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Abstract
A common assumption is that psychological egoism, the view that a person can do an act
only if she believes that the act is in her interest, combined with ought-implies-can, the view
that a person morally ought to do an act only if she can do it, entails the view – call it OIB –
that a person morally ought to do an act only if she believes that the act is in her interest. I
argue that psychological egoism and ought-implies-can, interpreted fairly, use “can” in dif-
ferent ways; consequently, they do not entail OIB. They entail something similar to OIB, but
not OIB itself. From these facts several significant results follow, each concerning arguments
or assumptions about psychological, ethical, or rational egoism. For instance, they under-
mine the view that psychological egoism rules out those other two forms of egoism.
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1.

Philosophers often critically discuss whether psychological egoism (PE) and
ought-implies-can (OIC), suitably combined with plausible further premises, support
ethical egoism, the view that everyone morally ought always to do what best serves
her own interest.1 These discussions nearly always include an assumption, variously
worded or left implicit, the gist of which is this: PE, combined with OIC, entails OIB
(below), a possible stepping-stone to ethical egoism.

PE. The ultimate motive of every (voluntary human) act is self-interest, meaning,
in part, that a person can do an act only if she believes that the act is (to some
extent, in some way) in her interest.2

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unre-
stricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

1Examples: Taylor (1975: 34–45); McConnell (1978); Cornman, Lehrer, and Pappas (1992: 303–6);
Rosen (1993: 70–74); Sobel (1996: 25); Double (1999: 148–50); Almeder (2000: 28–34); Luper (2002:
104–8); Suikkanen (2015: 57–61); Pojman and Fieser (2017: 83); Lawhead (2019: 452–56); Tilley (2023);
Vaughn (2024: 87–88).

2Three remarks: First, PE does not claim that the belief to which it refers is rational, explicit, or occur-
rent. Second, some might substitute the phrase “to a non-negligible extent” for the phrase “to some extent.”
This is unobjectionable; what is not so is a substitution that would make PE assert or imply that a person
can do an act only if she sees the act as in her best interest. This would make PE a straw man (Kavka 1986:
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OIC. A person morally ought to do an act (she is morally obligated to do it) only if
she can do it.3

OIB. A person morally ought to do an act only if she believes that the act is in her
interest.4

In this paper I argue that PE and OIC, interpreted fairly, use “can” in different ways, a
result of which, discussed in section 2, is that those theses do not entail OIB.5 They entail
something similar to OIB, but not OIB itself. From these facts further significant results
follow, discussed in section 3. They challenge familiar arguments or assumptions about
ethical and psychological egoism, and at least two of them pertain also to rational egoism,
the view that everyone rationally ought always to do what best serves her own interest.

2.

Suppose that according to the evidence available to a person – to Tai, say – act A is
clearly in his interest. However, owing solely to careless error or inattention, easily
avoidable and still easily correctable, Tai lacks the belief that A is in his interest.
With the possible exception of that belief (and its inevitable accompaniments, if
any), Tai has everything he needs in the way of beliefs, desires, psychological traits,
and so forth to choose to do A. Also, nothing else prevents Tai either from choosing
to do A or from successfully carrying out that choice.

Given that Tai lacks the belief that A is in his interest, PE implies that Tai cannot do
A. Many philosophers, I suspect, will object to this implication. They will do so even if
they assume (perhaps arguendo, perhaps not) that a belief that A is in one’s interest is
causally required for an intention to do A. They will contend that even on that assump-
tion, Tai can do A – and not just in an odd sense of “can.” Tai, they will say, has the

38–39). Third, psychological egoism is often formulated with reference, not to beliefs, but to ultimate
(or intrinsic) desires. It is then the theory, roughly, that every ultimate desire is egoistic in some way
(e.g., Österberg 1988: 2–3). However, no philosophers think that that theory – call it PE* – entails OIB
when combined with OIC – unless, of course, they also think (as most do) that PE* implicitly includes
PE or a close variant of PE. But then the main points I defend about PE apply, mutatis mutandis, to
PE*. I thus ignore PE* in this paper.

3Some philosophers distinguish between an objective and a subjective “ought” – that is, between
(roughly) an “ought” determined by the objective facts of the agent’s situation, and an “ought” determined
by the agent’s beliefs and evidence (which may fail to reflect the objective facts). Discussions of OIC,
including those related to possible support (via PE) for ethical egoism, generally treat “ought” in OIC
the way it is normally treated in ethical egoism: as objective. I follow suit in this paper, for I want my dis-
cussion to be relevant to the wider literature. Also, arguably, charity requires that we read “ought” object-
ively in OIC. For perhaps my beliefs and evidence are such that I subjectively ought to drive my neighbors
to the doctor; however, an objective fact, unreflected in my beliefs and evidence, is that I have no ability or
opportunity to drive them there. Such cases seem to show that OIC, taken (as it should be) to use “can”
robustly, is false if its “ought” is subjective. See Kahn (2019: 12); King (2019: 4); and especially Graham
(2011: 340–41). For discussion see Graham (ibid.) and Andrić (2021: chapter 7).

4We can think of this thesis as ought-implies-belief, but keep in mind that the belief in question is not,
say, that one can (or ought to) do the act, but that the act is in one’s interest.

5With one exception, the sources in note 1 contain no hint that possibly, the sense of “can” in PE differs
from that in OIC. The exception is Tilley (2023: 19), who says that “to be charitable” (to the view that PE
and OIC support ethical egoism) and “to follow a precedent … in the literature,” he assumes that PE and
OIC use “can” in the same sense. A similar assumption is in Tilley (2022: 120 note 9).

2 John J. Tilley

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820825000019 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820825000019


power, the ability, to do A; the only thing holding him up is a momentary, avoidable,
easily correctable lapse or error. It is thus implausible to say that he cannot do A.

Whether conclusive or not, this objection is too plausible to be brushed off. A truly
charitable reading of PE will forestall it. On that reading, PE uses “can” in a particular
sense. (At least, let us charitably assume a sense of “can” of the sort in question.) Using
that sense, to say that a person can do an act is to say, at least in part, that he has all the
psychological states which, owing to human nature, are causally required for an inten-
tion to do the act. A key point of PE is that those states include the agent’s belief that the
act is in his interest. Tai lacks that belief about A; thus, if PE is true, then even if Tai can
do A in some sense, PE’s implication that Tai cannot do A is true. For its meaning is
that A is not an act Tai can do in the sense of “can” in PE.

Let us use “canP” for the sense of “can” just described. PE, properly understood,
asserts that a person canP do an act, and thus has every psychological state required
for an intention to do it, only if his psychological states include a belief that the act
is in his interest.

Now, how should we read “can” in OIC? To read it as “canP” is to invite an objection,
namely, that on such a reading OIC is too permissive. It is too permissive in that it
implies, implausibly, that a person might have no moral requirement to do an act –
to heed the traffic lights on a busy highway, say6 – owing solely to an easily avoidable,
easily correctable lapse of attention. For that is all it takes, sometimes, to lack one of the
beliefs required for an intention to do the act (e.g., to brake for the lights, or to slow
down). The general point is that moral requirements have a firmer hold on us than
OIC would imply if OIC used “can” to mean “canP.”

A possible response to this objection is this: No, it is not implausible that in that
moment of easily avoidable, easily correctable inattention, during which the driver
cannotP heed the traffic lights (i.e., in which it is false that he canP heed them), he
has no moral requirement to heed the lights. He indeed has no such requirement.
What he does have, and what can mislead us here, is a moral requirement to avoid,
when possible, losing attention while driving on busy highways.

The objectors to whom this response is addressed will likely reject it, replying thus:
We often have easily avoidable, easily correctable lapses of attention that are morally
innocent. Why, then, are we morally required to avoid such lapses while driving on
busy highways? The best answer is that, first, we have further, more basic moral require-
ments related to such driving, such as the requirements to avoid excessive speed, to stay
in our own lane, and to heed the traffic lights. Second, those requirements remain in
place during our lapse of attention, during which we cannotP heed the lights.
(Perhaps they would not remain in place if to say that a person cannotP do an act
implied that there is no robust sense of “can” in which the person can do the act.
But it does not imply that.) That lapse, in other words, does not release us from
those other moral requirements; rather, our obligation to avoid the lapse derives, at
least partly, from those other requirements. An upshot is that if OIC is true, it does
not use “can” to mean “canP.”

The objectors’ reply is plausible; so too is their original objection. Indeed, that objec-
tion, like the earlier objection to PE, is too plausible to be brushed off. A truly charitable
reading of OIC will forestall it. Note that as OIC is generally, and plausibly, understood,
its sense of “can” is such that, using that sense, to say that a person can do an act is not
merely to say that his performance of the act is possible in a minimal way – for instance,

6Note the word “busy.” I assume conditions in which a failure to heed the lights endangers many people.
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that it is logically or metaphysically possible. It is to say that he can do the act in a
robust sense of “can,” a sense implying that the act is somehow within his power,
that the act available to him, an option for him.7 However, in light of the above objec-
tion, we should not read “available,” “option,” and the like so that an act is available to a
person only if he canP do it – that is, only if he presently has every belief (desire, etc.)
required for an intention to do it. Perhaps, as in Tai’s case, one of those beliefs is easily
attainable but not quite in place.

In sum, to be charitable to OIC we should read “can” in that thesis such that, to say
that a person can do an act is to say that the act is among his options, his alternatives, his
available acts, though not necessarily an act he canP do. Let us use “canO” for this sense.

So as I read OIC, it says that a person morally ought to do an act only if he canO do it.
Let me say three things about this reading.

First, as already evident, “canO” does not imply “canP.” More fully, the claim that Tai
canO do an act does not imply that he canP do it.

Second, not only do I stand by my reading of OIC, but even aside from that fact, I
consider my results significant. For I suspect that a great many philosophers accept my
reading, at least tacitly. This is partly because my reading carries only a little informa-
tion about the referents of “available acts” (mainly, that the agent can do them in a
robust sense of “can,” though not necessarily in the sense denoted by “canP”); thus, it
accommodates a variety of views about the nature of those referents and about the
exact meaning of OIC.

Finally, for PE and OIC to entail OIB, OIC must imply that a person morally ought
to do an act only if he can do it, where “can” here means the same as it does in PE.
However, OIC implies this only if its sense of “can,” “canO,” implies “canP,” the sense
of “can” in PE. Thus, since “canO” does not imply “canP,” PE and OIC do not entail OIB.

They do, however, entail something similar to OIB. This is largely because, as I will
show presently, PE, the view that a person canP do an act only if he sees the act as in his
interest, implies the thesis below. (Either that, or it implies something similar enough to
that thesis that for my purposes, the thesis below will do.) I call it “IPE,” for “implica-
tion of PE.”

IPE. A person canO do an act only if either he believes that the act is in his interest
or, given his situation, he would be reasonable to do so – meaning (perhaps sti-
pulatively) that the belief that the act is in his interest is accessible to him through
cogent reasoning, alertness to relevant facts, or those two things combined.8

7The plausible idea here is that OIC, if true, releases us from a great many moral obligations, meaning
that OIC is (at least partly) the reason why we lack them. However, unless “can” has a robust meaning in
OIC – for instance, if it denotes only logical possibility – OIC cannot release us from many obligations.
(This is not to say that we have the obligations; merely that OIC does not explain why we lack them.)
For useful discussion see King (2019: 9–14).

8Three remarks: First, to cover some highly imaginary cases, let us read “reasonable to do so” to mean
“reasonable to form that belief or form another belief that would start a (perhaps non-rational) process
leading him to believe that the act is in his interest.” Second, I assume that we cannot sincerely have
one of the beliefs just mentioned simply by deciding to have it. However, were I to drop that assumption
and revise IPE accordingly (to ensure that it follows from PE), my main results would go unaffected. Third,
perhaps, so that psychological egoism and OIC use “can” the same way, we should define psychological
egoism not as PE, but as IPE. This, however, would merely produce an odd understanding of psychological
egoism; it would not affect my main results. For example, it would not falsify my claim, soon to be made,
that psychological egoism and OIC entail OIB* rather than OIB.

4 John J. Tilley
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My claim is not that this thesis is true, but simply that PE implies it. My reason for this
claim is this: To deny IPE is basically to say that sometimes, an act is available to a person,
an option for him, even though, first, he lacks a belief that the act is in his interest, and
second, no cogent reasoning and alertness to relevant facts could lead him to form that
belief. This, it seems, is just a way of asserting, contrary to PE, that a belief on the person’s
part that the act is in his interest is not required for his intention to do the act.9 In short, it
seems that to deny IPE is to deny PE – or put differently, that PE implies IPE.

The conjunction of IPE with OIC entails the thesis below. Thus, the conjunction of
PE with OIC does so as well.

OIB*. A person morally ought to do an act only if either he believes that the act is
in his interest or, given his situation, he would be reasonable to do so.

To sum up thus far: Charity requires that we read “can” as “canP” in PE; as “canO” in
OIC. Also, the claim that Tai canO do an act does not imply that he canP do it – in
short, “canO” does not imply “canP.” A result is that contrary to a common assumption,
PE and OIC do not entail OIB. They do, however, entail OIB*.

3.

The results of the preceding sections lead to at least five further results, each relevant to
our thinking about ethical, psychological, or rational egoism. The final three are per-
haps the most significant, but all five deserve mention.

First, to recall section 1, the question whether psychological egoism and ought-
implies-can support ethical egoism receives frequent discussion, especially in ethics
texts. Important in those discussions is the assumption that psychological egoism
and ought-implies-can entail OIB. Hence, typically, such discussions pursue a red her-
ring: the issue of how to supplement OIB so that it might (if true) support ethical ego-
ism. The proper issue is how to supplement OIB* so that it might do that. (Is
supplementing OIB* this way more challenging than doing so for OIB? I will attempt
no answer to that question here – an adequate one would take us far afield. My point for
now is that we cannot answer the question by pursuing the wrong issue.)

Second, a prevalent view is that psychological egoism clashes sharply with the con-
tent of morality, the word “morality”meaning either morality as ordinarily conceived or
the prescriptions, in the real world, of the most common normative moral theories.10

(A variation of this view is that psychological egoism severely limits what can serve
as a plausible moral standard.)11 For if, as many think, OIC is true, and if PE and
OIC imply OIB, then to grant psychological egoism is to imply that a great many
acts that morality seems to require are not truly obligatory. They are not obligatory
because the relevant agents do not see them as in their interest. Perhaps the agents
are mistaken, or even irrational, in not seeing the acts this way, but that does not affect
the point.

However, given that PE and OIC imply OIB* rather than OIB, then even with OIC
granted, the clash between psychological egoism and morality is perhaps not so severe.
Arguably, it is not severe enough either to be a powerful challenge to psychological

9A glance at the first two comments in note 8 may be useful here.
10See, e.g., Broad (1971: 261); Slote (2005: 630); Driver (2012: 13); Hinman (2013: 96); Burgess-Jackson

(2017: 449); Shafer-Landau (2018: 95, 105).
11Cornman, Lehrer, and Pappas (1992: 303); Palmer (2005: 38).

Utilitas 5

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820825000019 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820825000019


egoism or, if psychological egoism is true, to necessitate revisions to morality that make
it unrecognizable. For even if many of the acts that morality prescribes are not seen by
the agents to be in their interest, it may be that for many of those acts, the human situ-
ation, as well as our own particular situation, is such that most of us would be reason-
able to believe that the acts are in our interest. This is especially true if we take a broad
view of what it is to be in our interest.12

Third, a frequent claim (implication, or suggestion) is that psychological egoism, far
from supporting ethical egoism, rules out ethical egoism.13 However, the usual argu-
ments for this claim, which are closely alike, run afoul of the distinction between
“canO” and “canP.”

The following argument is representative: Ethical egoism, treated as a guide to life,
entails that when acting, we morally ought to limit ourselves to acts that we see as in our
interest. It thus implies that we can do otherwise than limit ourselves that way – that is,
that we can do acts that we do not see as in our interest. This is because the claim that
we morally ought to do X implies that we can do otherwise than X. If we cannot do
otherwise than X, it is silly to say that we ought to do X. Thus, ethical egoism, treated
as a guide to life, implies something – that we can do acts that we do not see as in our
interest – that conflicts with psychological egoism.

This argument is open to multiple objections, but I will present just one. But first let
me repeat that the argument is representative. It admits of various wordings, at least one
of which – the substitution of “presupposes” for each instance of “implies” – affects its
meaning slightly.14 However, none of these rewordings materially affects my objection
to the argument. Each necessitates, if anything, only minor changes.

My objection to the argument is this: Its key premise is that an implication holds
between “We morally ought to do X” and “We can do otherwise than X.” However,
this premise is plausible only if the sense of “can” it employs – the sense of “can” in
“We can do otherwise than X” – does not imply “canP.”

15 In fact, the premise is plaus-
ible only if the sense of “can” it employs is “canO.” Note that this key premise is a sibling
of OIC, namely, ought-implies-can-do-otherwise. Also, it is implausible to think that in
this sibling, “can” has a different sense than it has in OIC, in which “can”means “canO.”
Thus, to the extent that the argument is correct in saying that ethical egoism implies, via
its key premise, that we can do otherwise than limit ourselves to acts that we see as in

12Regarding such a broad view, and its relevance to reconciling morality with self-interest, Brink (1997)
is illuminating.

13Examples: Nielsen (1958: 502); Garner and Rosen (1967: 49); McConnell (1978: 45–47); Johnson
(1981: 177–78); Blocker (1986: 126–27); Österberg (1988: 212); Nielsen (1989: 146); Kohn (1990: 212);
Facione, Scherer, and Attig (1991: 94); Hospers (1996: 55–56); Curzer (1999: 69); Almeder (2000:
33–34); Hall (2000: 47–48); Luper (2002: 105); Nobis (2020: note 1); and Soifer and others (2020: xi).
Often, this claim arises, implicitly or explicitly, in the course of making another common claim from
which it is not always clearly distinguished: that if psychological egoism is true, we are already, of necessity,
doing what ethical egoism demands; thus, ethical egoism is pointless or superfluous. This claim is false
given charitable formulations of psychological and ethical egoism (Taylor 1975: 34–36; McConnell 1978:
42). The prevalence of these two claims may owe something to Henry Sidgwick (1907: 41, especially
lines 25–31), who seems to hold one or the other of them.

14See, e.g., Hall (2000: 48).
15This is true for the reason to be stated presently in the text; also for a reason that recalls section 2: If the

premise uses “can” in a sense that implies “canP,” then it implies, implausibly, that the claim, “Tai morally
ought to do X” can become false simply through inattention of the kind I described in section 2. For that is
all it takes, sometimes, to falsify the implication, “Tai canP do otherwise than X.”
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our interest – that is, that we can do acts that we do not see as in our interest – the word
“can” in that implication means “canO.”

But then the implication does not conflict with psychological egoism, contrary to the
argument’s conclusion. Psychological egoism explicitly asserts that we canP do an act
only if we see it as in our interest, and implicitly asserts (via IPE) that we canO do
an act only if we either see it as in our interest or would be reasonable to do so.
Neither of these assertions conflicts with the implication that we canO do acts that
we do not see as in our interest.

My fourth result concerns another tempting defense of the claim that psychological
egoism rules out ethical egoism.16 We can state that defense thus:

1. Assumed premise: psychological egoism is true, and hence a person – call her
Pia – can do an act only if she sees that act as in her interest.

2. A situation, S, may exist in which, in terms of serving Pia’s self-interest, act X is
the best of her available acts; however, Pia does not see X as in her interest.

3. OIC is true, and thus Pia morally ought to do act X in situation S only if she can
do that act in S.

4. Thus (from 1 and 2), it is false that Pia can do X in S.
5. Thus (from 3 and 4), it is false that Pia morally ought to do X in S.
6. Thus (from 2 and 5), ethical egoism is false: A situation may exist in which, in

terms of serving Pia’s self-interest, X is the best of her available acts (making it
the act ethical egoism prescribes); yet it is false that in that situation, Pia morally
ought to do X.

7. Thus (from 1 through 6, via conditional proof), if psychological egoism is true,
ethical egoism is false.

Those unaware of the results of section 2 might suspect that the first premise in the
above argument, which says that Pia can do an act only if she sees that act as in her
interest, conflicts with an element of the second premise, namely, that an act might
be available to Pia even though she does not see the act as in her interest. But there
is no such conflict. The element of premise 2 just mentioned basically says that some-
times, Pia canO do an act even though she does not see the act as in her interest. It is
thus consistent with the first premise, the meaning of which is that Pia canP do an act
only if she sees the act as in her interest.

Even so, the argument fails. The thirdpremise,which asserts ought-implies-can, uses “can”
to mean “canO”; however, the fourth premise, being an implication of the first premise (psy-
chological egoism) and the final clause of the second (“Pia does not see X as in her interest”),
uses “can” to mean “canP.” Since “canO” does not imply “canP,” the third and fourth premises
do not entail the fifth.

Note that we cannot salvage the argument by revising the second part of premise 2
to say this: “however, Pia neither believes that X is in her interest nor would be reason-
able to do so.” This revision may be tempting because it would make the first two prem-
ises entail a variation of premise 4 – namely, “It’s false that Pia canO do X in S” – which,
combined with 3, entails 5. However, that variation of 4 conflicts with an element of the
second premise, namely, that act X is available to Pia in S.

My fifth result relates to the previous ones. Specifically, at least two of the previous
results, the third and the fourth, pertain not just to ethical egoism but also to rational

16Adapted and expanded from Österberg (1988: 212, second full paragraph).
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egoism, the view that everyone rationally ought always to do what best serves her own
interest.17 This is because the two arguments those results concern, each for the claim
that psychological egoism rules out ethical egoism, require only slight revisions to
become arguments for the claim that psychological egoism rules out rational egoism.
(In fact, the first of the two arguments is sometimes explicitly cast as an argument
for the latter claim.)18 However, the revised arguments have essentially the same
flaws as the unrevised arguments. Let me demonstrate these points with respect to
the second argument; that they apply equally to the first is not hard to see.

Consider the following:

1. Assumed premise: psychological egoism is true, and hence a person – call her
Pia – can do an act only if she sees that act as in her interest.

2. A situation, S, may exist in which, in terms of serving Pia’s self-interest, act X is
the best of her available acts; however, Pia does not see X as in her interest.

3*. OIC, tailored to the rational “ought,” is true, and thus Pia rationally ought to do
act X in situation S only if she can do that act in S.

4. Thus (from 1 and 2), it is false that Pia can do X in S.
5*. Thus (from 3* and 4), it is false that Pia rationally ought to do X in S.
6*. Thus (from 2 and 5*), rational egoism is false: A situation may exist in which,

in terms of serving Pia’s self-interest, X is the best of her available acts (making
it the act rational egoism prescribes); yet it is false that in that situation, Pia
rationally ought to do X.

7*. Thus (from 1 through 6*, via conditional proof), if psychological egoism is
true, rational egoism is false.

This argument fails in basically the same way as the argument of which it is a variant.
This is partly because, with only slight revisions, the reasons for reading “can” as “canO”
in ought-implies-can apply also to “can” in the variant of ought-implies-can concerning
the rational “ought.” (For instance, it may be that Pia rationally ought to do an act even
if she cannotP do it. For perhaps the only reason she cannotP do it is that she lacks a
particular belief – a belief she rationally ought to have.) Thus, premise 3* uses “can”
to mean “canO.” However, as said earlier, in premise 4 “can” means “canP.” Since
“canO” does not imply “canP,” 3* and 4 do not entail 5*.

4.

In conclusion, to read psychological egoism and ought-implies-can charitably is to read
“can” as “canP” in the first of those theses; as “canO” in the second. Also, the claim that a
person canO do an act does not imply that the person canP do it. A result is that
although psychological egoism and ought-implies-can together entail OIB*, they do
not entail OIB. Additionally, we have good reason to read “can” as “canO” not just in
ought-implies-can, but also in the variant of ought-implies-can concerning the rational
“ought.” I think that if these facts were widely recognized, they would improve discus-
sions of ethical, psychological, and rational egoism. For one thing, as shown above, they

17Alternatively: everyone rationally ought always to do what, according to her available evidence, best
serves her own interest. To adopt this alternative is to affect nothing substantial in what follows. It neces-
sitates only some minor rewording.

18Raphael (1977: 78); Cochrane (2010: 153).
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would prevent some common errors, each bearing on the import, viability, or possible
combination of some of those forms of egoism.
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