














physical impossibility of "considering all things" in the allotted time. Note 
that "all things" doesn't have to mean everything or even everybody in the 
world, but just "everything in 250,000 readily available dossiers." You 
have all the information you need "at your fingertips"; there need be no 
talk of conducting further investigations. Second, there is the ruthless and 
peremptory use of some distinctly second-rate cut rules. No one thinks 
Grade Point Average is a remotely foolproof indicator of promise, though 
it is probably somewhat superior to weight of dossier, and clearly superior 
to number of letters in surname. There is something of a trade-off between 
ease of application and reliability, and if no one can think of any easily 
applied criteria that one can have some faith in, it would be better to 
eliminate the first cut step and proceed straight to the lottery for all candi­
dates. Third, the lottery illustrates a partial abdication of control, giving up 
on a part of the task and letting something else-nature or chance-take 
over for a while, while still assuming responsibility for the result. (That is 
the scary part.) Fourth, there is the phase where you try to salvage some­
thing presentable from the output of that wild process; having over-simpli­
fied your task, you count on a metaprocess of self-monitoring to correct or 
renormalize or improve your final product to some degree.3 Fifth, there is 
the endless vulnerability to second-guessing and hindsight wisdom about 
what you should have done-but done is done. 

Notice how the pattern repeats itself, rather like a fractal curve, as we 
trace down through the sub-decisions, the sub-sub-decisions, and so forth 
until the process becomes invisible. At the department meeting called to 
consider how to deal with this dilemma, (1) everyone is bursting with 
suggestions-more than can be sensibly discussed in the two hours allot­
ted, so (2) the chairman becomes somewhat peremptory, deciding not to 
recognize several members who might well, of course, have some very 
good ideas, and then (3) after a brief free-for-all "discussion" in which­
for all anyone can tell-timing, volume and timbre may count for more 
than content, (4) the chairman attempts to summarize by picking a few 
highlights that somehow strike him as the operative points, and the strengths 
and weaknesses of these are debated in a rather more orderly way, and 
then a vote is taken. After the meeting, (5) there are those who still think 

3. See my "A Route to Intelligence: Oversimplify and Selfmonitor," (CCM-85-4, 
Center for Cognitive Studies, Tufts) forthcoming in J. Khalfa, ed., Can Intelligence 
be Explained?, Oxford University Press; and "Designing Intelligence," (CCM-86-
4, Center for Cognitive Studies, Tufts), British Association for Advancement of 
Science, September 2,1986. 
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that better cut rules could have been chosen, that the department could 
have afforded the time to evaluate 200 finalists (or only 20), etc., but done 
is done. They have learned the important lesson of how to live with the 
sub-optimal decision-making of their colleagues, so after a few minutes or 
hours of luxuriating in clever hindsight, they drop it. 

"But should I drop it?" you ask yourself, just as you asked yourself the 
same question in the midst of the free-for-all when the chairman wouldn't 
call on you. (1) Your head was teeming at that moment with reasons why 
you should go along with your colleagues quietly, and all this was compet­
ing with your attempts to follow what others were saying, and so forth­
more information at your fingertips than you could handle, so (2) you 
swiftly, arbitrarily and unthinkingly blocked off some of it-running the 
risk of ignoring the most important considerations, and then (3) you gave 
up trying to control your thoughts; you relinquished meta-control and let 
your thoughts lead wherever they might for a while. After a bit you some­
how (4) resumed control, attempted some ordering and improving of the 
materials spewed up by the free-for-all, and made the decision to drop it, 
suffering (5) instant pangs of dubiety and toying with regret, but, because 
you are wise, you shrugged these off as well. 

And how, precisely, did you go about dismissing that evanescent and 
unarticulated micro-wonder ("should I have dropped itT')? Here the pro­
cesses become invisible to the naked eye of introspection, but if we look at 
cognitive science models of "decision-making" and "problem-solving" 
within such swift, unconscious processes as perception and language com­
prehension, we see further tempting analogues of our phases in the various 
models of heuristic search and problem-solving.4 

So far as I can see, then, time-pressured decision-making is like that all 
the way down. There may be dividing lines to be drawn between biologi­
cal, psychological and cultural manifestations of this structure, but not 
only are the structures-and their powers and vulnerabilities-basically 
the same; the particular contents of "deliberation" are probably not locked 
into anyone level in the overall process but can migrate. Under suitable 
provocation, for instance, one can dredge up some virtually subliminal 
consideration and elevate it for self-conscious formulation and apprecia­
tion-it becomes an "intuition"-and then express it so that others can 

4. The suggestion of temporal ordering in the five phases is not essential, of 
course. The arbitrary pruning of randomly explored search trees, the triggering of 
decision by a partial evaluation of results, and the suppression of second-guessing 
need not follow the sequence in time I outline in the initial example. 
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consider it as well. Moving in the other direction, a reason for action 
perennially mentioned and debated in committee can eventually "go with­
out saying"-at least out loud-but continue to shape the thinking, both of 
the group and the individuals, from some more subliminal base (or bases) 
of operations in the process. 

III. Toward Designing the Manual 
I think this is the basic structure of all real decision-making, moral, 

prudential, economic or whatever. To say that this structure is basic is not 
necessarily to say that it is best, but that conclusion is certainly invited­
and inviting. We began, remember, by looking at the highest level 
instantiation of the structure, the candidate evaluation process, and we 
treated our task as a design problem. Suppose we decide that the system 
we designed is about as good as it could be, given the constraints. A group 
of roughly rational agents-us-decides that this is the right way to de­
sign the process, and we have reasons for choosing the features we did. 
The same reasons (good or bad) apply to any level of the structure we 
encounter. 

Given this genealogy for one version of the design, we might muster 
the chutzpah to declare that this is optimal design. Optimality claims have 
a way of evaporating, however; it takes no chutzpah at all to make the 
modest admission that this was the best solution we could come up with, 
given our limitations.s 

This same slipperiness can be observed in the debates in ethics about 
rationality, over such questions as whether it could be rational for an agent 
to choose to be irrational on some occasions (e.g., the recent discussions 
by Parfit, Gauthier, Pettit) and the more long-standing debates among 
"act" utilitarians and "rule" utilitarians over whether one can "justify" 
reliance on "sub-optimal" rules. The mistake that is sometimes made is 
supposing that there is a single (best or highest) perspective from which to 
assess ideal rationality. Does the ideally rational agent have the all-too­
human problem of not being able to remember certain crucial consider­
ations when they would be most telling, most effective in resolving a 
quandary? If we stipulate, as a theoretical simplification, that our imagined 
ideal agent is immune to such disorders, then we don't get to ask the 
question of what the ideal way might be to cope with them. 

5. Compare that with the claim: "Mother Nature isn't perfect, but she does the best 
she can." Is that a Panglossian statement or not? See the discussion of this issue in 
my "Intentional Systems in Cognitive Ethology: the 'Panglossian Paradigm' De­
fended," Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 1983, pp. 343-90. 
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The Moral First Aid Manual should not be considered a grubby com­
promise with practicality, but itself just as pure an ideal vision as any other 
in ethics: the book the ideally rational agent would write as his own 
vademecum, written in the light of his perfect self-knowledge about his 
limitations. Any such exercise presupposes that certain features-the "limi­
tations"-are fixed, and others are malleable; the latter are to be adjusted 
so as best to accommodate the former. But one can always change the 
perspective and ask about one of the presumably fixed features whether it 
is something one would want to tamper with in any event; perhaps it is for 
the best as it is. Addressing that question requires one to fix still further 
ulterior features as fixed, in order to assess the wisdom of the feature 
under review. 

So without pausing further to ask whether it is good, or even inevitable, 
that we human beings rush to judgment in the hectic way we do, let us just 
suppose that this is the non-optional background against which we should 
examine systems of ethics. That is, as rational agents able to some degree 
to change our ways, we can consider the pros and cons of adopting or 
converting to a particular ethical system, but taking such a step would not 
mean abandoning the way of thinking I have just described in favor of 
some other way of thinking. Our conversion, no matter how heartfelt and 
sincere, would amount to the provisional incorporation of the ethical sys­
tem in question into the bag of tricks we rely on when decision-making 
under time pressure. We may give it "pride of place" among our tricks, but 
that is the pinnacle of its authority. The familiar face of this feature is our 
recognition that we "wait to see how it comes out" before endorsing and 
acting upon the deliverance of an ethical argument. We never cede irrevo­
cable control to the system. (We will reconsider the "wisdom" of this 
shortly.) 

If The Moral First Aid Manual is to be optimally addressed to a time­
pressured decision-maker, it may help us design it if we slow the process 
down once more and look at what makes for good decision-making at the 
departmental level. First, of course, you want to have good colleagues: 
people who can be relied upon to come up with the right sorts of consider­
ations right away, without wasting precious time on irrelevancies. (This 
translates readily into the discussion among utilitarians, familiar since Mill's 
day, of the value of inculcating good habits of thought.) There is no point 
having more than one colleague if they are clones of each other, all want­
ing to raise the same consideration, so we may suppose them to be special­
ists, each somewhat narrow-minded and preoccupied with protecting a 
certain set of interests. 
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Now how shall we avert a cacophony of colleagues? We need some 
conversation-stoppers. We need some ploys that will arbitrarily terminate 
reflections and disquisitions by our colleagues and cut off debate indepen­
dently of the specific content of current debate. Why not just a magic 
word? Magic words work fine as control-shifters in artificial intelligence 
programs, but we're talking about controlling intelligent colleagues here, 
and they are not apt to be susceptible to magic words. That is, good 
colleagues will be reflective and rational, and open-minded within the 
limits imposed by their specialist narrow-mindedness. (They could take 
their motto from the philosophical journal, Nous: "Nihil philosophicum a 
nobis alienum putamus.") They need to be hit with something that will 
appeal to their rationality, while discouraging further reflection. 

It will not do at all for these people to be endlessly philosophizing, 
endlessly calling us back to first principles and demanding a justification 
for these apparently (and actually) quite arbitrary principles. What could 
possibly protect an arbitrary and somewhat second-rate conversation-stop­
per from such relentless scrutiny? A meta-policy that forbids discussion 
and reconsideration of the conversation-stoppers? But, our colleagues would 
want to ask, is that a wise policy? Can it be justified? It will not always 
yield the best results, surely and ... and so forth. One cannot expect there 
to be a single stable solution to this design problem, but rather a variety of 
uncertain and temporary equilibria, with the conversation-stoppers tending 
to accrete pearly layers of supporting dogma which themselves cannot 
withstand scrutiny, but do actually serve on occasion, blessedly, to deflect 
and terminate consideration. 

Here are some promising examples: 

"But that would be to break a promise." 
"But that would be to use someone merely as a means." 
"But that would violate a person's right." 

Bentham once rudely dismissed the "theory" of absolute rights as "non­
sense upon stilts" and we might now reply that perhaps he was right; 
perhaps talk of rights is nonsense upon stilts, but good nonsense-and 
good only because it is on stilts, only because it happens to have the 
"political" power to keep rising up above the meta-reflections and reassert­
ing itself as a compelling-that is, conversation-stopping-"first principle." 

In short, "rule worship" of a certain kind is a good thing, at least for 
agents designed like us. It is good not because a certain rule, or set of 
rules, is probably the best, or always yields the right answer, but because 
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having rules works-somewhat-and not having rules doesn't work at all. 
If we agree that ethical decision-making cannot be an effective proce­

dure in the technical sense (an algorithm guaranteed to give us the solution 
we are seeking, the "right" solution) we still want it to be an effective 
procedure in the everyday sense: a procedure that actually terminates with 
a good chance of leaving us with a presentable, acceptable, better-than­
nothing solution. The uneasy equilibrium of any such design can be under­
stood if we return to the question of whether we would want any ethical 
system to hold more than "pride of place" among our bag of tricks. What 
if someone becomes so impressed with the yield of some tool, some new 
colleague in the department, that pride of place turns into a total monopo­
lization of the discussion? The result would be fanaticism. 

The risks of lapsing into fanaticism, of having one's hectic and infor­
mal heuristic operating system completely occupied and controverted by 
some new routine, are apparently considerable, if we look around at our 
fellows. Probably the chief "virtue" of fanatic isms of all stripes-reli­
gious, nationalistic, political and indeed philosophical-their holding power, 
their parasitical strength in competition with rival ways of thinking, is 
their capacity to alleviate the discomfort of uncertainty. When one is over­
whelmed with knowledge-of candidates for a fellowship, or of wrongs to 
be righted-and gets desperate for a reason to move one way rather than 
another (recalling the plight of Buridan's ass), almost any Oracle that will 
reliably and swiftly give an answer will loom in attractiveness and plausi­
bility-simply because it gives blessed relief from indecision. 

If we think about the predicament of a moral ~gent as a constant, time­
pressured competition of allegiance to rules or principles, perhaps we can 
make more sense of some of the phenomena traditional ethical theories 
wave their hands about. For one thing, we might begin to understand our 
current moral position-by that I mean yours and mine, at this very mo­
ment. Here we are, devoting an hour to my meta-meta-meta-reflection on 
values and valuation. Is this time well spent? Shouldn't we all be out 
raising money for Oxfam or picketing the Pentagon or writing letters to 
our Senators and Representatives about various matters? Did you con­
sciously decide, on the basis of calculations, that the time was ripe for a 
little sabbatical from real world engagement, a period "off line" for main­
tenance and inventory control? Or was your process of decision-if that is 
not too highfalutin' a name for it-much more a matter of your not tam­
pering with some current "default" principles that virtually ensure that you 
will ignore all but the most galvanizing potential interruptions to your 
rather narrow, personal lives? 
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The problems of justifying "personal projects" has been quite properly 
a focus of attention in recent ethics. Consider a traditional bench test that 
most systems of ethics can pass with aplomb: solving the problem of what 
you should do if you are walking along, minding your own business, and 
you hear a cry for help from a drowning man. That is the easy problem. 
The hard problem is, how can we justifiably get ourselves into that rela­
tively happy predicament? Our prior problem, it seems, is that every day, 
while trying desperately to mind our own business, we hear a thousand 
cries for help, complete with volumes of information on how we might 
oblige. How on earth could anyone prioritize that cacophony? Not by any 
systematic process of considering all things, weighing expected utilities, 
and attempting to maximize. Nor by any systematic generation and testing 
of Kantian maxims-there are too many to consider. The actual process 
must be much more like our helter-skelter heuristics, with arbitrary and 
unexamined conversation-stoppers bearing most of the weight. 

That arena of competition encourages escalations, of course. With our 
strictly limited capacity for attention, the problem faced by others who 
want us to consider their favorite consideration is essentially a problem of 
advertising-of attracting the attention of the well-intentioned. This is the 
same problem whether we view it in the wide-scale arena of politics, or in 
the close-up arena of personal deliberation. 

For better or for worse, your attention got attracted to my consider­
ations for more than my share of time. I am grateful for it, and hope it 
proves to have been time well spent. 
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