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MANIPULATION AND THE DEMANDS OF 
AGENCY

Sophie Gibert

Quality of Reasoning theorists hold that manipulating someone is wrong, when it is, because 
it induces a flaw in their practical reasoning. They therefore think the wrong of wrongful ma-
nipulation is distinctive and basic: it supervenes on a distinctive non-moral feature. I have ar-
gued that this view is mistaken. My Reductive View holds instead that wrongful manipulation is 
wrong because it infringes other rights. Here I defend my view against Massimo Renzo’s recent 
criticism and examine his alternative.

I. Introduction

Many philosophers think manipulation is wrong, when it is, because it in-
duces a distinctive response in its target’s practical reasoning, describable 
in non-moral terms: for example, it circumvents, non-rationally influences, 
or subverts it. This is the Reasoning View. I previously argued that the Rea-
soning View is both over- and under-inclusive—in the sense that it over- and 
under-generates verdicts of wrongfulness—and that it misunderstands the 
sense in which wrongful manipulation threatens autonomy.1 My Reductive 
View holds instead that manipulation is wrong, when it is, because it influ-
ences its target’s reasoning (though not by providing additional reasons) in a 
way that infringes one or more of their other rights. Wrongful manipulation 
threatens our autonomy in the sense that it invades the boundaries of our 
sovereign domain. Thus, the wrong of wrongful manipulation is non-basic: 
it is best explained in moral terms.

1. Sophie Gibert, “The Wrong of Wrongful Manipulation,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 51, no. 4 
(2023): 333–372, https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12247.
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Massimo Renzo has recently challenged the Reductive View and defended 
a novel version of the Reasoning View that aims to avoid my objections.2 
For Renzo, wrongful manipulation is wrong because it undermines some-
one’s efforts to exercise their practical agency well; and exercising practical 
agency well requires not only doing what one has reason to do, but doing so 
for the right reasons. Here I argue that the Reductive View survives Renzo’s 
criticisms. I then engage Renzo’s positive picture. First, I argue that his refor-
mulated Reasoning View solves the over-inclusiveness problem only at the 
cost of introducing a deeper, explanatory problem. I then argue that his view 
rests on a far more demanding picture of practical agency than he recog-
nizes—one on which the causal history of our reasoning determines its ade-
quacy—and, as a result, does not solve the problem of under-inclusiveness.

II. Responding to Renzo’s Objections

Renzo’s first charge against the Reductive View is that it counts too much 
conduct as wrongful manipulation. He offers the following case:

Gossip You know who my biological father is. I do not. Unwilling to let a 
good bit of gossip go to waste, you tell me, even though it is generally agreed 
in our society that this information should not be shared unless someone ex-
plicitly requests it. As a result, I am so distressed that I decide against better 
judgment to contact my biological father.3

According to Renzo, the Reductive View classifies your conduct in Gossip as 
wrongful manipulation, since you alter my reasoning by means that infringe 
my rights. Although Renzo agrees that you wrong me, he thinks your behav-
ior is not properly characterized as wrongful manipulation, since it is not 
designed to induce a response in me.4

But the Reductive View is not primarily in the business of classifying con-
duct as manipulation, wrongful or otherwise. In fact, the view is compatible 
with virtually any account of what manipulation is. Suppose Renzo is right 
that manipulation requires a certain aim. Then defenders of the Reductive 
View should hold that wrongful manipulation is influence that aims at in-
ducing a response in someone’s reasoning in ways that infringe their other 
rights. Questions would then arise about the aim’s content: must I aim at in-
fringing your rights, or is it enough to aim at inducing a response, where my 

2. Massimo Renzo, “Manipulation and Practical Agency,” Free & Equal: A Journal of Ethics and 
Public Affairs 1, no. 1 (2025): 108–138,  https://doi.org/10.16995/fe.17722.

3. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 113.
4. The problem is not just that your conduct is unintentional, in the sense that your motives 

are opaque to you, but that it is not aimed at inducing any response in me at all.

https://doi.org/10.16995/fe.17722
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inducing that response infringes your rights? While interesting, these ques-
tions are outside the Reductive View’s scope.

Put another way, the Reductive View cannot be said to count too much (or 
too little) conduct as manipulation, for it does not count anything as manip-
ulation (or not manipulation) in the first place. The Reductive theorist and 
her opponent share an interest in explaining the phenomenon of wrongful 
manipulation, but the Reductive theorist is content to let the opponent de-
limit the scope of manipulation however they like. Once some salient phe-
nomenon is on the table, the only question the Reductive View answers is 
what makes it wrong, when it is. My earlier statement of the Reductive View 
may have obscured this point, for that formulation had descriptive content: 
it implied that manipulation alters someone’s reasoning, not by providing 
additional reasons for them to act. However, as I noted there, the definitional 
component of the view is dispensable.5 The view’s core contention is that 
wrongful manipulation is wrong because it infringes the target’s other rights. 
If your conduct in Gossip is not wrongfully manipulative because it is not ma-
nipulative, then the view renders no verdict about it, other than that it shares 
a wrong-making feature with wrongful manipulation—the same feature it 
would share if it improved my reasoning.6

Renzo’s second objection to the Reductive View amounts to the same 
thing. He offers the following case:

Deceased Mother During a business negotiation, your counterpart arranges 
for someone who bears a striking resemblance to your deceased mother to 
be present. This makes you so distraught that you cannot effectively exercise 
your practical reasoning.7

At first, Renzo objects that, although your counterpart’s act is wrongfully 
manipulative, there is no independent right it infringes. He quickly antic-
ipates my reply: the relevant right is that against being gratuitously upset. 
We should understand this not as a right against the state of affairs in which 
you are upset, but as a right against your counterpart’s gratuitously upsetting 
you—the correlate of his directed duty not to so upset you.8 On the Reductive 
View, the wrongness of your counterpart’s act is explained by his infringe-
ment of that duty.

5. Gibert, “Wrongful Manipulation,” 338–339.
6. One might think this response misses the point: it is not just that manipulation requires an 

aim, but that its wrongness is traceable to an aim. But the example does not show this.
7. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 114.
8. I adopt, by stipulation, the standard conception of a claim-right on which rights are the 

correlates of directed duties. A has a claim-right against B that B Φ-s just in case B is under a 
duty, directed toward A, to Φ. Some reserve the term “right” for the stronger notion of an en-
forceable or demandable duty.
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Anticipating this reply, Renzo shifts his objection. He reiterates the worry 
that, unless we assume that your counterpart’s act is designed to induce a 
specific response, it is not manipulative. He says that the Reductive View’s 

“conditions for wrongful manipulation are met,” yet there is no manipula-
tion.9 But again, the Reductive View provides conditions for manipulation’s 
wrongness, not its classification. If your act is not wrongfully manipulative 
because it is not manipulative, the view renders no verdict about it.

As the discussion of Gossip and Deceased Mother clarifies, the Reductive 
View reduces the wrong of wrongful manipulation to the wrong of infring-
ing other rights. In each case of wrongful manipulation, the act’s wrongness 
consists in some other wrong. Like other reductive projects, the Reductive 
View of manipulation invites the question of whether it explains away its 
target phenomenon or instead vindicates it by showing that it rests on firmer 
ground. I take it to do the latter. One may of course be skeptical of reduction 
in general, in which case one will suspect that the view has eliminated the 
wrong altogether; but that is a challenge to all reductions, not the Reductive 
View in particular.10

9. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 115.
10. A referee suggests that, if what makes an act of wrongful manipulation count as manipula-

tion is not what makes it wrong, then we should conclude that there is no such thing as wrongful 
manipulation—there is only the wrong of the underlying rights-infringement. They press the 
point with a comparison: if I infringe your rights in a way that warms the room we are both 
standing in, it sounds odd to call this an instance of wrongful warming, as opposed to saying 
the warming is not wrongful, and only the rights-infringement is. If I infringe your rights in a 
way that alters your reasoning, why call that an instance of wrongful manipulation rather than 
saying manipulation simply is not wrongful?

My reply: whether it is odd to call my act a wrongful warming depends on whether the act 
that infringes your rights is a warming under another description, and that is a question for 
action theory. If I touch your thermostat without your permission and raise the temperature, 
the act that infringes your rights—touching the thermostat—is a warming under another de-
scription. It is perfectly natural to call this an instance of wrongful warming: it is a warming, and 
it is wrongful. By contrast, if I borrow your baking supplies without your permission and bake a 
cake, and this has the downstream effect of warming the room we are in, it does sound odd to 
call this an instance of wrongful warming. But that is because it is not a warming; it is just an act 
with a warming effect. (Thanks to Quinn White for these examples.) In neither case is the warm-
ing what makes my act wrong. Rather, it is the fact that I touch your thermostat or borrow your 
supplies without your permission. Yet, as long as my act really is a warming, that does not stop 
us from saying it is a wrongful one. Likewise for manipulation: as long as the act that infringes 
the right counts as a manipulation and is wrong, it is a wrongful manipulation. That its being a 
manipulation contributes nothing to its wrongness does not stop us from saying so.

One might raise a further question: why do we group together certain rights-violations 
under the heading “wrongful manipulation” at all, whereas we tend not to speak of wrongful 
warmings? The worry is that, if wrongful manipulations are not bundled together in virtue of 
sharing a wrong-making feature, then there is no reason to group them together at all. Two 
thoughts in reply: first, this challenge is not unique to the Reductive View. Similar questions 
arise for accounts of paternalism, coercion, exploitation, and trespass on which those acts are 
non-basic wrongs. 
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A true counterexample to the Reductive View would be a case in which 
someone’s conduct is wrong, and is manipulation, but does not infringe the 
target’s other rights. Renzo’s third objection aims to supply such a case:

Jealous Guy Yoko and Guy are exclusively dating. Yoko consents to Guy’s 
making her jealous, since she once did the same to him. Guy flirts with 
someone at a party, exclusively to make Yoko jealous. Flustered by his con-
duct, Yoko embarrasses herself at the party, making a scene by getting angry 
at the host for no reason.11

In Renzo’s view, Guy’s flirting is wrongful—and wrongfully manipulative—
insofar as making Yoko jealous serves no good purpose; however, it involves 
no independent wrong against Yoko. I disagree: Guy plainly infringes a fur-
ther duty he owes to Yoko. Against this idea, Renzo claims that Yoko is not 
wronged by Guy’s flirting because she “has consented to this treatment” and 
thus “has waived whatever rights normally ground her claim against [it].”12 
But consenting to someone’s Φ-ing does not mean consenting to anything 
they do by means of Φ-ing. Yoko consents to Guy’s making her jealous, but 
not to his gratuitously bringing about what is bad for her. As her partner, Guy 
owes her concern regarding how she fares. This duty is outside the scope of 
Yoko’s consent. And by foreseeably causing her to embarrass herself for no 
good reason, Guy infringes it, even if he does this by doing something she 
has consented to.

 One might object that, while Guy has a duty not to embarrass Yoko, he has 
no duty not to foreseeably cause her to embarrass herself.13 I do not see why. 
The concern Guy owes Yoko is concern for how she fares, including through 
her own actions. As her partner, he must consider how his conduct affects 
her, even when the causal path runs through her agency. Compare: I should 
not air a grievance I am entitled to air right before my partner’s important 
work dinner if I know it will rattle them into floundering in front of their col-
leagues. How they react is up to them; but if I can easily wait for a better 

Second, the natural response available to proponents of all these views is that such classifi-
cations serve practical purposes even if they do not carve at deep normative joints. The wrongs 
that are grouped together may be part of a salient and practically important pattern in social 
life, making it useful to mark them off as a class, even if their grouping does not reflect a shared 
ground of wrongness. Developing this line of response into a full account of why we have the 
category of wrongful manipulation, and what role it plays in our practices, would require socio-
logical and psychological inquiry that lies beyond the scope of this paper.

11. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 115.
12. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 116.
13. I owe this objection to an anonymous referee for the journal.
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moment, I should. Likewise for Guy: if he can foresee that making Yoko jeal-
ous right now will fluster her into embarrassing herself, and he could easily 
refrain from doing so, then consciously bringing about what is bad for her 
wrongs her.

Still, one might be skeptical that Yoko has any right against Guy’s foresee-
ably causing her to embarrass herself. Perhaps she waived the right, giving 
broad-scope consent to Guy’s making her jealous, whatever the foreseeable 
consequences. If so, then the Reductive View cannot say that Guy wrongfully 
manipulates her; but then, it is also less plausible that he does. 

Or perhaps Yoko never had the right to begin with. (Perhaps the foregoing 
has been unconvincing.) In that case, the Reductive View in its original form 
cannot say that Guy wrongfully manipulates Yoko. However, there are various 
fallback positions that maintain the spirit of the Reductive View while vindi-
cating the idea that Guy wrongfully manipulates Yoko. One might hold, for 
instance, that manipulation is wrong, when it is, because it alters someone’s 
reasoning in a way that independently wrongs them, regardless of whether 
it infringes a right. (This would require rejecting correlativity.) Or one might 
hold that manipulation is wrong, when it is, because it alters someone’s rea-
soning in a way that is morally wrong without wronging anyone, or is re-
lationally defective without being wrong—as callousness is relationally de-
fective. Surely, even if Yoko has no right against Guy’s gratuitously bringing 
about what is bad for her, there is something morally unsavory about his 
doing so—whether it wrongs her without infringing a right, is morally wrong, 
or is relationally defective. At the very least, he acts badly as a partner. The 
availability of these positions shows that the case puts no pressure on us to 
locate the wrong of Guy’s act in the quality of Yoko’s reasoning.14

III. Evaluating Renzo’s Positive Picture

Renzo’s proposal is a version of what I call the Quality of Reasoning View. In 
Renzo’s words, manipulation is wrong, when it is, because it “undermines (or 
perhaps negatively interferes with) its target’s efforts to exercise their practi-
cal agency well so as to adequately respond to their reasons for action.”15 His 
view has two distinctive features, designed to avoid my main objections to 
the Quality of Reasoning View. 

14. I thank an anonymous referee for challenging my initial response to this case.
15. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 128.
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The first is an appeal to convention. I argue that the Quality of Reasoning 
View over-generates verdicts of wrongfulness because it is often not wrong—
not even pro tanto wrong—to undermine someone’s practical agency.16 
This is most evident in adversarial and competitive contexts like sports and 
games, negotiation, litigation, marketing, and sales. Without wronging me, 
you can flatter me in a business negotiation or trash-talk me in a basketball 
game to subvert my practical reasoning. Attorneys can paint their witnesses 
in a favorable light to make jurors trust them more than is warranted; street 
vendors can use attractive salespeople to bring in customers; supermarket 
owners can strategically place products to boost their own profits. 

From these cases, I conclude that we have no general obligation against 
subverting others’ reasoning, contra the Quality of Reasoning View. But that 
is not all. Although reasoning-subverting influence is often not wrongfully 
manipulative in these contexts, it can be. While it is fine to use flattery to 
induce practical mistakes during a negotiation, it is wrongfully manipula-
tive to induce those mistakes by revealing someone’s private information 
to embarrass them or, as above, by gratuitously upsetting them with a de-
ceased parent’s look-alike. Moreover, while an adversary may subvert rea-
soning through flattery, a loving partner or friend arguably cannot. From sets 
of examples like these, I conclude that the shape of the wrong of wrongful 
manipulation tracks an underlying landscape of rights. We have no general 
right against reasoning-subversion, but rather a right against others subvert-
ing our reasoning (or improving it) by means that encroach on our indepen-
dently specified sovereign domain—a domain whose contours depend on 
relationships, among other things. That is what the right against manipula-
tion amounts to, on the Reductive View. 

Renzo draws a different conclusion: that although we have a general right 
against reasoning-subversion, it is sometimes pared back. Where we lack the 
right, we are not wronged by the conduct.17 A question arises: why do we lack 
the right when we do? Renzo joins me in rejecting explanations based on 
consent and forfeiture. As I argue, these tools are insufficiently fine-grained 
to explain the highly specific ways in which our rights are pared back in ad-
versarial and competitive contexts. (Recall that we do not lack the rights 
wholesale, but with respect to certain tactics and against certain people.) 
Instead, Renzo appeals to social convention. As he puts it, “certain practices 
and conventions carve out exceptions in this general right and its correlative 

16. Gibert, “Wrongful Manipulation,” 347–360.
17. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 118.
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duty.”18 I lack a right against your subverting my reasoning with trash-talk 
in a basketball game because such behavior is conventionally tolerated in 
basketball.

Renzo’s solution is attractive. Among other things, it explains why the 
shape of our right against manipulation is largely insensitive to what par-
ticular individuals want or take it to be. Nevertheless, it faces a problem. If 
the Reductive View is right about which cases constitute wrongful manip-
ulation,19 then we observe a remarkable pattern: across a diverse range of 
contexts, our social conventions systematically carve out exceptions to the 
general right against reasoning-subversion in precisely those cases where 
reasoning-subversion would not infringe other rights. This striking coinci-
dence demands explanation. Why do our conventions perfectly track an in-
dependent order of rights?

The problem is not that our conventions are binding only if we can in-
dependently explain their particular shape. Renzo’s view may well solve the 
over-inclusiveness problem, even without such an explanation. The prob-
lem is that it does so at the cost of introducing an explanatory bug. It pos-
its a general right whose contours are determined by social convention, but 
whose contours just happen to track an independent order of rights. On the 
Reductive View, it is no mystery that subverting reasoning is wrongfully ma-
nipulative exactly where it infringes other rights, for the wrong of wrongful 
manipulation is nothing over and above its infringing those other rights.

One might reply that our conventions are frequently shaped by morality. 
Facts about what counts as a rights-infringement may shape our conven-
tions, which in turn shape our right against reasoning-subversion. This re-
sponse avoids the coincidence problem but creates a new one: if underly-
ing facts about rights do the real explanatory work, then why posit a general 
right against reasoning-subversion at all? The moral facts alone can explain 
why reasoning-subversion is wrongfully manipulative when it is—as on the 
Reductive View—without requiring a detour through a general right whose 
contours are modified by convention. Absent independent grounds for be-
lieving in such a right,20 we should prefer the more parsimonious Reductive 
View. 

Renzo then addresses the under-inclusiveness problem. Contra the Qual-
ity of Reasoning View, I argue that one can wrongfully manipulate someone 

18. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 118.
19. Here it is the extension of wrongful manipulation that is at issue—not the extension of 

manipulation, which the Reductive View is silent on.
20. Renzo considers possible grounds in his “Why Manipulation Is Wrong,” Political Philoso-

phy 2, no. 1 (2025): 176–203, https://doi.org/10.16995/pp.17395.

https://doi.org/10.16995/pp.17395
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by improving their reasoning. The Reductive View provides a formula for 
constructing examples: imagine that someone’s reasoning is bolstered in a 
way that independently wrongs them. My central case is this:

Phone Call India and Sebastian are discussing how to share childcare du-
ties. India, who tends to undervalue her needs, is likely to agree to an un-
equal distribution in Sebastian’s favor. Knowing that India tends to value her 
needs more appropriately when she is angry, Sebastian intentionally angers 
her by ensuring that she overhears a phone call in which he divulges to his 
mother some of the marital issues they have agreed to keep private. This an-
gers India, and she appropriately values her needs in their conversation, ad-
vocating an equal distribution of responsibilities.21

I claim that Sebastian improves India’s reasoning. He makes her appropri-
ately weigh her needs and advocate an equal labor distribution on grounds 
that support doing so. Renzo disagrees. He thinks Sebastian gives India good 
reason to be angry; however, since being angry about someone’s indiscretion 
does not rationally support valuing one’s needs more, he finds that India re-
sponds inadequately to her reasons.22

Renzo treats this case as symptomatic of a deeper disagreement between 
us. Following Raz, he distinguishes between “conforming” with reasons—
performing the action one’s reasons call for—and “complying” with rea-
sons—performing that action for the reasons that make it called-for. Renzo 
thinks that India conforms but does not comply with her reasons, so Se-
bastian does not improve her reasoning. Quality of Reasoning theorists can 
therefore overcome the under-inclusiveness problem by recognizing that 
both conformity and compliance are necessary for adequately responding 
to reasons.

Renzo’s diagnosis is puzzling. Let us grant that good reasoning requires 
compliance, not mere conformity. Phone Call was meant to be a case in 
which India not only conforms but complies with her reasons, advocating a 
fair distribution on grounds that it is fair. The point was that our moods and 
emotions affect which reasons we are moved by. (This phenomenon is per-
fectly general: I may be more readily moved by mathematical proofs when 
I am happy because this makes them more pleasant to follow.) If Sebastian 
knows that India is more readily moved by considerations of fairness when 
she is angry, then he can change her decision by making her angry. This does 

21. Gibert, “Wrongful Manipulation,” 359; Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 111–112.
22. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 122.
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not mean that she advocates an equal distribution of labor on grounds that 
she is angry.23

The real source of disagreement between Renzo and me is deeper. We 
should distinguish between the reasons for which someone acts and the rea-
sons why she acts for those reasons. India’s reason for advocating an equal 
labor distribution is that it is fair; the reason why she is so moved is that 
she is angry. Renzo overlooks this distinction. Consider his discussion of the 
warning labels on cigarette packages. He claims that his view classifies some 
labels as wrongfully manipulative and others not, depending on their de-
sign. Brightly colored labels are wrongfully manipulative, he says, since “the 
mere fact that the label is, say, bright red, rather than grey or brown, does not 
provide one with a reason to quit smoking,” whereas labels with gruesome 
pictures of lung disease are not wrongfully manipulative, since “the revul-
sion smokers might feel at the sight of those pictures is a good reason to quit 
smoking.”24 In his view, the key difference is that smokers who see red labels 
do what they have reason to do—quit smoking—but for reasons that do not 
support quitting.

But a smoker who quits because they see a red warning label does not typ-
ically quit on grounds that the label is red. Rather, their reason for quitting 
is the content of the label itself—that smoking causes lung disease. Perhaps 
they would never have noticed the label if it had been grey or brown. If so, 
then the reason why they quit on those grounds is that the label is red. Like-
wise, the smoker who quits because of a gruesome label quits on grounds 
that smoking causes lung disease, because the label gruesomely depicts it.

With this distinction in view, we can reformulate Renzo’s proposal. He 
seems to think that, when someone (Φ-s on the ground that P) because Q, 
whether they reason well depends partly on the content of ‘Q.’ Whether a 
smoker reasons well depends on why they are moved to quit by the prospect 
of lung disease; whether India reasons well depends on why she is moved by 
reasons of fairness. As a first pass, we might say that good reasoning requires 
Q to be a reason to Φ. But as a general requirement, this condition is clearly 
implausible. Suppose I believe it will rain on grounds that the weatherman 

23. Contrast Phone Call with Renzo’s Phone Call 2 (“Practical Agency,” 131). Here Sebastian 
ensures that India overhears his call because he correctly predicts that, if angry, she will suggest 
an equal labor distribution to keep their conversation short. If wanting to keep a conversation 
short is a bad reason to advocate an equal labor distribution, then Sebastian clearly subverts In-
dia’s reasoning: she conforms with her reasons but does not comply with them. But Phone Call 
is crucially different. There, India is angry on grounds that support being angry, and she bases 
her action on sound reasons of fairness.

24. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 125.
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said so, and I trust him because of his focused demeanor. His focused de-
meanor is not a reason to believe it will rain; nevertheless, I reason perfectly 
well.

Instead, we should interpret Renzo as saying that Q must rationally sup-
port (Φ-ing on the ground that P). Perhaps the fact that depictions of lung 
disease are gruesome rationally supports being moved by the prospect of 
lung disease, while the fact that those prospects appear on a red label does 
not. Returning to the original case, Sebastian subverts India’s reasoning be-
cause he leads her to be moved by reasons of fairness only because she is 
angry, where her anger does not rationally support being moved by those 
reasons. Renzo acknowledges that his account of manipulation comes at a 
cost: that it “rests on a fairly demanding picture of the kind of practical rea-
soning required to exercise our practical agency well.”25 But the picture is 
far more demanding than he recognizes. It requires embracing not only that 
good reasoning entails compliance with reasons, but that good reasoning is 
a matter of the reasons why we comply with our reasons.

Should we accept this demanding requirement? On the one hand, its gen-
eral structure is common in moral psychology. Consider action from virtue: 
the courageous person defends his city not because such acts are coura-
geous, but because his city needs him—yet it is crucial that he is moved by 
this consideration because he is courageous. We may be less sure what to say 
if he lacks a stable disposition toward courage and instead simply happens 
to be moved on this occasion by the needs of the city. On the other hand, de-
spite its familiar structure, Renzo’s requirement differs crucially. On his view, 
the content of ‘Q’ concerns external facts about the world, not the principles 
to which an agent is committed or her stable character dispositions. Thus, 
despite the structural parallel, the analogy remains unclear.

Moreover, Renzo’s view makes good reasoning exceedingly demanding. 
Our reasoning is pervasively shaped by factors that do not rationally sup-
port it: museum visits make me more receptive to aesthetic arguments; 
good moods make me more receptive to practical advice. His requirement 
therefore threatens to make good reasoning vanishingly rare. Worse, the de-
mand iterates: if the reasons why we act for good reasons must themselves 
be grounded appropriately, regress threatens, and virtually all psychological 
interventions undermine reasoning quality.

Renzo attempts to address this problem in responding to a variant of 
Phone Call:

25. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 109–110.
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Happy Place India tends to stress out about conversations regarding child-
care duties and therefore to make mistakes in prudential reasoning. To com-
bat this issue, Sebastian ensures India is calm before their discussion. He 
puts on relaxing music, avoids distressing topics, and recalls happy memo-
ries. As a result, India relaxes and gives proper weight to her interests, advo-
cating an equal labor distribution on grounds that it is fair.26

Sebastian does not wrongfully manipulate India in Happy Place. But India 
bases her proposal on reasons of fairness because she is relaxed; and being 
relaxed does not rationally support being moved by reasons of fairness. Does 
Sebastian therefore impair India’s reasoning? Renzo claims not: he says that 
Sebastian merely “aims at removing psychological impairments that get 
in the way of India’s efforts,” rather than “using India’s anger as a motiva-
tional force.”27 That is an acceptable answer, as far as it goes. But it raises the 
question of why India’s baseline psychological state—her tendency toward 
anxiety—should count as an impairment, while her anger-induced clarity 
should count as a faulty response. Both states influence which consider-
ations move her, and both are shaped by factors (her personality, Sebastian’s 
interventions) that do not rationally support her motivation. Renzo provides 
no principled way to draw this line.

Perhaps Renzo can avoid the problem at hand by focusing on better and 
worse reasoning, rather than good or adequate reasoning.28 I have argued 
that Renzo is committed to thinking good or adequate reasoning requires 
not only conforming to and complying with one’s reasons, but doing so be-
cause of some factor that itself provides rational support for being so moved. 
This makes good reasoning vanishingly rare. What if Renzo instead made this 
a requirement of perfect or ideal reasoning? It is no embarrassment to say 
that perfect reasoning is vanishingly rare. He could then hold that manipu-
lation is wrong, when it is, because it makes its target’s reasoning worse, or 
brings it further from perfection.

The trouble with this proposal is that reasoning which fails Renzo’s con-
dition need not fall short of perfection at all. Consider Happy Place: being 
relaxed does not rationally support being moved by reasons of fairness, 
yet India’s reasoning is not merely adequate—it is ideal. If one insists that 
Happy Place involves imperfect reasoning, then a second problem arises. 
What makes it imperfect is that India’s motivation is causally shaped by a 
factor—her emotion—that does not rationally support her being so moved. 

26. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 126.
27. Renzo, “Practical Agency,” 126.
28. Thanks to an anonymous referee for this suggestion.
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But we can never avoid being shaped by such factors. Thus, the standard for 
perfection does not just make perfect reasoning vanishingly rare—it makes 
it practically impossible. A standard for perfect reasoning that no actual rea-
soning could satisfy is not a very attractive ideal.29

This debate mirrors epistemological debates about the significance of the 
causal history of our beliefs. Our moral, religious, and political convictions 
would differ dramatically with different upbringings or evolutionary pasts. It 
is natural to think that, if our belief-forming processes—like cultural condi-
tioning and natural selection—are insensitive to truth, we should lose con-
fidence in our beliefs.30 However, specifying which causal information raises 
these worries is notoriously difficult. Critics argue that any attempt to do 
so imposes impossibly demanding standards, requiring us to step outside 
our own cognitive perspective to validate our fundamental reasoning meth-
ods—a requirement that, if consistently applied, would undermine virtually 
all our beliefs.31 Likewise, Renzo’s causal-history requirement imposes an 
impossibly high practical standard, threatening to undermine virtually all 
our practical reasoning.

Escaping the under-inclusiveness problem therefore requires settling 
foundational questions that extend far beyond the manipulation literature 
and have proven notoriously difficult. Why does India reason inadequately 
in Phone Call but adequately in Happy Place? Without a principled way to 
draw this line, Renzo’s view is far too demanding. This creates tension within 
his broader project: if good reasoning is as demanding as his view suggests, it 
is hard to see how we could be obligated to protect others’ reasoning quality. 
We are not, for example, generally obligated to protect others’ virtue. Indeed, 

29. It is also worth noting that Renzo would likely resist this proposal. In my article that Renzo 
is responding to, I formulate the Quality of Reasoning View in comparative terms: manipulation 
is wrong, when it is, because it interferes with the target’s reasoning in a way that makes the 
reasoning worse. Renzo resists this comparative formulation because it requires a baseline—a 
position relative to which the target’s reasoning counts as worse (“Practical Agency,” 128). The 
most obvious candidate, he notes, is counterfactual: how the target would have reasoned absent 
the manipulation. But this gives the wrong verdict in many of the cases he wants to call wrong-
fully manipulative, since they involve leading someone to do what they have reason to do for 
the wrong reasons. Arguably, doing what one has reason to do for the wrong reasons constitutes 
better reasoning than not doing what one has reason to do at all. My argument only compounds 
this difficulty, for I have shown that Renzo is committed to thinking reasoning can be better or 
worse along three dimensions—what is done, the reasons for which it is done, and what explains 
its being done for those reasons.

30. For this view, see Sharon Street, “A Darwinian Dilemma for Realist Theories of Value,” 
Philosophical Studies 127 (2006): 109–166, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-005-1726-6.

31. Roger White, “You Just Believe That Because…,” Philosophical Perspectives 24 (2010): 573–
615, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2010.00204.x.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-005-1726-6
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2010.00204.x
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the more demanding the standard for adequate reasoning is, the less obvi-
ous it is that we have even a general duty not to act in ways that predictably 
undermine it.
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