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almost certainly did not, as the courts noted, wh'ich is why the LawBLords’
principle did not lead to their acquittal) their belief was reasonable.

13 Idiscussed some of these issues in *A Probabilistic Approach to Moral Rcsponmbﬂﬂy
in Ruth Barcan Marcus et al (eds), Proceedings of the Seventh Inrernatwngl C{fbngaess
of Logic, Methodology, and Philosophy of Science (1986) 351~§6. I arm mcl:le te ;ﬁ
the many discussions the eatlier paper prompted, and must mention discussions wi
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3 Irresistible Impulse

MICHAEL SMITH

According to the McNaghten Rules of 1843, those charged with a criminal
offence may be found not guilty by reason of insanity if they are so
affected by a mental disease or defect that, at the time of the offence, they
are either unable to understand the criminality of their act or are unable to
conform their behaviour to the law. The precise interpretation of the rules
1s, however, a matter of some legitimate dispute.

"In Australian criminal law the McNaghten Rules have been given a
fairly wide interpretation. In R v Porter Justice Dixon said:

If through the disordered condition of his mind [the accus::d] could not reason
about the matter with a moderate degree of sense and composure it may be
said that he could not know that what he was doing was wrong.!

Thus, in Dixon’s view, people suffering from delusions, from
brainwashing, and even those suffering from emotions and anxiety, should
be excused to the extent that their delusory or brainwashed or
discombobulated beliefs played a causal role in their conduct.

However some have argued that even Dixon’s wide interpretation of
the McNaghten Rules is unnecessarily narrow.? Dixon’s gloss focuses
exclusively on cognitive impairments, but there would seem to be non-
cognitive impairments that impact on conduct as well, For example, those
who suffer from an irresistible impulse, lacking all self-control, may know
perfectly well that what they do is wrong. But if they are literally unable to
translate their beliefs into action then, the suggestion goes, their conduct
should be excused too. It should be excused because they are just as
incapable of conforming their behaviour to the law as those whose
reasoning capacities are impaired. Moreover, if there are people who,
while not lacking the capacity for self-control entirely, have a capacity that

1 R v Porter (1933) 55 CLR 182, 189-19C. Dixon I's judgment is quoted in Herbert
Fingarette, The Meaning of Criminal Isanity (1972) 204 fn 17.
2 C L Ten, Crime, Guilt and Punishment (1987) 125.
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is none the less diminished or liglited in some way, then their liability tgo
espondingly limited. ‘ .

Shou'lI‘cL:feCOigr ng deniigg that this even wider mterpretatl?n ot{] :hi
McNaghten Rules accords with commonsense. But _the m;:re 'afésisgme
accords with commonsense is no guarantee 1that th‘e idea o an_ltr eSS
impulse, and the correlative idea of an agent’s lacking all Caplf)l(:l yened "
control, or having a diminished capacity for. self-control, can be §pt dou
in a coherent and plausible way. My aim in the pljegent c\;sa}'lnls 0 o
attention on whether or not this can be done. To zmtlcipateci vlvll t?}regumake
though these ideas make good sense, once we understand w i,; eyonl °
good sense we also see some reason (0 SUPpOSE that they hav y

limited application as excuses.

The Standard Humean Account of Action

In general terms our topic is to be the sense in which we have contrc;};;vz;
our actions. A natural starting point is therefore our or_dmary concepti
ction. ‘

hum%nyanearly all accounts, an agen?’s actions are those-of Iger Eocc.‘nlﬁy
movements that spring in an appropriate way fror'n,her will. Non-bo thi
movements, and bodily movements that are caunsed in some other ‘;a}{)“;i b
movement of a leaf on a tree that is blown by 'the wind, say, or the (t). }Sf
movement of someone who gets tossed abput in the sgrf——gre not action
at all. The crucial question that thus arises is whe}t preclse,ly it means to S?;
that a bodily movement ‘springs in an applropnate way’ from an ageﬁon
‘will'. The distinctive feature of phﬂostoph;cal accounts of human ac

jes i nswer they give to this question. - ‘

tes Igzggr?ﬁng to th);:gstandard Humf.:a.n acgount of human |£::'Lctl'on, focri
example, an agent’s will is to be idenpﬁed w1f;h her system of esc‘lzres :Ir]ls_
means-end beliefs. The relation in whlqh certain of her desires an IEB o
end beliefs must stand to her bodily movements, f01f thosg odily
movements to count as actions of hers, is the causal relatlpn. Thus, Vt;rt);
roughly speaking, an agent’s actions are those of her bod‘l‘jly1 _n;o;leartn?hat
that are caused by her desire for some outcome anc_l her belie fhat tha
outcome can be produced by her moving her body in the way she :

- —

3 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Narure (1888, See, eg, Book I, pt 111, sec IIL
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These are the bodily movements over which the agent is supposed to have
control.* ) :

Unfortunately, however, this rough characterisation is still a little too
rough. For suppose that a budding actor desires to sound embarrassed and
believes that she can sound embarrassed by saying ‘Ugh!’, but that this
desire and belief cause her to say ‘Ugh!” by causing her actually to become
embarrassed. She makes an ‘Ugh!” sound not as a pretence of
embarrassment, but rather as an expression of embarrassment,
embarrassment she feels at the prospect of acting on this particular desire
and means-end belief. Then it seems that she doesn’t have control over
what she does despite the fact that her saying ‘Ugh!” is caused by a
relevant desire and means-end belief.

More precisely, then, the standard Humean account of action tells us
that an agent’s actions are those of her bodily movements that are caused
in the right kind of way by her desires and means-end beliefs, where
causation in the right kind of way is a matter of the agent’s behaviours
being not just caused by certain of her desires and beliefs, but also being
differentially explainable by them, where differential explanation is a
matter of the counterfactual sensitivity of her bodily movements to a whole
host of the ever so slightly different desires and ever so slightly different
means-end beliefs that she might have had instead. The agent’s bodily
movement is counterfactually sensitive to these slight differences because
what would have happened, contrary to fact, would have been differens if,
contrary to fact, the agent had had ever so slightly different desires and
means-end beliefs.’

In the case under discussion, for example, the agent’s saying ‘Ugh!’
counts as an action only if it is not just caused by her desire to sound
embarrassed and her belief that she can sound embarrassed by saying
‘Ugh!’, but it is also the case that, if she had believed that in order to sound
embarrassed she would have to say ‘Ooooh!’, then she would have said
‘Qoooh!’; and if she had believed that in order to sound embarrassed she
would have to say ‘Eeeech!’, then she would have said ‘Beeeh!’; and if she
had desired to sound tired as well as embarrassed, and believed that the
way to do that was to say “Ugh!” through a.yawn, then she would have said
‘Ugh!” through a yawn; and so on and s¢ forth. The reason the budding
actor’s saying ‘Ugh!’ as an expression of actual embarrassment doesn’t
count as an action, and hence isn’t something over which she has control,

4 Denald Davidson, ‘Actions, Reasons and Causes’, reprinted in his Essays on Actions
and Events {1980) 3-19, is the classic contemporary source of the standard account.
5 Christopher Peacocke, Holigtic Explanation (1979).
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is thus that her saying ‘Ugh!’ is not differentially explainable by her
system of desires and beliefs. Even if she had believed that in order to
sound embarrassed she would have to say ‘Oocooh!’, she would still just
. have said ‘Ugh!’; and even if she had desired to sound tired as well as
embarrassed, and belicved that the way to do that was (o say “Ugh?’
through a yawn, she would still just have said “Ugh!’; and so on.

More generally, this more precise version of the standard account
suggests that the following is a sufficient condition for an agent’s having
control over what she does: the agent’s-body moves in a certain way; that
bodily movement is caused by a relevant desire and means-end belief the
agent possesses; and the agent’s bodily movement is also differentially
explainable by her desires and means-end beliefs. With this conception of
human action and control in the background, let’s now ask what it might
mean to say that an agent acts on an irresistible impulse, or that she acts

but lacks all self-control.

What is an Irresistible Impulse?

A first conjecture would be that an irresistible impulse is an impulse that
functions much like embarrassment functions in the situation just
described. The reasoning might go like this.

Embarrassment in that case both caused the agent to say ‘Ugh!” and
would have caused the agent to say ‘Ugh!” no matter what small
differences we imagine in the desires and beliefs she possesses. In this
sense, the impulse does seem both to be irresistible and to cause her to
behave in a way that she cannot control. So, by analogy, an impulse that is
irresistible must be one which both causes an agent to move her body in a
certain way and which would have caused her to move her body in that
way no matter what small differences we imagine in the desires she has
and the means-end beliefs she has.

The problem with this first conjecture is, however, perhaps already
clear. But in order to make the problem with it vivid, let’s consider an
agent who, depending on how we embellish his story, does plausibly act on
an irresistible impulse. Suppose that Bob is a habitual drug user. He desires
very strongly to take some heroin in the next short while and believes that,
in order to do so, he will have to get some money. He considers the various
ways in which he could get the money he needs in the time he has available
and concludes that the most efficient method is to break into a certain

house and steal it, As a result, let’s suppose he breaks into the house and

gets the needed money.
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Now consider the conjecture. Is it at all plausibl

Bob’s desire to take heroin both causes him to £ove hisebg)d;ggp: f:eer?z:iai
way—that is, in the break-into-the-house-and-steal-a-particular-amount-of-
money way—and would have caused him to move his body in that way no
matter what small differences we> imagine in his wants and means?fend
beliefs? It most certainly is not plausible to suppose this. For Bob’s bodil
movemqnt is, after all, an action, from which it follows straight away that 1);
is a bo@ﬂy movement which 1s not just caused by his desire for heroin and
his belief that the way to get the money he needs is to break into a house
and stee}l it, but is also differentially explainable by his desires and means-
end beliefs. In other words, if Bob had thought that the most efficient wa
to get the money required for heroin was to break into the house a fez
minutes later than he had originally planned, then he would have broken
into the house a few minutes later than he had originally planned; if he had
dhe,su;d to take a slightly higher dose of heroin, then he would hzlve stolen
; nz sS égggﬁarger amount of money required for the larger dose; and so on

~'The upshot is thus that the mere fact that Bob acts at all on his desire
to take heroin in the next short while and his belief about how that is to be
accomplished suffices to falsify the first conjecture. The mére fact that an
agent acts at all would seem to guarantee that he exerts a good deal of
contl_:ql over his bodily movement, precisely by ensuring the counterfactual
sensitivity of what he does to small changes in his desires and means-end
beliefs. Whatever an irresistible impulse is, then, it is pothing mmuch like
uncontrollable embarrassment, '
' A .secor.}d conjecture therefore suggests itself, and this is that an
1rr551§t1ble impulse is a desire which both causes and differentially
F:xplam.s an agent’s action, but which, in addition, is so strong that it is
lmPOSSIbIe for the agent who possesses it to have had an even stronger
des1re.which would have outweighed it. In the case of Bob, the idea is thgus
Fhat his desire for heroin is irresistible if it is so strong £hat it would be
impossible for him to have an even stronger desire to dp something cl
instead. ' ’ § o

lBut ?his‘ conjecture is hard to take seriously. For no matter how stron
we Imagine Bob’s desire for heroin to be, it seems that we can alway%
imagine a_desire that is a little stronger. Indeed, it seems that we can often
imagine circumstances in which an agent who plausibly has an irresistible
1mpuls_,e has actual desires which, in the right circumstances, would
outweigh his impulse. Suppose, for example, that at the momen£ that he
was ab(?ut.to break into the house Bob had seen a swarm of bees flying
around inside. Is it supposed to follow from the fact that Bob’s desire for
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heroin is irresistible that he would have gone ahead and broken into the
house anyway? That seems manifestly implausible. But if this is right then
not only is it possible for Bob to have a stronger desire than his desire to
take heroin, he in fact has such a desire, whether or not his desire is
irresistible: the desire not to be repeatedly stung by a swarm of bees.

This brings me to a third and final conjecture, which is that in order to
make sense of the idea of an irresistible impulse we will. have to go beyond
the standard Humean account of action within which we have so far been
trying to make sense of the idea. In particular, we will need to recognise
the fact that the desires that agents have ate themselves often arrived at on
the basis of deliberation, that is, on the basis of reflection about what it
would be good to do, or what they should do, or what it would be

rationally justifiable for them to do. Here, accordingly, we find a further -

sense in which an agent can exercise control over what she does. To be in
control, in this further sense, it suffices that an agent’s desires are suitably
explainable by her deliberations, that is, by her beliefs about what it would
be good to do, or what she should do, or what it would be rationally
justifiable for her to do. An irresistible impulse would then be a desire that,
in a yet to be specified way, cludes control by these beliefs in the
circumstances in which she acts. The further detail that we need to add to
Bob’s story, in order to establish whether his desire for heroin is or is not
irresistible, is thus whether his desire is suitably controlled by his

deliberative beliefs.

Going Beyond the Standard Humean Account.of Action

At this point, however, we run into a familiar difficuity. For a defining
feature of the standard Humean account of action is that beliefs are
incapable of playing the kind of explanatory role we have just envisaged
for them.

This is not to say that beliefs are inert, on the Humean account. Rather
it is to say that, on that account, much as with desires, beliefs are incapable
of explaining actions all by themselves. An agent who merely had beliefs
is, according to the Humean account, incapable of acting because the mere
fact that she believes that the world is a certain way doesn’t tell us whether
or not she is disposed to make it that way, or some other way. Equally, an
agent who merely had desires would be incapable of acting because the
mere fact that she is disposed to make the world a certain way doesn’t tell
us how she thinks the world needs to be changed, or even if it needs to be
changed at all, in order to make it that way. To be capable of acting at all,
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then, the stan.dard Humean account of action insists that an agent must
have both desires and beliefs. But in that case an agent’s beliefs about what
it }Nould be good to do, or what she should do, or what it would b
rationally justifiable for her to do, must be incapable of playin thz
explanatory role suggested. For, the suggestion goes, such belielgs \iould
Bz:te.todbe. capable of both causing and rationalising an agent’s having
ce bazﬁefis;;ez ;ather than others all by themselves, and this is something
Tq respor}d to this familiar difficulty it seems to me that we must do
two things. FllrSt, we must say what"exactly it is that an agent belicves
when she believes that she should or shouldn’t behave in a certain wa
and then, second, we must explain how beliefs with that sort of content agé
abk? to play the role we have imagined for them in explaining an agent’
desires. What is it about the content of such beliefs that enables thim tS
play .that explanatory role? Once we have answered both these question(;
Fhen it seems to me that we will be in a position to explain the further sense
n which an agent can have control over what she does, and this, in ¢
will enable us to define the idea of an irresistible impulse’ o
_ Let me therefore begin with the first question. Whatvis it that an agent
beheves when she reflects on her options and comes to the conclusion%hat
it woulFi be good to act in a certain way, or that she should act in that
or that it would be rationally justifiable for her to act in that way? nd
I. want (0 approach this question somewhat obliquel); by first
f:lesa_:rﬂ?mg Bob’s case in a little more detail. Assume that Bob thS t
intrinsic desires: a stronger desire that his children fare well and a w'eal‘::;
des_1re to experience pleasure. Given that he also has various means-end
behefs it follows that, if he were fully instrumentally rational—that is to.
5ay, if h.e were a creature with the ability to perfectly satisfy his intrinsic
de31.res. in th? light of his means-end beliefs—then he would have extra
extrinsic desires as well. That is to say he would have extra desires for
th}ngs that he doesn’t desire intrinsically, but merely as a means (o th
things that ‘he. does desire intrinsically. So let’s assume further thaf
because he intrinsically desires pleasure and believes that taking heroin i.;
plea'sur'able, Bob would, if he were fully instrumentally rational
gxtr_ms_lcally desire to take heroin, and let’s also assume that, because h,
ll‘ltl‘ll.lSlCB..lly desires that his children fare well and believes, that takine
hm_‘om will prevent them from doing so (perhaps because he believes thagt
(_:lomg so will cause him to neglect them), he would also if he were full
mstrun_lentall'y rational, extrinsically desire not to take her;)in ’
' With this background in mind, let’s now ask what cc;nclusion Bob
might come to if he were to reflect on his options and ask himself what it
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would be good to do, or what he should do, or what it would be rationally
A natural interpretation of this question NOW

justifiable for him to do.
suggests itself, an interpretation according to which we imagine Bob

asking himself what he would most want himself to do, in his present
circumstances, if he were Sully instrumentally rational. Moreover, when we
interpret the question in this way the answer also becomes clear. For what
Bob plainly should do, in this sense—that is, what he would want himself
to do, in his present circumstances, if he were fully instrumentally
rational—is to refrain from taking heroin. He should refrain from taking
heroin because his intrinsic desire that his children fare well is stronger
than his intrinsic desire to experience pleasure, and so, if he were fully
instrumentally rational, the strengths of his extrinsic desires to take heroin
and not to take heroin would simply follow suit.

However even though this is what Bob should do, in the sense just
explained, it doesn’t follow that it is what he will do. For what an agent
will do is a function of the extrinsic desires she in fact has, not those she
would have if she were fully instrumentally rational. Bob's stronger desire
that his children fare well will have no impact whatsoever upon his
behaviour if it doesn’t first combine with a means-end belief to generate an
extrinsic desire to do what he believes to be a means to his children’s
faring well. So even though Bob’s desire not to take heroin should be
stronger than his desire to take heroin—'‘should’ in the sense that it would
be stronger if he were fully instrumentally rational—it might not be
stronger in fact because he might not be fully instrumentally rational.
When Bob deliberates and asks himself what he should do it is therefore a
real possibility, a real possibility that we can imagine realised in his
particular case, that he will come to the conclusion that he should act in a
way in which he has no inclination to act.

Once we see that this interpretation of the claim that an agent should
act in a certain way is available, we can readily see that other
interpretations are available as well. For, generalising on the basis of this
interpretation, the claim that an agent should act i a certain way is
plausibly thought to amount to the claim that she would desire that she acts
in that way if she bad a set of desires that was fully rational simpliciter,
where being fully rational simpliciter is a matter of eluding all forms of
rational criticism. For example, since we can rationally criticise an agent’s
desires on the grounds that they are based on inadequate information, so

the desires an agent would have if he were fully rational simpliciter are
those he would have if he were fully :nformed. And since we can rationally
criticise an agent’s desires on the grounds that they contribute incoherence
to an otherwise coherent desire set, so the desires an agent would have if
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l\}; :V?L;Cpllgfl lration}fll simpliciter are those he would have if his desire set
imally coherent. (Indeed, having desires that

. . - . - ’ Confo l

principle of instrumental rationality is arguably one dimension alf)rzll]g t\?/hilfl

the coherence of an agent’s desire set is measured.) And so we might go

on.’ ‘

uA(;l t;xampl_e might ht?lp“}ls bring out the way in which these further
Egzsir]lg 1s or ratmnally1 criticising the sets of desires that agents have make
e even more glaring cases in which agents delib
the conclusion that the i i ways, o e ot s 10
y should act in certain ways h
not desire to act in those wa \gi cation on 1 B e e
. vs. Imagine a variation on th
been -discussing. Bob has j intrinsi i Gesire for ploasuns
. just one intrinsic desire: a desire fi
However the reason he has only thi intrinsic d e o
y this one intrinsic desire i i
the past he had another intrinsi i e o o i
_ sic desire as well, an intrinsic desi i
children fare well. But at a certai i 1 e o T
. in point he fell in with a f fri
who dabbled in drugs for fun and i AR
recreation, Though it all b
harmless fun, over a peri i i * eraving for drugs
! , period of time he found his own i
mereased, and as his craving increased h ot i
: ) . e found that he started leavi i
children to their own devices m ould el
: ; ore and more so that h i
himself. He initially hated hi i oo e
. . mself for neglecting them, but
increased he managed to decrease the di R
: ‘ issonance he felt by telling himsi
various lies: that he was uscless; that hi i I et
' ' ; that his children would b
without him; that they wouldn’t und i i U e thom
¢ him; erstand his predicament if he told
estlliout_ 1;, that t_hey hate him anyway; and so on. The strategy Waz1 esrg
tOIc:dc?]§s ul that in the end he .found himself believing the lies that he had
to 1crinsel ..As a result, ht=f simply didn’t care as much for his children as
usg. to. Flr_laily he lost his desire that they fare well altogether
; iven this background, let’s now ask what Bob should .do in the
hgc\;lgfii]at\festh}?‘ facel,jc, where this is interpreted as his asking himself what
ant himself to do, in his present circumst i '
rational simpliciter, that is, abstractin et reimemonty
‘ , , g away from any other i
that there might happen to be, if h i ’ s acimally
; , ¢ had a desire set that was maxim
Ll:)izi)gmeq and coherent (where the coherence of a desire set inclu?ilel:z
vaiugrﬁn;zeigstkée meansiend‘principle). Taking the story as told at face
. o me quite plausible to suppose that th i
question is the same as before. On the on 5 Bob were fully
: : e hand;"even if Bob
informed he would still have his intrinsi ire fc e o
: trinsic desire for pleas i
also fully instrumentally rational | res 50 11 he were
. then he would aiso h insi
desire to take heroin as a mean the ofher hand. 1t it
s to pleasure. But, on the other h it i
‘ s and
also plausible to suppose that he would regain his stronger desire thz,ltlth;:

6 Michael Smith, The Meoral Problem (1994) ch 5.-‘
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children fare well if he were to stop believing alt of the lies that he has tokd
himself and immerse himself fully in all of the facts—that he isn’t useless;
that his children aren’t better off without him; that they would understand
his predicament if he told them about it; that they still love him; and so
on—and, having regained this stronger intrinsic desire that his children
fare well, if he were fully instrumentally rational then he would also have a
stronger extrinsic desire not to take heroin as a means to preventing his
children’s being neglected. What Bob would most want himself to do if he
had a maximally informed and coherent desire set is thus to refrain from
taking heroin. This is what he would most want himself to do if he were
fully rational simpliciter.

Moreover, note that Bob might well even come to believe this to be so
as the result of deliberation. He might, for example, become convinced that
he would most want to refrain from taking heroin if he were fuily rational
simpliciter by talking with a trusted counsellor, or a friend. But since being
convinced that he would most desire to refrain from taking heroin if he had
a maximally informed and coherent desire set is one thing. and knowing
what those relevant facts are and being maximally coherent (where this
includes being fully instrumentally rational) is quite another, it follows
that, notwithstanding his belief, Bob’s desire not to take heroin might well
not be stronger than his desire to take heroin in fact. When Bob deliberates
and asks himself what he shouid do it is therefore once again a real
possibility, one that we can imagine realised in his case, that he will come
to the conclusion that he should act in a way in which he has no desire
whatsoever to act.

Unitil now we have been focusing on the first of the two questions
distinguished earlier: what is the content of the beliefs an agent forms
when, as part of a process of Jdeliberation, she asks herself what it would be
good to do, or what she should do, or what it would be rationally justifiable
for her to do? The answer we have come up with is that she thereby
attempts to form beliefs about what she would want herself to do if she had
a set of desires that was fully rational simpliciter, where this is a matter of
having a set of desires that is maximally informed and coherent (where
being coherent includes having desires that conform to the means-end

principle). With this conception of the content of the beliefs agents form
when they deliberate firmly before our minds, it seems to me that we are
now in a position to answer the second question. What 1 it about the
content of these beliefs that enables them to explain the agent’s acquisition
of corresponding desires?

In order to make matters more concrete, let's ask this question with
respect to one of the two scenarios we have been considering. Let’s
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Zgg;s; Cc;n;eeaasgain l;)thathBO}? has just one intrinsic desire, a desire to
ure, but that he used to have a st intrinsi i
Pxpenence ploasare, Mt ¢ ronger intrinsic desire that

the past before he b i i
those lies. In this context let’ . S elemes Tl oot
_ . s suppose that Bob deliberates. H
widely and becomes convinced i i od Frend, dhat e
, after talking with a trusted fri
1 - - talki iend, that
:;&uld dESIFE that he stoPs tabng herain if he had a maximaly informgg
nd lcl:c; erent set of” desires, However, to make matters more
i{ haziog \(j;v?(r}d, let’s suppose that the friend has given Bob no grounds
t supposing this to be so. He has simpl
his word for it, and Bob, trusti is frie o e o e
. , trusting his friend as he does, has d i
: . - , one just that.
WOUI\S/Z :;i ;111}112 ttc;] 1m;1g1ne atiat Bob finds himself with the belief that he
e stops taking heroin if he had a i i
and coherent set of desires, and i g vt
! . the question we must ask i
: of d ourselves is ho
g}lsapzrtn-:ular belief is suppose;d to be capable of explaining his acquisitib\:i
of Ose(siu”e élo; to take heroin. What is the mechanism of acquisition
acggisi?io rtlo ! ;:. Ti;e answer 1 propose is that Bob’s belief can explain his
a desire not to take heroin beca i i
coherence augur in favour of hi isiti s d e e
_ is acquisition of this desi i
has the belief he has. The i e e e
‘ . mechanism of acquisition would
_ : thus be Bob’
quite general non-desiderative capaci i o el
- | pacity to acquire and 1 i
states in accordance with norms of coherence 7q ose peyehologiea
To see why considerations of .
. coherence look to be the ke i
. . e - K co
;hgz lfglshi)wlm% tt}\lﬁvo r]:;lther simplified psychelogies. One comprisyes b:tsgdaerll.
clief that she would want herself, in he i
: ‘ : : r present circumstan
act in a certain way if she had a maxi i o
. ximally informed and
desires and, in addition i o o o
, , 4 desire of hers to act in that
| ‘ way. The
Eisiiholiugy comprises her belief that she would want herself ii(l her przzzii
mstances, to act in a certain way if she had i i
_ a maximally informed
coherent set of desires, but does ise, i i ) o hone
: \ not comprise, in addition, a desi
to act in that way. Perhaps it compri indiff 2 desive of hers
. . prises indifference, or i i
in that way. What can we sa g, from what we
way . v about these tw i
have said about them so far? © psychologies, from what we
. f’il;l;tta r:msvifler1 seems }Eobme to be plain enough. What we can say is that
. psychology exhibits much more in the way of e th
second. For the mere fact that a i Tesi e
‘ gents fail to have desire
to do in their present circums e o et
tances, that they believe the i
: | , 2 y would have if
;t;?r/n h?d a mapslmally 1qformed ‘and coherent set of desires, would itself
o constitute a kind of incoherence, or disequilibrium, in their

7 i ith, *
Michael Smith, “The Coherence Argument: A’ Reply to Shafer-Landau’ Analysis

(forthcoming}.
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psychology. The mismatch between such agents_’ desilres about Wlﬁat tﬁey
are to do in their present circumstances and .thelr beliefs al?out what tdey
would want themselves to do, in these cnf:umstances, if ltl}ey ha .la
maximally informed and coherent set of des1r§:s bears a stn}.cmg family
resemblance to paradigm cases of incoherence in a psycho_logwal ts;att_a, a
family resemblance so striking that we should simply Fldmlt that this is a
i rence too. _ o
Caseh(;[folrr;?fl:; the fact that this is so is in turn sigm.ﬁcanL For it is
plausible to suppose that rational agents possess a quite general non-
desiderative capacity to acquire and 1c_>se psychologlcfil states 11,1
accordance with norms of coberence® It Is, after all, ratlonial agepts
possession of this capacity that explains why they tend to acquire beh?fs
that conform to the evidence available to them. Moreover it also exp1a1gs
why, when they do not acquire such beliefs, t_hey .take themselves toh e
Jiable to censure and rebuke. Rational agents quite rightly fefel shame when
they fail to believe in accordance with the ev1dpnce available to them
because, given that the evidence dictates tt}at behef,_ norms .of cohv:arﬁnce;
entail that they should have acquired the behe.f, and bec_ause, in the light o
the fact that they possess the capacity to acquire the belief, they coul.d have
acquired it. They therefore rightly feel shame befcause they failed to
acquire a belief that they should and coul@ have acqulred.l
Similasly, rational agents’ possession of the quite general non-
desiderative capacity to acquire and 1qse psychological  states in
accordance with norms of coherence explains why they tend to acquire
desires for the believed means to their desired ends and why, when ‘they do
not acquire such desires, they likewise take themselves to be liable t-O
censure and rebuke. Rational agents quite rightly feel shame when. they fail
to desire the believed means to their desired ends becguse, given that
coherence augurs in favour of the acquisition of such desires, they should
have acquired them, and because, in the light of the fact tl_lat they po%sgss
the capacity to acquire these desires, they Cf)lﬂd have af:qmrec_l them. hey
therefore rightly feel shame because they failed to acquire desires that they
1d and could have acquired. ‘
Shoult therefore follows t?lat, if 1 am right that agents who ‘behevgthat they
would desire themselves to act in a certain way, 1m their present
circumstances, if they had a maximally informed and coherent psycholog_y,
but then fail to have a corresponding desire, display. a lack of coherence in
their psychology as well, then the capacity that rational agents possess to

8  Michael Smith, ‘A Theory of Freedom and Responsibility’ in Garrett Cullity and
Berys Gaut (eds), Ethics and Practical Reason (1997) 293-319.
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acquire and lose psychological states in accordance with norms of
coherence has the potential to explain not just why their beliefs tend to
evolve in conformity to evidence, and their desires in conformity to their
desires for ends and beliefs about means, but also why their desires as
regards what they are to do in their present circumstances tend to evolve in
conformity to their beliefs about what they would want themselves to do,
in their present circumstances, if they had a maximally informed and
coherent set of desires.

The question we have been attempting to answer is in what sense we
are to suppose that Bob’s belief that he would desire that he not take
heroin, in his current circumstances, if he had a maximally informed and
coherent set of desires, a belief he might form when he deliberates, is
capable of explaining his acquisition of a desire not to take heroin in his
current circumstances. We now have our answer. Bob’s belief is capable of
explaining his acquisition of a desire not to take heroin to the extent that
Bob is someone who has the non-desiderative capacity to acquire and lose
psychological states in accordance with norms of coherence. Contrary to
the standard Humean dogma, it should therefore be no more puzzling that
agenfts can acquire corresponding desires in the light of their beliefs about
what they would desire if they had a maximally informed and coherent set
of desires, than it is to suppose that they can acquire beliefs in the light of
their appreciation of the evidence for those beliefs, or that they can acquire
desires for the believed means to their desired ends in the light of their
desires for those ends and their beliefs that the means are means to those
ends. The mechanism of acquisition s the same in each case.

The picture we have is thus one according to which agents who are
capable of deliberating—that is, capable of having not just desires and
means-end beliefs, but of forming beliefs about what they would desire
themselves to do if they had a maximally informed and coherent set of
desires—and who, in addition, have a quite general non-desiderative
capacity to acquire and lose psychological states in accordance with norms
of coherence, are capable of controlling their behaviour in a further sense.
It suffices for an agent to be in control of what she does in this further
sense that her body moves in a certain way; that her bodily movement is
caused by a relevant desire and means-end belief she possesses; that her
bodily movement is counterfactually sensitive to small changes in her
desires and means-end beliefs; that her desire is caused by her belief that
she would want herself to act in that way in her present circumstances if
she had a maximally informed and coherent set of desires; and that her
desire is counterfactually sensitive to small changes in her beliefs about
what she would want herself to do if she had a maximally informed and
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coherent set of desires. (The Jast condition simply rules out the possibility
that the agent desires to do what she believes she would want herself to do
in her present circumstances if she had a maximally informed and coherent
set of desires as a matter of luck.) : -

With this farther story of control of an agent’s desires by his
deliberations in the background, we are now in a position to say, what it
might mean to say that an agent has an irresistible impulse. We are also in
a position to clarify the sensc in which agents possess the capacity for self-

control.

What is an Irresistible Impulse (Again)?

An initial thought might be this. An irresistible impulse is simply any
impulse which causes an agent to act, but which isn’t caused by her belief
about what she would want herself to do in her present circumstances if
she had a maximally informed and coherent set of desires; or which,
though caused by her beliefs, isn’t counterfactually sensitive to small
changes in her beliefs about what she would want herself to do if she had a
maximally informed and coherent set of desires.

However this can’t be quite right. For an agent might well have, and
act on, a desire which (say) is not caused by her belief about what she
would want herself to do in her present circumstances if she had a
maximally informed and coherent set of desires, and yet still have the
capacity to have and act on the desire that is so caused: ‘is not in a state
that was so caused’ does not imply ‘could not have been in a state that was
so caused’. Since such a desire would plainly be resistible, albeit not
resisted, it follows that this initial thought does not adequately capture the
nature of an irresistible impulse. : ,

More plausibly, then, an itresistible impulse might be characterised as
any impulse which causes an agent to act when that impulse is of a kind
such that the agent lacks the capacity (o have desires of that kind that
accord with her beliefs about what she would want herself to do in her
present circumstances if she had a maximally informed and coherent set of
desires. The idea behind this condition is that an agent might be perfectly
capable of desiring in accordance with her beliefs about what she would
want herself to do in her present circumstances if she had a maximally
informed and coherent sct of desires so long as her beliefs are about
desires with certain restricted subject matters, while being quite incapable
of so desiring when her beliefs are about desires that concern other subject

matters: say, drugs, alcohol or gambling.
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Not.e how different this conception of an irresistible impulse is to the
conception that was considered, and rejected, earlier, What matters in
ascertaining whether an impulse is or is not resistible is not whether th
agent could have had some alternative desire that would have outwei heg
the m;pul;e in question. What matters is rather whether the agent hasg th
capacity, in the circumstances of action she faces, to desire in accorda .
Wlth her beliefs about what she would want herself to do in thI;Ce
circumstances if she had’a maximally informed and coherent set of desi "
The mere fact that, if her circumstances were completely different—lsss-
because she had a much stronger competing desire not to be stuny’
n?peatedly by a swarm of bees—then she would desire and beh .
differently is thus neither here nor there. e
‘ Are there any irresistible impulses, as just characterised? The question
is largely empirical, but it certainly seems to me that we lare ogdinar'l
prepared to recognise that there are at least some such impulses as we ot
about our everyday lives. Addictions are, after all, a common feature of tﬁo
conternporary world, and what makes a desire into an addiction woulg
seem (o be precisely that it meets the condition just characterised:
add1ct1orl1$ are impervious to deliberative control. This is not, of courseet '
say that it is easy to prove, either beyond reasonable doubt o;" accordin : t0
the _balance o_f probabilities, that some particular impulse is trresistible gB (;
I will Teave 1t to others to determine what evidence might be adduce;d ?n
support of any particular claim to the effect that some impulse is or is not

resistible. My goal here has been more stri e
. t :
e omciogidl strictly conceptual rather than

The Story of Self-Control

It rrgght be. thought that the existence of irresistible impulses would
prow'cle a rich source of excuses for bad behaviour. In the space Dtlliat |
remains, howe_ver, I want to veice 4 note of caution about Supposiﬁg this fo
lf)aectsct)}.] '1;0 aI}tICip;lte,.the reason is that, somewhat surprisingly, the mere
at an impulse is irresisti 1113} ,
e o Sellf)_coerL resistible does not imply that the agent lacks all
In deciding whether the existence of an irresistible impulse provides
grounds for an excuse, the important point to remember is that there are
for the most part, two quite distinct moments at which agents can exercisé
such capacity as they have to desire in accordance with their beliefs about
what they would want themselves to do if they had a maximally inform:d
and coherent set of desires, or, as this capacity is more colloquially called
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their capacity for self-control. And while it might well be true that agents’
are often incapable of exercising their capacity for self-control at one of
these moments, it is much harder to believe that they so frequently lack the
capacity to exercise the capacity at the other moment as well,

In order to see that this is so, note that there are two distinct moments
at which we can come to realise that we have the potential to lose control
of what we do. Suppose we envisage the possibility, at time t,, that we will
be out of control at time t,. In other words, suppose we believe, at ti, that
we would want ourselves to act in a certain way att, if we had a maximally
informed and coherent set of desires, and believe as well that there is a
good chance that at t, we lack that desire. The two distinct moments then
reflect the possibility that t, and t; are the same time, and the alternative
possibility is that they are different times. ,

Let's focus initially on the case in which t; and t, are the same time.
To fix ideas, let’s consider the particular situation in which Bob has two
intrinsic desires, a stronger desire that his children fare well and a weaker
desire to experience pleasure, and various means-end beliefs, and on the
basis of all these let’s suppose that he comes to the conclusion that, if he
had a maximally informed and coherent set of desires, then he would have
a weaker extrinsic desire to take heroin and a stronger extrinsic desire that
he refrain. However, let’s also suppose that, faced as he is with availability
of heroin right before him, and encouraged as he is by his friends who
remind him what great fun he would be missing out on if he refused, Bob
becomes instrumentally irrational. His stronger intrinsic desire that his
children fare well thus does not transfer its force across the means-end
relation, only his weaker desire to experience pleasure’ does that, and,
hence, he finds himself with a stronger extrinsic desire to take heroin
rather than refrain.

Now, of course, the mere fact that Bob’s extrinsic desire to take heroin
is stronger than his extrinsic desire to refrain is no proof that he lacks any
capacity to have a stronger extrinsic desire to refrain from taking heroin.
We therefore need to address the question of his capacity on its own
merits. One obvious question to ask, in this regard, is whether any strategy
of self-control was available to him. For example, is there something Bob
could have thought, or something he could have imagined, such that, if he
had thought or imagined that thing then his desire that his children fare
well would have transmitted its force across the means-end refation, in
which case his extrinsic desire to refrain from taking heroin would have
been stronger? Could he, say, have dwelled on the thought that his children

depend entirely on him for their well-being, or could he have pictured the
disappointment that would appear on their faces if they were watching him
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take heroin yet again, and, if he had had that thought, or pictured that
scene, would this have had the effect of ensuring that his intrinsic desire
that his children fare well transmitted its force across the means-end
relation?

If we can answer ‘yes’ to some such question then it seems to me that
Bol?'does, at that time, have the capacity to desire in accordance with his
belief about what he would want himself to do if he had a maximally

. informed and coherentiset of desires. If not, then it seems to me that Bob

does not have that capacity. In the former case he fails to exercise self-
control when the needed exercise of self-control was available to him. In
the latter case he fails to exercise self-control, but no such exercise of s;elf—
control was available to him in the first place. Accordingly, in the former
case we would hot suppose that Bob is a candidate for being excused for
what he does, whereas-in the latter we might well suppose that he is.

In reality, of course, the difference that is being highlighted here will
be one of degree. There will be cases in which 1t is as obvious as can be
that there is something that Bob could have thought, or something that he
could have imagined, which is such that, if he had thought or imagined that
then his desire that his children fare well would have transmitted its force
across the means-end relation. In those cases it will no doubt seem too
weak to say that it was merely possible for Bob to have such a thought, or
to engage in such an episode of the imagination, for it will be asronish,ing
thE‘lt he didn’t in fact have the required thought, or engage in the required
episode of the imagination. For example, if in the past Bob has always |
§ucc§edeFl in having such thoughts, or in engaging in such episodes of the
imagination, then, barring something special about this case, we will think
that the possibility of his having the required thought, or engaging in the
necessary episode of the imagination, in this case was, as we might say, a
real live possibility. In other cases, however, though still possible, it vx:ill
be a far_more remote possibility for Bob to have the required thought, or to
engage in the required episode of the imagination. For example, if he only
very occasionally succeeds in having such thoughts, or engaging in such
egmodes of the imagination, then we will not be at all surprised that he
failed (yet again) on this occasion to have the required thought, or to
engage in the required episode of the imagination. ’

What all of this reflects, of course, is the fact that, in reality, an
agegt’s capacity for self-control comes in degrees. What we should réally
say is thus that an agent, like Bob, might well be excused for doing what he
does to the extent that his doing otherwise would have required an exercise
of selfncontrol that was beyond him. Even those who have a diminished
capacity for self-control are required to exercise such capacity as they
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have. But they, t00. might be excused when the needed exercise of self-
control was beyond their capacity.

But now note that ‘might’. So far we have focused on the capacity
agents have for synchronic self-control. But the mere fact that an agent,
like Bob, couldn’t have exercised self-control at the moment at which he
was vuinerable—the mere fact that he lacked the capacity for synchronic
self-control—does nothing to show that he couldn’t have exercised self-
control at some other time. Let's therefore consider Bob’s sitaation once
again, but this time let’s pull back to an earlier time at which Bob is at
home with his children, fixing their dinner, suffering from no instrumental
srrationality. Indeed, let’s suppose that he has recently thought through his
situation and has resolved to give up taking heroin, because he has
foreseeri the terrible effect that his heroin use will have upon his children’s
lives. At that very instant, however, his friends call him on the telephone
apd invite him over. They tell him that they have just purchased some
heroin and that they would like him to join them for an evening of fun and
recreation. Suppose they say that even if he doesn’t want to take heroin, he
hould come over anyway just (0 have a few beers and a chat. ‘What should
Bob do? : : &

The crucial point to note is that, at this moment, Bob bhas available
both of the following beliefs. First, he has available the belief that, if he
had a maximally informed and coherent set of desires then he would want
himself, at the later time, 1O refrain from taking drugs. Second, he also has
available the belief that, if he were to go along to hjs friends’ house,
resolving only to have a few beers and a chat, the prospect of taking heroin
would make him instrumentally irratiopal and he would end up taking
heroin despite his resolve: this, after all, is what has happened to bim time
and time again. ‘

We are therefore quite within our rights to SUppose that, at the earlier
time, Bob can well envisage the prospect of his Josing control of himself at

the later time, and so, given that he desires more strongly that his children
fare well, at that earlier time, and only less strongly that he experiences
pleasure, it follows that, if Bob had envisaged that prospect, then, given
that he is instrumentally rational, he would bave extrinsically desired not to
join his friends that evening. Moreover, in acting on this desire he would
have been exercising 2 distinct kind of self-control: diachronic self-
control. Bob possesses the capacity to exercise diachronic self-control at
the earlier time because, being able to foresee that he would lose control in
the future if he allowed certain circumstances to obtain, he is able to 0O
construct his future circumstances as to ensure that those circumstances do

not obtain.
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it gcl)fnl(ljgl)shct); its’thus th_atc, even if Bob is unable to exercise synchronic
- -ol—that is, even if he is not able to think or pi i '
would ensure that he doesn’t suff i B e
_ er from instrumental trrati i
desire to take heroin, when f i prationaliy anc he
, aced with the prospect of i
he might still not be exc i g s v o e
usable. He might not be ex
i cusable because b
excusable, it would have to be the ¢ o
: \ ase that there was no prior mo
which Bob could have exercised di:';lchronic self-control. Y ment &

Conclusion

i rialFilat the outset _that ny a}rn in this paper was to examine two ideas
crucial to a proper interpretation of the McNaghten Rules: the idea of an |
irresistible impulse and the correlative idea of an agent’s lacking self '

~ control. The main findings can now be summed up as follows

diffe'llzlrililgllll posslegsion of desires and means-end beliefs that cause and
ally explain an agent’s bodily movements i
: s suffices for agent
in control of what they do in one se; i i o
: nse, it does not suffice for their being i
control in another, and more im e
: i , portant, sense. For agent i i
this more important sense i i O tiee 1o
when their desires are suitabl i
their deliberations, that is, t i i ol belbefs about what
, , to their reflectively formed beli
they would want themselve i / e g and
s to do if they had a maximally i
_ _ y informed and
;:;)jip@gﬁglitvseeteof c;fs_arest; The capacity for seif-control is one aspect of this
ness. It is the capacity rational agents
‘ . _ possess to have desi
corrtf:spolndi‘ng to those they believe they would have if they haéirez
;;mmn_m ly informed and coherent set of desires, a capacity which, in turn
anh instance of a more general capacity they have to acquire ’and Iosc;
psychological states in accordance with norms of coherence
wofi réri?]ed'glth ;h1s definition of the capacity for self-control we can
e idea of an irresistible impulse. An irresistible i i
de ' . istible impulse is an
ri;r}llpul;.e Whl(;h eludes an agent’s exercise of his capacity for self-control
e distinction between synchronic and diachronic exercises of Self:

‘control is, however, crucial at this point. For to be completely irresistible

an 1mpu1:°,e must be more than one which an agent is unable to co

?Q,ync}‘lron.lcally: in other words, more must be true than that no feat Hlfcil U;]ﬂ'
imagination or thought which was within the agent’s reach at th e
cou-ld have stopged the impulse from having its effect at the morgertlltmi
which he spffers it. An agent who could have foreseen that he would b .
of control 1f he were to find himself in certain circumstances in the fuiuOllt
and wh(? failed to take such steps as were available to him to ensar tfl;e’
those circumstances did not arise, though he may well suffer frim ﬂ;
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impulse which

i - ictible impulse, does not suffer from an 1NPUIS
hronically irresistible impuise, : e Wit
fg Icllti;achronic:aﬂly irresistible. Such an agent is not excqsabtlﬁa 1:?2 dl(r)1 agsense
he does, notwithstanding the fact that he actson a desire that 1s, ,

irresistible.

4 Intention and Agency

GRANT GILLETT

3

In what way does the nature of intention reveal more than a physical
description of bodily movements and engage our thought with the character
of the agent who acts upon that intention? I will argue that to answer this
question we have to achieve some clarity on four holistically related
concepts. First we have to speak of the person as an integrated rule
follower to understand the way the agent forms mental content. Second we
have to speak of mental content to understand the identity of an action (a
third key concept) and fourth we have to consider the individual who
composes a [ived narrative which is more or less coherent to understand
the agentic origins of intentional action.

What is an Intention?

There is clearly a difference between that casual Mediterranean shrug of
the shoulders and out-turning of the hands that betrays or inadvertently
reveals the fact that one’s body has been inscribed by a particular
discursive context and the self-conscious production of that same gesture
for effect. The difference is one of intent. If we were tempted by a certain
philosophical view, we might say that in the latter case the gesture was
caused by an explicit intention in service of a motive or project of
conveying to one’s audience that one’s character has been infected by a
kind of Mediterranean ambience or colouring to the soul. But this view
seems too deliberative to do justice to the more spontaneous version in that
such a reading would threaten the authenticity of the performance it is
trying to explain. So this leads us to another question.

What is the relation between a particular intention and the act which it
informs? Since John Stuart Mill, the relation has been conceived to be one
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