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ABSTRACT

A common objection to consequentialism is that it cannot ascribe intrinsic moral significance to the special relationships we bear to our friends, family, loved ones, etc. However, little has been said about the prospect of a special moral relationship to self. Here I argue that such a relationship exists; that it has features distinguishing it from other putative special relationships, most notably, that it generates options rather than obligations; that making sense of such options requires positing that the self has a normative architecture wherein the self as agent and self as patient stand in an authority relation; and that consequentialism cannot make sense of such a normative architecture and so cannot make sense of the special relationship to self. Acknowledging a special relationship to self also modifies and strengthens the objection that consequentialism is too demanding on individual agents.
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In his classic critique of Moore’s ‘ideal utilitarianism,’ W.D. Ross argued that by modeling all our moral relations on the relations of benefactor and beneficiary, utilitarianism “seems to simplify unduly our relations to our fellows.” Ross alleged that Moore’s theory overlooks how duty often has a “highly personal character” grounded in various special relationships we share with others.
 Subsequent critics of utilitarianism and other consequentialist theories have latched onto Ross’ ‘special relationships’ objection, claiming that consequentialist theorists err in failing to ascribe intrinsic moral significance to our relationships with our friends, spouses, fellow citizens, children, those to whom we have made promises, etc.
 


Yet neither consequentialists nor their critics have paid much attention to one special relationship on Ross’ list of relationships that consequentialism ostensibly overlooks: our relationship to ourselves. As a result, little has been said about the nature of this relationship, about whether this relationship causes difficulties for consequentialism akin to those supposedly caused by our relationships to our friends, families, etc., or about how (if at all) consequentialists might answer these difficulties. This inattention is regrettable, for (I shall argue) the special relationship to self has unique features that pose challenges to consequentialism at least as formidable as other special relationships. Indeed, central features of ordinary moral understanding are best explained by positing a special moral relationship to self, a relationship consequentialism cannot abide.

After reviewing the standard objection that consequentialism cannot ascribe intrinsic moral significance to our special relationships, I turn, in part 2, to describe the moral content of the special relationship to self. Our special relationship to self differs from other posited special relationships not only in being non-voluntary, but also in grounding options rather than obligations. These options permit us to accord the interests of our selves greater value than is otherwise permitted by impersonal consequentialism, but also permit us to accord those interests lesser value than is otherwise permitted by impersonal consequentialism. I trace the distinctive features of the special relationship to self to the fact that it rests, like other special relationships, on agent-relative reasons, but unlike other special relationships, these agent-relative reasons are subjective, rooted in our idiosyncratic desires. I argue in part 3 that a partialist claim on behalf of the well-being of the self cannot make sense of both such options. Instead, the moral relationship to self rests on a pair of distinctive normative powers the exercise of which determines how much moral weight the well-being of the self has in comparison with the well-being of others. To make sense of such powers, the self must have two facets, the self as agent and self as patient, that do not relate only causally, as consequentialism maintains. These two facets of the self constitute what I call the self’s normative architecture. After addressing two objections in part 4, I highlight how the special relationship to self, and the normative architecture that must be posited to render this relationship intelligible, transforms and sharpens the worry that consequentialism is exceedingly demanding of individuals.

1. Agents, patients, and special relationships


Consider the familiar distinction between moral agents and moral patients. An agent is simply a being capable of action, and a moral agent is simply a being who is subject to moral obligations, whose actions are appropriately amenable to moral appraisal, etc. A patient is a being who can be affected by the actions of agents, and a moral patient is a being with genuine moral claims on others. Competing moral theories disagree both about who is a moral patient (whether, for example, future generations of humans, non-human animals, the permanently comatose, etc. have moral claims on the conduct of moral agents) and about the nature of the claims moral patients make on moral agents. Some theories rest these claims on patients’ rights, others on their autonomy, etc. 


That consequentialism seems unable to account for the intrinsic moral significance of our special relationships stems from two of its commitments about the moral significance of patients. First, some consequentialists may acknowledge the existence of goods whose goodness is not person-affecting, e.g., perhaps goods such as the preservation of natural environments, whose value is realized independently of how patients are benefitted by these goods. Still, on any consequentialist theory, other patients matter insofar as we can act so as to direct goods to them so they are benefitted. So even if not all the goods that the consequentialist point of view requires us to take into account are goods for patients, patients matter, as Ross pointed out, just insofar as they are potential beneficiaries (or ‘maleficiaries’) of what we do, and this potential for being benefitted (or harmed) is the basis for patients having moral claims on the conduct of agents. Second, consequentialism typically requires that we treat other patients’ claims impartially, giving no one’s well-being greater weight in our moral decision making than anyone else’s. Neither impartiality nor the fact that other patients matter just insofar as they can be benefitted by what we do singly imply that we may not treat our friends, family, etc., with special concern. But in concert, they imply that it is morally impermissible to treat the intrinsic moral significance we ascribe to such relationships as a basis for weighting the well-being of our friends, family, etc. more heavily than the well-being of those with whom we lack special relationships. From a consequentialist perspective, any good is as good as any other, and so it cannot matter who the patient is who benefits from a good. The agent-relative reasons needed to make sense of special obligations either do not exist or are morally irrelevant, according to traditional consequentialists.


Thus, in thinking of patients as impartial beneficiaries of actions, consequentialism denies that there any distinctive claims that particular patients (our friends, loved ones, etc.) make on us as agents, and this denial of distinctive agent-relative claims or reasons explains consequentialism’s apparent vulnerability to the special relationships objection. 

2. What’s special about the special relationship to self


My aim here is not to assess the force of the ‘special relationships’ objection. Instead, the  concern is with the possibility that there is a special moral relationship to self, and so it seems fruitful to situate the possibility of such a relationship against the more familiar philosophical landscape of other special relationships that are thought to cause trouble for consequentialism.

Suppose then that in addition to these other special relationships, there is also a special moral relationship to self. To what extent does this relationship resemble other putative special relationships?


One crucial difference between the special relationship to self and other special relationships is that it is both non-voluntary and inalienable. Family members die or become estranged; friendships wane; children mature; spouses divorce; companies dissolve; professional loyalties shift; immigrants shift their civic allegiances. And nothing compels us to make promises to others. But the relationship to oneself is unchosen, non-transferable, and non-renounceable.
 So if our special relationship to ourselves is morally distinctive, it is obviously far less contingent or disposable than other such relationships, and as a result, more common and pervasive than other special relationships.


A second crucial difference is this: Proponents of the ‘special relationships’ objection to consequentialism typically contend that there exist special obligations to particular individuals, obligations that neither necessarily coincide with the consequentialist demand to maximize impersonal value nor can be explained in terms of these demands. Our friends, family, loved ones, etc. have an intrinsic moral significance, according to proponents of this objection, so even if consequentialists could show that treating those individuals as if our relationships to them were intrinsically significant in fact results in maximizing impersonal value, consequentialism would still provide us the wrong kind of reason for treating those relationships as if they had intrinsic moral significance.

The special relationship to self, just insofar as we concern ourselves with the self as a would-be beneficiary of our own actions, appears to operate differently, generating options with respect to the self rather than obligations.
 The first such option is self-favoring, an option to give one’s own well-being, projects, etc., greater weight than is permitted from an impersonal point of view. That there is such an option is assumed by those who reject consequentialism for being too demanding. Those who press such an objection do not seem to intend that consequentialist theories that require strict impartiality run afoul of obligations we have to benefit ourselves. Rather, such theories deny us the option of partiality toward our own commitments, concerns, etc., and in so doing, render these “dispensable” whenever “things get bad enough from an impersonal standpoint” that an agent can bring about a better state of affairs by foregoing those commitments or concerns.
 


It will become apparent later that the demandingness objection takes a different shape, and becomes more forceful, when our special relationship to self is fully in view. But for now, we must note that ordinary moral thought also recognizes a ​self-abnegating option, i.e., an option not to benefit ourselves even when doing so would be required by the consequentialist imperative to maximize value from an impersonal point of view.
 Morality seems to permit us to discount the value of our own well-being, etc., even when doing so is arguably imprudent. We are not obligated, ceteris paribus, to choose the lunch entrée that we find most appetizing, to adopt investing strategies that maximize long-term return, to cultivate those friendships that will most benefit us, or more generally, “to produce pleasures for ourselves of any kind.”
 Or more accurately, when morality requires these actions of us, it does not require them because they are best for us. Indeed, sometimes actions that do not benefit ourselves are morally praiseworthy or supererogatory, even when overall value would be impersonally maximized by our receiving the benefit. Self-sacrificial actions are one example of this. Even if overall value would be impersonally maximized by my accepting a particular job offer, there is actually something morally laudable about my turning down the offer so that another candidate, who would gain more personal benefit from the position, can then accept it. As Michael Slote puts it, morality incorporates an extensive self-other asymmetry concerning what we are permitted to do to ourselves but not to others
: “…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.”
  An individual has an option to benefit herself, but also an option not to do so, despite the fact it might be wrong not to benefit similarly situated others, and a fortiori, an individuals has an option to harm herself despite its being wrong to harm similarly situated others. 


The special moral relationship to self, then, is differentiated from other special relationships by generating options instead of obligations. This is not to deny that other special relationships may also generate options as well. Most obviously, some special relationships generate imperfect duties which, while not optional qua duties, provide agents wide latitude with respect to their fulfillment. My obligation to promote the well-being of my friends, for instance, does not require that I promote their well-being at every opportunity, that I act so that their well-being meets a certain defined threshold, etc. And this obligation is circumscribed by other self-regarding concerns and perfect duties. But these special relationships result in bona fide obligations. The parent who neglects his children, the promisor who reneges on a promise, the friend who maliciously gossips about her friends, etc., are rightly criticized for having wronged those with whom they stand in these special relationships. They have violated special obligations. But those who exercise their self-favoring or self-abnegating options are clearly not subject to such criticism. 


Why should other special relationships create obligations but the special relationship to self create only options? Diane Jeske has argued that the reasons that ground special obligations are distinctive in being objective but also agent-relative.
 They are objective because, even though we enter into many special relationships voluntarily, presumably acting on the basis of our desires to do so, the reasons that flow from established special relationships do not rest on our contingent desires. Even if, in the broadest sense of ‘desire,’ a parent does not desire to care for her children or a promisor does not desire to fulfill his promise, these obligations in no way dissipate because the agents lack the relevant desires. If the reasons that grounded our special relationships were subjective or ‘Humean,’ Jeske argues, then those relationships could not provide the “external standard that we generally take” they have.
 At the same time, the reasons that ground these relationships are also agent-relative, reasons that apply only to those that stand in these relationships. The agent-relativity is of course what renders these obligations ‘special.’


Our special relationship to our selves grounds options instead of obligations because, though this relationship is rooted in agent-relative reasons, those reasons are fundamentally subjective, rooted in idiosyncratic desires. When a person opts not to benefit herself, or even to harm herself, any rational explanation of such conduct will refer to an agent having wanted to do so, i.e., that her exercising her self-abnegating option reflects her desires. So too for exercises of the self-favoring option. The reasons we have to favor our own commitments and concerns are presumably grounded in our standing desires and dispositions.


Intuitively, it might appear that the self-favoring option appears more limited than the self-abnegating option. But note that neither the self-favoring nor the self-abnegating option are unbounded. For in exercising either option, the interests of others count toward the determination of what an agent has reason to do and what she is permitted to do. Aside from the most hard core of libertarians, those who advance the demandingness objection to consequentialism, for example, think that consequentialism fails to acknowledge a limited permission to be partial to one’s own concerns or commitments, i.e., the objector and the consequentialist disagree about the force that other-regarding moral reasons play in morality vis-à-vis our self-regarding reasons, not about whether there are other-regarding moral reasons. The precise limits of the self-favoring option will not concern us here, except to note that a person’s reasons to favor her own well-being or concerns out of proportion to their significance from a purely impersonal perspective become stronger the stronger are the desires associated with her well-being or concerns. More precisely, the strength of the desires in question provide a rough scale of the permissibility of exercising the self-favoring option. A person’s desire not to stain her new linen trousers is (presumably) far weaker than her desire that her child reach adulthood. Hence, morality’s impersonal demands almost certainly cannot be blocked by the former desire but perhaps can be blocked by the latter. Such a person is obligated to save a drowning child at the cost of staining her new trousers but not obligated to do so at the cost of risking her own child’s life. The latter is a permissible exercise of her self-favoring option, the former an impermissible exercise of that option. With the self-abnegating option, individuals also cannot exercise this option willy nilly, as if the interests of others matter not at all. A person who sacrifices her own interests but does not consider the impact of such an act on others is not exercising her self-abnegating option properly. Of course, cases of ‘pure’ self-abnegation are rare, but putting aside the impact of such exercises on others’ interests, the self-abnegating option is very nearly unlimited, allowing us to do to ourselves what morality prohibits us doing to others. So neither option gives agents moral carte blanche. 

In sum: Our special moral relationship to self is distinguished from other putative special moral relations in being rooted in subjective, agent-relative reasons, reasons that give rise to a  two-way self-concerning option, or more succinctly, a two-way option.

3. The normative architecture of the self


To this point, the arguments offered for a two-way option have been largely descriptive, intended to capture ordinary moral thinking about the claims made on the self’s behalf. Granted, it is not clear what other sort of argumentative strategy is available to defend such claims aside from appeal to common moral understanding and insight. But this two-way option remains puzzling. Many people believe that their obligations weaken or disappear the more remote are the patients to whom those obligations might be owed. And yet, when it comes to the least remote of all possible patients — oneself — obligations give way to mere options. 
  How can this be so?  

The oddity of the asymmetry lying behind the two-way option lessens, however, once the underlying structure of the self needed to make sense of the two-way option — what we may call the self’s normative architecture — is made visible.


Return to our earlier talk of agents and patients. Consequentialism is subject to worries about special obligations, we noted, because it makes no normative distinctions among patients, and hence recognizes no obligations to specific patients as such. In the case of the self as patient, consequentialism, again because it makes no normative distinction among patients, cannot recognize the options we enjoy with respect to benefitting (or harming) ourselves. From a consequentialist standpoint, there may be important epistemic differences among patients. For example, an individual is probably more knowledgeable about his own interests than about the interests of others. Moreover, because he as an agent stands in unique causal proximity to himself as patient — these two facets of the self spatiotemporally coincide, after all —  he can exert greater influence on his own well-being than he can exert on the well-being as others. Hence, he may be better situated when he acts  as an agent to care for his own interests qua patient. But on the consequentialist view, the self qua patient is just one of innumerably many locations where the effects of one’s actions, and in particular, the effects those actions have on well-being, are realized. To quote Bernard Williams, the consequentialist actor perceives the moral world in terms of “what persons with what projects and what potential satisfactions there are within calculable reach of the causal levers near which he finds himself.”
 On the consequentialist picture, the nexus between the self as agent and the self as patient is like any other: purely causal. It just happens to be a nexus with the smallest possible causal or epistemic distance.


In contrast, the existence of the two-way option suggests that the self as agent and self as patient occupy distinctive normative roles within our normative architecture. These powers within the self stand in a moral relationship akin to Darwall’s second-personal standpoint.
 The self as patient ‘addresses’ the self as agent, issuing claims rooted in the former’s subjective desires. The self as agent, in its power as ‘addressee’, is provided with reasons for action for which it is accountable to the self as patient. The self as patient and self as agent thus form a moral micro-community with a distinctive normative authority relation between them. 


More specifically, this authority entitles the self as patient to direct the self either to exempt its interests or to exempt the interests of others, either whole or in part, from moral choice. When an agent exercises her self-abnegating option, she directs the agent to exempt (at least partially) her interests from impersonal moral deliberation, with the result that by virtue of exercising this power, the individual is morally permitted not to benefit herself, and as a result, is permitted to perform an act that does not maximize impersonal value. The agent-relative and subjective reasons on which this permission is based thus operate as Razian exclusionary reasons.
 They are second-order reasons that provide grounds not to act on, or to discount the significance of, certain first-order moral reasons (in this case, the reasons provided by the agents’ own interests or well-being) the full taking account of which would otherwise require the agent to benefit herself. An individual who fails to benefit herself, or who sacrifices her own interests, can do what is best, in the sense of doing what she most has reason to do, but what is best is already shaped by her exercise of her self-abnegating option. So too for agents exercising their self-favoring option: Here the self as patient issues an exclusionary reason not to take the interests of others fully into account. The individual’s own interests thus function as a second-order reason that constrains the significance of certain first-order reasons, those grounded in the interests of others. Here too the individual does what is best, but what is best is already shaped by her exercising her self-favoring option.

It is important to appreciate that, in Susan Wolf’s vivid image, these options not to do what is optimal from an impersonal perspective are not “subject to the requirement that we apply for permission” to exercise them, by, say, justifying our acting these options in terms of the contribution that so acting would circuitously make to impersonal goodness.
 The normative authority to exempt one’s own interests from the impersonal consequentialist standpoint is not an authority granted by, or justified in terms of, that standpoint. The options instead function to determine the inputs to that calculus by assigning to one’s own interests and the interests of others the comparative roles they shall legitimately play in an individual’s moral decisions.

4. Two objections

Before considering the two most serious objections that consequentialists in particular might make to this account of our special moral relationship to self, it is worth mentioning that certain strategies that consequentialists have adopted in efforts to address other special relationships worries are inapplicable to two-way self-concerning option identified earlier. First, the ‘sophisticated consequentialist’ maneuver of treating consequentialism only as a criterion of right action instead of a decision procedure will not help here. It is simply not the case that agents whose decision procedures assume the two-way option will end up maximizing impersonal value anyway. Nor will it do to argue that the two-way option reflects a rejection of morality’s demands rather than a genuinely moral constraint on those demands.
 As argued above, the two-way self-concerning option is rooted in a moral relationship that confers upon the self as patient distinctive authority to constrain the self as agent. In this respect, the two-way option defended here represents the first of four responses to morality’s demandingness identified by Samuel Scheffler: The demands of impartial morality are chastened not by exempting certain areas of human life from moral demands altogether, but by morally structured limitations on impersonality that depend on facts about human psychology and agency.
 

The better option for the consequentialist is to attempt to disentangle the two options in the following way: The consequentialist might grant the existence of the self-abnegating option but contest the self-favoring option. For individuals to have an option not to count their own interests equally from a moral point of view is unobjectionable if individuals qua patients have desires that are served by discounting or sacrificing their interests. But how, the consequentialist might argue, could an individual qua patient have a normative power that effectively limits the moral significance of others’ interests? Surely this amounts to a moral endorsement of special pleading.


But the two options cannot be so readily disentangled. Both are options to act on agent-relative, subjective reasons. Now in conceding the self-abnegating option, the consequentialist critic is conceding the moral significance of such reasons. So in order to vindicate the self-abnegating option while rejecting the self-favoring option, the critic must draw some distinction that accords moral or rational significance to those desires that individuals act upon when exercising the self-abnegating option but denies that same significance to those desires when exercising their self-favoring option. This distinction cannot hinge on the strength of the desires (or reasons), for individuals sometimes surely recognize very strong desires (or reasons) to favor their own interests and very weak reasons to abnegate those interests. The only way to draw the needed distinction is to claim that the agent-relative, subjective reasons that justify self-favoring do not generate morally permissible options, whereas the agent-relative, subjective reasons that justify self-abnegation do not generate such options. But not only does this run afoul of the phenomenology of our special moral relationship to ourselves, it is ad hoc. The consequentialist critic, in trying to reject the asymmetry between self and others, ends up positing an asymmetry of her own: There can only exist a self-abnegating option without a self-favoring one if there is a special relationship to others that we do not bear to ourselves, a relationship that generates special obligations to others that logically precludes self-favoring. Such an asymmetry deviates from a core consequentialist ideal — impartiality, or equal consideration of interests — and does so with no other motivation than to facilitate consequentialists affirming the self-abnegating option while rejecting the self-favoring option.


Given that the self-favoring and self-abnegating options cannot be disentangled, they appear to be a theoretical ‘package deal’. If the desires that would establish a moral permission to abnegate my interests have the same agent-relative, subjective nature as those that would establish a permission to favor my interests, then consequentialists must either beg the question against the two-way option or propose an asymmetry between our selves and others that is at least as puzzling as the two-way option itself.


A last-ditch objection from the consequentialist: Resting the two-way option on individuals’ desire-based reasons implicitly concedes that individuals acting on such reasons is good. But the specific good realized in acting on the two-way option must be added to the other goods realizing in acting on this option. If these specific goods compensate for the goods that an individual either (a) foregoes on her own behalf by exercising her self-abnegating option or (b)  prevents from being realized on others’ behalf by exercising her self-favoring option, then individuals would enjoy a two-way option by virtue of the fact that the option and doing what is impersonally best effectively tie in terms of the overall value they produce.


To be credible, this reply requires the very careful threading of a mathematical needle: In order for the two-way option to be explained in terms of ties in overall value impersonally conceived, it must be the case that (a) the values of the goods realized by self-abnegating must neither significantly exceed the value of the goods the self-abnegating individual foregoes nor fall significantly short of them, and (b) the value of the goods that self-favoring denies to others must neither significantly exceed the value of the goods the self-favoring individual arrogates to herself nor fall significantly short of those goods. Doubtless, these conditions will occasionally be met. But as we have noted, the two-way option, and especially the self-abnegating option, appears to be of very wide latitude. Yet to suggest that these conditions are met in enough cases to correspond to the apparently wide latitude of these options is to engage in arithmetical finger crossing. Hence, even conceding that exercises of the two-way option generate goods, it is implausible that they generate goods with the precise value needed to make sense of the apparent scope of this option.

5. Demandingness and confinement


The arguments for a two-way option, and for the difficulties it raises for consequentialism, have been largely phenomenological to this point. However, the existence of such an option illuminates what is at stake in the debate about consequentialism’s demandingness.


The common complaint that consequentialism is exceedingly demanding has proven difficult to articulate in ways that either do not simply beg the question or that do not presuppose other claims consequentialists will reject on independent grounds.
 The plausibility of a two-way option suggests that the debate between proponents of this complaint and the consequentialists seeking to answer it needs to be recast in two important ways.


First, most discussions of the demandingness objection treat the problem as resulting from the “costs” that complying with consequentialist morality has on compliant individuals’ well-being.
 So construed, the debate ends up focusing on whether individuals may show partiality toward their own interests — whether, in other words, individuals enjoy a self-favoring option. But this underdescribes the relevant problem. First, it sees the special pleas of the self as rooted in an individual’s first-order reasons rather than grounding the self-favoring option in the second-order reasons emanating from the powers embedded in the normative architecture of the self. By denying both options, consequentialist morality ends up being very confining, because it greatly “narrows the range of morally acceptable courses of action” open to an individual.
 If the arguments presented here are sound, then an adequate response needs to answer the worry that consequentialism is confining, of which its demandingness vis-à-vis its costliness to individual well-being for those who comply with it is only one manifestation. This strengthens the force of the demandingness objection by both widening and redescribing the phenomena that an adequate response to this objection must explain.


Second, it is striking that debates about demandingness focus so little on the individual for whom the theory is putatively too demanding, i.e., each of us, the self who acts. It is almost as if the debate is a debate about how to make sense of partiality for someone, not partiality toward oneself. That is, the debate has not focused on the specific normative relationship to the self that we might presume would give the demandingness objection its intuitive bite. In contrast, the claim that there exists a two-way self-concerning option explains the force of the demandingness objection in terms of a special relationship we have to ourselves and the distinctive normative architecture wherein the self as patient stands in a special authority relationship to the self as agent that no other patient stands in with respect to that agent. If this claim is correct, then consequentialists have two options: They must either deny the existence of both the self-abnegation and the self-favoring options, or they must show how their moral theory acknowledges the intrinsic moral significance of our special moral relationship to ourselves without unduly confining individuals’ options. The former is counterintuitive, the latter unlikely.

6. Conclusion

If the arguments adduced here are sound, then our selves poses a challenge to consequentialism at least as serious or intractable as that posed by other special relationships. Consequentialists can embrace the two-way self-concerning option only by embracing the underlying normative architecture of the self that generates it. But to do so would be a dramatic deviation from the consequentialist prerogative that goodness be impersonally maximized. In the end, consequentialism does not only simplify “unduly our relations to our fellows.” It also simplifies unduly the most intimate moral relationship we can have. 
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