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FOR BADNESS’ SAKE"

n Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, Kant denies that
we could ever be motivated by clear-eyed opposition to the moral
law. He recognizes that the limitations of our sensuous nature are
not enough to explain human wickedness. Yet Kant also concedes that

an evil reason as it were (an absolutely evil will), would on the contrary
contain too much [to explain human immorality] because resistance to
the law would itself be thereby elevated to an incentive ... and so the
subject would be made a diabolical being. Neither of these two [purely
sensuous or purely diabolical motivation] is however applicable to the
human being.'

Unfortunately, Kant never explains why such diabolical motivation is
not applicable to human beings, or if such motives might be available
to some other kind of agent.

Of course, Kant may have simply thought that no further discussion
was needed because the idea of doing evil for its own sake is obviously
incoherent. Kant takes the moral law to be a basic principle of practical
reason, and so truly diabolical motivation would involve an agent per-
forming an act simply because she sees there to be a particularly strong
if not conclusive reason against so acting. Acting diabolically would be
analogous to adopting a belief just because it was self-contradictory,
decisively disproven, or in some other way manifestly absurd. Yet if
Kant holds that the very idea of doing evil for its own sake is incoher-
ent, why would he claim that a diabolical will is not a possibility for the
human being in particular? This qualification suggests that Kant may
not be ruling out the logical possibility of a diabolical will, even though
he denies that such a will could ever be present in creatures like us.

Not everyone has shared Kant’s confidence that human beings are
incapable of truly perverse or counter-rational behavior. In his Confes-
sions, Augustine recounts an episode from his youth that continues to
haunt him:

There was a pear tree near our vineyard, heavy with fruit, but fruit that
was not particularly tempting either to look at or to taste. A group of

“I'would like to thank Kate Abramson, Arthur Applbaum, Christine Korsgaard,
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'Immanuel Kant, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, George di Giovanni,
trans. (New York: Cambridge, 1996), p. 58 (6:35).
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young blackguards, and I among them, went out to knock down the
pears and carry them off late one night...We carried off an immense load
of pears, not to eat—for we barely tasted them before throwing them to
the hogs. Our only pleasure in doing it was that it was forbidden ....

... I'was thus evil for no object, having no cause for wrongdoing save my
wrongness. The malice of the act was base and I loved it—that is to say I
loved my own undoing, I loved the evil in me—not the thing for which I
did the evil, simply the evil ... seeking no profit from wickedness but only
to be wicked.?

Like Kant, Augustine understands that the moral wrongness of an
act constitutes or entails a compelling reason against so acting. Both
thinkers also share the common-sense view that intentional action
involves seeing one’s act sub specie boni; that is, in light of some under-
standing of how the action might be good or worthwhile in some re-
spect. Such goodness can take an indefinite variety of forms, but in
every instance it must at least involve some sort of consideration that
could count toward the justification of that act, in way that could
answer some real challenge or query from someone else.’

Following Joseph Raz, I will refer to this position as “the classical
view,” which holds that to act intentionally is to act with an eye to
something that seems good in some way to the agent. Ambitious ver-
sions of this view may go on to insist that an agent has to not merely
see her act as good, but must believe it to be so, or that an agent must
think that this action is her best option, all things considered. Other
robust forms of the classical view maintain that it is a fact about desires
that they must present their objects under some aspect of the good, or
that intentional action always involves some sort of rational delibera-
tion prior to or distinct from its performance. Especially ambitious
variants of this position may go so far as to embrace the extreme moti-
vational internalism that holds that a rational agent cannot be indiffer-
ent to what she thinks good or bad, but must be attracted to the former
and repelled by the latter in proportion to their perceived merits.

All such strong versions of the classical view are essentially rational-
ist in spirit, in that they try in various ways to assimilate choice and

2Augustine, Confessions, F.J. Sheed, trans. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993), p. 27.
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Good,” in Engaging Reason (New York: Oxford, 1999), pp. 22—45.
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action to the model of theoretical cognition and inference. Such ap-
proaches have been the targets of a good deal of recent criticism, crit-
icism that has been largely successful in showing just how quickly the
analogy between action and belief runs out.! Yet shorn of these exces-
sively rationalist aspirations, the classical view has great intuitive ap-
peal and interpretative flexibility. On suitably modest versions of the
approach, acting for the sake of some good need not involve acting
for the sake of what is thought best, or even for the sake of what is
thought to be justifiable, all things considered. Nor need the view re-
quire that we actually believe our acts to be good in any way. We act
sub specie boni merely so long as we act from some sense of how what
we are doing could be worthwhile, even in those cases in which we
fully understand how such apparent merit is illusory.

Agents need not be particularly reflective or articulate about just
what seems to them valuable in their doings. The classical view only
requires that an agent’s thought and action be structured by an
implicit appreciation of concerns which, were it to be made explicit,
would be recognizable as an instance of rational deliberation in a
form suitable for justifying the act. So chastened, the classical view
can readily accommodate akrasia, unreflective behavior, and acting
out of emotions such as fear and anger even in those cases where
the agent recognizes these attitudes to be utterly ungrounded or irra-
tional. Of course, there must be a limit to such flexibility if the posi-
tion is to avoid vacuity. If the classical view is to have any interesting
content, it seems that it must at least reject the possibility of acting for
the sake of the bad simpliciter.

Augustine insists that he saw nothing in the pears that even seemed
to speak in favor of stealing them. He tells us that the pears “had not
even that false show or shadow of beauty by which sin tempts us”
(0p. cit., p. 28) and that his thievery failed to suggest any “gain to one-
self or vengeance to be satisfied” (op. cit., p. 31). Although Augustine
claims that he would not have stolen had he been alone, he denies
that he was motivated by friendship or solidarity with his companions,
or from a desire to stay in their favor. He reflects

Perhaps then what I really loved was the companionship of those with
whom I did it. If so, can I still say that I loved nothing over and above the
thievery? Surely I can; that companionship was nothing over and above,
because it was nothing (op. cit., p. 30).

*See Michael Stocker, “Desiring the Bad: An Exercise in Moral Psychology,” this
JOURNAL, LXXVI, 12 (December 1979): 738-53; Rosalind Hursthouse, “Arational Actions,”
this JOURNAL, LxxxvIIL, 2 (February 1991): 57-68; and J. David Velleman, “The Guise of
the Good,” in The Possibility of Practical Reason (New York: Oxford, 2000), pp. 99-122.
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If we are to believe Augustine, the only bond he felt with the young
blackguards was as a partner-in-crime. His attachment to them would
then presuppose, rather than explain, his motivation to steal.

Augustine does claim that in this bad company, he would have
found himself “ashamed to be ashamed” (op. cit., p. 31). Even so,
we cannot understand his motives here as just a simple instance of
peer pressure. The problem just reappears: Why would Augustine, ap-
preciating the iniquity of his act and the depravity of his companions,
care so much about how he appeared to them? That the blackguards
could shame him into shamelessness itself already presupposes that
Augustine has entered into a perverse frame of mind. Augustine him-
self insists that he stole from an appreciation of the wrongness or
wickedness of theft as a compelling reason against stealing. He never
suggests that he was approaching such “wickedness” and “wrongness”
ironically, as shorthand for what is merely conventionally (but erro-
neously) considered to be wrong or wicked.

Such motivation is familiar even to those of us without Augustine’s
broader theological preoccupations. Human life appears to be rife
with acts done for the sake of some bad: what I will refer to as “perverse
action.” In discussing perversity, philosophers have tended to focus on
its more dramatic moral forms, such as spite, malice, and Schadenfreude.
Yet perversity is not confined to the ethical. Kitsch is appealing because
of its conspicuous aesthetic flaws, and movies such as Showgirls and the
remake of The Wicker Man have become minor classics by dint of their
exquisite and unrelenting awfulness. In winter, it is hard to see the
fragile beauty of icicles or a freshly frozen pond without having some
urge to smash them. We smell or taste spoiled food just because we
expect it to be disgusting, or find ourselves attracted by someone’s
ugliness (the “jolie-laid”). We are fascinated precisely by what we con-
sider repellent about corpses, deformities, and grisly accidents. Per-
fectly sane and happy people sometimes have inexplicable but very
real urges “to throw themselves from high places or under approach-
ing tube-trains.” We may even court physical pain out of a vivid and
immediate appreciation of its unpleasantness. Even apart from the
complex dynamics of sexual masochism, most of us know what it is like
to pick at a scab or worry a loose tooth simply because of the peculiar
way in which doing so hurts.’

5 Anthony Kenny, Action, Emotion, and Will (Bristol: Thoemmes, 1994), p. 95.

% Joel Feinberg recounts how at on American Philosophical Association reception,
he approached an old and dear friend “and in all seriousness proceeded to insult
him in a gross and vulgar way (‘Hal, you are a stupid son of a bitch’).” Feinberg claims
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The fundamental paradox of perverse action is that while such deeds
do not make much sense, neither are they completely insane. Acting
for the sake of some apparent bad seems to be less brutely unintelligible
than acting for the sake of something that is simply irrelevant to the
justification of the act in question. It makes more sense for Augustine
to steal the pears because doing so is morally wrong than because it was
a Tuesday, or because word ‘pear’ has four letters.” Strange as it is,
perversity is not nearly as weird as the behavior of extreme obsessive-
compulsives, who appear to act for the most senseless concerns.

We readily accept such obsessives to be afflicted with a debility that
might mitigate their responsibility for their actions. We are not nearly
so sure about the perverse. They may be sick, but they may be just
plain rotten, and all the more blameworthy for it. In short, if some
version of classical view is correct, then the idea of perverse action
should be manifestly incoherent. If the classical approach is wrong,
it is not clear why perversity should be any more mysterious than
any other highly eccentric tastes that people might have. Either way,
we should expect perverse action to seem either more or less intelli-
gible to us than it in fact does.

The perversity in many of these examples may turn out to be
merely apparent, given the variety of ways in which an action could
appear good in some respect to an agent.” However, I do not think
that the tincture of intelligibility that of perverse action retains is
simply the result of our implicit expectation that a more sensible re-
interpretation would appear were we just to look at these cases closely
enough. Perverse action is indeed a real possibility for rational agents,
a possibility that is reflected in our reluctance to simply dismiss such
motivation as utterly incoherent or pathological.

In what follows, I argue that the possibility of truly perverse action
requires a further fine-tuning of the classical view rather than a
complete rejection of it. Although the claim that we must act with

that there was “nothing jocular at all in my manner,” and remains as perplexed by his
behavior as Augustine was by his. See “Evil” in Problems and the Roots of Law (New York:
Oxford, 2003), pp. 162-63.

"Here I draw on Raz’s discussion of “anomic reasons” in “Agency, Reason, and the
Good,” pp. 31-34.

# Moral and aesthetic examples may be particularly susceptible to such reinterpreta-
tion, given the role of these concerns in structuring status relations between people. It is
not surprising that we might flout moral and aesthetic norms as a way of rebelling against
the tyranny of those who have claimed authority in their name. However, it is hard to see
how we might come to experience our concern for self-preservation or aversion to pains
and bad smells as something oppressive against which we might similarly rebel.
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an eye to some good turns out not to be true of any particular action,
this condition will still hold for any concerns that could serve as orga-
nizing aims of our lives. While it will be possible, on particular occa-
sions, to act in perversely immoral ways (or perversely foolish ones), it
will not be possible to have anything like a fundamental commitment
to doing so.

I

On a familiar Davidsonian understanding of action, intentional acts
differ from other bodily movements in that such acts not only are
caused by the agents’ beliefs and desires, but there is also some mean-
ingful relationship between the contents of these beliefs and desires
that shows how the action constitutes a rational response to possession
of that desire in light of that belief. Yet as Davidson notes, something
important still seems to be missing from this picture. An agent’s be-
liefs and desires might jointly both cause and rationalize some behav-
ior (and even cause it just because they rationalize it) without this
behavior being a real action. Davidson offers the example of one
mountaineer holding another by a rope. The first mountaineer may
desire to be free of the weight of his companion, believes that letting
go of the rope will achieve this, and suddenly realizes that he has a
reason to do just this. This realization then unnerves him to such
an extent that he does in fact release the rope.’

Davidson despaired of identifying the special way in which belief
and desire function that would distinguish truly intentional action
from such deviant cases. The root problem is that regardless of what
epicycles are added to the view, the picture insists on construing the
relationship of rational judgment to performance as one of cause to
effect. What seems to be missing in the deviant cases is any sense that
the agent’s action is not just triggered but actively and continuously
guided by her reasons.

Being guided by a concern is more than just having it affect one’s
behavior in certain predictable or fortunate ways. When we are guided,
we act from a particular practical outlook on the world, with a respon-
siveness to how what we are doing might be done better or worse as the
sort of thing we are trying to do. Guidance comprises more than just an
understanding of the difference between what would count as com-
plete success and utter failure in our efforts. It also involves an active
appreciation of how to discriminate between and evaluate intermedi-
ate possibilities, whereby we anticipate some range of ways in which

Davidson, “Freedom to Act,” in Essays on Actions and Fvents (New York: Oxford,
1980), pp. 63-82, see p. 79.
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our action might be improved or frustrated as the sort of thing we are
trying to do. To be guided by a concern is, among other things, to be
engaged in a focused process of checking and recalibrating one’s ef-
forts as one acts. To have released the rope intentionally, the moun-
taineer would have to have acted in a way that was informed by
some sense of how what he is doing should be modified in response
to some possible changes in his circumstances. If he intentionally re-
leases the rope to rid himself of an encumbrance, he must be sensitive
to the fact that he would not need to let go if his companion were
about to pull herself onto a ledge, or if he could easily tie the rope
off onto some support, or if another climber was rushing to his aid.

A useful way of distinguishing the intentional from the uninten-
tional aspects of our behavior is by consideration of the possibility
of surprise. When we successfully accomplish what we intend to do,
we cannot be wholly surprised because our intentions themselves
must involve some anticipation of how the world might accept or re-
sist our efforts. In contrast, the unintended aspects of our behavior
may well come as a complete surprise to us. The deviant mountaineer
does release the rope as an immediate consequence of his judgment
of how that act would satisfy his desires along with an appreciation of
how that fact gives him a substantial reason for so doing. Nevertheless,
he might still be surprised by his behavior because that judgment
did not involve adopting a practical stance toward his world oriented
with respect to considerations of weight, freedom of movement, risks
of falling, physical stress, and so on.

Even if the deviant mountaineer does expect that he will release the
rope in this circumstance (perhaps this has happened several times
before), his expectation would still be only accidentally related to
way in which he does so. In the truly intentional case, the manner
of his act would itself incorporate some anticipation of various pros-
pects of success and frustration that he may encounter. This may help
explain why we can have a kind of immediate if defeasible knowledge
of our own intentions. Such knowledge is not primarily an awareness
of some inner psychological disposition we are experiencing, but
rather an appreciation of how the world is presenting itself to us as
a locus of opportunities and threats to our efforts. Knowing what we
intend is of a piece with knowing what we are hoping for, or what we
are worried about. Such knowledge expresses a particular attentive-
ness to the world as an arena of action, rather than some sort of intro-
spective investigation of our own mental life."

YFor a similar treatment of self-knowledge, see Richard Moran, Authority and
Estrangement (Princeton: University Press, 2001).
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Here is a central motivation of the classical view. The distinctively
intentional character of an action depends on the way its perfor-
mance is informed by a sensitivity to the world construed in terms
of some distinctive array of resources and dangers, relative to which
our action may be done in a better or worse manner. The richer this
sort of responsiveness, the more clearly or fully intentional the act is.
Marginally intentional acts, such as my touching my nose on a whim,
or drumming my fingers in impatience, are at the margins just be-
cause there is not very much room for guidance and recalibration
in these contexts.

In both cases I know and am in control of what I am doing, and I
act with an awareness of the difference between success and failure.
Without such minimal awareness, my behavior would not even
qualify as voluntary. Even so, not much sense can be given to the idea
of doing these things in a better or worse way. I drum my fingers or I
do not, I manage to touch my nose or not, but there hardly anything
to be said about the relative merits of the various ways in which these
activities might be performed. There is certainly little room for any
experimentation with new approaches or any suggestions for im-
provement, let alone any kind of shared undertakings or developing
practice with respect to them.

At the other end of the practical continuum is action performed
for the sake of some recognizable good. A conception of a good
determines a set of interpretative axes according to which we can dis-
tinguish a merely adequate way of doing what we are trying to accom-
plish from one that is truly excellent, or discriminate between simple
failure, inept bungling, and utter travesty. Most such notions of the
good are sufficiently rich and complex to allow for fine discrimina-
tions that bear on the manner and not just the result of the activity.
If T act with an eye to beauty, or honor, or morality, then I see my exe-
cution not just as a matter of ultimate success or failure, but in terms
of elegance, nobility, tact, or respectfulness. Here there is room for
interesting reflection on the manner in which we should perform
such acts, and for experimentation, advice, and shared deliberation
about how to proceed. In such contexts, the action becomes its own
topic for reflection, where the question of how the act is to be per-
formed becomes interestingly distinct from purely instrumental re-
flection on the probability that we will be able to bring off an act of
this type at all.

1I

So far, I have argued that all intentional action must have a point or
guiding concern that serves to orient the agent toward the world in a
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fairly open-ended way. This requirement is most clearly fulfilled
when we act sub specie boni, and it is not surprising that we try to
make sense of more puzzling kinds of action by assimilation to or anal-
ogy with such central cases. However, the paradox of perversity
turns on the further question of whether being good is the only way
that an act can have such a point that can orient us toward the world
this way.

Might not the badness of an act sometimes function as a guiding con-
cern as well? In “The Guise of the Good,” J. David Velleman claims that
this can happen when we are in the grip of certain “counter-evaluative”
moods. Velleman imagines that, in response to some great disappoint-
ment, he falls into “bitterness and despair.” In this bleak mood,

[TThe very thought of ameliorating my condition, or the condition of the
world, strikes me as a sick delusion. All attempts at constructive action
seem absurd. No more earnest efforts for me, I say to myself, no more
worthy endeavors: to hell with it all .... I am moved to stay at home, re-
fuse all invitations, keep the shades drawn, and privately curse the day I
was born—I engage in these actions not only out of despair but also in
light of and on the grounds of despair. I'm smashing things because this
seems like an utterly worthless act, worthless from every perspective but
especially from mine. My reason for acting thus includes not only my
mood but also an unconditionally negative evaluation of the action
(op. cit., pp. 121-22).

Velleman claims that to be in such despair is to be in a condition
that manages to find point in plate-smashing without presenting such
behavior as even prima-facie justified. Yet Velleman does not explain
how such a mood as despair finds a point in bad action that does
not ultimately turn out to be just another potential justification. The
modest version of the classical view is very flexible, and can readily
reinterpret away many putative counterexamples.

Perhaps what Velleman is imagining is not really a rejection of the
good, but only an unacknowledged shift in the standards of goodness
to which he attends as he breaks his dishes. We can often see our
behavior both as a way of responding to the world, and as a kind of
performance to be judged by aesthetic rather than ethical or pruden-
tial criteria. After all, action that appears perverse or self-destructive is
usually much more intriguing than obviously reasonable action, and
fictional characters who seem to act perversely present readers with
the absorbing interpretative challenge of finding the reason hidden
in their apparent rebellion against reason. The despair that finds a
point in smashing plates may not be truly perverse, but merely a form
of self-dramatization, where the agent comes to view his actions as
performances that are to be aesthetically justified by their novel and
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puzzling character. As Nietzsche observes, “Whoever despises himself
still respects himself as one who despises.”"

In “Agency, Reason, and the Good,” Raz argues that although we
may sometimes act from truly “counter-evaluative” moods, this fact only
serves to further confirm the classical view. To those such as Velleman
who would offer perversity as an objection to the classical approach,
Raz responds:

The objector should be able to specify what we have a non-value-
dependent reason to do in a way which is free from any reference to
values. All he delivers are anomic [perverse] reasons, which are clearly
not independent. They are generated from real reasons by inversion.
There is no way of understanding them except as an inversion of values.
That establishes that they are a degenerate case, an exception which
proves the rule, rather than an objection to it ....

... [w]e know how to explain their allure, by the appeal of contrariness. The
appeal of contrariness is an established psychological phenomenon.
Not being psychologists it does not fall to us to explain it (op. cit., p. 33).

Raz explains that “contrariness” functions not as special reason to act,
but only as a psychological process that accounts for how a concern for
some good might be converted into a desire for the bad. Such con-
trariness is not meant to make sense of perverse action, but only to
serve as a psychological mechanism that explains how generally
rational creatures such as ourselves might come to act so strangely.

Unfortunately, without a further account of just what is supposed to
be going on in these inversions of value we cannot assess how far the
appeal to contrariness manages to reconcile perversity with the classi-
cal view. Raz claims that “Not being psychologists it does not fall to us
to explain [contrariness].” Yet Raz is appealing to contrariness to sup-
port a distinctively philosophical conclusion about the nature of ac-
tion in general. As such, he needs to defend some philosophical
interpretation of this psychological process of inversion that shows
how this process might be consistent with the picture of the will of-
fered by the classical view. Empirical psychology can of course inform
and supplement philosophy, but no such science can provide a com-
plete short-cut around philosophical interpretation and argument to
truly philosophical conclusions.

Raz may well be right that perverse action is always derivative of rea-
sonable, good-seeking behavior. It is hard to imagine how a perverse

"'Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Fvil, Walter Kaufmann, trans. (New York: Vintage,
1966), p. 81. Allen Wood suggests “He who despises himself still esteems the despiser
within himself” as a better translation.
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agent could have acquired the concepts of the good and the bad in
the first place if she did not at least initially see the former as that
which is to be pursued and the latter as that which is to be avoided.
Yet perversity’s dependence on the reasonable in its genesis does not
establish that the classical view can accommodate it. To defend the
classical view, Raz needs to do more than show that such perversity
always descends from some more reasonable attitude. To avoid the
genealogical fallacy, he would have to show that the nature of this
descent is such as to transmit the reasonable character of the initial
frame of mind to the peculiar attitude that ultimately emerges.

Raz argues that in order to object to the classical view on the basis
of perverse action, we would have to answer two challenges. First, we
must explain why, if the classical view is wrong, it still seems to be the
case that “we do not have reasons which are neither good nor bad.”
Second, the objector “has to provide an alternative explanation of
what makes an action an intelligible object of choice” (op. cit., p. 32).

Raz seems to think that if we reject the classical view we must be
willing to accept that a person might intentionally eat a saucer of mud
simply because it is muddy (to borrow Anscombe’s famous example),
where such muddiness is not being seen as any sort of way in which
something can be good or bad to eat.

However, we can accept the possibility of real perversity without
having to countenance such bizarre possibilities. I have argued that
intentional action must be seen in terms of some point or guiding
concern, where the clearest way something can have a point is to be
thought good in some way. Such a point serves to define a stance from
which the agent can anticipate some fairly wide array of potential
opportunities and threats to what she is trying to do. If I were to eat
a saucer of chocolate pudding for the sake of its delicious flavor, I
would do so in the awareness that there is no point in rushing the
experience, that it is more important to get the chocolate onto my
tongue than onto my teeth, that smelling the chocolate might be a
way of extending and improving the experience, and so forth.

Were I to eat mud just because it is muddy, with no sense of any
broader point, I would do so without any similar sense of what might
count as improving or compromising my performance. Does it make
any difference if I eat the mud quickly or slowly? Should I focus on its
flavor, texture, or smell, or should I try to ignore these, or does none
of this matter at all? Should I be ready to abandon the mud if the
prospect of sand presents itself, or if the mud turns out to contain
twigs and bugs (or tiny marshmallows and chocolate chips)? Without
any sense of what the broader point of eating mud might be, there
cannot be determinate answers to any of these questions. If I continued
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eating in these various circumstances, there would simply be no fact
of the matter about whether I have merely adjusted my performance
to new features of my situation, or changed my mind altogether and
started doing something else.

However, things would be different in a truly perverse case: say,
were I to eat a plate of excrement simply because it is supremely dis-
gusting. Normally, the revolting character of excrement would keep
us from approaching let alone eating it, and if we had to eat excre-
ment for some reason, we would try do so quickly, holding our noses,
trying to distract ourselves in imagination, relying more on teeth than
tongue. The badness of eating excrement can define a fairly complex
practical stance toward the world, much richer than what appeal to
simple muddiness might offer. Perverse coprophagia may invert the
normal form of this stance, but this inversion still retains the func-
tional structure and richness of its archetype. The coprophage would
eat excrement the way we normally eat chocolate; slowly, attentively,
trying to savor smell and texture as well as flavor.

The mud-eater, who finds mud neither delicious nor disgusting but
simply muddy, has no such richly-textured guidance. This is why, as Raz
says, she cannot really understand what she is doing, even as she does
it. On the one hand, she is aware that she is eating mud, and knows
enough to bring the spoon to her mouth rather than her ear. However,
the mud-eater cannot really know what she is doing in the way charac-
teristic of intentional action: that is, from some awareness of how what
she is now doing should be projected into different possible contexts.
The mud-eater lacks much sense of what would count as doing the
same thing, were her circumstances altered somewhat. If I am eating
steak simply to exercise my jaw, then I might be able to do the same
thing were the steak replaced by leather. However, if I am eating the
steak for pleasure, such a change would alter the entire character of
my deed. Absent some broader point, I cannot really know what it is
that I am doing, because there would be simply no fact of the matter as
to whether or not different performances would count as different
ways of doing the same thing. The mud-eater knows that she is doing
this, but just what this might be here is almost completely indeter-
minate.!? In contrast, perverse acts can exploit the identity conditions
of their reasonable originals, even though they put these conditions to
a new use. If so, then Raz is wrong to think that we cannot admit truly
perverse motives without also opening the door to practical reasons
that have no evaluative content at all.

"2 Cf. Anscombe, Intention, §37 pp. 70-71.
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Raz goes on to argue that an objector to the classical view would
have to provide an alternate account of what, in general, makes some-
thing an intelligible object of choice. Unfortunately, it is hard to see
how we can invoke any particular standard of intelligibility of acts
here without begging the question at hand. Both sides grant that true
actions must be informed by some sort of guiding concern, where
such a concern specifies terms of which the act might be justified or
reconsidered in a variety of different situations. The issue is whether an
act can have such a point not just in conforming to justifying concerns,
but in flouting them as well. If so, then we would have to first deter-
mine whether we can accept perverse action as fully intentional before
we can discern the limits of the kind of intelligibility that it is appropri-
ate to demand of action in the first place. There seems to be no neutral
standpoint from which to approach Raz’s challenge.

IIT

Ultimately, the reasons that preclude the possibility of completely
pointless action do not rule out the occasional instance of perversity.
Yet this does not mean that the perverse stands “on all fours” with the
reasonable. Although it is possible to act perversely on occasion, such
action can never be the expression of an agent’s basic attitude or out-
look on life. The problem is that as our perverse responses spread,
they progressively undermine their own perversity.

I have argued that for our acts to be intentional, they must have an
overall point that, in a broad way, allows us rationally to readjust our
performance to changes in our environment. Since perverse reasoning
is isomorphic to good-directed reasoning, it should involve an equally
rich practical stance toward the world. However, the question then
arises whether such putative perverse action really qualifies as being
done for the sake of the bad at all, rather than from just an aberrant
understanding of the good. Perhaps the seemingly perverse agent just
means by the word ‘bad’ what the rest of us mean by the word ‘good’.
We would then differ from this agent not in our concern for the good in
general, but only in our beliefs about what is good, and in the way we
use our evaluative vocabulary. We think that pain, ugliness, and cruelty
are bad, while the “perverse” agent really takes them to be good,
although the word ‘bad’ in his mouth has come to mean what we do
by the word ‘good’. His avowals that he is acting for the sake of the
bad need not be insincere, just systematically misleading. While such
a person would have bizarre beliefs and strange tastes, the basic orien-
tation of his will would be much the same as ours.

To avoid this consequence, a perverse response can involve only a
partial inversion of the overall attitude of a reasonable agent. Why
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should we accept that Augustine really considered theft to be bad,
given his willingness to steal for no profit? Most likely, we assume that
despite his faults, the young Augustine was still not ready to advise
others to steal in such circumstances, nor would he have criticized
or been puzzled by anyone’s failure to do so. The young Augustine
does not seem to feel any gratitude toward his companions for enlight-
ening him about the value of wickedness, nor does he seem inclined
toward any sort of regret or self-recrimination for passing up a prime
opportunity to steal just because he was feeling lazy. Augustine does
claim that he was “ashamed not to be shameless” before his compan-
ions (op. cit., p. 31). However, he does not suggest the he would have
felt disappointment or contempt for any of them had they shown re-
luctance to steal, or that he would have been willing to blame or re-
monstrate with those who refused to do so.

I have argued that what is distinctive about intentional action is the
way in which it informed by sense of how agent might adjust her be-
havior so as to keep doing what would count as the same thing despite
changes in her circumstances, and how some of these responses
would be better or fuller ways of performing this kind of deed than
others. This attentiveness does not have to be limited to the various
ways in which our act might fit into the physical world. We can also
anticipate how our act might be received in our social world, with a
sense of how others might challenge, criticize, resent, or thank us for
what we are doing. At their fullest, our intentions incorporate a sense
not how to adjust our behavior not just in response to our environ-
ment, but also in response to how other agents might reply to our ac-
tions, with either challenges or support.

Our acts are most fully intentional when we proceed in ways that
anticipate both what the world might present us in terms of causal
resources and impediments, as well as what other agents might offer
by way of questions, criticism, and advice. When we act for the sake of
some good, our actions are informed by a substantial concern that
orients us toward both these contexts simultaneously. Such a concern
allows us to anticipate how we might respond to the demands and sug-
gestions of others just as much as it allows us to cope with physical
obstacles. We may not actually be able to actually satisfy anybody,
but at least we will have something to say, some sense of how to “go
on” in such contexts that makes shared deliberation, and with it joint
undertakings, a real possibility.

Perverse action has a point that anticipates only physical challenges,
those that might be presented by the causal powers of the world. In this
such acts are only “one-dimensionally” intentional. Here, our behavior
has a point by which we orient ourselves to our physical environment,



BADNESS 627

but which gives us no determinate guidance with respect to other
people. We know how to repair or sustain our performance, but we
do not know how to go about defending it, let alone expanding it into
a common endeavor.

Perverse action has its complement in immediately expressive ac-
tion, which is one-dimensional in its orientation toward the social
but not the causal. When I slam a door in anger, I do so with little
or no sense of how to adjust my doing to changing circumstances;
such actions are normally thought to involve some loss of control.
Even so, I slam the door with some implicit sense of how others might
react to it, and how I might respond to their questions, reprimands, or
suggestions. We naturally say that such acts are protests, or “cries for
help,” invitations to talk, and so on. Although I might be taken aback
by just how loud the slam is, or the damage it does to the frame, I will
not be similarly surprised by my wife’s angry or concerned reaction.

The one-dimensional character of perversity entails that although
possible, perverse action cannot really be the expression of any long-
term resolve or fundamental commitment. In acting perversely, I act
without any well-defined sense of how to respond to the challenges of
others, of how to engage in anything like shared conversation, explora-
tion, or argument. If I do something just because it is bad, how am I
supposing that others will respond when I tell them this? Am I expect-
ing them to protest, turn away in confusion, or start to explore the
glories of badness with me? No response here seems any more appro-
priate than another; every way of “going on” with another from this
point seems to be equally available. Perverse motives have to lack
any way of determinately orienting us toward any kind of ongoing
address and exchange that would allow them to be expanded into
any sort of shared viewpoint for deliberation and action. Were our per-
versity to develop along this second dimension as well, it would be
transfigured into an aberrant conception of what is good, and so undo
its own character as perverse."”

If I am unable to engage with others when I am challenged, then I
also cannot engage with myself, should my perverse motives come
into competition with other concerns or temptations, or if I experi-
ence doubts or worries about what I am doing. Perverse acts have a
point, but that point cannot be addressed to anyone occupying a dif-
ferent point of view: not other people, and not the agent herself in

" This seems to be the fate of the protagonist of Poe’s “The Imp of the Perverse”
(in Thirty-Two Stories (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2000)). Although he feels no guilt for a
murder he has committed, he cannot resist the result his ensuing perverse desire to
confess to it. In so doing he has begun to respond again like a person with a conscience.
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subsequent moments of anxiety, distraction, or disaffection. This is
not to deny that it is possible for us to occasionally fall into and act
from perverse moods. However, we cannot adopt anything like a per-
verse resolution, insofar as real resolve involves something like a com-
mon endeavor jointly undertaken by the agent at different points in
her life. Once I experience temptation or doubt, I cannot expect to
be able to address myself in a way that might serve to steady or re-
affirm my initial attitude. For creatures like us who need to be able
to trust themselves to hold to their decisions in the face of temptation
and distraction, perverse motives, while possible, must always be sharply
limited in their scope and importance, being little more than passing
fancies. Nevertheless, the thought that such perversity could be a fun-
damental commitment may still retain an ineradicable allure, just like
so many other self-aggrandizing fantasies.

On some versions of the classical view, moral wrongdoing always in-
volves some sort of ignorance or incapacity. If moral obligations really
do give agents conclusive practical reasons, then it might seem that we
can transgress only if we either fail to fully understand these obligations,
or if we are not fully able to act from this understanding (for example,
through depression, self-deception, or akrasia) . These conditions might
not always exonerate wrongdoers, but they would always present at
least a prima facie case for leniency. However, if perverse motives are pos-
sible, at least episodically, then an agent could sometimes have a vivid
appreciation of the wrongness of her acts, be fully in control of herself,
and still do wrong. This possibility would be a simply brute fact about
rational agency. The power to act rationally may harbor a potential
for acting against reason that neither needs nor admits of any further
explanation. There would then be at least one kind of transgression
that does not suggest any kind of mitigating consideration. In
morally perverse wrongdoing, the fault would lie not with the agent’s
cognitive or motivational powers, but simply with the agent herself,
considered as a whole person.
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