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UH 2
The Prudential Rationality of Near—Term Bias

Dong—yong Choi

University of Kansas

Abstract

A widely endorsed view of prudence is the present-future neutrality thesis. According to
this view, prudence demands an agent equally care about her near-future and far-future. In
this presentation, I argue against this dominant view of prudence. First, I show that an agent
can have a friendship with her near-future self, so just as it is permissible to be partial toward
friends it is also justifiable that an agent shows near-term biases. Second, I dismiss Dorsey’s
objection to near-term biases. Given that intrapersonal friendships can justify near-term
biases, and a main objection does not successfully defeat near-term biases, I conclude that

near-term biases could be permissible.

1. Introduction

Prudence is a domain of action-evaluation, specifically concerned with the agent herself, in
particular, with the agent’s own welfare. For instance, if an agent can bring out advantages
for either herself or a stranger, then this domain demands the agent benefit herself unless she
receives larger advantages as a result of helping the stranger. An issue of prudence is whether
this self-regarding domain demands an agent equally care about the agent’s near-future and
far-future. If an agent is required to care about her near-future and far-future to the same
degree, then whether an agent receives advantages/disadvantages later today or a week later
is not important in evaluating the agent’s actions and attitudes. According to the present-
future neutrality thesis, prudence demands an agent equally care about the agent’s near-future

and far-future. In particular, Plato, an advocate of the present-future neutrality thesis,
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describes his understanding of prudence as follows:

[Y]ou put the pleasures together and the pains together, both the near and the remote, on
the balance scale, and then say which of the two is more [---] If you weigh the pleasant
things against the painful, and the painful is exceeded by the pleasant - whether the near by
the remote or the remote by the near - you have to perform that action in which the pleasant
prevails [---] While the power of appearance often makes us wander all over the place in
confusion, often changing our minds about the same things and regretting our actions and
choices with respect to things large and small, the art of measurement in contrast, would
make appearances lose their power by showing us the truth, would give us peace of mind

firmly rooted in the truth, and would save our life. (Plato 1992: 356b-¢)

According to Plato, other things being equal, an agent should choose strong pleasure in the
far future rather than weak pleasure in the near future. In particular, an agent makes an
irrational decision (i.e. the decision to choose weak near-future pleasure), for an agent
becomes confused by a prudentially irrelevant factor (i.e. the temporal distances between the
agent herself and the pleasant events).

At a glance, the present-future neutrality thesis seems plausible. In the domain of
prudence, the fact that an agent’s future self receives advantages is the agent’s prudential
reason to perform an action. On the contrary, the fact that a stranger obtains benefits is not a
prudential reason for an agent to perform an action. These two prudential phenomena show
that personal identity is what obliges an agent to care about her temporal selves. In other
words, personal identity generates prudential reasons to benefit temporal selves. Since an
agent is identical to her future self, the fact that an agent can benefit her future self is the
agent’s prudential reason to perform an action for her future self. In contrast, since an agent is
not identical to a stranger, the fact that a stranger receives advantages is not a prudential
reason for an agent to perform an action for the stranger. An agent is personally identical to
her near-future self and far-future self. Therefore, given that personal identity obliges an
agent to benefit the agent’s temporal selves, at a glance it seems reasonable to claim that in
terms of prudence an agent’s near-future is as important as the agent’s far-future.

Dale Dorsey endorses the present-future neutrality thesis. In particular, Dorsey thinks an
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agent’s attitude to care about the agent’s near future more important than far future (i.e. an
agent’s near-term bias) is prudentially irrational, for prudence demands an agent equally care
about her near-future and far-future. However, before concluding that an agent’s near-term
bias is irrational, Dorsey introduces a possible argument to support near-term biases. If an
agent has the interpersonal bonds of concern (e.g. parent-child relationships) with other
agents, then it is morally permissible that the agent has partial attitudes toward the other
agents. According to this argument (hereafter referred as a bond-of-concern argument), an
agent can have the intrapersonal bond of concern with the agent’s near-future self, and this
bond justifies the agent’s partial attitude toward the near-future self. In this presentation, I
will develop a bond-of-concern argument to justify near-term bias. In particular, I am going
to show that Dorsey’s objection is limited to defeat near-term bias.

The structure of this presentation is as follows: In section 2, I will develop a bond-of-
concern argument for near-term bias. In particular, I will show that an agent can have a
friendship with her near-future self, and an agent’s intrapersonal friendship can justify the
agent’s near-term bias. In section 3, I will introduce Dorsey’s contention that an agent’s
near-term bias is prudentially irrational, even if an agent can have the bond of concern with
her near-future self. In particular, I will explain why Dorsey’s claim is limited in showing that

an agent’s near-term bias is prudentially impermissible.

2. The Friendship Argument

Aristotle says friendship is reciprocal. In particular, Aristotle describes his view of

friendship as follows:

But people say that we ought to wish good things to a friend for his own sake. People
describe those who do wish good things in this way, when the wish is not reciprocated, as

having goodwill. For goodwill is said to count as friendship only when it is reciprocated.
Perhaps we should add ‘and when it does not go unrecognized’, since many have

goodwill towards people they have not seen, but suppose to be good or useful; and the same

feeling may exist in the other direction. They appear, then, to have goodwill to each other,
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but how could anyone call them friends when they are unware of their attitude to one
another? So they must have goodwill to each other, wish good things to each other for one

of the reasons given, and not be unware of it. (Aristotle 2005: 1155b-1156a)

According to Aristotle, if agent A has a friendship with agent B, then agent A wishes good
things to agent B, for agent B’s sake, and agent B also takes the same attitude toward agent A.
However, having good wishes is not enough to have friendships with other agents. In order to
have a friendship with agent B, agent A must be aware of the fact that agent B wishes good
things to agent A herself, and agent B should be also aware of the fact that agent A wishes
good things to agent B herself. If agent A fulfills these two conditions with agent B, then
agent A has a friendship with agent B.

I agree with Aristotle’s understanding of friendship’s nature. In particular, I think agent A
and B have a friendship with one another if they fulfill the following two conditions: The first
condition is that agent A cares for agent B, for agent B’s sake, and agent B also has the same
attitude toward agent A. An agent shows various attitudes to other agents if the agent cares
for the other agents, for their own sake. An agent feels satisfied when her cared one obtains
benefits, desires to help the cared one when the one needs help, and sees the fact of her cared
one’s benefits as a reason to do an action.!) If agent A has a friendship with agent B, then they
mutually show these attitudes. Just as Aristotle says, even if agent A and B mutually care,
they are not friends if they are unaware of the fact that they care for one another. The second
condition to have a friendship is that agent A knows agent B cares for her, and agent B is also
aware of the fact that agent A cares for her. For instance, if agent A has a friendship with
agent B, then agent A might think agent B will help her when she needs help because she
knows that agent B cares for her. If agent A and B fulfill these two conditions for a friendship,
then agent A and B are friends with one another.

Niko Kolodny might disagree with my conception of friendship. Kolodny contends as

follows:

Finally, relationships are historical. Whether 1 stand in a relationship to someone at a

1) For more accounts of caring, see Jaworska (2007: 560); and Seidman (2009: 285)
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given time depends on some fact about our pasts. Kevin is my friend only if there has been a

historical pattern of attitudes and actions between us. (Kolodny 2003: 148)

Kolodny might claim that, in order to have a friendship, agent A and B should mutually
care and know this fact about mutual caring. However, mutual care and knowledge about it
are not sufficient for agent A to have a friendship with agent B. In particular, agent A and B
have a friendship just in case they have a shared history. To put this another way, unless agent
A and B have cared for one another and have known this fact about mutual caring, agent A does
not have a friendship with agent B.

A shared history between friends could make their friendship valuable. In particular, if
friends have a long history of mutual care, then their friendship could be more valuable than
if they have a short history of mutual care. However, I do not think a shared history is
necessary to have a friendship. If agent A and B mutually care, and they know this fact about
mutual caring, then I think they start a relationship so called a friendship. Imagine that agent
A is friends with agent B. For the last ten years, they have cared for one another and have
known this fact about mutual caring. In this case, if one says that agent A and B start their
friendship in the fifth year, then this claim about the friendship’s starting point is arbitrary.
Given that agent A and B have cared for one another throughout their interactions, there
seems to be no significant difference between agent A and B’s fifth year and their fourth year.
Similarly, their fourth year seems to have no significant difference from their third year. The
reasonable position for the starting point of friendship is that agent A and B’s friendship has
begun when they started to mutually care and know this fact of mutual caring. At the time
when they start to care, they might not have noticed that they have just begun a friendship,
but this moment is the moment when they have become friends. Therefore, I think Kolodny’s
objection does not successfully refute my understanding of friendship.

Bennett Helm also might say my understanding of friendship is problematic, for she thinks
“never to share activity with someone and in this way to interact with him is not to have the
kind of relationship with him that could be called friendship, even if you each care for the
other for his sake” (Helm: 2017). In other words, according to Helm, shared activities are

necessary components to have a friendship. In the discussion of friendship, the fact that an
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agent has participated in activities with other agents is important for three reasons. First,
shared activities are one of the main processes through which an agent has friendships with
other agents. For instance, while agents engage in joint pursuits, they might show virtuous
characters toward one another, and it might make them mutually care. Second, shared
activities benefit a friendship’s participants, and the fact that the interactions bring out
advantages for the participants makes their friendship valuable. For example, if religious
friends cooperate together in order to follow their religion’s teachings, then their friendship is
better than if they barely interact with one another. Third, the fact that agents participate in
activities together is an indicator to show that they are friends. For example, if an agent has
never engaged in joint pursuits with others though she has a significant number of chances to
do so, then it is reasonable to assume that the agent does not have a friendship with the others.

Though shared activities are conducive to having a friendship, interactions within a
friendship make the friendship valuable, and shared activities are an indicator to show that an
agent has a friendship with another agent, shared activities are not necessary components to
have a friendship. Suppose that agent A and B have not participated in activities together
because they live far from each other. However, they strongly care for one another, and they
know that they mutually care. For instance, agent A desires to help agent B whenever agent B
needs her help, agent A is pleased when agent B’s life goes well, and agent A sees the facts of
agent B’s advantages as practical reasons to perform actions. Agent B also has the same
attitudes toward agent A, and agent A and B know that they mutually have these attitudes. In
this case, it is difficult to believe that agent A does not have a friendship with agent B just due
to the fact that they could not participate in activities together. In other words, it is
unreasonable to say that agent A and B do not have special statuses (i.e. the statuses of
friends) to one another just due to the fact that they could not engage in joint pursuits. The
friendship between agent A and B might not be as valuable as the friendship between two
actively interacting agents, but agent A seems to have a friendship with agent B.2)

Critics still might contend that shared history and joint pursuit are necessary to have
friendships with other agents. In this presentation, I will not argue further to explain why

mutual care and knowledge about it are sufficient to have a friendship. If it is difficult to

2) For more accounts of friendship, see Telfer (1971); Scheffler (1997); Jeske (1997); and Keller (2013)
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endorse the idea that these two conditions are sufficient to have a relationship named
friendship, then other names are available for this relationship, such as quasi-friendship or
friendship". Regardless of which name we choose in order to refer to this relationship, I think
this relationship has a similar nature to a friendship, for in order to start this relationship
agents should care for one another, for one another’s sake, and they should know this fact
about mutual caring. Furthermore, this relationship is valuable due to the feature which also
makes a friendship valuable. As Seth Lazar points out, friendship is one of the noblest
achievements in a life because, in this relationship, agents care about each other’s welfare for
its own sake (Lazar 2016: 50). Due to the same reason, quasi-friendships are valuable
because agents in these relationships care for one another, for one another’ sake. Therefore, it
is reasonable to contend that quasi-friendships and friendships are allied genera. In the
discussion below, I will proceed assuming that quasi-friendship is a version of friendship.
Especially, I will assume that in normative domains quasi-friendships have similar
significances to friendships.

Agent A has a friendship with agent B if they meet two conditions. First, agent A cares for
agent B, for agent B’s sake, and agent B also has the same attitude toward agent A. Second,
agent A and B are aware of the fact that they care for one another. An agent can meet these
two conditions for a friendship with herself at different times, so I think it is reasonable to
contend that an agent can have a friendship with her temporal selves. First, an agent and her
temporal selves can care for one another, for one another’s sake. For instance, an agent in
youth could want to be healthy when she gets old, and an agent in old age could wish that she
could have avoided the unnecessary hardships when she was young. Second, it is possible
that an agent and her temporal selves know they mutually care. For example, if an agent cares
for her past self, then the agent might reasonably believe that her future self would also care
for her (i.e. the future self’s past self). Moreover, if an agent cares for her future self, for the
self’s sake, then the self would know she was cared by the agent.

In the domain of morality, it is permissible that an agent cares about her friend more than
about a stranger. Moreover, in the domain of etiquette, it is also permissible that an agent is
partial toward her friend. I think these two phenomena endorse the idea that, unless an agent

has reason to be impartial toward other agents, in normative domains friendships justify
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partial attitudes toward friends. As mentioned above, an agent can have an intrapersonal
friendship with her temporal selves. In particular, an agent can have an intrapersonal
friendship with her near-future self. Therefore, I think it is reasonable to contend that an
agent’s near-term bias is prudentially permissible in the case where the agent has an
intrapersonal friendship with the agent’s near-future self. In this presentation, [ will name this

argument to justify near-term bias the friendship argument.

3. A Reply to the Awry Agency Argument

Dorsey acknowledges the possibility that an agent could have the bond of concern with her
near-future self. However, Dorsey contends that, even if an agent has this bond with her
near-future self, an agent’s near-term bias is prudentially irrational. Dorsey argues against

near-term biases as follows:

To take a concrete case, imagine that at time # I am offered one delicious lollypop at # or
two delicious lollypops at 7. At t,, I regret myg-self’s near-term biased decision to have one
lollypop at #. But if, while maintaining this attitude of regret for my #-decision, I make the
very same decision to have one lollypop at # rather than two at #, it would seem that
something has gone horribly awry in my prudential agency [---] The problem with the
near-term bias is that this form of prudential rationality allows this combination of attitudes
in those who display the typical form of past-directed negative reactive attitudes (Dorsey

2019: 471).

To put this another way, according to Dorsey, if an agent has a near-term bias, then it could
be the case that the agent makes a near-term biased decision while she regrets having made a
similar decision before. This is why, Dorsey contends, near-term biases are irrational in
regards to prudence. In the discussion below, I will name this argument against near-term
biases the awry agency argument.

Before examining the awry agency argument, let me explain what makes it problematic
that an agent has a near-term bias while she regrets having had a near-term bias. Dorsey says

as follows:
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In displaying past-directed reactive attitude, one seems to be taking on a form of
intrapersonal address: address to one’s past self. And the content of such an address is very
similar to the content of similar forms of interpersonal address. In interpersonal address of
this kind, one demands that another person take one’s own perspective seriously in their
deliberation. In intrapersonal address the upshot is similar: one is recognizing the failure to
live up to an intrapersonal demand that one’s past self take one’s current perspective
seriously [---] But when combined with NTB [near-term bias] the person taking such an
attitude both holds that one’s past self should have taken one’s current perspective more
seriously, while refusing to take seriously a similar demand on behalf of one’s (far) future

self - a refusal which is a direct result of the near-term bias (Dorsey 2019: 471).

Suppose that agent A makes a near-term biased decision while she regrets having made a
similar decision before. According to Dorsey, this state is problematic because, in this state,
agent A refuses to fulfill her future self’s demand (i.e. agent A should consider her far future
as important as her near future) while she makes a similar demand to her past self (i.e. the past
self should have considered the past self’s far future as important as the self’s near future).
Dorsey calls this combination of attitudes unsavory. In particular, Dorsey contends that
near-term biases are prudentially irrational because a near-term biased agent could show this
unsavory combination of attitudes.

I also think it is problematic that an agent makes a near-term biased decision while she
regrets having made a similar decision before. In particular, as Dorsey point outs, this state
seems to be problematic because, in the state, an agent refuses to fulfill a demand (i.e. the
agent should consider her far future as important as her near future) while she makes a similar
demand to her past self (i.e. the past self should have considered the self’s far future as
important as the self’s near future). However, unlike Dorsey, I do not think that the fact that a
near-term biased agent could have this unsavory combination of attitudes makes every
near-term bias problematic. Let me show this point with an analogy from friendship. Imagine
that agent A benefits her friend rather than a stranger (i.e. agent B) even though she can bring
out larger benefits for the stranger. After agent A completes her beneficial acts, agent B
blames agent A saying that agent A should not have considered who possible beneficiaries

are. In particular, agent B says people should choose their beneficiaries just considering who
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receives larger benefits. While blaming agent A, agent B has a chance to benefit either her
friend or a stranger. Agent B can bring out a larger amount of advantages for the stranger, but
agent B benefits her friend because agent B prioritizes her friend over a stranger.

In the case above, agent B shows two attitudes. Agent B demands that agent A consider a
stranger’s benefits as important as a friend’s advantages, but she refuses to consider a
stranger’s benefits as important as her friend’s advantages. The combination of these two
attitudes (i.e. making certain demands to other agents, but refusing to live up the agent’s own
life following the demands) is unsavory. This is why I think agent B’s decision for her friend
is not justifiable. In other words, agent B’s decision for her friend is problematic because the
decision indicates that agent B has the unsavory combination of attitudes. Furthermore, given
that agent B has the unsavory combination of attitudes due to her partial attitude toward her
friend, agent B’s partial attitude is also problematic. This case raises a question of whether
the fact that agent B’s partial attitude is problematic makes every partial attitude toward a
friend inappropriate. A possible answer, which I will name the pro-impartiality account, is
that since a friendship-biased agent can show unsavory attitudes, every partial attitude toward
a friend is problematic. On the other hand, according to another possible answer (hereafter I
will name this answer the pro-partiality account), the fact that agent B’s attitude is
problematic just implies that an agent’s partial attitude toward a friend is inappropriate if the
agent blames other agents for having partial attitudes toward their friends.

I think the pro-partiality account is more accurate than the pro-impartiality account
because, in some cases, morality allows partial attitudes toward friends. Imagine that agent C
endorses people’s partial attitudes toward their friends. In particular, she thinks it is
appropriate to prioritize a friend’s benefits over a stranger’s advantages because this partial
attitude is a proper response to the valuable relationship. While having this thought, agent C
has a chance to benefit either her friend or a stranger. Since she cares for her friend more than
she cares for a stranger, agent C benefits her friend even though she can bring out larger
benefits for the stranger. In this case, I think agent C’s decision is permissible unless the
stranger desperately needs her help. To put this another way, given that agent C does not
blame other agents for having partial attitudes toward their friends, a theory of morality must

be able to allow agent C’s partial attitude toward her friend. The pro-partiality account can
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explain why agent C’s partial attitude is appropriate. According to this account, since agent C
does not blame agent A, agent C’s partial attitude could be justifiable. On the other hand, the
pro-impartiality account implies that agent C’s attitude is problematic, for an agent can have
an unsavory combination of attitudes if the agent has a partial attitude toward her friend.
Given that the pro-partiality account explains a phenomenon of friendship better than the
pro-impartiality account, I think it is reasonable to contend that the former is a more accurate
understanding of friendship than the latter. To put this another way, advocates of the
pro-impartiality account should accept that the pro-partiality account is at least as plausible as
their position.

I have argued that if agent B blames agent A for being partial to agent A’s friend, then it is
problematic that agent B considers her friend’s benefits more important than a stranger’s
advantages. However, the fact that a friendship-biased agent could have an unsavory
combination of attitudes does not make every partial attitude toward a friend problematic. In
the same, it is reasonable to contend that if an agent reproaches her past self for having made
a near-term biased decision, then it is problematic that the agent has a near-term bias, but the
fact that a near-term biased agent could have unsavory attitudes does not make every
near-term bias inappropriate. This claim about near-term biases can be re-stated with the
concept of regret. If an agent regrets having had a near-term bias, then it is problematic that
the agent considers her near future more important than her far future. However, the fact that
a near-term biased agent could have the unsavory combination of attitudes (i.e. regretting her
near-term bias but still having the same temporal bias) does not make every near-term bias
inappropriate. In particular, if an agent does not regret her previous near-term bias, then her
current near-term biased decision could be permissible in terms of prudence.

Let me explain the above claim of near-term bias with an example. Imagine that agent A’s
past self had a friendship with the self’s near-future self. In particular, the past self cared for
her near-future self more than for her far-future self, so she made a decision to benefit the
near-future self even though she could bring out larger benefits for the far-future self. In this
scenario, even if agent A has a friendship with her near-future self, if agent A blames her past
self for having made a near-term biased decision, then it is impermissible that agent A makes

a near-term biased decision. This is because, due to the fact that agent A blames her past self,
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agent A’s friendship with her near-future self loses its normative significance. On the other
hand, if agent A does not blame her past self, and she has an intrapersonal friendship with her
near-future self, then it could be permissible that agent A considers her near-future self’s
welfare more important than her far-future self’s welfare. For instance, it could be prudentially
permissible that agent A benefits her near-future self, even if she can bring out larger benefits
for her far-future self. This is because agent A’s friendship with her near-future self could
justify agent A’s partial attitude toward her near-future self.

The awry agency argument relies on the assumption that attitude X is problematic if it
could be the case that an agent has an unsavory combination of attitudes due to her attitude X.
I have shown that this assumption for the awry agency argument is not plausible. It could be
the case that agents show unsavory combinations of attitudes due to their partial attitudes
toward their friends, but it does not mean that every partial attitude toward a friend is
problematic. It just means that, in those cases, partial attitudes toward friends are problematic.
In the same vein, even if there could be some cases where agents show unsavory combinations
of attitudes due to their near-term biases, it does not mean that every near-term bias is
problematic. It just implies that, in those cases, near-term biases are not permissible.
Therefore, the awry agent argument does not successfully show that every near-term bias is
irrational. In particular, advocates of the friendship argument could claim that unless an agent
regrets her previous near-term biased decision, the agent’s near-term bias could be justifiable

because the agent’s friendship with her near-future self could justify the bias.
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