Agency and Akrasia:  Assigning Responsibility for Incontinent Actions

Abstract:  In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle attributes akrasia, or weakness of will, to a deficiency in the minor premise of the practical syllogism.  Both types of akrasia, impetuous and weak, are difficult to reconcile with Aristotle’s general description.  Impetuous akrasia seems to contradict Aristotle’s belief that the agent is aware of his own weakness of will, because the impetuous akratic acts before thinking.  Weak akrasia is exceptional because it occurs when someone fails to act upon the conclusion of the practical syllogism even after understanding the minor premise.  Two Aristotelian explanations for both types of akrasia are explored.  First, a multiplicity of non-commensurable values may lead to difficult conflicts and thus, a motivational inability to choose among values.  Second, akratic agents may have failed to develop the skills of moral perception, and so are unable to apprehend the relevant facts of an ethically demanding situation in a motivationally effective way.  There are, however, factors that mitigate a person’s responsibility for acting incontinently.  Both oppressive socialization and “gaslighting,” the systematic undermining of a person’s confidence in his own reasoning, can lead to an impaired ability to act decisively and in accordance with one’s judgments.  

Lucretius speaks poetically of the inexplicable clinamen: the causeless swerve of atoms falling through space.  This random deviation from their determined path explains how atoms collide to form physical bodies and is the basis of human free will.
  Human beings could operate on a similar principle, acting predictably except in strange circumstances when they deviate from their plans, often to their own surprise and regret.  Aristotle calls this behavior akrasia: incontinence or weakness of will.  The purpose of this paper is to delve more deeply into the causes of akratic behavior and show that it is more than a random and mysterious ‘swerve’.  Aristotelian interpretations can explain akrasia as a response to conflicts among non-commensurable values or as a failure of cognitive perception.  However, there are reasons for akrasia that go beyond Aristotle, specifically oppressive socialization and “gaslighting”
.  These special cases diminish the fault of the akratic agent.   


In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle argues that there are two types of akrasia, impetuous and weak.  His account in NE 7.3 claims that both are explicable as a deficiency in the minor premise of the practical syllogism.  In NE 3.3 Aristotle introduced the practical syllogism as an explanation of how agents choose to act.  The major premise is a universal statement of an end, such as “Vegetables are good for humans (and I wish to do that which is good for me).”  The minor premise is a statement of a particular means to the end, in this case possibly, “This item is a vegetable.”  These two premises together produce an intentional conclusion, “I will eat it,” which, if there is no external impediment, results in the action of eating the vegetable.
  Aristotle explains that the akratic person improperly apprehends the minor premise of the syllogism in several possible ways.  He can simply be ignorant of it, know it but not implement his knowledge, or know it while possessed by bodily passion, as a person “asleep, mad or drunk.”
  However, these general descriptions are somewhat at odds with Aristotle’s more detailed discussions of impetuous and weak akrasia. 

 In the case of impetuousness, incontinent people “do not await the argument, because they are apt to follow their imagination,” (1150b23-1151a7).  They act without stopping to deliberate.  Yet Aristotle writes that the incontinent person “acts in spite of his being persuaded of something quite different,” so akrasia demands that the agent be conscious of his error (1146a29-b13).  Thus, the definition of impetuous akrasia seems inconsistent with Aristotle’s general description of akrasia.  If the impetuous person does not take the time to deliberate, he is not aware that the action is against his better judgment.  For example, imagine a woman, Tracy, who has disavowed refined sugar for health reasons.  Presented with a vegetable dish at a friend’s dinner party, she eats it, unaware that the recipe strangely calls for a small amount of refined sugar.  She acts in full ignorance of the minor premise, which is that this particular dish contains refined sugar.  Yet no one would blame her, for she is not acting against her better judgment.  It appears that she does not act akratically but rather involuntarily.  This is the criticism that David Ross levels against Aristotle in his introduction to the Nicomachean Ethics: “…in making incontinence depend on ignorance of a non-moral fact it [the theory] would, according to the doctrine of bk. 3, make the action involuntary.”
  Ross is referring to the passage where Aristotle defines involuntary action as “ignorance of particulars, i.e. of the circumstances of the action and the objects with which it is concerned,” (1110b24-1111a13).
  Ignorant action is only voluntary in cases when the person causes his own ignorance, for example, when he chooses to get so drunk that he is no longer aware of what he is doing.
 


So if akrasia is something voluntary, as we think it is, then it must involve either a limited awareness of the particular facts or ignorance that the agent is to blame for: either she would know the minor premise (if she stopped to think), or she should know it.  Aristotle acknowledges that both factors contribute to akrasia.  He says that an akratic agent knows the particular premise but does not “exercise” or “use” it (1146b33-1147a18).  So imagine that Tracy had seen the dish prepared a month ago and in fact, had seen her friend put a small amount of sugar into it.  A month later at dinner, her strong appetite and fading memory collude to suppress her knowledge of the vegetable casserole’s true composition.  While she may have the knowledge in the sense that the data exists in her memory, she is not using it because she fails to entertain it consciously.  Her knowledge is quiescent because as Aristotle says, “…within the case of having knowledge but not using it we see a difference of state, admitting of the possibility of having knowledge in a sense and yet not having it, as in the instance of a man asleep, mad, or drunk,” (1146b33-1147a18).  Tracy fails to exercise her knowledge because a physical urge, her appetite, has precedence.  And since it is “the influence of passions” (1146b33-1147a18) that causes akrasia, it is indeed something for which a person may be blamed.  Tracy ought to realize that she is acting wrongly because she ought not let her physical appetites overpower her (to be continent).  A virtuous person should not have passions that lead her to the wrong things.  Therefore impetuous akrasia cannot be explained as an involuntary ignorance of the minor premise, but rather a deficiency in exercising it caused by passions.   


But Aristotle’s description in NE 7.3 seems only applicable to impetuous akrasia, because it does not explain how an agent could fully ‘exercise’ knowledge of the minor premise, be in a conscious, sane and sober state, yet still act against the conclusion of the completed practical syllogism.
  Yet Aristotle acknowledges that such tough situations occur; he calls it ‘weak’ akrasia when “some people
 after deliberating fail, owing to their emotion, to stand by the conclusions of their deliberation…” (1150a35-b23).  Since “the end cannot be a subject of deliberation, but only the means,” (1112b21-1113a6) deliberation is concerned with the minor premise, not the major.  So if deliberation is completed, then the agent achieved the minor premise.   How then could he fail to follow through on the conclusion of the practical syllogism? Aristotle says in the above quotation that it is because of emotion.  This is confluent with his earlier argument that incontinent people suffer from a significant change in bodily condition that makes them subject to their passions.  But the contradiction remains unresolved: how can akrasia be caused by incomplete knowledge of the minor premise, or an influenced bodily state that blocks awareness of the minor premise, when that knowledge has been achieved?  

Alfred Mele offers two interpretations that outline a possible solution.  First, he argues that when one fails to “use” or “exercise” one’s knowledge, one suffers from a “…failure to focus one’s attention on the relevant ‘minor,’ a failure to hold it vividly before one’s mind…”
 This explanation fits nicely with impetuous akrasia: a person jumps to satisfy an urge and does not think about the minor premise that he would have or should have known.  In weak akrasia the failure is much more deliberate.  Imagine a woman named Ursula who has made the same decision to cut sugar out of her diet for health reasons.  She and Tracy are good friends of the cook and go together to have dinner, receiving the same vegetable dish.  Ursula also went last month, when they both saw their friend prepare the dish with a little sugar.  But Ursula has a better memory than Tracy, so when she sees the infamous vegetable casserole she remembers that it has sugar, and performs the syllogism: “Refined sugar is bad for me,” “This dish contains refined sugar,” and concludes, “I will not eat it.”  However, like Tracy, she is very hungry.  Therefore she suppresses the minor premise and the conclusion.  Even though she did deliberate successfully, her choice to direct her attention away from the minor premise fulfills Aristotle’s description of weak akrasia.

Prima facie, this explanation is hard to believe: how can she ignore the obvious?  One possible mechanism is denial.  Ursula could deliberate and then, swayed by her desire to eat the food, say to herself, “Ah, but I must have misremembered—this is after all a vegetable dish, so it couldn’t have any sugar in it.”  Though she knows better, she lies to herself in order to circumvent the force of the practical syllogism’s conclusion.  A second way Ursula could ignore the minor premise is subtler: instead of denying its existence, she can downplay its content through self-deception.  She could say, “There is refined sugar in this dish, but vegetables mitigate its harmful effects.”  In both cases, Ursula is trying to prevent herself from embracing the truth she knows.

Yet if Ursula did not have a powerful desire conflicting with the conclusion of the syllogism, neither of these devious methods of ignoring the minor premise would be necessary.  Mele’s second interpretation of Aristotle responds to the question of how desire can be persuasive enough to overcome deliberation in instances of weak akrasia.  Mele writes that the akratic who acts incontinently has knowledge of the minor premise only “in a sense and yet not having it,” (1146b33-1147a18) because he commits “a failure…to notice the bearing of the ‘minor’ upon one or more ends of the agent which support his ‘right major,’ especially his higher end.”
  For Mele, Aristotle’s theory that the incontinent man has knowledge only ‘in a sense’ means that the akratic is unable to relate the specific circumstances to his overall aims.  People who smoke cigarettes, for example, may not see how each cigarette contributes to ill health.  We can imagine thinking, “I shouldn’t smoke because it is bad for me (the major premise) and I know that health is necessary for a good life (the higher end); but is this cigarette going to be that particular one that leads to lung cancer?”  As Mele writes, “What is crucial, motivationally speaking, is the bringing of the higher goals to bear upon the particular fact.”
  Mele argues that the highest goal is eudaimonia.  Because weak akratics fail to recognize the relation of particular acts to their well-being, they can appropriately be compared to a person who is drunk, mad or asleep.  Only a drunkard is so careless about his own good that he laughingly consumes far more than he knows is healthy because “this one shot won’t be the one that ruins my life.”  


While Mele’s explanation of weak akrasia is compelling, it does not take into account the complexity of eudaimonia.  While it is true that the purpose of Aristotle’s inquiry in the Nicomachean Ethics is to discover the good life for a person, defining weak akrasia as a failure to relate specific circumstances to one’s higher end makes eudaimonia seem to be a unitary goal.  But Aristotelian scholars such as Martha Nussbaum argue that Aristotle did not believe in one overarching good, but rather a multiplicity of non-commensurable values that together constitute eudaimonia.  In order to be virtuous (and being virtuous is necessary to achieve eudaimonia), one must love virtue for its own sake (1105a17-b5).  And if the virtues are each intrinsically valuable, they cannot be hierarchically ordered or subordinated to some greater value.  Furthermore, virtues must be complemented by external goods, some of which are not just instrumental but also constituent parts of the good life.  For example, Aristotle says, “...without friends no one would choose to live, though he had all the other goods…” (1154b34-1155a25).  Certain external goods like friendship are co-equal with virtues, and all such things are necessary for eudaimonia.   As Nussbaum characterizes the Aristotelian agent: “She is determined to acknowledge the precise sort of value or goodness present in each of the competing alternatives, seeing each value as, so to speak, a separate jewel in the crown, valuable in its own right…”
  While the virtuous agent’s behavior helps her to achieve eudaimonia, she does not think of virtuous actions and external goods as merely means to that end.

Without an overarching end, Mele’s akratic agent is in more trouble, and weak akrasia is more understandable—even to be expected.  Nussbaum writes, “once we see that A and B have distinct intrinsically valuable goods to offer, we will also be prepared to see that a situation in which we are forced by contingencies beyond our control to choose between A and B is a situation in which we will be forced to forego some genuine value.”
  Faced with a dilemma between two inherently good things, an agent cannot use eudaimonia as a criterion for choice.  For both things are constitutive of eudaimonia, not vying means to it.  Consider a man with two very good friends whom he values for their own sakes.  Space and resources in his household are limited, so he can only choose one to live with him.
  After weighing the pros and cons, he decides that friend A would benefit most from the invitation and resolves to invite A.  However, each time he plans to invite A, he regretfully remembers all the affection he has for B, and is unable to go through with it.  At those moments, he acts akratically because he is overcome by emotion for B.  He cannot appeal to the greater end of eudaimonia because both friends are equally and inherently valuable: one will not bring him greater happiness than the other.  He can neither find sufficient motivation to invite A (because of the countering force of his feeling for B) nor can he find guidance by considering which friend will bring him greater eudaimonia (for neither would).  Thus when values are non-commensurable, akrasia is both more likely and much more understandable.  It would almost be an unfair denial of the importance of each value not to feel ambivalent, and even vacillate, when one has to choose between them.  


But this does not mean that under an Aristotelian interpretation akrasia is excusable.  The person of practical wisdom (the virtuous person) knows the right course of action, and because he loves virtue for its own sake, he wants to do it—and does (1105a17-1105b28).  A failure to know and follow the right course of action must entail a moral deficiency.  The error unfolds when we ask why the impetuous akratic allows herself to be overcome by passions before deliberating, and why the weak akratic’s intention is not sufficient to engender action.  Martha Nussbaum and Nancy Sherman argue that the akratic’s failure to grasp the minor premise in a motivationally effective way is in fact a failure of perception.
  Perceiving rightly is not just a matter of intellectually knowing the correct course of action in a given situation; it includes naturally experiencing the appropriate emotions as well.  Since motivation is a desire to do something, it can be classified as an emotion.  So not having the right motivation is failing to have the right emotion, and it is caused by an inability to perceive fully.  The akratic agent is “not fully confronting or acknowledging the situation to herself, allowing herself to see vividly its implications for her life and the lives of others, and to have responses that are appropriate to that vision.”
  The impetuous akratic stops before she can apprehend the situation with her “whole personality,”
 that is, in both an intellectual and emotional way.  The weak akratic confronts the situation intellectually by deliberating, but does not have the right emotional response and thus is not decisively motivated to act upon her deliberation.
Aristotle argues that akrasia is morally blameworthy, and under the above interpretation of incontinence as a failure of cognitive perception, it is.  The agent is responsible for cultivating his perceptive faculty by actively learning, through the process of habituation, how to judge moral salience both intellectually and intuitively.  Aristotle says, “...the virtues we get first by exercising them,” (1103a10-33).  Far from being a passive or rote process, habituation must involve active striving to learn moral discernment through “critical practice,” involving “cognitive capacities, such as attending to a goal, recognizing mistakes and learning from them, understanding instructions, following tips and cues, working out how to adapt a model’s example to one’s own behavior.”
  Developing cognitive perception is a process requiring the full concentration and effort of the agent.  A person must both be receptive to, and receive, inculcation from youth towards a love of virtue and the desire to learn how to achieve it (1179b24-31).  If he has been given this nourishing upbringing, failure to develop accurate and motivating perception is a moral fault.  It indicates that he did not put in the required work, or did so too poorly. 


But when we examine why the impetuous akratic agent in particular fails to perceive correctly, we must acknowledge the mitigating role of oppressive socialization.  Paul Benson argues that society can become oppressive by forcing people to internalize ideas that are untrue.
  Even if someone were taught to love virtue and had ample opportunities to practice evaluating moral salience, she could still choose not to employ cognitive perception if she had so deeply absorbed a certain way of acting that she felt no need to deliberate.  Imagine an intelligent girl, Ann, who has been educated and raised well.  She has also been subjected to an overpowering media campaign that idealizes painfully thin women as beautiful, and promotes beauty as a necessary and noble characteristic.  Ann becomes a compulsive anorexic; when presented with food, she automatically feels revulsion.  If she were to think seriously about her strange reaction to food, she would realize that she is starving herself—but it never occurs to her to think about it, because it seems completely normal to think that food is repellent.  Because her belief that food is bad is obviously false, her socialization is oppressive.  Of course, Benson acknowledges that society plays a necessary and often beneficial role in education. But when cultural teachings are both erroneous and inescapable, they reduce the agent’s autonomy.  He writes, “…if [her] upbringing reliably led her gravely to misunderstand the place of feminine appearance in her value as a person, and systematically prevented her from correcting that misunderstanding, then surely the motives and judgments that occasion her persistent dissatisfaction with herself are less than fully her own.”


Benson’s characterization also shows how oppressive socialization can lead to weak akrasia: deeply internalized ideals can block full cognitive perception of pertinent facts.  So imagine that Ann loses so much weight that she is hospitalized, and this crisis forces her to reflect upon her choices.  Looking in the mirror, she asks herself whether she has become too thin.  She realizes the major premise: “Being too thin is not healthy,” and she knows in an intellectual way, because she has been hospitalized, that she is indeed too thin.  She concludes she will eat healthily.  But somehow she cannot see it, in the full sense that she knows it, feels it, and is motivated to do something about it.  Oppressive socialization has warped Ann’s ability to perceive particular facts in a motivationally effective way.
  As Benson writes, “Women’s autonomy is reduced to the extent that they are socially trained to be blind to the reasons there are for them to regard their appearance differently than the norms of femininity recommend.”
 (My italics).  Because Ann has been told many times by cultural media that being attractive is crucial to her success and happiness, and being thin is a primary part of attractiveness, she simply cannot holistically embrace a healthy attitude towards eating.
 


Ann cannot muster sufficient motivation to do what she knows is right because society has warped her cognitive perception.  However, it is even possible to apprehend the situation completely with unaltered perception, deliberate correctly and come to the right conclusion, yet still not act accordingly, if one has been “gaslighted.”  “Gaslighting” explains how weak akrasia can be caused by an agent’s lack of confidence in her own judgments.  In the 1944 movie “Gaslight,” a woman (played by Ingrid Bergman) is systematically led to believe that she is going insane by her wicked husband (played by Charles Boyer).  Boyer wants to find the jewels that Bergman’s deceased aunt carefully hid before her death, and each night furtively searches the house.  However, he does not want Bergman to discover his machinations, so he makes her question her cognitive capabilities through trickery.  For example, he gives her a valuable broach and exhorts her to take good care of it, then later steals it from her purse so she believes that she has inexplicably lost it.  Because Bergman is in love with him and believes he loves her, she does not doubt him but rather begins to question her own mental capacities.  She still has her moral faculties and is able to see the facts of the situation, but is unable to take action because the special force of decision has been drained away by self-doubt.  When she sees evidence that her husband is tricking her—for example, she finds the broach in his desk drawer—she knows that she should confront him.  But each time she tries to carry out her intention she is hounded by doubt, thinking, “What if I am crazy as he says I am, and I am hallucinating this broach?” She is unable to feel the motivating force of the circumstances because she doubts her perceptive faculties.  She may even doubt her deliberative ability: “Even if this really is the broach I thought I lost, isn’t it possible that finding it in his desk doesn’t mean that he had something to do with its disappearance?”  That is, she may doubt that the conclusions of her deliberations are reasonable, not only because she may not perceive the particular facts correctly, but also because she has been lead to believe that her entire ability to reason is impaired.    


Regardless of whether the external force is a single person or society, in both gaslighting and oppressive socialization the victim’s agency is impaired to a degree that she can no longer be blamed for her akrasia.  In the case of oppressive socialization, the agent is in a sense ignorant—the impetuous akratic does not deliberate because it does not occur to her that she should act in any other way; the weak akratic is unable to fully recognize the facts that she knows intellectually.  The oppressively socialized, anorexic akratic satisfies both of Aristotle’s conditions for involuntary action: she acts out of ignorance and suffers pain and regret from her acts (1110b2-24).  Furthermore, she is not responsible for her ignorance because it is caused by an external source, socialization.  The gaslighted agent is cognizant of the particular facts of the situation, but cannot be said to be acting voluntarily because she is no longer capable of motivationally effective deliberations.  Aristotle says that a person acts voluntarily when “the principle that moves the instrumental parts of the body in such actions is in him,” (1110a10-b2) but the gaslighted person doubts the very process by which she decides to act, and so her motivational ‘principle’ is weakened.  If society has blinded the agent to the facts of the situation (as in oppressive socialization) or if someone has undermined her confidence so that she no longer believes she possesses “worthiness to act,”
 (as in gaslighting), then failure of cognitive perception is not her fault.  The resulting akratic action is involuntary.

Of course, these special cases do not exhaust the causes of akrasia, and in many other circumstances, akrasia is blameworthy.  But importantly, there are causes of weakness of will.  Human beings are not random particles bouncing through space and subject to the caprices of an inexplicable “swerve.”  In fact, akrasia can be seen as a very human problem that arises from both the incommensurability of values in life and the difficulty of finding the right kind of social influences that will enable positive cognitive perception without impairing it.  
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