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1

What Kind of Approach This Study
Takes and What It Does Not

Physicist Edwin Schrodinger in his 1944 book What Is Life? warned that
“[i]f a man never contradicts himself, the reason must be that he virtually
never says anything at all.”

Schrédinger was struggling with what may be the hardest ontological
problem, at least as hard as “Why is the universe?” While we may con-
sider physics, along with mathematics, as purely rational inquiries, he
sees the underlying paradox of discourse here. The paradox is that in
discourse one seems to set out seeking sound results, but setting out in
discourse means instantiating self-contradiction. Wisely, Schrodinger
only hints at paradox without falling into the treacherous pit of declaring
rationality infallible. Rather, he sees traps for self-contradiction lurking
everywhere. Yet, implicitly, rationality is an inexorably human phenom-
enon. We can proceed with it with some success without having to worry
about errors to the point of giving up. Just like the evolution of life,
rationality proceeds via error.

If the mystery Schrédinger confronts is what are life and the universe,
the underlying mystery for ontology and many disciplines is that of ratio-
nality itself. Supposedly rationality is the path to clarity and light.
Unfortunately, whatever exactly the term “rationality” itself consists in
remains obscure. In many a discussion, from economics and philosophy
to psychology and other sciences, the term is tossed about freely. This
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2 L. Miller

essay aims to minimize merely intuited usage and put the term and its
underlying senses' on straighter tracks.

To start groping toward those tracks, consider a few telling instances in
practical philosophy that use the concept of rationality. Rationality and
morality often appear together in practical philosophy. Kant (1993) may
offer the most renowned such connection. He conceives a rational being
as one who can act morally or immorally. Rational knowledge is that
which lends itself to the moral law and morality. If for the moment we
assume that acting according to reason is acting rationally, then he finds
that acting rationally is acting according to the moral law.

In turn, much practical philosophy holds that behaving morally is
rational. Mill (1952) also connected rationality to morality, in that it is
rational to abide by moral principles. Aristotle (1941) may be the most
thorough among these three thinkers in connecting the rational and ethi-
cal: Education among the virtuous leads one both to apply reasoning and
to behave ethically. Instead of abiding by principles, one learns by absorp-
tion among the virtuous. Wisdom and virtue are essentially the same.

Already, problems appear as to what rationality consists in. Is the ratio-
nal that which applies the principles of reason? Is rationality an inner,
mental capacity, or does it reside in external principles that one learns by
rote? Is one born rational, or does one develop rationality?

This essay offers from the literature more examples—21 in all—of
senses that the term “rationality” and its cognates may have.” Such exam-
ples only amplify the confusion as to just what people are talking about
in using these terms. More often I speak of the senses that the term
“rationality” has than which concepts the term refers to. One criterion by

'T use “concept” and “sense” in different ways, reflecting a difference in these terms’ common
usages. A term such as “rationality” may have different senses, whereas such a term may refer to any
of one or more concepts. Generally, when one uses “rationality,” one commonly is homing in on a
particular concept.

2T choose to examine 21 arbitrarily although not entirely so. More examples of different senses
could easily be added, although after extensive noting of how the term is used in the literature. On
the one hand, I feel that too much more than 21, say 30 or 40, would start to have repetitions.
Among the 21 are still some that are quite close to one another. On the other hand, T did not want
to diminish the amount of example senses. The number I offer can only be a matter of art, as no
solid science of rationality has yet developed to inform us what all in the cognitive realm encom-
passes rationality. Overall, this effort to examine some amount X of senses of rationality is an
approximation and suggestion to kick the process of rigorizing rationality into action.
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which these different senses are distinguished is by the field or discipline
of the person using the term. Economists, psychologists, artificial-
intelligence researchers, and epistemologists all seem to use the term in
their own way. Apparently, they are content with their group’s mutual
understanding of the term or of their seemingly assumed sense or senses
of it. But one can only wonder, does any particular sense underlie all its
senses? That is, are the senses all somehow united and not just scatter-
shot? One of this essay’s goals is to determine whether, for all senses of
“rationality,” one underlies or best accounts for them all.

Now, some readers may believe it is superfluous to reflect in any detail
on what rationality consists in. For those readers “rationality” is consid-
ered merely to refer to different capacities and aspects of behavior that
different subdisciplines and practitioners lump under one term. For con-
venience these disciplines need not bother to distinguish these facets of
rationality, and doing so seems superfluous. By this outlook, we users of
the term and underlying senses know what we speak of in using the term.
Whether you are in economics, psychology, philosophy, or other disci-
plines that speak of rationality you know what you mean when you use
the term. After all, Newton did not need to define force beyond stating it
is mass times acceleration. As Popper points out (in Magee, 1973), natu-
ral scientists do not need to waste time arguing over definitions. They
know what they talk about in using a term because that term fits a precise
place within a complex network of theories and explanations: That much
is what delineates or delimits (defines, strictly) a term. Certainly, some
readers may hold that a similar understanding and use of a term should
also be appropriate for the “softer” disciplines.

I question whether the term and senses of “rationality” in these disci-
plines are so sharply, if tacitly, delineated and delimited. Can the context
of all the technical terms that each discipline uses so well locate and mark
what rationality is in that discipline? Mentally related terms beyond
rationality have been so widely used as to trigger strong doubt as to
whether the practitioners are speaking of the same thing. The terms “con-
sciousness,” “mind,” and “intelligence” are three cases in point. It is not
clear whether, when speakers talk of consciousness, they are indeed speak-
ing of the same phenomenon, especially when they set forth definitions.
They may intend that activation of the five senses is consciousness. Or
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consciousness is general awareness, or it is a state that has nothing to do
with the senses’ activation. Consider g-intelligence, the multiple intelli-
gences offered by Howard Gardner (1993), and the “intelligence” in
Al These are only a few among the prominent proposers of intelligence’s
nature. It is a tough matter to crack as to whether these various users of
the term do speak of the same thing, whether within or among disci-
plines. If something does underlie all these usages, it could be worthwhile
to uncover just what, say, the intelligence in all the term’s senses consist in.

I presume and maintain that a similar exercise could benefit disciplines
that depend upon use of “rationality.” It could help sharpen their endeav-
ors to find out what they all share and, hence, what the term “rationality”
ultimately consists in.

There is a further danger in automatically throwing out tout court
such an investigation into the term “rationality.” Other philosophical
terms merit similar investigation via the fairly recent subdiscipline of
conceptual engineering (Cappelen, 2018), which I discuss in a section
below. Practitioners in this area have examined key philosophical terms of
many kinds, such as “know,” “freedom,” “marriage,” and many others. It
is not a mere whim to subject “rationality” as a term to the critical analy-
sis this essay proposes. Rather, such subjection of terms is part of what
appears at this point to be a productive and informative philosophical
endeavor. If one desires to maintain such a method as an option for a
recourse for philosophical terms, to be fair one must adduce reasons why
not reserve such a recourse for “rationality.”

For readers entirely skeptical of this book’s topic, I ask them to assume
the worthwhileness of the subject for the time being. The concern here is
not a semantic quibble but rather how a more clarified and unified con-
cept of rationality may be for those disciplines that use the term
extensively.

To look ahead briefly: One way to group these theories is by rationality
as a universal (e.g., Aristotle, 1941; Kant, 1993) or as somehow socially
defined (Barrett, 1958; Gramajo, 2001; Cabantous et al., 2010; Abulof,
2015; Bouwmeester, 2017). The non-universalist perspective includes
social constructivism: Rationality was constructed by various parties delib-
erately to sustain control over less powerful members of society. Another
non-universalist sense of “rationality” is as a sociocultural practice and



1 What Kind of Approach This Study Takes and What It Does Not 5

belief. The latter, like many cultural practices and beliefs, is not deliberately
constructed per se. Rather, it develops over time, as though organically.
Versions of the former, social constructivism, are salient today. But my
ultimate aim is not to insist whether universalist or non-universalist senses
of rationality have the final say. Instead, I suggest that both categories of
senses are not so distant and, in fact, can be unified. In sum, the hope is
that these different senses of rationality can indeed be unified.

1.1  What Kind of Approach This Study Takes
and What It Does Not

I first describe some approaches to rationality that may seem at first to be
much like that I take in this essay: namely, attempting to analyze the term
for clarifying its use in the various disciplines. I hope that this section’s
brief exercise will help put into relief the approach I do take. In such
context with these other theories, it should emerge as more distinct than
it was before the analysis.

1.2 What Kind of Argument This Study
Makes and What It Does Not

American poet Robert Frost (1915) is well known for his poem of exis-
tential perplexity, if not angst, “The Road Not Taken.” As he states, “Two
roads diverged in a yellow wood ... long I stood/And looked down one
as far as I could/To where it bent in the undergrowth.” If such irremedi-
able divergences do bound our lives, they may bear on this subsection in
analyzing a possible ontology of rationality.

Frost’s forest path had merely two options. Besides the one I offer pres-
ently, I see several before they bend into the undergrowth: (1) Nozick’s
evolutionary ontology of rationality; (2) Audi’s melding rationality of
action and belief into a kind of virtue; (3) Wheeler’s seven definitions; (4)
bounded rationality; and (5) instrumental rationality. Certainly, there
may be more hidden in the undergrowth, as Frost conjectured.
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A few authors, notably Nozick (1993) and Audi (2001), have each
suggested a theory of rationality that should be consistent with the differ-
ent disciplines’ senses of the term. But do these theories unify those
senses? Do they allow any interwoven hierarchy of explanatory power
among these senses? I briefly mention here what both offer in this domain
and how my approach differs. Nozick holds that rationality is a certain
evolutionary adaptation. By a number of means it has the potential to
influence positively—adaptively—and enhance decision-making, beliefs,
and ethics. Rationality of belief, as accounted for by evolutionary adapta-
tion, does not suppose @ priori absolute truth as rationality’s end goal.
Rather, rational belief is that which works as an adaptation enhancing
fitness. Similarly for rational action: “Natural selection works on ...
believing p is the rational thing to do. ... Natural selection will work first
on ... action A [as] the most fitness-enhancing thing to do” (Nozick,
1993, p. 113). Most important, “Enhancement of inclusive fitness yields
selection for approximate truth rather than strict truth ... truth is what
underlies a subclass of serviceability. Once we become self-conscious
about it, we can improve the accuracy of our given procedures” (p. 113;
emphasis added). Even if evolution selects for rationality of belief and
action, we can turn around and use it for our own purposes, such as mak-
ing our ersatz if workable truths more accurate, in turn enhancing fitness.

If evolution selects belief-forming mechanisms that are reliable, and if
believing for reasons is a component of some such reliable mechanisms,
then the organisms that result may care about and focus on reasons rather
than reliability. This focus is the way they are guided to reliability, but reli-
ability is not their focus ... rationality is taking account of (and acting
upon) reasons. (Nozick, 1993, pp. 113, 120)

In brief, by Nozick’s account, what rationality consists in is a naturally
selected, fitness-enhancing mechanism. Once we recognize it for what it
is, we can employ it to our own purposes, via “explicit” rationality (120).
A “capacity for rationality ... might well serve an organism in its life tasks
and increase its inclusive fitness. This would give to explicit rationality
the task of coping with changing facts and needs” (120).
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This picture of rationality may be useful for describing how evolution
originated and nurtured it. Still, it shies from unifying the various senses
of “rationality” available to enhance explanation of what rationality con-
sists in. Indeed, Nozick’s suggestion for rationality’s meaning offers a
viable sense of “rationality.” And given its capacity as a sense of the term,
I examine it later.

Audi (2001) attempts, with much success, a way to wed rationality of
belief (epistemology) with that of action (ethics), especially with an eye
on agents improving their application of reasoning. His approach involves
developing a type of virtue—in the very vicinity where this essay itself
arrives, toward the end of Part II. At the same time, he maintains that a
call for such a “virtue” has been ongoing and intensifying, if less explicitly
than recently, for centuries. I speak further to both these authors’
approaches in later sections and chapters. For now, I continue with the
other approaches that contrast with this essay’s.

Wheeler (2018) provides seven definitions of rationality, which, being
definitions, may seem much like my upcoming approach of analyzing 21
senses of the term.? Given that much of this essay is about terms, I aim to
take care in using the key ones. I believe that what Wheeler offers is in
fact usages of the term “rationality,” as if there is already a mutual under-
standing of what rationality is, and here is how various authors use the
term. The result of the seven in toto, though, is a miscellany result. By
contrast, what this essay seeks is a unity, a coherence underlying all senses
of the term. That is, it seeks that understanding of what rationality con-
sists in (which these seven usages apparently assume), so as to render their
respective usages coberent and communicative among one another.

*Just for the information I sum his seven definitions: Rationality is (1) Bayesian coherence; (2)
assumptions we use in interpreting others” action; (3) Hume's idea that we should calibrate beliefs
and desires with our experiences; (4) Weber’s substantive rationality in evaluating one’s aims of
inquiry; (5) Peirce’s notion that rationality comes into play not in beliefs but during belief crisis
when we change them; (6) Bennett’s effective-behavior rationality pertaining to an agent’s capacity
to use complex information and revise it when it is no longer suitable to the task; and (7) as absence
of defect, as in the Bayesian notion that sure loss is the height of 7rrationality and coherence is
simply irrationality’s absence. I do not take a stand on whether Wheeler’s proposal is more felicitous
than this essay’s but offer it to contrast the different way that people are taking in trying to analyze
the term in question here.
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Instrumental rationality is one of the classic usages of the term. It refers
to an agent’s cohering beliefs and actions so as best to achieve one’s ends.
Those ends need not be selfish, and they may change over time. While
most people may concur that it is rational to so cohere beliefs and actions,
this fact need not mean this usage of “rationality” exhausts the term’s
extension in the literature. For example, “rationality” is often used to refer
to a certain capacity, or to a distinctive trait of humans, as in “Homo sapi-
ens is a rational creature.” This essay will treat this understanding of
“rationality” as one sense of the term among others.

Bounded rationality (Gigerenzer & Selten, 2002) stands as an alterna-
tive to economic and perfection-oriented instrumental rationality. To put
it briefly, bounded rationality allows for the errors and shortcomings, the
blood and flesh, of the species. It recognizes that decisions often must be
made with whatever information is available, satisfying rather than opti-
mizing the outcome. Choice-making agents need not be considered as
part of a single population mass but accorded to natural kinds, as in the
case of adults and children. Without going into further detail, the point
is merely that, much as with instrumental rationality, what we face with
“bounded rationality” is one usage of the term, without clarifying what
are the senses of the term that the usage employs.

All of these approaches to rationality, then, help delineate the routes
that this essay does not take and thereby clarify which road it does take.

And the Road This Essay Takes?

Frost’s poem concludes, “I took the one less traveled by/and that has
made all the difference.”

This essay’s approach to investigating rationality diverges from these
other routes. It asks what, if anything, underlies all the current senses of
the term. In what, exactly, does rationality consist in regard to each and
all its senses? There seems to be a common thread running through them
all. T realize that at this early point in the essay, this goal cannot yet be
clear. Ideally, the chapters to come will help settle the murk and leave
something more limpid.
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One influence on this essay’s method is that of “conceptual engineer-
ing,” prominently espoused by Cappelen (2018). I must confess that I
first developed this essay’s method before discovering Cappelen’s. But he
states his more clearly than I had first formulated mine. I hope that his in
turn helps clarify and communicate mine. There are some differences
between the two approaches, to which I come.

Cappelen describes his own as inspired by Nietzsche’s call for philoso-
phy’s overhaul. Philosophy is so burdened by its faulty conceptual past as
to demand us practically to start all over from basic concepts. Cappelen
quotes Nietzsche (which I abbreviate) in summing this overhaul:

Philosophers ... have trusted in concepts as completely as they have mis-
trusted the senses: they have not stopped to consider that concepts and
words are our inheritance from ages in which thinking was very modest
and unclear ... philosophers ... must no longer accept concepts as a gift ...
but first make and create them. [Concepts] are, after all, the inheritance
from our most remote, most foolish as well as most intelligent ancestors. ...
What is needed above all is an absolute skepticism toward all inherited
concepts. (Nietzsche, 1901, p. 68, section 409)

Strawson (1959) developed a notion of descriptive and revisionist
metaphysics that Cappelen borrowed to apply to conceptual engineering.
The former, of course, is for describing concepts as they stand; the latter
is revision for amelioration. Revisionism insists “that metaphysics is ...
essentially an instrument of conceptual change, a means of furthering or
registering new directions or styles of thought” (Strawson, 1959, p. 10).
Revisionism and descriptivism are swathed as a greensward across Western
philosophy. Descriptivists argue for centuries over just what does “know”
or “freedom” mean, by surveying how the concept is used. Revisionists,
numerous today, challenge the accepted meanings of “race” and “gender.”
In Cappelen’s view, success for a descriptivist “is measured by descriptive
adequacy—not by answering the question what should those words mean?
and what should the relevant concepts be?” (Cappelen, 2018, p. 4). These
last two questions are at the core of his “Master Argument” for concep-
tual engineering. He suggests it can help clarify our arguments involving
key philosophical terms. For brevity, I abbreviate his argument as follows:
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1. If W is a word that has a meaning M, W may have many similar mean-
ings, M;, M, ..., M,.

2. We have no good reason to think that the meaning that W ended up
with is W’s best meaning....

3. It’s important to make sure our words have as good meanings as
possible.

4. When doing philosophy, we should try to find good meanings for
core philosophical terms and they will typically not be the meanings those
words as a matter of fact have.

5. So no matter what topic a philosopher is concerned with, she should
assess and ameliorate the meanings of central terms. (5)

I do not quibble over what exactly a “good meaning” is. The next two
chapters herein will define a “most explanatory theory” of a term, a notion
falling somewhere within the vicinity of “good meaning,” and I hope a
bit clearer. Also, Cappelen’s idea that a “good” term typically is not “the
meaning those words as a matter of fact have,” I believe, corresponds to
one of this essay’s core ideas. Namely, the process of finding the “most
explanatory theory” of a philosophical term such as “rationality” may
result in an understanding of the term atypical for what users of specific
senses of the term may expect. In sum, I project that the method in this
essay will require a great deal of “descriptive conceptual engineering”
while yielding a revisionist version of the term.

Some concerns arise in attempts to revise the meaning of a term by
ordering its various senses (which ordering I describe later). If you revise
a term’s senses, are you not changing the word itself? So, how can you say
it’s the same term? Take an example from natural language. Thousands of
years ago, “music,” let’s call it, consisted in a person or group drumming
and chanting. Much later, “music” could designate the results of dozens
of people on a stage with a wide range of colorful instruments playing for
hundreds of people in an auditorium. Later, a computer loaded with code
playing on a CD was “music.” Throughout these changes of senses of the
term, how could we securely and plausibly call the phenomenon “music”?

Such is the problem that Cappelen deems that of “same-saying.” He
avows that “same-saying can be preserved across semantic difference”

(Cappelen, 2018, p. 15). Without this understood factor, “The
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connection to previous discourse would disappear. Continuity of lexical
item is an important marker of topic continuity” (20).

Contrasting with what I, with Cappelen, suggest for this “engineering”
of terms, Chalmers (2011) says we should comb through the “conceptual
neighborhood” of the term. Such terms as “freedom” and “liberty” and
maybe “autonomy” cluster. We can differentiate these through subscripts.
For example, as Cappelen provides from Chalmers, “freedom,’, free-
domy, ..., freedom,” (17). “Chalmers thinks philosophers have spent
too much time (thinking they are) fighting over what freedom really is by
asking the question “Which one of freedom,, freedom,, ..., freedom, is
really freedom?”” (Cappelen, 2018, p. 17). Cappelen considers this
approach that of “always expand”—a practice that undermines lexical
continuity and thereby ongoing discourse. It retains discourse at a level
that humans, at least, can handle. (As we are not gods or supremely cog-
nitively enhanced, we would be unable to maintain the barrage of such
ongoing changes. In this way, Cappelen’s project assumes a level of prac-
ticality in carrying out the conceptual engineering.)* Moreover, “I think
meaning assignments are in large part incomprehensible and outside
human control” (Cappelen, 2018, p. 25).

Where I differ from Cappelen is primarily in terminology and result. I
do not set out to fix concepts. Rather I aim to clarify a philosophical term
by means of investigating its many senses. In its success, or in its attrac-
tion as a dynamic term, it has exploded from its philosophical origins to
be employed by a number of disciplines. The point of the revision is not
so much to improve any concepts that the term has been made to repre-
sent. Rather, the point is to fit the term’s many senses together in such a
way as to show how they all contribute to the term. Thus, the engineering
in this essay is not as normative as Cappelen’s. Its investigatory method,
rather, is descriptive in order to ameliorate its potential usages. If we
understand how these senses fit together, we should be better informed,

#Chapter 3 will develop a way of ordering and classing the many senses of the term “rationality” as
theories about what rationality consists in, and these will be ordered by subscripts, viz., rationality
theory 7, as in #, #,, ... £.” In Chap. 3, this notation is replaced by “rationality1, rationality2, ...,
rationality21.” However, this notion’s similarity to Chalmers’ suggestion is only superficial. He is
speaking of a way to open a term to indefinite degrees of expansion. By contrast, I am assuming a
description of senses of “rationality” with the aim of cohering them under a single “bast explana-
tory” theory of “rationality.”
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in order to take more care in using it, no matter our discipline and its
particular usages.

Presently, to help illumine my plan, I attempt an analogy to altogether
different types of inquiry. The first analogy is to biology and its taxono-
mies. In rationality theory, we may devise a taxonomy of each discipline’s
type of assumed rationality. These types may include rationality in psy-
chology, economics, artificial intelligence, epistemology, or practical phi-
losophy. Similarly, in biology, from Aristotle to Linnaeus and onward,
one encounters a rich taxonomy of organisms, distinguishing each spe-
cies with notable success. However, another approach to biology con-
cerns: In what does life consist? This question has spurred a tremendous
volume of research over the past millennia, searching for characteristics
underlying all life forms. (See Dupre, 2012 and Noble, 2006 for criti-
cisms of the traditional account of what life is.) Thus, we can say that life
consists in organisms that are cellular, metabolize, reproduce, and so
forth. To risk another analogy from a slightly different angle, in psychol-
ogy there have been many theories about intelligence. One type of theory
assumes that in human intelligence there is a general intelligence. Gardner
(1993), among others, has argued for an expanded taxonomy of intelli-
gences in the context of wider human varieties than was previously sup-
posed. Is there some characteristic that underlies all the types of
intelligence in the taxonomy, even if no individual exhibits all these types?

Similarly, in rationality theory, in asking in what does rationality con-
sist, is there a taxonomy of rationality, or types of rationality? Is rational-
ity intelligence or other cognitive capacity? Is it a prescription for how
best to make decisions? If there is a taxonomy of types of rationality, is
there a singular basis underlying all of them? Does rationality consist in
principles which one may learn and evoke as needed? In exactly what,
then, to sum the analogy, does intelligence (in psychology), does life (in
biology), does rationality (in rationality theory), consist? I attempt some
preliminary responses in chapters to come. As examples already men-
tioned, Audi’s (2001) theory of rationality tends toward the normative. It
points to how one can reconcile one’s beliefs and actions through a uni-
fied approach to reasoning. Nozick’s (1993) outlook, emphasizing evolu-
tionary adaptation in the operation of rationality, is more descriptive, if
with some normative, practical undertones. These two example theories
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could use further clarification such as whether rationality per se is a fac-
ulty in the brain, as language may be (Chomsky, 1965). The various com-
mon notions of rationality, which the next chapters list and assess, warrant
further precision.

1.3 Rationality and Morality: Normative,
Prescriptive, and Descriptive Aspects

As with morality, inquiry into these practical philosophies can be consid-
ered as descriptive, normative, or prescriptive. As Wheeler well summa-
rizes these different types of inquiry:

Briefly, a descriptive theory aims to explain or predict what judgments or
decisions people in fact make; a prescriptive theory aims to explain or rec-
ommend what judgments or decisions people ought to make; a normative
theory aims to specify a normative standard to use in evaluating a judgment
or decision. (2018; §1.4)

To jump ahead briefly again, it seems that in many of the 21 cases I
will describe, rationality is normative; whatever else it is assumed to be in
a given context. Like morality, rationality appears to assume a standard,
by which one can assess an action’s or belief’s rationality. Yet, these stan-
dards concern different modes of action. Consider standards in morality.
Off the cuff—and I mean quite informally—one may plausibly suggest
that morality involves standards or other program for guiding actions
affecting oneself or others. Whatever one’s beliefs in general, standards or
other program for behavior may help assess those actions as they affect
the moral patients. Similarly, off the cuff, rationality plausibly concerns
actions, one’s beliefs that may inform these actions, and how one con-
forms these beliefs to actions. Yet, doesn’t morality also somehow concern
how one conforms actions to beliefs about what is good? Morality and
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rationality then seem to blend into one another as two facets of practical
philosophy.®

However, many writers, including Hume (1739), care ethicists such as
Held (2006), and virtue ethicists such as Nussbaum (2013), would
object. They find that, contrary to rationality-oriented ethicists such as
Kant and Mill, emotions play an important, perhaps inextricable, role in
ethics.® Rationality is considered somehow more about reasoning, possi-
bly without emotional input at all. It enjoins us to conform our actions
to beliefs that are presumably derived from reasoning. Some ethicists also
enjoin us to similar conformity. More broadly, rationality commonly
enjoins us to shape our beliefs about the world. Morality may enjoin us
to shape our beliefs that pertain to how we should treat individuals. It
may not prompt us so much to shape our general beliefs about the uni-
verse, as rationality may. The study of astronomy is a rational action,
which can shape our beliefs about the universe, which in turn may shape
that action (the study) in new ways. Yet, one is hard put to say such
belief-shaping action and action-shaping beliefs form a domain of
morality.

These worries are not readily assuaged. I bring them up, without solu-
tions, to anticipate the problems ahead in inquiring what rationality con-
sists in, distinct from morality. The point to such inquiry would be to aid
our judgments in situations that presumably concern rationality. We may
thereby determine whether they are indeed a matter for rationality. The
ideal, too, would be to enhance our assessing the degree of rationality (if
any) involved, and whether such situation is a matter of morality.

One illustration this essay uses for practical philosophy, both moral
and rational, is that of human reproduction. It is a potent example of a

> A viable objection to placing rationality within the domain of practical philosophy is that senses
of rationality hold that it has both a practical and an epistemological component—uiz., rationality
of action is practical, whereas rationality of belief is epistemological. T have two responses to this
objection: (1) One may concede that rationality is simply a two-pronged concept; or (2) I make an
arbitrary assumption for this essay, and that is that the two prongs are illusional, because the con-
cern for rational belief is about the formation of beliefs, and belief-formation is a type of act, albeit
a mental act. A later chapter discusses this matter further. In brief, whether rationality is only partly
about action, or whether its belief-formation aspect is indeed about action, it is at least partly prac-
tical, or at most entirely practical.

¢Mill does refer to outrage as a sign of injustice. But it seems this emotion does not tell us what to
do but acts as a signal that something should be done.
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situation that is in the borderlands of morality and rationality, and pos-
sibly neither. Whether one should reproduce has, for most of written
history, not been considered a question for morality (Anscombe, 1989).
At best, perhaps the act may be a matter for rationality: Is it rational for
an agent to choose to reproduce, given a number of factors in one’s life or
in lives closely involved? Furthermore, over the past decade or two, moral
philosophers have come to see human reproduction as, indeed, in the
scope of morality. The distinctions between situations that pertain to
morality versus those pertaining to rationality may, upon investigation, at
least become sharper. These distinctions may clarify understanding of
these two facets of practical philosophy individually—especially
rationality.

1.4 A Background Note

Trying to provide a nutshell of what rationality is, in a book which aims
to describe what rationality is, obviously poses a challenge. For readers
not well acquainted with the various senses of the term “rationality,” I
add this brief section, along with references to some recent works on the
history of rationality. Readers already conversant with the term and its
history may well proceed to the next section. Or, they may prefer to look
more critically at my handling this onerous task of condensing a complex
term’s background into a page or two.

I emphasize, this section must 7ot be assessed for its depth or lack
thereof in providing such background. It is offered only to give readers
not specialized in rationality just enough background to get a feel for how
the arguments to come arose and grew in the first place. It is this current
condition, with its many senses of the term “rationality,” that concerns
this essay. A reader need not know all the steps that the concept of ratio-
nality took over millennia to reach its current complex richness—and its
baffling quality. Since the essay is directed at a rather broad audience, this
brief background should be enough for most readers.

First, I must confess that I and this essay do not intend to conflate
rationality and reasoning. In the end, though, I concede that rationality
in its many senses involves reasoning to some degree. Reasoning as a



