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What does decision theory tell us?

Many actions are done as means to ends, as when smokers decide to stop smoking to avoid getting cancer.
Decision theories claim to tell us how such decisions depend on the desirability of the end (for example to
avoid getting cancer) and on how much adopting the means (stopping smoking) will raise the probability of

achieving that end.

These theories are usually taken to be subjective. That is, the desirability of an end for an agent is identified
with how strongly the agent desires it, and its probability with how strongly the agent believes it will happen.
They are also taken to be normative, meaning that they are taken to say not necessarily what agents wi//do

but what they sAoulddo if they are to act rationally.

| think this reading of decision theory is mistaken. | shall argue instead for two different but
complementary readings of the theory. One takes it to be subjective but adescriptive, telling us --- rightly or
wrongly --- how our beliefs and desires w/// make us act. The other takes it to be normative but objective,
telling us --- rightly or wrongly --- how whether an end justifies adopting a means depends on the end's

objective value and on how much adopting the means raises the objective chance of achieving it.



