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WISDOM AND THE AXIOM OF FUTILITY

MARVIN KOHI,

One of the most valuable contributions, if not the landmark, of ancient Greco-
Roman philosophy is the idea that we are generally free to improve our lives
and can do so, esseatially, by cognitive means. It is the belief that we are free to
understand the nature of the universe and, within the limits of our intelligence
and power, can better fashion and control our own lives. This kind of understand-
ing, when capacious, is called wisdom.

In this paper I intend 1o do two things. The first is to provide an outline of a
more viable theory of wisdom, a theory that, in part, is derived from the writings
of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics, and in par, from work in psychology. Recent
work in psychology emphasizes wisdom’s pragmatic and emancipatory features
and tends to view the competency of wise persons o necessarily include heuris-
tic and problem-solving skills.' From this perspective, wisdom is more than the
acquisition of important information. It also involves a high degree of skill at
evaluating information and solving problems. In other words, modern psychalogy.
has become increasingly interested in what some call crystallized intelligence, in
a kind of high multidimensional intelligence, an understanding of how to live
well and the capacity to apply this knowledge to the chatlenges of real life.

In order te distinguish my own formulation from those that significantly dif-
fer. I shail call it a non-ciassical, self-regulatory deliberative theory of wisdom,
or, more simply, a self-regulatory theory,” [t is non-classical in the sense that,
although it is largely indebted to the Greco-Roman philosophical tradition, it
incorporates neither a notion of divine wisdom. nor a teleological belief in per-
fectionism, nor the Stoic belief that the universe is, as a whole, guided by a ratio-
nal and benevolent divine providence. It is self-regulatory in that it assumes that
peopie hold several distinct kinds of self-guides, that is, values against which
people compare themselves and direct their lives. It is deliberative because it
stresses the tmporance of knowledge and intelligence and. as such. implicitly
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rejects the attitude of passive resignation and/or anti-intellectualism, an attitude
that marks some forms of Taoism.

The second thing [ shali do is analyze Lawrence C. Becker's useful formula-
tion. According to Becker. the Axiom of Futility is a seif-imposed constraint that
an individual may or may not place upon his behavior, and is one of the Axioms
of Normative Logic. “Agents,” he writes, “are required not to make direct atempts
te do (or be) something that is logically, theoretically, or practically impossible.™
His fuller claim is that the Axiom of Futility is normatively trump. More exactly
the claim is that the Axiom of Futility, ot the precept that we ought not to try to
do things that are known to be impossible, overrides all other normative principles
or staternents.”

The question before us is, how adequate is Becker’s formulation? How can a
life directed by wisdom protect us against the natural human inclination to strive
for what is unaitainable? To what extent does such a life command that we
accept our lirnitatiens and stop wasting time and energy by purswing futile
goals? By way of providing an answer, 1 suggest that it is better to use another
formulation to guide human behavior. [ call this formulation the Principle of
Futility. The Principle of Futility maintains that agents are required not to make
direct attempts to do (or be) something known to be futile unless they also know
that the endeavor in question has point and worth, specifically that of signifi-
cantly enhancing their subjective well-being without directly injuring the agent
or innocent others, Little will be said here about the rationality of desiring or
wanting to do things which are impossible to do." I also will have littie to say
about the dangers of pretending to know what one does not.* Nor will we be able
1o address the challenging question as 1o the extent of the practicat value of the
Axiom of Futiiity, It is obvious, I hope, that wisdom has its own limits, that in
some of the most important of life situations it is impossible to know what one
can and cannot do, and that to pretend otherwise is a negative illusion. Fascinat-
ing as these topics are, they must be reserved for other occasions.

[ also wish to avoid, as Becker does, the quagmire of the “‘can not’ implies
‘ought not’” controversy. In other words, whatever be the difficulties involved in
Becker's defense of what he calls the axioms of Stoic normative logic, they do
not involve the inordinate difficulty of stipulating the meanings of ‘can’, *ought’,
and ‘implies’ in order to justify the acceptance or rejection of the inference at
hand. This is not to deny Henderson’s contention that these dictums often ex-
press “a bluff, no-nonsense wisdom™ or that a relatively non-arbitrary successful
explication of the vartous senses of ‘implies’. “ought’, and ‘can’ may be oseful.’
I 15 only 10 suggest that the *ought’ implies ‘can’" approach has shown itself to
be thorny, if aot intractably difficult and, therefore, that Becker's approach may
be a berter one,
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I THE GRECO-ROMAN HERITAGE

The general topic of the relation of wisdom to ethics is certainly not new. As a
matter of fact, “the ideal of a rational ethics can be traced back to the Hellenic
idea of deliberate wisdom concerning the management of life”” Socrates’ search
for wisdom is legendary, Plato regarded wisdom as the crowning virtue which
should guide men to the good life, and Aristotle accepted this view with signifi-
cant modifications. Perhaps no school of philosophy in the ancient world placed
greater emphasis on the impontance of understanding and accepting the limits
af human power than did the Stoics. For the Stoics maintain that in addition to
knowing what is worth doing, wisdom, in some very fundamental way, consists
in knowing what we can and cannot do, knowing what is and what is not in our
power, and not attempting 10 do what we cannot do. The essence of this idea is
expressed by Epictetus when he writes:

You can be unconquerable if you enter into no combat in which it is not in YOUr (wn power [0
conguer. When, therefore, you sa¢ anyone eminent in honors, or pewer, o in high esteem on any
account, take heed not to be bewildered by appearances and 1o pronounce him happy; for if the
essenice of good consists in things within our pawer, there will be no room for envy or emulation,
Bul. for your part, do not desire 10 be a general, or a senator, or a consul, but 1o be free; and rhe
onfy way 1o this is a disregard of things which lie not witain our own power”

Becker’s formulation expresses a similar idea. Epictetus and Becker agree that
knowing one’s limits is generally a necessary condition in order to avoid fiving
poorly and that this coadition, in some vitally important way, is overriding.
However, for Epicicius these principles are explicitly grounded in a theory of
wisdom; for Becker they are not. This suggests two different approaches to a
Stoic¢ philosophy of life. In the first, the Stoic philosopher takes as his or her
starting point 2 theory of wisdom, with the peculiarities and difficulties such
an approach penerates.” In the second, one begins with axioms that guide the
inguiry, We shall follow the former path. Like Epictetus, we assume that a tie-
ory of wisdom logically precedes a theory of morality becauase it necessarily sets
limits on what ends, goals. and actions ought to be pursued. Like Epictetus
and the Stoics in general. we believe that self-feeling can be significantly con-
trolled. not only by generally prohibiting the attempt to do the impossible bu
by establishing psychological self-guides that help minimize unnecessary failure
and unhappiness. This, in part, explains why a description of the nature of
self-esteem and the two Kinds of self-guides that are of particular importance in
seif-discrepancy theory is included in the discussion that follows.
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II TOWARDS A SELF-REGULATORY THEORY OF WISDOM

I suggest: first, that wisdom is a deep understanding of how to live well, an
understanding that is a necessary but not a sufficient condition; second, that ful}
wisdom is worthy of being loved or at least rationally pursued because it com-
bines excellence in theoretical matters and excellence in actual living. In other
words, wisdom is “terrific™ because, at its best, it combines a capacious under.
standing of things and problem-solving skills with a life of excellence, with a
life that is truly worth living. It merits our esteern and emotional commitment
because, if anything is supremely lovable, it is knowledge of our true interest: it
is knowledge about, and an understanding of, what is best to be done in the im-
portant circumsiances of human life, in order to arrive at our main end-in-view,
well-being and happiness."”

Arnother way of saying this is to suggest that wisdom is the “science” of under-
standing how ta live well. Substantively, it involves a theory of well-being which
cambines external and internal requisites and, except for the importance of seli-
esteem, gives priority to the former. As used here, the term self-esteem “refers to
individuals® overall evaluation or appraisal of themselves, whether they approve
ar disapprove of themselves, like or dislike themselves.™ Salf-esteem is not a
stable personality trait like extroversion and introversion. Rather it is in part a
consequence of self-regulatory process and, as such, provides up-to-date sum-
mary information about an individual’s relative psychological well-being,

According to self-regulation theory, the nanire of self-esteem varies depend-
ing upon what kind of seif is functioning as the reference point of the evaluation,
depending upon what reference point for evaluating any particular kind of actual
self one uses, and depending upon whether or not there is a conflict between
self-guides.” Of the many sources of low self-esteemn, two are central to the
present discussion. That is to say, human beings compare their behavior to at
teast two different kinds of expectancies which typically have become internal-
ized standards (or selves) whose point is to guide self-regulation. These selves
are the ideal self and the ought self. “The ideal self is the kind of person an indi-
vidual would really fike to be. The ideal self is a positive point of reference made
up of qualities, hopes, and positive wishes for the self. Tdeals might be viewed
as Incentives. Living up to an ideal means attaining a value that is intrinsically
desirable. Self-discrepancy theory holds that the discrepancies between the per-
ceived actual self and the ideal self lead to the experience of dysphoria and
dejection.”"” The ought seif is different. The ought self is the kind of PErson an
individual believes he or she has the dury or obiigation to be, “Ought selves are
defined by a sense of dury, responsibility. or obligation. An ought self is a self
that one feels compelled to be rather than intrinsically desires to be. The ought
self is a positive value in the sense that people wish to conform to it. However,
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the ought self seems derived in part from punishment. That is, living up to an
ought self means being a particular kind of person so as to avoid an aversive expe-
fence such as self-disapproval or the disapproval of others. Oughts thus seem
intrinsically to have a dual-mative quality, . . . They incorporate an attempt to
avoid an undesired value by approaching a desired value.”® While discrepancies
between the perceived actual self and the ideal self lead to the experience of
dysphoria, dejection, and unhappiness, discrepancies between the perceived actual
self and the ought self lead to the experience of guilt,®

More generally: empirical research reveals that there is a significant correia-
tion between low self-esteem and psychological disorders and 2 high comelation
between high self-esteem and happiness. Some believe that this evidence war-
rants & stronger conclusion, For example, David G. Myers suggests that there is
reliable and sufficient evidence indicating that there is a set of conditions that
jointly constitute almost necessary conditions for a healthier and happier life,
and that reasonably high self-esteem is ane of these conditions.” It is not sur-
prising, therefore, that thinkers in growing numbers consider self-esteem to be a
great, if not a primary, good." However, for present purposes it is only necessary
to maintain that a wise person understands the urgency of avoiding unrnecessary
self-discrepancy and the other avoidable causes of low self-esteen.

Procedurally, wisdom requires knowledge about, or a capacious understand-
ing of, relevant aspects of nature (universal factors}, the important things in
human life (species-bound factors), the important things in an individual's life
tidiosyncratic factors), and knowledge about what can and cannot be done, Wis-
dom is a matter of degree. At its fullest it requires a high degree of such knowi-
edge, but it does not require knowledge of alt things. At its fullest it requires
relevant knowledge about the nature of proximate and ultimate reality, how
human beings are organized and behave, the idiosyncratic facts about oneself
{including what may be the unique range of one’s basic needs and psychologi-
cally vital interests), and an understanding of what can and cannot be done.
The latter is often referred to as the Greek penchant for limits, their belief that
in order to live well one must not only have a vast amount of information but
understand, in a sense, what one does not know and the limits of self—what one
rmorally and physically can and cannot do. The Axiom of Futility—the claim
that we ought not 1o try to do things that are known to be impossible, which
overrides all other normative principles—is just one part of the complex problem
of understanding the nature of these limits.

III THE AXIOM OF FUTILITY

Some thinkers may immediately object 1o this line of thinking and say that
10 be failure-proof” one must have an unconquerable faith in being able to do
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anything one wants to do. Others may urge us to believe that invincible determi-
nation of purpose should be psychologically so fixed that we persevere until
“either victory or death.”” Stilf others, operating under the pretence of wisdom,
may Urge us to combine a false with a true siatemnent. Here we are told that “you
can have anything you want, but you can’t have it all.” These extreme libertari-
ans of choice reject the precept that one ought not try to do things that are
known to be impossible. They reject it because they believe that very few things
are known 10 be impossibie or, and more important, that very few things are, in
fact, impossible. Like Nicholas Rescher,” they are also inclined to believe as a
general life stance that optimai results are attainable only by trying for tee much.

Advocates of a regulatory theory of personality and more moderate libertari-
ans believe otherwise. They deny the truth of the proposition that “everything is
possible”™ or even the proposition that “aimaost everything is possibie.” The fact
is that some things cannot be done. And even if we introduce the distinction
between whar presently can be accomplished and what can be accomplished in
the future, the fact remains that, given the limits imposed upon us by nature as
well as the limits imposed by death, each living creature is faced with limits,
Bumbo aside, no living elephant will be able to fly under its own power. We
may be able to breed a species of elephant that can use its ears to £y, but this is
beside the point. Much as people may like to believe that a person can change
inte 2 bat and vice versa, no living creature can transubstantiate. Moreover, it is
highly improbable that they will ever be able to do so, that is, magically to
change into another substance. So far we have been considering extreme beliefs.
But there are other and more ordinary quests for the impossible. For exampie, it
is quite common 1o want to be significantly taller than one can ever be, If [ am
4'10" tall, then I cannot, even with the employment of surgery, be 6'10". Reso-
lute determination simply has nothing to do with it. The point, and it is an old
one, is that 10 aim at what cannot be done is not only to invite failure but to
waste precious time and energy that could have been effective elsewhere, To aim
at the futile with indefeasible resofution and the profound conviction that one
must persevere to “either victory or death™ is to invite the latter and is, therefore,
even more seriously normatively flawed.

A word or two about the vinue of being fierdely determined. Admittedly,
fierce determination and tenacity of purpose is a power that can produce amaz-
ing, if not optimal, results. But from this it does not follow that optimal results
are attainable only and simply by trying for 100 much. What follows is that,
when this kind of determination and tenacity is exercised within the constraints
of the possible, it often leads 1o results atherwise not achievable. What follows is
that. when determination of purpose is combined with wise constraints, the indi-
vidual, other things being equai. can more fully achieve his or her full potential.
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Becker’s formulation of the Axiom of Futility makes this supervening behav-
ioral directive clearer than Epictetus’ formulation and, thereby, provides us with
a more effective postulate of practical reason. As mentioned earlier, Becker dif-
fers with Epictetus. Initially, he provides no Justifactory argument. Nor does he
seem content to introduce it as a postulate of practical reason whose only war-
rant is that it is assumed to be true. According to Becker, the Axiom of Futility
involves some sort of cognitive disposition. It is not triggered by experience in
exactly the same manner as, say, bird singing is triggered, It is not, or does noj
seem to be, a simple instinct. Rather the claim is that it is & proposition or idea
which, when “experienced,” more likely than not generates what Becker calls
2 “categorical commitment” A commitment is some kind of intellectual and
emotional bonding. Becker tells us that categorical commitments are “charac-
terized by the unconditional way in which the agent experiences them, at least
mitially . . . [and they] are experienced as atiachments, constraints, necessities,
requirements, boundaries."” Becker also suggests that, when we Initially or first
experience it, we experience it as an unconditional constraint or requirement of
practical reasoning. Evidenly, the term “experience” is here meant to signify
that part of the process whereby an agent recognizes and accepts it to be true in
an overriding way.

What does the agent experience when he or she experiences this vitaliy im-
portant ideal or proposition? And why does the agent accepl it as being true?

Following Epictetus, { have given reasons and z teleological explanation of
why choice should not be exercised in a field of unlimited choice. If one rejects
this kind of justification and also prefers 10 avoid Becker’s approach, there is at
least one other major strategy which can be empioyed. One may, for example,
extend Becker's explanation and say that the Axiom of Futility is, or is some-
thing akin to, a synthetic a priori truth. Thus it may be said that, while the princi-
ple may be elicited by experience, its truth does not depend upon experience.
Certainly it is syathetic in the sense that, if we make the distinction originally
introduced by Kant and contrast analytic and synthetic propositions, we cannot
rightly say it is analytic, that is, we cannot rightfully say that the concept of the
subject is contained in the concept of the predicate. But by making this move we
still do not get rid of the difficulty. For we still have not shown why the Axiom
of Futility is not a derivative one. That is to say, we have not shown why the
belief that “one ought not try 1o do things that are known to be impossible

overrides all other normative statements of principles™ is, in fact, or could not

in principie be, derived from the belief thar “happiness is better than misery.”
Expressed differently: One may suggest, as Bertrand Russell once did, that the
proposition “happiness is better than misery™ is a synthetic a priori judgment.
One may then plausibly argue that, given the relevant facts, the proposition thar
“we ought not try to do things that are known to be impossible™ follows from the
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former synthetic a prior Judgment. I other words, the argument has changed in
form. The claim would now be, not that the proposition is a categorical commit-
ment but rather, that it is a “derivative synthetic a prion truth.” It is difficule, I
believe, to say whether this move is an improvement over a straightforward tele-
ological explanation. It may have the merit of shifting the epistemic focus from
the "“futility” proposition to the seemingly mora fundamental “happiness is better
than misery™ proposition. But if one s inclined to £0 in this direction, one still
has the challenge of explaining how this or, for that matter, how any such a pri-
ori knowledge is possible.

Whatever be the better way to present or justify the axiom, it is clear that it
is one of the central postulates of Becker’s New Stoicism. A point mentioned
but not discussed in detail earlier is that, for Becker, “agents are required not to
make direct attempts to do (or be) something that is logically, theoretical, or
practically impossible.” According to Becker:

The Axiom of Futility represents the Stoic doctrine thal we ought not o oy to do things tha
are known (o be impossible. written as a prohibition that dominates &NY normative proposition o
the contrary. . . . The Axiom of Futility says only that when we know that a given undenaking is
impassible, we are prohibited from undenaking it. This Soes not imply that we ought to refrain
from other efforts 1o make it possible. Nor does it imply that we should refrain from exploring
the peossibilities when we are ignorani of them. . .,

If the facts as you know them are thar something is {currently) impossible for you to do, but
you have good reason to think you conld make it possible, and good reason to try. then you ought
(at some normative leved n) 0 wy. Nothing in or implisd by the Axiom of Futility says otherwise.
If you do not know whether a given undertaking is possible, but have good reason tw think that
you could Bod out, and good reason 1o try to fand cut, then you ought (st some parmative lavel 7}
10 cun the investigation. All thai Stoic doctrine insists upon is thar we distinguish such coberent
meta-endeavors from incoherent direct atempis to do the impossible, and that we bring closure
to practical reasoning about the incoherent ones by recommending tha: they not be pursued. ¢

Believing that something can't be done is not sufficient. What is necessary is
that we knosw that it can’t be done. For the Axiom of Futility only says that when
we know that given understanding is impossible, we are prohibited from under-
taking it. Becker does not explain what he means by “know™ in this context, but
I think we may safely assume that, when faced with claims as to empirical
knowledge, this kind of claim depends upon reliable evidence.

Equaily important, we often know that something is impossible without trying
to do it. Perhaps there are occasions, some vitally important ones, where we re-
atly have to 1ry to do something before we know that we can or cannot do it. But
from this it does not follow that one can never know that one cannot do some-
thing unless one tries to do it. Admittedly, this belief is widely held. But a myth
wideiy held is nenetheless still a myth. '
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[V SOME PRELIMINARY OBJECTIONS

Following the spint of Becker's admonition, Yer us grant that there are many
things we cannot do that we aught niot attempt to do. Let us also admit that many
people would commit, or be willing to ry committing, to Becker’s formulation
of the Axiom of Futilily. Why, then, is there a “gut” uneasiness about the pre-
emptive nature of Becker's formulation? The reason, I suspect, is that a likely
truth seems to have been overlooked, viz,, the existence of those less fortunate
humans whose lives would be significantly improved by a self-regulatory theory
of wisdom that allows for a specific kind of exception. For example, suppose we
know that an action is futile. Suppose we also know that it has point and worth,
specifically that of significantly enhancing the subjective well-being of the agent
without injuring the agent or innocent others. Is this action a wise one?

This question wili receive an affirmaive answer and the underlying thesis fur-
ther suppott from the study of the legitimacy of palliative illusions or delusions,
1 which we now proceed. I begin with one of James Thurber’s fables. There are
several reasons for using this as a point of departure. In the first place, one
should distinguish berween a {ife that is completely dominated by delusion {or
its essential like) and a life that permits the pursuit of some fuiile actions be-
cause they have point and significant worth. Second, and related to the last point,
it is also impertant to distinguish between someone whe seeks to be invulnerable
1N §0Ine pugnacious and compleie sense and someone who is strongly motivated
by the desire 0 become significantly less vulnerable. There seems to be no
casy way to make this distinction sharper, Nonetheless, it is vitally tmportant to
understand that a wise person does not strive for invulnerability at the price of
becoring a narrow and relatively impoverished human being, In short, even if
it were possible to do so, a wise person does not generally choose to be cnly, or
nearly only. subjectively happy.” Third, the fable hits a mark that is more or less
neglected in most of the literatere. For Thurber suggests that futile actions are
often wise and that objective life circumstances have littte effect on well-being;
whai really counts is the way we feel about things. Finally, underlving the notion
that we should escape from reality and pursue the futile is an implicit and chal-
lenging thesis, “Believe what makes you feel happy-—whether it be true or not,
whether it be delusicn or not—and you will be happy!™ According to this thesis,
mental health and wisdom permit, if not command, the taking of the false as true
or the unreal zs reai if the particular form of self-deception will, in fact, succeed
in generating a dominant and significant sense of subjective weli-being. | will
call this the “happiness through deception™ thesis.
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In “The Moth and the Star,” Thurber writes:

A young ond impressionable moth once set his heart on a certain star. He told his mother about
this 3nd she counseiled him to set his hean on g bridge famp instead. “Stars aren't the thing o
hang sround.” she said; “lamps are the thing to hang around”™ “You don't get anywhere chasing
stars.” But the moth would not heed 1he words of either parznt. Every evening at dusk when the
star came out he would start fying toward it and every moming at dawn he would craw! back
home worn cut with his vain sndeavor. One day his father said 1o him, “You haven't bumed z
wing in months. boy, and it looks te me as if ¥ou wers never going to, AR your brothers have
been badly burned flying arcund street lamps and 21! your sisters have been terribly singed fying
around house lamps. Come on, now, get out of here and get yourseif scorched! A big sirapping
moth like you withour a mark on him!™

The moth laft his father's house, but he would pot fiy around street lamps and he would not
fiy arcund house lamps. He wem right on trying to reach the star, which was four and one-third
light years. or twenty-five trillian miles, awey. The moth thought it was just caught in the top
branches ef an elm. He never did reach the star. but he went right on &ying, night after night, and
when he was a very, very old moth he began (o think that he really had resched the star and he
WML on saying 50. This gave him a deep and lasting pisasure, and he lived to a great old age. His
parents and his brothers and his sisters had all been burned to death when they were quite young.

Maral: Whe fiies afar from the sphere of our sorrow is hefe todmy and here tomotrow,®

Thurber’s message is clear: Deception, especially self-deception, can bring as
its reward a meaningful, happy, and long life. Having a meaningful life signifies
having a minimally adequate sense of purpose and worth largely because one
has impontant goals and believes that they are, or may be, attainable. As such
the moth’s life was meaningful, since he had a central purpose which he held to
be profoundly significant. If being happy signifies, as Thurber suggests, being
deeply and lastingly pleased with one's life, then the moth, indeed, was a very
happy insect. Moreover, he lived longer than the other moths did and, according
10 Thurber, the longevity he achieved was a relatively high-quality one. The
price of self-deception is, therefore, a small one to pay if it results in deep, last-
ing pleasure and living to a great oid age,

So far I have been considering the more obvious benefits of the moth's life:
but it may be considered in another aspect, which may be called in a speciat
sense fundamentally psychological—that is, the moth’s healthy sense of salf-
esteem. From Thurbet's point of view the moth had a high, or at feast no prob-
lemm of low, self-esteern. The most salient reason for this is that he only had one
life goal and he did not engage in other activities such as attempting to provide
food, shelter. and other health protection, activities that might have led to frus-
tration or failure, thereby lowering or damaging his self-esteem. In psychologi-
cal terms, because his life was deliciously simple it could not generate any of the
norma! discrepancies of self.
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This poiat becomes clearer if we shift to a narrower characterization of setf-
esteem, one that is consistent with our earlier and more general formulation.
Suppose we talk about a narrow kind of “self-discrepancy self-esteem,” one im-
ited to the problems of the ideal self, Suppose we also say that it may be defined
as “the net value of worth an individual places on his or her self, where the
closer the perceived self is to the ideal self, the stronger and more positive are
the individual's feelings of seif-worth” In other words, suppose we say that
self-esteem is the degree to which individuals actually like themselves, where its
existence and extent is directly related to the conviction that their actual self js
congruent with their ideal self. Notice that the results of our analysis do not
change. The moth’s belief that it is possibie to reach the star and that with suffi-
cient effort he will be successful bathes and nourishes his sense of self-worth.
His conviction that he has finally reached the star is tantamount to the conviction
that his actual self is perfectly congruent with his ideal self. The bottom line
seems to be that people {or anthropomorphized insects) who like and accept
themselves feel good, not only about themseives but about life in general. This,
in part, explains why we enjoy the fable and tend to empathize with its moral.

Two objections may come 1o mind. The first has evidentialist roots. Eviden-
nalists, at least exweme ones like W. K. Clifford, maintain that deception is
always harmful and that “no cause justifies the suppression of truth.” Thus Clif-
ford writes: “it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything
upon insufficient evidence” He repeatedly reminds us that belizving things that
are not true—no matter how trivial the belief—causes harm.” Evidentialists of
this kind tend to reject the “happiness through deception™ thesis. They believe
that the sole pursuit of affective happiness, the pursuit of just feeling good about
life, inextricably disposes a person to love delusion. They would also remind us
that a sense of well-being that is based upon comforting lies is the most fragile
kind of life satisfaction. For this kind of life satisfaction can be, and typically is,
shattered by truth. No one tells the moth that it is, in fact, impossible to do what
he is trying to do. No one iefls him, when in old age he claims to have reached
the star, that this is a false belief,

There is still another practical reason for not fully deluding oneself. In order
to live one must have sufficient food, shelter, and health care, Contrary to what
Thurber suggests, uniess these external goods are provided by someone, the
fully deluded person is neither here today nor here tomorrow. But this objection
may not be as telling as it appears to be. After all, it may be wiser for some to
escape from reality if there are extenuating circumsiances and if loved ones.
friends. or society will provide for their basic needs.,

A more plausibie objection is one that follows Robert Nozick's line of reason-
ing.” Suppose we could live like the moth, suppose we could take a potent drug
that once taken would forever take us “out of reality” and provide an enduring
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feeling of happiness, or suppose we could be permanently attached to Nozick's
experience machine and live in blissful delight for the rest of our days, Why not
do so? Why shouldn't a rational or wise person not want to bestow this kind of
happiness on him- or herself? Nozick's answer is that these forms of escape are
objectionable because they completely cut us off from actuality. That what we
want and should value, if we were rational, is an actual and significant connec-
tion with reality. The moth's kife, use of the drug, and the experience machine
should be rejected because they do not give us this connection. Another way of
saying this is to say that objective values connected 1o reality, not subjective
feelings, are the true ends of life. That a life so fundamentally disconnected from
the real world is, in a sense, a form of suicide and 2 wasted life.

It follows that almost any rational person wouid reject the moth's life, the
drug, and the experience machine as a model for the good life. I say “almost any
rational person” because an argument raised by Stephen Nathanson shouid be
considered. It is an argument that appeals to compassion and, as such, permits
certain exceptions.™ Since Nathanson's argument s limited to whether or not we
should accept or reject Nozick's experience machine, I here take the liberty of
broadening it.

Nathanson suggests that a person could choose the machine life or in some
other situations the life of the deluded moth without being irrational. In other
words, although reason allows choosing real over simulated or deluded living, it
does not require this choice. According to Nathanson, one way to see this is by
imagining the choice between the blissful {ife attached 1o the machine or pursu-
ing 2 star twenty-five trillion miles away and an actual life of torture and depri-
vation. Even if one felt that a person was losing something of great importance
by accepting the simulation or the delusion, it would certainly not be irrational
to prefer it 10 an actnal life of great pain and suffering. Hence we cannot categor-
ically prorounce actual lives 1o be superior to life simulations or delusions.

What does nor follow from this is that rationality requires an interest in truth
and evidence only to the extent that they further our interests, where our intsrests
are left almost completely open-ended. What does follow is that, when we are
faced with a choice between an actual life of torture and deprivation and a rele-
vant suspension of truth, a sense of humanity and compassion warrants the latter.
Contrary to Nathanson, it is not any human interest that overrides considerations
of truth. Rather it is that no philosophy is really humane, or avoids needless
cruelty, unless it recognizes the inevitability of human suffering, defeat, death,
and destruction and provides some anodyne through wisely cultivated resigna-
tion or some form of escape.”

So far this discussion has been limited to an analysis of a kind of life goal that
is totally consuming in its nature and scope. But there is another category thar
is less encompassing. It has to do with what I will call “partial escapes.” The
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question is whether or not one should pursue activities such as, for example, vor-
ing for the Socialist ticket where it is known that it cannot win. The question
here is whether or not the Axiom of Futility should be reformulated so as to
allow for partial escapes that have significant worth.

As a high school sernior, [ remember reading with fascination Morris Cohen’s
A Dreamer's Journey.” Later, | read his review of John Dewey's Essays fn
Experimental Logic in A Preface to Logic. The lanter added to my growing belief
that there may be a necessary connection between being wise and having com-
passion for the suffering of others. "Does not wisdom,” writes Cohen, “consist in
apportioning time for work and time for play, time to live with others and time o
live with one's self?”

In politics the prime object of Professor Dewey's aversion. ideals divorced from actualities,
weuld perhaps be best embodied in the impossible 2 prior program of the old Socialist Labor
pary, and [ suppose the logical consequence of his views would be a practical program of meform
that would progrsssively improve all the conditions of municipal, state, and national life. But
though the latler course is my own preference as a citizen, i am not sure that it is always the wis-
est course. Whenever [ think of this question the pale face of a socialist tzilor that I once knew
comes o mind. Poysessed of remarkable intetlectual and lirerary pifts, his life was wrecked by
commenplace poverty and hard work. As [ would recall how his deep-set eves would lighten up
and his whole figure be transformed as he expiained that by voting the Sociglis ticket he was
dealing the death-blow to the capitalist system and laying the sure foundation of the beatific
co-operaiive commoenwealth, I wonder wherher a pracrical reform party which might have helped
10 increase his wapes or redece the nsmber of hours, could have so lified his Bfe ot of the
sodden dreuriness through which so many have to bear their burden.

The nature of the benefit for the tailor is difficult 10 describe. Cohen writes
about the deep-set eyes of the tailor lighting up and his whole figure being
transformed. There is often a certain ecstasy in wanting things you know you
can't get. But the experience of the tailor involves more than mere exaltation
and a feeling of rapturous delight. It is transforming. That is, it is an uplifting
and positive kind of transport ecstasy. For want of a better label, T will call it
an epiphany-like iliusion.

[ hesitate to say what exactly follows from this. But there is good reason to
believe the foilowing: If we know an action or goal is futile and also know it has
point and worth, specifically that of significantly enhancing rhe subjective well-
being of the agent without directly injuring the agent or innocent others, then
that action may be a wise one. I call this “the Palliative Rule.” It suggests that
there is something incomplete about a philosophy of life that does nat allow for
positive illusions or delusions when they are not pathological or dangerous but
palliative in nature. It also suggests that Becker’s formulation has to be modified
o read: The Axiom of Futility—that we ought not try to do things that are
known to be impossible—overvides all normative principles, except the Palliative
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Rule. Another way of saying this is to say that there are good reasons for sub-
stituting the Principle of Futility for the Axiom of Futifity. According to the Prin-
ciple of Futility, agents are required not to make direct attempts to do (or be)
something known to be impossible unless they also know that their endeavors
have point and worth, specifically that of significantly enhancing their subjective
well-being without directly injuring the agent or innocent others.

The question of how many other kinds of illusions (or delusions) the palliative
rule would allow to enter into the life of a wise person is a question of psycho-
logical analysis that cannot be explored here, Reasons have been given for the
allowance of two. The first kind allows for complete escapes but only in the
most dire of human circumstances. The second allows for partial escapes but,
like the first, only in those situations where the Palliative Rule zpplies.

One possible criticism of the above analysis is this: We may be told thar by
so modifying the Axiom of Futility, by making it defeasible, we have weaksned
it t0 the point of making it psychologically less effective. That is, by allowing
for loopholes we have eroded the force of the axiom, For if a person believes
he or she can get away with loopholes, he or she will find $0 many that the rule
becomes worthless. On the other hand, if he or she does not believe this, he or
she can hold the line against pursuing futile actions.

My response to this criticism is that it containg a kemnel of truth. George Ains-
tie, in his seminal paper on the nature of conflict in the multiple self, suggests
that of the several precommiting devices that an individual may employ in order
10 protect long-term interests from being dominated by competing short-term
interests. the making of private side rules seems 10 be most effective.” He de-
scribes the common need for indefeasible riles, such as an alcoholic’s need 1o
define the line between forbidden and permissibie drinks. Anslie then concludes
that: “The availability of boundaries which cannot be moved just a little bit is
very important to the long-term interest. Activities fike smoking and drinking
have such a line in an cbvious place, that is, between any indulgence and no
indulgence; but people who eat too much or spend too much money cannot com-
pletely give up these activities, and 5o must find some way to make a single diet,
or budget, stand out from all the others to which they are apt to retreat under
pressure.”™ Given this perspective, it seems obvious tha by making the Axiom
of Futility defeasible, it has been made psycholagically less effective, It may be
iess obvious but, nonetheless significant, to note that this does not mezn that the
new principle is necessarily ineffective. Being less effective is not synonymous
with being ineffective. The important question is, how effective does the prohibi-
tion have to be? Admittedly, in extreme situations like excessive drinking or
eating the adherence (o indefeasible rules may be necessary 1o protect our long-
term health interests. But in these situations the motive for drinking or eating is
5o powerful as to take on at least the force of a craving. We have said that there
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is a natsral inclination to pursue the impossible. But a natural inclination is not
the same as a craving or compulsion.” I think we also might want to add other
caveats. We might, for example, want to distinguish between what an individual
ought not do and what an individual ought not make a habit of doing. It other
wards, it does not seem convincing to say that a tailor voting every four years for
the Seocialist ticket is comparabie to being a drunkard or glutton. The conse-
quences zlso seem to differ. The drunkard is a threat to himself as well as to oth-
ers; unless he is playing the role of a spoiler, the tailor's vote is probably not.

Although an intuitive case has been made for the Principle of Futility being a
constraint for the wise, it stii! may not be sufficiently clear why it is better than
Becker's formulation. Granting that it is wise to have a behavioral constraint like
Becker’s Axiom of Futility, why is 1t wiser to adopt the Principle of Futility?

We are as yet far from being able to provide a compiete answer to this ques-
tion and even further from demonstrating, in any strict sense, that it is wiser to
allow elements of compassion to enter into a theory of wisdom, especiaily at this
rudimentary level. Having said this, we may proceed to explicate what hitherto
has been only alluded to. What seems to be required is a combination of several
arguments. The first involves an appeal to the normative relevancy of needs. The
claim is not that every de facto need creates an obligation. Rather it is that a
need makes itself imperative 1o the extent to which it coheres with, and is em-
bedded in, the notion of what constitutes the ends of life. Often there is a need
for relief from the greai burdens of life. Often its satisfaction does not involve
injury te others and benefits its recipient. Because of this, allowing for its satis-
faction seems to be the humane and compassionate thing to do,

Wisdom, it has been maintained, is knowledge abouwt, and an understanding
of, what is best to be done in the important circumstances of life, in order to
arrive at our main end-in-view, well-being and happiness. The goal is not 1o
strive for an unattainable kind of perfect wisdom. Rather it is to become as wise
as one can in order 1o increase the probability of coming as close as possible 1o
living the “richest™ life. In other words, the goal of a wise person is not to focus
upon what is merely 2 good life, but to focus upon what is the best of possible
actual lives. The goal is to arrive at some rich combination of objective and sub-
Jective well-being. An individual life that has achieved reasonable success at sat-
isfying basic needs and other vital interests is a very good one. But a life in
which one also appreciates that success and, thereby, feels good about one's life
IS a better one. Arguably, a life that combines objective success with subjective
appreciation 15 better than a life that does not. But feeling good need not be
directly correlated with objective success. It can, and often does, stand alone as
a g2ood in its own right. Another premise may be necessary. If there is an ulti-
mate interest and value in feeling good, this interest camries over, perhaps even
entails. an immediate interest in the same vaive, More 1o the point: If the having
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of a long-range interest in feeling good about one’s life creates a special claim
on us, then the immediacy of the need for relief from the burdens of life often
creates a similar claim.

But this discussion of the relevancy of needs and long-range interests rnay
obscure the more fundamental intuition and argument. The intuition is that allow-
ing for the Palliative Rule is the humane and compassionate, the decent, thing
to do. The argument is that the Patliative Rule is authorized, if not mandated, by
the duty of charity and beneficence. We are not required to do good to every sin-
gle person since that is impossible; but each one of us is bound generally to share
with those who are considerably less fortunate than ourselves and to do good in
some particular cases; for charity binds us 1o relieve at jeast the fortuitous distress
or suffering of others when we can do so without great inconvenience.

V SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The core of our self-reguiation theory is constituted by commitment to the
following beliefs and propositions: Wisdom is a deep understanding of how to
live well. At its best, it combines 2 capacious understanding of things and
problem-solving skills with a life of excellence, with a life that is truly worth
living. It merits our esteemn and emotional comumitment because, if anything is
supremely lovable, it is knowledge of our true interest; it is knowledge about,
and an understanding of, what is best to be done in the important circumstances
of human life, in order to arrive at our main end-in-view, well-being and happi-
ness. In order to live well one has to not only have a vast amount of information
about important things but has to understand, in a sense, what one does not
know and the limits of salf-—what one morally can and physically cannot do.
The Axiom of Futility—Becker's claim that we ought not to try to do things that
are known to be impossible, which overrides all other normative principles—is
just one part of the complex understanding of the nature of these limits. Unlike
Becker, we do not claim that the principle of futility is an axiom. Our justifica-
tion is teleological or instrumental in nature. One part of it involves the recogni-
tion of different possible selves and the nature of the conflicts that may exist
within a multiple self, When. for example, we “choose” ideal or ought selves
that are impossible to achieve, we tend to invite unnecessary failure and suffer-
ing. Another part of this justification involves 3 discussion of the nature of
self-esteern and a recognition of the sinister role that low self-esteem tends to
play. Not every frustration or failure results in a significant loss or lowering of
self-esteem. But many do. The habituation of failure, especially the feeling that
one has “the reverse Midas Touch,” ofien leads to despair, the horrible feeling
that life is empty and vain. Therefore a wise person is strongly disposed to avoid
the causes of low self-esteem. Our analysis of James Thurber's fable suggests
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that, while complete escapes are sometimes justified, a wise person generally -
does not strive for invulnerability at the price of becoming 2 narrow and refa-
tively impoverished human being. Qur analysis of the Morris Cohen story sug-
gests that epiphany-like illusions are ofien wise, The genera! arsument advanced
1n the last section of this paper may leave much to be desired. But it does explain
why one might be rationally disposed to substitute the Principie of Futility for
the Axiom of Futility. The Principle of Futility reads that agents are required not
1o make direct attempts to do {or be) something known to be impossible unless
they know that the endeavor in question has point and worth, specifically that of
significantly enhancing their subjective well-being without directly injuring the
agent or innocent others.

Emeritus Professor of Philosophy
Stare Universitv of New York, College ar Fredonia
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I 'wish ta thank Jonathan Adler, Lawrence C. Becker. Ravmond Belliotti, Siefan Bawmrin, Wil
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indebted 1o Robert Hoffman.

I. 8. G. Holliday and M. 1. Chandler, Wisdom:- Explorations in Aduls Competence (Basil: Kager,
19B6), 86. For an interesting survey of Eastern and Western traditiens of wisdom and a descrip-
tian of the reselts of an empincal investigation of how wisdem is perceived, see Vivian P Clay-
ton and James E. Birren, “The Development of Wisdom across the Life Span: A Resxamination
of an Ancient Topic.” in Life-Span Development and Behavior, ed. Paul B. Bates and Orville 6.
Brim. Jr. (New York: Academic Press, 198(), 103-35.

2 The locus classicus of recent self-regulation theory is Charles 8. Carver and Michael F Scheier,
On the Self-Regulation of Behavior (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). Self-
discrepancy theory 15 a logical part of regulation theory. Although ir is not a homogencous body,
sel-discrepancy theary is particularly intriguing because it provides a conceptual basis and moti-
vational explanation for differentiating dysphoria and anxiety from feelings of fear by positing
respectively different selves such as vhe ideal self, the ought self, and the feared self. For example,
research by Higgins and his colleagues has confirmed that people whose lives are dominated by
different selves are motivated and act differently and, therefore, tend to dive different lives. See
E. Tory Higgins, “Self-Discrepancy: A Theory Relating Self and Affect Psychological Review
%4 (1987): 31940, and E. Tory Higgins, C. ). R. Reney, E. Crowe, and C. Hymes, “Idzal Versus
Ought Predilectiens for Approach and Avoidance: Distinct Seif-Regulatory Systems,” Joumal of
Personaliry and Social Psvehology 66 (1994): 276-86. For a fascinating study that sugpests that
fear and feared selves have an overall preemptive role, s Charles S. Carver, John W. Lawrence,
and Michagl F. Scheier, “Self-Discrepancies and Affects: Incorporating the Role of Feared
Selves.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 15 (£999): 783-92, Although their positions
differ in some respects, I have drawn heavily from the writings of Higgins and Carver for my
explanation of the salient features of self-estzem.

3 Lawrence C. Becker, A New Stoicism (Princrion, NJI; Princeton University Press, 1998), 42,
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4 ftid., 44, It is templing to say that what is involved here are two different principles. The fimst is
that we aught not to try to do things that are known o be impossible; the second is that the former
principiz overrides all other normative principles and statements. Of course we can combine the
two and call the compiex proposition the “"Preemptive Principle,” Although this move adds an ele-
ment of clarity. it may be redundant in thar, when Becker uses “ought not” in this formalation, it
Appears 10 signify the strongest kind of presmplive “ought not.” Amempting 10 do the impossible
IS a case in point, Attampling to do something that ane knows to be impassible is dork inadvisable
and prohibited by the very logic of what it means to be an agent. Hence we ought not try to do
things that are known to be impassible and we are required by the very logic of what it means to
be an agent not (0 make direct atternpts to do (or be) something that is logically, theoretically, or
practicaily impassible. Once this is understood we can use, hopefully without emror, the phrase
“Axiom of Futility™ and the cognates “precept,” “principle,” “proposition.” etg., interchangeably,

It also may be felpfui ko note here the similaritics berween Becker's formulation and Carver and
Scheier's claim that knowing when to disengage is a normal part of self-regulation and that "“when
a goal is tnely unautainable, you shoubd et it £0.” [Carver and Scheier, On the Self-Regulation of
Behavier, 728). For a wseful discussion of the complex theoretical 2nd practical Esychological
problems of disengagement, see Carver and Scheier, On the Salf-Regulation of Behavior, especially
chaplers 10, 11, 12, 13; Charles 5. Carver and Michae! F Scheict, Perspectives on Prrsonatiry, dth
ed. fBoston: Allyn and Bacon, 2000), 47172, 483--83, 489-90; and Charies §. Carver and Michael
F. Schaier, “Three Human Strengths,” in A Prvekology of Human Strengths: Perspectives or an
Emerging Field, ed L. 3. Aspimwall and U7 M. Staudinger (Washington, DC: American Psycho-
logscal Association, forthcoming).

5 Suffice it here 10 say that, if the Preempitive Principle holds, it seems to foliow that one shouid
nol desire Of want something known to be impossible. Nicholas Rescher, in Erhical fdealism: An
Inguiry inta the Nature and Function of ideals (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987),
argues otherwise. He claims, first, that there is always something unrealistic and ynachievable
about ideals; second, that unattainable ideals, chimerical though they seemn, are impoftant be-
cause of their capacity 10 turn thought and action in beneficial directions. Thus he writes: “To be
Sure, an ideal is not a goal we can expect 4o attain, But it serves [0 set A direction in which we can
strive, Idezis are jrrealities, bt they are irealities that condition the nature of the real through
their influence on human thought and action” {133). One difficulty with this snalysis is that it
Appears 1o rest upon ambiguous usage. Rescher uses the terms “sometimes unrealistic” and
“irreality.” Presumsbly they are iuxtaposed to “unreatistic” and “unreality.” I heve no objection 1o
holding ideals that are unrealisies in the sense that the goal in question canmot presently or in the
near future be achieved. But if the ideal is koown (o be impassible in the sense of never being
attainable, and it has no other ameliorating point, then why is it rational 1o pursue it? [n other
words, there seems o be an ambiguity betwesn purtuing futile actioas and pursuing completely
infeasible ideals. as well as ap ambiguity between 2n ideal being completely infeasible, being
feasibie in some fimized way, and being fully feasible.

Of course, Rescher does say that "no one is insisting that we are obligated (practically or pry-
denily) to achieve unagainable gaals but only that their adoption and cullivation can make good
pragtical sense™ (25). But this does not make his argument any mofre convincing, since he insists
that we should not lower our sights when faced with unatainabilivy. For exampie, suppose some-
nE Proposcs an unattzinable altruism, say an altruism that directs us o eahance and contribyte
10 the welfare of each and every human being. Suppess. for the sake of arpument, we grant that
this is impossible to do. Shonid we not lower our sights? Not according 10 Rescher, He seems 1o
believe that the pursuit of this ead will, nonetheless, produce some alruistic benefit and thay it is
betier to aim at a greater than a lesser target. The {auer move adds another premise, a premise
abeut how high one should zim, “To attain the limits of the possibilities n our powers and

90



11

WISDOM AND FUTILITY

potentialities,” writes Rescher, “we musi aim beyond them™ (128. emphasis added). The nation
that optimal results are only attained by trying [or 0o much may be widely believed. but iv is far
from self-evident.
One of the oldest, and perhaps the best, expressions of the stance thar ought to be taken is Lao
Tauw's statement. Lao Tzu writes:

“To know when one does not krow is best.

To think one knows when ones does not know is a dire disease.

Coly he who recognizes this discase as a disease

Can cure himself of the discase’”

The Sege’s way of curing disease

Also consists in making people recogmze their disesses ay diseases and thus

ceasing 1o be diseased.
Arthur Waley, The Way and fts Power: A Study of the Tao Te Ching and lts Place in Chinese
Thought (New York: Grove Weiderfeld, 1958), chaprer 71, 231,
G. P. Henderson, “*Qught’ Implies "Can'.” Philosophy XLI: 156 (1966): 101-12.
Momis R. Cohen, Reason and Noeture (New York: Harcoun. Brace, 1931), 439
Epictews, The Enchiridion, X1X, trans. Thomas W. Higginson (Indianapolis and New York:
Bobby-Merrill, 1955}, 23. The emphasis is my own
Perhaps the greatest challenge 1o Epictetus’ approach is the problem of whether or not ordinary
people, or for that matier anyone, can become a Stoic sage. Bizame as it appears to be. the chal-
lenge is whether or not such a theory is self-refuting, that is, whethar or not most individuals m
Urying to become wise are, in fact, attemnpting to do what we know cannot be done. By aiming
tower then most of the ancients did, by being content to conceive of wisdom, not as a nearly pet-
fect kind of understanding, but as a kind of high multidimensionai inteliigence, § hope to avoid
this rather serinus objection. '
! vwe the struclure of the later formuelation 10 Benjamin Franklin, See The Fapers af Benjamin
Franddin, vol. 2, ed. L. W. Largbee (Mew Haven: Yale Univessity Press, 1960), 13E. Saying that
the main end-in-view is well-being and happiness is. in part, 2 way of distinguishing between
what is often called “objective and subjsciive well-being.™ It is a simpler, hopefuily more clegant,
way of saying that there is a kind of good life that involves the combination of external and inter-
ral requisites, the combination of cenain objective conditions (such as having food, shehoer,
health, etc.) with subjsctive conditions (such as having a sense of well-being or fecling good
aboul one's life), and that such a lif¢ is generally better than a iife in which one has achieved rea-
sonable objective success but fails to appreciate that success. Saying that wisdom, in part. means
rationally managing or organizing our activities so as to achieve a maximum of attainable ends or
goods of life is nol tantamount 10 saying that we should be unduly absarbed in ends or purposes.
For when we are so absorbed and only {or essentially) live in the future, we fail 1o tasie moch of
what life 13 abour, namely, the precious present.
E. Tory Hipgins, “The *Self-Digest”: Self-Knowiedge Serving Seif-Regulatory Functions,” Jowr-
ned of Personaliny and Social Psychology T1 (1996): 107374, Although § am also indebied to
Higgins for ke notion that seif-esteemn is more like a thermometer than a stable personality rait,
1 do not share his general skepticism about the value of this concept.
fhid. Higgins provides us with one of the most perceptive analyses of the concept of self-esteem.
Among other things, he maintains that the nzature of self-esteem is far more complex than herew-
fore has been suggested in the literaure. My limited explanation, especially my focus upon the
idesl self and the ought s&if, is not meant 1o deny this. Noc is it 1o suggest the seff-feelings in this
world depend entirely on what we back ourselves 1o be and do, as some interpretations of Sto-
icism suggest. Rather it is to more closely align this discussion with a discussion of the Axiom of
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Futiliry and suggest that, when we “choose” ideal or ought selves that are impossible to achieve,
then other things being squal, we invile unaecessary failure and suffering.

14 Carver, Lawrence. and Scheier, “5elf-Discrepancies and Affects,” 783,

L5 Joid,

16 Sclf-discrepancy theory is at least as old as Stotcism. But William Jemes seems to have mly
influenced its introduction 15 modern psychotogy and philosophy. According to James, the ""‘““_'“
of Self-Esteem is founded on tre notion that “with no sttemps there can be no failure; with no fu.[-
ure no humiliation, o sense of self-worthicasness,” and that this propositicn represents the Stoic
doctrine that self-feeling of worth is determined by the ratio of our actun! success 1o our preten-
sians, where success is the oumerator and pretensions the denominator. Thus,

Success
Scif-Esterm = Pm_—-nm
James observes dhat “such s fraction may be increased as well by diminishing the dencmingtor as
by increasing the numerator.” That “io give up pretensions is as blessed a relisf as to gex them
gratified; and where disappointment is incessant and the struggie unending, this is what men wilt
always do,” [William James, The Principles of Prychology, vol. 1 (Cambridge: Harvard £iniver-
sity Press, 1981}, 296-97.) Although James goes ok to criticize the Swics for advocating too
narrow and unsympathetic a kind of ideal personality, he seems to unabashedly share their belief
that “our self-fecling is in our power™

17 For a summary of the research iiterature on sell-csteem, see David G. Myers, The Purswit of
Heppiness (New York: William Marrow, 1992), especially 10813,

18 Probably ths most influsntia! philcsophical advocate of the idea thu selif-esteem is & primary
good is fobn Rawis. Although Rawls holds the terms self-esteem and self-respect to be inter-
changeable. he prefers 1o use the taiter. His explanavion of why it is clear chat self-respect is a pri-
mary good is especially illuminating: “Withaut it nothing may seem worth doing, or if some
things have values for us. we lack the will to strive for them_ All desire and sctivity become
empty and vair, and we sink into apathy and cynicism. Therefore parties in the original position
wouid wish to avoid at almost any cosr the social conditions that undermioe seif-respect.”
[Rawis, A4 Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), section 67, 440,

% Quored from Sir Thomas Buxton by Mack Douglas, How 1o Make q Habit of Succeeding (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan Press, 1966), 20. Buxion suggests that {f somerhing can be done, then
invingible determination is a large part of the secret of saccess. But in the discussion thar follows
Dougias tends 1o negiect this constraint. Giving up is considered an anathema and jts opposite,
perseverance, is exalted. While this may be a misuse of the Buxton quodation, it is congistent
with popular success literature, a litstature that typically venerstes the ability to persevere.

20 Rescher, Erhical Idealism,

2! Becker, A New Stoicism, 16.

iZ Bertrand Russell, The Problems af Phllosophy (1912; London: Oxford University Press, 1952), 76.

2} Becker, A New Swoicism, 47.

4 ibid , 44-46.

25 Isay that & wise persan would not generaily choose 10 be oniy, of nearly only, subjectively happy |
because there are sicuations where an individual's life may be so blighted by the infirmives of
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