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ABSTRACT 

 

 According to the common account, an akratic action is an action that is performed 

freely, intentionally, and contrary to an agent’s better judgment. Donald Davidson, who 

has given the modern face to the formulation and discussion of the problem of akratic 

action, begins his discussion with his own reading of an “uncontroversial” doctrine 

regarding intentional action. The general reading of this doctrine states that when an 

agent acts intentionally he acts in light of some imagined good. Davidson’s reading of 

this doctrine is that when an agent acts intentionally he acts in light of what he imagines 

to be the better.  

 I begin my own account of akratic action by explaining that Davidson’s reading 

of this doctrine is mistaken because it ignores two distinct ways in which an agent can 

think something to be good (or worth pursuing); a comparative and a non-comparative 

(simple) way. If the distinction between simple and comparative judgments is overlooked 

it is easy to see how Davidson’s formulation of the problem of akratic action gets its legs. 

If one assumes that an agent’s judgment that bears on what she does intentionally must be 

a comparative better judgment, as Davidson claims, then it seems that the agent will 

(intentionally) act in accordance with what she judges to be the better. This makes akratic 

action seem difficult if not impossible to explain. However if the distinction is 

acknowledged and it can furthermore be shown that simple judgments, not just 

comparative judgments, produce corresponding intentional action, and furthermore that 

they may produce intentional action at times when a conflicting comparative judgment is 

also present, then akratic action is intelligible.  

 After analyzing Davidson’s own reading of the doctrine of intentional action, and 

the two principles (P1 and P2) that he uses to flesh it out, I formulate my own account of 

these principles (P1 and P2) and the two distinct types of motivation that play a role in  
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each. In showing that there are two distinct types of motivation, I show that wanting x 

more in a theoretical sense may not translate into the agent’s wanting x more in a 

practical sense. If it does not, then the path is clear for the occurrence of akratic action.  

If an agent can in a theoretical sense want more what he judges as evaluatively better, yet 

in a practical sense want more what he has a simple judgment of goodness regarding (and 

this simple judgment conflicts with his comparative value-based judgment), then contrary 

to what Davidson’s P1 and P2 entail, an agent may act intentionally and freely in 

opposition to what he judges evaluatively better (best).  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM OF AKRATIC ACTION? 

 

 Akrasia, or what is more commonly referred to as “weakness of will,” is a 

phenomenon that most if not all, of us will admit to succumbing to from time to time. 

This type of behavior seems straightforward enough and easily describable from the 

“common person’s” standpoint: “I know that I should go to church this morning, 

especially since when I ran into the minister last Monday, I said I would show up this 

Sunday. However it is quite cold out, I’m overly tired, and my favorite team is playing a 

big game on television today, so even though I know the best thing for me to do is to go 

to church, I don’t go.” If asked to describe the above action, the layman will probably say 

in some words or other that he suffered from weakness of will in his decision not to go to 

church. Even though he knew that the best thing to do in this situation was to go to 

church as he had promised his minister, he freely and intentionally opted to perform an 

act that was contrary to his better judgment.   

 On the face of it, this description of an action that exemplifies weakness of will or 

akrasia seems simple enough; an action that is contrary to the action that the agent thinks 

to be the better alternative in this instance is the one that is nonetheless performed by the 

agent. Furthermore, the agent performs this action because she knowingly and voluntarily 

chooses to do so. This seems to characterize actions of ours that unfortunately occur 

fairly frequently. However there is a long history of philosophical literature that tackles 

the question of whether or not akratic actions can actually exist as described above, that 

is, as actions that are performed freely, intentionally and contrary to an agent’s better 

judgment. What I plan to do in this dissertation is to clarify what motivates many of the 

main arguments against the possibility of akratic actions, show why I believe these 

arguments to be faulty, and then give my own characterization of akratic acts. But before 

moving on to these loftier endeavors, a more complete explanation of what is meant by 

akrasia, weakness of will, and an akratic action is in order. 

 “Akrasia” is a Greek word used most notably by Aristotle to characterize a state 

that a person may be in, that state being characterized by a deficiency or lack of self-
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control. This is the state that an agent is thought to be in when performing an act that 

meets the above description of an akratic or weak-willed act. Weakness of will is the 

same state as that of akrasia, in other words, a state of lacking self-control. These states 

may be temporary, or they may be more of a permanent state which is a mainstay of the 

person’s character. 

The terms “akrasia” and “weakness of will” can also be used, however, to 

characterize certain actions performed by the agent who is in the state of having a lack of 

self-control. “Akrasia” and “weakness of will” as used to characterize a state of being are 

supposed to be able to explain, in a sense, the occurrence of actions that are the result of 

an agent’s being in this type of state, that is, the agent performed the akratic act because 

of his akrasia, or, the agent performed the weak-willed act because of his weakness of 

will. What will be of predominant concern to me here is explaining and characterizing 

akratic (or weak-willed) actions. To that end it is of great importance to get clear on what 

is meant, in detail, by an akratic action.  

An akratic action, as commonly held both popularly and philosophically, is an 

action performed by an agent that meets the following description: an act that is done 

freely, intentionally, and against the agent’s better judgment.1 

That an act is done freely means that it is not the product of compulsion, and is, in 

an important sense, done because the agent chooses to do it, and, minimally, could have 

done otherwise if he had so chosen.2 That the act is done intentionally means that the act 

is something that the agent does on purpose, or for a reason. As will be discussed in-

depth in chapter 3, what it means for an agent to perform an action for a reason is 

controversial, and will depend on the account of intentionality one subscribes to. 

That the act is done contrary to the agent’s better judgment means that the agent 

has made some judgment regarding what it would be better to do in the specific situation 

or time at hand, and has nonetheless acted against or contrary to this judgment. Just what 

this “better judgment” consists of is in some need of clarification. Even though it is most 

often suggested in the literature that the better judgment acted against is a type of moral 

                                                 
1 There are, of course, other definitions of akratic action in the literature. 
2 I indicate “minimally” because it is not my intention here to take a stand on the issue of free will. At the 
bare minimum, according to some compatibilists, for example classical compatibilists such as Thomas 
Hobbes and David Hume, an agent must have been able to have done otherwise if he had so chosen in order 
to have free will.  
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judgment, this need not be the case.3 I can judge it best for me to work on my dissertation 

tomorrow morning, and yet when the time comes, remain in bed. Yet this judgment is by 

no means a moral judgment. It is, instead, a judgment regarding what I believe it would 

be best for me to do at a particular time based on my nonmoral values, beliefs, etc. How a 

person’s beliefs and values inform their better judgment, and also the akratic alternative, 

is something I plan to look at more fully in chapters 5 and 6.  

That a person freely and intentionally opts to act contrary to what they have 

judged to be the better course of action at a particular time opens the person up to the 

charge of irrationality. What their reason is telling them is that they should do what they 

judge to be best, yet they do not. So at the very least, what it is rational to do from their 

own perspective is precisely what they do not do, hence their act is an irrational one from 

their own perspective.4 

 One of the first philosophers who endeavored to treat akrasia as a genuine 

problem was Socrates. Socrates, in Plato’s Protagoras (351-8), explained that because 

humans will always do what they think is best, or the good thing to do, the agent who 

seems to perform an akratic act must suffer from some form of ignorance. The “akratic” 

agent must actually mistakenly view the akratic alternative as the best alternative or 

proposed act in the given circumstance, which then means that the act the agent then 

performs is not an act done “contrary to the agent’s better judgment,” but is actually in 

agreement with their skewed better judgment. Therefore the act is not actually an akratic 

act. It is instead an act done as the result of some form of ignorance. It is an act that is, at 

the time the agent performs it, thought by the agent to be the “best” act to perform at that 

time. 

 The problem with Socrates’ characterization of such acts, as I will argue in 

chapter 1 (section 3.1), is that people do really believe that they sometimes perform 

actions that they truly hold to be contrary to what their better judgments tell them, and 

they also feel that they perform these acts both intentionally and freely. Arguments such 

as Socrates’ that question the viability of an agent’s not wanting most (or simply not 

doing) what the agent thinks best are only one form of argument given against the 

                                                 
3 See Mele, 1987, p. 5, and Gosling, 1990, p. 100. 
4 See Mele, 1987, pp. 5 and 94-95. 
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plausibility of akratic actions. Other arguments in the literature include denying that 

supposedly akratic acts are done freely, and denying that such acts are done intentionally. 

In chapter 1 I will explain in some detail each of these three different argument types. 

Then in chapters 2 through 4 I will take an in-depth look at some of the main arguments 

given in each of these three categories against the possibility of akratic actions. I will 

clarify each argument, and then carefully explain why I find them unconvincing. In 

chapter 5 I will pave the way for my own analysis of akratic action by taking an in-depth 

look at the connection between values and judgments, and subsequent acts. Finally, in 

chapter 6, I will collect together the conclusions of my previous chapters and finish 

fleshing out my own analysis of akratic action. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THREE KINDS OF SKEPTICAL ARGUMENTS 

 

Introduction 

 

Akratic acts seem to be an unfortunate common occurrence in everyday life. From 

broken New Year’s resolutions, to infidelities that occur in marriages, people all too 

frequently seem to find themselves and others acting in ways that are contrary to what 

they judge to be the best way to act. It is also assumed that most, or at least some of these 

actions are performed both freely and intentionally by those who perform them. It is this 

assumption that allows us to feel justified in holding such agents responsible for actions 

of these kinds. 

Yet some philosophers have argued that this seeming phenomenon is illusory 

based on the theoretical difficulties they find to be inherent within the description of the 

supposed akratic action. These theoretical difficulties tend to fall into one of three main 

categories. Some argue that the purported akratic act is not done freely, and is instead a 

result of compulsion. Some argue that based on their favored view of intentional action 

the supposed akratic act is not done intentionally. Others argue that because of a tight 

connection that holds between what we judge to be best, and what we in fact do, there is 

no space left for us to perform anything (freely and intentionally) other than what we take 

to be the best thing to do. In this chapter I will clarify what is involved in each of these 

three main types of skeptical arguments.  

 

1. Can Supposed Akratic Actions be Performed Freely? 

 

 In many cases when an agent acts contrary to his judgment that some other act is 

the better act to perform at the time in question, we feel that the agent should be held 

accountable for so acting. A big part of the reason why we feel justified in holding such 

an agent accountable is because we believe that the agent performs his act freely. If, on 

the other hand, the agent’s act was due to compulsion, we would not feel justified in 
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holding the agent accountable, at least not in the same way we would hold an agent 

whose act was performed freely.1  

 According to the standard account of akratic actions, agents who act akratically 

act freely when so acting. However some philosophers have concluded that acts that are 

supposedly akratic are in fact not performed freely by the agent, and hence are not truly 

akratic. The philosophers who argue that supposed akratic acts are not free acts can be 

divided into several different categories, depending on the types of arguments they use to 

arrive at their conclusions. In this section I will review some of the main types of 

arguments philosophers have used to argue that supposed akratic acts are not free acts. 

Then in chapter 2 I will give an in-depth explanation and analysis of one of these 

arguments. 

 

1.1 Judgments, Intentions, Actions, and Compulsion 

One type of argument that has been offered against the possibility of akratic 

action, as commonly defined (and specifically as free), is based on the proposed existence 

of a tight connection between judgments and actions. R. M. Hare offers this type of 

argument when he claims that supposed cases of actions that exemplify weakness of will 

are cases of “ought but can’t” (1963, p. 80). The line of reasoning that leads Hare to this 

conclusion is based on his position regarding evaluative judgments and associated 

actions. Hare contends that if an agent assents to a judgment that she ought to do X, then 

she also must “assent to the command “Let me do X” (1963, p. 79). The point being 

made here by Hare is that when an agent “sincerely” (1963, p. 83) believes that he ought 

to perform a certain act, he will thereby command himself to, or in other words form an 

intention to so act, and subsequently, he will then perform the act. To clarify, Hare 

explains that “it is a tautology to say that we cannot sincerely assent to the command 

addressed to ourselves, and at the same time not perform it, if now is the occasion for 

performing it, and it is in our (physical and psychological) power to do so” (1963, p. 79).  

What Hare clearly subscribes to here is a very tight link, in fact a logical link, that 

holds between ought-judgments and the actions associated with them. Hare 

                                                 
1I speak more in chapter 2 about the difference between holding accountable an agent whose act was done 
from compulsion and an agent whose act was performed freely. 
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acknowledges that under certain circumstances there may be no such link. Such absences, 

when attributed to weakness of will, are actually due to the agent’s lack of psychological 

ability to act in line with his judgment.2 Hare claims that when an agent makes a 

judgment regarding what he ought to do, he will thereby automatically intend in 

accordance with this judgment, and furthermore, he will then act on this intention, given 

that he is physically and psychologically free to do so. For Hare, “ought” judgments are 

prescriptive, and if one is able to perform the action that fulfills such a judgment, one 

will. What appears to us as instances of akratic action, that is, as acts that are performed 

freely, knowingly, and contrary to an agent’s judgment and intention to act otherwise, are 

actually, according to Hare, compulsive acts. As purported “proof” of this claim, Hare 

cites several passages in which an agent who acts contrary to his or her better judgment 

voices feelings of powerlessness, and inability to act otherwise (1963, pp. 78-80).  

If Hare is correct in his belief that there is this logical link between ought 

judgments, intentions and actions, then it is very credible to hold that an absence of this 

link must be due to lack of ability or, in other words, compulsion. Therefore, Hare’s 

argument against the possibility of akratic actions hangs on the truth of his claim 

regarding the nature of ought-judgments. Specifically, for Hare’s argument to hold water 

it must really be the case that when an agent sincerely makes an ought-judgment, he must 

form the corresponding intention, and subsequently act on this intention, if he is able to 

so act. What this means is that an agent must always be successfully motivated to form an 

intention to act, and act on his ought-judgment, given that he is free to do so. However it 

seems that there are many occasions where an agent may make an ought-judgment, yet, 

due to competing motivation, fail to form the corresponding intention, while still holding 

the original judgment. An agent may also make an ought-judgment, and even form the 

corresponding intention, yet in the end fail to act on this intention, again, due to 

competing motivation. Furthermore, it seems clear that these failures need not be due to 

compulsion.  

Consider the case of an agent, Judy, who judges that she ought to visit her sick 

grandmother tonight, as her condition is gravely serious. Judy also forms the intention to 

                                                 
2 See pages 77-79, 1963. Hare allows that absences of this link between judgment and action may also be 
due to other causes, such as physical inability, insincerity, self-deception, change of mind, etc. (see 
especially page 83, 1963). 
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visit her grandmother tonight, but when the time comes, and she must leave now in order 

to make it before visiting hours are over, Judy is enjoying her favorite television show 

and grimaces at the idea of spending the next half hour in the car. She allows the time for 

acting to pass, all the while continuing to believe that she ought to leave, and even 

intending to leave. It seems perfectly coherent to hold that Judy continues to hold her 

judgment while at the same time she simply fails to act in accordance with this judgment, 

and does so freely. In fact it would not be surprising if Judy herself reported feeling 

completely free and able to have acted in accordance with her judgment at the time of 

refraining. She may state that she should leave, and intend to do so, but her focus remains 

on the TV, and she succumbs to the temptation to indulge her desire to watch her show. 

In such a case as this it would seem wrong and unnecessary to conclude that the agent 

performs her act unfreely, especially since she herself feels she exercised her ability to 

act as she chose, even though in opposition to her better judgment. If Judy had put a bit 

more effort into focusing on her reasons for visiting her grandmother, such as the 

appreciation that her visit would evoke in her grandmother, along with considering how 

the enjoyment derived from watching her show would ultimately be short-lived and 

shallow in comparison, she may have been successful in following through on her 

judgment that she should go.  

Hare cites several examples of agents who report feelings of helplessness while 

performing actions contrary to their better judgments. He claims this helps to support his 

thesis that supposed akratic actions are actually actions performed due to compulsion. 

However there are many other examples of agents that report feeling regret, shame or 

remorse for their failure to act on the better judgment. Furthermore, in place of feelings 

of inability these agents report experiencing feelings of power and ability to have done 

otherwise.  

While more could be said here regarding Hare’s argument for the impossibility of 

akratic actions, I will reserve further comment on it until section 3 of this chapter, where I 

will look at arguments given against the possibility of akratic actions that are based on 

the purported truth of evaluational and motivational principles that rule out such actions. 

These types of principles focus on a supposed tight link that connects evaluation and 

motivation. Since Hare’s skeptical argument regarding akrasia depends on the accuracy 
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of just such a principle, I will comment further on his argument, and arguments of this 

type, in that section.  

 

1.2 The “Diminished-Self” Theory 

 Another common reaction or avowal made by agents who believe themselves to 

have succumbed to weakness of will has resulted in another type of argument against the 

possibility of supposed akratic actions being free acts. While arguments such as Hare’s 

attempt to show that the agent’s supposed akratic act is compulsive, Michael Kubara 

(1975) offers an argument for the claim that the akratic agent himself is something less 

than a whole agent, and hence, that the agent does not act freely when acting akratically.  

 Kubara’s argument stems from the recognition that agents who act akratically 

many times report feeling as if it is not actually themselves who are performing the act. 

Kubara cites the words of St. Paul as a case in point. St. Paul stated that “If then I do 

what I would not…it is no more I that do it but the sin that dwelleth in me” (Romans, 

7:17). According to Kubara, while St. Paul may want to claim that it was not him but his 

sinful desires that caused his actions, it cannot be denied that the sinful desires do in fact 

belong to St. Paul. So in effect, it was St. Paul who caused his actions. However, Kubara 

qualifies this by adding that the cause of the acts was “not Paul as a whole or Paul 

simpliciter or the normal Paul; rather a diminished Paul” (Kubara, p. 230). Furthermore, 

Kubara adds, an act is voluntary “when causal responsibility is traced to the agent as a 

whole. It is involuntary when it is traced to him but not as a whole” (p. 231). Kubara’s 

point is that in cases of alleged akratic action the agent may be physically causally 

responsible for his act, however, because he lacks coherence as an agent, he does not 

voluntarily perform the act; hence it is not performed freely. Kubara believes that 

phenomenological reports (such as St. Paul’s above) provided directly by the alleged 

akratic agent adds to the credibility of his account, since such agents report that when 

acting akratically “it seems as though someone has moved into your body and pushed you 

off the playing field up into the grandstand to be a mere spectator of yourself…you meet 

and watch yourself utter foolishness, things you don’t even believe; and wonder why” (p. 

231). In cases like these the agent clearly feels as though he is somehow not fully 

integrated as an agent, for even though he is obviously physically causing his own 
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actions, he feels alienated from the desires that are fueling his actions. Kubara’s account 

of supposed cases of akrasia as involuntary seems to nicely capture the essence of these 

points. However, at least two potential problems regarding Kubara’s account need to be 

addressed. 

 First, it does not seem that cases of akratic action are necessarily characterized by 

the agent’s feeling so completely alienated from her wayward desire, and resultant action. 

In fact, the akratic agent may aptly identify with her wayward desire, while at the same 

time she sticks by her judgment that an act that is at odds with the fulfillment of the 

wayward desire is the best one to perform at the time. She may regret identifying with 

this wayward desire and wish she did not find it appealing. But these types of feelings are 

distinct from the feeling of alienation from her wayward desire. Guilt, remorse, regret or 

embarrassment at wanting to let herself indulge in the wayward desire may tempt or lead 

her to label it as alien to her. She may understandably not want to identify with it as she 

does. This would seem consistent with the sense of conflict that is characteristic of the 

state an akratic agent finds herself in. If this is an accurate representation of what goes on 

in at least some cases of alleged akratic action, then Kubara’s account fails to 

characterize at least these cases.  

 Yet another difficulty with Kubara’s account of akrasia is that even if it is 

accurate to depict the akratic agent as being subject to and moved to act akratically by a 

wayward desire that he somehow feels himself to be alienated from, this desire does 

nonetheless, as Kubara himself admits, belong to the agent. Since the wayward desire 

stems from the agent herself, and moves the agent to act on it, contrary to her better 

judgment, on what grounds is it concluded that the agent must therefore be less than 

whole, or diminished as an agent? Simply having a desire that one wishes he did not have 

cannot be all that is required to qualify someone as a diminished agent. I may wish that I 

do not have a desire to take a break and lounge now, rather than finish this section, yet 

find myself nonetheless strongly desiring to go lie on the couch. I may even get up now, 

and go to the couch, all the while wishing I had more motivation and desire to stay at my 

desk. I may furthermore even feel that the desire to go lie down is somehow alien to me, 

since I know that I need now to finish this section if I plan to turn my chapter in by the 

end of this week. But none of this would require one to hold the view that possessing and 
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acting on this desire had diminished me as an agent. As much as I would like to claim 

that, while it was I who acted, it was not I “simpliciter,” this would be to downplay or 

ignore the feeling of identification that I do have with my desire to lounge. I truly wish I 

did not have this feeling or desire, yet I do, and to deny this or attribute it to a 

“diminished version” of myself seems inaccurate. Unless responses can be convincingly 

given to concerns such as these, accounts like Kubara’s that claim supposed acts of 

akrasia are not performed freely due to the diminished state of the agent fail.             

 

1.3 Irresistible Desires and Resistance 

The last type of argument against the possibility of akratic actions (specifically as 

free actions) that I will address are arguments that focus on the potential irresistibility of 

the wayward desire involved in akratic acts. According to the common account of 

akrasia, at the time of acting the akratic agent experiences a wayward desire, yet also has 

the ability to exercise self-control that would allow her to act in accordance with her 

better judgment. If the agent lacks the ability to exercise self-control in the face of such 

wayward desire, then the agent might correctly be characterized as a victim of 

compulsion, and the desire irresistible. The question here is are all alleged cases of 

akrasia correctly characterized as involving an agent who is seized by an irresistible 

desire, one that necessarily repels any actual or potential attempt at resistance? 

Positions on what counts as an irresistible desire vary, but one attempt at a 

definition is offered by Wright Neely (1974). Neely claims that a desire is irresistible “if 

and only if it is the case that if the agent had been presented with what he took to be good 

and sufficient reason for not acting on it, he would still have acted on it” (p. 47). If this 

account of an irresistible desire were to be adopted, then purported akratic acts would be 

the result of irresistible desire, since it is one of the hallmarks of such acts that the agent 

does take there to be good and sufficient reason not to act on her wayward desire. 

Furthermore, if alleged akratic acts were the result of irresistible desires, then they would 

not be performed freely, and therefore would not actually be akratic. The question here is 

whether or not this account is the correct account of irresistible desires. 

The claim by Neely that a desire is irresistible if the agent who acts on it would 

have done so even if he thought there was good and sufficient reason not to is much too 
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weak. On this account too many acts that we would not want to label as due to irresistible 

desire would count as such. An agent could resist a desire (it would be resistible), 

according to this account, only if, had the agent thought she had good and sufficient 

reason to do so, she would have. However there seem to be an endless supply of 

counterexamples available to show this account mistaken. Take for example a diabetic 

who thinks he should not have ice cream after his coffee. His reasons for this are that he 

knows the ice cream will raise his blood sugar, and he has already had more than his 

allowed amount of sugar for this meal. The diabetic believes he has good and sufficient 

reason not to eat the ice cream, but he loves the taste of ice cream, and thinks about how 

long it has been since he has indulged in eating some. While continuing to believe he 

ought not, he nevertheless eats the ice cream, and satisfies his desire for the taste.  

Now according to Neely’s account of irresistible desires, the diabetic’s desire for 

the ice cream is as good as irresistible, since the diabetic takes there to be good and 

sufficient reason against acting on the desire, but does so anyway. I submit, however that 

it is far from clear that the diabetic’s desire is irresistible. The diabetic may have been 

able to resist this desire, not just by believing that good reasons for not eating it were 

available, but also by rehearsing these reasons to himself, or by thinking about or 

focusing his attention on his long-term health while the desire to eat it was upon him. 

Simply believing that good and sufficient reasons exist for not acting on a desire will 

often times fail to provide sufficient means of resistance when an agent is confronted 

with a wayward desire. Beyond believing that good reasons exist not to act on a desire, 

the agent must also be sufficiently motivated not to act on the desire, and simply 

believing these reasons exist will often not provide the agent with this motivation. Surely 

it is not the case that in all such instances the desire acted upon is irresistible. 

David Pugmire (1982) also offers an account of irresistible desire, and he does so 

in conjunction with his assertion that supposed akratic actions are compulsive. Pugmire 

starts by asking how sense is to be made out of an act that is performed after it is 

“rejected in deliberation” (p. 187). Pugmire claims that there are two possible 

explanations.  

The first explanation is that the akratic agent might offer a reason for so acting, 

and act on this reason (p. 187). Pugmire states that the problem with this is that this 
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reason would supersede, or at least be on par with the other (purportedly better) reason 

with which it is incompatible. In either case, according to Pugmire, the act would then not 

be done against one’s better judgment, so it would fail to be an akratic act (p. 187). While 

I find Pugmire’s argument here unconvincing, I will save my in-depth criticism of it for 

section 2 below (and chapter 3), where I will address the concern of whether alleged 

akratic acts are intentional acts. But for now, I will say the following: Pugmire’s claim 

here that the akratic’s reason for acting on his wayward desire must either supersede or 

be on par with the reason he has for judging an alternate act to be the better act needs to 

be looked at carefully. It is unclear in what sense the agent’s reason for acting on the 

wayward desire must supersede or be on equal footing with the contrary reason. If by this 

Pugmire means it must be viewed by the agent as more important or better, or at least as 

important or as good as the reason to act on his better judgment, this claim seems 

inaccurate. The akratic agent may have a reason to act on his wayward desire, for 

example, that it would be pleasant to taste the sweetness of sugar now, yet at the same 

time regard his reason for not tasting the sugar now (the resultant raising of his already 

high blood sugar, and subsequent damage to his health) to be the better reason to act on. 

To claim that what the agent takes to be the better or best reason must, without fail, when 

the agent is acting freely, cause the agent’s subsequent action, is to be committed to a 

causal view of action such as Donald Davidson’s, where “if reasons are causes, it is 

natural to suppose that the strongest reasons are the strongest causes” (2001, p. xvi). Of 

course the question of how it can be that what the agent takes to be the inferior reason on 

which to act can nonetheless succeed in producing action is the question one is here left 

with, and which will be of predominant concern in chapter 3. 

Pugmire says that the other possible explanation of how it is that an akratic act 

consists of performing an act which had already been defeated in deliberation is that the 

agent has no reason; he simply acts on desire (p. 188). However this is problematic for 

the common account of akrasia, according to Pugmire, because “what the agent did just 

because he wanted to (‘for no good reason’) is also something he then deemed worse and 

not to be done. This, however, is uncomfortably close to what specifies compulsive 

actions, which are unfree” (p. 188). Pugmire goes on to say that not only does the 

supposed akratic agent act against what his reason informs him is best, and for no 
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apparent reason, but he also seems to have been unable to act in line with his better 

judgment. For what would show that the agent could have acted on his better judgment is 

an exercise of self-control, yet this is precisely what the akratic agent fails to perform. 

Compulsive acts, according to Pugmire, are actions that a person “cannot refrain from, 

motivated by desires he cannot resist” (p. 188). Pugmire furthermore states that claims 

that the akratic agent could resist the wayward desire that he acts on are unconvincing, 

because:  

As everything stood the desire does seem to have been as good as irresistible by 
 him then…it did defeat his best efforts: he put himself through a deliberation that 
 opened him, as much as anything in his power could, to what he was 

doing…however if the available resources for resistance failed, it would be 
 arbitrary to insist that the desire was resistible on the occasion and his action 
 clearly voluntary (pp. 188-89).  

 

Pugmire’s argument, in a nutshell, is this: the akratic agent cannot have a reason 

to perform the akratic act, for if he did, the reason would be at least as good as competing 

reasons and so the act would fail to be akratic. Since the akratic agent acts for no (good) 

reason, it looks to be compulsive. But to truly be compulsive it must also be the case that 

the agent is unable to resist the desire she acts on. As it happens, the desire the akratic 

agent acts on is irresistible, because the process of deliberation and resultant judgment 

that causes the agent to conclude that a contrary act is the better act to perform is in the 

end ineffectual. 

 Pugmire holds that an agent’s desire is irresistible if the agent judges it would be 

better not to act on it (or it would be better to act in accordance with his better judgment) 

but fails to exercise self-control in regards to the desire. For Pugmire, an exercise of self-

control consists of no more than the agent’s process of deliberation concerning what it is 

better to do, and the judgment that follows from it. If this process fails to successfully 

result in the agent’s acting in accord with his better judgment then, according to Pugmire, 

the desire that he does in fact act on is irresistible. But the claim that the only method of 

resistance (or self-control) regarding an agent’s desire that is contrary to her better 

judgment is her deliberative processes about what it is better to do is questionable. Alfred 

Mele convincingly contends that other non-deliberative modes of resistance may be 

available to the agent (1987, pp. 23-24). The agent could “refuse, at the time of action, to 
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focus his attention on the attractive aspects of the envisioned akratic action…he can 

attempt to augment his motivation for performing the action judged best…he can practice 

more sophisticated self-control techniques” (p. 23). If these other modes of resistance are 

open to the akratic agent, thereby giving him the power to, as Mele says, “bring it about 

that the bulk of his motivation lay on the side of his better judgment,” then he obviously 

“could successfully have resisted the recalcitrant desire(s), and therefore was not 

motivated by an irresistible desire or desires” (p. 24).  

Pugmire himself even seems to come close to recognizing possible strategies that 

the agent could use to overcome his wayward desire when he points out that the 

resistibility of the wayward desire is a property that is relative to the agent as well as to 

the agent’s circumstances. Here Pugmire states that if the agent had “possessed and 

acknowledged other reasons…he wouldn’t have given in as he did” (p. 188). Yet in the 

next line Pugmire claims that “however, as everything stood the desire does seem to have 

been as good as irresistible by him then…it did defeat his best efforts” (p. 188). What is 

left unclear here is why Pugmire believes the agent’s efforts were necessarily his “best,” 

especially since he acknowledges the possibility that had the agent recognized other 

reasons he may not have given in to the wayward desire. Pugmire does nothing to 

definitively rule out the agent’s ability to do something to actively seek out these other 

reasons. Pugmire’s only defense of his claim here is that the agent “put himself through a 

deliberation that opened him, as much as anything in his power could, to what he was 

doing” (p. 189). However this claim seems suspect when it is admitted by Pugmire a few 

lines earlier that in a different circumstance the same agent may have obtained additional 

reasons not to act against his best judgment. What keeps the agent from obtaining these 

(or other) additional reasons in any (other) circumstance is left a mystery on Pugmire’s 

account.   

Like Pugmire, Gary Watson (1977) argues that the desire that the akratic agent 

acts on is irresistible, and therefore his act is not performed freely. However Watson 

poses his argument in the form of a challenge; if the akratic agent is able to resist her 

wayward desire, there must be some explanation forthcoming as to why she fails to 

exercise her ability (p. 355). Watson claims there are two possible explanations for this 

failure: either “the agent chooses not to” exercise her ability to resist, or “her effort to 
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resist is culpably insufficient” (p. 336). Watson argues that both of these explanations are 

flawed, and since the akratic agent is unable to resist her wayward desire, the akratic act 

is not freely performed (pp. 336-338).  

 Watson’s argument for why he believes his challenge cannot be met is well-

developed, but in the end faulty. Since I take his argument for the conclusion that alleged 

akratic acts are not free acts to be the most promising, I will reserve my analysis of it for 

chapter 2. In that chapter I will explain Watson’s argument in detail, and then explain 

why I believe it fails. 

 

2. Are Supposed Akratic Actions Performed Intentionally? 

 

 On the most commonly held account of intentional action, intentional actions are 

the result of beliefs and desires, for example, a desire to do A and a belief that doing B 

will lead to doing A. On such accounts of intentional action the belief and desire are said 

to constitute the reason for the agent’s so acting. What seems to naturally follow from 

this type of account is that, as Davidson points out, since reasons are causes of action, 

then the strongest reasons would be the strongest causes (2001, xvi). However, if the 

strongest reasons are those that support the agent’s better judgment, then the akratic agent 

acts on his weaker reasons. Some explanation of how it could be that an agent may 

intentionally act on her weaker reasons (and furthermore find them to be convincing 

reasons to act upon) is called for, given the above-mentioned account of intentional 

action and also that acting intentionally is a vital part of the common account of akratic 

action.3 

 In this section I will give a general overview of two of the main arguments that 

have been given against the claim that supposed akratic acts are intentional acts. Both of 

these arguments seem to clearly assume the truth of the common account of intentional 

action I have mentioned above. In chapter 3, I will give a more detailed account and 

analysis of one of these arguments. 

 

                                                 
3 There are other theories of intentional action that pose a potential problem for akrasia. For a good 
discussion of these see Walker, 1989.  
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2.1 Davidson 

 According to Davidson, akratic action poses a challenge to the supposedly self-

evident doctrine that “in so far as a person acts intentionally he acts in light of what he 

imagines (judges) to be the better” (1970, reproduced in Davidson 2001, p. 22). Davidson 

fleshes out this doctrine of intentional action in the form of two principles, the first of 

which claims a connection between an agent’s desires or wants,4 and subsequent 

intentional action. The second principle claims a connection to hold between an agent’s 

judgments regarding what it is better to do and the agent’s motivation (wants). These 

principles are as follows: 

P1. If an agent wants to do x more than he wants to do y and he believes himself   
            free to do either x or y, then he will intentionally do x if he does either x or y  
                  intentionally. 
 

P2. If an agent judges that it would be better to do x than to do y, then he wants  
      to do x more than he wants to do y (2001, p. 23). 

 

The problem for akratic action, as Davidson points out, is that these two 

principles entail that if an agent judges that it would be better to do x than to do y, and he 

believes that he is free to do either x or y, then he will intentionally do x if he does either 

x or y intentionally. However the difficulty is that this seems to rule out the possibility of 

akratic actions, which Davidson defines as: 

D. In doing x an agent acts incontinently if and only if: (a) the agent does x   
     intentionally; (b) the agent believes there is an alternative action y open to him;  
     and (c) the agent judges that, all things considered, it would be better to do y  
     than to do x (2001, p. 22). 

 

 Assuming that incontinent actions actually do occur, one is automatically led to 

the task of attempting to determine what makes P1 or P2 (or both) false, or why P1 and 

P2 are, contrary to appearances, consistent with D. At first glance, P1 and P2, as 

Davidson himself admits, seem vulnerable to objections.5 However, Davidson maintains 

that regardless of potential rewording, P1 and P2 nevertheless remain plausible, since 

                                                 
4 I will use the nouns “desire” and “want” interchangeably throughout this dissertation. 
5 I will be looking more closely at P2 in Section 3.3 and chapters 4 and 5.  
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they both “derive their force from a very persuasive view of the nature of intentional 

action and practical reasoning” (2001, p. 31). 

 Looking closer at what this “very persuasive” account of intentional action 

consists of may shed some light on why it seems to (and whether in fact it really does) 

rule out the possibility of akratic action. On the common account of intentional action, 

action that is intentional is action that is done for a reason, based on the agent’s having a 

belief and a desire which constitutes his reason for acting. In other words, action that is 

intentional is action that is explainable by the agent’s reason for so acting. Akratic action, 

however seems inexplicable on this account of intentional action, because even though 

the agent may have a reason for acting, this reason for acting is seen by the agent himself 

as a lesser reason to act upon than an alternative reason that supports an alternate action. 

So in order to be intentional action, an agent’s action must be explainable by his reason 

for acting, however, this seems to entail not only that the agent has a reason for his 

action, but also an adequate reason for his action. An adequate reason for acting is a 

reason that explains why it is that the agent performs the act he performs, and also 

explains why he performs this act in light of competing reasons he may have to perform 

an alternative act.   

Reasons explanation in connection with akratic actions is problematic, because 

even though the akratic agent can be described as acting for a reason, it does not seem 

that he acts for an adequate reason. However, having an adequate reason for acting may 

not be a necessary condition of an action’s being explained by referring to the agent’s 

reasons for acting, i.e. by a “reasons explanation.” Having an adequate reason is also not 

necessary for an agent’s action to be intentional. 

Two possible explanations of why it is not necessary to have an adequate reason 

for acting in order for the action to be considered intentional are offered by Mele (1987) 

and Elizabeth Rapaport (1973). Mele holds that in addition to reasons, other elements 

contribute to the explanation of an agent’s actions, whether akratic or not. One of these 

elements is motivation. An agent can “want something more” in two different ways or 

senses: in an evaluative sense and a motivational sense (p. 37). Take for example the 

explanation of the behavior of an agent who judges that it is better to do X than to do Y, 

forms an intention to do X, yet intentionally does Y. If the reasons for which the agent 
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performs Y were taken into consideration when the judgment in favor of doing X was 

formed, then it initially seems difficult to account for the agent’s subsequent behavior. 

However, as Mele, Rappaport, and Robert Richman (1980) all note, this need only seem 

problematic if it is not acknowledged that the agent’s motivation may be disproportionate 

to his evaluation, and for Mele, his “here-and-now intentions” (p. 36). 

Rappaport and Richman explain that the requirement of the existence of an 

adequate reason to explain an action is unnecessary, and furthermore that there are two 

types of reasons; justifying reasons, and motivating reasons. Mele says that reasons 

consist of two different “dimensions,” which are “the agent’s evaluation of them” and 

“their motivational force” (p. 95). What can be gleaned from the accounts of Mele, 

Rappaport, and Richman is that reasons for acting are more multi-dimensional than is 

generally acknowledged. Furthermore, demanding an adequate explanation in order to 

explain actions via (adequate) reasons for acting may not be necessary, and motivation 

plays a vital role in explaining actions. This role of motivation becomes especially crucial 

when it comes to explaining akratic actions. 

Both Rapaport and Mele seem to agree that it is not the case that all intentional 

actions (especially akratic action) can be properly explained by reference to an adequate 

reasons explanation. However, from there they differ on how to resolve this problem. 

Mele explains that in general when there is a case of conflicting motivation, an appeal to 

basic reasons as an explanation of the agent’s act will be inadequate. What is then needed 

is a different explanation. While noting the agent’s balance of motivation may seem to be 

of help here, Mele explains that this won’t help unless an explanation of why the agent’s 

motivation happens to be balanced the way it is at the time of his action is forthcoming 

(p. 98). This is where considerations of efforts of self-control, etc. come into play. 

Rapaport also believes that intentional action need not be explicable by an 

adequate reason, but her solution to this problem relies on fleshing out what is meant by 

an adequate reason, and positing a distinction between two types of reasons that an agent 

may have for acting. Rapaport first explains that the agent’s having an adequate reason 

for her action is not a necessary condition for having an adequate explanation of the 

agent’s act. Rapaport states that “once we learn that someone has not acted for an 

adequate reason, we can still provide adequate explanation of his action. First, one can 
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learn what his reason for acting was. But we can also learn why he did what he did 

despite his lack of an adequate reason” (p. 177). Rapaport then goes on to further explain 

that when an agent acts for an inadequate reason he therefore lacks a “justifying reason” 

for so acting. However, although the agent lacks a justifying reason, he does have a 

reason that he acts upon. This reason, “although justificationally inadequate…was 

motivationally sufficient to induce him to do the action” (p. 177).  

Both Mele’s and Rapaport’s account of how it is that an akratic agent acts 

intentionally seem promising. I will look closer at their arguments and others like them in 

chapter 3. 

 

2.2 Pugmire 

 In section 1.3 of this chapter I looked at Pugmire’s argument for why supposed 

akratic acts should be viewed as compulsive. Part of his argument there included the 

claim that one way to explain an agent’s performance of an act that had previously been 

rejected during the agent’s deliberation is to hold that the agent could offer a reason for 

so acting and that he acts on this reason. Pugmire says that if the agent freely acts on this 

reason, then it must consist of the agent’s placing a value on the desire that lies at the 

base of the reason. Furthermore “unless this valuation is deemed to have superseded the 

erstwhile ‘final’ valuation (which would preclude akrasia), it just confronts the previous 

valuation as one judgment against another” (p. 187). As noted in section 1.3, I find this 

claim unconvincing and I will now expand on my reasons for thinking so. I will also 

explain how I think this claim is dependent on a flawed view of the common account of 

intentional action. Once this flawed view is uncovered it will be clear how Pugmire’s 

argument fails. 

 As previously noted the common (causal) account of intentional action holds that 

a belief-desire pair is what constitutes an agent’s reason for acting. Furthermore, this 

reason for acting causes the agent’s subsequent act. Pugmire claims that when an agent 

performs an act that has already been vetoed in deliberation, if he acts for a reason this 

reason must involve a value that the agent has attached to the object of the desire that is at 

the root of the reason. This seems inaccurate. I agree that if an agent performs an act 

freely and for a reason, then the agent’s reason involves some type of judgment of 
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goodness that the agent has made regarding the object of the act.6 However a judgment of 

goodness need not involve the agent’s assigning a value to the object of the desire that is 

associated with his reason. It may instead simply be the case that the agent judges a thing 

or act to be good in the sense that there is something the agent finds attractive or desires 

about the thing or act. The agent need not make the judgment that the thing or act (or 

what he finds attractive about the thing or act) is of value.7 

 Even if one were to grant Pugmire the claim that if an agent acts for a reason the 

reason would have to involve a value-judgment, his additional claim regarding the status 

of the agent’s previously vetoed reason that ultimately culminates in action is suspect. 

Pugmire says that the agent must have (in the end) given precedence to the previously 

vetoed reason (value) because if he did not then the agent would simply be faced with 

competing value-judgments. But if this is correct, then the agent does not truly perform 

an akratic act since in the end he has given his previously rejected reason the upper hand, 

therefore avoiding acting against his better judgment. I find this second claim 

problematic. I think that its appeal is based on a faulty view of intentional action. 

 Pugmire’s argument here seems to clearly rely on a reading of the common 

account of intentional action that is quite similar to Davidson’s. Both Pugmire and 

Davidson seem to be adhering to the idea voiced by Davidson that according to a 

common causal account of intentional action, since reasons are causes of action, the 

strongest reasons would be the strongest causes.8 Pugmire insists that the supposed 

akratic agent must have attached greater value to the reason which he ended up acting on, 

otherwise it is hard to see how it could be claimed that the agent in fact acted for a reason 

(intentionally) when he acted. This is the same type of claim that Davidson makes by way 

of his principles P1 and P2, that is, that if an agent judges that it would be better to do X 

than Y, then he will intentionally do X if he does either, and if he thinks he is free to do 

either. The claims made here by both Davidson and Pugmire seem to rely on a theory that 

claims that in order for an act to be done intentionally, or for a reason, the agent must act 

on what he takes to be the better reason at the time. As has been previously noted, this 

                                                 
6 For more discussion on the various types of judgments of goodness, see chapter 5, sections 2, 2.1 and 2.2. 
7 See chapter 5, section 2.1 for a more in-depth discussion of this point.   
8 This was discussed above in section 2 of this chapter. 
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seemingly rules out the possibility of akratic acts, since akratic acts are those in which the 

agent acts contrary to what he takes to be the best reason to act at the time.  

 The assertion that the supposedly akratic agent’s action is the result of a reason 

that consists of some type of judgment of goodness seems right, as I mentioned above. It 

seems that in order for an agent’s action to be intentional the agent must have a purpose 

or reason for so acting. But Pugmire’s claim that the agent’s reason for acting must be 

thought to consist of the agent’s placing some sort of value on the action in question, 

whether this is a value placed on the desire for performing the action or the object of the 

action, need not be the case.9 What I find even more problematic is Pugmire’s further 

claim that unless the agent has placed a higher value on the reason that she ends up acting 

on she will be faced with conflicting value-judgments and no way to resolve the conflict. 

Pugmire says that this type of agent would be stuck in the position of “knowingly 

affirming two conflicting value-judgments (or perhaps of not really having made up his 

mind about the values before hastening into action)” (p. 187).  

Pugmire’s argument here includes two important claims; first that an intentional 

act must be an act done for a reason, and as the result of what the agent takes to be the 

better reason at the time to act upon, and secondly that when an agent is faced with 

incommensurable values he has no way to choose one as superior to the other. I disagree 

with both of these claims, but my discussion of the second claim will mostly be left to my 

discussion of value-judgments in relation to akrasia in chapter 5. Here I would like to 

focus on the first of these two claims, as it is directly related to my discussion here of 

intentional actions and akrasia. 

 Pugmire says that the akratic agent must take the value-judgment (reason) that he 

acts upon to have superseded the value-judgment (reason) that he had originally decided 

to be the better judgment. But why? The agent could have made some sort of value-

judgment regarding the action he did indeed end up performing. However to claim that 

the agent must have determined that this value-judgment superseded the previous value-

judgment is merely to adhere to Davidson’s version of the causal account of intentional 

action (as mentioned above). If it is maintained that the agent in fact acts on his “lesser” 

value-judgment, then an explanation of why he would act this way, while realizing that 

                                                 
9 Again, for further discussion on this point see chapter 5, section 2.1. 
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this is a lesser reason to act, is needed. However Pugmire sees no possible explanation 

forthcoming. According to Pugmire the agent is left with “no reason that he can give” (p. 

188) for so acting, and hence the act is not intentional given the common account of 

intentional action.   

One possible response to Pugmire refers back to the discussion of the previous 

section regarding the distinction between evaluative and motivational aspects of reasons. 

Simply because the agent sincerely judges and believes that one course of action is 

evaluatively better than the other does not then automatically mean the agent will be 

more strongly motivated to so act. Furthermore, we may see how this can be applied to 

Pugmire’s claim that (according to a causal account of action) the better reason must be 

the effective cause of action if we realize that it is ambiguous what Pugmire (and 

Davidson) mean by a “better” reason, as well as a “stronger” reason. If a “better” reason 

means a reason that the agent assigns a higher evaluation to, then if it is allowed that 

there may also be motivational reasons, or at least motivational aspects to reasons 

separate from their evaluative aspects, it is not at all clear that “better” reasons are the 

same thing as causally “stronger” (strongest) reasons. By hypothesis, the causally 

strongest reasons will be the reasons that have the strongest motivational force, and these 

may not always be the reasons that the agent holds in highest evaluative regard. How this 

discord between evaluation and motivation may occur will be the topic of further 

discussion in chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6. 

Another potential line of response to Pugmire is that offered by David Wiggins 

(1980). Wiggins insists that the akrates does have a reason to act akratically and that his 

reasons are not necessarily outweighed by the reasons he has to act in accordance with 

his better judgment. The key here to Wiggins’ approach is that there are many different 

types of values that we possess, and these different types of values cause us to make 

many different types of judgments. Yet these different values, and hence judgments, give 

us real reasons to act, even if they give us “bad” reasons, in the sense that they aren’t 

based on what will help us achieve our greatest happiness (Walker, 1989, p. 664). 

Wiggins' approach is of interest, because it seems to capture an attractive notion 

that we all have a large variety of values, that we value different things in different 

circumstances, and that we value different aspects of things. Our evaluative judgments 
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that decide what we are to do seem to depend on such judgments. I will be looking at 

Wiggins’ argument more closely in chapter 3. 

 

3. Evaluation, Motivation and Action – The Link 

 

 Davidson and Hare, like Socrates before them, focus on the supposed tight link 

that holds between our evaluation of an act and our motivation to perform that act. 

Almost every work on akratic action since Davidson’s paper “How is Weakness of the 

Will Possible?” was published, has addressed the following problem: if we intend to do 

what we want most to do, and we want most to do what we judge is best, then how could 

an agent intentionally (and freely) perform an act that is contrary to his better judgment? 

The problem of akratic action becomes obvious when it is allowed that an agent will 

always intentionally do what he judges best, for this seemingly leaves no room for akratic 

acts. In this section I will take a general look at this supposed tight connection between 

evaluation and motivation, in order to come to a conclusion regarding precisely what the 

true nature of this connection in fact is and how it actually impacts the possibility of 

akratic actions. Davidson gives one of the most important arguments for akratic action 

that centrally involves this connection between motivation and evaluation. Since his 

argument has proven to be such a pivotal one, I will only give a general presentation of it 

here and save my detailed discussion of it for chapter 4. 

 

3.1 Socrates  

 Socrates addresses the issue of akrasia in the Protagoras. According to Socrates, 

as humans we will always (intend to) act in accordance with our judgment regarding what 

it is best to do. This view stems from Socrates’ view on human nature in general. This 

can be seen in the Protagoras at 358d where Socrates claims that “…no one goes 

willingly toward the bad or what he believes to be bad; neither is it in human nature, so it 

seems, to want to go toward what one believes to be bad instead of the good.” Where the 

supposed akratic agent runs afoul, according to Socrates (and Plato) is not in acting 

contrary to his better judgment, but in exercising his ignorance when forming a value-

judgment in regards to the objects of his desires. In this section I will briefly summarize 
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Socrates argument for this view. I will then argue that Socrates’ argument in the 

Protagoras is faulty due to his failure to distinguish between the agent’s evaluation of 

objects of desire and the strength of desires an agent may have for those objects. Due to 

this oversight, Socrates denies that the akratic agent may place a higher value on one act 

and yet have a stronger desire to perform an alternate act. In other words, an agent may 

not always have a stronger desire to perform the act to which he attaches the highest 

value. If evaluation and desire can conflict in this way, then akratic action seems not only 

possible, but explainable.  

 In the Protagoras Socrates offers an argument against potential explanations for 

akrasia. Socrates seems to believe that if he is successful in showing that these 

explanations fail, and his own subsequent explanation is correct, akratic action is 

impossible. His objection to the potential explanation of akrasia that he argues against is 

what shapes his own explanation. However, this objection fails, and it fails because of 

Socrates’ oversight of a distinction that exists between motivation and evaluation. 

 At 352d Socrates sets out the “majority’s” conception of the explanation or reason 

for persons acting contrary to “what is best, even though they know what it is and are 

able to do it.” The majority will say, Socrates says, that the reason for acting akratically is 

that “those who act that way do so because they are overcome by pleasure or pain or are 

being ruled by one of the things (desire, love, fear) I referred to just now.” Socrates then 

proceeds to try to show that, given the majority’s further belief that the good is equivalent 

to pleasure, and the bad equivalent to pain, this explanation can be reduced to absurdity 

or contradiction. Socrates explains that when “pleasure” is replaced with “good” in the 

explanation for akratic action, the explanation of why “a man knowing bad things to be 

bad does them all the same” is transformed from the answer “he is overcome by 

pleasure” to “he is overcome by good.” To be “overcome by the good” would have to 

mean, on Socrates’ account, that the good outweighs the bad. In other words, the agent 

performing the act believes that the amount of good in the act outweighs the amount of 

bad in the act. However this is contrary to the description of an akratic act. According to 

the common account, an akratic agent knowingly and freely performs an act that is bad 

overall or bad on the whole; in other words, the bad outweighs the good in an akratic act. 
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Herein, according to Socrates, lies the contradiction in the “majority’s” explanation for 

akratic action.  

  However the reduction of this explanation to absurdity depends on taking 

“overcome by pleasure” in a certain sense. I here will follow Gerasimos Santas (1966) in 

arguing that Socrates’ failure to realize a second possible reading of “overcome by 

pleasure” leads him to the conclusion that akratic action is impossible. In one sense of 

“overcome by pleasure” the agent’s evaluation of the possible alternative actions is what 

is being indicated. In a second sense of “overcome by pleasure” what is at issue is the 

strength of the agent’s desire to act on the potential alternative actions. Socrates seems to 

be working under the assumption that the first sense is the only sense of “overcome by 

pleasure” since he fails to even mention the possibility of the second way of construing 

this phenomenon. The reason why Socrates overlooked this second possible 

interpretation may be due to his dedication to the belief that the strength of an agent’s 

desire is dependent on and in direct correlation with his evaluative judgments. It simply 

was not consistent with Socrates’ theory of human nature (at least not during the time of 

the Protagoras) that there could be a potential rift between an agent’s evaluative 

judgments and desires. 

 Socrates may very well be right in concluding that the explanation of why the 

akratic agent acts as he does leads to absurdity if “overcome by pleasure” is taken in the 

first sense mentioned above. However, even if this is the case, two potential difficulties 

remain. First, it must be asked whether Socrates’ own subsequent explanation, that 

furthermore arrives at the conclusion that akrasia is impossible, is the correct explanation. 

Secondly, if we allow the second sense of “overcome by pleasure” to stand, will a 

feasible explanation of akratic action follow? I will treat each of these issues in turn. 

 After showing that the majority’s explanation of akrasia – being overcome by 

pleasure – leads to absurdity, Socrates considers a potential objection to this proposed 

contradiction. At 356b Socrates says that it may be thought that pleasure may outweigh 

pain (or good outweigh bad) not because pleasure is in relative excess of pain, but 

because “the immediate pleasure is very much different from the pleasant and painful at a 

different time.” Socrates’ response to this potential objection is that more immediate 

pleasures do not in and of themselves admit of any more pleasure than the less immediate 
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pleasures of the same kind. Yet a person who is not aware of this may mistakenly attach a 

greater value to the more immediate pleasure (good). Socrates’ response here leads 

directly to his own account of akrasia, that is, as an act that is done out of ignorance 

(miscalculation of value), and therefore is not truly akratic as generally defined. 

 Socrates’ response, which leads to his own argument against the possibility of 

akratic actions, is based on the idea that the agent’s evaluation of alternate actions or 

pleasures obtained from those actions may mistakenly vary with distance. Furthermore 

the agent’s desire for these objects is in direct correlation with this evaluation. Socrates 

never seems to acknowledge the possibility that what this objection that he here responds 

to may be bringing to light is the point that an agent’s desire for the alternatives (or 

objects of desire) may differ in strength depending on the immediacy or lack thereof of 

these objects, without the agent’s evaluations differing in this way. If this possibility is 

recognized, then Socrates’ own subsequent argument for the impossibility of akratic 

action seems flawed. Socrates’ account of akrasia depends on the idea that the akratic 

agent is acting out of ignorance due to his miscalculation of the value of competing 

alternative actions, and this miscalculation on the agent’s part is due to distance of the 

alternative acts. However it seems the issue of distance of the alternative actions can be 

thought to affect the strength of the agent’s desires for the alternatives, yet leave the 

agent’s assignment of value to the alternatives untouched. If this is the case, then, 

contrary to Socrates’ opinion, akratic action may be possible and explainable after all. 

The agent who acts akratically may not be mistaken as to which alternative has greater 

value but rather her desire for the alternative which is more immediately accessible may 

be much stronger, due to this immediacy.  

 This leads to the second issue to be addressed. If the majority’s explanation of 

akrasia, that of being “overcome by pleasure,” is taken in the second sense (the sense 

ignored by Socrates) mentioned above, what, if any, impact would this have on the 

account of akrasia. The second sense of “overcome by pleasure” was the sense that 

emphasized the agent’s strength of desire for the alternate actions (or objects of desire 

associated with these actions) as opposed to the agent’s value-judgments regarding these 

alternatives. This sense again is based on the acknowledgment that an agent’s desires can 

be distinct from the agent’s value-judgments regarding these same alternatives. Just as 
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the answer given to the question addressed above (as to whether or not Socrates’ account 

of akrasia is correct) relies on the possibility of the distinction between an agent’s desires 

and value-judgments, so too does the viability of this second sense of “overcome by 

pleasure” affording a workable account of akratic action.  

 If an agent’s acting akratically is to be explained by her being “overcome by 

pleasure” in this second sense, this could mean that she has a stronger desire to act on the 

alternative to which she also attaches a lesser value. Assuming that an agent will always 

act on his or her strongest desire, the question then arises as to how to account for the 

agent’s having a stronger desire for something to which she attaches a lesser value. This 

is where the issue of distance, or immediacy, reappears. If one alternative offers a more 

immediate payoff than another, even if the agent attaches a lesser value to the object of 

that alternative, the agent may harbor a stronger desire for the more immediately 

accessible alternative. Accepting this possibility, one then has to ask if this successfully 

explains akratic action as is commonly described as action that is performed knowingly, 

freely and contrary to the agent’s better judgment that an alternative act is the better act to 

perform. The agent, according to the account offered via the second reading of 

“overcome by pleasure,” would truly be acting contrary to his own better judgment. 

However the question may now be asked whether the agent is acting freely.  

 Santas addresses this concern, and states that two worries need to be addressed in 

order to claim that an akratic agent is not, in particular, acting under psychological 

compulsion. First, it seems that when an agent is acting akratically in the sense that he is 

acting on his strongest desire, which is contrary to his value-judgment, he “is no longer 

an agent; he’s not doing anything, something is happening to him” (p. 32). Secondly is 

the question of what is meant by claiming that the agent could have refrained from acting 

on her strongest (wayward) desire. Santas says that it seems that the only thing that 

possibly could be meant by this is that “he would have refrained if his fear had been 

stronger instead” (p. 32). But this then, says Santas, leaves us with the further task of 

defining if and how the agent had any sort of control over the strength of his desires. If he 

does not and cannot, then akratic action is impossible once again, since the explanation of 

such acts would violate the freedom condition. Santas leaves these worries as a challenge 

to the defender of akrasia.  
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 That the akratic agent could act freely, and hence could have refrained from 

acting on her strongest wayward desire, seems credible enough given that such an agent 

had the ability at the time of acting to attempt to exercise self-control. To in fact show 

that such an agent indeed could have such an ability, it is enough to refer to cases in 

which an agent who is faced with a strong desire to act contrary to her better judgment 

employs techniques such as refocusing her attention on her better judgment, or focusing 

on the negative aspects of the alternative towards which she suffers a greater felt desire. 

Such techniques could weaken the agent’s desire for the worse alternative and strengthen 

the desire for the alternative the agent considers to be best. It seems plausible that an 

agent may be able to employ such techniques, and furthermore employ them successfully 

at times, and yet fail to invoke them at other times. If the reason why the agent fails to 

use such techniques of self-control at certain times is something along the lines of her 

lacking the discipline that would help her to do so, yet could possess such discipline, then 

it need not be the case that she is psychologically unable to do so. If she worked harder 

on establishing these techniques, and became skilled at their use, she may indeed find it 

much easier to make use of them to combat potential akratic action. There seems to be no 

necessary reason to conclude that an agent who acts akratically or is acting on her 

strongest yet wayward desire is acting under psychological compulsion because the 

desire she acts upon is such that she had no control over acting on it. 

  If an agent who acts akratically does indeed have such an ability to exercise self-

control, but yet fails to do so because he chooses not to acquire or exercise techniques 

that he could in fact acquire or exercise, the feeling that the agent himself is not actually 

acting but something is instead merely happening to him may lessen or vanish. This 

account of akratic action that is based on the second aforementioned sense of “overcome 

by pleasure” shows first of all that an agent who acts akratically is acting on his own 

strongest desire. Not only is the agent acting on his own desire, but he has control over 

which desire of his will in the end, prior to his acting, count as his strongest desire. Since 

the agent acts on his own desire, and furthermore this desire’s strength is something he 

can have control over, it is unnecessary to conclude that the agent himself is not the 

author of this freely performed akratic action. This being so, if we read the majority’s 

explanation of akratic action as action in which the agent is overcome by pleasure in the 
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second sense, that is, in the sense that refers to the agent’s action as one that is predicated 

on the agent’s strongest wayward (contrary to his value-judgment) desire, akratic action 

is not only possible, but is readily explainable.  

 

3.2 Hare 

 As I mentioned in section 1.1 of this chapter, Hare’s denial of the possibility of 

akratic action stems from his account of the logical link that he supposes to exist between 

an agent’s evaluational (ought) judgment, and an agent’s intention and action. More 

specifically, according to Hare, when an agent makes an evaluational judgment that agent 

is thereby expressing his assent to that judgment. This assent, if sincere, will then 

manifest itself in the agent’s expression of his intention to act on this judgment by his so 

acting when the opportunity to do so presents itself, given that he is able to so act. 

Therefore, acting akratically is ruled out by Hare.  

 In this section I will take a closer look at Hare’s account of the logical link that he 

claims to hold between an agent’s evaluational judgment and that agent’s desire, 

intention, and subsequent act. I will then explain why this account is faulty, and 

specifically why it does not succeed at ruling out the possibility of akratic action. 

 There are two main aspects of Hare’s account of the nature of evaluational 

judgments that lead him to the position that akrasia is impossible. The first is that 

evaluational judgments consist of a logical nature that rules out an agent’s holding such a 

judgment and failing to act upon it, if able to physically and psychologically do so. 

Secondly, evaluational judgments include a desire on the agent’s part (who holds the 

judgment) to intend to act, and hence act on them (p. 170). The result of these two main 

aspects of evaluational judgments is that if an agent holds such a judgment, it is logically 

impossible for the agent not to act upon it, if the agent is in the situation to so act, and is 

able to. Below I will look closely at each of these aspects of Hare’s account. 

 For Hare, the function of evaluational (and for him moral) judgments is to guide 

an agent’s actions (1963, p. 70). Furthermore Hare holds that evaluational judgments are 

both prescriptive and universal in nature. What this means is that in making an 

evaluational judgment, an agent is commanding himself to act on that judgment (p. 79), 

and also is “committed to thinking that anyone else similarly placed ought to do the 
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same” (p. 71). To accept or hold an evaluational judgment is to sincerely assent to it, 

intend to act on it, and if he is also free to do so, act on it. For Hare, when an agent makes 

an evaluational judgment, upon sincerely assenting to it she thereby commands herself to 

perform this act. When she is then presented with the time and opportunity to so act, she 

will. This is the logical aspect of an evaluational judgment.  

 One potential problem with this account is that if an agent does fail to act in 

accordance with her evaluational judgment Hare must -- and does -- say that this must be 

due to either her lack of sincerity in assenting to the judgment, or her inability to act in 

accordance with the judgment. As I mention above in section 1.1, I find Hare’s argument 

for the conclusion that such sincerely assenting agents are necessarily acting 

compulsively unconvincing. Simply noting that on many an occasion agents who do act 

contrary to what they judge is the better option report feeling that they are unable to act 

otherwise in my opinion does little to prove they are acting under compulsion. As I 

mentioned above in section 1.1, for every agent Hare can quote as insisting they suffered 

from a feeling of helplessness, there is an agent who reports feeling that he did have the 

ability to act otherwise when acting akratically. So it seems that merely deferring to the 

akratic agent’s phenomenal account of her own action fails to establish whether or not 

such acts are performed freely.    

 It is simply not clear why the alleged akratic agent needs to be thought of as 

psychologically unable to do otherwise. Hare himself mentions that “sometimes, by 

uttering a prescription, another person may help a morally weak agent to overcome his 

moral weakness—the actual utterance, by reinforcing the will of the agent, alters the 

situation, so that what was impossible becomes possible” (p. 81). However Hare then 

goes on to state that the cases he has been mentioning “may be supposed to lie beyond 

the reach of such help on the part of fellow humans…” (p. 81). But why he thinks these 

cases “lie beyond the reach of such help” is not explained. And if this strategy can 

redirect the agent so she acts in accordance with her evaluational judgment, then in what 

sense was her so acting impossible to begin with? Furthermore, why such help in 

overcoming wayward desire need come via another person, and not the agent himself, is 

also left unclear. If “uttering the prescription” works when performed by another person, 

it seems as though it would also work when the agent utters the prescription again to 
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himself when feeling as though he has weakened. When looking closer at why such a 

strategy as this may successfully get the agent to act in line with his evaluational 

judgment, it seems that what is going on is a refocusing of the agent’s attention on his 

evaluational judgment. An additional shot of strength has been given to the agent in the 

form of a reminder of why he ought to do what he has judged to be best. But if some 

agents are capable of responding to such strategies, it is unclear on what grounds Hare 

can claim that others are not.    

 William Charlton (1988) claims that in Hare’s defense it is possible to give a clear 

account of what it means for an agent to be psychologically unable to perform an act in 

accordance with the agent’s better judgment. Charlton says that psychological 

impossibility “can be defined in terms of the unconscious…an agent is psychologically 

unable to perform an act insofar as he has reasons for not performing the act which are 

unconscious” (p. 80). However, I fail to see how this clarifies the concept of 

psychological inability. Having unconscious reasons for not acting in accordance with 

one’s better judgment does not seem to necessitate one’s acting compulsively. It can quite 

easily be imagined that an agent has unconscious and even conscious reasons for not 

acting in accordance with her better judgment, yet either act or not act in accordance with 

her judgment. If we would want to say, which I think we would, that the agent who 

nonetheless acts in accordance with her better judgment does so freely, I see no reason to 

not also conclude the agent who does not act in accordance also acts freely. 

 Another potentially serious problem with Hare’s account of evaluational 

judgments is that sincere assent to the judgment entails issuing a command to oneself to 

do, or forming an intention to perform at the applicable time, the act in accordance with 

the judgment. And this, Hare insists, rules out akratic action. However, as David Pears 

(1984, pp. 240-7) and Alfred Mele (1987) both point out, the issuing of such a command 

and even forming of such an intention does not rule out the possibility of acting contrary 

to either.  

 Pears notes that the difference between the first person command to perform the 

action and the “sincere assent” or intention to act on the command is pivotal. Pears 

explains that the command that the agent addresses to himself is an “instruction to do the 

valued action, and not an instruction to form the particular desire or intention to do it” (p. 
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242). Pears explains that according to Hare when the agent sincerely assents to or accepts 

the judgment the agent purportedly forms the intention to so act. Pears then explains that 

it is this intention that Hare takes to be the “final link in the chain connecting valuing 

with doing” (p. 242). The problem, as Pears points out, is that in cases of conflicting 

desire and motivation, an agent’s transition from sincere assent to the self-command and 

subsequent action may not be as smooth as Hare claims it to be. According to Pears, just 

as when someone issues a command to another person he “intends for him to carry it out” 

so when one sincerely issues a command to oneself he intends himself to carry it out. In 

cases where conflicting desire and motivation is absent, after issuing this self command 

the agent will then intend to so act and subsequently act on this intention. But in cases 

where conflict is present, an agent (most likely) will not have the intention to act in 

accordance with his best judgment. This agent may then issue the command to himself 

how best to act, with the intention that this will result in the agent’s forming the intention 

to so act. Yet this may fail to successfully result in the formation of this intention. What 

Pears is here showing is that Hare’s account consists of a “distinction between two 

different intentions” (p. 243). These two types of intentions are intending to produce an 

intention, and simply intending to act in such-and-such a way. Even if issuing a self-

command entails intending oneself to form the intention to so act, it does not entail the 

intention to act itself.  

 Mele furthermore points out that even if the agent does in fact have this intention 

to act, this fails to rule out the possibility of acting contrary to this intention while still 

retaining his better judgment, and hence acting akratically. As Mele states “there is time 

for even here-and-now intentions to be overridden, as it were, by subsequent intentions” 

(1987, p. 19). Having this intention overridden does not mean that the agent must have 

also changed his evaluational judgment (pp. 19-20). 

  As I noted earlier, not only is Hare’s account of evaluational judgments 

problematic because of its logical nature, but also because of the relationship it asserts to 

hold between an agent’s desire and evaluational judgment and subsequent action. Hare, 

unlike Socrates, notes that desires can conflict with evaluational judgments. Hare 

explains that where Socrates went wrong is in thinking that forming ought judgments was 

simply accomplished by figuring out what we most want to do. Socrates held that we will 
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always most want to do what is the good, where the good is read as including the 

“morally good.” However Hare points out that in figuring out what an agent wants most 

to do he need only consult his own desires. The problem, says Hare, is that there is a 

difference between figuring out what I most want to do and figuring out what I ought to 

do. Figuring out what I want most to do does not necessarily involve universalizability, 

since, “if I want to do A in these circumstances I am not committed to wanting anyone 

else placed in exactly or relevantly similar circumstances to do likewise” (p. 71). 

However, in figuring out what an agent ought to do, he needs to figure out what should 

be universally done in situations identical to this one (p. 72). Figuring out what an agent 

wants most to do is not the same as figuring out what an agent ought to do, according to 

Hare. Figuring out what an agent ought to do includes considerations of universal 

prescription.  

 While Hare professes to have figured out the error of Socrates’ account of the 

impossibility of akrasia, he goes on to give his own account of why akrasia is impossible. 

Although Hare does claim that Socrates makes the mistake of overlooking the differences 

(specifically in prescriptivity) between desire and evaluational judgments, Hare seems to 

make a similar mistake of his own.  

 Hare’s account of the nature of evaluational judgments includes the thesis that 

evaluational judgments involve the desire of the agent to act on the evaluational judgment 

he or she makes. C.C.W. Taylor (1980) explains that because, according to Hare, 

evaluative judgments are prescriptive, they “incorporate desire, i.e. felt disposition to act” 

(Taylor, p. 514). Hare himself states that “…if we use the word ‘desire’ in the wide sense, 

we can say that any evaluation, just because it is prescriptive, incorporates the desire to 

have or do something rather than something else” (Hare, p. 170). As Taylor then explains 

(Taylor, p. 514), “it is clearly Hare’s view that making an evaluative judgment on a 

course of action to be undertaken by himself, the agent incorporates a desire to do 

whatever it is that he evaluates more favorably.”  

 This means that what Hare accepts is the thesis that whenever an agent makes a 

judgment that a certain act is better to perform than another, that he wants or desires “in 

the wide sense” to perform that act more or “rather” (Hare, p. 170) than the other. In 

other words, Hare believes that desires or wants and judgments are undeniably connected. 
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But it seems that this connection or link is not all that different from the one Socrates 

himself posits. Socrates believes that a person will always want more, intend to act and 

therefore act on what he judges to be the better course of action at the time. Hare also 

seems to hold a similar position, since he claims that upon making a judgment that an act 

is the better act to perform an agent’s desire or want to act in accordance with this 

judgment necessarily follows suit. For both, desire follows better judgment.  

 As I mention in section 3.1, I find this claim as made by Socrates faulty for 

several reasons. One of the major problems with this type of thesis is that it ignores the 

distinction between motivation and evaluation. This same objection can be made here 

against Hare’s account. Since I have explained this objection in detail in 3.1, I will not 

elaborate on it again here. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE FREEDOM CONDITION: ARE SUPPOSED AKRATIC ACTIONS 

PERFORMED FREELY? 

 

Introduction 

 

Weakness of will, as commonly characterized, is in part marked by the agent’s 

possessing the ability at the time of his acting to ensure that his act conforms to his better 

judgment. This is associated with the common claim that akratic acts are performed 

freely by the agent. Such an agent presumably has, at the time of acting, the capacity and 

ability to exercise self-control in order to get his action to conform to his better judgment. 

That the agent does not successfully so restrain himself, and instead acts contrary to his 

better judgment, is what we hold him responsible for. This characterization of akratic 

actions seems to accord quite nicely with our common intuitions regarding the 

phenomenon, since we feel strongly inclined to attribute responsibility to an agent who 

performs an akratic act, and furthermore we would think it unfair to attribute such 

responsibility to an agent who was not free or able to act in accordance with his better 

judgment. If an agent is unable at the time of acting to act in accordance with his better 

judgment, then it seems that the agent’s act is better characterized as a compulsive or 

forced act, as opposed to an akratic act. Furthermore, the responsibility that we may 

attribute to such an agent would seemingly be quite different in nature from the 

responsibility we attribute to a weak-willed agent. What this suggests is that actions 

performed from weakness of will and actions performed due to compulsion are 

distinguishable by the agent’s either having or lacking an ability at the time of acting to 

ensure his act conforms to his better judgment. If this so-called “common” account of 

weakness of will is correct, then the weak-willed agent possesses, at the time of acting 

against his better judgment, an ability to have acted in accordance with his better 

judgment. However an agent who acts compulsively lacks such an ability.  
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  In his “Skepticism about Weakness of Will”1 Gary Watson challenges this 

“common” account of weakness of will. Watson explains that according to the common 

account, an agent has, at the time of acting, the requisite normal capacities of self-control, 

and hence has the ability to ensure that her act will conform to her better judgment; she 

simply fails, for some reason, to exercise these capacities. Watson, however, argues that 

this characterization of the weak-willed agent is problematic unless a defender of this 

account can give a credible explanation of why and how it happens that such an agent 

fails to ensure that her act does conform to her better judgment. The bulk of Watson’s 

paper argues that this common account of weakness of will, with its explanation of how 

akratic actions are free, is seriously flawed due to its inability to successfully differentiate 

weak-willed (akratic) from compulsive acts. Watson then offers his own alternative way 

to characterize the akratic act, with the ramification that at the time of acting, the weak-

willed agent does not have the ability to ensure that her act conforms to her better 

judgment. Hence, Watson questions one of the hallmarks of the common account of 

weakness of will, that is, that the akratic act is an act done freely, where this means the 

agent has the ability to act otherwise (or in accordance with her better judgment) at the 

time of acting. 

In this chapter I look closely at Watson’s argument, as I take it to be among the 

most notable given against the so-called common account’s freedom condition. Watson’s 

argument focuses on several important points that I plan to look at carefully in the 

following chapter. First, Watson explains that the common account of weakness of will 

supposes itself to be an “explanatory concept” (p. 326) and as such claims to offer an 

explanation of the weak-willed agent’s act. However, Watson argues that attempting to 

explain akratic actions by declaring that they are due to the agent’s having a weak will 

explains little, and in fact does nothing to differentiate such acts from those done from 

compulsion. Watson finds the supposed distinction between explaining a weak-willed 

agent’s act by way of being weak-willed, and explaining an act done by an agent who 

succumbs to compulsion illusionary when drawn via a distinction between compulsive 

and non-compulsive motivation and desires. In section 1 of this chapter, I will take a 

close look at Watson’s argument for this claim, and explain what I take to be problematic 

                                                 
1 “Skepticism About Weakness of Will,” Philosophical Review 86: 316-339. 
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regarding it. What I have to say about this particular part of Watson’s argument will play 

a distinct and important role in what I have to say in subsequent chapters regarding my 

own account of weakness of will. 

 A second and further point made by Watson is that he thinks he has found an 

alternative way of making the distinction between weakness of will and compulsion as 

explanatory concepts. Watson’s alternate account claims that at the time of acting 

akratically, the agent did not have normal capacities of self-control because the agent had 

failed to cultivate or maintain such normal capacities, and for this the agent is 

responsible. However, even though the agent’s act is not free, it is not therefore (thereby) 

compulsive, because if he had cultivated the normal capacities of self-control, he could 

have resisted. For the behavior to be compulsive, Watson explains, the act would be one 

such that even if the agent had cultivated the normal capacities of self-control, he would 

not have been able to resist (pp. 331-332).  

Watson claims that his account of how weakness of will and compulsion can be 

characterized and distinguished from one another and “accords fairly closely with typical 

moral attitudes” (p. 333) that we have towards both phenomena. According to Watson, 

his account correctly likens the weak-willed agent to the negligent agent. In section 2 I 

will look at Watson’s argument for this claim, and explain what I take to be faulty 

regarding it.  

Watson maintains that his account of weakness of will (as distinct from 

compulsion) also correctly locates the culpability of the weak agent, whereas the 

common account does not. Watson challenges the defender of the common account of 

weakness of will to explain how the weak-willed agent has a capacity of self-control that 

he fails to exercise. In section 3 I will offer what I take to be convincing explanations of 

why the akratic agent fails to exercise his ability to act on his better judgment at the time 

of action. Furthermore, I will argue that Watson’s proposed account does not accurately 

portray or capture what we in fact have in mind when characterizing an agent’s action as 

due to weakness of will.  
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1. Compulsive and Weak-Willed Motivation and Desires: A Distinction 

 

As I mention in my introductory chapter, the concept of weakness of will is 

traditionally meant to be explanatory, or at least, this is one of the main ways in which 

the term weakness of will is used, that is, as an explanatory term. When an agent 

performs an act that is done freely, intentionally and against her better judgment that 

another (different) act is the best act to perform at that time, it may be said that the agent 

acts this way due to weakness of will on her part. In his “Skepticism about Weakness of 

Will” Gary Watson contends that the traditional or “common account” of weakness of 

will in actuality fails to successfully offer any type of explanation, especially an 

explanation that is distinct from the explanation of compulsion, of weak-willed behavior. 

As Watson sees it this is problematic, since the common account of weakness of will 

claims to be a separate or distinct explanation of behavior from compulsion.  

Watson argues that the common account of weakness of will fails to distinguish 

the weak-willed from the compulsive act, and centers his argument for this claim on his 

characterization of compulsion, and more specifically, what it is for a desire or 

motivation in general to be labeled as compulsive. According to Watson, a tell-tale mark 

of compulsion is “…that the agents’ actual motivation is independent of any conception 

that they have of the worth of their actions” (p. 326, emphasis mine). From this Watson 

moves on to say that compulsives seem “motivated contrary to their own wills” and then 

furthermore claims that compulsive agents act “contrary to their judgments of the worth 

of their actions” and not “contrary to their strongest motive” (p. 327). Therefore, Watson 

explains, “it is plausible, then, to identify the ‘will’ with practical judgment” because 

“clearly the ‘will’ here cannot be the strongest motive” (p. 327). Consequently such 

agents act contrary to their practical judgment, According to Watson, the identifying 

mark of a compulsive desire is “its capacity to motivate the agent contrary to practical 

judgment” (p. 327).  

Most of this seems correct as far as it goes toward characterizing a compulsive’s 

motivation and the desire on which he acts. However, Watson then takes his argument a 

step further and concludes that acts that are commonly labeled as weak-willed as opposed 

to compulsive likewise have these characteristics, that is, that such agents’ motivation is 
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independent of any conception they have of the act’s worth, and so on. Watson remarks, 

“…it follows that the weak agent acts contrary to his or her judgment in exactly the same 

sense, and therefore acts under compulsion” (p. 327) and “if a sufficient condition of 

compulsive motivation is that the motivation be contrary to the agent’s practical 

judgment, then weakness of will is a species of compulsion” (p. 328). I find fault with 

this hasty conclusion on several grounds.  

First, is a sufficient condition of compulsive motivation simply that the motivation 

be contrary to the agent’s practical judgment? I believe more is needed to qualify 

motivation as compulsive. On a daily basis we are all subject to desires and motivation 

that are contrary to our practical judgment, yet it would seem hasty and incorrect to label 

all such motivations as compulsive. For example, upon awakening on many mornings I 

find myself encountering a desire and accompanying motivation to hit the snooze on my 

alarm and go back to sleep, even while I judge that I ought to get up now. When deciding 

what to eat for breakfast I sometimes encounter a desire and motivation to eat donuts 

instead of my usual wheat toast and fruit, which I judge to be the best breakfast for me to 

eat. Such examples of desires and motivation which run contrary to my practical 

judgment are surely not correctly labeled as compulsive. While these above-mentioned 

desires and motivations may be felt as strong, and even if it might be the case that I do 

succumb to them on occasion, I do not feel that at the time in which I’m encountering 

them that they are compulsive or that I am unable to resist them. 

Secondly, it seems incorrect to say that compulsive agents’ actual motivation is 

independent of any conception that they have of the worth of their actions, and likewise 

this does not seem to correctly characterize what goes on with the weak-willed agent. At 

minimum, the compulsive agent attaches a sense of worth to his action, for instance, of 

taking a drug he is unwillingly addicted to, when he conceives of his act of taking the 

drug as one that will relieve him of negative feelings such as pain and anxiety. A weak-

willed agent’s desire is characterized as one that supplies the agent with motivation that is 

independent of a particular conception he has of the worth of his act, but is dependent 

upon some conception he has of the worth of their action. What the weak-willed agent 

fails to do is to act in accordance with his judgment regarding the overall (evaluative) 

worth of his action. But under some conception(s) of his act the weak-willed agent 
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considers his act to have worth or be judged as good; otherwise the desire would not 

provide the necessary motivation for the agent to so act.2 Given a certain conception of 

the proposed act, the weak-willed agent assigns worth to the act, and the weak agent’s 

desire to perform the act is to some extent dependent on this conception of worth. This is 

where the problem and resulting conflict lies, because it is when considering alternate 

possible conceptions of the worth (or goodness) of his act that this particular desire and 

conception is concluded to be inferior to another.3 

The weak-willed agent is subject to and acts on a type of desire that is different 

from a compulsive desire in that a compulsive desire supplies an agent with motivation 

which is independent of any standard4 (potential or actual) efforts of self-control on the 

agent’s part. Regardless of the worth the agent may or may not attach to the proposed act, 

the compulsive desire will motivate the agent to perform the act. However the desire that 

the weak-willed agent acts on is not independent of any standard (potential or actual) 

efforts of self-control on the agent’s part. Also, whereas the compulsive agent acts 

contrary to (any of) his judgments of the worth of his action except that worth which the 

agent assigns to the alleviation of negative feelings (anxiety, fear, etc.) that accompany 

his consideration of failing to so act, the weak-willed in fact acts in accord with any (one) 

of his judgments regarding the worth of his action except the judgment regarding the 

overall evaluative worth of his action.  

 Consider Watson’s example of the man with the dread fear of spiders (p. 325). In 

a situation where it is “urgently important” for this man to handle one, he judges that the 

most worthwhile thing to do in the situation is to handle the spider. However he also has 

a conception of worth assigned to his not handling the spider, that is, the worth he 

attaches to his acquiescence of his fear of so handling it. But regardless of what, if any, 

worth he attaches to his handling, or not handling the spider, his desire and motivation in 

fact motivates him to not handle the spider. In this situation the strength of the desire not 

to handle the spider, or the strength of his fear of handling it, is such that no matter what 

                                                 
2 These different judgments of goodness (worth) and this claim regarding motivation will be further 
addressed in chapter 5. 
3 This conflict between different conceptions of goodness (worth) will be more fully discussed in chapter 5. 
4 ‘Standard’ efforts of self-control is admittedly a vague notion. In general, ‘standard’ here means the 
techniques of practicing self-control that a person would commonly have at his disposal. This would 
exclude more advanced/extreme techniques such as aversion therapy or alcohol and drug abuse programs, 
etc. 
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standard efforts of self-control the agent may have (or could have) made use of, or what 

conceptions of worth he may have had regarding his handling or not handling the spider, 

he could not have lessened the intensity or grip of this desire. 

Therefore, it seems appropriate to say of this situation that the agent’s desire not 

to handle the spider supplies the agent with motivation that is in fact independent not of 

any conception of worth the agent has of this act, but instead that is independent of any 

standard (potential or actual) efforts of self-control on the agent’s part. The agent’s 

motivation to so act is also independent of any conception of worth the agent has of his 

act except that worth which the agent assigns to the alleviation of negative feelings 

(anxiety, fear, etc.) that accompany his consideration of failing to so act. 

Now, in comparison to the above case, consider a situation in which a person 

judges that the best thing for him to eat for lunch is a salad. However, upon driving past a 

McDonalds, he starts thinking about Big Macs, which he loves. Even while still believing 

that the best thing for him to do is to order and eat a salad, he instead enters the 

McDonalds and orders and eats a Big Mac. It seems incorrect in this instance to say, 

under usual circumstances,5 that this agent’s desire was compulsive, meaning that his 

desire to eat the Big Mac supplied him with strength of motivation that was independent 

of any (potential) efforts at practicing self-control. It is also not the case that the agent’s 

motivation to so act is independent of any conception of worth the agent has of his act 

except that worth which the agent assigns to the alleviation of negative feelings (anxiety, 

fear, etc.) that accompany his consideration of failing to so act, as happens in cases of 

compulsion. What the agent’s desire to eat the Big Mac does supply him with is 

motivation that is independent of the agent’s conception of what is healthiest for him to 

eat for lunch. If this agent didn’t find any worth in his conception of this act, as for 

instance worth in satisfying his desire for indulging in a tasty treat, then this agent would 

not have the requisite motivation to so act on this desire. 

In this case, the agent’s desire for the Big Mac provides him with motivation that 

is not independent of any standard (potential or actual) efforts at practicing self-control. 

This is where the distinction lies between the compulsive’s desire and motivation, and the 

weak-willed person’s desire and motivation. Both the compulsive and weak-willed agent 

                                                 
5 That is, barring the agent’s having a fast-food eating addiction, etc. 
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may act in accord with one of their judgments regarding the worth of their actions and 

fail to act in accord with their judgment regarding the overall (evaluative) worth of their 

actions. However the compulsive agent possesses a desire that supplies motivation which 

is of such strength that no matter what the standard (potential or actual) efforts of self-

control on the agent’s part, the compulsive desire and motivation will move the agent to 

action. In comparison, the weak-willed agent’s (potential) practicing of techniques of 

self-control can have an effect on whether or not the agent will act on his desire that is at 

odds with his better judgment.   

 

2. The Efficacy of “Normal” Capacities of Self-Control: A Better Way to Distinguish 

Weakness of Will from Compulsion? 

  

According to Watson the common account of weakness of will fails to 

successfully explain what differentiates weak-willed actions from compulsive actions. 

Because of this failure, the common account also, according to Watson, fails to offer any 

satisfactory explanation of acts performed due to weakness of will, especially as distinct 

from those performed due to compulsion. However Watson claims that there is an 

alternative way to make this crucial distinction, and make it in a way that captures the 

explanatory nature, as well as any moral dimensions of the label “weakness of will.” In 

this section I will explain Watson’s account of the difference between weakness of will 

and compulsion and then explain why I believe it to be faulty. Not only does this account 

fail to capture all instances of what we want to label as weak-willed actions, but it also 

fails to capture the standard moral intuitions and attitudes regarding responsibility that we 

may have about some of these instances.6  

Self-control, which plays a pivotal role in Watson’s account of weakness of will, 

is “the capacity to resist recalcitrant desires” (p. 330). Whereas on the common account 

of weakness of will, weak-willed agents have (at the time of acting) but fail to use the 

ability to resist wayward desire, on Watson’s account weak-willed agents do not have (at 

the time of acting) the ability to resist wayward desire. This is why, according to Watson, 

                                                 
6 As I mention in the Introduction (pp. 2-3), not all cases of weakness of will need be moral in nature, or 
have a moral dimension to them. 
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supposed weak-willed actions are not in actuality free actions, given that an act being free 

entails that the agent must have the ability to resist (or do otherwise) at the time of acting. 

However Watson does not conclude that therefore weak-willed acts are compulsive acts 

either. Positing a distinction between normal and subnormal capacities and skills of 

resistance, Watson explains that in cases where the agent is weak-willed, the agent has 

subnormal capacities of resistance or self-control. Because of their diminished capacity at 

the time of acting, weak-willed agents find themselves unequipped with the ability to 

resist wayward desires, while if they had the “normal” capacities and met “normal” 

standards of self-control, they could have so resisted. This entails that weak-willed agents 

are not free at the time of their act to resist (or act otherwise), however they are 

responsible for failing to cultivate or maintain (at an earlier time) the normal capacities of 

self-control that would have so allowed them to resist (pp. 331-332). 

Opposed to cases of weakness of will, cases of compulsion are such that even if 

the agent had the normal capacities of resistance and self-control at the time in which he 

acts he would nonetheless still have been unable to resist (and act otherwise) (p. 332). 

Therefore, although cases in which the agent is weak-willed are cases in which the agent 

is not free, at the time of acting, to act otherwise, the agent is not thereby thought to be a 

victim of compulsion, since if he had cultivated the normal capacities of self-control, he 

could have acted otherwise. The weak-willed agent, on Watson’s account, seems to be 

caught (or located) somewhere in-between the agent who acts freely, and the agent who 

acts compulsively, rather like the negligent agent. Watson believes that negligent acts are 

on a par with weak-willed acts in respect to how we attribute responsibility to the agent 

who performs these acts. This similarity between the two types of acts is based on the 

fact that, as Watson sees it, for both types of acts, “blameworthiness does not require that 

one be able to resist or that weak behavior be fully under voluntary control” (p. 334). 

Both acts of negligence and weak-willed acts, Watson says, are behaviors that are 

“blameworthy but nonvoluntary” (p. 334).  

Watson’s claim that negligent behavior is not voluntary seems accurate in the 

sense that negligent acts, such as hitting a pedestrian with one’s car while failing to look 

when one should have, are acts that the agent did not want to perform and did not 

willingly perform. However, Watson seems to equate nonvoluntary behavior with 
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behavior that is marked by the agent’s inability at the time of acting to act otherwise.  

While discussing his example of the agent who fails to look both ways at an intersection 

and hits another vehicle, Watson states that the agent’s act could sensibly be 

characterized as neither voluntary nor intentional, and this seems right. However, Watson 

then claims that, at the time of the accident, it is not at all clear that the agent could have 

remembered to look both ways, or avoid the accident. Watson says of this agent, 

“perhaps to think him blameworthy we must also believe that he could have been or 

become the kind of person who exercises reasonable care. But these beliefs do not entail 

that he was able, at the time of action, to avoid the accident” (p. 334).  

Watson’s comments here seem incorrect. I believe that we would want to say of 

the agent discussed above that he could have remembered to look both ways, or avoid the 

accident. That is, the agent could have kept his strength of mind, he could have made sure 

he did not let himself get distracted, or lose his concentration. It is because he was able at 

the time of the incident to do these things that we consider him responsible for his 

negligent act. If, as Watson claims, to think him blameworthy we need only believe he 

could have been or become the kind of person who exercises reasonable care, then we 

wouldn’t hold him responsible in the same way that we in fact do, assuming he did 

perform the type of negligent act described above. If, at the time of the supposed 

negligent act, the agent was not truly possessed of the ability to exercise reasonable care, 

then this type of agent would seem equivalent either to an undeveloped agent or a 

compulsive agent. For example, if a person who (through no fault of his own) had not 

gone through the required driver’s education needed to become a safe and legal driver, or 

even a person who was not of legal driving age (say a twelve year old) were to get behind 

the wheel and perform the above act, we would not hold this type of agent responsible for 

the act in the same way we would an educated, of-age driver. The reason why we 

wouldn’t ascribe the same responsibility to such an agent is because, on the one hand, the 

first agent only could have become an agent who possessed the requisite skills and ability 

to avoid such accidents, whereas the second agent already has such abilities, but because 

of weakness or distraction failed to implement them at the time. For this failure, and this 

failure alone, we hold the second type of agent responsible for their negligent act.  
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I find Watson’s characterization of agents who perform negligent acts faulty. 

Such agents do not necessarily, as I have just argued, lack the ability at the time of acting 

to perform the right act. Therefore, Watson’s attempt to model cases of weak-willed 

behavior after cases of negligent behavior falls flat. Not only, I suggest, do agents who 

perform negligent acts sometimes have the ability to act otherwise at the time of their act, 

but agents who perform weak-willed acts also have this ability. Furthermore, an agent’s 

ability to act otherwise is important and pivotal for the responsibility that we feel entitled 

to ascribe to such agents. 

Watson claims that his account of weakness of will is a vast improvement over 

the common account, since whereas the common account fails to distinguish weakness of 

will from compulsion, Watson’s own account succeeds in doing so. Furthermore, Watson 

claims that his own account of weakness of will captures our basic moral intuitions 

regarding certain instances of weak-willed behavior, including the belief that the weak-

willed agent is responsible for his akratic action. In what follows, I will question whether 

Watson has successfully addressed these issues. 

As mentioned above, Watson says that cases in which the agent is weak-willed 

are such that the agent, at the time of acting, could not have exercised normal capacities 

of self-control because the agent failed to meet the standards of normal self-control. What 

follows from this is that, at the time of acting, the agent was not able to (hence was not 

free to) exercise the requisite control needed to ensure her act was in line with her better 

judgment. In comparison, according to the common account of weakness of will, at the 

time of acting the agent in fact has the requisite ability to exercise normal standards self-

control, but she fails to do so and instead acts on wayward desire. Watson says that the 

common account must explain how it is that the agent has, but fails to exercise her ability 

to exercise self-control to ensure her better judgment is enforced in her actions. I will 

address this challenge to the common account in the next section of this chapter. Here 

what I would like to explore is Watson’s characterization of the weak-willed case.  

Watson makes three distinct claims regarding his account that I would like to look 

at closely. These three claims are that his account correctly distinguishes between the 

weak-willed and compulsive case, that his account correctly captures any moral concerns 
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we have regarding weakness of will, and that his account correctly locates the 

responsibility that we impose on weak-willed agents.  

According to Watson’s account, the weak-willed agent was not able (free) at the 

time of acting to resist wayward desire because he did not have the necessary normal 

capacities of self-control. Given this account, such an agent would be responsible for 

acting weakly via being responsible for not having cultivated or maintained such normal 

capacities. Of course, as Watson adds, this is assuming that the weak-willed agent was 

capable of acquiring or maintaining such capabilities (p. 334). Watson claims that this 

account of the weak-willed agent “accords fairly closely with typical moral attitudes 

toward weakness. In contrast to ‘bad characters,’ we do not criticize weak agents for their 

principles or values but for their failure to develop or maintain the capacities necessary to 

make those values effective in action” (p. 333).  

Watson is motioning here towards a supposed distinction between an agent’s 

principles and values, and an agent’s development or upkeep (or lack thereof) of certain 

capacities that would be needed to enforce these principles and values in action. What 

this distinction is supposed to accomplish for Watson’s account is a temporal 

displacement of the agent’s ability to resist wayward desires and subsequent 

responsibility. At the time of acting weakly the agent does not have the ability to resist 

because the agent lacks the normal capacities of self-control. Therefore at the time of 

acting the agent is not responsible for being unable to resist. Yet at an earlier time, the 

agent did have the ability to acquire or maintain these capacities, and this is what the 

agent is responsible for. However this distinction is empty when it is realized that one of 

the agent’s principles or values might very well be a value placed on either acquiring or 

maintaining such capacities of self-control. The weak agent is an agent who fails to place 

adequate value on such capacities, whereas the continent lack this failure in values, and 

for this the weak-willed can and should be held accountable. It also seems that we may 

question the sincerity or genuineness of the agent’s purported other values and principles 

if he fails to develop or maintain the capacities to ensure that they are implemented in the 

agent’s actions. If the weak-willed agent had the “right” values to begin with, he would 

have acquired or maintained such capacities. This means that even if Watson were right 

in his account of weakness of will, the moral attitudes that we have toward the weak-
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willed would not be quite as he states. For it seems that it would be correct to say that we 

do in fact criticize the weak-willed for their “bad characters,” and it is their principles 

and/or values that should be criticized.   

Yet even if Watson would have to make this fairly minor adjustment to his 

account regarding our moral attitude toward the weak-willed, this does not seem 

devastatingly problematic for his overall account of weak-willed cases. However one 

must ask whether in making such adjustments the resulting characterization of weak-

willed actions would more closely resemble that of compulsive actions. 

Watson’s distinction between cases of weakness of will and compulsion, simply 

put, is that, “in cases the case of weakness, one acts contrary to one’s better judgment 

because one has failed to meet standards of reasonable and normal self-control; whereas, 

this explanation does not hold for compulsive behavior” (p. 332). The way Watson draws 

this distinction between the weak and the compulsive is problematic, and in fact his 

account of the weak-willed agent seems to capture, instead, the case of the compulsive. It 

is the compulsive that we think of as not having the ability at the time of acting to resist. 

Furthermore it is the compulsive that we think should be held (at least somewhat) 

responsible for letting himself get into this situation to begin with due to his failure to 

cultivate or maintain normal self-control, which may be credibly blamed on his previous 

failure to place value on the upkeep or acquisition of such capabilities. Take for instance 

the example of the addict. Certainly at some point prior to his full-blown addiction it was 

the case that if he had cultivated or maintained the normal capacities of self-control he 

would have been able to resist the desire for his drug of choice. This seems to accord 

nicely with our belief that the addict is responsible for having allowed himself to get in 

the horrendous position of not being able to resist that he now finds himself in, even 

though we may not find him responsible for his immediate inability to resist after 

becoming addicted. What we are left with here is the common account, according to 

which the case of the compulsive is marked by the agent’s inability at the time of acting 

to resist.  

Watson’s account, to the contrary, would have it that the compulsive not only 

does not have the ability at the time of acting to resist, like the weak-willed, but also that 

the compulsive would not be able to resist even if he had cultivated or kept-up normal 
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capacities of self-control. This may seem accurate at first blush. However the 

ramifications of Watson’s account are that the compulsive should not be held responsible 

for his failure to cultivate or maintain the normal capacities of self-control, as the weak-

willed should, for even if he had so done this, he would still not have been able to resist. 

However, on the common account, the compulsive could be held responsible in this way, 

since if he had cultivated and maintained these capacities, he would likely not even be in 

the situation in which he now finds himself. 

 Watson’s account also seems to fail to capture the essence of the case of the 

weak-willed. Even if it were true, as Watson claims, that at the time of acting the weak-

willed agent could not have exercised normal capacities of self-control, but is responsible 

for not cultivating or maintaining these capacities (since they would have allowed her to 

resist), this does not seem an accurate description of all (or possibly any) instances that 

we want to label as due to weakness of will. Take the case where I sit down at my 

computer with the intention of working on my dissertation. I have this intention due to 

my judgment that the best thing for me to do right now is to so work on my dissertation. 

Nevertheless, due to a wayward desire I have to get on the internet and check my email, I 

find myself acting against my better judgment. In this case I would want to say that my 

action of going on the internet is due to weakness of will. At the time of my acting, I did 

retain the judgment that the best thing for me to do at the time in question was to work on 

my dissertation. However, it seems inaccurate to say that at the time of my so acting I 

was not able to resist my desire to get on the internet. Furthermore it seems inaccurate to 

say that I was not able to resist this desire because I failed to meet the standards of 

normal self-control, and that the failure which I should be responsible for is only my 

failure to meet such standards. In my opinion this would be letting me off the hook too 

easily. Instead of saying that I had failed to meet normal standards of self-control, I 

would say that I had failed to implement such standards or capacities, which I in fact do 

possess at the time of acting. How it comes about that I may fail to do this is a question I 

will explore further in the next section of this chapter. 

 

 

 



 

 50

3. The Common Account Revisited: A Response to Watson’s Challenge 

 

In section 2 I argued that Watson’s account of weakness of will is faulty for 

several reasons. But this does nothing, in and of itself, to establish that the common 

account is correct. In this section I plan to explain why I believe the common account is 

the correct account of weakness of will. I will do this by centering my discussion around 

my response to Watson’s challenge to the defender of the common account. Watson’s 

challenge is to explain how or why it is that, if the weak-willed agent has the ability to 

resist at the time of action, as the common account claims, she nonetheless fails to do so.  

On Watson’s account of weak-willed actions, the distinction between weakness of 

will and compulsion is not drawn via a distinction between having or lacking the ability 

to act otherwise at the time of acting. Instead it is claimed that the weak-willed lack the 

normal capacities of self-control that would have been adequate to resist wayward desire. 

However the compulsive case is such that even if the agent had had these normal 

capacities, he would still not have been able to resist. Watson claims that this way of 

drawing the distinction between weakness of will and compulsion “does not rob the 

distinction between weakness and compulsion of its moral significance” (p. 335), and 

furthermore is correct in not making ability at the time of acting a part of this distinction, 

as the common account does. According to Watson, the common account’s way of 

making this distinction is faulty because insisting that the weak-willed agent has the 

ability to resist at the time of acting whereas the compulsive does not have this ability is 

unworkable. A primary reason why this way of making the distinction between weakness 

of will and compulsion is problematic, Watson says, is that on this account the weak-

willed agent has the ability to resist wayward desire, but fails to exercise this ability. But 

if this is the case, then there must be some explanation of the failure of the weak-willed 

agent to successfully exercise his ability to resist. Watson claims there is no credible 

explanation of this failure, especially since the agent has good reason to exercise her 

ability to resist wayward desire, that is, the agent has made a judgment that the best thing 

to do at the time is a contrary action. The challenge to a defender of the common account 

of weakness of will, explains Watson, is to explain how and why the weak-willed agent 

fails to exercise her ability to resist (use her normal capabilities of self-control to resist) 
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wayward desire and act in accord with what her judgment tells her is the best act to 

perform at the time. 

As Watson sees it, the defender of the common account has but two possible 

explanations available to explain the weak-willed agent’s failure to exercise self-control 

in the face of wayward desire: either the agent “chooses not to,” or, “her effort to resist is 

culpably insufficient” (p. 336). Watson argues that neither of these explanations is 

adequate.  

If the explanation of why the weak-willed agent fails to resist wayward desire is 

that she chooses not to resist, then, according to Watson, it must be that the agent has 

changed her original judgment regarding what it would be best to do. To flesh this claim 

out it must be noted that according to Watson, an agent’s making a judgment that 

something is the best act to perform at a time entails that the agent chooses to perform 

this act at this time. In other words, implicit in Watson’s point here is that a judgment that 

it would be best to perform an act A entails choosing to perform an act A. This is seen 

clearly when Watson states, “The weak drinker’s failure to resist her desire to drink is a 

failure to implement her choice not to drink. To choose not to implement this choice 

would be to change her original judgment, and the case would no longer be a case of 

failure to implement judgment” (p. 337).  

Things are not this simple, and a judgment that a certain action is the best action 

to perform at a certain time does not entail that the agent likewise chooses to perform this 

act. An agent could, in fact, choose not to, or simply fail to implement her choice without 

changing her original judgment.7 For example, in the aforementioned case of the weak 

drinker, the agent has made the judgment that the best thing for her to do at this time is to 

not have an additional drink. It seems coherent to have a situation in which the agent 

retains this judgment, yet still has a desire to take the drink. Because of this desire to 

drink, she may find herself focusing on this desire, that is, she may think about things 

such as the relaxation that will follow from her drinking, and the additional time she will 

be able to spend socializing with her friends. This agent could continue to focus in this 

way, on these desires, even though and while she still holds the judgment that the best 

                                                 
7 Arthur Walker (1989, p. 656) states that this claim is controversial. Alfred Mele (1987, p. 28, and 2002, 
pp. 156-158) also makes this point and offers an additional argument for this claim. 
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thing for her to do is to not have a drink (and be on her way, etc.). While these desires are 

the subject of the agent’s immediate attention, it may come about that due to the strength 

of these desires, and the immediateness of their images in the agent’s mind, the agent 

decides to act on these desires, contrary to her better judgment. Nothing in this situation 

seems to preclude it being the case that the agent retains her better judgment, and yet 

decides to act, and does act contrary to this judgment.  

Watson makes no argument for his claim that an agent’s making a judgment that a 

certain act is the best act to perform at the time does in fact entail that the agent chooses 

to act accordingly. Given that there are seemingly clear-cut examples of situations in 

which agents do choose to act, and do act contrary to their better judgments, while 

retaining their better judgments, Watson needs to offer a reason for us to believe 

otherwise. 

A Watson sympathizer could ask whether the agent mentioned above freely 

decides to act on these desires, which are contrary to her better judgment.8 It may seem 

that nothing in the example given above rules out the possibility that the agent acts 

compulsively when she acts contrary to her better judgment. But given my 

characterization of the above agent, there is no reason to believe that such an agent could 

not be performing such an act freely. While the agent is focusing on her desires which are 

contrary to her better judgment, under normal circumstances she also has the ability to 

refocus her attention on desires which are line with her better judgment. She could 

exercise her self-control by thinking about her reasons for her decision that the one act is 

the better act to perform at the time, and focus on these reasons. Focusing in this way 

may then lead the agent to block out wayward desires, that is, block their entering the 

agent’s immediate attention, and give her the motivation necessary to choose to, and in 

fact act in accordance with her better judgment. Even if she does not exercise these 

capabilities, there is no reason to think that she would be unable to do so. And if she is 

able to do so, then the agent freely acts contrary to her better judgment.  

According to Watson the other possible explanation available to the defender of 

the common account is that the weak-willed agent fails to exercise self-control in the face 

of wayward desire because “her effort to resist is culpably insufficient” (p. 336). If this 

                                                 
8 For a similar comment, see Walker, 1989, p. 656. 
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explanation is to work, Watson adds, it must be that the agent was able to make the 

required effort to resist wayward desire (p. 337). The challenge then, for the defender of 

the common account, is to explain why the agent fails to make the required effort to resist 

wayward desires.  

Watson argues that no adequate explanation of the kind required is possible. As 

Watson sees it there are two possible but problematic explanations for why the agent fails 

to make the required effort to resist; that “making the effort is not thought to be worth it,” 

and that the agent “misjudged the amount of effort required” (p. 338). I will address each 

of these possible explanations by first explaining why Watson believes they are faulty, 

and then arguing that he is mistaken. 

Watson states that it could not be the case that the agent simply judges that the 

effort is not worth it, because if she does so this must mean that either she “changes her 

mind or originally only made a conditional judgment of the form: it is best not to drink 

unless doing so requires too much effort” (p. 338). However, judging that something is 

not worth the effort that would be required to resist wayward desire does not necessarily 

involve a change in the agent’s judgment that a certain action is the best action to perform 

at the time. Judging that an action is the best to perform at the time does seem to entail 

that the agent likewise possess the judgment that it is, in practice, worth putting forth the 

effort to resist wayward desire. This type of judgment may indeed involve judging that it, 

in theory, should and would be worth putting forth the necessary effort to perform the 

action in question. Two different types of judgments (and values) seem to be at play here. 

A judgment that some action is the best action to perform involves an evaluation on the 

agent’s part. The agent is assigning a value to this action. When a judgment is made that 

some action is not, in practice, worth the amount of effort required to perform it, the 

agent is not necessarily assigning a value to refraining from putting forth the effort in 

question in the same sense that the agent assigns value to a certain action that is thought 

by him to be the best to perform. In the case where the agent judges that the action is 

best, the agent so judges this action because of the value he places on this action. 

However, when an agent judges it is not worth the effort to perform such an act, it need 

not be that the agent withdraws, or changes his judgment that this act is the better act to 

perform at the time. It may instead happen that when the time comes to act in accordance 
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with his better judgment, the agent realizes the amount of effort, in practice, that he 

would need to put forth to actually perform the action, and furthermore to do so in the 

face of strong wayward desire. When it comes time to actually perform the act judged to 

be better, this realization may lead the agent to decide it is easier to give in to these 

wayward desires, all the while retaining his judgment that the best action to perform is 

what he originally, and still judges to be the better alternative. It may be true of this type 

of agent that he makes a judgment of goodness regarding the easier course, but this type 

of judgment is much different than the value-driven judgment of goodness he makes 

regarding the better action to perform at the time. There seems to be no incoherence in an 

agent’s judging two different courses of action to be good in two different, non-congruent 

ways at the same time, while one judgment of goodness is superior, even on the agent’s 

account of it, although he acts on the other. I will look at the landscape of the various 

types of judgments of goodness in subsequent chapters, especially chapter 5. 

This leads to what Watson calls the second possible explanation of why, on the 

common account of weakness of will, the agent may fail to make the required effort to 

resist. The agent may have misjudged the amount of effort required to do so. However 

Watson explains that this too would be a faulty explanation, because in usual cases of this 

type of misjudgment the failure is due to an underestimation of the amount of exertion 

required, or the amount of concentration necessary to perform the action. But in the case 

of the weak-willed agent, Watson states, it is not clear what the analogous explanation 

would consist of. Furthermore, he says, even if misjudgment were to blame, “that would 

be a different fault from weakness of will” (p. 338).  

As for the explanation of how a weak-willed agent may misjudge the amount of 

effort required to resist, or exercise self-control, this seems easy enough to explain. In the 

example of the weak-willed drinker, she could quite easily have misjudged how strong 

her desire would in fact be to relax, unwind, socialize, and therefore taking the drink 

would in fact be. She may have thought it would be easier than it was to keep her 

attention and concentration aligned with her better judgment, and the reasons she had for 

making that judgment. It may be, on the contrary, quite easy for her to let her mind 

wander to her wayward desire(s) and to focus on them instead, especially having friends 

in front of her, distracting her and tempting her with another drink.  
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Watson claims that even if misjudgment were the explanation of the agent’s 

failure to put forth the effort to resist, this type of failure would be something different 

from weakness of will. Watson fails to go into detail regarding what, precisely, he may 

mean by this, but it may be that he simply means that if the agent’s failure is due to a 

misjudgment of effort, then weakness of will is not an issue, since if the agent had 

correctly judged how much effort was needed, she would not have failed. Yet it seems 

that the agent’s failure to put forth the necessary effort to resist could be due to both a 

misjudgment of the amount of effort required and the agent’s weakness of will.9 If the 

agent had been stronger, more resolute, she may have been able to overcome her lack of 

judgment regarding how much effort was needed to resist. If she had had the presence of 

mind to focus her attention on the reasons she had for her judgment that it would be best 

not to take the drink, she may and should have been able to resist, even while she 

misjudged the amount of effort this would actually require. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Watson attempts to discredit the common account of weakness of will by 

claiming that it is unable to explain why, if the agent has the ability to resist wayward 

desire in the face of her better judgment, she does not so resist. He then offers what he 

believes to be a superior account of weakness of will, one in which the agent does not 

have the ability to act otherwise at the time of action. However, I believe that none of 

Watson’s arguments for the claim that the defender of the common account is unable to 

offer such an explanation are successful. To the contrary, the defender of the common 

account has many ways at his disposal to explain why it is that the weak agent may fail to 

resist wayward desire in spite of his better judgment. Since the common account can 

explain this failure, it, in turn, is plausible that the agent does have the ability to resist at 

the time of acting, and therefore the act may be deemed a free act. Unless stronger 

arguments can be offered for the thesis that cases in which actions performed due to 

weakness of will are cases in which the agent is unable to refrain from so acting, the 

common account of weakness of will remains correct, at least in regards to its claim that 

                                                 
9 Alfred Mele (1987, pp. 25-27) also makes this point. 
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the agent performs her act freely. In the next chapter I will address another aspect of the 

common account of weakness of will, specifically, that the agent performs the weak-

willed action intentionally. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE INTENTIONAL CONDITION: THE RAMIFICATIONS OF A CAUSAL 

ACCOUNT OF ACTION ON ALLEGED AKRATIC ACTIONS BEING                    

PERFORMED INTENTIONALLY 

 

Introduction 

 

 On a common causal account of action, as is held by Donald Davidson, among 

others, intentional actions are actions that are caused by an agent’s holding a certain 

reason(s) to perform these actions. That is, that an action A is performed intentionally 

means that the agent who performs A has a reason R that causes the agent’s performance 

of A. This reason consists of a desire for something B, and a belief that performing A will 

lead to the acquisition of B. On this type of account reasons not only cause an agent’s 

intentional performance of a certain act, but reasons also serve to explain why an agent 

intentionally performs a certain act. That is, on this account reasons causally explain 

actions. 

 This causal account of intentional actions may seem to leave no room for akratic 

actions. Akratic actions are actions that are performed intentionally, or for a reason. Yet 

akratic actions are also actions that are performed against the agent’s judgment that some 

other action is the better action to perform. Part of the agent’s judgment that some other 

action is the better action to perform seems to be that the agent believes there are better 

reasons that support the performing of this other action. But according to causal accounts 

of action, as Davidson puts it, “…if reasons are causes, it is natural to suppose that the 

strongest reasons are the strongest causes” (2001, p. xvi). And if the strongest reasons are 

indeed the strongest causes, then it is difficult to see how akratic action is possible since 

the akratic agent believes that the strongest (or best) reasons are those that underwrite her 

better judgment. The agent who acts akratically seems to act on her weaker reasons while 

believing that these are her weaker reasons. An action that is caused by a reason taken by 

the agent to be a weaker reason seems to be ruled out by a causal account of action. 
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 In this chapter I wish to take up the challenge posed by a causal account of action 

to the existence of akratic action. In particular I will focus here on the tension that may be 

thought to exist between positing a causal account of action and allowing that there are 

acts that are done intentionally, for a reason, and yet not for the best reason. In order to 

address this issue it will be necessary to look closely at what it means for akratic actions 

to be performed intentionally, that is, for a reason. The claim that akratic actions are 

possible while assuming a causal account1 of intentional action has been challenged on 

many grounds. I wish to explain and respond to several of these grounds here. 

 Before continuing it would be helpful to clarify what some of the main problems 

or issues are that have been noted to surround the claim that supposed akratic acts are 

intentional acts, given a causal account of intentional action. Some of these problems and 

issues are the following: Given that the akratic agent acts against his better judgment, and 

his better judgment is supported by his better reasons, what reason does the akratic agent 

have for acting on a “lesser” reason instead of better reason? Also, there will need to be 

an explanation given of how the akratic agent finds the reason he acts upon to be a 

convincing reason, given that he fully recognizes that he takes it to be the weaker 

(“lesser”) reason. A convincing reason is a reason (belief-desire pair) that is not seen by 

the agent himself as overwhelmingly worse than the agent’s better (or best) reason. It is 

seen by the agent as supportive of (and not merely a cause of) his so acting. Supplying an 

adequate reason for the akratic act must include an answer to these two preceding 

concerns. Because the subject of adequate reasons plays an important role in explaining 

how the akratic agent’s act may be done intentionally, I will look closely at what may be 

meant by an adequate reason and the role it plays in action.  

  A further issue of concern in this chapter is the irrationality involved in the 

agent’s performance of an akratic act. Specifically of concern here is the degree and type 

of irrationality involved in the description of akratic action. Some accounts have been 

criticized for requiring too great a degree of irrationality. I will take a brief look here at 

these claims, and responses to them. 

                                                 
1 Other accounts of intentional action may also pose a threat to the existence of akratic action. For a good 
discussion of these other accounts of intentional action and problems they may pose for akratic action, see 
Walker, 1989. 
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 The possibility of positing a distinction between evaluation and motivation is 

another main issue to be taken up in this chapter. Making this distinction may prove 

fruitful in explaining how it is that an agent can intentionally (and freely) act for reasons 

that are evaluationally weaker than some alternative. By prying apart the evaluational and 

motivational aspects of a reason it might be shown how a reason may have motivational 

strength that is not in proportion to the agent’s evaluation of it. One thing that an account 

of akratic action that capitalizes on this distinction will need to explain is how the 

motivational strength of a lesser reason (that underlies the akratic act) can exceed the 

motivational strength of the better reason (that underlies the better judgment). 

 Most champions of akratic action agree that the reasons that the agent believes 

support his better judgment are taken by the agent to outweigh those that he thinks 

support the akratic alternative. This, in turn, leaves one with the task of showing how it is 

that the agent has any sort of basis for choosing the akratic act. However, at least one 

philosopher, David Wiggins, disagrees with this claim. In the majority of this chapter I 

will address arguments from those who attempt to show that the akratic agent does have 

some sort of basis or reason for choosing the akratic act (even though her better reasons 

are thought by her to be those that support her better judgment), hence making it an 

intentional act. Many of these accounts focus on the claim that better (evaluative) reasons 

do not always mean motivationally stronger reasons. Even though the agent’s better 

evaluative reasons (or evaluational aspect of the reasons) support the agent’s better 

judgment, the agent may have a stronger desire, or a stronger motivational reason to 

perform the akratic act. Hence many of these accounts make use of the aforementioned 

distinction between the motivational and evaluational aspects of reasons for acting. 

 Near the end of this chapter I will look at David Wiggins’s attempt to show that 

the agent’s reasons that support her better judgment do not necessarily evaluatively 

outweigh those she takes to support her akratic alternative. If this can be successfully 

argued, then the charge that, given a causal account of action, the akratic act cannot be 

sensibly thought to be intentional may be thrown out, for then the agent clearly has a real 

reason that truly explains the agent’s performance of the akratic act. However this type of 

account has its own hurdles to overcome as it must be sure to be able to offer an 

explanation of how it is that the agent’s akratic act is thereby irrational, and at the same 
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time explain in what sense the akratic act is judged as worse than an alternative act. 

Nonetheless I think this type of account is promising, and my discussion of it here will be 

a prelude to my own account of akratic action in chapters 5 and 6.  

 

1. Davidson on Absence of Rational Explanation of Akratic Actions 

 

 Donald Davidson claims that two principles of intentional action follow from a 

“very persuasive view of the nature of intentional action and practical reasoning” (1970, 

reproduced in his 2001, p. 31). These two principles are the following: 

P1. If an agent wants to do x more than he wants to do y and he believes himself   
            free to do either x or y, then he will intentionally do x if he does either x or y  
       intentionally. 
 

P2. If an agent judges that it would be better to do x than to do y, then he wants  
      to do x more than he wants to do y (2001, p. 23). 
 

  Davidson states his concern over whether an alleged akratic agent’s act is 

conducive to rational explanation given, in particular, the “self-evident” truth of P1 and 

P2. This question regarding rational explanation of akratic acts is a distinct issue from, 

and stronger claim than the claim that akratic actions are irrational, at least from the 

agent’s own perspective. In other words, the issue here is whether or not the akratic 

agent’s act is intelligible, not whether or not it is rational or irrational.  

 To state that akratic acts do not lend themselves to rational explanation is to say, 

according to Davidson, that the akratic agent does not have an adequate reason for acting 

against his better judgment. What Davidson means by an adequate reason is a reason for 

acting that accords with the “principle of continence.” Davidson claims that a rational 

agent will accept and abide by this principle when figuring out what he should do. The 

principle of continence calls on the rational agent to “perform the action judged best on 

the basis of all available relevant reasons” (Davidson, 2001, p. 41). However the akratic 

agent fails to do just what the principle of continence calls upon her to do, for the akratic 

agent does not perform the act that she judges best on the basis of all her relevant reasons. 

The akratic agent “holds one course to be better (for a reason) and yet does something 

else (also for a reason)” (2001, p. 34). But even though Davidson admits that the akratic 
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agent does have a reason for acting, what Davidson says the agent clearly lacks is a 

“reason for not letting his better reason for not doing the akratic act prevail” (2001, p. 

42).  

What Davidson is demanding (looking for) here is an adequate reason, or a reason 

that is in concert with the principle of continence and that can be offered by the akratic 

agent for acting as he does, that is, akratically. Davidson furthermore claims that the 

akratic agent’s act does not lend itself to rational explanation (is not rationally 

intelligible) because of the agent’s failure to abide by the principle of continence, and 

hence failure to have this (adequate) reason. Davidson drives his point home here by 

stating that in cases of akrasia “the attempt to read reason into behavior is necessarily 

subject to a degree of frustration” (2001, p. 42). Furthermore Davidson points out that not 

only are others unable to explain the akratic agent’s behavior, but the akratic agent 

himself likewise cannot make sense of his own act. Davidson states, “What is special in 

incontinence is that the actor cannot understand himself; he recognizes, in his own 

intentional behavior, something essentially surd” (2001, p 42).  

 But whether in fact the agent’s acting for an adequate reason, or reason that 

abides by Davidson’s principle of continence, is necessary for the agent’s act to be 

capable of rational (adequate) explanation is up for debate. According to Elizabeth 

Rapaport the lack of an adequate reason to act does not necessarily result in the lack of an 

adequate explanation of the act (1973, p. 177). Rapaport’s account of intentional action, 

specifically the concepts of adequate reasons and adequate explanations intuitively 

locates the irrationality of the akratic agent’s act against the backdrop of a distinction 

between an agent’s prudential considerations and evaluational considerations. Within the 

confines of each of these areas of an agent’s concerns lies a particular brand of rational 

and irrational judgment and behavior. Where the agent is concerned with prudential 

considerations, the akratic agent may be irrational in the sense that he fails to do what he 

judges is prudentially in his best interest. He fails to act for an adequate reason, since 

given his prudential considerations and judgment an adequate reason for acting would be 

that which supports his judgment regarding what it is best to do given his preferences, 

etc. Yet his behavior need not therefore be “essentially surd” or incapable of being 

adequately explained. Likewise, given that an agent is focused on moral or evaluative 
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considerations, the agent’s akratic act is irrational because he does not act on his 

(adequate) reasons that support his judgment regarding what is best to do given his moral 

principles. But again the absence of an adequate reason for acting does not mean there is 

therefore no adequate explanation of the agent’s action.  

 Rapaport agrees with Davidson that the akratic agent fails to act for an adequate 

reason. However Rapaport does not agree with Davidson’s claim that having an adequate 

reason to act is a necessary condition of the act’s being adequately explained (or made 

rationally intelligible). Rapaport claims that a rational or adequate explanation of an act 

requires two things; identification of the agent’s reason(s) for acting, and identification of 

whether the agent’s reason(s) for acting were adequate or inadequate (p. 177). Rapaport 

furthermore states that “learning that an agent acted for an inadequate reason and what 

the inadequate reason was, provides a rational explanation of the weak action” (p. 177). 

What seems lacking, however, is the demand for an explanation of why it is that the agent 

acts for the inadequate instead of the adequate reason. Even if we grant that Rapaport is 

right in objecting to Davidson’s requirement of an adequate reason in order to have an 

adequate explanation of an akratic act, what is still lacking is an explanation of why the 

agent acts for an inadequate reason. Davidson’s claim seems to be that there simply is no 

explanation of this type forthcoming, hence his claim that the akratic agent’s act is not 

intelligible or explicable. 

 

2. Mele’s Two Aspects of Reasons 

 

 Alfred Mele seems to generally agree with Rapaport’s requirements for 

explanations of akratic acts. Mele however looks at the “requirements” of explanation of 

akratic actions as a “two-stage process,” the second stage requiring (involving) quite a bit 

more than Rapaport’s second necessary condition of adequate explanation. Mele’s first 

stage of explaining akratic action, which is equivalent to Rapaport’s first requirement of 

adequate explanation, lies in “identifying the reason(s) for which the agent A-ed” (1987, 

p. 101). The second stage consists of supplying an explanation for why the agent “acted 

for that reason (or those reasons) rather than for his competing reasons” (p. 101). Mele 

points out that a way to complete this second stage of explanation is to explain “why the 
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agent was more motivated at the time of action to do A than its competitors” (p. 101). 

Mele explains in some detail how factors such as the agent’s “earlier relevant motivation, 

his attentional condition, and his self-control behaviors” all contribute to the agent’s 

balance of motivation at the time of acting (1987, p. 93).   

 Mele’s account takes up where Rapaport’s leaves off in that he addresses the issue 

of why it is that the agent acts for an inadequate reason. His answer to this relies on a 

distinction between two different aspects that a reason for acting may have, that is the 

evaluative and motivational aspects. The agent’s evaluation of the object of her desire 

may be out of sync with the motivational force of the agent’s desire for that object. In 

order to explain this imbalance between evaluation and motivation Mele explains that this 

imbalance cannot be explained solely by reference to the agent’s reasons, but must also 

take into consideration other elements such as the agent’s “earlier relevant motivation, his 

attentional condition, and his self-control (including failures to make an attempt at self-

control) (1987, p. 93).    

 Mele’s account of how and why the akratic agent’s motivation may be out of line 

with his evaluation of his akratic desire is built off of various psychological studies 

performed by several experts in the field.2 However, William Charlton claims that Mele’s 

account of how, in akratic action, motivation can be out of balance with evaluation is 

problematic because these studies used by Mele are “based on what the experimental 

subjects actually do” (1988, p. 130). The problem with this, according to Charlton, is that 

these experiments will only allow conclusions to be drawn about when a desire is 

motivationally stronger based on when the desire actually prevails and is acted upon. 

However Charlton claims that measuring the strength of a desire by looking at which one 

actually prevails robs the concept of a desire’s strength from having any real explanatory 

power (p. 127).3 Furthermore Charlton notes that “there is no reason for thinking that 

desires prevail because they are ‘motivationally stronger’ rather then because the agent is 

led (perhaps irrationally) to think the desired course better” (p. 130).  

 Mele responds directly to this concern regarding motivational strength by 

explaining that “in principle, even if current technology is not up to the task” there may 

                                                 
2 See especially pages 84-93 of Mele (1987). 
3 Thalberg, 1985, pp. 96-99 and Gosling, 1990, p. 175, also make this claim. 
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be other ways to measure the strength of desires, such as taking “electrophysiological 

readings.” If desires are thought to be realized in the brain, then “hypothetical readings 

might indicate the relative force or strength of contemporaneous action-desires” (Mele, 

2003, p. 164). Furthermore Mele agrees that simply citing the strength of an agent’s 

desire to A may not fully explain why the agent A-ed. However the reason why this 

explanation is not sufficient may be because it is just assumed that an agent will do or try 

to do what they are most strongly motivated to do at a certain time (2003, p. 165). 

Explaining why an agent was more strongly motivated to perform one action rather than 

another is what is often times looked for as an explanation as to why an agent performed 

an action. But when such an explanation is sufficient, “there is a background presumption 

at work, namely, that the agent A-ed because (in some sense) that is what he wanted most 

to do at the time” (2003, p. 165, originally in 1992, p. 83).  

I believe it is also important to note that there are ways (independent of which of 

the agent’s desires prevails) to determine whether the agent actually believes the 

allegedly akratically desired alternative to be better (evaluationally) and whether the 

agent feels most strongly motivated to act on a certain desire. The agent’s own self-

reports regarding such matters are one potential source of such evidence. Additionally the 

agent’s feelings or even actions that reveal feelings of remorse or regret regarding how 

they have acted may be indicators of the agent’s evaluation of his desires and actions. Of 

course these phenomenological appeals will not be foolproof, as agents may have reason 

or motivation to not be truthful in such reporting. An agent’s feelings of remorse or regret 

can be a product of the agent’s change of heart (after acting on what he originally thought 

best) regarding his evaluation of his desires and action. However when these reports are 

coupled with the results of the above-mentioned studies and experiments, greater 

accuracy, believability and explanatory power may be achieved.   

 Mele also responds to this question regarding how the strength of desires can be 

measured other than by noting which desire prevails4 by noting that in addition to an 

agent’s self-reports there are other indicators of motivational strength of desires. How the 

agent has acted in past circumstances that are similar to those now under consideration 

may be of some assistance in determining the strength of the agent’s desires, as well as 

                                                 
4 Mele responds here to this objection (1987, p. 15) as formulated by Thalberg (1985). 
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the agent’s evaluation of the objects of these desires. Furthermore Mele states that an 

indication of the strength of an agent’s present motivation to perform some future action 

(or obtain some future desired goal) is how he acts in the present.  

 The concern that lies at the heart of this objection about determination of 

motivational strength of desires is that if the strength of a desire can only be determined 

by an agent’s subsequent action, then motivational strength does not serve to explain 

intentional action. Ultimately, however, Mele points out that this concern about how to 

flesh out the meaning of motivational strength in ways other than that which depends on 

waiting to see which act the agent actually performs may not be so important when it 

comes to explaining intentional action. Mele explains, “Even if an agent’s intentional A-

ing at t were the sole criterion of the relative strength of his motivation at t to A at t, an 

explanation of his motivational condition may help us understand why he acted as he did” 

(1987, p. 15).  

 

3. Richman’s Two Types of Reasons 

 

 Robert Richman (1980) provides a framework for discussing how it is that an 

agent’s evaluations and motivation can come into conflict that is very similar to Mele’s. 

Richman’s explanation of this conflict is built on positing two kinds of reasons an agent 

may have for acting: evaluative reasons and motivating reasons. Evaluative reasons 

consist of considerations an agent uses to determine if a proposed action should be 

performed. These reasons are relevant to the acceptability of a belief or proposition, and 

are used to evaluate a claim or judgment about an action. Motivating reasons are not 

evidentially related to a judgment, but rather are related motivationally or causally to an 

action. These reasons are used to explain an action, and are not used to evaluate a claim 

or judgment about an action. 

One problem I have regarding this distinction as Richman has explained it is that 

Richman needs to make the distinction between these two types of reasons more clear, 

explicit and viable. For instance Richman needs to explain why evaluative reasons (also) 

cannot be used to explain or be related motivationally to an act. If they indeed can be, 

then the difference between these two types of reasons needs to be clarified. Maybe the 
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difference between these two types of reasons is that motivating reasons are only 

explanatory and motivationally related to an act, whereas evaluative reasons may also 

have these characteristics, but in addition also have the further characteristic of being 

evidentially relevant to a belief or judgment. There is some evidence that this is the view 

subscribed to by Richman since he does mention that “…even though one’s believing 

that that he ought to do A may provide some motivation for doing A, it provides no 

reason for supposing that there may not be stronger countervailing motives” (1980, p. 

253). This quote itself is an interesting claim and is a good place to discuss many of the 

main concerns that lie at the heart of this chapter.  

To state that there is “no reason” to think there may not be “stronger 

countervailing motives” to perform an act that is contrary to the act that is supported by 

the agent’s evaluative reasons for acting is clearly the view that an agent may have 

stronger motivational reasons to perform an act B, yet have stronger evaluative reasons to 

perform an act A. Furthermore it seems that Richman’s stance is that the motivational 

reasons are the effective reasons, so that an agent will do whatever act is most well- 

supported by her motivational reasons. However, the act that is best supported by 

motivational reasons is not always (need not be) the same act that is best supported by 

evaluational reasons. This seems to show that Davidson’s P2 is false (remember that 

according to Davidson P2 follows from a “very convincing causal account of action”) 

(2001, p. 31). In other words it is not the case that if one judges that act A is better to do 

than act B then he wants to (is more motivated to) do A more than B. And Richman’s 

distinction here between evaluative and motivating reasons is a good start to explaining 

why an agent’s judging one act to be better does not always lead to the agent’s being 

more motivated to perform that act. What then needs to be further explained or accounted 

for is where the agent’s motivation for action comes from if (when) it does not come 

from the agent’s judgment that some (other) action is the better (best) one to perform at 

the time in question.  

 Another point to be made here is that according to Richman’s claim given above 

not only does one’s believing that he ought to do A, even though it may provide some 

motivation for doing A, fail to provide a reason to think there will be no stronger 

countervailing motives, but it seems to be alluding to the point that we should not be 



 

 67

surprised, or there may indeed be a reason to believe that there will be stronger 

countervailing motives (motivational reasons) to do A. In what circumstances should we 

not be surprised, or should we have such a reason to expect countervailing motivational 

reasons to occur? This, again, is part of Richman’s account that needs to be filled in a bit. 

First, Richman says we might usually expect evaluative reasons to be proportional in 

strength to motivating reasons due to usual social and moral training (p. 252). This 

training instills in most of us a tendency to act on the moral (and nonmoral) standards that 

we learn. Furthermore, the (standard) case in which we set out to determine what act we 

ought to perform, with the desire or motivation of performing what we ought to perform 

already realized or assumed, may help to blur the distinction between possible divergence 

between motivation and evaluation (p. 255). 

 Taking this into consideration, why and when might we have “no reason for 

supposing that there may not be stronger countervailing motives?” Richman fails to give 

a complete account of conditions under which we can expect evaluative and motivating 

reasons to diverge. However he does indicate that this will be explained by the agent’s 

motivational reasons for performing an act having a strength that differs from the weight 

that the agent perceives the evaluative reasons for performing the same act to have. This 

may happen, according to Richman, when short-term pleasures or interests of the agent 

are under consideration. As Richman notes, “such considerations notoriously have much 

greater strength than they ought, and that we recognize they ought” (p. 254). 

 But one of the concerns that arise here is, if the agent himself realizes that the 

motivational reasons he acts upon are stronger, yet he recognizes that they ought not to be 

stronger than the evaluative reasons that he acts against, then the agent is acting on his 

causally stronger, yet fully recognized worse reasons for acting. How is it that the agent 

finds the stronger, yet worse motivational reasons for acting to be convincing enough to 

maintain their strength and hence lead him to thereby act? This is where Richman needs 

to fill in his account. According to a causal account of action an agent’s act will be 

caused by her stronger reasons, and in this situation the agent’s motivational reasons are, 

according to Richman’s analysis, her stronger reasons. However the problem is that her 

(acknowledged) better reasons are her evaluational reasons. What needs explaining is 

how self-acknowledged worse reasons can be stronger than better ones. Richman does 
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begin to give an account of this by positing the distinction between motivating and 

evaluative reasons, and also by stating that considerations of an agent’s own short-term 

interests and pleasures can intensify the strength of motivational reasons while 

simultaneously downgrading the motivational strength of evaluational reasons. I think 

this is a good start. But more needs to be said regarding how these elements work to 

account for the discrepancy between what the agent acknowledges should be a stronger 

reason to act on, and what reason(s) end up causing the agent’s action.  

 

4. Reworking Davidson’s Principles of Intentional Action 

 

 According to Richman, the reason why it is often thought that if an agent is 

“rationally convinced” that he ought to do a certain act, then he will indeed be motivated 

to perform that act is because of the failure to distinguish between “two different senses 

or uses of ‘reasons for acting’” (Richman, p 250). Furthermore, Richman notes that if one 

thinks about only those standard cases in which the agent has already decided upon doing 

(or is already motivated to do) what he ought to do before actually figuring out what he 

ought to do, then this distinction is further blurred. 

 To obtain a clearer focus on this distinction, it may help to first take a closer look 

at the account of intentional action that Davidson (given specifically in his P1 and P2 as 

mentioned above in section 1) first sets out in his formulation of the problem of weakness 

of will. In P2 Davidson proposes a tight, logical link to exist between an agent’s 

evaluative judgment and motivation. P2 states that “if an agent judges that it would be 

better to do x than y, then he wants to do x more than he wants to do y.” Richman’s 

criticism of P2 is that an evaluative judgment may not always be in sync with the strength 

of the agent’s motivation. While Richman agrees with Davidson that an agent will, in 

general, act on what she is most motivated to do, or in Davidson’s words, “wants most,” 

what the agent wants most is not always what he judges best. Richman claims that instead 

of there being a logical link between evaluation and motivation, as Davidson claims, 

there is rather a contingent link. Richman explains that the role of practical reasoning is 

to come to a judgment about an action. This is done by the agent’s weighing reasons for 

and against performing the action. These reasons, which are used to evaluate a judgment 
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about an action, are what Richman calls evaluative reasons. When the agent’s evaluative 

reasons support a judgment that a certain act is better supported by these reasons than 

another (or other) act(s), the agent does not automatically therefore then act in 

accordance. Richman explains that what is further needed is motivation. However since 

the strength of motivating reasons may not be in sync with the agent’s perceived weight 

of the evaluative reasons, the agent may not want, or be most motivated, to perform the 

act he thinks is best for him to perform. 

 It seems that Richman has here given the beginning of an account of where it is 

that Davidson’s principles of intentional action, P1 and P2, are faulty. What I want to do 

here is show how Richman’s points can be expanded on in order to re-work P1 and P2 

into a more accurate account of what goes on in intentional action, and how it allows for 

the possibility of akratic action.  

 The distinction Richman makes between evaluative and motivational reasons for 

acting can be used to show that there is a discrepancy in the meanings of “wants more,” 

or as I like to call it, the “motivation clause,” in Davison’s P1 and P2. According to P2 if 

an agent judges an act to be better to perform than an alternative act, then he will want to 

perform that act more than the other. This principle of intentional action seems based on 

Richman’s evaluative sense of reasons for acting. Evaluative reasons for acting are those 

reasons an agent believes support the judgment that she ought to perform an act. This is 

the sense of reasons for acting in play in P2. In judging an act (x) better to perform than 

another (y), the agent is giving more weight to the evaluative reasons for acting on x than 

to those (if any) that support acting on y. In Richman’s words, such an act (the act judged 

better by the agent) “falls under certain standards, or the act is better supported by 

evaluative reasons than its alternative...” (p. 252). 

  What seems to follow from this is that the agent, based on (while focusing 

on/acknowledging) the weight he assigns to these evaluative reasons, wishes, hopes or 

desires that he will be more motivated to perform x than y, when the time for acting 

occurs.5 However, whether or not the agent actually is more motivated to perform x when 

the time for acting occurs will depend, as Richman states, on the existence of a 

                                                 
5 This reading of “wants more” in P2 seems to be very similar to that which Gary Watson (1977, pp. 320-
321) and Alfred Mele (1987, p. 37) refer to as the “evaluative” reading of “wants more.” 
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“motivational premise (a motive) to yield an action” (p. 252). What is captured by P2 is 

the claim that (one of the) goals of practical reasoning is that the agent come to realize or 

acknowledge that there exist reasons which (self-admittedly) ought to motivate him to 

perform x instead of y.  

 Whether or not the agent’s evaluative reasons, which endorse the performance of 

x, actually do motivate the agent to perform x when the time for acting occurs depends 

not only on his recognition of the existence of this endorsement, but on other factors as 

well. Contributing factors are things such as immediacy of reward, short term as opposed 

to long term concerns, focus of attention, the agent’s surroundings or environment and 

mood.6 These factors can and do help to determine how, overall, the agent is motivated to 

act, or in other words they help to determine the strength of his motivating reasons. Many 

times the strength of the agent’s motivating reasons will be in correlation with the weight 

she has assigned to her evaluative reasons, and then P1 may end up true as well on the 

reading of “wants to do more” that makes P2 true. However if the agent’s overall 

motivation is not in sync with her evaluation, the reading of “wants more” that makes P2 

true will make P1 false.  

  What then of P1? P1 states that if an agent wants to do x more than y, and he 

believes he is free to do either, then he will intentionally do x, if he intentionally does 

either. I submit that this is simply false if we maintain the reading of “wants to do more” 

that is used in P2. Using the reading of “wants to do more” that was used to make P2 

above true, P1 would state that, if the agent wishes, hopes or desires that he will be more 

motivated to do x than y, then he will intentionally do x, given that he believes himself 

free to do x or y and that he does either x or y intentionally. As in P2, the agent referred 

to in P1 recognizes that there are evaluative reasons which ought to motivate him to do x, 

and I even go so far as to also attribute to the agent a desire or wish to be motivated to do 

x because of these evaluative reasons (to let or get this motivation to be decisive). 

However, I agree here with Richman that simply having some motivation, supplied by 

the agent’s evaluative reasons, to do x does not (always) decisively end the question of 

what the agent’s ultimate motivation will be. The agent may also have motivating reasons 

                                                 
6 This brings up my earlier point that on my reading, evaluative reasons can and do commonly have 
motivational force just as motivational reasons do.  
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to perform y, and the strength of these reasons may outweigh the motivation provided by 

the evaluational reasons. 

 An accurate reading, then, of P1 depends on a different reading of “wants to do 

more” than is given in P2. If P1 is to be true, it must be that if the agent in actuality is 

more motivated to do x than y, then she will intentionally do x (given she believes herself 

free to do either, and does either intentionally). 

  

5. How Akratic Agents Find “Worse” Reasons Convincing: A Reply to Pugmire 

 

 David Pugmire asks how it is that the agent can find these motivating reasons to 

be convincing, given that he takes the evaluative reasons to be better reasons to act upon 

(1982, p. 188). Furthermore, if the motivational reasons are stronger, yet the agent 

genuinely attaches a higher value (more evaluative weight) to the evaluative reasons, in 

what sense is the agent in control of how she acts? Is she merely acting under compulsion 

of strong desires that she rejects as something she would rather not act on? If the 

motivation the agent acts upon is merely a cause of the act, and not considered to be a 

(convincing) reason, then it seems that the agent is not truly acting freely7 and/or 

intentionally, and hence not akratically. 8  

  The degree to which the agent desires or wishes to act on her evaluation of an 

action is a complex matter. Both Richman and Rapaport claim that along with the agent’s 

judgment that an act x is the best act to perform comes (at least) some motivation to 

thereby act. Richman explains this motivation is most often predominately due to our 

moral upbringing and development (p. 252). Rapaport assumes, like Davidson, that most 

people naturally expect themselves and others to conform to the principle of continence. 

However unlike Davidson, Rapaport claims that we can rationally explain an agent’s act 

when it fails to conform to the principle of continence because such an agent acts from a 

reason “which although justificationally inadequate…was motivationally sufficient to 

induce him to do the action” (p. 177). The question not sufficiently answered here by 

                                                 
7 For a more in-depth discussion of arguments for believing alleged akratic acts are not performed freely 
see chapter 2. 
8 This concern is what caused Davidson, in later writings (Davidson, 1982), to posit that the akratic agent 
must have a divided mind. 
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either Richman or Rapaport is what accounts for the contrast between the continent 

agent’s and incontinent agent’s strength of motivation or strength of desire to have 

motivation to act on her best judgment. Richman may be drawn to say that the continent 

agent has had a more successful moral training than the incontinent agent. The continent 

agent has clearly learned the pertinent moral standards of her society and has keenly 

developed the tendency to act upon them. This tendency may have turned habitual and 

natural for the continent agent, but not for the incontinent agent. 

 Rapaport claims that the agent’s strength of motivation or desire to be motivated 

to do what he judges he ought to do depends, first of all, on whether the agent is taking 

moral or prudential considerations into account when acting. If the agent is concerned 

with moral decision and action, his strength of motivation or desire to be motivated by his 

judgment about what is morally best is a function of whether or not what he judges best 

to do “is also in one’s best interest prudentially” (p. 180). Rapaport says that it is possible 

for an agent to subscribe to a moral principle, yet at the same time harbor a desire that is 

based on a personal, particular want. A similar explanation allows for a discrepancy 

between prudentially best judgments and the agent’s strength of motivation to abide by 

this judgment. Rapaport notes that in this case too a distinction can be made between 

particular wants and desires, and wants or desires that concern overall preference or self-

interest in general (p. 181). 

 Rapaport’s claims here (above) regarding the agent’s strength of motivation or 

desire to be motivated by her better judgment seem to depend on a possible conflict or 

battle between desires, particularly it seems, between desires that are based on a 

particular desire or perspective, and desires that are wider in scope in that they adhere to 

an over-all picture of the agent’s desires and preferences. However the question as to how 

or why one type of desire gets the “upper-hand” motivationally is largely untouched by 

Rapaport. Her main claim is that this distinction can and does occur, and when it does a 

particular desire sometimes does end up carrying greater appeal for the agent. How and 

why this may end up happening is not addressed in any sort of detail. But when this does 

happen the agent may then end up acting akratically, and for a reason, which is to satisfy 

that particular desire. However the reason the akratic agent acts on is not an adequate 
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reason to act on because it conflicts with what the agent herself judges to have been a 

better act to perform.  

 Mele’s account of how an agent’s motivation may become balanced in favor of 

the akratic alternative concurrently with the agent’s belief that her better reasons support 

her better judgment seems a promising way to fill in the gaps left by Rapaport’s account 

(and even Richman’s account9), as was mentioned above in section 2. As was mentioned 

there, Mele explains in some detail how factors such as the agent’s “earlier relevant 

motivation, his attentional condition, and his self-control behaviors” all contribute to the 

agent’s balance of motivation at the time of acting (1987, p. 93). This seems a promising 

way to fill in the story regarding how an agent finds “lesser”10 reasons convincing 

reasons to act upon. In chapter 5 I will begin working out an account of akrasia that is 

built on an explanation that combines an explanation of how motivation and evaluation 

may conflict due to a conflict of values coupled with other factors similar to those noted 

by Mele, such as proximity and vivacity of the object of the akratic desire, the agent’s 

attentional condition, and the agent’s expertise and ability to make use of self-control 

techniques. 

 

6. The Weighing of Reasons: A Value-Based Reply 

 

 Like Davidson, David Pugmire voices concern over the question regarding how it 

is that an agent who acts akratically can make sense of his own behavior, or even 

“whether this could be the right description of what he has done” (p. 179). The root of 

Pugmire’s concern here lies in the description of akratic acts that are performed against 

the agent’s final judgment about what is best to do, or in other words Davidson’s 

unconditional better (evaluative) judgment. In particular, Pugmire questions how it is that 

the akratic agent can sensibly be described as acting for a reason, for as Pugmire 

explains: “we take him to have been aware of reasons against doing something which 

appealed to him…but we take him also to have accepted that these reasons outweighed 

the reasons he could find for doing what appealed, so that the latter was seen by him as 

                                                 
9 See section 3 of this chapter. 
10 In the evaluative sense. 
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the worse choice” (p. 179). Pugmire’s question then is, “what basis does this leave him 

for having made that choice nonetheless...?” (p. 179). 

 Pugmire’s own answer to this problem of how it is that such an agent can be said 

to act for a reason is two-fold; first, it may be that the agent acts for no (good) reason, 

hence he acts compulsively and therefore the act is not akratic. Alternatively, the agent 

either gives the reason (valuation of the desire) that supports the akratic alternative a 

higher value, or if not, he is caught in a battle of conflicting value-judgments. Either way, 

the agent’s action does not fit the definition of akratic action.  

 I have already, in chapter 1, section 1.3, explained why I take Pugmire’s first 

answer to the above-mentioned problem to be faulty. Here I would like to address 

Pugmire’s second response, which is that when the agent acts against his better judgment, 

and gives a reason for so acting, this reason must consist of a value claim that supersedes 

or equals the value claim of the better judgment. First, Pugmire’s claim here rests on the 

correctness of the assumption that he makes in the formulation of the problem itself. This 

assumption is that the agent’s recognition that the reasons that support the agent’s better 

judgment are better evaluatively rules out the possibility of the agent having a reason that 

can constitute any real basis for acting contrary to the agent’s better judgment. I will 

argue that Pugmire’s formulation of this assumption is misguided. It is due to this 

misrepresentation of a seemingly basic assumption about intentional action that causes 

Pugmire to mistakenly conclude that akratic actions are impossible. 

 An agent who acts akratically has reasons that he feels better evaluatively support 

a different action than the one he ends up performing. Nonetheless the agent also has a 

desire to perform some other action, presumably because he has a desire for something 

that this action will allow or help him to obtain. The combination of this desire and belief 

about how to obtain this desire seem to constitute a reason for the agent to act as he does, 

that is, against his better judgment. Pugmire’s complaint is that the only way it makes 

sense to attribute a reason for acting akratically to the agent is if this reason is at least as 

evaluatively strong (or as good as) the reason(s) that the agent acknowledges he has that 

support the act that accords with his better judgment. And if this is so, then the act is not 

really akratic, because the agent does not really act against his better judgment. 

 Pugmire’s worry is that it is impossible for the agent to act intentionally and 
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freely for a reason that the agent himself considers to be a “worse” reason to act than 

some alternative. Yet this only seems impossible if one takes too narrow a view of what 

weighing reasons is, and of what having a reason for acting is. An agent can consider 

reasons for acting to be better or worse by considering whether the object of the action 

meets a certain value that the agent holds. In this sense the reason that supports the 

agent’s better judgment is better because it better meets the value under consideration by 

the agent at the time than any other reason at the agent’s disposal. However the agent 

may also have a desire or a value that conflicts with the value that is strictly speaking the 

main focus for the agent at the time. The agent may desire, think to be good, and even 

value one thing while attaching greater value to something else.  

 Pugmire’s concern is regarding how an agent who is caught with this type of 

conflict in values can act akratically (specifically, for a reason). According to Pugmire 

whatever the agent most highly values will be supported by the agent’s best reason(s) to 

act. And the agent’s best reason(s) to act will have to be effective if the agent is to act 

intentionally (and akratically) because it makes no sense for an agent to act on his worse 

reasons. However the reason that Pugmire thinks this makes no sense is because he fails 

to recognize that an agent may have reasons that are more highly valued, yet lack the 

motivational strength of reasons that are attached to desires or wants that are valued, or 

thought to be good in some other way and to some “lesser” evaluative degree. There are 

various ways that this may happen, such as that the agent’s desire or want may be valued 

for the (immediate) pleasure it will bring even though the agent attaches a greater value 

to refraining from satisfying this desire or want. The agent may attach a higher value to 

refraining from satisfying the immediate desire because of the higher value he places on 

his desire for the long-term happiness he believes he will derive from not satisfying this 

immediate desire. Unfortunately the immediacy, vivacity, and other such characteristics 

of the object of the “lesser” valued desire may draw the agent to focus on this desire 

more, which then may help to cause the desire to intensify in motivational, but not 

necessarily evaluative, strength. The agent may find the motivational pull of this desire to 

be extremely strong, and out of line with his evaluation of this desire. However this does 

not therefore mean that the agent’s desire for the “lesser” valued desire is due to 

compulsion. The akratic agent clearly realizes that the motivational pull of this “lesser” 



 

 76

desire is out of line with his own evaluation of this desire. Furthermore he can do 

something about this if he so chooses: for example, he can refocus his attention on his 

“higher” valued desire, and he can use techniques to augment the motivational pull of this 

desire and decrease the pull of the “lesser” valued desire. In this fashion he has the ability 

to bring it about that not only does he know he should want more, or wish he did want 

more to do what he more highly values doing, but that he actually does want more to do 

what he more highly values doing.  

 Contrary to what Pugmire believes, it seems sensible to claim that the akratic 

agent has better evaluative reasons to act on his better judgment, but yet still has a reason 

to act on her “lesser” akratic reason. One way to flesh this out is by explaining the akratic 

agent’s act as an act that is supported by a “lesser” reason that the agent takes to be 

valuable or good in some (lesser) sense. In addition the agent could view the performance 

of this akratic act as delaying, but not necessarily ruling out definitively the eventual 

fulfillment of the desire or want that the agent attaches a higher value to (and acts 

against). In other words the akratic agent may convincingly believe that he may act on his 

evaluatively weaker, yet motivationally stronger reasons/desires because he believes that 

satisfying this desire will not ultimately impede his ability to realize his higher, “better” 

valued desire. This situation may be exacerbated by the agent’s failure to safe-guard 

himself against the extra motivational pull that can accompany the “lesser” valued desire 

via the desire’s immediacy and vivacity. The agent can learn to exercise self-control by 

such methods as focus of attention in order to overcome this motivationally stronger 

desire. Therefore it need not be a case of compulsive behavior. 

 

7. Intensified Desires and Changed Value-Judgments 

 

 Pugmire’s own account of supposed akratic actions (that aren’t compulsive) takes 

a different view regarding how desires, and their motivational force, may affect an 

agent’s actions. Pugmire claims that an agent’s evaluative weighing of objects of desire 

can change through intensification of the agent’s desire for the object, and can actually 

change the agent’s value-judgment regarding that object. According to Pugmire it is not 

the case that the immediacy or vivacity of a desire may simply intensify the motivational 



 

 77

force of this desire. Rather what happens is that the desire for the less valued desire 

becomes more vivid and immediate as the time for acting comes near and the agent’s 

actual judgment regarding the value of this desire changes. Pugmire explains that this 

change in the agent’s desire and subsequent value-judgment about the desire results in “a 

change in the reasons available to the agent” (p. 193). But if this is what really happens 

when an agent believes himself to be acting contrary to his own better judgment, then he 

is not truly acting akratically. Instead his action is simply a case of changing his value-

judgment.  

 I find Pugmire’s account here problematic. First, I agree with Pugmire’s claim 

that “the move from the thought of the desired object…to the actual presence of the 

object can produce a change in the desire sufficient to revolutionize intention” (p. 192). 

This claim is consistent with the belief that an agent’s desire may gain motivational force 

or strength in opposition to the agent’s evaluation of this desire. However this is not 

Pugmire’s claim. According to Pugmire, these changes in a desire’s “intensity and 

vivacity are more than changes in force” (p. 192). The increase in the desire’s intensity 

produces a change in the agent’s value that he attaches to the (now intensified) desire. 

Pugmire explains that the weight that the agent attaches to his desire when he first 

deliberates can only be determined by the agent’s desire for it as was felt at that time of 

deliberation. When (and if) the intensity of the agent’s desire changes, the weight the 

agent attaches to this desire will also change.  

 This claim seems unconvincing. The evaluational weight that an agent gives to a 

particular desire or want seems to have little to do with the motivational strength that the 

desire holds for the agent. This is precisely the problem I mentioned earlier with 

maintaining a principle of intentional action (such as Davidson’s P2) that too closely 

binds together evaluation and motivation. It seems obvious that when an agent deliberates 

about whether or not he should act on a particular desire or want and weighs his choices 

as better or worse in an evaluational sense, the agent is considering what the worth of the 

object of the desire or want is or should be. What is not being weighed (or at the very 

least, what the agent thinks should not be weighed) when considering the value of the 

object of the desires or wants is the agent’s actual felt strength or pull of desire for this 

object. This is because the felt strength or pull of desire for the object under consideration 
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may be a function of characteristics or considerations that are at odds with the agent’s 

value of the object of desire. For example, the agent may have a very motivationally 

strong desire to eat cake for dinner. He may even place a type of value on this desire, 

such as that he values eating foods that give him a pleasurable eating experience. 

However his evaluation of this desire to eat cake for dinner is something quite separate 

from how strongly he feels the pull of the desire to eat cake for dinner.   

 When an agent’s desire for a particular thing changes (only) in intensity or 

vivacity this, likewise, need not have an affect on the value or worth the agent attaches to 

this object of desire. The nearness of the cake, or the fact that it now looks so much more 

appetizing than could be earlier imagined before it was right in front of you, I believe 

need have no affect on the value you place on your eating the cake. This value can 

change due to a change in basic beliefs or desires, such as a change in desire to lose 

weight or a change in belief regarding what the cake is made of. But to say this value will 

change when the agent’s desire for the object grows motivationally stronger due to the 

immediate presence of the desired object seems mistaken. If the agent’s desire grows 

motivationally stronger due to the agent’s above mentioned change in value-relevant 

beliefs or desires, then Pugmire’s claim is correct in just these cases. However Pugmire 

clearly indicates that it is not these cases he has in mind.  

 Pugmire may be drawn to this explanation of how some acts may at first glance 

seem to be akratic because of his inability to make sense of how an agent may 

intentionally (and freely) act on his evaluatively worse reason(s). To make sense of how 

this may seem to occur, yet not actually occur it is easy enough to simply deny that the 

agent’s final value-judgment conflicts with his subsequent action. However it seems 

obvious to agents themselves that they have actually held value-judgments while at the 

same time acting contrary to these judgments. Such agents will claim that even if they did 

fall prey to a motivational strengthening of their less valued desire, they nonetheless did 

not have a change in evaluational heart. While it could be that these agents are simply 

mistaken about what their value-judgments are, it seems unlikely to be the explanation in 

all such cases.  

 What motivated Pugmire to posit that a change in desire strength is directly 

correlated with a change of value-judgment may be similar to what motivates those who 
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buy into a position that posits incommensurable values, such as David Wiggins. It is to 

Wiggins’ account that I turn next.    

 

8. Wiggins’ Incommensurable Values 

 

 One of the main assumptions made by Pugmire, as well as most other 

philosophers that are concerned about akratic action, is that the agent’s reasons for acting 

akratically are outweighed by the agent’s reasons for acting on his better judgment. But 

as has been shown, this assumption leads to the issue of how it is that the agent’s akratic 

action is performed for a reason, especially a reason that is found to be convincing (or 

supportive), yet not the best reason to act. Above it was shown how this concern might 

possibly be addressed while at the same time maintaining this assumption. An alternative 

way to respond to this concern is to deny the assumption that leads to the concern in the 

first place. This approach is taken by David Wiggins. In this section I will briefly explain 

Wiggins’ approach and discuss the merits of two objections that have been given to it. 

 Wiggins’ view begins with the claim that an agent’s better judgment is 

determined by whether or not the chosen action better accords with Aristotle’s conception 

of Eudaimonia (or happiness in terms of living well, flourishing) than any of the 

alternatives under consideration. In other words, an agent’s best reason to act on is the 

reason that supports the act that will provide the agent the most happiness (Eudaimonia). 

However Wiggins points out that the agent may also desire and value an alternative 

action. This alternative action may be valuable to the agent not in terms of Eudaimonia, 

but in terms of “some peculiar or distinctive charm,” some “desirable feature that y offers 

that x does not offer too” (Wiggins, pp. 256-257). Because the agent values, and 

formulates a positive evaluative judgment about this alternative action, the agent has a 

genuine reason to act on this judgment. The values (and value-judgments) the agent holds 

are in conflict but are not reducible to one another. Each thing that the agent assigns a 

value to offers something of worth to the agent.   

 On the face of it Wiggins’ account may not seem to be able to account for the 

irrationality in play in akratic action because on this account the agent acts on his value-

judgment. However it should be clear that Wiggins maintains that even though the agent 
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acts on a value-judgment, and attaches a genuine value to the desire he acts on, the agent 

does not act on his overarching highest value, which by assumption is his own happiness 

(Eudaimonia). The agent then acts irrationally because he fails to act in accordance with 

what will offer him the most happiness (Eudaimonia). Arthur Walker (p. 664) says that it 

is unclear why Eudaimonia should trump all other genuine values on grounds of 

rationality, even while these other values are acknowledged as being genuine values that 

are worthy of being desired and are not overridden by Eudaimonia’s status as a value. 

What Walker thinks needs to be explained by Wiggins is why it is not the case that when 

the agent acts on any other value (when in conflict with an act that better achieves 

Eudaimonia) he is acting rationally.  

 To understand why Wiggins believes that an agent is acting irrationally if he fails 

to act in a way that best achieves or is directed toward the value of Eudaimonia it is 

necessary to take a closer look at Aristotle’s views on Eudaimonia, since this is what 

Wiggins’ account is based on. According to Aristotle, happiness or Eudaimonia is the 

highest good (value) for a human. It is only happiness that is chosen exclusively for its 

own sake and not as a means to some other good, therefore Aristotle concludes that 

happiness is the ultimate or highest good (value) for humans (Nicomachean Ethics, 1097a 

-1097b, p. 14).  However Aristotle also allows that there are other things besides 

Eudaimonia that humans take to be good, or of value. These are things such as honor, 

pleasure, wealth, and friendship. These things are also valued by humans (seen as good) 

“…because of themselves, since we would choose each of them even if it had no further 

result, but we also choose them for the sake of happiness, supposing that through them 

we shall be happy” (Nicomachean Ethics, 1097b, p. 14). 

 According to Aristotle’s theory it seems clear that an agent is acting irrationally, 

or failing to reason well, if he does not act in a way that will bring about the greatest 

amount of happiness (Eudaimonia) for him since this is a human’s highest good. This is 

further brought out in Aristotle’s explanation of what happiness actually consists of for a 

human. Aristotle explains that the unique function of a human is his ability to reason, and 

therefore the highest good (value) for a human lies in performing this unique function 

well, that is, reasoning well, and in accordance with virtue (Nicomachean Ethics, 1098a, 

p. 17). What this boils down to is that the highest good for a human is to be obtained by 
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reasoning, judging and acting in a way that maximizes the agent’s happiness. And this is 

precisely what Wiggins seems to be getting at in his account of akrasia, and specifically 

his account of why it is that an agent is acting irrationally if he acts on a value-judgment 

that is in conflict with another value-judgment that a different act would better maximizes 

the agent’s overall happiness (Eudaimonia).  

 The problem that seems to still remain for Wiggins’ account here though is that if 

one is to allow the precedence in the realm of rationality to the value attached to 

Eudaimonia, then how is it that the value attached to something else which in a given 

situation will not serve to maximize Eudaimonia is not seen to afford a lesser or weaker 

reason to act? How is it that, on Wiggins’ account, the reasons that the agent has to act in 

a way that best achieves Eudaimonia do not actually outweigh or override the reasons he 

has for acting on a different value? If one reads Wiggins closely it does seem that he fully 

admits that the value that has some “peculiar or distinctive charm” that nonetheless does 

not maximize Eudaimonia does provide “a real reason” for acting yet “for all that it is a 

bad reason” (p. 257). It is a real reason because the reason is backed by the agent’s value-

judgment regarding something that is valued or thought good for something other than its 

ability to maximize Eudaimonia. This act may be valued, as Wiggins explains, because 

this act offers something, some good that the Eudaimonia-maximizing action fails to 

offer, a “prospect of compensation in kind” (p. 257). However this is still a bad reason to 

act because the rational thing to do is to act in a way and on whatever alternative will, in 

the agent’s opinion, bring the agent the most Eudaimonia. It may seem that Wiggins has 

not here fully answered the still remaining question, discussed earlier in this chapter, 

about how it is that an agent who fully recognizes that his reasons for acting do not 

accord with principles of rationality can still find these reasons convincing enough to act 

on. But Wiggins’ response to this concern is that even though it is not rational to act for 

these types of reasons, there is still a real basis to so act because the agent genuinely 

values this act, or object of this act. Some things may be valued for their characteristics 

that are not measurable in terms of Eudaimonia, and this is what provides the agent with 

a basis, or a reason, albeit a bad reason, to act. Nevertheless it may seem that Wiggins’ 

admission that the agent’s reason to act on this type of value constitutes a bad reason 

(because it is irrational to act on this reason) is no different from claiming that the agent’s 
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reasons for acting in accordance with her better judgment (for Wiggins, on a value-

judgment that maximizes Eudaimonia) are weightier than these other reasons. However 

his explanation that these other reasons do derive from what the agent finds of value in 

some regard helps to explain how the agent could find these reasons convincing and not 

deem them overwhelmingly worse than what he takes to be his better reason.       

 One further objection, this one voiced by David Pugmire (p. 185), is that it seems 

that not all akratic acts are cases in which two (different) incommensurable values are in 

conflict. Instead some cases of akrasia seem to involve “a conflict and puzzling choice 

within, so to speak, the same domain of value” (p. 185). To make his point convincing 

Pugmire offers an example:  

A person may refuse or postpone dental treatment to avoid the pain of 
treatment…knowing all along that this just makes the inevitable treatment, 
not to say the toothache, yet more radical. The fear behind not keeping the 
dental appointment and the fear behind keeping it are both the fear of pain 
(or for bodily integrity). And as the sufferer may concede…postponement 
really doesn’t add up. The values at stake are homogeneous, and, as he 
turns his back on it, the sufferer is in no doubt where they point (p. 185). 
 

 I am not so sure that the “values at stake” here are in fact homogeneous as 

Pugmire claims. In this example a person postpones or refuses to submit to something 

that he knows will be most beneficial to him in the long run. The person judges that what 

would be best for him in terms of long-term happiness and health is to keep the dental 

appointment. The person therefore values his own health and long-term happiness. 

However this person also values or desires not experiencing pain more extreme than what 

he is currently experiencing due to his toothache. The person recognizes that keeping his 

appointment will result in the more immediate possibility of more severe pain as opposed 

to the distant possibility of more severe pain that may come from not keeping the 

appointment.  

 While it is possible to describe the values in conflict here as the same, that is, a 

value placed on avoidance of pain, I think this is too simplistic a description of the values 

that are at work here. Not only is the person conceivably weighing the certainty of 

immediate pain (of getting the tooth fixed) versus the probability of distant pain (pain of 

waiting it out), but it may also be that the agent looks at the downfalls or merits of 
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waiting it out not at all in terms of future, more severe pain, but instead in terms of a 

future decline in general health and happiness.  

 Wiggins’ response to this type of example might be that the agent is acting 

irrationally because he judges that his overall happiness would be best served by keeping 

the appointment. However the agent does also value not submitting himself to immediate 

excruciating pain at the hands of the dentist, and this need not be viewed as the same 

value attached to the alternative of keeping the appointment. This response seems to trade 

on the assumption that one can spell out the value that is placed on a certain thing in more 

than one way, depending on the agent’s state of mind and current concerns.   

 

9. Towards a Correct Account of Akratic Irrationality 

 

 Pugmire’s objections to the possibility of akratic action seem to be at least partly 

motivated by his concern regarding the type of irrationality that he believes would have 

to be attributed to an agent who acts akratically. An agent who knows his better reasons 

to act outweigh his reasons to act akratically must either act on his worse reasons because 

of compulsion or because he is simply mistaken about what his final better judgment 

actually is. However the agent cannot freely, knowingly and intentionally act contrary to 

his better judgment because this type of action would involve much too extreme a degree 

of irrationality on the part of the agent. This assumption leads him to the conclusion that 

the agent must either be acting compulsively or in accordance with what he, in actuality, 

takes to be the better reason to act.  

 Arthur Walker also feels that the irrationality involved in akratic action may be 

too extreme, but explains that this is so only if akratic action is explained by or described 

as an action that is performed by an agent in defiance of his own better judgment due to 

the greater motivational strength of a desire that is deemed by the agent as evaluatively 

worse. Walker states, “Granted the akrates is moved by his rebellious desire to drink 

more wine and granted this desire is a reason for drinking. But does the akrates drink 

because he finds his desire convincing as a reason or is it merely a cause of his 

drinking?” (Walker, p. 663). Walker continues by saying that accounts of akrasia in 

which the agent recognizes that the reasons he has for acting on his better judgment 
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outweigh those he has for acting against it, yet he acts akratically nonetheless, posit too 

extreme a form of irrationality because: 

It seems that a person with a minimal amount of rationality would not find 
convincing a reason he fully recognized was defeated…it would be 
extremely irrational for the agent to find this reason convincing, given his 
better judgment and his recognition that it overrides this premise. We must 
here keep in mind the distinction between finding convincing a bad reason 
and finding convincing a bad reason one fully recognizes is bad. The 
latter, of course, involves much more irrationality than the former. If 
akrasia involved this much irrationality, it would not, I think, be such a 
pervasive phenomenon (Walker, p. 670).  
 

 This concern about the irrationality involved in the common account of akratic 

action leads Walker to an alternative explanation of what happens when an agent acts 

akratically. Walker says that if the distinction between two different kinds of reasons is 

made the irrationality involved will be the result of a battle between the evaluative 

reason(s) and directive reason(s) that he has for acting. However Walker’s explanation of 

how this actually works is sketchy.11 To add to this Walker’s explanation of akrasia and 

the irrationality involved in such action trades on the idea that these two different types of 

reasons are incommensurable, much like Wiggins’ values. As was mentioned above, one 

of the things that this type of account needs to fully explain is how one type of reason 

instead of the other supports a “better” judgment, given that one type of reason, by 

hypothesis, does not override the other type. However Walker does little to explain this. 

 Pugmire and Walker both claim that the irrationality involved in accounts of 

akratic action that claim that the reason(s) that support the agent’s better judgment 

outweigh the agent’s reasons for performing the akratic alternative is simply too severe. 

However Alfred Mele’s explanation of akratic acts seems to successfully allow for a less 

severe form of irrationality, while at the same time maintaining that the akratic reasons 

are outweighed by the reasons that support the agent’s better judgment. Mele explains 

that in acting akratically the agent is “doing something that is irrational from his own 

point of view” (1987, p. 95). Mele explains what it means for something to be irrational 

from an agent’s own point of view by making use of the distinction (explained earlier) 

                                                 
11 For this explanation see Walker, p. 671. 
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between the motivational and evaluative aspects of reasons for acting. Mele explains that 

the agent who acts akratically is acting irrationality in the following way: 

If an agent’s assessment of his reasons does not determine their 
motivational impact, he may end up acting on what he takes to be the 
“lesser” reasons (evaluatively speaking, of course). To be sure, he will still 
be acting on reasons. But this is not sufficient to render his behavior 
rational. Rather, given his assessment of the reasons for which he acts, his 
(free, intentional) behavior is irrational (1987, p. 94). 

 

 Richman’s account of the type of irrationality at work in akratic action is very 

similar to Mele’s. Richman also makes use of the distinction between the motivational 

and evaluative characteristics of reasons for acting in his account of akrasia and akratic 

irrationality. Richman claims that insofar as the agent’s belief in his own value-judgment 

is rational, “its strength will be a function of the agent’s perception of the weight of the 

evaluative reasons” (p. 252).  

 Mele and Richman’s explanation of the account of irrationality at work in akratic 

action seems to evade the charges of extreme irrationality that Pugmire and Walker throw 

at their accounts. The success of these explanations in this respect trades in part on 

acknowledging the distinction between an agent’s fully recognizing that one reason is 

better, but not exceedingly better, than another, and an agent’s fully recognizing that one 

reason is exceedingly better than another. Walker’s concern that there is too vast a degree 

of irrationality present in an agent’s “finding convincing a bad reason one fully 

recognizes is bad” (p. 670) is only a genuine concern if all such cases are ones in which 

the reason the agent recognizes as bad is recognized by him as overwhelmingly bad or 

worse. However that an agent can fully recognize one reason as (to some extent) bad or 

worse, yet not overwhelmingly worse than another, seems obvious. Furthermore if an 

agent has a motivational reason or motivational aspect of his reason that constitutes the 

reason the agent “fully recognizes” to be worse (but not overwhelmingly so), then it 

makes sense that there is some basis for the agent’s finding this reason convincing.   

Pugmire and Walker’s concerns are motivated by their unwillingness to accept the 

possibility that an agent may find the motivationally strongest reason (or aspect of a 

reason) to be convincing while the agent may at the same time acknowledge that another 

reason is a better reason to act on according to purely evaluational considerations. 



 

 86

However I hope to have shown reasons why and how this possibility is very real. In 

particular, both Pugmire and Walker fail to acknowledge that the irrationality involved in 

the common account of akratic action need not be as severe as they propose, since an 

agent can fully recognize one reason to be better than another without it being 

overwhelmingly so.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

EVALUATION, MOTIVATION AND ACTION: THE LINK 

 

Introduction 

 

 In a tradition that dates back to the time of Socrates, many philosophers have 

posited a strong connection to hold between an agent’s evaluative judgment, the agent’s 

motivation to perform an action in accordance with his evaluative judgment, and the 

action that the agent intentionally performs. Accounts that maintain this type of a strong 

connection between evaluative judgments and subsequent intentional actions seem to 

leave no room for the possibility of akratic action. In chapter 1 I reviewed several 

philosophers’ accounts of the supposed tight link between evaluation, motivation and 

action. In this chapter I wish to take a closer look at many of the important issues (in 

particular those in relation to the possibility of akratic action) that come with the claim of 

such a tight link through an in-depth examination of Donald Davidson’s account of this 

link.  

 

1. Davidson’s Formulation of the Problem of Akratic Action 

 

 In his “How is Weakness of Will Possible” Davidson formulates the problem of 

weakness of will by noting the contradiction that seems to occur between the existence of 

actions that exemplify weakness of will and the existence of a “doctrine that has an air of 

self-evidence: that in so far as a person acts intentionally he acts…in the light of some 

imagined good” (1970, reproduced in his 2001, p. 22). Davidson acknowledges that this 

“self-evident doctrine” is not in direct contradiction with the definition (or existence) of 

actions that are akratic. However Davidson claims that an equally compelling alternate 

version of this doctrine does directly contradict the existence of akratic actions. This 

alternate version is the view that “in so far as a person acts intentionally he acts in the 

light of what he imagines (judges) to be the better” (p. 22).  Davidson then fleshes out the 

substance of this doctrine by setting it out in the form of two principles; one principle 
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(P1) expresses the connection between motivation (wanting/desiring) and intentional 

action. Davidson’s P1 is as follows:  

If an agent wants to do x more than he wants to do y and he believes himself   
      free to do either x or y, then he will intentionally do x if he does either x or y 
 intentionally (p. 23). 
 

Davidson’s other principle (P2) expresses the connection between evaluative judgments 

and motivation (wanting/desiring). P2 reads as follows: 

 If an agent judges that it would be better to do x than to do y, then he wants  
 to do x more than he wants to do y (p. 23). 
 

  These two principles will be discussed at length and are the primary focus of this 

chapter.1 But before addressing the specifics of the two principles that Davidson claims 

capture the essence of the connection between evaluative judgments, motivation and 

intentional action, I would like to begin by taking a closer look at the above-mentioned 

more general doctrine of intentional action and Davidson’s alternative view of it that 

suggests the apparent contradiction with akratic action to begin with.  

 First, as mentioned above, Davidson says that the existence of akratic action is 

challenged by the credible belief that in acting intentionally a person acts “in the light of 

some imagined good” (p. 22). While this belief regarding the nature of intentional action 

does seem accurate, the problem lies in that, as Davidson himself admits, this belief does 

not directly contradict or rule out the existence of akratic actions. If an agent who acts 

intentionally acts in order to obtain something she takes to be good, this does not, in 

itself, entail that the something she takes to be good (that is the goal of this act) must 

thereby have been judged by the agent as better than some other good. However 

Davidson’s alternate reading of this belief, i.e. the reading that he says directly 

contradicts the existence of akratic action, seems to rely on this entailment. 

  Free, intentional action does seem to involve the agent’s placing a positive value 

on something that is to be accomplished by his performance of this action. Intentional 

action (as I explained in chapter 3) is action performed for a reason, and (according to a 

common/popular reading, again as given in chapter 3) the reason for action consists of a 

                                                 
1 I also briefly discussed these principles, i.e., Davidson’s formulation of them, some objections to them 
and my preliminary reconstruction of them in chapter 3. 
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desire and a belief about how to obtain this desire. Whether or not an agent who acts 

freely and intentionally acts for a good (adequate) reason is an issue that I also looked at 

in chapter 3. But regardless of whether or not an agent acts for an adequate reason, the 

agent nonetheless, when acting freely and intentionally, forms a judgment that the desire 

that drives the action is worth pursuing, in some sense of “worth pursuing.”2  

 I believe that one of the main sources of confusion that often surrounds these 

concepts lies in the tendency to ignore the multifaceted, multidimensional texture of how 

it is that an agent can think something to be (a good) worth pursuing. There can be the 

minimal reading of a good worth pursuing in the sense that the agent experiences a desire 

for this something. In short, there is something that, in the agent’s eyes, can be said for 

the obtaining of this something, thereby making it a good, i.e. worth pursuing. A more 

substantial reading of a good worth pursuing is in the sense that the agent has formed a 

comparative evaluative judgment regarding this something and other potential alternative 

possibilities. In this sense of a good worth pursuing the agent judges that this thing is 

something that is not only good and worth pursuing, but even further, it is a good more 

worth pursuing than something(s) else. In what sense one thing may be judged to be 

better or more worth pursuing than the alternative(s), or even in what sense something 

may be judged as good or worth pursuing in itself, is an issue to be (and that will be) 

looked into, as it will become apparent (especially in chapter 5) that there are various 

ways in which one can and does measure or judge goodness or worthiness. 

 Davidson’s jump from the claim that an agent’s acting intentionally involves his 

acting “in the light of some imagined good” to the claim that acting intentionally involves 

acting “in the light of what he imagines (judges) to be the better” is a hasty jump, and not 

nearly as innocuous as he makes it seem. This jump ignores the various ways in which an 

agent can judge something to be “good” or “worth pursuing.” It is also a jump that 

ignores the difference between a judgment regarding what is of value or in some sense 

worthwhile and a comparative judgment between two (or more) things that are in some 

sense good or worthwhile. That an agent, when acting intentionally, has judged that there 

is something worthwhile to be said for performing a particular act is all that the initial 

doctrine that Davidson notes establishes. However, this is a far cry from the claim (in 

                                                 
2 For earlier discussion of this point see chapter 1, section 2.2, and chapter 3, section 6. 
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Davidson’s alternate reading of the initial doctrine) that in acting intentionally the agent 

has judged that a particular act is better or more worthwhile than another.  

 The question that arises here is whether, when an agent acts intentionally, his so 

acting entails not only that there is something that he judges as a good that is being 

pursued by his so acting, but that there is something that he judges as better than what 

could or would be accomplished by acting in an alternative way. In other words, the 

question to be asked here is, what is the “self-evident” truth that Davidson is trying to get 

at here with this doctrine (and the two principles he takes to capture its essence) that he 

believes conflicts with the existence of akratic action? Is it that when we act intentionally 

it is necessary that we have made a judgment, and act on this judgment, regarding what it 

is better to do in this particular circumstance? Or is it simply that when we act 

intentionally we (at minimum) act on what we take (or have judged) to be a good, but not 

necessarily the better good? Is it necessary that when acting intentionally we have made a 

judgment that to act in this way is better than any alternative? Furthermore, do 

Davidson’s principles correctly capture this “self-evident” truth? If so, do they rule out 

the possibility of akratic action? If the principles are not correct, what are the correct 

versions, if there are any, and do they rule out akratic actions? 

  My attempt to answer these questions is what will drive the bulk of this chapter. 

Davidson’s alternate reading of this initial doctrine, and its apparent contradiction with 

the existence of akratic action, as mentioned above, is what has substantially driven the 

problem of akrasia for many years. In particular, Davidson’s reading of the connections 

between evaluative judgment, desire or motivation and intentional action, especially as he 

has formulated them in the two principles (P1 and P2) that he claims to capture the 

essence of this doctrine, have given form to the problem of akrasia in more recent times. 

Since it is in evaluating these two principles (P1 and P2) that most discussions 

concerning the connections between evaluative judgments, motivation and intentional 

action (in connection with akrasia) take place, it is here that I will focus my attention in 

the remaining sections of this chapter. A thorough look at the accurate makeup of the 

links between evaluative judgments and motivation on the one hand, and motivation and 

intentional action on the other (especially as formulated in P1 and P2), will guide the 

discussion of the remainder of the issues in this chapter. 
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2. Davidson’s Solution to the Problem of Akratic Action 

 

 Before I address what I take to be the flaws in Davidson’s principles (P1 and P2), 

I would like to summarize and then evaluate Davidson’s own unique solution to his 

account of the problem of akratic action.   

 As mentioned in section 1 above, Davidson states that akratic actions pose a 

challenge to the supposedly self-evident doctrine that “in so far as a person acts 

intentionally he acts in light of what he imagines (judges) to be the better” (p. 22). 

Davidson fleshes out this self-evident doctrine of intentional action in the form of two 

principles, the first of which claims a connection between an agent’s desires or wants 

(motivation), and subsequent intentional action. The second principle claims a connection 

to hold between an agent’s judgments regarding what it is better to do and the agent’s 

motivation (desires or wants). The problem for akratic action, as Davidson points out, is 

that these two principles entail that if an agent judges that it would be better to do x than 

to do y, and he believes that he is free to do either x or y, then he will intentionally do x if 

he does either x or y intentionally. However the difficulty is that this seems to rule out the 

possibility of akratic actions, which Davidson defines as: 

D. In doing x an agent acts incontinently if and only if: (a) the agent does x   
     intentionally; (b) the agent believes there is an alternative action y open to him;  
     and (c) the agent judges that, all things considered, it would be better to do y  
     than to do x (p. 22). 
 

 Assuming that incontinent actions actually do occur, one is automatically led to 

the task of attempting to determine what makes P1 or P2 (or both) false, or why P1 and 

P2 are, contrary to appearances, consistent with D. At first glance, P1 and P2, as 

Davidson himself admits, seem vulnerable to objections.3 However Davidson maintains 

that regardless of potential rewording, P1 and P2 nevertheless remain plausible, since 

they both “derive their force from a very persuasive view of the nature of intentional 

action and practical reasoning” (p. 31). I will offer my evaluations of P1 and P2 in 

sections 3 and 4 below. However here I would like to consider the merits of Davidson’s 

own solution to this problem of akratic action. 

                                                 
3 Davidson, 1970, reproduced in Davidson, 2001, pp. 23-24. 



 

 92

Davidson’s solution to the problem of akratic action relies on the distinction that 

he draws between two types of evaluative judgment; the unconditional better judgment, 

and the all things considered better judgment. According to Davidson, all things 

considered judgments are prima facie judgments, and as such they are “judgments that 

actions are desirable in so far as they have a certain attribute” (1978, reproduced in his 

2001, p. 98). Unconditional better judgments, on the other hand, are all out judgments, or 

in other words they are judgments that are not conditional. For example “’It would be 

better to do A than to do B’” is an unconditional judgment, whereas “It would be better to 

do A than B, given consideration(s) e” is a conditional judgment (Davidson, 1970, 

reproduced in his 2001, pp. 38-39). It is important here to note that the considerations 

(“e” above) taken into account when an agent forms a conditional judgment can be all the 

considerations thought to be relevant by the agent at the time. A conditional judgment 

that A is better than B which is made relative to everything thought to be relevant by the 

agent may not, however, result in an unconditional judgment that A is better than B. An  

agent may judge that A is better than B in light of all his reasons, yet one of these reasons 

causes (is his reason for) him to do B. Davidson explains that: 

There is no paradox in supposing a person sometimes holds that all that he 
 believes and values supports a certain course of action, when at the same time 
 those same beliefs and values cause him to reject that course of action. If r is 
 someone’s reason for holding that p, then his holding that r must be, I think, a 
 cause of his holding that p. But, and this is what is crucial here, his holding that 
 r may cause his holding that p without r being his reason; indeed, the agent may 
 even think r is a reason to reject p (2001, p. 41). 

 

Davidson claims that this distinction between unconditional and conditional 

judgments leads to the solution that P1 and P2 do entail that an agent cannot act 

akratically against her unconditional better judgment. That is, given the truth of P1 and 

P2, if an agent judges that it would be better to do x than to do y (this being an 

unconditional judgment), and he believes himself free to do either x or y, then he will 

intentionally do x if he does either x or y intentionally. However P1 and P2 do not rule 

out the possibility of an agent’s acting akratically against her conditional, all things 

considered better judgment, which is the type of judgment present in Davidson’s 

definition of akratic action (D). To clarify, the judgment present in P2 is an unconditional 
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better judgment, and given the truth of P1 and P2, an agent cannot act intentionally (and 

freely) against this judgment. The judgment that the akratic agent acts contrary to (as 

given in Davidson’s D above) is an all things considered better judgment, as opposed to 

the unconditional better judgment that is the subject of P2.  

Why does Davidson think that an agent can act akratically against one type of 

judgment but not the other? The key may be found in further analysis of what Davidson 

takes an unconditional judgment to be. In his “Intending” Davidson equates an 

unconditional better judgment with an intention (2001, p. 101). Using this meaning of 

unconditional judgment it becomes clear that Davidson’s claim amounts to the belief that 

an agent who acts akratically fails to form an unconditional judgment (or intention) in 

accordance with her all things considered better judgment. However she does act in 

accordance with her unconditional better judgment (intention), keeping P1 and P2 nicely 

intact. 

 So Davidson’s point here is that akratic actions can and do exist, and yet they are 

consistent with P1 and P2, which are according to Davidson, main staples of the causal 

account of intentional action. Akratic actions are simply failures of the agent to intend to 

act (or, to form an unconditional judgment, which as mentioned above, Davidson 

considers to be an intention), and hence to act in accordance with his all-things-

considered (conditional) better judgment. However, the truth of P1 and P2 are not 

jeopardized by the possible existence of akratic actions because P1 and P2 are statements 

of principles regarding the relationships that hold between an agent’s unconditional better 

judgment (intention) and his subsequent act. P1 and P2 express the claim that an agent 

will always, when acting intentionally (and freely), act on her unconditional better 

judgment, i.e., on her intention. 

 Davidson’s solution to the problem of akratic action raises at least three important 

questions. First, what does the distinction between conditional (all things considered) and 

unconditional judgments amount to? Secondly, is it indeed the case that unconditional 

judgments are the same as intentions? And finally, does this distinction between 

judgments yield the remedy to the problem of akratic action that Davidson claims it does? 

I will look at these three questions in sections 2.1 and 2.2 below. 
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2.1 All Things Considered and Unconditional Better Judgments  

 According to Davidson an all things considered better judgment is a judgment that 

is made in light of “all relevant considerations known to the actor” (1970, reproduced in 

his 2001, p. 36). It is a judgment that is “relational, or pf (prima facie)…and so cannot 

conflict logically with any unconditional judgment” (p. 39). Such prima facie judgments 

are “judgments to the effect that in so far as an action has a certain characteristic it is 

good (or desirable, etc)…(Davidson, 1978, reproduced in his 2001, p. 98). On the other 

hand an unconditional better judgment, according to Davidson, is “a judgment that…an 

action is desirable not only for one or another reason but in light of all my reasons…it is 

an intention” (p. 101).  

 I find at least two problems with Davidson’s distinction between all things 

considered and unconditional judgments. The first difficulty is that of equating an 

evaluative (unconditional) judgment with an intention. Davidson repeatedly refers to the 

unconditional judgment that is the subject of P2 and the key to his solution to the problem 

of akratic action as an “evaluative judgment,” or a “better judgment” (see esp. Davidson 

1970 and 1978, both reproduced in his 2001). However it is unclear how an evaluative 

judgment that one course of action is better than another is equivalent to an intention. A 

judgment that action A is better than action B is an expression of a belief that one course 

of action (here, A) better satisfies some desire(s) that the agent has, and thinks worth 

satisfying (on some particular scale or reading of “worth”---this issue of worth or value 

will be further discussed and fleshed out in chapters 5 and 6) than the other action. 

However an intention must be more than this, or at the very least something in addition 

to, or beyond this.  

 We have many beliefs that one course of action would better satisfy some 

desire(s) than another action would, but we do not form intentions to act on each and 

every such belief. So what is it about some such beliefs that qualifies them as intentions 

while others are not? While I will not go deeply into an answer to this question here, a 

preliminary response might be that whichever desire the agent gives the upper hand to (in 

terms of evaluational and motivational force) at the time in question is the desire that the 

agent will be moved to form not only a comparative evaluative judgment regarding, but 

in addition this judgment may also then lead one to form an intention to act accordingly. 
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Which desire the agent is more motivated to act on may be determined by factors such as 

which desire the agent himself assigns greater value to. How this might happen is a 

complex matter and will be discussed in more detail in chapters 5 and 6.  

  One of the problems here is that an agent can find a desire or course of action 

better than another in many different ways. This complicates matters, and specifically 

complicates the prospect for a determination as to which meaning of “better than” will 

prevail when it comes time for the agent to form an intention, and likewise when he 

eventually acts. It is important here to note that after an agent forms an evaluative 

judgment regarding a course of action, the agent has to then become sufficiently 

motivated to act on this judgment in order to form an intention to so act before he 

actually acts on it (if he acts on it).4 Furthermore, if and when an agent does form an 

intention to act in accordance with her judgment regarding what is better (in some sense 

of better), this itself does not guarantee that the agent will ultimately act in accordance 

with this intention.5 This being so, an unconditional or decisive judgment cannot be 

equivalent to an intention. I submit that the formulation of an evaluative judgment (even 

an unconditional one) regarding a course of action is a separate and distinct occurrence 

from the formation of an intention to act. While it does seem reasonable to claim that an 

intention is preceded by some type of evaluative judgment regarding the object of the 

intention, this claim in itself lends credibility to the belief that the judgment is prior to, 

and hence distinct from the intention itself.   

 Davidson himself, in response to Christopher Peacocke’s formulation of just this 

type of concern regarding the equation of an unconditional better judgment with an 

intention (Peacocke, 1985, pp. 55-56) withdraws his claim that an unconditional better 

judgment is the same as an intention (Davidson, 1985, p. 211). However Davidson then 

chooses to discard his use of “better judgment” and instead substitutes or retains his use 

of “intention.” Furthermore, Davidson states that “nothing crucial depends on my having 

put things in terms of a comparative concept…my position could have been using 

‘desirable’ or ‘optable’ or ‘intention-worthy’” (1985, p. 211). However the question that 

                                                 
4 While I do agree that the evaluative judgment itself can provide some such motivation to act in 
accordance with this judgment, I have argued above and will argue below that there are other sources of 
motivation that also can and do contribute to the agent’s overall motivation. 
5 This point will be further discussed in the next section, section 2.2. 
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naturally arises here is does the use of “desirable” or “intention-worthy” in place of 

“better than” make matters any better for Davidson? To state that “if an agent finds x 

desirable or intention-worthy, then given that he takes himself to be free to act on x, and 

he does perform some act intentionally, he will intentionally do x,” is just blatantly false. 

We certainly do not act on, or even form an intention to act on, each and every course of 

action that we find desirable or intention-worthy. An example of this will be given in the 

next section. Therefore, a judgment that an act is desirable or intention-worthy simply 

cannot be equivalent to an intention. This only seems to make matters worse for 

Davidson’s account of unconditional judgments or intentions.    

  This discussion leads to the second difficulty with Davidson’s concept of 

unconditional better judgment, specifically in his equating it with an intention. Even if it 

were granted that an unconditional judgment were the same as an intention, there is no 

necessary connection that holds between an agent’s intention and the subsequent action 

that the agent ends up performing. This will be the subject of the next section (2.2). 

 

2.2 Unconditional Better Judgments and the Problem of Akratic Action 

 It may be granted that Davidson’s distinction between conditional and 

unconditional judgments6 actually does help to account for some cases of akratic action. 

Instances in which an agent fails to form an intention that accords with (and act on) her 

all things considered better judgment are precisely such cases. However the question that 

remains to be asked is whether there can be akratic actions that are contrary to intentions? 

In other words, do agents ever perform acts that are contrary to their unconditional better 

judgments, or intentions (assuming they are equivalent)? 

 As I mentioned in section 2.1 above, it seems clear that even if an agent does form 

an unconditional judgment or intention to perform x, this does not entail that he will act 

in accordance with this intention. There are three instances in which an agent may so fail 

to act: first, the agent may be somehow kept from acting on his unconditional better 

judgment via an outside source or influence; secondly, the agent himself may be unable 

to act on his unconditional better judgment due to compulsion or, thirdly, the agent may 

                                                 
6 Provided that this distinction actually holds up as Davidson claims it does, i.e., that unconditional 
judgments are equivalent to intentions. 
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intentionally and freely act contrary to his unconditional better judgment. Obviously the 

first two accounts of how an agent may act contrary to his unconditional better judgment 

pose no special problems for Davidson, since in both of these cases the failures to so act 

are not the fault of akrasia.7 However the third case is in need of some evaluation. What 

would it be for an agent to act contrary to his unconditional better judgment, and is it 

possible?  

 Consider Tom. Tom holds a judgment that all things considered it would be better 

to get up now rather than to remain in bed. Working under Davidson’s assumption that an 

unconditional better judgment is an intention, we could say furthermore that Tom also 

forms an unconditional judgment, or an intention, to get up now. Does this therefore 

mean that barring any external or internal force that causes him to do otherwise (against 

his will), Tom will necessarily get up? It doesn’t seem a stretch to imagine that Tom, 

fully intending to get up now, finds himself feeling so tremendously tired and 

comfortable where he is that at the last moment he does not get up. Tom may even make 

an attempt to get up by trying to move his head off his pillow. Yet he may find the weight 

of his head so heavy and the softness of his pillow so inviting that he fails to successfully 

get up. This failure need not be thought to be due to any compulsion or other lack of 

freedom on Tom’s part. In fact it is not difficult to imagine that Tom, if asked, would 

confirm that he thinks that he could so get up if he were only motivated enough, or 

wanted enough to do so, and that he could be so motivated if he worked hard enough to 

be so motivated. Does this failure on Tom’s part to get up therefore have to mean that 

Tom has changed his unconditional better judgment8 regarding what it is better to do? It 

is credible that Tom retains his better judgment that he should get up now even while he 

is in the process of failing to follow through with getting up. In fact upon reflection we 

may all recall times when, while all the while knowing full well that the best thing to do 

is to get up, or not eat the cookie, etc., we nonetheless fail to act accordingly. During such 

times we may want to say that we could not have done otherwise, but often we know that 

this is just a way to excuse ourselves from the failure on our part to abide by our better 

                                                 
7 In both cases the agent does not act freely, therefore, given the traditional definition of akratic action, the 
agent cannot be acting akratically. Davidson’s definition of akratic action however does not include the 
traditional freedom condition.  
8 Recall from section 2 above that this would be the judgment that ‘it is better to get up now’. 
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judgments. The fact that when such instances occur we tend to suffer from feelings of 

guilt and self-hatred at our failure to act on our better judgments shows that we do in fact 

feel that we could have so acted if we had wanted to badly enough. 

 Now if it may indeed be the case that Tom retains his unconditional judgment that 

it is best for him to get up now while at the same time he fails to successfully get up now, 

is it really possible for an unconditional judgment to be the same as an intention, as 

Davidson claims it is? If an unconditional judgment is an intention, then Tom’s situation 

would have to be characterized as the following: Tom intends to get up now, and 

continues to so intend even while he fails to get up now. However his act of failing to get 

up now includes his continuing to lay his head on his pillow and his lying on his bed; and 

are also acts he performs intentionally. But how could it be that Tom intends to both get 

up and not get up at the same time?9 I agree here with Alfred Mele’s diagnosis of his 

example of just this type of case.10 Mele explains that “I do not think it is possible for one 

both to intend at a moment m to do A (under that description) at t and to intend at m not 

to do A (under that description) at t” (1987, p. 43). And if one cannot both intend to A 

and intend not to A at the same time, then it must be that Tom either intends to lay down 

or intends not to lay down (but not both) at the moment in which he does continue to lay 

down.11 Since the contention is that Tom continues to lay down freely and intentionally 

while simultaneously retaining his unconditional better judgment that he ought to get up 

now, it must be that his intention at that time is to (continue to) lay down. However this 

then means that his unconditional better judgment that he ought to get up now cannot be 

an intention. Even if Tom had, at some point, an intention to get up, that intention was 

replaced by an intention to stay in bed. This lends further support to my earlier arguments 

in Sections 2 and 2.1 above that, contrary to Davidson’s view, an unconditional better 

judgment cannot be equivalent to an intention.12  

                                                 
9 Or in other words, to intend to lie down and intend not to lie down at the same time. 
10 In Mele, 1987, pp. 34-43. Mele’s example is what inspired me to formulate my own very similar 
example. 
11 Another possibility is that Tom intends to get up now but then loses that intention, which is then replaced 
by an intention to not get up now (or continue to lie down). 
12 Mele also makes this point in his Irrationality, 1987, p. 43. 
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 Given the problems present in Davidson’s attempt to reconcile P1 and P2 with his 

definition of akratic actions (D), I will now turn to the task of evaluating P1 and P2 

themselves.  

 

3. Davidson on the Link between Judgment and Motivation: Evaluating P2 

 

 Since Davidson’s formulation of P2 generally tends to be viewed as the most 

problematic and easiest to target of his two principles, I will focus on the issues that 

surround it first. I will then move on to a discussion of P1. It has been claimed that those 

who find fault with P2 nevertheless must abide by P1 (Charlton, 1988, p. 129). I will 

consider this claim in section 4 below.  

 

3.1 The Rejection of Davidson’s P2 

 Gerasimos Santas (1969, pp. 187-188) attributes to Aristotle the assumption of a 

principle that effectively rules out the possibility of akratic action. Santas calls this 

principle the ‘value-strength’ principle, and he goes on to argue that this principle over-

simplifies the connection between an agent’s evaluative judgments and motivation to act. 

This oversimplification results in a failure to acknowledge that an agent’s judgment 

regarding the value of alternative actions may be out of line with his motivation to so act. 

Furthermore, Davidson’s P2, as Charlton notes (1988, p. 126), is a “simplified and 

generalized” version of this value-strength principle that Santos claims to be assumed by 

Aristotle. As such, P2 is subject to the same criticism that Santos offers against 

Aristotle’s value-strength principle.  

 Those who seek to defend the possibility and occurrence of akratic action, 

specifically against opponents that are convinced of principles such as Aristotle’s or 

Davidson’s (P2 as well as P1), commonly attempt to capitalize or focus on the existence 

of a gap that sometimes occurs between what the agent judges to be better, and what the 

agent is more or most motivated to do. It must be kept in mind that (most of) those who 

want to make use of this purported gap or rift expect to successfully reach two goals via 

use of this rift. The first goal is to defend the possibility of akratic action, and the second 

is to explain its occurrence. The question of whether or not these two goals are indeed 
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successfully met will drive the discussion of the remainder of the next two sections of 

this chapter. In order to explore this issue I will first direct my attention to Davidson’s 

response to an important objection to his P2. 

 One of the more common tacks to take13 in objecting to principles (such as 

Davidson’s P2) that assert a strict link to hold between an agent’s evaluative judgment 

and desire or motivation is to posit the possibility of an imbalance between motivation 

and evaluation. Pointing to a possible discrepancy between the value an agent assigns to a 

particular alternative act and the agent’s motivation to perform that act may indeed help 

to show that akratic action is possible. Examples seem to abound of just this type of 

occurrence; a dieter judges it best not to eat the cake, but to eat the carrot instead. 

However as it happens, the dieter has a much stronger desire, and hence motivation, to 

eat the cake than she does a desire or motivation to eat the carrot. If this gap between 

value-judgment and motivation can be meaningfully thought to exist, then it seems 

unproblematic to believe that akratic behavior can likewise exist. The question, however, 

regarding whether or not this discrepancy between value-judgment and motivation can 

successfully explain how akratic action occurs is a bit harder to answer. In order for this 

discrepancy to factor into the explanation of akratic action the meaning of what 

‘motivational strength’ entails or consists of must be worked out. In other words, content 

must be given to the meaning of this concept in a way that will allow us to understand 

how it could be that an agent would act on a judgment that is thought by the agent 

himself not to be the “best” alternative at the time. What needs explaining is what it 

means for the wayward (less valued) desire that the akratic agent acts on to have stronger 

motivational force. I will begin looking at this issue in the next two sections of this 

chapter. 

 

3.2 Davidson’s Defense of P2 

 Davidson acknowledges that many will try to argue that P2 is false because of the 

periodic discrepancy that we think occurs between an agent’s evaluative judgments and 

his desires or wants. However Davidson maintains that while it may be “easy to interpret 

P2 in a way that makes it false…it is harder to believe there is not a natural reading that 

                                                 
13 For instance see Audi (1979), Charles (1984, chapter 4), Mele (1987, 1992, 2003), and Taylor (1980). 



 

 101

makes it true” (1970, reproduced in his 2001, p. 27). To bolster this claim Davidson 

points to his belief that we possess two views regarding the relationship between 

evaluative judgments and behavior: we think there are times when we do not want to do 

what we determine we should do, but we also think that “if someone really (sincerely) 

believes he ought, then his belief must show itself in his behavior (and hence…in his 

inclination to act, or his desire).”14  

 I find Davidson’s defense here of P2 problematic for several reasons. In the 

remainder of this section I will offer my reasons for my disagreement with Davidson’s 

defense as given above. 

 It may be accurate to say that if someone sincerely believes that her evaluative 

judgment is correct then this judgment will somehow show itself in her behavior or desire 

to act. However this claim is vastly weaker in comparison to the claim that is needed to 

link evaluative judgments and wants/desires in the way that the truth of Davidson’s P2 

would require. It will be remembered that Davidson’s P2 proposes that if an agent judges 

that it would be better to do x than to do y then he will want to do x more than y. In other 

words, what P2 claims is that the strength of an agent’s desire to perform an action 

follows from (or is in direct correlation with) the agent’s evaluative judgment of that 

action. To support P2 a link between evaluative judgments and motivation adequate to act 

in accordance with these judgments (in opposition to acting contrary to them) must be 

maintained. But what Davidson refers to as “the natural tendency” to believe that sincere 

belief in evaluative judgments must show itself in behavior, including desire or 

inclination to so act, fails, on its own, to establish such a strict link between evaluative 

judgments and motivation. This “natural tendency” can be thought of as the intuitive 

(minimal) correctness, or the spirit of, P2. 

  At least two points need to be made about this meaning that lies at the core of P2.   

First, this intuitive meaning of P2 can be captured simply by noting that the agent’s belief 

in an evaluative judgment might, or generally tends to show itself in the agent’s behavior 

and desire to so act. This seems to follow naturally from the idea that we generally think 

that one who sincerely believes in his evaluative judgment is on the whole inclined to, or 

                                                 
14 This is reminiscent of R.M. Hare, 1963. Here Hare states that an agent will do what he sincerely judges 
to be best unless he is not free to so act. Otherwise, if he is free and does not so act, he is not sincere in his 
(proclamation of) his judgment. I discussed Hare’s view further in chapter 1, section 3.2. 
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tends to act on this judgment. Even while keeping this tendency or inclination in mind, 

that there can be circumstances in which an agent’s sincere belief in an evaluative 

judgment fails to culminate in a corresponding behavior or desire certainly still seems 

possible. In fact this possibility seems to accord with the concepts of inclination and 

tendency in that both concepts have built into them margins for impotency. An agent’s 

judgment regarding what it is better to do may seem to be accompanied by some 

motivation on the agent’s part to act in accordance with this judgment. However simply 

having some motivation to act is not equivalent to actually acting on a judgment. One of 

the main questions or problems, as mentioned in previous discussion above (see 

especially chapter 1, section 1, and chapter 2), will be whether or not these circumstances 

in which an agent fails to act in accordance with her evaluative judgment rule out akratic 

behavior because of compulsion. However as I have also argued above, there is no 

conclusive reason to believe that a failure to act on such a judgment, or a failure of the 

agent’s desire to be of a strength adequate to result in action, need be caused by 

compulsion. These failures may instead be caused by lack of agential self-control. 

 Secondly, it may in fact be the case that the agent’s sincere belief in her 

evaluative judgment does show itself in the agent’s behavior and desire. However instead 

of the agent’s sincerity revealing itself through action in correspondence with the agent’s 

evaluative judgment, it may instead be revealed by way of the agent’s feelings of 

remorse, regret, self-loathing or possibly subsequent destructive behavior.15 These 

expressions of the agent’s sincere belief of his evaluative judgment may occur during or 

after he fails to act in accordance with his judgment and instead acts on his stronger (less 

valued) desire. These types of actions, tendencies, and desires may actually capture the 

essence of what draws us to principles such as Davidson’s P2. It seems much more 

honest to acknowledge that there are times in which an agent sincerely believes it would 

be best to perform x, yet instead of this judgment showing itself in a corresponding act of 

performing x, the agent, who is more motivated to do y does y, and feels remorse and 

guilt possibly even while performing y, and subsequently acts in ways representative of 

one who is experiencing remorse and guilt because he retains the sincere judgment that x 

was the better act to perform. This may be all that is truly revealed and hence demanded 

                                                 
15 I also discussed this point in 3.1 of this chapter. 
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of our “natural tendency” to believe that a sincere belief in our evaluative judgments must 

show itself in our actions. If that is the case, then an accurate formulation of a principle 

that captures the essence of P2 will be much weaker than Davidson’s P2.  

 

3.3 Towards a Revised Account of Davidson’s P2   

 Next I would like to explain what is actually needed to support P2, and what 

could in fact capture the “natural correctness” or the spirit of P2 and the gulf between 

these two meanings. In order to accomplish this I will make use of the concept of a 

second-order want to want to do A most. 

 An agent’s evaluative judgment regarding what it is best to do may surely (but 

need not) issue in a desire or want to want most to act in accordance with this judgment 

(if she does not already so want). It should be noted that there are at least two instances in 

which this will not happen: first, when this second-order desire is already omnipresent, 

i.e., when the agent has generally adopted a basic desire to act in accordance with her 

better judgment, and there are no extenuating conflicting circumstances and desires 

present; and secondly, when the agent simply has no or very little desire to act on his 

better judgment, or has significant desire to act contrary to his better judgment.   

 Assuming the absence of these two above mentioned cases, an agent’s second- 

order desire to want most to act in accordance with her better judgment may display itself 

via the attempts made on the agent’s part to get her to desire this course of action more 

than any other. In some instances this will be easy (or even unnecessary), yet in other 

cases this will prove more difficult. In cases where alternative courses hold no especially 

strong allure the agent may have little or no work to do in order to get herself to want 

most the action she judges to be best. In cases where other alternative courses hold great 

appeal, the agent may find himself needing to practice techniques designed to bring his 

first-order desire regarding what he wants most to do in line with his better judgment. 

Depending on the agent (there will be more on what this means in chapters 5 and 6) his 

better judgment may show itself to a greater or lesser degree in his performance or 

attempted performance of some such of these efforts. And this may be all that is captured 

by the essence of P2. 
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  To conclude this section I would like to comment on the following question 

surrounding sources of motivation. If an agent judges that it is best to do A over an 

alternative B, then assuming it is conceivable that he still has at least some desire (we 

need not even insist here that he have a stronger desire to do B) or motivation to do B, 

where does this motivation (to do B) come from? If there is at least some amount of 

motivation on the agent’s part to do B (that can or does co-exist with his judgment that it 

is best to do A), then it obviously does not originate from his judgment concerning what 

it is best to do. But then if the source of desire or motivation for this desire is elsewhere, 

what necessarily rules it out from being or becoming stronger than the motivation that 

springs from an agent’s evaluative judgment? What is it about evaluative judgments that 

(supposedly) make them so special that they should always result in the stronger desire? 

This seems right or accurate in the case of a paradigmatically self-controlled person. But 

unfortunately there is a substantial want/dearth of such people in actual existence.     

 A point to take away from this is that we must account for where and what the 

sources of motivation are. Furthermore it seems that what follows from the above is that 

the sources of motivation are not based solely on an agent’s evaluations or judgment 

calls. One must account for what it is about value-judgments that makes them stronger 

motivationally speaking, if one in fact claims they are in fact motivationally stronger than 

other sources of motivation. Next I will turn my attention to the evaluation of Davidson’s 

P1. 

 

4. The Link between Motivation and Intentional Action: Davidson’s P1 

 

 Davidson’s version of the connection between motivation (desire) and intentional 

action is given, as previously mentioned, in the following principle:  

 If an agent wants to do x more than he wants to do y and he believes  
  himself free to do either x or y, then he will intentionally do x if he does  
  either x or y intentionally (2001, p. 23). 

 

 Also as was previously addressed, Davidson claims that while it may be attractive 

to objectors of P1 (as well as P2) to point out that concepts such as wanting are complex, 

and the formulation of P1 fails to capture this complexity, the general essence of the link 
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between wanting and action captured in P1 will remain even upon tinkering with the 

exact formulation of this principle. I tend to agree here with Davidson’s point (regarding 

P1). There is some sense in which the crude/basic idea that what a person in the end does 

intentionally, he in some sense wanted most or was most motivated to so do, otherwise he 

would not have done so (and may have performed an alternative act) is correct. However 

the vastly complicated nature of motivation and desire, and in particular, the various 

ways in which we can desire or want something, and the potential avenues we have at our 

disposal to alter our desires and the grip they have on us all should be taken into account 

when considering the accuracy and merit of any principle that claims to portray the link 

that exists between motivation and intentional action. Furthermore the question of 

precisely what meaning of “wants more” (or stronger desire) is in play in Davidson’s 

reading of P1 is important to clarify.  

  These are the main issues I plan to explore in this section. This section will serve 

as a prelude to my remaining two chapters. One issue I will address here and especially in 

these last two chapters is the question regarding what the correct and appropriate work to 

be done by P1 is, that is, I want to attempt to explain that what a principle like P1 is 

intended to capture is the connection between an agent’s motivation/desire to act in a 

certain way and her resultant intentional action. What needs to be brought out here is that 

P1, as Davidson offers it, is underdeveloped; his interpretation of it is too simplistic, 

hence misleading, and therefore prone to objections. While it may be true that 

motivational ties aside, we generally speaking intentionally act in a way compatible with 

what we want most, we nevertheless have control, or the potential to exercise control 

over what we most desire or want. 

 The danger in too simplistically reading the connection between our desires or 

motivation and intentional action is that we may conclude that as agents we are simply at 

the mercy of whichever desire happens to have the most motivational pull at the time. 

However it is important to point out that the issue of self-control also has a place here.  

 

4.1 Attempts to Define “Wants More” 

 In order to clarify the meaning of “wants more” in Davidson’s P1 and P2 it may 

prove helpful to survey various attempted interpretations of “wants more,” and what 
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these interpretations could mean for the truth or interpretation of P1 and P2 and their 

compatibility or lack thereof with (the possibility of) akratic action.  

 

 4.1.1 Cooper. Neil Cooper (Charlton, 1988, p. 128) posits a distinction between 

wanting to perform an act A in preference to anything else and wanting to perform A 

more intensely than anything else. Cooper claims that the failure to acknowledge the 

existence or possibility of this distinction results in the belief that akratic action is 

impossible. I agree with Cooper, and here I would like to show how this distinction can 

be used to help clarify the purported connection between an agent’s judging that A is best 

(all things considered), and the agent’s desire or want to perform A. Once this link has 

been more clearly fleshed out, I believe it can help to show how akratic action need not 

be viewed as incompatible with this link.   

 Cooper’s distinction capitalizes on the distinction between an agent’s making a 

comparative evaluational judgment regarding a particular desire and other desire(s) and 

the felt strength of a particular desire. A want or desire to do A in preference to anything 

else is the meaning meant to be captured by “wants more” in P2. For S to want to do A in 

preference to anything else here means that S attaches a higher value to performing A on 

some scale of values.16 In other words, S wants to want to perform A more than anything 

else, or prefers that he/she perform A rather than anything else. As may be noted, this 

desire or want amounts to a second-order desire. However this reading of “wants more,” 

which I propose makes P2 true, is not the reading of “wants more” that is featured in 

Davidson’s P1. 

 

 4.1.2 Gosling. Gosling, in his Weakness of the Will (1990, pp. 108-109), also 

gives an interpretation of “wants more” that he thinks will make Davidson’s P1 true. To 

illustrate his understanding of “wants more” Gosling uses an example in which a woman 

named Alice wants more than anything else to go to New York, but instead ends up 

freely and intentionally staying at home to visit her sick uncle instead (p. 108). The 

question that then naturally arises here is whether it was truly the case that Alice wanted 

more to go to New York, or whether she actually wanted more to stay and visit her uncle.  

                                                 
16 This concept of “scale of values” will be further discussed in chapters 5 and 6. 
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 Gosling maintains that this example shows that “wants more” must mean 

something different when used to describe Alice’s motivation or desire to stay at home 

and visit her uncle. According to Gosling it isn’t the case that Alice’s desire to go to New 

York had waned, for she did want more than anything else to go there. However Gosling 

claims that there is another sense of “wants more” according to which Alice did in fact 

want to stay at home more than anything else. In this sense of “wants more,” “A wants to 

do x more than y iff A is decided in favor of doing x rather than y” (p. 108). Applying 

this sense of “wants more” to Gosling’s example, Alice wanted more to stay home in the 

sense that she had decided in favor of staying home.  

  I find many problems with Gosling’s reading of “wants more.” I will list my 

concerns below: 

1. In what sense is what an agent wants (most) or desires equivalent to a decision in favor 

of acting on this desire? A desire and a decision to act on a desire are two different 

things, so if we are to go along with Gosling and say that the sense of “wants more” that 

is in play in Davidson’s P1 and P2 is the sense that means the agent has decided to act on 

this desire, then why use “wants more” at all in P1 and P2? Why not rephrase “wants 

more” as “was decided in favor of acting on his desire to”? 

2. An agent can be “decided in favor of” doing x, yet not “want to do x more than 

anything else.” This is similar to placing a higher value on x, yet being more 

motivationally drawn towards performing y. Being decided in favor of x simply does not 

entail wanting x more on any legitimate, informative reading of wanting more. For 

instance, in Gosling’s example given above, Alice may indeed, at time t, decide in favor 

of staying home, but this decision does not entail that Alice is therefore more motivated, 

or desires/wants more to stay home. This proposed link between a decision in favor of 

and wanting more is subject to the same problems that were leveled against a proposed 

tight link between having an evaluative judgment in favor of performing x and wanting x 

most. Just as a judgment that x is best does not necessitate more motivation to do x than 

anything else, likewise a decision in favor of x need not issue in more motivation to do x 

than anything else. A “decision in favor” of performing x seems to be just disguised talk, 

shorthand for, or at least just one step removed from, an agent’s forming an evaluative 

judgment that “it would be best to perform x” (on some reading of best). Alice may make 
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a decision that she will stay home, but she may nonetheless simultaneously more strongly 

desire or be more motivated to go to New York. Her decision to stay home will, I think, 

be based on her evaluative judgment that it is better that she stay home, considering that 

her uncle is ill. But in order to stick to her decision and enforce her better judgment she 

may have to try to enhance her desire to act on this decision and lessen the grip of her 

desire to go to New York.  

3. Gosling says that if we take “wants more” to mean “was decided in favor of” then “in 

(Alice’s) thinking herself free she thought she could have gone and the reason why she 

did not was the fact that she was decided in favour of staying at home rather than going” 

(p. 108). This, however, is problematic because on this account too much power is given 

to the agent’s decision in favor of x. Simply being decided on a course of action does not 

necessarily mean being therefore more motivated to act in accordance with this decision. 

The reason she did not go may not be her decision in favor of staying, but instead her 

desire to attend to her uncle, honor her family, or even merely her desire to abide by her 

decision. Decisions by themselves (or alone) do not always have sufficient force, to move 

the agent to act.17 The agent’s decision must be accompanied by the agent’s having a 

sufficiently strong desire to act on this decision in order for the decision to be effective. 

4. Even if we are to accept Gosling’s meaning of “wants more” as “a decision in favor of  

acting on this desire,” does this, as Gosling claims it does, make P1 credible? There is 

still room or time for the agent to act against her decision, just as there was to act against 

the agent’s intention (see section 2 above). An agent who is decided in favor of 

performing x may still have a stronger desire to y, and hence may let that desire win out, 

and perform y, possibly akratically. 

 

4.2 Some Final Thoughts on Wants More 

  When we say that A wants to perform x more than anything else, this is an 

imprecise way of speaking. How we evaluate this claim, or what meaning we give to it, 

will depend on zeroing in on a distinction between wanting in an evaluative sense, and 

wanting in a motivational sense. Furthermore, each of these types of wanting is 

                                                 
17 Of course an agent can be motivated to act on his decision, simply in virtue of its being his decision. 
Such an agent may be generally motivated to stick to his decisions. 
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complex—there are many different scales of value used to evaluate desires. The 

distinction between these concepts needs to be looked at as to their impact on an account 

of intentional and akratic action. Just as there are different scales of values in general, 

there are also different scales of strength as applied to desires. Here it is paramount to 

acknowledge the distinction between the strength of a desire as evaluationally strong or 

weak (a second-order desire—a want to want most to do A), and the strength of a desire 

as motivationally strong or weak (a first-order desire—a want to do A most). 

 As I mention above it seems to me that the meaning of “wants more” is too 

quickly or easily attributed to some desires, and in addition is very prone to equivocation. 

It is many times merely a manner of speaking to say that an agent wants x more than 

anything else. It is shorthand for the claim that an agent wants x more than something or 

anything else given that the agent is focusing on or giving priority to certain of either his 

desires or values at the time in question. Also, I believe that it is virtually impossible to 

isolate an agent’s evaluative judgment from the issue or backdrop of what perspective the 

judgment is made from (i.e., what desires and values, etc. are being taken by the agent as 

a priority at the time of the judgment). This point will be further discussed in chapter 5. 

However the formulation of the alleged problem of akratic action depends on overlooking 

this.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 One of the conclusions that I draw from this chapter and plan to explore yet 

further in the next is the idea that a much wider view needs to be given to the role that 

motivation plays in the explanatory project of intentional action. In particular my 

evaluation of Davidson’s P1 has led me to this conclusion. What work is to be 

accomplished (or, should feasibly be thought to be accomplished) by principles such as 

Davidson’s P1 and P2, or principles like them, needs to be looked at carefully. In this 

chapter I have considered why each of these principles seems plausible, and yet why it is 

difficult to find the correct formulation of them. This may, upon reflection, be because 

we do not yet understand how our evaluative judgments work, how they are formulated, 

what their nature is, and how they relate to our motivation (desires, wants). The nature of 
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our wants, and how our wants affect or are related to our intentional actions is also in 

need of careful evaluation. This is thick terrain to travel, and I plan to cover as much of it 

as possible in the remaining two chapters. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

VALUES, EVALUATIVE JUDGMENTS AND MOTIVATION: A CLOSER 

LOOK (AND THE PART THEY PLAY IN AKRATIC ACTION) 

   

Introduction 

 

 In the previous chapter I went to some lengths to present and evaluate Davidson’s 

solution to his formulation of the alleged problem of akratic action. Much of the 

discussion there was centered on his formulation of two principles (P1 and P2) that he 

claimed to capture the essence of a seemingly credible doctrine regarding intentional 

action. I voiced my concerns about these principles (as well as his version of the doctrine 

regarding intentional action), and gestured at some potential revisions of them. Here I 

would like to delve further into these matters by using the previous discussion as a 

springboard for my own examination and clarification of the links or connections that 

exist between evaluation and motivation and motivation and intentional action. I believe 

that in order to obtain an accurate understanding of the nature of akratic action it is 

imperative to first come to grips with how evaluative judgments impact not only 

intentional action, but motivation as well. Additionally, the relationship between 

motivation and intentional action needs to be well understood.  

 In the remaining two chapters I will flesh out these relationships with an eye 

toward providing my own account of akratic action. My focus, as in the previous chapter, 

will start with Davidson’s P1 and P2, with the difference that my goal here will be to 

provide a correct version of them. In this chapter in particular I will be working out the 

appropriate meanings of many key concepts that lie at the heart of these relationships, 

such as “judging good,” “better than,” and “wanting more.” I will also show how these 

corrected links between evaluation, motivation and intentional action will help to account 

for the possibility of akratic action. 

 The traditional problem of akratic action is generated by a conflict that seems to 

arise between accounts such as Davidson’s of the nature of intentional action, especially 

accounts of the relationships that hold between evaluation, motivation and action, and the 
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existence of akratic action. As I showed in chapter 4, Davidson’s formulation of these 

relationships is faulty. Furthermore this misrepresentation of these relationships leads to 

the positing of a conflict between their existence and the existence of akratic action, a 

conflict that does not necessarily occur. In what follows I will first work out the correct 

versions of these relationships. Then I will show how they do not rule out--and actually 

help to account for--the existence of akratic action. 

 

1. Davidson’s Two Doctrines and Their Impact on Akratic Action 

 

 In his “How Weakness of Will is Possible” Donald Davidson built his account of 

what happens when agents act akratically in large part on two principles or doctrines. 

These two doctrines, as formulated by Davidson, lead to his conclusion that the link 

between evaluative judgments and intentional actions is a strict one. Additionally, based 

on these doctrines, Davidson claimed that akratic actions are only possible in the sense 

that an agent may act against his conditional better judgment, but not against his 

unconditional better judgment. In the previous chapter I explained why both of these 

conclusions are unconvincing (chapter 4, section 2.2). However since it is his adherence 

to his formulation of these two doctrines that leads to his formulation of the problem of 

akratic action and his own problematic account of the links between evaluation, 

motivation and intentional action, I would like to begin here by using them as a starting 

point to my own account of these relationships. I believe that correct versions and 

applications of these two doctrines will lead to a correct understanding of how akratic 

action is possible.  

 

1.1 The Doctrine of Intentional Action 

 The first of the two doctrines that drives Davidson’s account of akratic action is 

his version of a general doctrine regarding intentional action. Davidson’s version (as was 

discussed in chapter 4) is that when an agent acts intentionally he acts in light of what he 

judges to be the better (2001, p. 22). I explained in chapter 4 why I think this doctrine 

regarding intentional action is faulty and fails to capture the essence of the relationship 

that holds between our evaluative judgments and intentional actions. I explained there 
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(chapter 4, section 1) that one of the main problems with Davidson’s account of this 

doctrine is its failure to discriminate between two ways in which an agent can think 

something to be good or worthy of action; a minimal (simple) reading and a more 

substantial (comparative) reading. When discussing this issue I promised to flesh out this 

distinction and the nature of each in the next chapter, so I will do so here. This distinction 

will prove significant in establishing the correct relationship between evaluation and 

intentional action, and hence, the possibility and nature of akratic action.  

 

1.2 Doctrine of Sincere Ought Statements 

  The second doctrine that plays a pivotal role in Davidson’s account of akratic 

action is the belief that if someone sincerely believes he ought then his belief must show 

itself in his behavior (1970, reproduced in his 2001, p. 27). I explained in chapter 4 

(section 3.2) that Davidson’s applications of this doctrine to P1 and especially P2 were 

faulty because they depended on a stronger reading of the doctrine than was justified. I 

then claimed that a correct version of P2 would make use of a second-order desire on the 

agent’s part—a want to want to do A most. However a correct version of P1 would make 

use of a first-order desire on the agent’s part; a want to do A most. In my discussion of 

the second-order desire at work in P2 I explained that in some cases an agent’s second-

order desire to want most to act in accordance with her better judgment may not 

(immediately) show itself in a stronger first-order desire to act in accordance with her 

better judgment (chapter 4, section 3.3). Instead the agent may find that he lacks the 

requisite first-order desire to act on his better judgment and may (or may not) then desire 

to try to get himself to attain or strengthen his first-order desire. I said that “depending on 

the agent” an agent’s better judgment may show itself to a greater or lesser degree in his 

desire and performance or attempted performance of efforts to align his first-order desire 

with his better judgment. In section 3 below I would like to go into further detail 

regarding what elements or characteristics an agent possesses that determines whether or 

not the agent will desire and be motivated to perform efforts of self-control or motivation 

augmentation in order to attain alignment between their first-order desires and their better 

judgment. I will explore why in some agents (akratic agents) there is a discrepancy 

between the agent’s evaluative judgments and their motivation to so act. To do this I will 
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be concentrating on two main issues; first I will delve into what the makeup of an agent is 

like that determines whether or not the agent will be motivated to perform efforts of self-

control or motivation augmentation in order to get her (first-order) desires in line with the 

act she judges to be better. This will lead into my further discussion of what work should 

be thought or expected to be done by (principles such as) P1. This will be an extension of 

my discussion from the end of chapter 4 (see especially section 4.2).  

  

2. Simple Judgments of Goodness and Comparative Judgments of Goodness 

 

 A seemingly uncontroversial doctrine regarding the nature of intentional action 

lies at the heart of Davidson’s formulation of the problem of akratic action. The general 

reading of this doctrine is that when an agent acts intentionally he acts in light of some 

imagined good. However Davidson’s revised version of this doctrine is the one that 

creates conflict with the possibility of akratic action. The revised version states that when 

an agent acts intentionally he acts in light of what he imagines to be the better. 

Davidson’s reading of this general doctrine, via his revised version of it, is problematic 

because it neglects the (significance of the) distinction that exists between two types of 

ways in which an agent can think something is good or worth pursing; a comparative and 

non-comparative way. If the distinction between simple (non-comparative) and 

comparative judgments is overlooked it is easy to see how Davidson’s formulation of the 

problem of akratic action gets its legs. If one assumes that an agent’s judgment that bears 

on what she does intentionally must be a comparative better judgment, as Davidson 

claims in his P1 and P2, then it seems that the agent will (intentionally) act in accordance 

with what she judges to be the better. This makes akratic action seem difficult if not 

impossible to explain. However if the distinction is acknowledged and it can furthermore 

be shown that simple judgments, not just comparative judgments, produce corresponding 

intentional action, and furthermore that they may produce intentional action at times 

when a conflicting comparative judgment is also present, then akratic action is 

intelligible. 

 What I plan to do in this chapter is to focus on three things: showing that there are 

four types of judgments of goodness, showing that each of these types of judgments can 
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conflict with the others, and showing that each type of judgment not only can and 

sometimes does produce intentional action, but sometimes does so when a conflicting 

comparative value-judgment is also present, hence producing action that could be 

akratic.1 I will focus on the first two issues in the next few sections (2.1-2.4), and the last 

issue in the remainder of this chapter. 

 The importance of acknowledging the distinction between the different types of 

judgments of goodness first comes to light in its capability of accounting for how 

conflicts between such judgments occur. Such conflicts are imperative for the possibility 

of akratic action. There can be two ways in which a simple judgment of goodness may 

conflict with another judgment. If an agent acts simply in light of what he takes to be 

good or in some sense worthwhile, it is possible that this may conflict with either a 

competing simple judgment he holds at the same time or a competing comparative 

judgment regarding what he takes to be the better. If there is merely a competing simple 

evaluative judgment then akratic action does not seem to be an issue, even though this 

still shows Davidson’s version of the doctrine regarding intentional action to be faulty 

(since it shows that when acting intentionally an agent may act in light of what he 

imagines to be a good, but not necessarily what he imagines to be the better).2 However if 

there is (or can be) a conflict between a simple judgment and a comparative judgment, 

and furthermore it is acknowledged that an agent may indeed act intentionally on a 

simple judgment (rather than a comparative one), then the possibility of akratic action is 

all too real. The real question at issue then, which will naturally follow from this, is why, 

in some instances, will an agent act on her simple judgment instead of her comparative 

one? Why in some instances will an agent act on her comparative judgment? What 

accounts for this difference? This is where the issue of motivation comes in, and 

motivation will be the primary topic of section 3 of this chapter.  

 It may seem most intuitive to describe (or label) as akratic actions those actions in 

which a simple judgment of goodness conflicts with a comparative one. These are 

instances in which an agent’s simple judgment of goodness conflicts with what he takes 

                                                 
1 Assuming, in keeping with the definition of akratic action that I am working with, that it is also performed 
freely. 
2 Akratic action would not be an issue here because, by definition, akratic action is action that is performed 
contrary to the agent’s better judgment. A “better judgment” is, in my terminology, a comparative 
evaluative judgment.  



 

 116

to be better than this good, or in other words his comparative better judgment. Yet I 

believe that it is also possible to have cases of akratic action in which one comparative 

judgment of goodness conflicts with another comparative judgment of goodness. As I 

will show below, there are two varieties of simple and two varieties of comparative 

judgments of goodness. Akratic actions can occur when there is a clash between either 

kind of simple judgment (desire-based or value-based) and the value-based comparative 

judgment, or when there is a clash between the desire-based comparative judgment and 

the value-based comparative judgment. There can also be akratic clashes between two 

value-based comparative judgments of goodness. This is because when an agent acts on 

his comparative judgment I submit that it is impossible, contrary to Davidson, to divorce 

this judgment from whatever system of values/priorities the agent is working from the 

backdrop of at the time. This being so, the potential for this system to conflict with some 

overarching, long-term, ideal system is a possibility, and hence akratic action may result. 

I will look more closely at these various varieties of potentially akratic conflict in 2.3 

below.  

 In the following two sections (2.1 and 2.2) I would like to take a closer look at the 

distinction between these two general/basic types of evaluative judgments, i.e., what I 

will call a simple evaluative judgment and a comparative evaluative judgment. I will 

show that this distinction can be made sense of and in 2.4 I will begin to show how it can 

be applied to the general doctrine regarding intentional action that Davidson originally 

was attempting to capture, and that it will help clarify where Davidson went wrong in his 

version of it (and particularly in his P1 and P2, which are meant to flesh out his version 

of it). Therefore this distinction will then also shed light on why akratic action is not at 

odds with this doctrine regarding intentional action and furthermore aid in accounting for 

how akratic action does occur. I will then take on the further question of why and how an 

agent may act on his simple instead of his comparative evaluative judgment in sections 3 

and 4 below.  

 

2.1 Simple Judgments of Goodness 

 A simple judgment of goodness is composed of a judgment that a certain thing or 

action is good, in some sense worthwhile, or of value. There is an important difference 
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between two types of ways in which an agent can think or take a thing x to be “a good” in 

the simple sense. A thing or act x may be taken as “a good” in the sense that there is 

something to be said (in the agent’s eyes) in favor of x. Merely feeling that there is 

something to be said in favor of x does not entail that this something is “valued.” It may 

just be that there is something that the agent desires about x, such as that it will afford 

him pleasure or be a pain or stress-releaser. I will call this first type of simple judgment a 

desire-based simple judgment of goodness.   

 It could be argued that even in desire-based simple judgments the agent does 

value x because whatever it is that the agent desires, for instance, the pleasure or release 

of pain or stress that would be gotten from it, the agent also thinks of as good. It may in 

fact be that in such situations the value the agent assigns to x is a derivative value. 

However it also seems possible that an agent may desire something about x without 

considering or judging that this something that is desired is good or even leads to 

something good. An agent may desire to drink a beer because she desires the intoxicating 

effect it produces while she may also simultaneously not think it good to become 

intoxicated. 

  An agent may also, in the realm of desire-based simple judgments, fail to 

question or concern himself with thinking about whether or not what he desires is also 

thought of by him as being good, therefore, valued. A person does not always stop to ask 

how her values stack up, or what they would dictate, in every situation where she acts 

intentionally. She may simply act straightaway on some desire she has, and she may have 

judged that this something that is desired would be good in some respect, for instance in 

the sense of fun or not too harmful. She may even have had a “glimpse” or allowed 

herself a quick glance at what the values she holds would dictate about the act, yet kept 

herself from putting any direct or sustained focus on the act in that way. She may have an 

inkling that performing this act would not be something that would cohere with her 

values and if she allowed herself to completely focus on and form a comparative 

evaluative judgment based on this observation she would then, if she continued to so act 

on the desire, possibly be acting akratically. She also may only fully realize that she has 

acted contrary to what her better judgment would have been only after doing so, and 
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when finally allowing herself to really think about and form the comparative evaluative 

judgment in retrospect. This is one of the ways in which after-the-fact guilt can occur.    

  Alternatively, the other (second) way in which a thing or act x may be taken as “a 

good” via a simple judgment is in the sense that the agent assigns a value (directly, not 

derivatively) to x. I will label this second type of simple judgment a value-based simple 

judgment. She has a strong belief that helping others is the moral and right thing to do 

when one is able to do so. Kate desires and thinks it good to help others whenever and 

however she can. Simply put, one of Kate’s values is that helping people is the right thing 

to do when one is in a position to do so. Now it may be true that Kate also values or 

thinks that helping others is good because of the pleasurable and stress-releasing effects it 

has on her, or because of what these people may be able to do in turn for her. However 

these are again derivative assignments of value to the act of helping others, especially if 

Kate does not make a conscious judgment that she is helping Larry because she values 

the warm feeling it gives her inside to do so. For a value-based simple judgment there 

must be an acknowledgement by the agent that the object of the desire that is judged to be 

good furthermore meets some value the agent holds. If there is no such acknowledgement 

the agent simply holds a desire-based judgment that something is good (based on that 

desire). This need not mean, though, that desire-based judgments need only be those in 

which the agent judges that having or satisfying that desire does not mesh with his values. 

It may simply mean the agent may not have even considered this question at all. 

 

2.2 Comparative Judgments of Goodness & the Various Meanings of “Better Than” 

 The second type of evaluative judgment is the comparative judgment. A 

comparative better judgment is a judgment that something is not only good or in some 

sense worth pursuing, but that it is more worth pursuing or is better than some alternative. 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, one thing may be judged by an agent as better 

than or more worth pursuing than another in various ways. Here I will dissect the possible 

various meanings of “better than” when used in the evaluative sense. I will then show the 

potential for judgments that make use of these meanings to conflict with each other, 

which will help to show how akratic action may occur. 
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 Comparative evaluative judgments are judgments made by an agent that 

something is more worthy of pursuit, that is, better meets some standard or ideal that the 

agent believes to be important than something else. Just as simple evaluative judgments 

admit of two types, so do comparative judgments. There are comparative judgments in 

which the agent thinks one thing or act to be better than the other in the sense that it 

better meets some desire that the agent has than some other thing or act. There are also 

better judgments in which the agent judges that one thing or act better satisfies some 

value that the agent holds than an alternative thing or act. Just as with simple evaluative 

judgments, value-based comparative judgments differ from the desire-based variety in 

that a value-based comparative judgment includes the judgment that the desire under 

consideration is a good thing to be fulfilled. 

 For the desire-based comparative judgment it should be noted that something can 

be considered to be better than another thing in different ways depending on the 

particular desire that is being focused on at the time. For example eating a second cookie 

may be judged by the agent to be better than eating an apple in the sense that it better 

satisfies the desire the agent has for something sweet, or it may be better to eat the cookie 

in the sense that it better satisfies the desire for revenge against my brother who wants it 

for himself. An agent may experience one of these desires and form a comparative better 

judgment based on the goal of fulfilling one of these desires and then intentionally so act. 

The agent may do this without forming a value-based comparative better judgment 

regarding whether or not she thinks it good or of value to pursue the fulfillment of this 

particular desire. 

 It is also the case that for the second of these two kinds of comparative judgments, 

the value-based comparative judgment, the agent may consider something to be better 

than another in many different types of ways: morally speaking, practically-speaking, 

pleasure-wise, etc. Which value is taken to be of highest priority changes in different 

circumstances and at different times in ones life. When one is depressed or suffers from 

low self-esteem one is more vulnerable and likely to value (or think more important at the 

time) that which diminishes immediate pain or makes one feel more accepted or 

important as opposed to that which is morally of value. Such an agent may 

simultaneously know, in times of reflection, that if she were not suffering from some 
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such malady at the time she would instead value something else above that which 

diminishes her immediate pain. The absence of her fixation on taking steps to diminish 

pain would free her up so to speak to attempt to acquire “higher-minded” values. 

 An example of this would be George. George has been working 80 hour weeks, 

mostly because he has two employees that consistently either fail to show up to work or 

when they do show up make multiple mistakes. Today not only have George’s employees 

both failed to show up to work, but his secretary is out sick, his dog ran away and he just 

found out his wife is having an affair. As a recovering alcoholic of 15 years, George 

values not drinking. However today the pressure and strain he is under proves so extreme 

that George judges that it would be good to have a drink. He walks to the bar around the 

corner, sits down, and orders a drink.  

 Obviously George does not normally value his drinking. If George does not 

usually value his drinking then in what sense does he now think of it as good or a good? 

It seems true from the details of the story that George has a desire to drink (or at least to 

order one) and is motivated to do so. In George’s condition he thinks there is something 

to be said in favor of his drinking, i.e. the intoxication, the release of stress and the 

pleasurable feelings he thinks it will evoke in him. These are the effects of his drinking 

that he desires and thinks of as goods that are worthy of attaining. He may even deny to 

others and himself that he thinks of his drinking as a good way to attain these (good) 

effects. There are other avenues he could explore that could also lead to these effects, 

such as exercising or seeing a good movie. Furthermore these other activities are means 

to the effects which he desires that would not come along with such a high price tag (the 

relapse of his alcoholism). However George may think, even if subconsciously, that the 

nature of the pleasurable effects as gained via drinking alcohol are more intense and 

pleasurable in the short-term. George may also think that the pleasurable effects gained 

from drinking alcohol are quicker and easier to attain than what could be gained via the 

other activities. He may think this even while acknowledging that he does not, under 

normal circumstances, value the activity of drinking as a route to these effects (i.e. it does 

not mesh with the system of values that George subscribes to). Nonetheless in this 

situation George desires the easy, quick acquisition of the intense and short-term pleasure 
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and release that drinking will afford him. He also thinks of these effects as good, hence 

he does value his drinking as a means to making himself feel better (in the short term). 

 One question that may be brought up here, especially with this example, is 

whether or not George, as an alcoholic, is suffering from a compulsive (irresistible) 

desire to drink. If so, George’s act could not be considered akratic (assuming this is a 

problem because we may want to label it as akratic). But since George has maintained his 

sobriety for fifteen years it seems plausible that he has honed the skills and techniques 

necessary to help him overcome his urges in such demanding, stressful situations to drink 

alcohol. Assuming here that George still has these techniques at his disposal, he also has 

the capacity to overcome his urge to drink, making his act of drinking a free, 

uncompelled action. What then makes George choose not to make use of these learned 

techniques? It seems that he lacks the necessary strength of desire (motivation) to put 

these techniques into action. George may lack the requisite motivational strength due to 

many factors: because of feelings of depression, low-self-esteem, etc.  

 

2.3 A Clash of Judgments  

 Now that the different types of judgments of goodness have been fleshed out it 

will be easier to see how these judgments may conflict with one another, and specifically 

how they may conflict in a way that may entail (or is characteristic of) akratic action.3 As 

I mentioned in section 2 above, akratic actions can occur when there is a clash between 

judgments in one of the following three ways: a clash occurs between either kind of 

simple judgment (desire-based or value-based) and a value-based comparative judgment, 

a clash occurs between the desire-based comparative judgment and the value-based 

comparative judgment, or a clash occurs between two value-based comparative 

judgments of goodness. In this section I will sketch out how each of these three types of 

clashes can and do occur. 

 Akratic actions are most commonly thought of as those in which there is a conflict 

between a simple and a value-based comparative judgment of goodness. As I mentioned 

above (section 2 ), if at least some of an agent’s intentional actions are ones in which he 

                                                 
3 This conflict between judgments is necessary but not sufficient for akratic actions. Akratic actions must 
also, on my (and the common) definition, be done intentionally and freely. 
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acts on his simple evaluative judgment then it is easy to see how conflicts can occur 

between these simple judgments and what an agent may take to be the better. This is 

partly because there are potentially many different aspects that any particular thing has 

that an agent could find as constituting a good or something desirable. For example, the 

taking of a morning walk has many characteristics which could be considered good or 

desirable by some agent. It may offer some or all of the following: health 

(cardiovascular) benefits, solitude, fresh air, and companionship (if walking with others). 

Furthermore there are many different characteristics that an agent will desire or find 

good. An agent may find some or all of the above-mentioned characteristics of taking a 

walk to be good, but he may also desire or find good many other characteristics, some of 

which may be exemplified by an activity whose performance may conflict with the 

performance of the activity that has these above-mentioned characteristics. 

  Jim may desire to get exercise, yet also desire to lay on the couch and watch TV. 

What primarily contributes to the potential conflict between different simple judgments is 

that some of these judgments can or will be viewed as better or worse when compared to 

one another by the agent in times of reflection. How such judgments are determined to be 

better or worse than another depends on the system of values an agent subscribes to at the 

time. Jim may view lying on the couch and watching TV to be better than getting some 

exercise at time t because at that time he holds the value of relaxing and de-stressing to 

be of higher importance or value than exercising. However it may be that at another time 

Jim views exercising as better than watching TV because at that particular time he holds 

exercising in higher regards than relaxing. A simple judgment of goodness, for example 

that watching TV is good or desired because it is relaxing, may easily be seen to conflict 

with a value-based comparative judgment that it is better at time t to exercise than watch 

TV. The opposite conflict could also occur. Jim may make a simple judgment that 

exercising would be good, yet also make a comparative judgment that watching TV 

would be the better act to perform at the time in question. 

 Now if an agent, when acting intentionally, simply acts on her simple evaluative 

judgment it is easy to see how this act may not be an act that is necessarily in agreement 

with what the agent does judge or would judge best. For the agent may not even, in such 

cases, make a conscious comparative better judgment regarding the action. As I argued in 
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chapter 4, if the general doctrine regarding intentional action that Davidson reinterprets to 

include only comparative better judgments is instead abided by as originally intended, 

then it may sometimes be the case that when an agent acts intentionally he acts on his 

simple judgment, not his comparative better judgment. In such cases the path is cleared 

for an agent’s act not to be one performed in accordance with what he judges (or would 

judge-if he made a comparative better judgment) as “better” since he may not even 

consider what is better when so acting (or formulating his simple evaluative judgment). 

This may then be a problem for Davidson’s version of this doctrine regarding intentional 

action and in particular the accuracy of the connection between his P1 and P2 that he 

claims to capture the essence of this doctrine. If an agent may act intentionally on his 

simple evaluative judgment rather than a comparative evaluative judgment, then the 

doorway is open for a conflict between an agent’s better comparative evaluative 

judgment and his simple comparative judgment.  

It is true that the act characterized above may not truly be considered an akratic 

act because the agent may not be acting against a currently standing evaluative better 

judgment. So while the possibility that an agent may act intentionally on a simple 

(instead of comparative) evaluative judgment may show that Davidson’s version of the 

doctrine regarding intentional action is mistaken or flawed, it may seem to have no direct 

bearing on the issue of how his version affects the nature or possibility of akratic action. 

However just the opening up of the potential for a conflict between these two types of 

judgments that an agent may make is progress in showing how akratic action may occur. 

 Furthermore if it makes sense that an agent may form and act intentionally on his 

simple evaluative judgment, then what is to keep him from doing this while also having 

formed a comparative evaluative judgment regarding what it is better to do at the time in 

question? An agent may form a comparative judgment that it is better to do A than B, yet 

also form a simple judgment that it is good to do B. According to the original version of 

the doctrine regarding intentional action when an agent acts intentionally he acts in light 

of some imagined good. In this case both judgments are such that some good is imagined 

by the agent to follow from the performance of each act, A and B. What is meant by 

“some good” in regards to each judgment may in fact differ as indicated above, i.e. the 

good involved in a simple evaluative judgment may be something that is the object of 
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desire for the agent or something that is valued, whereas the good in a comparative 

judgment may also be the object of desire or what is valued. So according to this version 

of the doctrine the agent may act intentionally on either judgment. But Davidson’s 

version of this doctrine entails a different outcome, for according to it an agent will act 

intentionally on what he judges to be the better, i.e. his comparative evaluative judgment 

(my “comparative value-based judgment”).  

 Even if Davidson allowed that an agent may occasionally act on his simple 

evaluative judgment, whenever a conflict occurs between this judgment and the agent’s 

comparative evaluative judgment the agent must, according to Davidson, be most 

motivated to act (P2) and act on (P1) the comparative evaluative judgment. The question 

that then arises here is whether or not his P1 and P2 are true. Since the type of judgment 

at work in Davidson’s P1 and P2 is, on Davidson’s reading of them, a value-based 

comparative evaluative judgment, the nature of these types of judgments needs to be 

looked at carefully. What needs to be found out is whether or not value-based 

comparative better judgments are such that when they are present they will successfully 

lead to intentional action, regardless of what other judgments may or may not accompany 

them. According to Davidson’s P2 an agent’s motivation to act on his value-based 

comparative better judgment will be stronger than his motivation to act on any other type 

of judgment he may concurrently have. In P1 Davidson’s claim is that this motivation 

will successfully carry its way through to a corresponding intentional action. However I 

hope to show why I believe these claims to be faulty in the remainder of this chapter. I 

will argue that the presence of one or the other type of judgment is not (alone) what 

determines the strength of an agent’s motivation to act, and what the agent’s subsequent 

intentional act will be. Many other elements are at work in determining motivation and 

action, such as strength of commitment to judgments, sincerity, focus of attention, 

feelings of self-worth, depression, and environment.  

 The second way in which two different types of judgments may clash is when a 

desire-based comparative judgment and the value-based comparative judgment come into 

conflict. As explained in 2.2 above, a desire-based comparative judgment is one in which 

one thing or act is judged to better meet some desire the agent has than another. On the 
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other hand the value-based comparative judgment is a judgment that one thing or act 

better meets some value (desire the agent has that he values having) than another.  

An agent may make a desire-based comparative judgment that it is better, based solely on 

satisfying his desire to quench his appetite for something sweet, to drink a glass of soda 

than a glass of water. Yet the same agent may at the same time make a value-based 

comparative judgment that it is better, based on the value he places on his health, to drink 

a glass of water. This conflict in judgments can be the basis of an akratic action in that 

the value-based comparative judgment is thought of as the judgment that should be given 

precedence when there is a conflict between it and another type of judgment. Davidson’s 

P2, which claims to capture the connection between evaluative judgments and 

motivation, makes use of the value-based comparative judgment. In general what is 

actually meant when referring to the evaluative judgment that is the judgment that the 

agent acts contrary to when he or she acts akratically is, to be specific, the value-based 

comparative judgment of goodness.  

 The last way in which judgments of goodness can conflict is when two value-

based comparative judgments of goodness conflict. This last type of clash is possible 

because when an agent acts on his value-based comparative judgment it is impossible to 

separate this judgment from the system of values that the agent has at the time and the 

priorities that he assigns to each. Because of this, the potential is there for one system of 

values to conflict with another system, and one to take priority over another. In this way 

akratic action may result.  

 An example of how two value-based comparative judgments may conflict is when 

Jim judges that it is better to go pay the light bill now than it is to go directly to work in 

order to get there on time. This judgment is based on Jim’s valuing paying his debts on 

time. Since the bill is due today and before work is the only opportunity Jim will have 

today to pay it, Jim judges, based on his commitment to this value, that it is better for him 

to pay his bill than to get to work on time. But Jim also values being a good employee, 

part of which is being an employee who always gets to work on time. Based on honoring 

the value Jim holds of being a good employee Jim thinks it is better to go to work now in 

order to arrive there on time than to go pay his light bill now.   
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 The result here seems to be two competing and contradictory value-based 

comparative judgments regarding what it is better to do at a certain time. However this is 

not the end of the matter, for Jim places a highest overall value, in general, on his long-

term well-being. Jim also knows that keeping his current job, which pays well and is in a 

field that is overrun with jobseekers, better contributes to his overall, long-term well-

being than does making sure his light bill is not one day late. Based on the fact that Jim 

places highest value on his long-term well-being, Jim judges that it is better to get to 

work on time than to pay his light bill. Yet Jim still judges that, based on his valuing 

paying his debts on time it is better to pay his bill now. It is conceivable that Jim may, 

based on this judgment, pay his bill now. If Jim does so act, he will be acting akratically, 

even though he is acting on (one of) his better judgments. (Here I am assuming that Jim is 

acting intentionally and freely.) 

  

2.4 Akratic Action and a Revised Account of the Doctrine of Intentional Action  

 My distinction between the four types of judgments of goodness and my showing 

how they may conflict are steps to showing two related things: why Davidson’s version 

of the doctrine of intentional action is mistaken, and how akratic action occurs. Simply 

showing that there are four different types of judgments that an agent can make in 

declaring something to be good does not by itself show that when an agent acts 

intentionally he acts in light of what he thinks of as a good, instead of (necessarily) as 

what he takes to be the better. Furthermore explaining how these judgments may in fact 

clash does not fully explain how akratic actions can and do occur, although that these 

judgments can clash is an important part of that picture.  

 To show Davidson’s version of the doctrine of intentional action to be mistaken 

one needs to show that when an agent acts intentionally he may simply act on his desire 

or value-based simple judgment of goodness, or alternately his desire-based comparative 

judgment of goodness, and not necessarily his value-based comparative judgment of 

goodness. Showing that these different types of judgments exist is part of what is needed, 

but additionally it must be shown that these types of judgments can generate motivation 

sufficient to produce corresponding intentional action. Davidson’s version of the doctrine 

of intentional action, and hence his P1 and P2, which are meant to spell out his version of 
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this doctrine, rely on the assumption that only comparative value-based judgments of 

goodness produce such motivation.  

 In order to show that akratic actions can and do occur it is necessary to explain 

how clashes between different judgments (specifically between an agent’s judgment that 

is contrary to the agent’s better judgment and the agent’s better judgment) can occur. 

However what also needs explaining is how a judgment that is not considered to be the 

agent’s better judgment at the time in question can generate motivation sufficient to 

produce subsequent intentional action while the agent simultaneously holds a judgment 

that a different action is the better action to perform. Again, this claim is contrary to 

Davidson’s account, which relies on the assumption that underlies his two doctrines, the 

assumption that only comparative value-based judgments produce this type of 

motivation. Motivation is the central issue at stake in this assumption. Since the issue of 

motivation is what ties Davidson’s two doctrines and his account of akratic action 

together, it will help to look at this issue next.  

 

3. Judgments of Goodness and Motivation 

 

 The distinction between the various types of judgments of goodness and their 

potential to conflict has a significant impact on what principles such as Davidson’s P1 are 

attempting to capture. The subject of P1 is a link between what an agent “wants more” 

and what he does intentionally. Contrary to what Davidson claims, the “wants more” 

present in P1 need not be indicative of the presence of a comparative evaluative 

judgment, as it is in P2. Instead it may note the presence of the varying strengths of two 

different desires; a desire that the agent is more motivated to act on and one that the agent 

is less motivated to act on. Whereas P1 deals with an agent’s being more motivated to 

perform one act rather than another, according to my reading of “wanting most” in the 

evaluative sense, P2 deals with wanting to be most or more motivated to act on a certain 

type of judgment. This type of motivation that is at work in my version of Davidson’s P2 

seems to correspond nicely with a value-based comparative judgment of goodness. But 

because P1 deals with simply being most motivated to act on a certain desire, the 

judgment of goodness that lies at the source of this motivation may not necessarily be a 
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value-based comparative judgment of goodness. It may instead be any of the four types 

of judgments of goodness that were characterized in 2-2.3 above. This is because each of 

these types of judgment can create desire or motivation in the agent.  

 For my reading of P2 the value-judgment at stake has to do with valuing one thing 

more than another (a comparative evaluative judgment). The agent’s motivation to act in 

accordance with this value at issue in P2 at least partly comes from the belief that it is 

good to hold this one thing in higher esteem than the other, and the degree to which the 

agent has the desire to (try to/want to) abide by this belief. There are various factors that 

help determine the degree to which the agent experiences the motivation that correlates 

with the value-based comparative judgment of P2. It could be a function of the strength 

of the value-judgment, the agent’s feelings of self-worth, self-esteem, belief in his own 

abilities and status (or lack thereof) as a deserving agent, and the agent’s calculation of 

chances of success. An agent could be so constituted that he thinks, yes, ideally speaking, 

he wants to be more motivated to act on x, but thinks himself not (yet) self-controlled 

enough to do so.  

In some cases an agent’s value-based comparative judgment provides motivation 

that is sufficient to result in corresponding intentional action. Yet in other cases such 

judgments fail to issue in this type of motivation and action. What needs to be looked at 

is why there is a difference, and more importantly what accounts for this difference. Of 

major importance here is consideration of what the motivational strength of the second-

order desire that is the subject of my reading of Davidson’s P2 is a function of. On my 

reading, P2 deals with the relationship between an agent’s value-judgment and the degree 

to which he is motivated to act (only) on that value-judgment, a second-order desire to act 

on that judgment. To evaluate P2 one must measure the strength of the agent’s 

motivation, or second-order desire. How to measure this strength is of much importance. 

The stronger this second-order desire is the more likely it will be that a person will, when 

acting intentionally, act in light of what he judges to be the better. When using the highest 

scale of values that a person holds the person may instead, due to lack of self-control, 

self-respect, or inability to stay focused, act on what he values (or at least thinks to be 

good) to a lesser degree.  
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The variables that determine the strength of an agent’s second-order desire to be 

most motivated to act on his value-based comparative judgment that is the subject of P2 

spill over into the variables that also determine the degree of motivation an agent has to 

do the following two things: (1) actually be most motivated to act in accordance with his 

second-order desire (from P2) to be most motivated to act on his better judgment, and (2) 

get oneself to exercises self-control if he lacks the requisite motivation to act in 

accordance with (lacks the necessary degree of “wants more” in P1) his better judgment. 

The degree to which the agent experiences these things is what (potentially) link together 

Davidson’s P1 and P2, not his “wants more” clause.  

 In the previous chapter (chapter 4) I claimed that Davidson’s account of the link 

between wanting/desiring and intentional action (P1) needs revision. In particular I stated 

that P1 is too simplistic and underdeveloped. We indeed do, generally speaking, 

(intentionally) act in a way that is compatible with what we want most. Nevertheless the 

claim that when acting intentionally an agent acts in accordance with what he most wants 

is in a general and misleadingly simple sense true. The effect that an agent’s desires have 

on her resultant action is a complex matter, and depends in large part on at least three 

factors: first, what type of desire(s) are at issue in a particular circumstance; second, what 

reading of “wants most” is at work; and third the agent’s state of motivation or lack 

thereof at the time in question. The condition (strength) and presence or lack of a 

corresponding second-order desire for the first-order desire in question, i.e. the 

corresponding value-judgment regarding the first-order desire may also be an important 

factor. 

 Which desire an agent is more motivated to act on may in large part be 

determined by which desire the agent attaches a greater value to. Ideally, an agent will in 

fact be more motivated to act on what he values most highly. However there are many 

other factors that determine motivation as well, including the agent’s character, track 

record in abiding by what he values most, susceptibility to wayward desires, and a lack of 

self-control. 

This wanting more, though, admits of degrees. Furthermore, the sense in which it 

is true that the agent wants x more than y due to his judging it better is that he desires to 

be more motivated to do it, and again, the degree to which he desires to be more 
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motivated to perform the act he judges better depends on many factors—and then again 

(in P1) the degree to which he is more motivated (wants more) to act in accordance with 

his better judgment depends on many (similar) factors. One of the relationship(s) between 

the two types of wants (in P1 and P2) is that, in general, the higher the degree to which 

the agent experiences the “wants more” in P2, the higher the degree to which the agent 

experiences the “wants more” in P1, and also (alternatively) the higher the degree to 

which he is motivated to exercise self-control if the degree to which he “wants more” in 

P1 is inadequate to generate corresponding intentional action.  

Value-judgments are (part of) the key to determining motivation. When I am 

more motivated to act on what I value less, for example, I may value (and want) the easy 

road, the path of sloth and (physical) comfort, less than what I value intellectually, I may 

end up acting akratically. Why does the lesser-valued alternative win out? There are 

many factors that “allow” this.   

One factor that can help the desire that is not more highly valued to gain more 

motivational force is the irrational belief that indulging “just this once” by taking a 

“lesser-valued route” won’t hamper my eventual fulfillment of a higher-valued 

alternative goal. This is procrastination. The agent views the performance of this akratic 

act as delaying, but not necessarily ruling out definitively the eventual fulfillment of the 

desire that the agent attaches a higher value to (and acts against). In other words the 

akratic agent convincingly believes that he may act on his evaluatively weaker, yet 

motivationally stronger reasons or desires because he believes that satisfying these 

desires need not ultimately impede his ability to realize his higher, “better” valued 

desire.4 This type of reasoning may help the agent to become more motivated to act on a 

desire that is less highly valued while retaining his judgment that it is better to act on the 

desire that is more highly valued. This situation may be exacerbated by the agent’s failure 

to safe-guard himself against the extra motivational pull that can accompany the “lesser” 

valued desire via the desire’s immediacy or vivacity. The agent can learn to exercise self-

control by such methods as focus of attention in order to overcome this motivationally 

                                                 
4 Empirical studies done by O’Donoghue and Rabin (2003) show that persons who are even slightly naïve 
about the possibility of future self-control problems are prone to suffer from procrastination because since 
“they believe they will behave and choose optimally in the future, they always believe that if they delay this 
period then they will complete the task next period…” (p. 223). 
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stronger desire. Therefore it need not be a case of compulsive behavior. The problem is 

these “just once” moments add up, and can easily, eventually conflict with any chance at 

fulfilling the agent’s goal. 

Another way in which the lesser-valued desire can become motivationally 

stronger is when an agent possesses a belief that reaching his or her goal may prove to be 

a challenge that will require great effort. The acknowledgment that great effort will be 

required coupled with circumstances such as the agent’s suffering from low self-esteem 

or having little belief that he deserves to attain the higher-valued good may cause the 

lesser-valued desire to gain motivational strength. 

 

4. Wanting and Wanting to Do: A Distinction 

 

I want to end this chapter by revisiting the distinction I first made in chapter 4 

between the two senses of “wanting more” that I believe to be at work in Davidson’s P1 

and P2. I have already elaborated on the claim that the wanting more present in P1 is a 

first-order wanting whereas the wanting more in P2 is a second-order wanting. There is, 

though, a second way to flesh out the two different meanings of “wants more” in P1 and 

P2. Here I would like to discuss this second way that the motivational element in P1 and 

P2 can be seen to differ. This distinction is important because it will help show what the 

correct versions of P1 and P2 should be, and serve as a preliminary explanation5 of how 

akratic action may occur. 

 An important distinction that has significant bearing on what the correct 

formulation and meaning of P1 and P2 should be is a distinction between wanting A and 

wanting to do A. When an agent wants A the primary focus (of the desire) is on what it is 

that is desired, i.e. A. Alternatively when an agent wants to do A the primary focus is not 

just on A itself, but moreover (and predominately) it is on the performance of A.  

 Corresponding to the distinction between wanting A and wanting to do A are two 

ways or senses in which an agent may desire something: desiring in a theoretical sense, 

and a desiring in a practical sense. When an agent desires A, the agent desires A in a 

theoretical sense, that is, the agent believes (judges) that A possesses some characteristic 

                                                 
5 Which I will make use of in chapter 6. 
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that he or she finds attractive in some way. When an agent wants to do A, the agent 

desires A in a practical sense, that is, the agent considers what steps he or she needs to 

take in order to successfully perform or to successfully obtain A. The actual performance 

of steps needed to obtain A is many times much more involved and difficult (e.g., more 

exertion is required) than what is involved in merely wanting A. An agent’s wanting A 

usually just involves his or her recognition that A has some characteristic that he or she 

finds attractive. On the other hand an agent’s wanting to do A involves acquiring (or at 

least the preliminary thinking about or consideration of what it might take to acquire) an 

adequate amount of motivation for so acting. In an important sense the desire for what is 

at issue is “brought down to earth” in that the concrete actions that will be needed to be 

taken to acquire what is desired are now the focus for the agent.    

 Applying this distinction to P1 and P2 sheds significant light on how the type of 

motivation at issue in each differs (and furthermore how the evaluative judgment at the 

root or source of each type of motivation coincides and works with each type of 

motivation). In P2 the focus is on motivation; in P1 it is on action. This corresponds 

nicely with the distinction here between an agent’s wanting A (and the highlighting of 

motivation in P2), and the wanting to do A (and the highlighting of action in P1). In P2 

the evaluative judgment that the agent has is a value-based comparative judgment, that is, 

a judgment that x is better than y in the sense that x better meets some value that the 

agent finds important than y does. Talk of values is a very theoretical discussion as the 

primary concern may be with what one takes to be of particular importance that can in 

some way profoundly affect the person’s life and is centered on who the person is or 

hopes to be. Not surprisingly the type of motivation or wanting at issue in P2 is 

theoretical as well. When an agent takes x to be better than y in a value-based way, then it 

may in fact be that the agent desires x in the theoretical sense, that is the agent 

acknowledges that x has properties that mirror something the agent finds of value. 

Keeping with the explication of the two types of meanings of “wants more” mentioned 

earlier in chapter 4, in P2 an agent wants to be more or most motivated to act on what she 

judges to be better or of more value. Again, this is a very theoretical type of wanting. To 

want to be most motivated to act on a particular value-judgment involves acknowledging 

the importance the agent places on a particular value. Furthermore it involves reflecting 
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on the importance the agent places on this value and judgment, and realizing that he 

wishes to be the kind of person that acts in accordance with them.  

 These two ways of looking at “wants more” or the motivational elements in P1 

and P2 is important because it shows that Davidson’s version of each is incorrect. 

Furthermore, and more importantly, it shows that these two principles do not conflict 

with the existence of akratic action. If an agent can in a theoretical sense want more what 

he judges as evaluatively better, yet in a practical sense want more what he has a simple 

judgment of goodness regarding (and this simple judgment conflicts with his comparative 

value-based judgment), then contrary to what Davidson’s P1 and P2 entail, an agent may 

act intentionally and freely in opposition to what he judges evaluatively better (best).
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CHAPTER 6 

 

VALUES AND MOTIVATION: AN ACCOUNT OF AKRATIC ACTION 

 

Introduction 

 

 Central to the occurrence of akratic action is the phenomenon of an agent’s 

wanting A in a theoretical sense, but lacking the motivation required to successfully get 

oneself to want to do A in a practical sense strongly enough to result in action. This 

distinction between an agent’s wanting A in the theoretical sense and wanting to do A in 

the practical sense is the cornerstone of my account of akratic action. 

  In the previous chapter I provided an account of four distinct types of judgments 

of goodness. I also explained there how these different types of judgments might conflict 

with one another and furthermore how this conflict may indeed play an important role in 

explaining how akratic action occurs. Here I would like to tie my view of motivation 

(more specifically, the different types of wanting) and values (more specifically, the 

different types of judgments of goodness) together in order to give a more complete 

picture of the nature of akratic action. One of the main components of my explanation of 

akratic action that will be more deeply looked at here is how it may come about that an 

agent wants more in the theoretical sense what he judges to be evaluatively better via a 

value-based comparative judgment while he simultaneously wants more (to do) in the 

practical sense what he regards as good via another judgment of goodness. As I said at 

the end of the previous chapter, that there can be this type of clash between different 

types of wanting and judgments helps to explain how akratic action occurs. 

  In this chapter I will complete the explanation of my own account of the nature of 

akratic action. I will then show how my account may address some of the main concerns 

discussed in earlier chapters regarding the possibility of akratic action. I will end by 

responding to some potential objections to my account. 
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1. Rebuilding the Bridge: A Final Reworking of Davidson’s P1 and P2 

 

 In previous chapters I have spent much time discussing Davidson’s versions of 

two principles, P1 and P2, that he claims capture the relationships that hold between 

evaluative better judgments, motivation, and intentional action. I have spent considerable 

time on these principles because they represent a relatively common conception of how 

such relationships may rule out the existence of akratic action. I believe that these 

principles are flawed and fail to correctly characterize the relationships that may exist 

between evaluative judgments, motivation and intentional action. I have already gone a 

significant way towards explaining what is wrong with P1 and P2 and showing how they 

may be improved upon. Here I would like to give a final reworking of the connections 

that exist between evaluation, motivation and intentional action, connections that these 

principles were meant to capture. In further clarifying these connections I will make use 

of the distinctions between the different types of wanting and judgments that I laid out in 

chapter 5. The reason why I aim to re-work the connections that these principles aimed to 

capture instead of pitch them out entirely is because I believe there is plausibility in the 

general makeup of their contents. The key is to further clarify these connections by using 

the above-mentioned distinctions. Making these distinctions and applying them to these 

relationships will help to show how reworking the general contents of Davidson’s 

principles by uncovering and including the complex nature of motivation is a central part 

of rebuilding the bridge Davidson has tried to build here between evaluative judgments 

and intentional action. 

 Davidson’s version, it will be recalled, of the links between evaluative judgments, 

motivation and intentional action is made up of two principles that read as follows:  

 P1: If an agent wants to do x more than he wants to do y and he believes himself   
            free to do either x or y, then he will intentionally do x if he does either x or y   
                  intentionally (1970, reproduced in Davidson, 2001, p. 23). 
 

 P2: If an agent judges that it would be better to do x than to do y, then he wants  
             to do x more than he wants to do y (2001, p. 23). 
 
 These two principles lead to the claim that if an agent judges it would better to do 

x than to do y and he believes he is free to do either x or y, then he will intentionally x (if 
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he intentionally does either). The problem is, as Davidson explains, that this seems to rule 

out akratic action, which he defines as follows:  

 D. In doing x an agent acts incontinently if and only if: (a) the agent does x   
           intentionally; (b) the agent believes there is an alternative action y open to him;  
           and (c) the agent judges that, all things considered, it would be better to do y  
           than to do x (2001, p. 22). 
 

 Davidson’s solution is that P1 and P2 only rule out one kind of akratic action, that 

is, action performed contrary to the agent’s unconditional better judgment (intention). But 

Davidson explains that an agent may still act (intentionally) contrary to his conditional or 

all things considered better judgment. I explained in chapter 4 (sections 2.1-2.2) that this 

solution is unsatisfying for several reasons, one of which is that there is no good reason to 

believe that an akratic action in which the agent acts contrary to his unconditional better 

judgment (or intention) cannot occur. 

 For Davidson, an agent will always intentionally act on what he judges to be 

better, i.e., on his unconditional judgment of goodness or intention.1 The basis for this 

connection between unconditional judgment of goodness and intentional action is that on 

Davidson’s account the type and strength of motivation (wanting) that accompanies an 

unconditional judgment of goodness is the same type and strength of motivation 

(wanting) that determines how the agent will intentionally act. The agent’s “wanting x 

more than y” that derives from his unconditional judgment of goodness is what, 

according to Davidson’s P1 and P2, bridges the distance between the agent’s making this 

judgment and his consequent intentional action.  

 Davidson’s view here on the relationship between evaluative judgments, 

motivation and intentional action stems largely from his one-dimensional view of the 

nature of motivation. This, in turn, derives from his misreading of the two doctrines I 

reviewed in chapters 4 and 5. Armed with the newly made distinctions between different 

ways of wanting and different judgments of goodness, it will be easier to more accurately 

flesh out these relationships and show how they do not rule out the possibility of akratic 

action.  

                                                 
1 For previous discussion on this refer back to chapter 4, section 2. 
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 My connections, which I believe to be more plausible than Davidson’s P1 and P2, 

are as follows; 

 P1*: If an agent wants, in the practical sense, to do x more than y (or any  
                     combination of y and some other act)2 at time t and takes himself to be able  
                     to3 do x (and y or y and some other act) at t, then he will intentionally x, or  
                     try to x, at t (if he intentionally does, or tries to do, either at t). 
          

 P2*: If an agent forms a value-based comparative judgment that x is better than y, 
         then he will want to be more motivated to do x than y, given that he is  
                    rational and is entertaining the question of which (x or y) he should want to  
                    be more motivated to perform.  
 

 A few words regarding P1* and P2* are in order. In P1* an agent’s wanting x 

more in the practical sense means that the agent has a stronger desire to perform x, that is, 

to take the steps necessary to successfully execute x. This wanting x more in the practical 

sense is different from wanting x more in the theoretical sense, which is the subject of 

P2*. In making a value-based comparative judgment that x is better than y, an agent 

determines that x has some attribute that makes it a better candidate to satisfy something 

that the agent values. This type of judgment may lead the agent (given that he is rational, 

and is in the process of entertaining thoughts regarding which act he should want more to 

perform) to want x more in a theoretical way, i.e., the agent thinks x is a more worthy 

action than y. 

 To more clearly and fully explain how these two types of wanting differ and their 

bearing on the relationships between evaluative judgments and intentional action, I will 

apply this distinction to an example offered by Alfred Mele in his Springs of Action (pp. 

54-55). An agent, Sam, wants to win a million dollars more than he wants to win a 

hundred dollars. However Sam also wants to buy a one-in-a-hundred chance at a hundred 

dollars more than he wants to buy a one-in-a-two-million dollar chance at a million 

dollars. Furthermore, Sam wants to win a million dollars more than he wants to buy a 

one-in-a-hundred dollar chance at a hundred dollars. In order to explain how it is that 

                                                 
2 See Mele’s counterexamples #4 and #5 to Davidson’s P1 in his Springs of Action, pp. 52-53, and my 
explanation in the next section below (1.1), for an explanation of why I have included “or any combination 
of y and some other act” to P1*. 
3 I follow Mele here in using “takes himself to be able” in place of Davidson’s “believes himself free.” 
“Takes himself to able,” as Mele explains, avoids requiring the agent to “occurrently assent to a proposition 
to the effect that he is able to A at t…” (Mele, 1992, p. 62).  
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Sam ends up acting (intentionally) on his desire to buy a one-in-a-hundred chance instead 

of his stronger desire to win a million dollars, Mele claims that what is needed is to 

“…exclude instances of wanting more (or most) of the ‘wrong’ sort” (1992, p. 58). He 

then goes on to posit a distinction between buffered and buffer-free desires to handle such 

cases (pp. 59-61), and to further flesh-out an accurate account of Davidson’s P1.  

 In place of using Mele’s distinction between buffered and buffer-free desires, I 

would like to show that the distinction between practical and theoretical wanting can 

serve a similar purpose in that it can explain how agents such as Sam may act on what 

they do not want more in one sense (the theoretical sense), because they do want x more 

in a different sense (the practical sense), the sense that has a much more direct bearing on 

what action an agent will intentionally perform. My claim is that what an agent wants 

more in the practical sense is what he is more apt to intentionally act (or try to act) on. 

What an agent wants more in the theoretical sense is what an agent, in times of reflection, 

wishes, hopes or thinks he ought to act on. The theoretical wants may be thought of as 

buffered wants in something like Mele’s sense in that the role they play in potentially 

producing intentional action “…is dependent upon their contributing to other desires, or, 

more specifically, upon their being in the positive motivational base of other desires—

desires with a tighter grip upon action” (1992, p. 60). These desires that theoretical wants 

may “be in the positive motivational base of” and that have a “tighter grip upon action” 

are in Mele’s terms “buffer-free” desires (p. 60), and in my terms what an agent wants 

more in the practical sense.   

 In Mele’s variant of the Sam case (p. 58), Sam is “psychologically so constituted 

that whenever the subjective probability of achieving a monetary goal is less than 

.000001, he has no desire whatever to take what he deems to be necessary means and that 

Sam’s desire to win the million-dollar prize in no way prompts (or enhances the strength 

of) a desire to buy a chance at the prize.” Nevertheless Sam still desires to win a million 

dollars then more than he desires to buy a chance to win the hundred dollar prize then. P1 

implies that Sam will win, or at least try to win, the million then if he does either 

intentionally then. However P1* does not imply that Sam will win or try to win the 

million then given the distinction made between wanting in the practical and theoretical 

senses. Sam wants to win the million more in the theoretical sense, but Sam wants more, 
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practically-speaking, to buy a chance at the hundred dollar prize than to buy a chance at 

the million dollar prize. The type of wanting that has a more direct bearing on what Sam 

will do intentionally is the practical type of wanting. Sam indeed wants more in the 

theoretical sense to win the million dollars, however this want alone will not successfully 

translate into Sam’s intentionally so winning, or trying to win, the million unless it 

“prompts (or enhances the strength of) a desire to buy a chance at the prize” (p. 58). Due 

to Sam’s psychological makeup, his (theoretical-type) desire to win the million will not 

contribute to his wanting to buy a chance at the million more than to buy a chance at the 

hundred dollar prize. Sam has a weaker desire to, practically-speaking, take the concrete 

steps necessary to buy the ticket in order to attempt to win the million than he does to 

take the steps necessary to win the hundred dollar prize. This is because Sam’s 

knowledge of and beliefs about the probability associated with winning the million 

dollars deters him from putting forth the effort that would be required to acquire a chance 

at winning this prize over the other. 

 It is clear that there is no straightforwardly clear link that ties P1* and P2* 

together in the way that “the agent wants to do x more than y” allegedly ties Davidson’s 

P1 and P2 together. Instead there is a potential link between the two types of motivation 

(wanting) and this is what may (potentially) bind together an agent’s comparative 

evaluative judgment and his intentional action. However unlike in Davidson’s P1 and P2, 

there are two different types of wanting in P1* and P2*, and potentially two different 

strengths attached to each of these types of wanting. This more accurately captures the 

complex nature of how our evaluative judgments may or may not affect our intentional 

actions.  

 In order to successfully bridge P1* and P2* and the two types of wanting, the 

agent must be more motivated to perform the act that he wants to be more motivated to 

perform. To more clearly understand this potential bridge, the relationship between 

wanting to be more motivated to perform x and being more motivated to perform x must 

be examined, in other words, the link between wanting x more in the theoretical sense 

and wanting x more in the practical sense. Wanting x more in a theoretical sense may not 

translate into the agent’s wanting x more in a practical sense. If it does not, the path is 
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clear for the occurrence of akratic action. Therefore, P1* and P2* do not necessarily rule 

out the existence of akratic action, which is defined as follows: 

 D*. In doing x an agent acts incontinently if and only if: (a) the agent does x   
  intentionally; (b) the agent does x freely; and (c) the agent assents to a value-   
  based comparative judgment that it would be better to do y than to do x. 

 

When an agent performs an akratic action he acts freely, intentionally and contrary to his 

value-based comparative better judgment. 

  It should be apparent that P1* and P2* do not rule out the possibility of akratic 

action. Unlike Davidson’s account, there is no distinction between judgments that are 

involved in akratic actions (D*) and in P2*. The judgments involved in each are of the 

value-based comparative variety. However, as has been already discussed, the judgment 

that provides the motivation that is the subject of P1* may be any of the four types 

discussed.4 The strength of motivation that derives from these different types of 

judgments (in P1* and P2*) may not be such that the greatest motivational force or 

strength comes from the value-based judgment of P2* and D*, thus resulting in potential 

akratic action, or action performed intentionally and freely contrary to the agent’s value-

based comparative better judgment. This is in direct contrast to Davidson’s account, 

which claims that the only type of akratic action that can occur is that which happens 

contrary to an agent’s conditional better judgment, not against his unconditional 

judgment (intention).5 

 For Davidson, because the type and strength of motivation (wanting) that derived 

from the agent’s unconditional evaluative judgment (intention) in P2 and contributed to 

(or determined) the agent’s intentional action in P1 is the same, the only way to allow for 

akratic action is to claim it occurred in contradiction not to the judgment (intention) 

present in P2, but to another type of better judgment (the conditional, all things 

considered judgment). However, because the type of motivation (wanting) in P1* and 

P2* differ, and their corresponding strengths may differ as well, there is no reason 

inherent in them to claim that an agent cannot act contrary to his value-based comparative 

better judgment, which is the subject of P2*. In addition, because the value-based 

                                                 
4 See chapter 5, sections 2, 2.1 and 2.2. 
5 And, of course, the judgment in Davidson’s P2 is also an unconditional better judgment. 
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comparative judgment in P2* is not equivalent to an intention,6 there is no reason that 

derives directly from P2* to claim that an agent cannot act contrary to his intention. 

 In this chapter I will discuss the nature of the relationship that may exist between 

the two types of wanting in P1* and P2*, the wanting to be more motivated and being 

more motivated, or in other words, wanting x more in the theoretical sense and wanting x 

more in the practical sense. But first a discussion of the principles that this relationship 

may potentially bridge is in order.  

 

1.1 P1* and P2* 

 Two connections between judgments and wanting (or motivations) and intentional 

actions are of great importance to the discussion of akratic action. The first is the 

connection between value-based comparative better judgments and what an agent wants 

most in the theoretical sense, which is the subject of P2*, and the second is between what 

an agent wants to do most in the practical sense and what he intentionally does, which is 

the subject of P1*. 

 What an agent wants to do more in the practical sense, which is the subject of 

P1*, can be a product of any of the four judgments of goodness set out in chapter 5. The 

connection between any of the four different varieties of judgments of goodness and what 

the agent wants to do more in the practical sense is complex because which judgment 

supplies the agent with the strongest motivation to act depends on many different factors. 

Many of these factors will be discussed below.7 When an agent is considering what to do 

practically-speaking, as opposed simply to what he wants more theoretically-speaking, 

the possible difficulties inherent in the actual performance of the act, such as the 

thwarting of other contradictory desires, the possible necessity of exercising self-control, 

and the exertion that may be necessary to exercise self-control or to perform the act are 

all brought to light. If these types of considerations are not taken into account by the 

agent, then he may fail to realize the possible gravity of what is needed to acquire what 

he wants more in the theoretical sense. This in turn may lead to the frustration of the 

agent’s successfully becoming more motivated to do what he wants more to do.  

                                                 
6 For more discussion on this point see chapter 4, section 2.1. 
7 Many of these factors have already been discussed in chapter 5, section 3. I will go into further detail 
regarding them here. 
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 When an agent wants, at time t, to do x more in the practical sense than he wants 

to do y, his balance of motivation on the whole is such that, at time t, he is more 

motivated to do x than y. In general, if an agent is more motivated to act, at t, on x than y, 

then he will be more apt to, at t, intentionally act on x, or at least try to act on x, if he 

intentionally acts on either at t. One exception to this is in the case of when the agent is 

more motivated to act on x, yet is also dissatisfied with this balance of motivation. If the 

agent’s dissatisfaction is of sufficient strength, he may work to change the balance of his 

motivation before acting. Another exception is in the case, mentioned in section 1 of this 

chapter, when the agent is more motivated to do x than y, but is also more motivated to 

do y and z than x. In this case the agent may intentionally act, or try to act, on y and z 

rather than x, and hence even while he may be more motivated to act on x than on y, act 

(or try to act) intentionally on y (and z).8 

 Wanting to be most motivated to perform x, which is the subject of P2*, is a type 

of motivation that may be derived from a value-based comparative judgment about what 

is better. When an agent judges that x is better than y because it better exemplifies some 

value the agent holds, this judgment will be accompanied by a desire by the agent to be or 

become more motivated to act on x than on y, at least given that the agent is rational, the 

value that is the subject of this judgment is dominating the agent’s focus at the time in 

question, and the agent is entertaining the question of which (x or y) he should want to be 

more motivated to perform. If the agent is not currently entertaining this question, he may 

have a non-occurrent desire of this kind.  

 When a rational agent judges that x is better than y because of some values he or 

she holds, the agent will want x, i.e., he will want x in the theoretical sense, the sense that 

the agent wants something that meets his standards or values. X is better, according to the 

agent, because x better meets some evaluative standard that the agent holds. In making a 

judgment of this kind (a value-based comparative evaluative judgment), the agent is 

thereby acknowledging that the standard at issue, i.e., that she is comparing x and y 

against, is of some importance to her. When coming from the point of view that this 

standard or value is of most import at the time, the agent’s judgment that x better meets 

this standard/value than does y is generally accompanied by a desire on the agent’s part 

                                                 
8 Again, this example is given by Mele, 1992, pp. 52-53. 
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to be more motivated to act on x than on y. At the very least, when this value is the focal 

point of the agent’s reasoning about what it is better to do, the agent’s desire to be more 

motivated to act in accordance with his judgment that something better meets this value is 

stronger than his desire to be more motivated to act on an alternative that fails to 

exemplify this value as well.9 

 P1* and P2* more accurately capture the nature of intentional action than does 

Davidson’s P1 and P2 because they bring out distinctions between different types of 

motivation and judgments that P1 and P2 ignore. However, P1* and P2* are not the end 

of the motivational story, as Davidson would have us believe.10 Wanting to be more 

motivated to act in a certain way does not entail that an agent will actually be more 

motivated to act in that way. An important aspect that is involved in an agent’s wanting 

to be more motivated to act on her value-based comparative judgment is that the agent 

may not already be so motivated; he may only want to be so, based on his sincere assent 

to what he finds more value in.  

 To see how an agent may in fact akratically act contrary to his value-based 

comparative judgment it will help to consider how it may come about that an agent’s 

wanting x more in the theoretical sense may fail to translate into his wanting x more in 

the practical sense. It is to the failure and success of bridging the gap between what an 

agent wants more theoretically and wants more practically that I turn next. 

 

1.2 Opening and Closing the Bridge: The Theoretical and Practical Wanting of X       

       —A Refinement of the Distinction  

 The potential link between wanting x more in the theoretical sense and wanting x 

more in the practical sense is the real bridge that can connect an agent’s value-based 

judgment that x is better than y and her intentionally acting on x. It is acquiring 

coherence between these two types of wanting that is the goal of the self-controlled 

agent. What is needed, in instances where there is tendency or significant chance that the 

agent will theoretically-speaking want x more yet practically-speaking want y more, is to 

get the objects of these two ways of wanting not to clash via methods such as the use of 

                                                 
9 Assuming that the agent is also rational. 
10 At least, as he would have us believe his P1 and P2 are. 
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self-control, battling procrastination, and boosting or correcting poor self-image or 

emotional state. There are many factors that may play into the likelihood that an agent 

may succumb to a mismatch of these two varieties of wants. If an agent does want x 

(practically-speaking) at least to the same degree to which he theoretically wants x (or 

wants to be most motivated to do x), then he will be more likely to act according to his 

value-based better judgment. However, if he does not want x (practically-speaking) at 

least to the same degree that he theoretically wants x (or wants to be most motivated to 

do x) then he is more apt to act contrary to his better judgment. In this case, if he is also 

acting freely and intentionally against his better judgment, he is acting akratically. 

  In what follows I will discuss some of the methods that can be used to get the 

objects of these two types of wanting to mesh. But first I will address some of the 

primary factors that affect whether or not there will even be a gap between an agent’s 

theoretically wanting x more and his practically wanting x more.  

 There is not a straightforward, necessary connection between what an agent wants 

to be most motivated to do and what in fact she is most motivated to do. This is where 

sources of motivation besides the agent’s value-based comparative better judgment need 

to be looked at. One of the other three types of judgments may be made by the agent and 

this judgment may gain greater motivational strength.11 Ideally speaking an agent’s 

value-based comparative better judgment will always have the strongest motivational 

force, and hence result in intentional action. However no human being is ideal in this 

sense. There will be occasions for every agent in which an agent finds stronger appeal in 

something that is contrary to what he more highly values and wants to be more motivated 

to do. 

  I believe that what determines what we find to hold the strongest appeal depends 

in large part on our characters, our circumstances, surroundings, and state of mind at the 

time in question. For instance, I genuinely believe that my fiancé truly does (as he insists 

he does) hold a value-based comparative judgment that it is better to not smoke than to 

smoke. I also know that he has the tools at his disposal that will aid him in gaining the 

self-control needed to not smoke when he has the urge to do so. I know he has such tools 

because he has informed me about them, has taken steps to learn such tools, and has 

                                                 
11 How these judgments may gain greater motivational force was also discussed in chapter 5, section 3. 
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made successful use of them in the past in order to not smoke. However depending on his 

state of mind at certain times and his surroundings,12 he will find stronger appeal in his 

desire to smoke on some occasions, and on others find stronger appeal in exercising self-

control in order not to give in to this desire. In order to further account for this difference 

I will give an example that illustrates this point.  

 When I am with him my presence gives him additional motivation not to smoke. 

He is reminded of the reasons why continuing to smoke conflicts with obtaining some of 

the things he most values, such as remaining healthy, and living a long, full, active life. 

When his friends who smoke are around him, this makes it easier for him to give in to his 

desire to smoke. Looking at them, he is reminded of the pleasure he finds in breathing in 

the cigarette smoke and the camaraderie that he feels when taking a smoking break with 

them. He is also prone to the suggestion that since these people smoke, and they all seem 

fine, then there is no reason why he should think he won’t be fine too if he continues to 

smoke, or at least have this cigarette.13 

 When he feels stressed, uncertain, upset, it again seems that his desire to smoke 

has stronger appeal for him.14 Alternatively, when he feels confident, self-assured, well-

rested, he is more apt to find stronger appeal in his desire to exercise self-control in order 

not to smoke. This is because when a person is suffering from emotional strain he is 

suffering from pain. When a person is in pain he is more likely to take whatever (easy) 

steps are available or most readily come to mind to relieve this pain. What has become a 

habitual way to deal with such pain will most likely be what the agent will be drawn to 

first in order to help him cope with and relieve the pain. For an agent who is trying to 

stop smoking, drinking, and gambling, times of emotional stress will prove to be the most 

trying times in his attempt to remain true to his standing judgment that it is better not to 

smoke. This is in large part due to the habitual nature of the activity, and its ability to 

                                                 
12 That smokers may be more susceptible to failing to monitor their feelings and actions with respect to 
their standards regarding smoking because of being in certain types of social situations is shown in studies 
by Brownell et al., 1986, and Baumeister et al., 1994. 
13 Some empirical studies have shown that how smokers gather and evaluate smoking related information, 
such as how they evaluate the consequences of smoking, are affected by the degree of craving they are 
experiencing at the time. For example, see Sayette and Huffard, 1997, and Sayette et al., 2001. 
14 According to Michael Sayette, stressors, such as fatigue and situations that “threaten one’s self-concept 
or that require self-monitoring” may “prevent effective self-regulatory behavior in the face of a smoking 
urge” (2004, p. 452). For a similar claim see Baumeister et al., 1994, and Vohs and Heatherton, 2000.   
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relieve any type of emotional strain or pain. In general, the higher the degree to which the 

person is suffering from stress or pain, the more susceptible he is to taking the easier, 

more habitual route to relieving the suffering, and failing to exercise self-control.15  

 The mental, emotional makeup and characteristics of each person will also help 

determine to what degree a person will allow occurrences in his life to affect him 

negatively in the first place. For instance, if a person has a somewhat poor self-image or 

thinks of herself as undeserving, she will already be, because of this, disposed to allow 

occurrences that conflict with her vision of how things should ideally go, or how she 

would like them to go, to affect her negatively. For example, results from an empirical 

study done by Coleman, Jussim, and Naussau demonstrate that “students high in self-

esteem evaluated their own performances more favorably, and saw the teacher as 

evaluating their performance more favorably, than students low in self-esteem” (1987, p. 

95).16 A person with self-image problems will likely still have or make judgments 

concerning what she would like her life to be like, i.e., ideals or values she holds. But 

because of her emotional makeup she may find it very difficult to work towards allowing 

these values to direct her actions (desires, motivation, etc.). This may be in large part 

because she has difficulty remaining focused on achieving progress towards these ideals. 

She fails to have motivation of sufficient strength to act in ways that cohere and 

propagate these values. 

 

1.3 A Marriage of Values and Motivation: The Goal. 

 The goal of a rational, self-controlled agent is to find the strongest appeal in what 

he most highly values. In other words, it is to be more motivated to act on what he forms 

a value-based comparative better judgment regarding. The goal is to bridge the gap 

between the two kinds of wanting found in P1* and P2* and get what is most wanted 

practically-speaking to coincide with what is most wanted theoretically-speaking. In 

order to reach this goal some of us more than others must exert effort and become 

practiced at techniques to get to the point where getting these two ways of wanting to 

                                                 
15 For example, see empirical studies by Mischel, Ebbeson, and Zeis, 1972, that show that persons under 
stress or entertaining negative thoughts have a more difficult time exercising self-control. 
16 Other empirical studies that show similar results include McFarlin and Blascovitsh, 1981; Markus, 1977; 
Shrauger, 1975; Swann, 1983; Swann and Read, 1981; and Tesser and Campbell, 1983. 
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mesh becomes habitual. To get these two to meet is the chore of becoming a “good” 

person; it is to be most attracted by what you place the highest value on.  

 There are two different scales concerning how to measure the strength of our 

desires; the evaluational and motivational scale.17 If a desire is evaluatively stronger, it 

places or ranks higher on an agent’s scale of values. If a desire is motivationally stronger, 

it places higher on the agent’s scale of attractiveness or basic appeal. To get a desire that 

ranks high on the agent’s evaluative scale to rank as high on the agent’s motivational 

scale is the chore or goal of becoming a self-controlled person. An agent who is 

concerned about exhibiting self-control strives to be attracted to what he values in direct 

proportion to his assignment of value to his desires. This type of agent would be an 

ideally self-controlled person and hence would not perform akratic actions. One method 

that an agent may use to get himself to be more attracted by what he more highly values 

derives from the degree to which he sincerely subscribes to his value-based comparative 

better judgment. It is to a discussion of this method that I turn next. 

  

1.4 Davidson’s Doctrine of Sincere Ought Statements and Self-Control 

 The sincerity of an agent’s evaluative judgment must show itself in the agent’s 

intentional behavior, according to Davidson. However I disagree. I believe this statement 

to be too strong, as I explained previously in chapters 4 and 5.18 The sincerity of an 

agent’s evaluative judgments may also show itself in the degree to which he feels 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the strength of his motivation to act is accordance with 

his evaluative judgment. This dissatisfaction may likewise show itself in varying degrees 

of attempts to correct the strength via various attempts at self-control. It may also show 

itself in feelings such as regret regarding how the agent has in fact intentionally acted. 

This regret can help to indicate that the agent did in fact act intentionally against a 

concurrently held value-based better judgment, and did not simply have a change of mind 

regarding what he judged as better via his value-based judgment.  

 A student may sincerely believe that it is better to study tonight than to go out 

tonight, yet if he does go out instead, this need not mean he was or is at the time he acts 

                                                 
17 I am here following the lead of many others who have previously made this claim. See especially Mele, 
1987, Watson, 1977, Pears, 1984, and Rorty, 1983 and 1980. 
18 See chapter 4, section 3.2 and chapter 5, section 1.2. 
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insincere in his belief, or had a change of mind regarding this judgment. It is not a stretch 

to imagine that this student has a desire to go out, and this desire leads him to make a 

desire-based comparative judgment that it is better to go out than to study. His value-

based comparative judgment that it is better to study need not disappear though. He may 

continue to hold this judgment, and be sincere in so holding it. This judgment may result 

in his wanting to be most motivated to so act (study), and when he thinks about wanting 

his own success in the class and in school in general (his values), he theoretically wants 

most to stay home and study, not to go out. However, his desire-based comparative 

judgment is fueled by various desires that he has, for instance a desire to have fun, 

unwind, and socially interact with others.  

 The strength of his desires can be affected and determined by many different 

factors. For instance, when he is alone in his room, the strength of his desire to go out 

may wane, and his desire to stay in and study increase. He may find his thoughts drift 

towards his exam, his doing well academically, and his graduating. In contrast, when his 

friends stop by and begin talking to him about going out, the strength of his desire to go 

out may likely strengthen, and his desire to study decrease. He may find himself thinking 

and talking about what they will do when they go out or who they may meet.  

 In addition, if the exam he is studying for is on Monday and the night in question 

is a Saturday, he may reason that he has all day Sunday to study, so he might as well go 

out tonight. If, however, he has made a value-based judgment that it is better to study that 

night, presumably in coming to make this judgment he has considered and weighed such 

things as his estimation of how much studying he has left to do, his grip on the material 

thus far, and the type of grade he needs or wants to make on the exam. Due to his 

weighing of these types of considerations he has judged that in order to perform as he 

wants to on the exam, he should not both go out and study the next day. This may seem 

like it would be the end of the matter. However due to an intensification of the desire to 

go out, as was mentioned above, he may nonetheless act contrary to his value-based 

better judgment. He may do this because even though he may want to be more motivated 

to stay home, he may nonetheless end up being more motivated to go out. This need not 

mean he is not sincere in his belief that it is better to stay in theoretically-speaking. He 

may in fact be sincere about this, and this sincerity may show up through his attempts to 
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exercise self-control to correct the strength of his motivation or it may show itself 

through feelings of regret or shame in acting contrary to what he value-wise judges to be 

better. 

 An agent may act intentionally on what he judges not to be better (in the value-

based comparative sense). He may do this because what an agent wants more, 

theoretically-speaking, may not be what he wants more, practically-speaking. What he 

wants more practically-speaking will tend to result in intentional action. Of course what 

an agent wants more practically-speaking is subject to change up until the time of action, 

even after an intention to act in a certain way has been formed. But whether or not what 

he wants more practically-speaking changes to fall in line with what he wants more 

theoretically-speaking depends on many factors. The degree to which he wants to be 

more motivated to act in accordance with his value-based comparative better judgment is 

one such factor, but it is not the only one. Another factor is the agent’s view on just what 

is required of him in order to adhere to the values he holds in his life. An agent’s view as 

to what he must do in order to live his life in accordance with his values may become 

skewed due to the phenomenon of procrastination. 

 Procrastination may also play a primary role in addressing the concern of how it is 

that the above-mentioned student may find his desire-based comparative judgment that it 

is better to go out a convincing reason to act on, given that it conflicts with his 

simultaneously held value-based comparative judgment that it is better to stay in and 

study. I will address the roles that procrastination may play in akratic action in the next 

section. 

 

1.5 The Three Roles of Procrastination: Defeater (of Self-Control), Convincer (of  

       Rationality), and Clarifier (of Type of Judgment Involved in Akratic Action) 

 In this section I will continue to address the question of how it is that an agent’s 

motivation to act on what he wants more practically-speaking and in contradiction to 

what he wants theoretically-speaking, can become stronger than the motivation he has to 

act on what he wants theoretically-speaking. In section 3 of chapter 5 I explained how 

procrastination could be an important factor in helping to strengthen the agent’s 

motivation to act in a way contrary to what he more highly values. Here I want to go 
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further with that discussion, and in particular I want to consider the important roles that 

procrastination may play in doing three things: affecting an agent’s attraction towards 

using or not using self-control when needed to get his motivation to act on his value-

based comparative judgment to be stronger than competing motivation, getting the agent 

to believe that his judgment that is contrary to his value-based comparative better 

judgment is a convincing and rational reason to act on, and clarifying just what type of 

judgment lies at the source of an akratic judgment.  

 Procrastination is a thought process that can allow an agent to clear the cognitive 

path of any significant roadblocks that may impede the agent from acting contrary to a 

currently held value-based comparative better judgment that something else is the better 

act to perform. Procrastination works in a way that makes it seem rational to the agent 

that she may act contrary to her better judgment, while continuing to hold that judgment. 

But this is not all that is needed to get akratic action to occur. In order for an agent to act 

akratically the agent must not only believe it rational to act this way, he must also be 

sufficiently motivated to act this way. How an agent’s judgment that is contrary to her 

value-based comparative better judgment can provide motivation that is sufficient to 

result in intentional (and akratic) action has already been addressed above.19 And as I 

mentioned in the preceding paragraph, procrastination itself can also help to provide such 

motivation. My main aim in this section is to add to this by considering how 

procrastination can further explain akratic action via the three roles it plays an important 

part in. 

 Procrastination can play a role in affecting the strength of the agent’s motivation 

to act on what he does not value more. But procrastination can also play a role in 

affecting to what degree an agent will practice self-control to get his motivation to act in 

accordance with his value-based comparative judgment to become strong enough to 

conquer any competing motivation.20 To see the effect that procrastination can have on an 

agent’s use or nonuse of self-control it will be helpful to go back to the example given 

above of the student and his decision regarding whether to go out or study on Saturday 

night.  

                                                 
19 Also see chapter 5, section 3. 
20 On occasions when it is not already strong enough to do this. 
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 As I explained above, when the student makes his value-based comparative 

judgment that it is better to stay in and study rather than go out, he has presumably taken 

into consideration such factors as his current level of preparedness for the exam he is 

studying for, what type of grade he wants, and the time involved in becoming prepared 

enough to earn such a grade. It is conceivable though that he then may also begin to think 

that because the exam is on Monday, he will have all day Sunday to study, and this might 

be enough time to do so. This thought process may help to aid in the intensification of his 

motivation to act on his desire-based comparative better judgment that it is better, based 

solely on satisfying his desire to have fun and socialize, to go out. These rationalizations 

may also help to weaken the agent’s motivation to exercise self-control in order to assure 

that the strength of his motivation to act on what he wants to be most motivated to do 

(study) is stronger than any contrary motivation.  

 The thought that he may be able both to go out on Saturday night and yet still 

have adequate time to study on Sunday conflicts with what his value-based comparative 

better judgment tells him. The student may nevertheless begin to think this way due to the 

effects that procrastination may have on his belief system and reasoning processes. When 

coming to his value-based comparative better judgment the student has determined that 

the above-mentioned factors rule against the likelihood of his being able to both go out 

Saturday and obtain the grade he desires by studying on Sunday. In order to ensure his 

success on the exam, it is better that he stay home and study. Yet when he contemplates 

the actual steps that he would need to take in order to study, such as opening his books, 

wading through pages and pages of notes, hours spent memorizing facts, etc., he may find 

himself redirecting his thoughts to the factors that were involved in coming to his desire-

based comparative judgment regarding going out. He may begin to think about the fun he 

could have if he went out. While he is focusing his attention on his desire to have fun, the 

weight of the factors that back his value-based comparative judgment may become 

distorted and their previously assigned importance may fade. The student may then find 

himself entertaining thoughts that maybe he has overestimated the amount of time he 

needs to spend studying. He may begin to reason that he can cram in extra study time the 

next day if he makes the effort. He may reason that indulging in one night of fun and 

relaxation may not thwart his eventually reaching his goal of doing well on the exam. He 
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may begin to convince himself that he might be able to go out instead of study, yet still 

do as well on the exam as he wishes to even while he continues to hold the value-based 

comparative better judgment that it would be better for him to stay in and study in order 

to be assured that he performs as well as he desires on his exam. He may think that, even 

though he really should study now, he may have greater motivation to study after he has 

gone out and enjoyed himself.21 This type of rationalization process can result in the 

strengthening of the agent’s motivation to act on his desire-based comparative judgment 

that it would be better to go out. His value-based comparative judgment that it is better to 

stay in and study need not change due to these rationalizations regarding the concrete 

steps he would need to take in order to act in accordance with this judgment.22 These 

ways of reasoning and their results on motivation are trademarks of procrastination. He 

may want more, theoretically-speaking, to stay home and study, yet want more, 

practically-speaking, to go out. The judgment at the root of what he wants more in 

theoretical sense is his value-based comparative judgment. The judgment at the root of 

what he wants more in the practical sense is a desire-based comparative judgment.  

 Once the sorts of rationalizations just mentioned gain a foothold in the agent’s 

way of thinking, his motivation to consider what strategies he might use to get the 

strength of his desire to act on what he judges better evaluatively under control may 

weaken or be blocked entirely. He may then find that, due to these rationalizations, even 

though he sincerely values spending time studying in order to do well in school, he 

nevertheless remains more motivated to act in a way that conflicts with his ability to let 

this value direct his actions.   

 A second role that procrastination plays in explaining akratic action is related to 

the first role it plays in contributing to its formation. Procrastination contributes to 

explaining how an agent may come to find a “lesser” valued alternative to be a 

convincing enough alternative (good enough reason) to act on. This is seen in the above 

                                                 
21 O’Donahue and Rabin (2003, p. 225) show, using empirical research, that a person who is naïve 
regarding the possibility of his suffering from self-control issues in the future may put off (procrastinate) 
performing an onerous task until later because he may think that he will “behave” himself "and choose 
optimally in the future.”  
22 As was discussed in chapter 5, section 2.3, an agent can make two conflicting judgments regarding what 
it is better to do. The student’s judgment that it is better to go out is based on a desire-based comparative 
judgment. However, his judgment that it is better to study is based on his value-based comparative better 
judgment.  
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mentioned example of how the reasoning processes that are the earmarks of 

procrastination may defeat an agent’s efforts at exercising self-control. The occurrence of 

procrastination can help to explain the type of irrationality involved in akratic action. The 

concern regarding how it is that an agent may find the lesser valued alternative a 

convincing alternative to act upon was a major concern and potential objection to the 

existence of akratic action that was discussed in chapter 3. 

 In understanding how procrastination may play a role in an agent’s thought 

process, it becomes clearer how the agent may view his so acting as rational from his 

own perspective. However the akratic act is irrational because it conflicts with the 

rational judgment the agent holds that a contrary act would be the better act to perform in 

the sense that it better meets some value the agent holds as of highest importance at the 

time. It conflicts with what he wants more theoretically-speaking. Even so, because of the 

process of procrastination the agent may find his conflicting desire-based comparative 

judgment to provide him with a convincing reason to act in a way that is contrary to his 

value-based better judgment. 

 In the example given above, the student comes to believe that his going out is 

acceptable or rational because of his line of reasoning. He reassesses the time needed to 

adequately study and re-estimates the time he will have available to him to study if he 

goes out. All of these ways of thinking are methods used when an agent is procrastinating 

or putting off doing something that has to be done in order to attain some goal the agent 

has. Such ways of thinking allow the agent to convince himself that he can act in a way 

that does not at the time in question aid him in attaining his goal, or allow him to act in 

accordance with what he more highly values. He is convinced of this because these 

rationalizations make it easier for him to believe that even if he acts, at the time in 

question, contrary to his value-based better judgment, and in accordance with what he is 

more motivated to do, he may eventually still reach his goal or get his actions to accord 

with his evaluative better judgment. The process of getting oneself to believe that 

“slipping just this once” will probably not thwart the final goal or eventual attainment of 
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what is (more highly) valued is how the agent can and does find the lesser valued, but 

nonetheless desired alternative a convincing (rational, from his own perspective) option.23 

 Finally, understanding the role that procrastination may play in akratic action 

helps to clarify and flesh out what kind of judgment lies at the heart of akratic action. 

Procrastination occurs in conjunction with akratic action when an agent believes that 

acting on any of the other three judgments that an act is good24 will not impede his 

eventually acting in accordance with his value-based comparative judgment that an 

alternative act is the better act to perform. This type of rationalization on the agent’s part 

allows the agent to continue to hold the judgment that there is something of higher value, 

while he also holds a judgment that some alternative act is good in some different regard. 

I will illustrate this point with the following scenario in which an agent does something 

that is contrary to what he wants to be more motivated to do (i.e. what he theoretically 

wants to do more). 

     Gregg is someone who wants, theoretically-speaking, to be a husband who is 

faithful to his wife, yet practically-speaking wants to sleep with another woman. His 

theoretically wanting more (wanting to be more motivated) to be a faithful husband than 

not to be one is a product of his value-based comparative judgment that it is better to be 

faithful than not to be so. On the other hand Gregg’s desire to sleep with another woman 

may lead him to make a desire-based judgment that doing this would be good in the sense 

that it would satisfy this desire. This desire may be (or become) so strong that Gregg’s 

desire-based judgment produces motivation which results in his thereby being more 

motivated to sleep with this other woman than he is not to. The question then arises as to 

whether or not Gregg will be motivated to exercise self-control in order to try to get this 

balance of motivation to favor what he wants to be more motivated to do, i.e., remain 

faithful. 

  In this case Gregg may convince himself that slipping just this once will not 

impede his ability to be faithful thereafter. Also, he may think that since he will be 

                                                 
23 O’Donaghue and Rabin (2003, p. 231) claim that a person who is naïve or unaware about the possibility 
of his suffering future self-control problems “may be more prone to procrastinate in pursuit of important 
goals than unimportant ones. The more important the person’s goals, the more ambitious the person is—
that is, he plans to carry out a more onerous task. The more ambitious the person is, however, the more 
likely he is to severely procrastinate.”  
24 This judgment might be any of the other three basic types of judgments besides the value-based 
comparative. Each of these types of judgments is explained in chapter 5, sections 2, 2.1, and 2.2. 
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discreet, his wife will continue to believe he is faithful. He may convince himself that this 

is good enough or all that really matters in regards to the issue of faithfulness, and that 

furthermore he may continue to think of himself as faithful to her, avoiding thought of 

this act of unfaithfulness. The bottom line is that Gregg’s desire-based judgment that it is 

good to sleep with this other woman may continue to enjoy its motivational strength and 

hence produce a corresponding intentional action. Gregg may act on his desire-based 

judgment while continuing to hold his value-based judgment that acting in a contrary way 

would be better. 

  Now that the question of how the gap between P1* and P2*, or between an 

agent’s wanting x more in the theoretical sense and wanting x more in the practical sense, 

may be successfully or unsuccessfully bridged has been addressed, I would like to 

conclude the explanation of my account of akratic action by showing how it differs from 

another account that makes use of higher-order desires. I will then (in section 3) show 

how my account can answer some of the concerns brought up in earlier chapters.25 In 

particular I will look at how my account handles the freedom and intentionality 

conditions of akratic action.  

 

2. The Bigelow, Dodds and Pargetter Second-Order Desire Account of Akratic 

Action 

 

In their “Temptation and the Will,” John Bigelow, Susan Dodds, and Robert 

Pargetter also give higher-order desires a crucial role to play in their account of akratic 

action. In section 2.1 I will show how my account differs from theirs. Then in section 2.2 

I will respond to some concerns offered by Alfred Mele regarding higher-order desire 

accounts of akratic action. 

 

2.1 Bigelow Et Al. and the Presence of Second-Order Desires in Akratic Action 

  According to Bigelow et al., an agent that acts akratically does so in response to 

temptation. What is common to all cases of temptation is the presence of a desire that 

                                                 
25 I have already addressed one of these concerns in the previous section. This is the concern regarding how 
it may be that an agent can find an action that is not more highly valued to be a convincing reason to act 
upon. 
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another desire not be causally operative. They state, “To be tempted is to have a desire 

which you want not to be your strongest desire” (1990, p. 44). Whether an agent acts 

akratically or not depends on how he acts in the face of temptation. They claim that 

“when faced with temptation, if a person acts in accord with their second-order desire, 

they display strength of will. If they act in accord with their first-order desire, they are 

weak-willed” (p. 44). Furthermore they argue that an act is weak-willed only if the agent 

retains some degree of (second-order) desire that she not act on the first-order desire that 

ends up being causally operative (p. 45). 

  Bigelow and his colleagues have given an account of akratic action that is similar 

to mine in that it gives second-order desires a prominent role to play in the 

characterization of akratic actions. According to their account it is required that the agent 

must retain some degree of second-order desire at the time of the weak or strong-willed 

act. My account, however, allows me to maintain that this requirement is too strong. It 

need only be that a second-order desire is occurrently present in some cases of akratic 

action, but in others it is only non-occurrently (latent) or potentially present—i.e., under 

certain circumstances (if certain circumstances come to obtain) there will be such a 

second-order desire. On my account it is not the case that there will or need be an 

occurrent desire of this kind. This distinction is displayed in my P1* and especially P2* 

in sections 1 and 1.1 of this chapter. One point to note here is that Bigelow and his 

colleagues’ goal is to give an analysis (necessary and sufficient conditions) for akratic 

action. Accordingly, they claim that all instances involve second-order desires. However 

I am concerned with the explanatory project, i.e., explaining the phenomenon of akratic 

action, not giving necessary and sufficient conditions for it. I can therefore claim some 

instances do involve (occurrent) second-order desires, as I in fact do explain in my 

account (see 1 and 1.1 of this chapter), but not all do.  

  In response to the potential objection that not all cases of akratic action are such 

that a second-order desire is or needs to be present, Bigelow et al. use an example in 

which a chocolate lover may say he wishes he did not crave chocolate, but yet he will not 

take steps (that are available to him to take) to remove the craving. Bigelow et al. say that 

this doesn’t prove the pertinent second-order desire is absent, only that it is not “causally 

operative”, and that it is “over-ridden” by the first-order desire. They say that the second-
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order desires’ “presence can explain the verbal behavior…the manner in which the weak-

willed action is performed (hesitantly, for instance), feelings of guilt…” (1990, p. 45). 

  I agree that some cases of akratic action can be characterized in this way, and that 

the second-order desire may show itself in the agent’s reactions and feelings instead of 

through directly causing corresponding action. However I would go even further than this 

and allow that in some cases, for instance Mele’s case of the “self-indulgent akratic 

agent” (1995, p. 66), the agent may not have a second-order desire, but merely the 

potential to have one, if certain criteria are or were met (again, see my P2* in sections 1 

and 1.1 of this chapter, and also see the next section, 2.2, for more discussion of this 

example). Mele asks, in his Autonomous Agents (p. 65), “When a person acts continently 

or incontinently, must he have a second-order desire that a certain desire not be his 

strongest desire?” My reply is no, but he must have at least a minimum non-occurrent, 

latent (inactive), or potential second-order desire that a certain desire be his strongest 

desire. 

  I agree with Mele (1995, p. 66) that in akratic action there need not be a second-

order desire to resist a (wayward) desire (an intentional resisting of desires). However 

there may and need be a (at minimum non-occurrent or potential) second-order desire 

that a certain desire be his strongest (or stronger). This can be present without the other 

(negative) second-order desire also being present because not all agents put two and two 

together—i.e., not all agents are reflecting at the time or considering the question of 

which act they wish to be more motivated to perform. Nor do all agents experience the 

second-order desire to the degree that they experience a separate, further desire to resist a 

wayward desire. 

 

2.2 Non-Occurrent and Potential Second-Order Desires Vs. Desires to Resist 

  While occurrent second-order desires may not play a role in all cases of akratic 

action, I believe that both occurrent and non-occurrent second-order desires play a more 

prevalent role in these cases than may at first be acknowledged. I will support this claim 

by examining the role that second-order desires may play in several examples offered by 

Alfred Mele in his Autonomous Agents.  
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  Mele argues “If in the absence of a second-order desire pertinent to A or B, an 

agent can judge it better to do B than to do A, traditional accounts of continent and 

incontinent action suggest that what it would be continent or incontinent for Sally to do 

might not depend at all upon her having a higher-order desire concerning one or the other 

of her competing desires” (1995, p. 66).  

  One example Mele gives of an agent who acts akratically, but seems to have no 

pertinent second-order desire is the self-indulgent akratic agent (p. 66). Mele explains 

that “an agent who, decisively judging it best not to A, is possessed of a desire to A, may 

self-indulgently act on that desire straightaway, without even considering 

resistance…and, in such a case, there is no evident need to suppose that the agent is 

possessed of a second-order desire that his desire to A not be his strongest desire, or any 

comparable second-order desire.” 

  My response is that, as I point out in my version of P2 and my discussion of this 

principle (see especially sections 1 and section 1.1 of this chapter), an agent’s value-

based comparative better judgment will result in his wanting to be or become most 

motivated to act in accordance with this judgment, given that certain conditions obtain. 

These conditions are that the agent is rational, the value that is the subject of this 

judgment is dominating the agent’s focus at the time in question, and the agent is 

currently entertaining the question of which act he should be more motivated to perform. 

Cases of akratic self-indulgence such as Mele describes are cases in which the agent acts 

“without even considering resistance” (p. 66). As Mele says, it seems there is no need in 

such cases “to suppose that the agent is possessed of a second-order desire that his desire 

to A not be his strongest desire, or any comparable second-order desire” (p. 66). However 

my claim is that the agent would have a second-order desire, a desire to be or become 

most motivated to act in accordance with his better judgment, if (or as long as) he is 

rational, he is focusing on the value in question, and is currently entertaining the question 

of which act he should be more motivated to perform. In instances where the agent judges 

it best not to A, yet has a desire to A and A’s without considering resistance, if the agent 

were rational, stopped to think about his better judgment, and began to try to determine 

which act he should be more motivated to perform, he would then, I submit, form a 

second-order desire to be more or most motivated to act in accordance with his better 
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judgment. This does not, of course, mean that the agent will then be (or become) more 

motivated to perform this act, or that he will in the end do so (as has already been 

discussed in reference to P1). This does not mean that the agent will resist, or even try to 

resist wayward desires. It merely means that he wants to be the type of agent that will do 

so. Whether or not he will actually be the type of agent that will at least attempt to resist 

wayward desire depends on many other factors that I have previously discussed (see 

especially sections 1.2-1.5 of this chapter). This second-order desire is merely the first 

step to the agent’s potentially exhibiting strength of will and continence. I agree with 

Mele that attempts to resist wayward desires do not play a necessary role in akratic or 

continent action. However this is a separate issue from the question of whether or not 

there is an indispensable role to be played by an agent’s second-order desire in such 

action.  

  Mele offers another example to show that continent action likewise does not 

necessarily involve an attempt to resist wayward desires. “Fred, who has just been 

offered another beer, feels an urge to accept. Knowing, however, that he will be driving 

soon, he judges it best to decline the offer; and he behaves accordingly” (1995, p. 66). As 

Mele notes, Fred seems to act continently even though he does not make an effort to 

resist his wayward desire or “manipulate his motivational condition” (p. 66).  

  I agree that Fred acts continently. Furthermore I agree that Fred does not make 

any effort to resist any wayward desire or change his motivational condition. However I 

do not think that Fred lacks a pertinent second-order desire regarding his better judgment. 

While it is true that Fred may have no occurrent desire of this kind, Fred seems to at least 

have a standing, non-occurrent second-order desire to the effect that he wants to be more 

motivated to act in line with his better judgment regarding when to say no to alcoholic 

beverages. This second-order desire may be so entrenched in Fred’s character and 

psychological makeup, that it is set in stone and automatic, and his actually being more 

motivated to act accordingly automatically falls in line with this desire.26 Hence, Fred 

may act straight away on his better judgment in these circumstances. It may be that in the 

past, Fred did have to muster up strength and energy to try to get himself to be more 

motivated to act in accordance with his judgment regarding more drinks. Over time, 

                                                 
26 See chapter 4, section 3.3, for a previous discussion of how this may work. 
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though, it may have come to pass that Fred has made this type of action a habitual 

response, yet this need not mean that there is no standing, higher-order desire Fred has to 

be more motivated to so act.  

  If an agent, such as the young boy Albert in another of Mele’s examples (1995, p. 

67), is not entertaining the question of which desire he should be more motivated to act 

on, it seems that he at least has a desire that his better judgment (that he finish his 

homework before going out to play) be effective, or dictate how he acts. He, at minimum, 

has a desire to act in accordance with his better judgment. After all, Albert judges it best 

to stay in and finish his homework first, and might, according to Mele, have a theory 

“according to which executing…techniques...increases the likelihood that he will stay in 

and study rather than go out and play before he has completed his homework—a theory 

that does not postulate an intervening motivational variable” (p. 67). But what does 

Albert’s thought process regarding this “increasing the likelihood” of his acting in 

accordance with his better judgment consist of? Albert recognizes that it is in his best 

interest to get himself to act according to how he judges best. He wants or desires to get 

himself to stay in and do his homework. What does getting himself to do this consist of? 

Albert, according to the details of Mele’s story, remembers advice his dad has given him 

on how to get himself or help himself to act in accordance with his better judgment, 

implementing strategies to help him “focus his attention” on the appropriate action. But 

getting or “enabling” oneself to do something is a more complicated and sophisticated 

process than merely doing something. Getting oneself to do x (by invoking techniques 

such as Albert does) involves a realization that one needs to do something to aid in one’s 

successfully performing x. It seems to involve a realization that one lacks the requisite 

desire to perform x, or correspondingly, has a stronger desire to do something else, say y. 

One can at least say of Albert that he realizes that he has a stronger desire to go out and 

play than he does to finish his homework first. If he lacked this realization, it seems that 

he would have no reason to even consider or think about his father’s advice on how to get 

himself to act the way he judges best. This realization regarding the state of his desires, 

coupled with his desire to act in accordance with his better judgment, causes Albert to 

desire to get himself to invoke the techniques that his dad had recommended to him. 
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  It seems to accurately describe Albert to say that that he does want his desire to 

study to be stronger, or else he would not be implementing his father’s strategies. 

However I do agree that Albert may not himself consciously or occurrently realize he has 

this second-order desire—he may not be sophisticated enough, or reflective enough to 

consider such things. His actions, however, indicate that this type of desire is at work in 

his actions. Albert does seem to exhibit at least some degree of (self-) reflection when he 

considers his father’s advice regarding techniques he can use to get himself to act in 

accordance with what he judges it best to do. 

  Mele offers another example in which Albert’s uncle Ian judges it best to start 

painting his shed again after the next television break. “However, the commercial comes 

and goes and Ian has not budged. Feeling a bit perturbed with himself, Ian utters a self-

command: ‘Get off your butt, Ian, and paint that shed!’ Ian switches off his TV and gets 

back to work” (1995, p. 68).  

  Mele claims that Ian’s use of “the simple self-control technique—the self-

command—need not derive from any second-order desire. Rather, thinking perhaps that 

an inner goad would help to get him back to work (but without considering that the self-

command or goad might favorably affect his motivational condition), he utters the self-

command with a view to getting himself up off the couch and into the yard” (p. 68). 

  Isn’t Ian’s thinking that that “inner goad would help to get him back to work” 

roughly equivalent to his considering that this utterance would help get him to want to get 

back to work more than continue to sit on the couch? Ian’s inner dialogue would go 

something like this: “I need to somehow get myself to get back to work.” But “getting 

himself” to do something is basically the same as “motivating himself” to do something. 

It seems there would be no reason for him to say or even think this “inner-goad” if not in 

an attempt to motivate himself to get back to work. Thinking that “I need to get myself to 

x” implies that I realize I have a lack of desire to x. As mentioned in conjunction with 

Albert’s case, an agent may not be thinking along the lines of (or have a sophisticated 

theory regarding) his affecting his motivational condition per say, yet it does seem that 

the agent has some degree of realization that he lacks the requisite degree of desire to 

perform the act he judges best. This realization may not be occurrently held. It may be 

more of a dispositional belief.  
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  Mele also voices the concern that “second-order desires themselves do not 

determine what is rational” for the agent to do from her own perspective (p. 73). And this 

may be true given the Bigelow et al. second-order desire account of akratic action. 

However on my account, the higher-order desire that plays the important role in akratic 

action stems from a certain type of judgment, i.e. the comparative value-based better 

judgment. What it is rational for an agent to do is what is the result of this type of 

judgment, as has already been discussed. Furthermore, I explain that one of the 

conditions that need be present for my P2 to ring true is that the agent be rational (see 

sections 1 and 1.1 of this chapter). 

 

3. The Freedom and Intentionality Conditions 

 

 According to my definition of akratic action, an agent acts akratically if and only 

if he acts freely, intentionally and contrary to her value-based comparative better 

judgment. I have spent considerable time in this chapter, as well as in chapters 4 and 5, 

addressing the issue of what it means for an agent to act against her value-based 

comparative better judgment. Here I would like to explain how my account of akratic 

action shows that an agent may not only act contrary to his value-based comparative 

better judgment, but may also do so freely and intentionally. 

 In part 1 of chapter 2 I addressed a distinction between the manner in which the 

akratic agent acts on his wayward desire and the way in which an agent suffering from 

compulsion acts on a compulsive desire. There I explained that the one of the differences 

is the following:  

 Whereas the compulsive agent acts contrary to (any of) his judgments of the 
 worth of his action except that worth which the agent assigns to the alleviation 
 of negative feelings (anxiety, fear, etc.) that accompany his consideration of 
 failing to so act, the weak-willed in fact acts in accord with any (one) of his 
 judgments regarding the worth of his action except the judgment regarding the 
 overall evaluative worth of his action. (chapter 2, page 42). 
  
 This explanation of how the agent who acts akratically acts on his wayward desire 

can be neatly filled in now with the distinctions I have made between value-based 

comparative better judgments, which provide the motivation in P2*, and the other three 
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types of judgments that may provide the motivation that the agent experiences in P1*. 

When an agent acts akratically, he does in fact act contrary to his value-based judgment 

regarding what it is better to do. However, the agent does still act on one of his judgments 

of goodness, just one of a different type. The judgment of goodness that the akratic agent 

is more motivated to act on, and does act on may be any of the four types of judgments; a 

desire-based or value-based simple judgment of goodness, or a desire-based or value-

based comparative judgment of goodness. As I explained in chapter 5 (sections 2, 2.1 and 

2.2.), when an agent makes any of these four types of judgments, there is some 

assignment of goodness or worth the agent places on the object of his desire. I also 

explained in chapter 5, section 2.3, how a clash between any of the four types of 

judgments and the judgment that is present in P2* may conflict, and do so in way 

indicative if akratic action. 

 A second concern regarding the freedom condition found in the definition of 

akratic action was also addressed in chapter 2 (section 2) as well. This concern, as voiced 

there by Gary Watson, was that, according to common accounts of akratic action, an 

agent who acts akratically does not have the ability to do otherwise at the time he so acts, 

thus he does not act freely. The agent, according to Watson, cannot do otherwise because: 

The agent has subnormal capacities of resistance or self-control. Because of their 
diminished capacity at the time of acting, weak-willed agents find themselves 
unequipped with the ability to resist wayward desires, while if they had met the 
“normal” capacities and standards of self-control, they could have so resisted 
(chapter 2, p. 45). 

 
 While I have already argued in chapter 2 against Watson’s claim, here I would 

like to add a few comments to that earlier analysis. In section 1.5 above I explained how 

the rationalization processes indicative of procrastination can be a defeater of the agent’s 

potential use of self-control. Due to such rationalizations, the agent may come to believe 

that he may indeed act in a way contrary to what his value-based comparative judgment 

informs him he should without actually having to give up this judgment. If the agent does 

come to believe this, then any desire he may have felt towards using methods of self-

control to get his desire to act in accordance with his value-based comparative judgment 

may be all but squashed. This being the case, there is no reason to think that the agent 
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“lacks the ‘normal’ capacities and standards of self-control.”27 He just merely lacks the 

motivation required to make use of them.  

 In chapter 3 I addressed the issue of whether or not akratic action could be 

reconciled with a causal account of intentional action. Of particular concern there was, 

given that according to some causal accounts the strongest (better) reason would be the 

strongest cause of intentional action, an explanation of how it could be that an agent’s 

weaker reason could be a successful cause of his intentional action would be in order.28 

 In chapter 3 I explained how it may be that an agent could act intentionally on a 

judgment of his that was not considered by him to be the better one to act on. However 

my account of akratic action in chapter 5 and here in chapter 6 has allowed me to expand 

on this explanation. An agent may act intentionally on what he judges to be good, but not 

better, because, as I have shown in chapters 5 and 6, an agent’s motivation to act on what 

he wants in the practical sense may be stronger than his motivation to act in accordance 

with what he wants in the theoretical sense. How this imbalance may occur has been a 

major focus of this chapter.  

 Also, as I mentioned in section 3 of chapter 5, the judgment that provides the 

motivation that results in intentional action may be any of the four types of judgments I 

fleshed out in chapter 5. It need not be a comparative evaluative judgment, as Davidson 

claims. Since it is a judgment of goodness that lends the agent this motivation to act 

intentionally, the agent does have a reason to act when he acts akratically, even though it 

may not be his evaluatively better reason to act, which is the subject of P2*. How it may 

be that an agent can hold a comparative evaluative judgment that he wants to be more 

motivated to act on at the same time he holds a different judgment regarding what he 

wants more practically-speaking has been explained in the preceding sections of this 

chapter. How the agent may find the “lesser” valued judgment to be convincing enough 

to act on has also been one of the main focal points of this chapter. 

 

 

 

                                                 
27 A more in-depth discussion of what it is for an agent to have or lack the ‘normal’ capacities of self-
control was given in chapter 2, section 2. 
28 See especially the Introduction of chapter 3 for an introductory explanation of this concern. 
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4. Two Potential Objections and Responses 

 

 Here I will offer two potential objections to my account of akratic action. I will 

then explain why I believe these objections are not truly problems for my account. 

 My account of the nature of akratic action makes use of the claim that when an 

agent acts akratically, and more specifically, when he acts contrary to his value-based 

comparative judgment, he nevertheless acts in accordance with a judgment of goodness. 

Making and holding a judgment of goodness regarding x means (at least) that the agent 

believes there is something to be said in favor of x. It is at least the case that x has some 

feature or property that the agent finds attractive.29 

 A conceivable objection to the idea that an agent who acts akratically acts, 

nonetheless, according to one of his judgments of goodness, is that it seems obvious that 

agents who act akratically sometimes act on what they judge to be purely bad. There are 

times in which, when an agent acts akratically, there is no good involved in or linked to 

the action by the agent at all, and there is no description under which the agent assigns or 

finds goodness in how he acts. 

 My response to this is two-fold. First, my account of what it is for something to be 

judged as good is very general in that what may be meant by “good” is fairly broad. As I 

explained in chapter 5,30 a desire-based simple judgment of goodness merely consists of 

the agent’s belief that x is good in the sense that there is something to be said in favor of 

x. The agent may judge that there is some feature or characteristic x has that he finds 

attractive. He need not also make the judgment here, in conjunction with a desire-based 

simple judgment of goodness, that this feature or characteristic x has is also of value. 

 Secondly, I acknowledge that there can be cases in which an agent acts contrary 

to her value-based comparative judgment, and instead acts on a desire that she attaches 

absolutely no type of worth or good to. For example, an addict who no longer even gets 

the feeling of euphoria that he used to get when first using the drug may nonetheless act 

on his desire to take the drug, even though he judges that it is better not to. One could 

argue here that taking the drug is still a good for him in the sense that it may relieve the 

                                                 
29 There is a more detailed account of judgments of goodness in chapter 5, sections 2.1-2.2. 
30 See chapter 5, section 2.1. 
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pain he finds himself in when not under its influence. But leaving this issue aside, the 

addict may assign no type of worth at all to his taking of the drug. If he nonetheless finds 

himself acting on his desire to take it, it seems that it is due to his compulsive desire to 

take it and his addiction, and not to a failure of self-control or weakness of will.31 

 Another potential objection to my account of akratic action is one that is rather 

Davidsonian in that it links valuing x and wanting x more in a stronger way than I believe 

is warranted. 

 According to Mary Forrester, the extent to which an agent values x is a result of 

the degree to which the agent wants x and believes x to be good. Forrester also claims 

that if an agent believes that x and y are equally good, yet wants x more than y, then the 

agent values x more than y (Forrester, p. 211). 

 I disagree. It may indeed be the case that an agent ends up performing x, and 

hence it may be true that wanting x more might result in the agent’s performing x, but of 

course this depends in large part on the kind of “wanting” we are talking about here. 

However, this need not mean that the agent values x more. While Forrester may be right 

in holding that valuing x is a product of believing x to be good and wanting x, I also think 

that what is meant by “wanting” x needs to be fleshed out. What an agent values is not 

necessarily accurately revealed in the strength of the agent’s (first-order) desires or 

wants. Values are instead more accurately reflected (or revealed) in the degree of 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction the agent feels, in times of reflection, in regards to the 

strength of his (first-order) desires or wants. The satisfaction or dissatisfaction an agent 

feels in regards to the strength of his desire or dedication to change the strength of his 

(first-order) desires if they are desires he wishes not to act on also is indicative of what 

his values are. 

 There are various ways that an agent’s values, or his satisfaction or dissatisfaction 

with the strength of his first-order desires, may be expressed. The agent’s values (his 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction) may not and need not, contrary to what Davidson claims in 

his version of the doctrine of intentional action, be displayed directly in how he acts 

intentionally. They may instead reveal themselves in the amount of dedication he feels 

                                                 
31 I also discussed the difference between compulsive and akratic desires in chapter 2, see especially section 
1. 
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towards getting his motivation to coincide with his values or the amount (if any) of regret 

he feels about acting in a certain way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 168

REFERENCES 

 

 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1985, In Terence Irwin, trans., Hackett Publishing Co.  
 
Audi, R., 1979, “Weakness of Will and Practical Judgment,” Nous, 13: 173-196. 
 
Baumeister, R. F., Vohs, Kathleen D., 2004, Handbook of Self-Regulation, New York: 
The Gilford Press. 
 
Baumeister, R. F., Heatherton, T. F., and Tice, D. M., 1994, Losing Control: How and 

Why People Fail at Self-Regulation, San Diego, CA: Academic Press.  
 
Bigelow, John, Dodds, Susan, and Pargetter, Robert, 1990, “Temptation and the Will,” 
American Philosophical Quarterly, 27: 39-49.  
 
Brownell, K. D., Marlatt, G. A., Lichenstein, E., and Wilson, G. T., 1986, 
“Understanding and Preventing Relapse,” American Psychologist, 41: 765-782. 
 
Charles, D., 1984, Aristotle’s Philosophy of Action, London, Duckworth. 
 
Charlton, William, 1988, Weakness of Will, Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
 
Davidson, D., 2001, Essays on Actions and Events, Oxford: Clarendon Press.  
 
Davidson, D., 1985, “Deception and Division,” In Ernest LePore and B. McLaughlin, 
eds. Actions and Events, Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
 
Davidson, D., 1982, “Paradoxes of Irrationality,” In R. Wolheim and J. Hopkins, eds., 
Philosophical Essays on Freud, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 289-305. 
 
Davidson, D., 1978, “Intending,” In Davidson, Essays on Actions and Events, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2001.  
 
Davidson, D., 1970, “How is Weakness of the Will Possible?” In Davidson, Essays on 

Actions and Events, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001. 
 
Forrester, Mary, 2000, “Valuing and Akrasia,” American Philosophical Quarterly, 37: 
209-223. 
 
Gosling, Justin, 1990, Weakness of the Will, Routledge. 
 
Hare, R.M., 1963, Freedom and Reason, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Hobbes, Thomas, 1651, Leviathan, 1958 edition, Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill. 



 

 169

Hume, David, 1740, A Treatise on Human Nature, 1960 edition, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, Clarendon Press. 
 
Jussim, Lee, Coleman, Lerita, and Nassau, Sharon, 1987, “The Influence of Self-Esteem 
on Perceptions of Performance and Feedback,” Social Psychology Quarterly, 50: 95-99. 
 
Kubara, Michael, 1975, “Acrasia, Human Agency and Normative Psychology,” 
Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 5: 215-232. 
 
Loewenstein, G., Read, D., and Baumeister, R., eds., 2003, Time and Decision, New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
 
Markus, H., 1977, “Self-Schemata and Processing Information About the Self,” Journal 

of Personality and Social Psychology, 35: 63-78. 
 
McFarlin, D.B., and Blascovitch, J., 1981, “Effects of Self-Esteem and Performance 
Feedback on Future Affective Preferences and Cognitive Expectations,” Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 40: 521-531. 
 
Mele, A., 2003, Motivation and Agency, Oxford University Press. 
 
Mele, A., 2002, “Akratics and Addicts,” American Philosophical Quarterly, 39:153-167. 
 
Mele, A., 1995, Autonomous Agents, Oxford University Press. 
 
Mele, A., 1992, Springs of Action, Oxford University Press. 
 
Mele, A., 1987, Irrationality, Oxford University Press. 
 
Mischel, W., Ebbesen, E. B., and Zeiss, A. R., 1972, “Cognitive and Attentional 
Mechanisms in Delay of Gratification,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
21: 204-218. 
 
Neely, Wright, 1974, “Freedom and Desire,” Philosophical Review, 83:32-54.  
 
O’Donoghue, T., and Rabin, M., 2003, In Loewenstein, G., Read, D., and Baumeister, R., 
eds., Time and Decision, New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
 
Peacocke, Christopher, 1985, “Intention and Akrasia,” In Bruce Vermazen and Merrill B. 
Hintikka, eds., Essays on Davidson, Oxford: Oxford Clarendon Press. 
 
Pears, D., 1984, Motivated Irrationality, Oxford University Press. 
 
Plato, Protagoras, In B. Jowett, trans. The Dialogues of Plato, 4th. edit., vol. 1, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1953. 
 



 

 170

Pugmire, David, 1982, “Motivated Irrationality,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 
56: 179-196. 
 
Rapaport, Elizabeth, 1973, “Explaining Moral Weakness,” Philosophical Studies, 24: 
174-182. 
 
Richman, Robert J., 1980, “Acrasia and Practical Reasoning,” Pacific Philosophical 

Quarterly, 61: 245-257. 
 
Rorty, A., 1983, “’Akratic Believers,” American Philosophical Quarterly, 20: 175-183. 
 
Rorty, A., 1980, “Self-Deception, Akrasia, and Irrationality,” Social Science Information 
19: 905-922. 
 
Santas, G., 1969, “Aristotle on Practical Inference,” Phronesis, 14: 162-189. 
 
Santas, G., 1966, “Plato’s Protagoras and Explanations of Weakness,” The Philosophical 

Review, 75: 3-33. 
 
Sayette, M. A., 2004, “Self-Regulatory Failure and Addiction,” In R. F. Baumeister and 
K. D. Vohs, eds. Handbook of Self-Regulation, New York: The Guilford Press. 
 
Sayette, M. A., Martin, C. S., Wertz, J. M., Shiffman, S., and Perrott, M. A., 2001, “A 
Multidimensional Analysis of Cue-Elicited Craving in Heavy Smokers and Tobacco 
Chippers,” Addiction, 96: 1419-1432.   
 
Sayette, M. A., and Hufford, M. R., 1997, “Effects of Smoking Urge on Generation of 
Smoking-Related Information,” Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 27: 1395-1405. 
 
Shrauger, J. S., 1975, “Responses to Evaluations as a Function of Initial Self-
Perceptions,” Psychological Bulletin, 82: 581-96. 
 
Swann, W. B., 1983, “Self-Verification: Bringing Social Reality into Harmony with the 
Self,” in Psychological Perspectives on the Self, Vol. 2, Suls J. and Greenwald, A. G., 
eds., Hillsdale, N. J.: Erlbaum, pp. 33-66. 
 
Swann, W. B., and Read, S. J., 1981, “Acquiring Self-Knowledge: The Search for 
Feedback that Fits,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 41: 1119-28.  
 
Taylor, C. C. W., 1980, “Plato, Hare, and Davidson on Akrasia,” Mind, 89: 499-518. 
 
Tesser, A., and Campbell, J., 1983, “Self-Definition and Self-Evaluation Maintenance,” 
in Psychological Perspectives on the Self, Vol. 2, Suls, J., and Greenwald, A. G., eds., 
Hillsdale, N. J.,: Erlbaum, pp. 1-31.  
 



 

 171

Thalberg, I., 1985, “Questions about Motivational Strength,” In E. Lepore and B. 
Mclaughlin, eds. Actions and Events, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, pp. 88-103.  
 
Vohs, K. D., and Heatherton, T. F., 2000, “Self-Regulatory Failure: A Resource-
Depletion Approach,” Psychological Science, 11: 249-254. 
 
Walker, Arthur, 1989, “The Problem of Weakness of Will,” Nous: 653-76. 
 
Watson, Gary, 1977, “Skepticism about Weakness of the Will,” Philosophical Review, 
86: 316-339. 
 
Wiggins, David, 1980, “Weakness of Will, Commensurability, and the Objects of 
Deliberation and Desire,” in Amelia Oksenberg Rorty (ed.) Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics, 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980: pp. 241-266. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 172

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

 

Lisa Ann Watkins 

 

 

EDUCATION 

 

• Florida State University – Tallahassee, FL 
      Ph.D. in Philosophy, April 2007 
       

• Florida State University – Tallahassee, FL 
      Master of Arts in Philosophy, December 2003 
 

• Northern Illinois University – DeKalb, IL 
      Master of Arts in Philosophy, May 2000 
 

• Carroll College – Waukesha, WI 
      Bachelor of Science in Philosophy and Communication (Journalism), May 1992 
 
RESEARCH INTERESTS 

 

• Areas of Specialization – Philosophy of Mind and Action 

• Areas of Competence – Ethics, Ancient Philosophy, Metaphysics, Philosophy of  
             Religion, Logic  

 

DISSERTATION 

 

• Dissertation: The Problem of Akratic Action 

• Director: Professor Alfred R. Mele  

• Abstract: The problem of akratic action, or action that exemplifies weakness of will, 
was first treated as a genuine problem by Socrates in Plato’s Protagoras. Since then, 
many philosophers have been concerned with the theoretical issues that surround this 
phenomenon, including whether or not this type of action is even possible. In my 
dissertation I take up the task of clarifying what is involved in an action’s being 
regarded as one that exemplifies weakness of will. More specifically, I investigate 
whether or not there are indeed acts that can be characterized as “akratic actions” in 
that they meet the following commonly held definition of an akratic act: an act that is 
done freely, intentionally, and against (contrary to) the agent’s better judgment. Two 
main questions dominate my research here regarding weakness of will: first, the 
question of whether or not akratic action is possible. Secondly, assuming akratic 
action is possible, how is it possible, and more specifically, what are the 
characteristics and circumstances that surround the phenomenon of akratic acts. 

 
 

 



 

 173

ACADEMIC FELLOWSHIPS, HONORS, AND AWARDS 

      

• Edward H. and Marie C. Kingsbury Award/Fellowship – Florida State University, 
2005-2006. Recipient of competitive university-wide writing fellowship (includes 
full-tuition plus stipend of $11,000). Fellowship is awarded in recognition of 
“excellence of thought and expression, creativity and originality.” 

   

• Outstanding Teaching Assistant Award – Florida State University, April 8, 2005. 
       Recipient of competitive university-wide award for excellence in teaching. 
 

•     Florida State University Campus Student Profile – Selected to represent graduate    
      students campus-wide who have achieved academic success. 
      Webpage: http://campus.fsu.edu/profiles/watkins. 
 
   
TEACHING 

 

• Courses as an Instructor (all at FSU): For each of the following courses I was 
responsible for the primary instruction of the class, which included writing and 
presenting class lectures, writing the syllabus, and writing all assignments (papers, 
quizzes, exams, etc.). I also was responsible for supervising the TAs that had been 
assigned to my class. These TAs performed tasks such as grading, holding offices 
hours, and even teaching discussion sections. 

 
o PHI 3320: Philosophy of Mind: Summer 2006 – 15 students 

(predominately junior/senior). 
 
o PHI 3130: Introduction to Symbolic Logic: Summer 2005 – 36 students 

(predominately junior/senior). 
 
o PHI 2630: Ethical Issues and Life Choices: Summer 2001 - 25 students 

(predominately freshman/sophomore). 
 

o PHI 2100: Reasoning and Critical Thinking: Summer 2002 – 60 
students, Spring 2003 – 56 students, Summer 2003 – 67 students, Fall 
2003 – 60 students (all sections predominately freshman/sophomore).  

 
o PHI 2010: Introduction to Philosophy: Fall 2002 – 118 students, 

Summer 2004 – 43 students, Fall 2004 – 66 students, Spring 2005 – 120 
students (all sections predominately freshman/sophomore). 

 

• Courses as a Teaching Assistant (with TA led discussion sections):  

 

o PHI 2630: Ethical Issues and Life Choices – Spring 2001 (FSU-Morris) 
– 60 students (predominately freshman/sophomore).   



 

 174

o PHI 2010: Introduction to Philosophy –Fall 2001 (FSU-Ruse) -120 
students, Fall 2000 (FSU-Sipos) – 120 students (predominately 
freshman/sophomore). 

 

• Courses as a Teaching Assistant (without TA led discussion sections):  

 

o PHI 3320: Philosophy of Mind – Spring 2006 (FSU-Mele) – 48 students 
(predominately juniors/seniors). 

 
o PHI 3700: Philosophy of Religion– Spring 2002 (FSU-Mele) – 30 

students (predominately juniors/seniors). 
 
o PHI 2010: Introduction to Philosophy- Spring 2004 (FSU-Chant) – 100 

students, Spring 1996 (NIU-Gelven) – 55 students, Fall 1994 (NIU-
Sytsma) – 50 students (predominately freshman/sophomore). 

 
o Introduction to Ethics– Fall 1995 (NIU-Hudson) – 50 students 

(predominately freshman/sophomore). 
 

o Introduction to Logic – Spring 1995 (NIU-Sytsma) – 45 students 
(predominately freshman/sophomore). 

 

 

PROFESSIONAL SERVICE 

 

• Undergraduate Advisor – Department of Philosophy – Florida State University – 
2005 to present. 

 

• Vice President – FSU Student Philosophical Association – 2004-2005. 
 

• Assistant Editor – Social Theory and Practice – Spring 2001-Summer 2001.  
 

MEMBERSHIPS  

  

• The National Academic Advising Association – September 2005 to present. 
 

• The American Association of Philosophy Teachers – November 2004 to present. 
 

• The Florida Philosophical Association – 2003 to present. 
 

• The American Philosophical Association – June 2002 to present. 
 

• FSU Student Philosophical Association – August 2000 to present.  
 

• Phi Sigma Tau – International Honor Society in Philosophy – Spring 1996 to present. 
 



 

 175

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

 

• Certification: Teaching Certificate: FSU Program for Instructional Excellence,   
      Fall 2002. 
 

• Certification: Professional Development Certificate: FSU Program for  
      Instructional Excellence, Fall 2000. 
 

• Participant: Professional Teaching Portfolios Workshop, FSU Office of Distributed 
and Distance Learning, February 2005. 

 

• Participant: Intermediate PowerPoint I and II, And Advanced PowerPoint I 
Workshops, FSU Office of Distributed and Distance Learning, February 2005. 

 

• Participant: Using Blackboard Workshop, FSU Office of Distributed and Distance 
Learning, January 2005. 

 

• Participant: Beginning PowerPoint Workshop, FSU Office of Distributed and 
Distance Learning, Summer 2002. 

 

• Participant: Beginning Excel Workshop, FSU Office of Distributed and Distance 
Learning, Summer 2002. 

 

• Participant: Florida State University Teaching Conference, Fall  
      2000, Fall 2002. 
 

  

BOOK REVIEWS (FOR PUBLISHERS) 

 

• May 2006, Philosophy (in Black and White and Colour), Longman Publishers. 
 

• March 2005, Making Sense of Arguments, Parker, Moore, McGraw-Hill. 
 

• December 2004, Thinking for Yourself: An Interactive Exploration into Critical 

Thinking, Dona Warren, McGraw-Hill. 
 

• July 2004, Critical Thinking Skills for Life, McGraw-Hill. 
 

 

PRESENTATIONS 

 

• “The Line and the Cave in Plato’s Republic,” Northern Illinois University, April  
       1996. 
 

 



 

 176

GRADUATE COURSEWORK                 * Denotes courses that were audited 

 
Metaphysics: Free Will                     Fall 1994             Kapitan 
Directed Readings: Symbolic Logic           Fall 1994             Buller 
20th. Century Analytic Philosophy*            Spring 1995        Buller 
Advanced Ethical Theory                           Spring 1995        Tolhurst 
Modern Philosophy                                     Spring 1995        Brown 
Theory/Problems of Knowledge                 Summer 1995     Engel 
Perception                                                    Fall 1995            Brown 
Adult Education and Pragmatism*              Fall 1995            Stanage 
Directed Readings: Existential Literature    Fall 1995            Stanage 
Plato                                                             Spring 1996        Dye 
Classical Ethical Theory                              Spring 1996        Sytsma 
Modal Logic                                                 Summer 1996     Kapitan 
Philosophical Methods                                 Fall 2000            Various 
Philosophy of Biology                                  Fall 2000            Ruse 
Philosophy of Action                        Fall 2000   Mele 
Aristotle: De Anima             Spring 2001         Dancy 
Wittgenstein              Spring 2001         Lyon 
Kantian Freedom             Spring 2001         Nelkin 
Plato: Timaeus             Fall 2001             Dancy 
Laws of Nature/Causation/Free Will            Fall 2001             Mele 
Prelim. Prep: Metaphysics            Fall 2001             Maslen 
Philosophy of Mind             Spring 2002        Nahmias 
Metaphysics: Causes & Counterfactuals      Spring 2002        Maslen 
Ethics               Spring 2002        Gert 
Philosophy of Mind: Irrationality*               Fall 2002             Mele 
Philosophy of Mind: Folk Concepts*           Fall 2003             Mele    
 

 


	The Florida State University
	DigiNole Commons
	3-26-2007

	The Problem of Akratic Action
	Lisa Ann Watkins
	Recommended Citation



