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There is agency in all we do: thinking, doing, or making. We invent a tune, play, or 
use it to celebrate an occasion.  Or we make a conceptual leap and ask more ab-
stract ques� ons about the condi� ons for agency. They include autonomy and self-
appraisal, each contested by arguments immersing us in circumstances we don’t 
control.  But can it be true we that have no personal responsibility for all we think 
and do?    

Agency: Moral Identi ty and Free Will proposes that delibera� on, choice, and free 
will emerged within the evolu� onary history of animals with a physical advantage: 
organisms having cell walls or exoskeletons had an internal space within which to 
protect themselves from external threats or encounters.  This defense was both 
structural and ac� ve: such organisms could ignore intrusions or inhibit risky behav-
ior.  Their capaci� es evolved with � me: inhibi� on became the power to deliberate 
and choose the manner of one’s responses.  Hence the ability of humans and some 
other animals to determine their reac� ons to problema� c situa� ons or to informa-
� on that alters values and choices.  This is free will as a material power, not as the 
conclusion to a conceptual argument.  Having it makes us morally responsible for 
much we do. It prefi gures moral iden� ty.  

Closely argued but plainly wri� en, Agency: Moral Identi ty and Free Will speaks for 
autonomy and responsibility when both are eclipsed by ideas that embed us in his-
tory or tradi� on.  Our sense of moral choice and freedom is accurate. We are not 
altogether the creatures of our circumstances.
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Chapter One:  

Agency

1. Semantics

There are words for mind’s activities—judgment and choice, 
for example—but no word that implies their integration. Possible 
candidates—character or sensibility—have the wrong emphases. Agency 
is vague, but useful: it signifies purpose, cause, and appraisal in agents 
who control circumstances and themselves to some degree. Fire and 
wind are also controlling, but their actions lack intention, inhibition, 
and credit or blame. Agency implies those qualifiers.

2. Two Points of Reference

Agency has two principal elaborations. One locates agents in the 
material world while describing their interactions and effects. Aristotle, 
C. S. Peirce, and John Dewey are its principal exponents. An Aristotelian 
or pragmatist pastry chef is capable of thinking, doing, and making. 
He or she imagines the cake to be made, then assembles and bakes the 
ingredients. The other view is Cartesian: it proposes that esse est percipi: 
nothing is real, knowable, or thinkable if it isn’t inspectable when set 
before conscious minds. Thinking, on this Cartesian model, is at once 
an act of doing and making: dreaming and perceiving create content 
that is relentlessly scrutinized for clarity and distinctness; thinking is 
self-discovery and self-appraisal. Two figures express these competing 
views. The first represents Descartes’ emphasis on the autonomy of 
minds structured by their interiority.

© David Weissman, CC BY 4.0  https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0197.01
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12 Agency: Moral Identity and Free Will

A = Awareness X = The content of awareness B = Self-awareness

Figure 1: A solitary mind, with awareness, content, and self-awareness.

Figure 1 represents an autonomous mind turned on itself. X signifies 
perceptual or ideational content for first-order awareness, A. B is second-
order self-awareness. Descartes supposed that A and B are mutually 
conditioning. Lower-order awareness enables second-order awareness 
by supplying its content (A and X). Nor is being perceived incidental 
to the existence of A and X, for Descartes, anticipating Berkeley, argued 
that nothing exists if there neither is nor can be confirming evidence of 
its existence: X exists only if it is or can be perceived or conceived by A; A 
exists only if it is or can be perceived by B. Self-awareness, too, is subject 
to this condition. It is self-confirming because reflexive: B is aware of 
itself while aware of A and X. 

Descartes’ first Meditation implies the distinction between knowledge 
claims (necessarily true because the possibility of error is eliminated) and 
opinion (less than knowledge because fallible). Necessity is guaranteed 
if claims are true logically (because tautological), or because the matters 
known stand directly before inspecting minds. A (awareness of content) 
and B (self-awareness) satisfy this second condition: B reflects on A and 
X when they are accessible to B without error or distortion because A 
and B are the acts of a mind that inspects itself while inspecting whatever 
content qualifies it. There is no gap between awareness and its object, no 
place for error because the object of awareness is a qualification of the 
mind itself. 

Figure 1 is pertinent to remarks about agency because it represents 
a mind whose actions are said to be perpetually accessible—visible—to 
the mind itself, and because inspecting minds are said to have no reliable 
access to the ambient world. The figure provokes questions for which 
Descartes supplied inconclusive answers: i. Is perceptual content merely 
imagined, or is some part of it acquired from extra-mental sources? Is 
God its source or is the material world perceived and engaged? ii. Is 

B

A X



 13Chapter One: Agency 

B the mere observer of first-order receptivity or is it responsible for 
using rules or ideas to differentiate and organize the data A receives? 
iii. What does mind know of itself: is all of it exposed to self-perception 
or inference, or is part of it unconscious and inaccessible? (These issues 
are finessed, not solved, when Descartes invokes “moral certainty” in 
the sixth Meditation.)1

Descartes supplied Kant with an answer to the first of the questions 
above when his fourth Meditation made these two claims: that will is 
the power to give or withhold assent, and that assent is always to be 
withheld until ideas are clear and distinct.2

There are, however, two criteria for clarity and distinctness 
in Descartes: ideas are clear and distinct if their negations are 
contradictions, or if they appear with clarity and distinctness (as the 
cogito is said to do) before the mind’s eye. This second condition is much 
looser than the first, for minds may generate clear and distinct images 
in either of two ways. Imagination may set them before the mind as 
in dreams, though dreams may be as paradoxical as Escher drawings. 
Or thought’s content—its representations—are suspected of inaccuracy. 
It was Kant who introduced a looser truth-condition prominent when 
elaborating the monadic character and powers of the transcendental ego 
(his version of the cogito):

I have been reproached for following a similar procedure, namely, 
for defining the power of desire as the power of being the cause, through 
one’s presentation, of the actuality of the object of those presentations. The 
criticism was that, after all, mere wishes are desires too, and yet we all 
know that they alone do not enable us to produce their object. That, 
however, proves nothing more than that some of man’s desires involve 
him in self-contradiction.3 

What does this imply about imagination’s innumerable fantasies? 
Are they all true merely because of the vivacity with which they strike 
the mind? Which are false if all are clear and distinct? 

Figure 2 is a response to Kant and his idealist successors when 
they argue that imagination supplies all the content of experience. 

1  René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, in: Discourse on the Method and 
Meditations on First Philosophy, ed. David Weissman (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1996), pp. 100–08.

2  Ibid., pp. 85–90.
3  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett 

Publishing, 1987), n.18, pp. 16–17.
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It represents a mind constructing a stable map of the ambient world 
while responding to successive interactions with other people or things. 
This is a representation of the materialist-realist ontology common to 
Aristotle and Peirce:

A = Reality B = Mind’s changing representations of reality
⃝  = Mind integrating new information into its model of reality

↘ = Information ↗ = Expectation

Figure 2: A mind that integrates sensory data while testing its hypotheses and 
plans in the near-world. 

Action is stifled without information of the ambient world and the 
beliefs it justifies. Having information requires direct perception of the 
states of affairs relevant if a need or desire is to be satisfied, including 
words exchanged by cooperating agents. Perceiving smoke, inferring 
fire, we deduce that fire would be visible, were the hypothesis true. 
Looking for the evidence (Peirce’s version of induction), we confirm, 
fail to confirm, or falsify the inference (it’s steam, not smoke).4 

Perception is often construed as passive when compared to active 
thought, but this assumption fails to register the conditions for 
perceptual constancy: including the scanning which confirms that new 
data are suffcient to sustain a current perception or different enough to 
force its revision. Accordingly, memory and imagination are as critical 
to the content and stability of perceptual experience as Kant supposed. 

4  C. S. Peirce, Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, vols. I–VI, eds. Charles 
Hartshorne and Paul Weiss (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1934–35), V, 
paras. 418–34, pp. 278–89. 

B

A
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Though sensory data are the effects of mind’s interactions with things 
perceived, not, as he implied, the products of imagination, posits of 
thought’s conceptualizations, or the effects of a source unknown. 

Both accounts acknowledge that mind interprets perceptual data: 
hypotheses speculate about the character of or conditions for states of 
affairs represented by sensory data; or the data are construed in ways 
appropriate to its meaning-bestowing stories (they invoke the gods 
who created us). Both styles acknowledge that interpretations require 
appraisal because all are susceptible to error. But these alternatives 
supply contrasting profiles of agency’s context: thought and imagination 
create scenarios construed as our circumstances; or perception supplies 
the information required if we’re to engage other people and things 
effectively. 

Ideas of truth vary accordingly. Truth is coherence if experience-
creating minds are the only reality. Imagined data, thoughts, or 
sentences relate only to one another, because there are no extra-mental 
states of affairs they satisfy (or none accessible). This is world-making 
in the style of Kant’s argument that experience is created, sustained, 
and justified by the maker’s interests and values: science is better than 
nursery rhymes, but only because of its scale, detail, and the range of its 
applications. Coherence is, however, a feeble standard, because stories 
of all sorts—scientific, religious, or patriotic—are unfalsifiable, unless 
contradictory. 

Distance from Kantian world-making is the strength of its Aristotelian-
Peircean competitor. There are three measures: i. Mind doesn’t have to 
generate all its perceptual content if sensory data are the effects of things 
perceived. For reality is causal, not merely a sequence of data organized 
by habits or rules. Experience is one of its effects ii. Mind has less to do: 
experience isn’t stabilized by mind alone, if some things perceived as 
stable—streets and houses—are stable in themselves. iii. Theories and 
plans cohere with one another and the ambient world if corrected when 
tested because, we infer, reality is coherent. 

The plausibility of the subjectivist model rises or falls with the idea 
that truth is coherence. This is principally a Kantian, not a Cartesian, 
defense. Subjectivism is ambiguous in Descartes: emphasizing the 
cogito, he was all the while a Platonist for whom perceptual data owe 
their identity to the ideas used to differentiate and organize them. 
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Innate ideas, like the Forms, are not pliable under the pressure of one’s 
values and aims; percepts stabilized by one’s clear and distinct ideas 
should themselves be stable. Kant was more sensitive to the relativity of 
conceptual systems, hence to the variability of data whose character and 
organization they schematize. Quine, too, was permissive: 

From among the various conceptual schemes best suited to these 
various pursuits, one—the phenomenalistic—claims epistemological 
priority. Viewed from within the phenomenalistic conceptual scheme, 
the ontologies of physical objects and mathematical objects are myths. 
The quality of myth, however, is relative; relative, in this case, to the 
epistemological point of view. This point of view is one among various, 
corresponding to one among our various interests and purposes.5 

Intelligibility requires coherence, but the standards for coherence 
vary between logical rigor—necessity—and the weaker standards 
of fantasy. Thought’s resistance to incoherence or contradiction is a 
function of the syntax and semantics of individual sentences, but also 
of the thinker’s aims, values, and context. That estimate is complex 
because it depends on both the words used to differentiate and organize 
data, and their interpretation by the schematizing agent. Can one speak 
to gods or the dead? That question is a solecism on some interpretations, 
though not on all. 

The coherence theory is vulnerable in four principal ways: i. 
Contradictions are barred because incoherent. ii. There is no standard 
for the coherence of narratives that don’t qualify as logical deductions. 
Metaphor, allusion, changes of topic or direction: every detour is 
acceptable in conversation until we lose track of the flow. iii. Coherence 
fails as a test of truth because it fails to identify and discredit coherent 
fantasies. How many novels, poems, ads, or religious parables are 
coherent but false? iv. Coherent narratives are resisted when the 
partisans of significance-bestowing beliefs or practices confront 
one another. Why not convert to a different religion or abandon 
a local team for one native to a town I’ve never visited? Because 
each persuasion demands unqualified loyalty to a cohesive tribal 
identity. Where consistency is a formal value, these commitments are 
substantive values. Their parts cohere, if only superficially, because of 

5  Willard Van Orman Quine, From a Logical Point of View (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1980), p. 19.
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an amalgamating tradition. But why call beliefs or traditions true? Isn’t 
loyalty a suffcient virtue? 

Descartes and Kant were troubled by the disconnect—the gap—
between the content of experience and its extra-mental referents. But 
is that a bridge too far, or only the sometimes troubled distance from 
expectation to encounter? Saying what you like is possible; doing 
what you like is not when action, resistance, and error are ineliminable 
features of experience. Truth as coherence doesn’t test that distance 
when its stories are unfalsifiable fantasies. But it is sometimes a logical 
test of alleged truths: so, the Pythagorean theorem is tested and proven 
by a deduction, though what it proves is the truth by correspondence of 
the proof’s conclusion: that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the 
squares on the sides. 

Coherence becomes free-standing—not evidence for truth as 
correspondence—in circumstances where empirical evidence for 
correspondence is lacking: speculation about nature’s cosmological 
origins is an example. Not wanting to curtail this impulse, we 
encourage hypotheses that exceed our ability to confirm the states of 
affairs imagined. We could withdraw, conceding that our guesses 
aren’t verifiable. But then we obscure the transition from a concern for 
truth to delight in coherent, still testable speculation. There is pleasure 
in fantasy, but also the challenge to cosmologists and physicists who 
breach successive barriers by discovering evidence once presumed 
inaccessible. Religious communities have a different emphasis: they 
urge beliefs and practices that turn everyday pursuits into meaningful 
rituals. More than nourishing, meals with prayer are a dedication. This, 
too, is coherent, though no evidence—not habit or passion—converts 
practices into truths. 

Autonomy and will can go either way: agency expresses itself when 
practical inquiries locate us within the ambient world, but also when 
imagination contrives stories that infuse our lives with significance. 
These stories inform our practices and define our tribal loyalties. Why 
prefer truth to meaning, when the two are as different categorially as 
numbers and rain? There may be no decisive reason, absent soccer riots 
or religious wars. Truth and appraisal are critical values in practical life, 
but sobriety is a minority taste when weighed against the longing for 
significance. 
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3. Individuality

Individuality in thought and skill is apparent; it doesn’t reduce us to 
ciphers wearing generic identities—men or women, young or old—until 
marketers or political candidates address us: present your goods or your 
program in attractive ways and we’ll buy or vote as you prefer. Why 
affrm a different individualism, one appealing to distinctive intellects, 
sensibilities, aims, loyalties, or scruples? Because the emphasis on 
generic identities is an assault on judgment and difference. Ablating 
private voices has several costs. We lose the dignity that comes with 
responsible autonomy; democratic political life suffers when private 
voices can’t organize to protect their interests or pursue an ideal. When 
is the general will realized? (It wills the good for all.6) Every time people 
going different places in separate cars turn onto highways where all 
observe traffc laws that minimize their risks. 

Descartes’—“I am, I exist”—is everyone’s emblematic point of 
reference.7 But who am I, what might I be? We resist invasive socialization 
by defending our private spaces: hear his advice—“doubt…deny…
refuse.”8 Everyone resists occasionally, because we have different aims 
and share a persistent desire for self-expression. Wanting to declare 
ourselves, we stare down others by doubting their authority. This is 
every adolescent voice: “You can’t tell me what to do.” Participation 
in social goods is most consensual, least forced, when others tolerate 
our choices. But that isn’t everyone’s fortune: many desires and most 
talents are suppressed or undiscovered. We find work that pays our 
bills, not vocations sensitive to our abilities. Individuality flourishes 
when intellect and sensibility are moved by provocative tasks: steering 
a boat or playing the viola. Though time-serving—work that atrophies 
one’s skills—is more familiar than work that’s useful. Money, status, 
perks: these are simulacra of well-being; getting them is the price for 
conceding one’s autonomy to roles that are intellectually and emotionally 
underwhelming. Who, apart from artists possessed of intimidating 
originality or people able to pay any bill, can resist the mix of social 
threats and inducements? 

6  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 60.

7  Descartes, Meditations, p. 64.
8  Ibid., p. 66.
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The steady practice required of musicians is a discipline too severe 
for most people, though talking to adults steeped in their musical lives is 
revelatory. Most like what they do; they’re annoyed by ancillary details 
but nourished by playing well with people of complementary skills. 
One of Nietzsche’s remarks speaks to their intensity: 

To become what one is, one must not have the slightest notion of 
what one is...The whole surface of consciousness—consciousness is a 
surface—must be kept clear of all great imperatives…Meanwhile the 
organizing ‘idea’ that is destined to rule keeps growing deep down—it 
begins to command; slowly it leads us back from side roads and wrong 
roads; it prepares single qualities and fitnesses that will one day prove to 
be indispensable as a means towards the whole—one by one, it trains all 
subservient capacities before giving any hint of the dominant task, ‘goal’, 
‘aim’, or ‘meaning’.9 

The education evoked here requires learning of a sort that isn’t 
taught. What are the points of reference if “consciousness…must be kept 
clear of all great imperatives”? How shall we understand the “rule [that] 
keeps growing deep down…before giving any hint of [its] dominant 
task, ‘goal’, ‘aim’, or ‘meaning’”? This is purpose beyond the aim of any 
school, purpose as the keel of autonomous lives. There may be several 
ways to learn it, though adversity of two sorts is instrumental. One is 
alienation: socialization loses its force if children excluded at home or 
school find other sustaining themes, friends, tasks, or values. The course 
is harder for those who lack even that much support: people alone, 
people insulted, those who swallow every reverse while coming back 
for more. This is resistance that “keeps growing deep down,” resilience 
that drives individuals in ways and directions for which socialization 
has no answers.

4. Purpose/Intention 

Every living thing acts to preserve and satisfy itself: purpose and 
intention signify its trajectories. The words are interchangeable in many 
contexts, or they express complementary states of mind. Either may 
signify an aim; the other its steady pursuit. 

9  Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals and Ecce Homo, trans. Walter 
Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 1969), p. 254.
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It’s often supposed that will is episodic: a pressure turned on or 
off. But purpose—our effcient, formal, and final cause—is steady, 
not sporadic. Specific aims for work or pleasure are subordinate to a 
persistent challenge: make life viable for others and oneself. Recall Kant’s 
emphasis on imagination and his claim that time is the form of internal 
intuition: we integrate memories of things past the better to anticipate 
those to come. This was also Nietzsche’s emphasis when writing of the 
will to power, an animal force impelling agents into the future as they 
adapt to evolving circumstances. People who simplify their duties 
sometimes imagine a time when there are no more, but that doesn’t 
happen. We are forward sequencing machines who join fragments of 
the past and present while advancing into the future. Like sharks who 
never sleep, we’re poised for action because self-concerned, responsible 
to others, and aroused already.

Discussions of intention are fraught because of the verificationist 
concern that intrapsychic states are inaccessible to observers. Aristotle 
seems naïve: writing allusively of faculties and capacities when he 
couldn’t pin down their intrapsychic basis, intention and free will seemed 
evident to him. Subsequent naturalists have proceeded accordingly: 
they too have expected that these conditions would be disclosed when 
life is explained as the complex expression of its material constituents. 
Physiologists and engineers have gone a long way toward confirming 
Locke’s speculation that God could have enabled matter to think.10 
But consciousness and its qualitative contents are elusive. It was once 
considered unthinkable that matter could live; we await an equivalent 
explanation for awareness and its content. Having it would reduce the 
mystery of human life without eliminating anything we find significant 
in ourselves.

Descartes did careful physiological experiments and made drawings 
of nerve tracks running from perceptual inputs to muscular responses. 
He imagined constructing a mechanical fox and speculated that all 
mental activity might be physical. Yet his arguments in the second 
Meditation and the dictum ending it—that nothing is better known 
to mind than the mind itself—convinced generations of thinkers that 
all mental life is set before our inspecting minds. It is often assumed, 

10  John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Volume Two (New York: 
Dover, 1959), p. 193.
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without qualification, that purpose/intention falls squarely within the 
range of activities whose occurrence is confirmed unequivocally by 
inspection. Experimentalists such as Wundt11 and Brentano12 worked 
within the Cartesian model by testing subjects’ responses to varying 
stimuli, though others mistrusted those results because the internal 
states of their subjects weren’t accurately calibrated. Henry Maudsley13 
dismissed spiritualistic accounts of mind while describing mental 
pathologies as evidence of degenerate physical states. He anticipated 
eliminationist views of intrapsychic activity, a position espoused 
currently by thinkers who suppose that mental activity is only neural, 
and that the obscurity of consciousness disqualifies it as an authoritative 
basis for understanding cognition or intention.

Behavior has always been a basis for inferences about mental activity: 
I know that you speak a language we share by hearing you speak it. 
Yet behaviorism hadn’t received its status as a totalizing explanation for 
mental activity until Watson formulated his program in the 1920s. See 
what people do, alone or when responding to other people or things; 
base all your conclusions about mental activity on publicly observable 
evidence. Don’t infer unverifiably that observables reveal operations 
which are themselves unobservable. Regard mind as a black box from 
which ensuing behaviors are intelligible without regard to activities 
unknown to observers. Behaviorism of this sort is less extreme than 
eliminationism. It isn’t denied that people have minds: it’s rather that 
activities within them are both indiscernible and incidental to the fact 
that behavior is effective or socially appropriate.

Purpose with a plan, control of resources and oneself, are hallmarks of 
agency, hence the disorientation provoked when Ryle and Wittgenstein 
deplored the idea that intention is an internal psychic state. Ryle’s 
Concept of Mind, 1949, acknowledged that language gives credence to 
Cartesian dualism: talk about judgments, enjoyments, or intentions 
implies the existence of “a ghost in the machine.”14 Yet, this imagined 

11  See Wilhelm Wundt, Principles of Physiological Psychology, Volume 1 (Emeryville: 
Franklin Classics, 2018).  

12  See Franz Brentano, Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint (New York: Routledge, 
2014).

13  See Henry Maudsley, Body and Mind: An Inquiry Into Their Connection and Mutual 
Influence, Specially in Reference to Mental Disorders (London: HardPress, 2018).

14  Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1949), p. 15.
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agent is merely a projection of the words invoking it: having learned to 
use words signifying people and things, we use them analogously to 
entify mental activities. Ryle would have us respond by reconstruing 
the ontological commitments of our speech: inhibit the commitment 
to bogus posits; judgment, rather than an activity inaccessible to 
observers, is reparsed as an achievement word, a claim we confirm by 
seeing how the word is used. Do I avoid gambling with someone else’s 
money? Credit me with sound judgment. This is Ryle’s anticipation of 
Wittgenstein’s claim that linguistic analysis is to be used therapeutically: 
the fly escapes the fly-bottle.15

Elizabeth Anscombe applied these lessons in her Intention: ignore 
intrapsychic inclinations or purposes, whether long-term or current. 
Regard intentions as processes; concentrate on acts in progress. We 
show our intention to dress every morning by dressing; the aim of 
crossing a street is manifest when crossing it. Anscombe’s argument 
proceeds, in the style of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, with a 
torrent of linguistic subtleties and an occasional dictum. Distinguishing 
overt behavior from allegedly intrapsychic activities, she remarks that 
those occurring intrapsychically would have to be “known without 
observation,” though “there is no such thing as a cause known without 
observation”16: 

And ’what causes’ [intrapsychic phenomena] is perhaps then thought 
of as an event that brings the effect about—though how it does—i.e. 
whether it should be thought of as a kind of pushing in another medium, 
or in some other way—is of course completely obscure.17 

And in describing intentional actions as such, it will be a mistake to 
look for the description of what occurs—such as the movement of muscles 
or molecules—and then think of intention as something, perhaps, 
very complicated, which qualifies this. The only events to consider are 
intentional actions themselves, and to call an action intentional is to say 
it is intentional under some description [of behavior] that we give (or 
could give of it).18 

15  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. trans. G. E. M. Anscombe (New 
York: Macmillan, 1953), para. 309, p. 103.

16  G. E. M. Anscombe, Intention (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1957), p. 15.
17  Ibid., p. 18.
18  Ibid., p. 29.
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Intention still only occurs in present action. That is, there is still no 
such thing as the further intention with which a man does what he does; 
and no such thing as intention for the future.19 

So intention is never a performance in the mind, though in some 
matters a performance in the mind which is seriously meant may make 
a difference to the correct account of the man’s action—e.g. in embracing 
someone. But the matters in question are necessarily ones in which 
outward acts are ‘significant’ in some way.20 

Anscombe’s behaviorism is Wittgenstein’s: don’t ask for a word’s 
meaning—mind’s way of construing the word—ask for its use in public 
forums. 

Why is their behaviorism preferable to the idea that intrapsychic 
intentions—some voluntary, others habitual—direct motor activity? 
Why exclude the inner realm from our accounts of practical rationality 
while continuing to use words such as purpose and intention? Because 
ordinary language exhibits the texture of experience, the forms of life 
that make experience intelligible. Get rid of the metaphysical posits 
evoked by concepts such as intentions lurking “behind” rational actions; 
extirpate all references to the “inner life”—your personal intentions 
included—then observe that process verbs crystallize your ideas of mind: 
they express everything purposive and appropriate in muscular activity; 
nothing else need be said or inferred. But does that purge the mystery 
of other people’s aims? A companion orders lunch, leaving me to infer 
her intentions: is she a vegetarian? I have a plausible answer when lunch 
arrives, but how much easier if I had asked her preference. Or am I barred 
from asking, because her mind is a “mysterious realm”? Could she have 
answered? She seems resolute; is she a mystery to herself? 

5. Sensibility

Sensibility is inclination and resonance: wanting fresh air, breathing 
in and out, one feels the surge of it. We acknowledge behavior without 
pretending that interiority is a black box, nothing within it intelligible 
to the inhabiting agent. In music and literature, friendship, pleasure 
and pain, we’re never uncertain that they have multiple effects. Yet 

19  Ibid., p. 31.
20  Ibid., p. 49.
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methodologists—worried about public standards of verification—shun 
the inner space because of its alleged obscurity. Their anxiety seems 
perverse to people immersed in emotional conversations or those 
stymied by a crossword puzzle. 

Consider a subway system where trains shuttle passengers between 
stations linked by tunnels. The human nervous system is an analogue. 
Assembled neurons channel signals that originate as sensory data or 
self-generated impulses. The system’s outputs—speech or motion—
affect other things, but here too some activity is focused by the system’s 
internal sensors, by pleasure or pain. Some subways have stations 
designed by architects or artists, though many riders are content if their 
stations are serviceable but drab. People, too, are careless; sensibility 
is a private domain, however public and accessible its expressions. It 
isn’t cultivated because we are overworked or distracted by popular 
entertainments; or because cultivation is thought to be an indulgence. 
Why consider it vain? Because one’s private life should be simple, 
dedicated to tasks fixed by duties to others; because there is something 
dangerous about people overly devoted to their private lives; or because 
their conceit is offensive. These are a volley of reasons for suppressing 
inclinations that distinguish us. But why inhibit a power that enhances 
our lives as often as pain afflicts them? Why not educate sensibility 
to distinguish and appraise some fraction of the nuances to which it’s 
susceptible? 

America has several excuses for its impatience with sensibility’s 
cultivation. The first is our immigrant history: people unintelligible to 
their neighbors suppress their cultural differences to seem mutually 
innocuous. A second is the frontier: people living there had little 
time for pleasures or skills incidental to labor or defense. Third is 
our aversion to tastes that are aristocratic or effete; we prefer vigor 
and plain speaking. Fourth are distractions—popular music, sport, 
or film—that testify to our democratic tastes. A fifth excuse is more 
recent: technology provides instant access to goods that are otherwise 
inaccessible without talent and resources (a piano): there’s no need 
to learn singing or an instrument if music is available online. These 
reasons steep for generations until one loses sight of the reality they 
obscure. Where skill and sensibility are allied, the lack of one reduces 
acuity in the other. Unexploited talent isn’t used or enjoyed. Where 
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“nothing is better known than the mind itself,” introspection is 
shallow access to a resource we’re slow to cultivate. Yet interiority isn’t 
invisible: emotion and its provocations—people, sports, music, and 
nature—are familiar. Its active powers—resonance and artistry—are 
also well known but often ignored or belittled.

Resonance is always private, though its provocations may be shared. 
Excitement is mutual when spending time with a friend or celebrating 
victory in a stadium crowded with a team’s fans. But difference is 
pervasive and easily confirmed: see people waiting for attention in a 
hospital emergency ward, each face wreathed in a different pain. The 
nursing staff has no issue with the essential privacy of experience and 
no inclination to override it by identifying a common organic cause. 
Yet there is this difference between two kinds of experiential content. 
Some, like pains, are distinctively private; socialized responses may 
converge on an imagined limit, but we can’t learn to feel them the same 
ways. Others are socializable, given exposure and education: immerse 
yourself in a culture and notice that you come to enjoy music, dance, 
food, and sociality as its members do. Participation creates neural and 
experiential changes, until sensibilities converge on similar responses. 
How does one know the experiences are similar? Partly by seeing others 
as they respond—with pleasure or fear—to situations in which one 
participates; partly by talking of the experience, or reading what others 
make of it. Yet finding a vocabulary appropriate to a domain of activity 
or expression (music or dance) exceeds most people, critics included. 
They approve or dispute what they’ve seen or heard, but no one seeing 
only what they write can measure a critic’s responses against the events 
provoking them. 

Aristotle would have understood that a piano isn’t melodic unless 
tuned and voiced. He would have agreed that sensibility is formed by 
the training and practical experience that create internal order. This 
process can’t be perpetually conscious without distracting from current 
tasks: one doesn’t relate appropriately to others by calculating one’s 
every response or pausing to dwell on every feeling. Yet something 
is missing if one acquires mechanical facility but no consequential 
interiority. Pianists are perfected by practice and habit, but synthesizers 
aren’t (yet) great pianists. The day may come when engineers write 
software that seems to express a machine’s interiority, its discerning 
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ear and taste. We who hear them will falsely suppose that their music 
communicates intellect and feeling in sound. But half the ancient dyad 
will remain. Playing for others will join the complementary sensibilities 
of artist and audience; the machine will feel nothing; auditors hearing 
the same music will resonate alone. Credit the engineers for a sensibility 
missing in their machines. 

6. Thought and Perception

Where purpose drives initiatives responding to need, thought and 
perception supply content and direction.

6i. Aims and means: Aims typically express one’s inclinations or 
duties; their means follow suit. But there are alternative aims, and 
reasons for challenging those preferred. Means too are variable, so they 
too are open to dispute. Justification penetrates wherever choice goes. 

6ii. Hypotheses: What’s to be done; how and with whom? Each 
question provokes a hypothesis, a speculation estimating where I am, 
what I need do, and the resources or help required to do it. These are 
the successive moments of orientation in Figure 2: the agent perceives a 
state of affairs and considers how to respond. 

Framing hypotheses is the art of imagining relationships—Earth to 
the Sun—while inferring the empirical differences their reality would 
make. Where many relationships are conceivable, this second condition 
is decisive: we can’t choose among the competitors, affrming the truth 
of one or another, without perceptual or logical evidence of its truth. 
The frustration of no evidence or insuffcient evidence distinguishes 
many scientific hypotheses from those of practical life: expecting this 
key to open that door, we know when it does or does not. 

Where are we; where do we want to go? Plans bridging the distance 
between aims and circumstances have two parts: one maps the relevant 
terrain; the other specifies the sequence of steps to one’s objective. Both 
are hypotheses tested by searching for, then engaging the postulated 
states of affairs. Practices are standardized ways of addressing other 
people or things, but these too are hypotheses and tacit plans. Each is 
compromised when action misfires because altered circumstances have 
made them inappropriate.
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6iii. Interpretation: There are many occasions when information 
about one’s circumstances determines one’s choices: looking for the 
door, one turns when seeing it. Yet states of affairs are not the only 
factors deciding one’s choices: we acquire access to some contexts—
jobs, for example—by acknowledging their rules and accepting their 
roles. Other situations require an interpretation that infuses a context 
or activity with meaning; its “world” is the web of meanings and values 
projected onto material things. Interpretation supersedes hypothesis 
when meaning—significance—is the determinant; buildings are more 
than structures if they’re used as churches or homes. Uniforms or titles 
express one’s status; religious symbols intimate that material things are 
imbued with divinity. 

Hypotheses are true or false; meanings are neither. Affrming a story 
requires one’s commitment to its narrative, not evidence of its truth. For 
“world” is equivocal: it signifies the totality of actual states of affairs, 
and also the domain of one’s interpretation. Stories foster loyalty by 
locating us in relationships whose other participants, whether people 
or powers, give us identity, purpose, and value. This compares to truths 
that make no personal claim: we acknowledge them without feeling 
their significance. Hence the persuasions that truth is bloodless, and that 
loyalty is superior to truth because passion is better than indifference.

6iv. Imagination: Artistry provokes intellectual and emotional 
resonance by way of things artists make, a power founded in imagination 
and an array of mechanical skills. The perceiver’s task is relatively 
simple: construe a work perceptually, intellectually, or emotionally; 
discern its form, see its coherence; enjoy its notes, or words, or shape. 
Compare the working artist: he or she is focused and intense, but not 
always happy. Having an idea and a passion for expressing it, artists are 
oddly displaced. Other tasks are forgiving: strike out this time, do better 
the next time at bat. That flexibility is missing when a directing idea is 
sensitive to every note or brush stroke. 

The agent who paints or writes makes him- or herself the vehicle for 
choices that seem to come from another place. Descartes’ remark—that 
nothing is better known to the mind than the mind itself21—is flawed. 
The painter-writer seems directed by an automatic pilot; the inventive 

21  Descartes, Meditations, p. 70.
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part directs action while out of sight; the conscious part follows 
along. Remember Plato’s account of poets in the Apology: interpreters 
understood their poems better than their authors.22 That rings true when 
one considers artists who make no dramatic show of their work: having 
an idea, deploying it in a favored medium, he or she works steadily 
without discerning the source of evolving ideas. Why this division? 
One speculates that associations are provoked and organized by generic 
heuristics as they apply to specific ideas in a process too ample and 
quick for the detail, scale, and speed of awareness. Work slows or stops 
if one tries to inspect it.

Do artists enjoy their work as much as people viewing or hearing it? 
Perceivers often have catholic tastes; they enjoy things of several kinds, 
usually work done by others. Artists are perfectionists when regarding 
their own efforts, but passive or grumpy when viewing that of others; 
many can’t perceive or consider another’s work without revising it in 
ways appropriate to themselves. How could we bridge the gap between 
the passive recipient and active artist? People buy fast cars despite 
speed limits: sitting in traffc jams is pleasure enough if the motor purrs 
and one sees burls in the walnut dashboard. But this is attenuated 
satisfaction: someone else makes the car; we distinguish ourselves by 
buying it. Autonomy looks the other way: it wants authenticity while 
uncertain about the means for achieving it. 

Sensibility resembles a nerve: the excitation impelled by both 
postures—artist or perceiver—provokes a desire for more arousal. Both 
intensify the feeling that sensibility is the sustaining causes of one’s 
vitality. But these are different powers. People watch its tournaments 
but never play tennis; cultivating taste creates connoisseurs and critics 
without creating artists. Why have both? Isn’t singularity a perpetual 
warning against the unintelligibility of doing things on one’s own; don’t 
stand apart because most social benefits require that one collaborate 
with others? Or is art’s authenticity an aberration we stifle, but share? 
Why not let everyone learn skills for transforming materials in ways 
directed by imagination while controlled by skill. It doesn’t matter 
how dramatic the product or how successful the art; the activity itself 
is critical because nothing less enhances the sense of autonomy when 
something made or done satisfies one’s judgment that it’s well done. 

22  Plato, Apology, 22c, p. 8.
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This demand is a challenge when mastery seems unnecessary to those 
awash in things made ready-to-please: buy what you can’t do or make. 
Yet passivity is costly if we lose self-esteem because of it. Bake or knit, 
fix cars or teeth: the endeavor is less important than the activity because 
agency wants the satisfaction of self-expression. It has many possible 
outlets; let talent and opportunity determine which they shall be.

This dilemma is a tension in our lives as agents: learn the conventional 
techniques or go your own way. Nearly everyone enjoys the advantages 
of socialization; a few have uncompromised lives as artists. Many 
others find spaces and tasks in which to express themselves, but most 
workers are over-worked, under-paid, and too little educated to liberate 
themselves. What could we do to relieve their frustration? Acknowledge 
it: identify some of their talents as children, then maximize opportunities 
for their training and expression. This week’s graduation ceremony at 
New York’s School of American Ballet included a program of dances 
featuring the graduates. The program described several prize winners 
and their exceptional trajectories: from early childhood to SAB. One 
can’t imagine a society that does as much for all its children. Lives are 
a mystery to the living, because there are so few spaces for education 
and self-discovery. One’s service to craft is impelling because of what 
it creates and the people affected. But there is a correlative demand on 
those of us who will always be anonymous: make sense of yourself; 
educate a talent, then feel your strength when it’s released.

6v. Transcendence: Thought exceeds itself when directing our 
engagements with other people or things in ways that acknowledge 
their distinctive properties or interests. Doing this many times a day, 
we transcend ourselves by accommodating them. But transcendence is 
used more often as an aesthetic, moral, or religious command: discover 
the sublime in music or art; become the moral exemplar who serves 
the poor or a community of fellow believers; exceed your finitude by 
addressing your god. This is transcendence as our final cause. Being-
in-the-truth, we achieve perfection when thought or sensibility fulfills 
itself in one or another of these significance-bestowing modes. But 
this account is hyperbolic; a fact perceived when stretching it doesn’t 
cover the majority of human careers: butcher, accountant, or salesman. 
Rejecting truth’s elision with meaning leaves the imperative’s other 
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expressions intact: cultivate thought and sensibility without mistaking 
metaphor for reality.

6vi. Disputed priorities: Mill’s On Liberty cites three regions of 
liberty: consciousness and conscience; tastes and pursuits; and the 
freedom to unite for any purpose not involving harm to others.23 Mill 
supposed that inclinations should be ascetic: tastes would incline to 
those discerned by intellect. But thought loses this authority in the 
consumer culture where advertising and other people tell us what to 
want. Sensibility, as Mill construed it, would be shaped by possibilities 
intellect discovers and refines; yet thought as we understand it is 
instrumental to the satisfaction of tastes acquired without thought: 
the punishing job required to pay for an elegant car. Agency is always 
qualified by socialization, but autonomy is reduced if thought can’t 
discipline its inclinations.

7. Competence and Skill

Agency is more than motion. Activities are diversified by one’s aims, 
materials, and techniques. Every skill (reading or rowing) is conditioned 
by the dispositions acquired when training shapes capacity. 

Reductionists suppose that dispositions (capacities, skills) raise no 
ontological questions—they needn’t be construed as the properties of 
agents—because all they imply is expressed by counterfactuals affrming 
what an agent would do in circumstances of a kind: wheels would 
turn, the car would move if ignition was sparked, the brake released, 
and the accelerator pressed. But isn’t the disposition founded in the 
proper relations of the car’s parts? Isn’t the truth of the counterfactual 
conditional on this matter of fact; and isn’t it true that the dispositions 
of human agents depend equally on the preparation and functional 
interdependence of bodily parts? Learners of every sort—athletes, 
musicians, and paratroopers—practice to embody skills appropriate to 
their tasks. Or should we suppose that the student who labors for days 
and years to master a skill comes to embody nothing at all, though it’s 
truly said that he or she is now capable of doing what he or she couldn’t 
previously do?

23  John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1978), pp. 11–12. 
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Agency presupposes this degree of ontological realism: no amount 
of linguistic legerdemain relieves the agent of having to embody the 
capacities or skills qualifying him or her for the task at issue. But this 
isn’t mysterious. Knives cut because of their fine blades, not because a 
true counterfactual rightly cites what they can do while ignoring their 
material conditions.24

8. Effort

Many actions seem effortless because they’re facilitated by habits 
or circumstances, though agency is experienced as bodily effort 
when activity and responsibility induce strains that are muscular, 
moral, or mental. Effort is ignored at moments of conceptual clarity, 
aesthetic delight, or facile speech, but not when working long hours, 
or concentrating on matters that resist us. Fatigue is reduced by habit, 
planning, or luck; it isn’t eliminated because agency is the activity of 
bodies depleted by the work they do. 

9. Partners

A few elementary things are done alone, though most activities we 
value and many we take for granted require collaborators: citizens, 
friends, spouse, or teammates. Finding partners is easier when an aim 
is shared. But there is also another condition: we need partners whose 
skills are appropriate to an aim. There is no team without players adept 
at its positions; no full orchestra without horns and winds.

People who satisfy these conditions may fail as partners because 
they have interest and skill while unable to subordinate personal desires 
to the reciprocity required by the demands of partnership. A city bus 
driver needs to accommodate his passengers when they want to exit: a 
driver who repeatedly ignores their signals would do better driving a 
truck. This is socialization, as it qualifies autonomy, a topic reserved to 
Chapter Three.

24  David Weissman, “Dispositions as Geometrical-Structural Properties,” Review of 
Metaphysics 32:2 (1978), 275–97.
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10. Efficacy

There is prudence in the expectation that we shall be tomorrow 
as we are today: organized life breaks down if people can’t reliably 
anticipate what their roles require. Ethical practice is taught with all the 
seriousness of professional discipline: do what we expect, do what you 
say you’ll do. Competence is aspiration and skill, the enabling condition 
for effcacy and duty. It tolerates changes of pace, direction, and means, 
but resists turmoil when circumstances change abruptly. 

Effcacy has several measures: is an aim achieved with resources 
used effciently, in reasonable time, at little or low cost to partners 
or others? How well has the agent performed: were his or her skills 
fully exploited? Is clumsiness explained by the lack of rehearsal or 
planning, by lapses of attention, or for want of coordination among 
the partners? Wanting stability because having it is often a mark of 
safety and because it makes planning easier, we acquire habits that 
adapt us to our circumstances. This is our version of the least energy 
principle: deliberation is unnecessary if we’re habituated to situations 
where nothing has changed. But needs, resources, and aims vary from 
person to person, and within the histories of individuals. There are, 
therefore, these contending impulses: a viable accommodation is our 
steady purpose, but aims or means are revised because of indecision 
or if we’re thwarted by circumstances. We experiment when flexibility 
seems cheaper than the wholesale revamping of established objectives; 
only the failure of every variation convinces us that an aim is too costly 
or unachievable. 

Agents are i. controlled; ii. they are causes affecting other things, 
and, by way of feedback loops, themselves. 

10i. Control: Human agency for Aristotle, Peirce, and Dewey is the 
activity of people having a degree of control over their actions and 
effects in the public world. A rolling stone affects things in its path, 
while having no control of itself. A gymnast does both: he maintains 
his balance by controlling the rings from which he hangs. Social control 
is often construed as the expression of an authority’s power over 
its people; but it is also, more hopefully, the collaborative power of a 
society’s members as they organize to achieve its aims. 
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Personal control looks backward and forward: the past is a reservoir 
of education and acquired ability. Practice enables a skill’s refinement: 
throwing a ball is clumsy until it’s done several times. But self-control 
is more than muscle control: we have aims, partners, scruples, and 
resources. These are variables one manages within a social space 
articulated by layered permissions and constraints; free speech, but no 
slander. Social control is often disguised: one has access to only those 
goods and services that are profitably sold. Control is significant if it 
enables or proscribes ideas, vocations, or partnerships one favors. 
Hence this simpler calculation: where is the locus of initiative? Does 
every agent have the means and authority to make choices appropriate 
to his or her aims, age (five, fifteen, or fifty), and circumstances? Why so 
young? Because autonomy is learned, and because practice begins early.

10ii. Cause: Agents are causes.

10iia. Four causes: Aristotle recognized four causes: material, effcient, 
formal, and final:25 matter is the stuff altered in ways foreshadowed 
by the plan directed by an aim. He supposed that material cause is 
passive to qualification, though each of the causes is active when joined 
in agents who engage other people and things: cooks are the material 
agents who use recipes when baking cakes. Each of agency’s active 
modes—thinking, doing, or making—implicates all the causes, though 
examples emphasize one or more: drawing is different from thinking; 
designing requires both. 

Aristotle’s emphasis on temperance implies two causes—positive and 
negative feedback—that aren’t separately acknowledged, though agency 
is ineffective without them. Positive feedback is inciting: friends seek 
one another’s company because each provokes the others in mutually 
pleasing ways; a runaway stock market cools when negative feedback 
makes buyers prudent. Oversight may go either way: persuaded that 
projects are more expensive than they’re worth, we inhibit actions 
they require; delighted by an intensifying friendship, we pursue it. 
Both versions embody the other four causes: information is the formal 
cause that provokes or inhibits actions that achieve or avert wanted or 
unwanted effects. 

25  Aristotle, Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: Random House, 
1941), 1013a24–1013b3, pp. 752–53. 
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10iib. Nodal causation: Agency is badly served when colliding billiard 
balls—impact and scatter—are the standard points of reference for 
understanding causal relations. Motion’s mechanics are the same but 
perspective is different when causation is regarded as nodal: agents 
preside over the domains of their effects. Trees are nodal: from foliage 
to roots, each nurtures and defends things living or inert within the 
body of the tree or the shade it casts. An ensemble of trees—a wood or 
forest—is an ecosystem in which each tree affects others while sovereign 
in its space. Human societies are more like forests than we imply when 
reducing their members to single agents or homogenized classes: 
workers or management, buyers or sellers. 

There is also this emergent effect when a node affects other 
things within the range of its influence: the circle of things affected is 
transformed into the moral space for which the node is responsible. 
Most such effects are ignored because they’re trivial and unintended, 
but some relationships—those binding doctors to their patients or 
teachers to their students—are consequential. A classroom is one moral 
space; Greek dramatists understood that a play’s audience is another. 
Each participant thinks and feels in ways that qualify as moral because 
the activity instructs thought and sentiments while integrating the 
participants. But a mob, too, is a moral space. Some have a leader who 
presides over individuals regulated by the messages and feelings he 
passes among them. 

10iic. Self-regulation: Agents regulate themselves out of regard for 
their effects. Responsibility points two ways when agency is the point of 
reference: to one’s actions, and to one’s moral posture. Most actions in 
everyday life—opening and closing doors—leave us morally unaffected; 
but ignore all that is morally inconsequential to consider the posture of 
agents whose choices and actions are sensitive to their effects. Children 
are taught to consider their impact on other people and things; they 
learn as early as four or five that unforced actions redound to an agent’s 
moral identity. We suspect moral preening in people who are perpetually 
mindful of moral lapses in others or themselves, but this is one of the 
benefits of character: habits control actions that reliably express an agent’s 
values. Tradition, vocation, desire, and social context determine the 
network and intensity of one’s duties. Individuals choose relationships 
and opportunities suitable to the depth of their tolerance for duty.
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Yet we’re liable for effects that aren’t seen because urgency or 
excitement deters us from looking, or because they’re unforeseeable. 
There are defenses: we maximize effects appropriate to a current 
aim while minimizing those considered harmful. We’re conservative 
because that makes us mutually predictable and productive, and 
because familiarity with one another and our tasks facilitates control 
of the near future. We look for collaborators who share our values and 
aims, because effects are less secure if partners have values or priorities 
different from one’s own. 

11. Oversight

Imagine a dancer as she sees her posture in the mirror behind the 
barre: observing a drooping hand or elbow, she corrects it. Most of us 
don’t have immediate feedback; we depend for information on observers 
or the people or things we affect. Information is often fragmentary; we’re 
rushed, and don’t consider it. Yet agency is less clumsy, more precisely 
calibrated to intentions if we regulate ourselves while overseeing what 
we do. 

The criteria used to appraise one’s effects vary with the practice and 
domain at issue: bakers aren’t assessed in the same terms as dentists. 
Are there moral or aesthetic criteria that apply across domains? This 
is one of the harder questions, because of cultural and social diversity: 
we don’t agree about the standards appropriate to elementary tasks 
and relationships, let alone those more complex or consequential: never 
murder, except in war. Aesthetic tastes vary radically but aesthetic 
criteria—harmony, rhythm, coherence, and surprise—are more easily 
universalized because discerned in work that is otherwise strange: in 
the calligraphy, for example, of languages we don’t read.

Agents are self-appraising because self-correction and -control are 
conditions for successfully completing many tasks, and because one 
appraises work completed: is it good, or good enough? Many things 
are done thoughtlessly; they’re effective, and don’t need scrutiny. But 
sometimes, we take stock: was I effective; what part of the task would 
have been better accomplished had I been more skilled, or if I had 
understood it better? What were my effects on partners or bystanders? 
The Cartesian perspective is ineliminable, however severe the pressure 
for social conformity: what did I do; how well did I do it? 
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No one is fastidious in everything done, though some actions express 
one’s sense of mastery; doing them poorly reduces self-esteem. But 
there is no accord about the tasks or values appropriate to this sense of 
pride. One may idealize truth, reliability, cooperation, and care, but not 
everyone does. Why are we casual about qualities sometimes regarded 
as essential to moral and communal health? Because we’re skeptical 
about these ideals: societies survive when some members are careless 
about every such virtue. No matter that the machine isn’t performing as 
it could, or that using it this way is destructive: a bicycle with a flat tire 
is still a bicycle; one can ride on the rim. 

Why hold oneself to a different standard if life is satisfactory without 
it? There is no higher reason, merely a regret similar to one’s feelings for 
flowers that bud but don’t bloom. Is there, nevertheless, an obligation 
to fulfill oneself, a duty that no one can enforce if a person doesn’t care 
to make himself responsible for the self-discipline appropriate to his 
talents, duties, and circumstances? This is the urging to which people 
often submit. Accepting the discipline of others may seem cowardly or 
feeble until one considers what such people do: they’re learners of all 
sorts; dancers, pianists, writers, cooks, or parents. There are vocations 
here for everyone. Each can find a niche in which to drive him- or 
herself to a vertiginous standard. What of the many people whose self-
persuasion doesn’t require this exertion? There is often nothing to do; let 
them be, except as they suppress motivation in others. 

There are also two uncertainties, each generated by socialization. 
i. Are the standards of self-appraisal distinctively my own, or does 
oversight express the interests or attitudes of groups in which I 
participate? Do I appraise myself in their terms, or my own? Agency 
is under tension from these two poles: one an agent’s perception of 
the least conditions for success; the other, the group’s tolerance for a 
norm that may have an orientation or standard different from its own. 
People dissatisfied with public standards or those of a team or business 
make themselves unpopular until their work establishes norms that 
others espouse. Aristotle was reassuring: aim for the mean. Nietzsche 
condemned his tolerance; “herd morality” was his diagnosis. ii. Whose 
agent am I? What remains of individual purpose when collaboration 
limits idiosyncrasy and imagination? That is the effect when a team 
member is obliged to choose the standards with which he’s appraised: 
should he be judged in their terms or his own? 
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Effcacy intimates success: work was done; an aim was achieved. 
But agency without achievement is confounding. Oversight exposes 
numerous reasons for failure: obstacles multiplied; costs mounted; the 
objective was vague; the plan was fragmentary; partners were unreliable; 
resources were inadequate; the agent lacked persistence or skill. Each of 
these faults may be chronic; four are noteworthy:

11i. Unrealistic aims: Pole-vaulting thirty feet is plausible on the 
Moon, but not on Earth. Some obstacles are reduced with practice and 
circumstances, but others can’t be breached because of natural limits or 
missing resources. How do we know that objectives exceed us, given 
the example of Plato or Roger Bannister? Do we challenge ourselves 
until defeated, or rethink our aims? Ego ideals are often fragile because 
excessive; charity amidst frustration is a generous instinct. 

11ii. Contrary aims or values: Wanting marriage while refusing every 
offer is puzzling: is every suitor wanting, or are you confused? Contrary 
desires are self-subverting; anyone stymied by them does better to 
suspend hope or activity while considering his or her attitudes.

11iii. Short- versus long-term aims: We often judge effcacy by 
considering short-term effects, though many things—children, 
marriages, careers—are better appraised recurrently. This is more 
complicated than the wisdom of Aristotle’s remark that late success 
feels better than slow decline or a flameout after early achievements. For 
some aims or actions—tonight’s movie or dinner at a new restaurant—
are judged for their immediate effects. Education or a career are better 
appraised with hindsight.

11iv. Change: Every aim and plan is vulnerable to the evolution 
of one’s circumstances. Partners, resources, context, one’s skills and 
stability: each is a contingency beyond an agent’s control. That most are 
stable much of the time explains our success. But how do we protect 
ourselves from the risk that every situation or resource may change 
without warning? Repetition makes us careless; we ignore the question 
because we’re lulled into neglect, or because we believe that persistence 
overcomes most obstacles. There is also prudence: we insure ourselves 
with fail-safe plans or facilities: alternate roads, other people to call, fire 
departments, or hospitals. 
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12. Frustration 

Much that we do is life-enhancing; though we’re diminished by 
bad choices, crude plans, inadequate resources, poor collaboration, 
or circumstances that oppose us. Or we fail because agents beset by 
conflicted aims, feelings, or values can’t organize themselves for their 
tasks. Consider just the last of these flaws. Aristotle’s term for it was 
akrasia.26 We translate his Greek as weakness of the will, though this 
condition occurs when resolve is sabotaged by a conflict of attitudes. 
One side is powered by values or interests expressed by rational ideas 
or aims; the other favors values or interests driven by one’s passions. 
Unable to resolve the conflict, action is paralyzed, or the issue is decided, 
at cost to one side or the other, when agents act impulsively.

Why can’t we avert intrapsychic conflicts? Because interests are 
opposed or because we believe them opposed. We’re sometimes 
paralyzed by offsetting anxieties: I should see a doctor but dislike blood 
tests. Action stops until fear of a cascading aliment exceeds fear of the 
test. We acknowledge half of Hume’s dictum: reason is often slave to the 
passions. This is agency hobbled by the complexity of our nature: we 
deliberate, choose, and plan; but agency stumbles when we’re overcome 
by anguish or regret.

13. Will

Purpose without will is intention without the power to do things 
intended. But we’re not always sabotaged by ambivalence. Isn’t that 
suffcient evidence of will? It isn’t because of an unresolved debate. 
Is will a power that initiates action or redirects the course of actions 
afoot? Or is there an inertial force—a causal tide—that moves blindly 
through us from the beginning of time? Because, if so, autonomy, free 
choice, and responsibility are deceptions: all we do was determined by 
causes initiated in the remote past. This is the belief that we, like other 
creatures, are hard-wired; we respond to stimuli, but our actions are 
determined by the lineage of causes acting on and within us: we don’t 
choose. Chapter Two affrms an alternative: it considers reasons for 
saying that we have free will. The causal tide is diverted, if only a little, 
by our choices and actions.

26  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1147a10–1152a35, pp. 1041–52.


