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A NEW APPROACH TO THE PHILOSOPHICAL PROBLEM 
OFAKRASIA 

DA VID E. WARD 

We perceive a creature as rational in so far 
as we are ab/e to view bis movements as 
part of a rational pattern comprising also 
thoughts, desires, emotions and volitions .. . 

7brough ¡a.ulty inference, incomp!ete eví
dence, lack of diligence, or jlagging sympa
thy, we often fai/ to detect a pattern that is 
there but in the case of incontinence, the at
tempt to read reason into behavior is nec
essarily subject to a degree of Jrustration . 
"What is specia/ in incontinence is that the 
actor cannot understand himselj; he recog
nises, in bis own intentional behavtor, some
thi1·zg essentially surd. 

DONALD DA VJDSOJVl 

Introduction 

In this paper 1 would like to give a new answer to the question of why 
the incontinent actor cannot understand the irrational element in his 
own intentional behaviour. The answer involves an examination of the 
metaphors which govem our understanding of how we decide what we 
are going to do where alternative courses of action present themselves 
to us. 

1 Donald Davidson in "How is Weakness of the Will Possible?" See Essays on 
Actions and Events, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1980, page 42. 
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The problem facing the akrates may be stated quite simply: despite 
the fact that I know very well that, for example, smoking is a dangerous 
practice, that it can lead to an increased risk of heart disease and lung 
cancer; despite the thought of a slow and lingering death traumatized by 
bitter regret, despite the fact that I have envisaged with awful clarity a 
future scene in which I confess to my crying child that my illness has 
been self-inflicted, that I have no excuses for the folly of my actions, yet, 
when I feellike a smoke, all these considerations vanish at the prospect 
of this rather minar gratification. 

Though Socrates was not a smoker, when confronted with Attic vari
ants on this apparently common human failing, he remarked: "lt would 
be strange . .. if when knowledge was in a man something else could 
master it and drag it about like a slave".2 In other words the idea that rea
son could marshal powerful arguments in favor of a given course of ac
tion (that such knowledge could be in a person, i.e., that he should fully 
appreciate the force of these arguments)-and that the motivational 
stre ngth of this knowledge should then be overcome by the strength of 
sorne occurrent desire- presents an unhappy prospect with refere nce 
to the project of leading our lives in a rational manner. 

If we further suppose that the idea that we can lead alife guided by 
reason is the presupposition which conditions the possibility of a prac
tica! philosophy, we can appreciate the force of Socrates' remark: it 
would be strange, which is to say, scandalous, if Desire could master Rea
son and drag it about like a slave. If the problem of akrasia could no t 
be solved, this would constitute a philosophical scandal in that it would 
put in doubt the possibility of guiding our lives through the exercise of 
our reason. 

Befare continuing it should be noted at the outset that I am, follow
ing Davidson, equating reasons for action with belief-desire (or belief
'pro-attitude') pairs. This is because in a situation in which I am trying to 
make up my mind about what 1 shall do, a reason for doing x will count 
as a reason for me only if it involves an appropriate belief backed by a 
relevant desire. Thus if 1 offer as a reason for not smoking the belief that 
the practice can lead to cancer and premature death, this belief will 
count as a reason for me to act in a certain way only if 1 do not want to 
suffer from cancer and thus die prematurely. In ordinary speech this fact 
that my beliefs count as reasons for action because they are backed by 

2 Nícomacbean Etbics 1145 b 23-25. 
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relevant desires is usually taken for granted. As Davidson puts it: "A pri
mary reason consists of a belief and an attitude but it is generally o tiose 
to mention both. "3 In what follows I shall take advantage of this otiose-

• 

ness and talk, as we ordinarily do when we engage in practica! delibera-
tions, simply of various desires to do x being met by reasons against 
doing so. In other words, when I cite a reason ('smoking can lead to 
premature death') it will be assumed that this belief of mine counts as a 
reason to act fo r me because I do not want to die prematurely. When 1 
cite a desire as a reason for acting C'l feel like smoking a cigarette') it will 
be assumed that I have the appropriate beliefs (cigarettes can be 
smoked, 1 have a pack in my jacket, etc.). 

The metaphors of akrasia 

Let me now return to the question raised by Socrates. 1 maintain that 
there are two sorts of scandals involved in cases of akrasia, the. first of 
which is a logical scandal. The bit of logic that is involved can be illus
trated as follows: 

Imagine a pair of scales. On one side of the scales Reason piles up her 
weighty arguments against smoking. A shortened life-span, the conse
quences for loved ones, a loss of self-respect, pain, regret, and death. 
Desire then sets on the o ther pan the prospect of a curling wisp of 
pleasure. 

The logical scandal lies in the fact that-in the case of the akrates
all Reason's protestations are outweighed by this single promise of 
pleasure. How is it possible that these weighty reasons can count for so 
little when balanced against the prospect of immediate pleasure? 

Well, only if ... and then the traditional solutions are offered.4 All of 
these solutions attempt to mitigate the scandal (the logical scandal 
which-in terms of our metaphor-amounts to the possibility that 
something light could outweigh something heavy) by, in effect, saying 
that somehow , the person did not feel the full weight of the reasons ad-

3 'Actions, Reasons and Causes' in 1be Pbilosopby of Action, Ed. A. R White, 
Ox:ford Universiry Press, Oxford , 1968, p .82. 

4 "Why would anyone eve r perform an action when he thought that, everything 
considered, another action would be better? If this is a request for a psychological 
explanation, then the answers will no doubt refer to the inte resting phenomena fa
miliar fro m most discussions of incontinence: self-deception, overpowering desire, 
lack of irnagination, and the rest." Donald Davidson, Essays on Acttons and Events, 
Clarendon Press, Ox:ford, 1980, page 43. 
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duced against smoking., that, for example, they simply 'entertained' 
them as theoretical considera tions and did not truly appreciate their 
practica! import, etc., etc. 

Now all of these explanations about how Reason's arguments could 
have been 'outweighed' by its lighter rival may be thought of as doing 
their explaining in terms of the metaphor of the balance. Reason it turns 
out, is unable to outweigh pleasure because the weight of its arguments is 
somehow reduced. (Thus, e.g., the person who is drunk cannot appreci
ate the weight of Reason's arguments.) 

Never for a moment is the central metaphor of the balance (which 
creates the scandal) challenged. According to this model, it is taken for 
granted that when opposíng motives seek to determine action, the one 
which succeeds does so in virtue of its greater 'weight'. Thus, it is never 
doubted that if Reason 's argument's were given their full weight then the 
scales would tip in favour of Reason and the person would act accord
ingly. This is the assumption that underpins the attempts to explain ak
rasia in terms of 'something going wrong' with the decisíon-making 
process, something that deprives Reason's arguments of their usual 
weight. The logic of the model cannot allow the scandal of something 
heavy being outweighed by something light and since, by assumptio n, 
the considerations produced by reasoning must weigh more heavily 
with us than the promptings of Desire (or else no practica! philosophy 
would be possible) therefore what has gone wrong must be associated 
with sorne kind of tampering with the weights. Suggesting how this 
tampering can occur is the essence of, for example, Aristotle's various 
solutions to the problem of akrasia. 

As I mentioned befare, there are two aspects to the scandal: O there 
is the more or less logical contradiction inherent in the idea that some
thing heavy could be outweighed by something light, (the saving move 
here is to explain that the apparently heavy thing is in fact less weighty 
because ... ) and 

2) a related scandal tied in with the more fundamental implication of 
this failure of Reason to prevail, an implication which reveals a kind of 
existential scandal concerning the human condition. This scandal boils 
down to the following consideration: that the imagined prospect of fu
ture unpleasant consequences of a given line of action (which Reaso n 
summons up through her arguments) can be outweighed by the tingling 
prospect of those immediate pleasures which Passion offers as a conse
quence of the same action. This represents anew the scandal of Reason 
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being dragged about like a slave, for unless Reason's warnings about the 
pains to come can consistently outweigh the promise of pleasure of
fered up by present desires, the role of Reason as a guide to behaviour, 
indeed the whole conception of human beings as capable of leading a 
life, instead of simply being led by the nose, becomes suspect. 

If the second aspect of the scandal is to be avoided, Reason's argu
ments must be preserved as the weightier element at all costs, so that if, 
for example, a case of akrasia is presented in which there is no evi
dence that the akrates' understanding of the situation is at fault, the dig
nity of human exístence can only be saved by an explanation that places 
the akratic personality outside the norm. Thus the akrates' desires are 
supposed to be abnormally strong and this explains his or her odd be
haviour-viz., smoking-despite the overwhelming weight of evidence 
warning against this practice. This is a happy solution to the problem 
since it saves the assumption that, in general, for normal human beings, 
Reason can overrule the passions: thus if cases of akrasia are fundamen
tally pathological, then rational behaviour (and hence human dignity) can 
be expected from (and attributed to) normal human beings. 

But-apart from the loss of digníty which might well befall us if Rea
son lacked the sovereígn power to rule the passions consístently-why 
do we suppose that Reason must be able to rule the passions, that the 
d ignity conferred through rational behaviour is our birthright (if we are 
normal)? Wherein does the necessity lie? 

I believe the answer Hes once more in the logic of the metaphors 
that we use to explain why we make the decisions we make. There are 
two principal metaphors which we employ, one, the previously men
tioned metaphor of the scales and the other based on something like a 
tug-of-war in which the winner wins because they pulled the hardest or 
w ere the strongest. (Socrates' master /slave metaphor is of this type.) 

Now in both cases, the logic of the metaphors is such that, necessar
ily, the heaviest weight will tip the balance, (or the strongest pull will 
win). So far so good. If this were all that the two metaphors involved 
they would be quite neutral ways of explaining decision-making. Thus 1 
can explain my behaviour by simply noting that I did x because the rea
sons against it proved to be stronger than the desires for it. Or alterna
tively: the desires for it weighed more heavily with me than the reasons 
against it. At this level then there is no necessity that reason must be 
able to rule the passions. 
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The difficulties begin when we add in sorne semi-logical presupposi
tions which surround these metaphors. For examp~e: it follows, though 
not necessarily, that if you add more weights to one balance pan, it will 
begín to outweigh the other (not necessarily, however, because every
thing depends on how much the individual weights weigh). Or, it fol
lows, though not necessarily, that in a tug-of-war, the team which has the 
most members will be the strongest and therefore win (but again, not 
necessarily-it depends on the strength of the individuals involved). 

Now if these considerations are allowed to creep into our talk about 
decision-making, they are quite capable of breeding those paradoxes 
which characterise the problem of akrasia. Thus the typical akrates 
--our smoker for example-watches the evidence against her beloved 
habit mount up year by year and hears the logical outrage in the voice of 
others as they call attention to the numerous arguments against smoking 
which are ranged against the single consideration of the gratification 
which smoking involves. The smoker hears the logical pain in their 
voices, and wonders at her own irrationality: can she not see that 20 o r 
so reasons outweigh or are stronger than one (1 like smoking)! To ex
plain this lack of common sense they are forced to adrnit that their be
haviour is irrational s_ince they readily acknowledge that the reasons 
against smoking far outnumber (and therefore outweigh) the reason in 
favour of it (our desire to smoke). 

But as we saw above, it does not necessarily follow that 20 items will 
outweigh one, everything depends on the weights of the items con
cerned. The akrates proper response to all these 'logical' protestations 
is not to admit to her own 'stupidity' and excuse it as a function of her 
irrationality, but rather to wonder at the strength of her desire to smoke. 
In short, there is nothing logically scandalous about the decisions the ak
rates makes once we accept the logic of the metaphors which we use 
to describe our decision-making. These meta phors suggest that it is the 
weight' or 'strength' of the factors for or against a given line of conduct 
which alone determine our behaviour. 

So if we pay attention to the logic of these meta phors it would se e m 
that there is no such thing as the philosophical problem of akrasia. To 
see why let us review the situation: the logic of a set of scales is bol1:nd u p 
with the idea that this device is capable of determining which of two 
objects or sets of objects is the heaviest. And, as we have just seen, the 
number of objects in each pan is not relevant: it is their weight alone 
that counts. If this is forgotten (if we think of the number of weights and 
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not what they individually weigh) a 'paradox' can be generated (less out
weighing more) and with it a philosophical problem. 

Nor is this the only way in which the logic of the metaphor can be-
• 

come confused, resulting in a paradox. For example it is perfectly obvi-
ous that a set of scales cannot determine which of two objects is the 
cleanest or the most pliable. lt is equally obvious that it can only deter
mine which of two objects is the heaviest if both objects have weight. 

Thus when we make our metaphor, when we say that decision
making is a matter of weighing-up the pros and cons of a given line of 
conduct, the utility of this metaphor will be a function of how closely we 
stick to the logic of the original activity (weighing things) as we apply it 
to the factors which we regard as having the power of being able to de
termine our conduct. lf we stick closely to the logic of the original 
model, the metaphor provides us with an understanding (or at least 
sorne grasp)5 of the process through which we decided to do x rather 
than y. The factors in favour of x outweigh the factors in favour of y. Now 
it is a basic implication of the logic of the model that if one object out
weighs another then they must both have been of the same type i.e., 
possessed of a commensurable quality or 'weight' in terms of which they 
could be compared. And everything will go smoothly (with regard to 
our understanding of our intentional actions) as long as the factors (pro 
and con) in any mental-weighing are of the same type, e.g., desires. Thus 
no philosophical or logical puzzles can be generated by the fact that my 
desire to smoke is actually stronger than my desire to abstain, a desire 
generated by Reason's many arguments. 

However, suppose 1 deviate from the logic of the original model and, 
for example, begin weighing lines of conduct motivated by my desires 
against lines of conduct motivated by my sense of duty. lt rnay seem ob
vious that my knowledge of my duties should also weigh with me when 1 
am faced with a decision concerning my conduct in which desire and 
duty conflict. But are the weights of duties and desires commensurable? 

• 

Do duties weigh with me in exactly the same sense as desires, i.e., in 
terms of the pleasures derived from dutiful behaviour as opposed to the 
pleasures consequent on the satisfaction of my desires? lf they did, then 
the force of, for example, moral injunctions involving the notion of 

5 This whole approach to understanding conscious processes in terms of meta
phors is derived from Julian Jaynes' discussion of the issue in Tbe Orlgins of Con
sciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind, Houghton Mifflin Company, 
Boston, 1976, Chapter Two. 
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'ought' would become difficult to understand. Thus there is very little 
point in saying that l ought to do my duty rather th.an follow the path of 
desire if my understanding of my own capacity to decide between these 
two paths is derived from the assumption of a passive model of deci
sion-making based on weighing-up those commensurable quantities of 
pleasure promised by the altemative Unes of conduct. For on this model 
of decision-making, which line of conduct I pursue is deterrnined inde
pendently by the weights of the factors placed in the balance. 

However, if I take the notion of ought seriously, then I am almost 
forced to think of the weight which duties have as being a function of 
my willingness to give them weight.6 At a stroke, my understanding of 
decision-making based on the passive model of the balance (in which 
the 'heaviest' desire independently determines the line of conduct I will 

6 "The image we get of incontinence from Aristotle, Aquinas and Hare is of a 
bartle or struggle becween two contestants. Each contestant is armed with his argu
ment or principie. One side may be labeled 'passion' and the other 'reason'. They 
fight; one side wins, the wrong side, the side called 'passio n' (or 'lust' or 'pleasure'). 
There is however a competing image (to be found in Plato, as well as Butler and 
many others). lt is adumbrated, perhaps by Dante (who thinks he is following Aqui
nas and Aristotle), when he speaks of the incontinent man as one who 'lets desire 
pull reason from her throne' (Inferno, Canto v). Here there are three actors on the 
stage: reason, desire and the one who lets desire get the upper hand. The third actor 
is perhaps named 'The Will' (or 'Conscience') . lt is up to The Will to decide who 
wins the battle. lf The Will is strong, he gives the palm to reason; if he is weak, he may 
atlow pleasure or passion the upper hand. 

The second image is, I suggest, superior to the first, absurd as we may find both. 
On the first story, not only can vve not account for incontinence; it is not clear how 
we can ever blame the agent for what he does, his action merely reflects the outcome 
of a struggle within him. What could he do about it? {Tbis scenario ts essentially pas
sive in tbat we play no part tn tbe struggle but are simply tbe htcky or unfortunate 
locus of the resulttng bebaviour wbicb stems from 'our' decísion '} And more im
portant, the first image does not allow us to make sense of a conflict in one person 's 
soul, for it leaves no room for the all-important process of weighing considerations 
{Clearly Davidson considers such a 'weigbing' to be an active process in wbicb we 
are somebow able to affect tbe 'weigbts' of tbe various considerations wbicb we 
set in tbe balance, and indeed he explicitly confirms tbis interpretation in tbe next 
sentence} The Will can judge {i.e., assign an appropriate weigbt to} the strength of 
the arguments on both sides, can execute the decision, and take the rap. The only 
trouble is that we seem back where we srarted. For how can The Will judge one course 
of action better and yet choose the other? /The answer to tbis question wi/1 become 
apparent when we díscuss the unbelpftt/ cbaracter of tbose metapbors witb wbicb 
we attempt to tmderstand how our wi/l works} Davidson, Essays on Actions and 
Events, pages 35-36. The interpolations within square brackets are mine. 
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pursue) is transformed into an active conception of dedsion-making in 
which I have the power to tip the balance either way. 

Now it follows that if duties are regarded as having a special kind of 
• 

weight which is a function of my activity (my willingness to give them 
weight) then it follows immediately that the explanation of why, on a 
given occasion, my desires 'outweighed' my sense of duty, must be at
tributed to either my unwillingness to accord duties their proper weight 
(i.e a weight which ought always to be greater than the weight of any 
conflicting desire)-in which case I am an evil (or deliberately self
indulgent) person (this is the active option)--or I must regard my dere
liction of duty as a function of weakness of will-a constitutional lack 
(viz., an inability to accord duties their proper weight) which I have no 
immediate power to rectify (this is the passive option). 

It is this Iatter alternative which characterises the Socratic or Aristo
telian explanation of the problem of akrasia. There is something wrong 
with the akratic. The advantages of duty, or more appropriately · for the 
Greeks, the life of virtue, simply do not weigh with them as they should. 
Explanations of where the fault Hes abound, but they all are prernised on 
the idea that something has gone wrong with the person's decision
making apparatus. This apparatus operates on the principie that the life 
of virtue which, as a matter of fact, maxirnises a person's potential fo r 
happiness, will necessarily be preferred (and pursued) over any alterna
tive mode of conduct. More happiness outweighs less happiness: it fol
lows, therefore, that anyone who chooses a mode of conduct which 
does not maximise their potential for happiness must lack sorne basic 
capacity. 

Since for the Greeks, this model of decision-making determines 
what rational decision-making amounts to, there is, by definition, no 
possibility of irrational decision-making among people whose faculties 
are unimpaired: i.e., people who fully understand that the advantages of 
the virtuous life outweigh any alternative modes of conduct. There is, in 
other words, no possibility of a true existential scandal (the second of 
the two scandals mentioned above) which would rob human existence 
of its dignity. A normal person who is in possession of their faculties 
could not decide to live in accordance with a mode of conduct which 
does not maximise their happiness.7 And this is because the metaphor 
of the weigh scales (or sorne logical equivalent such as that of the Master 

7 cf. Nicomachean Ethics 1140b 4-6. 
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and the Slave where the strong Master necessarily overcomes the weak 
Slave) which dominates the Greek understanding of decision-making 
does not allow for this possibility. 

The reason for this is that this model of decision-making is passive 
through and through Thus, for example, Aristo tle consistently describes 
the process of attaining virtue in terms of acquiring good habits, a proc
ess which depends primarily upon parents and educators and the pos
session of a sound (or normal) constitution. Through practice (motivated 
by the praise of parents or peers), a taste for virtue is inculcated into a 
person's character which ensures that any decision to follow the path of 
virtue will be a natural function of the way in which one's character has 
been developed. The delights associated with behaving virtuously will, 
as a matter of fact, come to weigh more heavily with the properly 
trained person than any delights associated with vice. For such a pe rson 
incontinence is not possible. 

Let me now review the situation once more: suppose the metaphor 
of the balance (or one of its logical equivalents) determines our under
standing of the process whereby we make decisions. This explanation of 
decision-making will be consistent-i.e ., it will not create any logical or 
philosophical puzzles-if the central logic of the model is followed, i.e., 
if we simply find out what course of action we prefer by considering the 
alternatives and seeing which of them weighs more heavily with us. 

If it is not followed-if, in particular, attempts are rnade to compare 
factors having incommensurable 'weights' (for example, duties and de
sires)-two responses are possible. The first response-the Greek re
sponse-is to 'commensurate'B the weights and restore the logic of the 
model. The path of duty, or more appropriately, the path of virtue, for 
example, will be shown to be the more desirable way of behaving, 
more desirable, in fact, than any alternative. And it is understood that 
bringing about a situation in which this will be 'in fact' true for any no r
mal person requires appropriate training. Insufficient training consti
tutes the explanation of why, on a given occasion, a certain person (the 
akrates) misread the alternatives and preferred the one which actually 
promised less happiness. 

8 M. F. Burnyeat confirms this view in his excellent discussion of how Aristotle 
understands this complex process of cornmensuration in 'Aristotle on Learning to be 
Good' in Essays on Aristotle 's Etbics, Edited by A. O. Rorty, University of California 
Press, Berkeley, 1980, pp. 86-88. 
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The modero conception of weakness of will 

The second response to this problem of weighing up incommensu
rable factors-a response which characte rises those modern concep
tions of agency where decision-making is regarded as involving an act of 
will-is to furnish the passive model of decision-making (the Balance) 
with a new bit of logic. Thus, for example, a rule may be laid down (a 
moral rule) such that particular factors (duties) must always be regarded 
as outweighing others (desires).9 If you then actively follow this rule 
when you make decisions you will be good-morally good-you will 
possess a good will. If you disobey this rule you will be morally bad o r 
evil. How-precisely-you are supposed to be able to follow o r disobey 
the rule presents another problem, the problem of how one actually 
exercises one's will. 

This problem, in the context of the phenomenon of akrasia, is of
ten dealt with through the meta phor of a . will which is either weak o r 
strong. The idea here is that its weakness or strength is the responsibility 
of the agent who does the willing. Obeying or disobeying the moral rule 
(opting for duty o r pleasure) is then a function of the strength or weak
ness of one's willing. Let us look at how this new notion of the will is to 
help salve the problem of weighing incommensurable factors. 

The revised model of decision-making we now have is one in which 
the person is faced with alternatives which the passive model of the 
weigh-scales cannot deal with. The 1Weights' in the two pans are incom
mensurable (duty vs. desire). What strategy is the Will to adopt in arder 
to determine which alternative it will choose. It cannot ask itself 1'what 
weighs more heavily with me, duty or desire?", beca use ex hypothesi 
duties do not 'weigh with me' in the same sense as desires. Duties instead 
oblige. 

Because of this incommensurability, my normal technique for judg
ing between alternative courses of action is stymied. It is as if the weight 
of desire no longer counted as an independent determinant of action 
unless I let it weigh with me and the same applies to my sense of obliga
tion. How am I to decide which of these considerations is to weigh more 
heavily with me? How do 1 conceive of myself as doing this? What is the 

9 This rule perhaps stems from the need to preserve the autonomy and thus the 
dignity of the individual, a consideration which is absent in the Greek situation where 
proper training is regarded as the necessary precursor of a person's leading a noble 
life and Kantian autonomous agents have yet to be invented. 
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meta phor through which I a m to grasp this process of actively exercis
ing my will as duty requires or in the service of des.ire? 

Sadly the metaphors we have at hand are all unhelpful: for example, 
am I to 'tip the balance' in sorne way? But where do I stand in order to 
exert the appropriate leverage.IO Do 1 'summon up my strength'? From 
whence cometh my help? Do 1 'pull myself up by my own bootstraps'? 
How is that neat trick accomplished? By definition my will is to be re
garded as the locus of my responsibility in this sort of decision-making 
and the absence of a metaphor in terms of which 1 might grasp how 1 
am to exercise this responsibility responsibly is the very essence of the 
difficulty we have in understanding our control over our will. This is 
"what is special in incontinence [this is what prevents] the actor [from] 
understanding himself. "11 

1 would argue, then, that the fact that we lack a practica! metaphor in 
terms of which we could understand how we are to go about exercising 
the will must weigh heavily against the intelligibility of the idea that we 
are in possession of such a faculty. 

Conclusion 
Using this new approach to the question, do we now have a solution 

to the problem presented by the behaviour of the akrates? In the 
Greek context the solution is clear. Incontinent behaviour can be attrib
uted to insufficient training of the dispositions. If I have been properly 
trained, my desire to follow the path of virtue will always be stronger 
( weigh more heavily with me) than my desire to follow sorne course of 
action not in keeping with virtue. This is what 1being properly trained (in 
the love of virtue)' entails. If, in a given instance, 1 find that 'knowing the 
better I do the worse' there is no puzzle here . 1 simply recognise that 
my dispositions need more trainirlg. Acquiring virtue is a slow business 
because experience is needed to strengthen the disposition (and thus 
the desire) to be virtuous. 

In the modern context, where an act of will is thought to play a cru
cial part in determining my behaviour, incontinence seems mysterious 
because the will is regarded as mine to exercise autonomously. Why 

lO 1 would like ro thank Ross Powell for pointing out the curiously unhelpful char
acter of the metaphors through which VA:! seek to grasp our capacity to exercise our 
will-power. 

11 See note one. 
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then, 'knowing the better' do I sometimes 'do the worse' and sorne
times not? I have argued that the answer to this puzzle is that I do not 
understand my capacity to autonomously control my own behaviour 
(whether akratic or enkratic) because Ido not understand how to exer
cise my will. Why? Because I lack a metaphor which would allow me to 
grasp its operation. The metaphors available are, from a practica! point 
of view, obscure. 1 do not know what to do in order to follow their ad
vice. By contrast I know exactly what to do in order to come to a deci
sion using the metaphor of the balance. I simply think of the implica
tions of following one desire as opposed to another, and-lo and be
hold-in the light of these considerations 1 discovert2 which alternative 
weighs more heavily with me. The depth of my considerations will de
termine the wisdom of my decision, and the results of so acting will in 
turn play their part in future decisions. When 1 employ the metaphor of 
the balance 1 do not have to willfully choose to carry out the action in 
addition to my discovery of which course · is preferable to me. If 1 do 
not act on the basis of such considerations 1 will realize that 1 am still un
decided and 1 will think again in the usual way. 

1 should conclude by saying that I have not offered here anything like 
a complete list of the metaphors through which we might obtain a prac
tica! grasp upon the will. But all of the ones which have occurred to me 
seem equally useless from a practica! standpoint. 1 don't have the faintest 
idea what todo when 1 am asked to 'pull myself together' or 'screw my 
courage up or 'stick to' a New Year's resolution. (Of course 1 know what 
it would be like to succeed in doing these things and sometimes 1 do 
succeed-but 1 have no idea how 1 was able to do so on one occasion 
and not on another.) Perhaps there is an effective metaphor to be found 
in the works of Dale Carnegie ("Every day in every way ... "). However 1 
feel confident that there is no such animal for the simplest of reasons: if 
there were such an effective metaphor everyone would know about it: it 
would be the very foundation of all of our lives. 

University of Otago 

12 Such a judgment-like all judgments-is a discovery. It is not the result of a 
willful conscious act. See jaynes, op. cit., pages 36-39 for a discussion of the empirical 
evidence for this view. 
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