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ences.8 The intuition behind instrumentalism is the thought that rationality has 
something to do with consistency amongst our means and our ends: what an 
agent has reason to do is take effective means to those ends that she has adopted 
as her own.9 On this picture our ends are supplied by our desires or inclina-
tions, and the question of rationality is about how to satisfy those ends. Strict 
instrumentalism holds that there are no constraints whatsoever on our ultimate 
ends (or preferences) in choice, and that the only principle of rationality is that 
we seek these ends. On this view, there are no grounds for the rational criticism 
of an agent’s ends or desires. Moderate instrumentalism augments this basic 
principle with various formal and relational constraints over desires or ends. In 
particular, moderate instrumentalism can include the view that there are further 
principles we can use to evaluate or criticize ends.

I will be arguing that strict instrumentalism cannot answer the challenge of 
temptation. My project is aimed at identifying at least one norm of rational criti-
cism for desires that can be used to show why it is irrational for Kim to act on 
her temptation to eat the cake. This norm, taken with the Instrumental Principle, 
will constitute a form of moderate instrumentalism that, I propose, can answer 
the challenge of temptation. I must point out that my concern in this paper is the 
narrow problem of temptation generated by hyperbolic discounting, which, with 
luck and appropriate modifi cations, could be generalized to other problems. 

Let me fi rst specify a few things about instrumentalism. One question that 
could be asked of the instrumentalist is how she determines what the agent’s 
given ends are. For the purposes of this discussion I am simply going to stipulate 
that there is a method, and that this method yields what we might intuitively call 
the ‘dominant’ desire, where the dominant desire is the one which the agent is 
most motivated to act on at the time.10 I take this stipulation to be legitimate in 

 8 There are (at least) two literatures within which this view is widely discussed. In the literature 
on practical reason a version of this view often appears in the guise of ‘Humean rationality’. See, 
e.g., Korsgaard, 1997; Railton, 1997; Schroeder, 2004; etc. In the literature on decision theory this 
view appears in the guise of subjective expected utility theory. 

 9 This position has been variously presented by both Hare and Broome, among others (Broome, 
1999; Hare, 1952).

 10 This way of understanding the strength of desires is drawn from what I will call the ‘motivational 
theory of desire’. The motivational theory of desire roughly satisfi es the functionalist intuition 
that mental items are defi ned by what they characteristically do. Motivation is the characteris-
tic function of desire because it is this action-guiding character that distinguishes desires from 
beliefs and other mental entities. Each desire has a certain motivational ‘push’ associated with 
it. This push is taken to be the measure of how much we are motivated to achieve the associ-
ated desire. We can take the felt intensity of a desire to be a type of prima facie motivation, but 
motivation is also the result of deliberation. As we deliberate about questions, in many cases we 
recruit motivational force to the conclusions of our practical reasoning, namely, our intentions 
(Schroeder, 2004:11).
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most motivated to act on at the time.10 I take this stipulation to be legitimate in 
that (1) motivational strength is a common way of understanding the strength of 
desires in discussion of instrumentalism, and (2) any plausible version of instru-
mentalism has to hold that, at a particular time, there is some determinate fact of 
the matter about what the agent’s dominant desire is.11
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intuition that mental items are defi ned by what they characteristically do. Motivation is the 
characteristic function of desire because it is this action-guiding character that distinguishes 
desires from beliefs and other mental entities. Each desire has a certain motivational ‘push’ asso-
ciated with it. This push is taken to be the measure of how much we are motivated to achieve the 
associated desire. We can take the felt intensity of a desire to be a type of prima facie motivation, 
but motivation is also the result of deliberation. As we deliberate about questions, in many cases 
we recruit motivational force to the conclusions of our practical reasoning, namely, our inten-
tions (Schroeder, 2004:11).

 11. If instrumentalism has no principle for determining a dominant desire, then it cannot tell us 
how to jointly satisfy the principle of instrumental rationality when there is a plurality of ends 
that confl ict. We are agents who are almost always in the position of having to determine which 
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