. I will turn to the articulation of the normative architecture of the special relationship to the self in a moment. But we should first note that none of the consequentialist answers to the obligatory self-benefit objection critically interrogate this normative architecture. Satisficing consequentialism lessens the requirements on the self qua agent, but acknowledges no substantive normative difference between it and the self qua patient. Sophisticated consequentialism posits that the self qua agent need not deliberate or choose in act-consequentialist terms in order to satisfy that theory’s requirements, but persists in seeing the self qua patient simply as one more patient amongst others whose well-being the agent may not discount in its deliberation and choices. Evaluator-relative consequentialism modifies standard consequentialism so that right acts take into account individual agents’ perspectives, yet as we saw, it cannot explain the apparently broad moral permission not to benefit ourselves by appealing to first-order practical reasons. Scheffler’s agent-centered prerogative comes close to engaging with the consequentialists’ normative architecture of the self. Yet to whatever degree Scheffler makes sense of the self qua patient being permitted to make greater demands on the self qua agent, the difference between this agent and others is one of degree, not kind. One’s own projects and commitments simply get greater weight than those of other patients. As a result, Scheffler’s agent-centered prerogative is (at most) self-concerning, but not self-abnegating.

The intractability of the obligatory self-benefit objection shows that consequentialism misunderstands the internal architecture of the moral self — specifically, the relations between ourselves as agents and as patients. Our discussions of Scheffler’s agent-centered prerogative and evaluator-relative consequentialism in particular indicate that this internal architecture must contain an entity or faculty assigned a specific normative power or authority, a power or authority that gives us broad moral latitude to forgo benefits to ourselves, even when doing so is evidently prudentially irrational. In other words, the self qua patient must have a limited power or authority over the self qua agent, a power permitting the patient to ‘direct’ the agent to discount or disregard the patient’s well-being in its moral deliberation. The self as agent must of course take others’ interests or well-being into account, and note that I have not argued for the equivalent of Scheffler’s agent-centered prerogative — that the power or authority the self qua patient enjoys with respect to the agent who acts on its behalf allows it to arrogate greater concern or weight than the agent gives to other patients. But just insofar as it relates to the self as patient, it acts as the latter’s fiduciary, entrusted to enact policies, etc., that benefit the self as patient. But accompanying this fiduciary role to act on the agent’s behalf, the self as agent is subject to an authority-based claim.


In speaking here of powers, facets, etc., of the self, I am not proposing any deep metaphysics. There is but one moral self, but it is characterized by normatively differentiated powers and roles. Within each self is an agent and patient that stand in a distinctive normative relationship, one in which the patient issues authoritative claims on the agent’s volitions. In this respect, agent and patient instantiate a relationship akin to what Stephen Darwall has labeled the second-person standpoint.
 The self qua patient issues claims on the self qua agent that mirror the claims that one person makes on another person’s conduct and will. Consider again more familiar special relationships: One’s friends, children, etc., make claims that issue in obligations. These claims can be singular, grounded in particular utterances or actions (“I need help with my homework”) or standing, grounded in implicitly understood expectations or customs. The distinctive claims that those to whom we have special obligations can make depend on the specific normative architecture of our special relationship to them. In making such claims on us, they exert their authority as patients over us as agents, and in so doing, they create second-order agent-relative reasons that transform first-order reasons into obligations. Helping a friend, for example, is supported by a first-order and seemingly impersonal reason, namely, that others benefit when we aid them. But the special relationship with one’s friend, and the claims that constitute this relationship, can alter the status of that reason, making it not simply one consideration among many, but a consideration that triggers a special obligation. Failure to act on the second-personal but agent-relative claims that others make on us justifies their blaming us.


In the case of the special relationship to self, the self as patient exerts a similar second-personal authority over the self as agent. Exercises of such authority generate reasons that are agent-relative, since they apply only to the self as agent, not to other agents. But this special relationship to self is distinct from other special relationships in two respects. First, the self as patient, when it opts to forgo benefits to itself, alters the moral status of certain first-order reasons, but not (as in the case with other special relationships) by transforming them into obligations. Rather, the self as agent who exercises this authority issues second-order reasons that determine whether certain first-order reasons shall be considered morally salient. These second-order reasons are not reasons that bear on whether it should be the case that P, but reasons for whether P’s being the case shall count morally for or against different courses of action. In the case of not benefitting oneself, the self as patient has directed the self as agent not to treat certain self-concerning goods as morally salient. These goods are thereby morally exempted from moral appraisal. And it is because of this wide-ranging authority of the self qua patient that the moral option not to benefit oneself is similarly wide-ranging. So in the cases of Frida, Grace, and Harriet, their selves qua patients exercise an authority over their corresponding selves qua agents, an authority directed at the latter not to count (or not to count fully) certain first-order reasons as morally salient. They thus enjoy an authority-based option not to benefit themselves.


Second, this special relationship within the self generates options instead of obligations because of the nature of the reasons this relationship rests upon. Typically, special obligations are both objective and agent-relative.
 They are objective because the reasons they generate do not stem from our contingent desires. We are not released from our special obligations to our friends or loved ones simply because fulfilling them does not satisfy our desires. Nevertheless, such obligations rest on agent-relative reasons, since they are relevant only to those that stand in these relationships. The agent-relativity is what renders these obligations ‘special.’ In contrast, the special relationship to self yields options rather than obligations precisely because the reasons grounding such obligations are not objective in this sense. When, for example, Grace forgoes the donor kidney, she presumably acts on some desire (where I understand ‘desire’ merely to designate the psychological state that explains her acting as she did). Note that when individuals act on such desires and opt not to benefit themselves, such failures can be rationally criticizable for being misguided or imprudent. But these desires are clearly contingent and variable, such that we neither subject Grace to moral criticism for acting on this desire even though doing so results in less than the best impersonal outcome nor would we subject Grace to moral criticism for accepting the donor kidney when she lacks this desire. The special relationship to self, then, generates options because unlike other special relationships, it rests on subjective attitudes rather than attitude-independent normative facts about the nature of the relationship.


Conceptualizing the agent-patient relationship as we have illustrates again why consequentialism cannot make sense of the liberty that explains the moral permission not to benefit ourselves. For this liberty rests on second-order reasons that are not readily assimilable into a schedule of outcomes or events that determine the value of a state of affairs. Consequentialism thus imposes alien demands on the self qua patient, compelling it to enjoy benefits against its wishes. As I have elaborated, this distortion of our moral relationship to and within our selves results because consequentialists must conceptualize the self as agent and the self as patient as benefactor and beneficiary, a relation that does not rest on differentiated normative roles but precisely mirrors the role our selves play vis-à-vis other selves. 

VIII. A CONSEQUENTIALIST REJOINDER


At this point, consequentialists are likely to accuse me of clandestinely importing consequentialism into the story. Specifically, consequentialists may suggest that when the self as agent acts on behalf of the self as patient, a certain value — autonomy, self-direction, or perhaps Williams-style integrity — is exercised or realized. Suppose that failing to benefit oneself in the narrow sense of not acting to further one’s interests or well-being is offset by the value of honoring the prerogatives of the self as patient — that any loss of well-being in the narrow sense is equal to or less than the good associated with the self as patient directing the self as agent to forgo some amount of well-being.  Non-utilitarian consequentialists might then propose that, with this concession, their view can account for the permissibility of not benefitting oneself just as well as my own. An individual’s failure to self-benefit would be permissible since the forgone benefits are compensated for by the good of autonomy, self-direction, the provision of rational consent, etc. An individual may therefore maximize good overall by exercising an option to discount or eliminate her own well-being or interests, even when, had such discounting or eliminating not occurred, maximizing good would have required her to advance her well-being or interests.


I grant that it would be strange indeed for me to claim that there is not some good in the self as agent fulfilling its fiduciary role with respect to the self as patient. Indeed, in saying that the option not to benefit oneself rests on second-order reasons grounded in agent’s contingent desires, I have implicitly endorsed the thesis that some good is realized by agents acting on these desires. But conceding that there is some good associated with the self as agent fulfilling its fiduciary role with respect to the self as patient does not allow the consequentialist to claim victory here. Recall Slote’s comment that “ordinary thinking about morality assigns no positive value to the well-being or happiness of the moral agent of the sort it clearly assigns to the well-being or happiness of everyone other than the agent.” We see this reflected in the examples of Grace and Harriet, whose sacrifice of their lives seems morally permissible. The very wide latitude of the permission to refrain from self-benefit indicates that whatever good the consequentialist cites to compensate for the forgone self-benefit would have to be one of extraordinary value. For this good will ordinarily compensate not simply for modest benefits to ourselves that we forgo, but will compensate for self-sacrifice. I am skeptical that consequentialists can provide a basis that is not ad hoc for autonomy or self-direction having a value large enough to surpass the value of all other goods. The more parsimonious explanation for the wide moral permission not to benefit oneself is the one I have offered here: the distinctive normative relationship between the self as agent and self as patient, a relationship that can make certain self-regarding goods exempt from the consequentialist moral calculus.


But note that showing that the value of exercising autonomy, self-direction, etc. exceeds the value of benefits forgone by the benefit is not exactly the conclusion consequentialists must defend to answer the obligatory self-benefit objection in any case. Ordinary morality rejects a requirement of self-benefit, but it does not require failing to self-benefit either. Self-benefit is instead an option. So in order for consequentialists to appeal to the value of autonomy or self-direction to render self-benefit an option rather than a wrongful act, they would have to defend a thesis the truth of which would amount to a consummate coincidence, to wit, that any time an agent forgoes self-benefit, the value of the goods forgone are (approximately) equal to the value of the exercise of autonomy or self-direction involved in this forgoing. For on a consequentialist model, options occur when two courses of action are in rough parity concerning the goodness of their outcomes. Again, I have no direct argument against this possibility, but how probable are these scenarios? 

In any instance where an agent forgoes benefit to herself,

(a) the value of the benefits forgone exceeds that of the value the agent realizes by exercising her autonomy or self-direction.

(b) the value the agent realizes by exercising her autonomy or self-direction exceeds that of the value of the benefits forgone.

(c) the value of the benefits forgone is roughly equal to the value the agent realizes by exercising her autonomy or self-direction.

Absent any reason to suppose otherwise, we should assume that (a), (b), and (c) are equally common (though the sheer number of factors that shape the value of outcomes suggests that (c) may well be infrequent compared to (a) or (b)). But the fact that the option not to benefit oneself is apparently very wide would entail that this consequentialist rejoinder is plausible only if (c) is overwhelmingly the case. That is a priori unlikely. In most instances, then, the value agents realize by exercising their autonomy or self-direction will either be not enough or too much to vindicate this consequentialist rejoinder.
IX. CONCLUSION


To make sense of the permissibility of not benefitting ourselves, we must assign distinct normative roles to the self as agent and the self as patient, which consequentialism cannot abide. Still, consequentialism’s inability to explain away obligatory self-benefit is instructive. Williams remarked that consequentialist theories cannot coherently describe the relations between a person’s projects and his actions. Here we have another manifestation of this incoherence: In thinking of the self as lacking any internal normative constitution, and in discerning no special moral status for the self other than as a potential beneficiary of one’s acts, consequentialism makes us beholden to its teleological demands. Consequentialism thus erroneously treats our own projects as generic goods, instead of goods over which we exercise a powerful and wide-ranging moral discretion. To borrow a phrase from Rawls, whether or not consequentialism fails to respect the distinction amongst persons, it fails to respect crucial distinctions within persons.
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