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Dissertation Abstract: An Incomparabilist Account of Akrasia

Humeans think that desires motivate us; rationalists think that, at least when it comes to intentional action, only reasons can be motives.  Both sides are "monists" about motivation; championing the one motive, they describe the other as motivating derivatively: a desire 'gives rise to' a reason; desire is 'the appearance of something as a reason';  reasons 'contain' desires; reasons 'depend on' desires; a desire is 'taken to be a reason,' etc.  I reject all such attempts to integrate desire and reason, arguing instead that the two are mutually independent sources of motivation. Furthermore, I show how a theory equipped with two distinct sources of motivation can help unravel the puzzle of weakness of the will.

We won't, I argue, understand the relationship between the mental items in question (reasons and desires) until we see them as parts of mental processes.  I distinguish between two kinds of mental processes: the thoughts involved in active thinking are normatively connected to one another—some thoughts follow from others—while passive thinking is not thus rule-governed.  I develop the idea that practical reasoning is a way of thinking actively about the good, while desiring is a way of thinking passively about the good.  This theory of motivation does without the dependence relations between reason and desire that characterize both its Humean and Rationalist opponents: an active, rational thought and a passive, desiderative thought represent independent, and essentially opposed, ways of thinking about the good.  I call this thesis incomparabilism.  The heart of my dissertation is an argument that there are good grounds for characterizing reason and desire in this way; moreover, that such a picture opens up the possibility of a solution to the problem of weakness of the will.  

A weak-willed (or akratic) agent acts against her better judgment, in full awareness that she is doing so.  She appears to be a counterexample to a principle, widely held since the work of G.E.M. Anscombe, that intentional actions are actions done for reasons.  But the supporters of the Anscombe principle caution us to distinguish between acting on a reason and acting rationally: they want to allow for akrasia by describing such an agent as, though irrational, nonetheless acting on a reason.  More specifically, these supporters typically advance what I call the "weaker reasons thesis," which admits that the akratic agent does not act on (what she takes to be) her best reason, but claims that she acts on a reason nonetheless, namely, her outweighed reason to perform the akratic action.  My dissertation opens with an argument that we cannot act on a reason acknowledged as weaker.

I urge a retreat from the Anscombe principle to a principle with which it is often conflated and from which (I argue) it gets its intuitive force: the sub specie boni or 'guise of the good' principle says that intentional actions are actions motivated by the representation of goodness.  When the sub specie boni principle is combined with the assumption that to represent an action as good is to see oneself as having a reason to pursue it, we get the Anscombe principle, which, as we have seen, is inconsistent with the possibility of akrasia.  But when the sub specie boni principle is, instead, combined with the incomparabilist idea that there are two ways of thinking about the good, a new description of akrasia become possible: akratic actions are intentional but not done for reasons.

Interestingly, Aristotle offers a precedent for this line of argument.  I show that in Nicomachean Ethics VII.3 he likewise uses akrasia to argue for the existence of a heterogeneity of motivational forces, dividing the soul into appetitive and rational parts in response to the Socratic view that everyone always does what he thinks best.  This is at odds with the traditional interpretation of Aristotle, which, identifying Aristotle's view with Socrates', has Aristotle diagnose akrasia as ignorance of the superior alternative choice.  Far from denying the possibility of akrasia, Aristotle, I claim, laments it, seeing our vulnerability to passive thinking, in the face of our superior active thinking, as an unqualified stain on human character.  On this point I depart, in the final chapter, from Aristotle.  Exploring a connection between akrasia and other forms of defective agency (e.g. self-destructive asceticism, depression-induced apathy, teenage defiance) I develop a conception of akrasia as a rebellion against reason.  There are limitations inherent in the project of practical reasoning, I argue, and for this reason there is something salutary, for all of us, about the possibility of having more than one way to think about the good.

