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Akrasia, Collective and Individual

Philip Pettit

Perhaps the most famous analogy in the history of philosophical argurment s
thar which Plato draws in the Republic between the constitution of the city and
the constitution of the soul. The analogy is justly famous, for it sheds light on
many aspects of mentality and personhood. In particular, as I shall try to show
here, the analogy—or at least something close to the analogy—sheds light on
the nature of akrasia, or lack of seli-control.

How to characterize akrasia? Without gomginto an analysis of our ordinary
conceptions of the phenomena associated with this term, 1 shall assume that
an agent is akratic when the following conditions are fulfilled. The agent
holds by intentional states in the light of which he or she sees that a certain
response is required; the states involved may be beliefs or desires, judgements

or intentions, and the required response will typically be an action.

i€ ’dgent
functions under conditions that are intuitively favourable, and within limits
that are intuitively feasible, for acting as required; there is ]‘li‘;iéﬁ%‘;g abnormal
about how things transpire within his or her constitution or circumstances—

no malfunction, for example, or perturbation. But nevertheless the agent fails

to act in the required manner.’

This chapter was presented at the Centre for Applied Philosophy and Public Eihics, Canberra,
March 2891, at the conference Weak ness of Wilf and Varieties of Practical Irrationality, Montreal,
May 2001, and at the University of Michigan, April 2002 [ benefited grez’aﬂy from the various
comments ] received on these occasions, particularly from the remarks of my Montreal
commentator, Tomn Hurka. I was also heiped by the comments of an anonymous referee.

JJ— S . . L . -
What is it for agCHtS tO see a certain ISSPOI’ISC—SH)’. an action—as somﬂnmg E’C(.}Llil’ed o1

them? It means more than that the response is actually required, say under rationail constraints;

the agents must also recognize it as required. But recognizing it as required may mean onc of two

intuitively different things. Zither that the agenis notice thar so far as they continue 10 entertain
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Akrasia, Collective and Individual / 69

This conception of akrasia wiil pick out different phenormena if normal
conditions are construed in different ways (Pettit 1999}, But in practice it is
going to be pretty stable, since most construals will agree on the sort of thing

cious habits

that makes functioning abnormal: blind spots, idées fixes, falla
of reasoning, affective pathologies, ineradicable compulsions, mesmerizin
intimidation or temptation, and so on. The important aspect of the concep-
tiort is that it identifics akrasia with a modce of failure that is distinct from
anything due to internal malfunction or external pressurc. We track that
general sort of breakdown in ordinary talk of weakness of the will, I believe,
though 1 do not claim that all the nuances of such talk arc reflected in my
characterization of akrasia.

ilook here at what is necessary for a group to consiitute an agent that can
dispiay akrasia in this sense, and at what steps such a group might take to
establish self~control. I do so, not just because the topic has some interest in
itself, but---the Platonic message—Dbecause the discussion suggests some
lessons about how we should think of akrasia in the individual as well as iz
the collective case. Under the irmage that the lessons support, akrasia is a sort
of constitutional disorder: & failure to achieve a unity projected in the avowal
of agency. This image fits well with the constitutional model of the sou! that
Christine Korsgaard (1999) finds in Plato's analogy, and her explication of the
analogy offers a precedent—and indeed a prompt—Ifor the line taken here?

The chapter is in three sections. In the first I look at three sorts of groups
that are incapable, so [ argue, of akrasia: collections, cooperatives, and unied
cooperatives. In the second section [ introduce a further sort of group, the

self~unifying cooperative, and  argue that thisis capable of akratic behaviour.

And then in the final section | draw out some lessons of the discussion that

bhear on individual as well as collective akrasia.

Groups Incapable of Akrasia

A group or collectivity will constitute an agent just so far as it is the bearer of

intentional properties: just so far as it forms attitudes like beliefs and desires,

the requiring states, and perform up to standard, they must rationaily display the response. Or
that the agents explicitly or implicitly avow the requirement as something to which they hoid

themselves—and perhups invite vthers to hold them—so that they must see any later failure,

not just as a failure of rationality, but as a reason for seif-rebuke. 1 do not need to rale here on

wh er avowal of the requirerment flouted is nocessary for akrasia.

! Gee too Adams 1985: 10. Another important source of ideas in this arca is provided by
Hurley 1989.
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/ Philip Pettit

or judgements and intentions, and acts on their basis. There are a number of
differenst accounss, each progressively richer than the preceding, of what is
requirec tor a group 1o be an agent in this sense and, in pardicular, an agent
capable of akrasia. I shall argue that only a group that satisfies the richest

account is capable of agency and akrasia,

Collections

The least demanding account of what is required for a group to be an agent
only ascribes agency in a very strained sensc and nced not detain us long.
it is the sort of account suggested by Anthony Quinton (1975: 17) when he
says:

To ascribe mental predicates to a group is always an indirect way of ascribing such

i

predicates to its members. With such mental states as beliefs and attitudes, the

ascriptions are of what 1 have called a summative kind. To say that the incustrial

warking class is determined to resist anti-trade union laws is to say that alf or most

industrial workers are so minded.

According to this account, any numbper of individuals, no matter how

arbitrarily related to cne ancther, will be a bearer of intentional properties

and will constitute an agent—albeit sormething less than an agent proner—

just so far as the individuals in the group display a cerain similarity in
intentional properties. There is riothing to a group’s being minded——being
the bearer of mental properties—and to its revealing that mind in action than
is aiready assured by the fact that itis a collection or set of individue ally minded
agents.

This account is so generous that it amounts, as indeed Quinton intends,
to an eliminativism about group agents. In the easy, summative scnse in

wiiich 4 collection may hold a certain attitus de—say, the belief that p

any
subset is just as hkeh' to hold an attitude, even a confli icting attitude, and so
is any larger set of which the collection is a subset. The account makes it so
easy for collectivities to hold attitudes that it represents them as agents only

in a make-believe sense: ‘only by figment, and for the sake of brev

discussion’ (Aas‘t'm 1869: 364). No such fictive agents could display anything

remotely like akrasia. Far from holding by attitudes which they might fail to
live up to in action, they hold by no attitudes whatsoever (Pettit 20014, ch. 5;
2002).
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{ooperatives

The debunking account of group agency that Quinton represents has been

roundly rejected in the recent literature and has served as a stimnulus to the

development of a family of much more demanding analyses. These analyses

agree that & group cannot have intentional attitudes in a serious, literal sense,
just i virtue of most of its members havin Corresponméng individual

attitudes. The members must cooperale in éoéﬁg somet%iﬁg in order 1o
bring group attitudes into existenice. They must form intentions about
what is to transpire, they must reveal those intentions to one another, and
they must adopt measures that give effect to relevant intentions: measures
such as those involved in accepring a certain formula as a matter of joint belie

or enidorsing a certain authority as acting on behalf of the group. This style of
analysis focuses on group intentions and group judgements, W%‘lezc iudge-
ments are beliefs associated, not just with a disposition to action, but with the
that

acceptance of a formula. It suggests—and I shall go along with the idea
those are going to be the principal kinds of intentional state that collectives
exemplify.

The approach generally tollowed in this literature is to take a grouping of
two or perhaps three agents and to try and identify the conditions under
which we would ascribe a collective intention or judgement or action to them
(Gilbert 1989; Mcijers 1994; Scaric 1995; Tuomela 1995; Bratman 1999; Miller
2001). The analyses all draw in some way on work in game theory and related
disciplines, in particular on the idea that people in interaction will form beliels
about one znother’s dispositions, beliefs about one another’s beliets about
such dispositions, beliefs about one another’s beliets about such beliefs, and so
on.

The analyses generally agree that in order for jointintention to appear, for
exarnple, people must share in a mutual belief of this sort that bears on what
each believes about the dispositions and beliefs of others, and on how cach is
ready to act in the event of others acting in a complementary way. Thus
Michae! Bratman {1999 argges that you and I will bave a shared intention to
do something justin case (@) you intend that we do it and [intend that we do
it; (5) we cach intend that we do it because {a) holds; and (¢) those clauses are

matters of which we are each aware, each aware that we are each aware, and so

on in a hierarchy of mutual belief. The hierarchy will mean that each believes

the matter in question—say, that p; each believes that each believes that p;
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72 [/ Philip Pettit

each believes that each believes that each believes that p; and so on. And so on,
mmost plausibly, in this mode: while not everyone may believe the required
condition at each higher level, at least no one will disbelieve it at any such
level (Lewis 1969).”

[ am happy to assume that a common-belief analysis of some kind will
give us a plausible story as to what is involved in a group’s forming a
judgement or intention, or performing an action. Common belicfs about
the group’s judgements and intentions will materialize fairly spontaneously
among people in face-to-face groups of two or three. And they will material-

ize in groups with larger memberships on the basis of common beliefs as to
the procedures to be followed in identifying the judgements and intentions of
the group. Those procedures will typically involve voting among memoders—

majoritarian voting in most plausible imstances—or voting among those

whom members clect as authorities. The votes required may be active or

virtual. Someone wiil cast a virtual vote in tavour of an arrangement or

initiative to the extent that he could, as a matter of common belief, contest
it—with whatever chance of success—buit chooses not to do so. To vote for
somethingin the active sense is to say “Yea'; to vote in the virtual sense is to be
in a position to say ‘Nay’ and to refrain from exercising that option.

We had no hesitation in saying that a group agent that is merely a
collection of individually minded agents cannot display anything approxi-
mating akrasia. But what now of the collection whose members cooperate to
derive judgements and intentions from their individual views, whether on the
hasis of some formal voting mechanism or In a more spontaneous manner?
What of the sort of group that we can describe as a cooperative as distinct from

a mere collection of individuals? Such a group will be minded on an indirect

basis that allows the mind of the group—its pattern of judgements and

K — T B . . . i i L
There are a number of disputes that divide writers in this recent literature and they come up

in particuiar with the analysis of group intention. Gne bears en the elfect-ol-intenijon (elestion:

whether it is necessary for collective intention that those who try o enact it are licensed—
perhaps licensed on the basis of an implicit agreement—in rebuking those who fail to do their
part in advancing or securing the intention. Another relates to the intended-content question:

whether it is necessary that each of us in the group intend not just that §, this iadividual, behave

in a cer

cessary-—but also that we, the group, do so. And a third

concerns the intendmg»sub?c% question: whether in addition we, the group. must form an
intention to do something—at whatever locus this is to be formed——such that this may nos
refiect anything that T or you intend that we do. I do not intend here 1o try to adjudicate any of
these disputes, though the position adopted in the next section does have implications [or how

they should be resolved.
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intentions—rto come apart from the minds of its individual members. So does
that mean that it will be capable of agency? | arguc not.

The group will generate its group attitudes from the attitudes of individual
members, forming on every issue an attitude that reflects the inputs of those
members. In the typical, large-scale case it will tend to do this by relving on
some explicit or implicit voting procedure. But the trouble with a group agent

that operates solely by such moves is that it may not have the sort of rational
unity or integrity that we require in an agent proper, and in particular in the
agent that is capabée of akrasia.

By a linc of argument that has been widely endorsed in recent philosoph-
ical thought, a systemn will pass as an intentional agent only if it preserves

intentional atiitudes over time, and forms, unforms, and acts on those

attitudes—at least within intuitively feasible limits and under intuitively

favourable conditions—in a rationally permissible manner: only if it displays

acertain rational urs aity (Dennett 1987; Pertit 1993, ch. 1). [f the system helieves
that p and comes across evidence that not-p, it must tend to unform that
belief. It the systemn believes that p and learns that if p then g, it must come to
torm the belief that ¢ or to unform cne of the other beliefs. If the system
desires that p, believes that by Xing it can bring it about that p, and believes
that other things are equal, then it must tend to X. Let the sy‘;?em fail in such

ways—in particular, let it fail in ways that cannot be explained by departures

from favourable conditions or by breaches of feasible limits—and it will not

have the structure cur conception of agency leads us to expect

Lven if we introdice the sort of complexity postulated in the cooperative,
that will not guarantee that cooperatives have the rational unity associated
with intentionality. Tor such cooperatives may operate by conventions that
allow rational disunity. The convention established in the m di awareness

of members mav ordain, for example, that the collectivi ity sha * be deemed o

gadge or intend whatever a majority of members vote for its judging or

intending in a given case. And it is demonstrable that if such a convention

obtains—if the atditudes of the collectivity are required to be continucus in

then the collect-

that majoritarian way with the current votes of mem
ivity may be guilty of grievous irrationality. The convention will enable the
group to form putative judgements and intentions one by ore, but it will
allow the formation of judgements and intentions that fail to cohere with one
another as a whole. [t will allow the group to sustain such an irrational

jumble of would-be judgements and intentions that it does not qualify as an
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intentional agent proper and the states formed do not count as the judge-
ments and intentions of such an agent.
How to demonstrate the threat of such a failure of rational unity? [ have

written elsewhere on the problem invelved—the discursive dilernma, 1 call

od | shall surnmarize the line of argument brieily here (Pettit 20014,

ch. 5; 2002; List and Pettit 2002, forthcoming). The problem derives from a

predicament noticed in jurisprudence { {Kornhauser and Sager 1986, 1992,

Kornhauser 1992a.h. See too Chapman 1998: Brennan 20010 In essence, it
v

Tf

comes o this. If we take a set of rationally connected issues and taen ask a

group of people to determine its view as a group on eact: of those issues, a

majoritarian pattern of voting may lead the group to endorse inconsistent Gifferers

positions. It may do this, in particular, without any members of the group majorit

being individually inconsistent in their votes. scenaric

Consider any set of logically connected proposmonb biy pifpthengandg : majorit
or p, ¢, p and 9. With a group of three people, A, B, and (, it is alwavs possible s no indiy
for A and C to support the first, B and C the second, giving a majority verdict = A votes
for each. Will there have to be a maiez‘iw in favour of the third proposition!? f The
Not necessarily, for the only one obliged to vote for the third will be C; he is o intenti
the only one who has affirmed the first two. Thus a majority m&j.' record akrasia-
a vote that p, a majority that if p then g, and only a minority that . Or a f, membe
majority may record a judgement that p, a majority a ;adgemeﬁt tbat g, and ive;
only a minority the judgement that p and ¢. - There :

The predicament can be well expressed with the help of a matrix (Figure : rational
3.1). Take the case where a group of three people, A, B, and C, has 1o favourd
determine its views on each of three propositions, p, it p then ¢, and ¢, and : with in’
where the procedure thev follow is to assent to a proposition in theeventofa . judgem
majority supporting it, and to dissent otherwise. It is entirely possibie that the _ as thoss
members of the group will cast their votes on the pattern involved in Figure there is
3.1, for each individual expresses a consistent set of views in the votes that he rationa
or she casts accorﬁizug to that matrix. But if tl}ev do cast their votes on that the ma
pattern, then a majority will support p, a majority supportif pthen gand yeta _ group %
majorily reject ¢. And ki that case thie group as a whole will be coramitted to _ there is
an inconsistent set o?jﬁdgﬁmﬁnts. r2ason.

The discursive dilemma shows that it is possible for perfec:ﬂy consistent and _ the wo
conerent individuals to give majority support to each of a set of inconsistent - T%ﬁs
or incoherent judgements; the dilernma consists in the fact that there is 4 cotlecti
hard choice between such majoritarian responsiveness to individual views and ' proper
the achievernent of collective rationality. The members comprising the asserts’
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p Fptheng g
A Yas No No
B No Yas No
c Yes Yes Yes
Fig. 3.1

different majorities may vary, so that there is no individual who belongs to the
majority on cacn issue and who is guilty as an individual of irvationality. In the
scenario depicted in Figure 3.1, for example, there is a majority in favour ofp,a
majority in favour of if p then g, and a majority in favour of n10t-q, but there is
no individual who votes for each of the judgements in that inconsistent set.
A votes against if p then g; B aguainst p; and C, in effect, against not-q.

The lesson should be clear. Tn order for a collectivity to count as an

intentional agent in a literal sense——and therefore as an agent capable of
akrasia—not only must there be a basis in the cooperative disposition of
members [or ascribing judgements and intentions and actions to the collect-

ive; that is the point on which the m

rual-awareness literature rightly insists.

There must also be a basis for thinking of the collectivity as a subject that is
rationally unified in such a way that, within leasible limits and under
favourable conditions, we can expect it to live up to the constraints associated
with intentionality; it will enter and exit putative states of belief and desire,
judgement and intention, in a coherent, rational way, and perform in action
as those states require. But the existence of discursive dilemmas means that
there is no reason to expect a cooperative formed by individuals to display
rational unity in the attitudes it aggregatively constructs, even in intuitively
the most normal of circumstances: even, for example, when everyone in the
group is rational, well-informed, and [ree to vote as he or she wishes. Thus
there is no reason to treat the cooperative as an agent proper; there is no

reason to think th

tit will have a single, unihed vision by which to orient in
the world.

This observation is enough on its own to ensure that the cooperative
collection is incapable of akrasia; there can be no skrasia without agency
proper. But the point in any case is palpable. Just as the group in Figure 3.1
asserts that p and that if p then ¢ but denies that ¢, so a group might be led by
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voting—Iled even in the most normal of circumstances—to endorse propos-

itions that make a certain action rational and yet to reject that action. Wor

it dispiay akrasia in such a case? Of course not. The failure involved would be
the failure to constitute an agent, not a failure—akratic in character—to
perform as an agent should.

The discussion so far supports two negative results: first, that a mere
collection of individual agents cannot constitute an agent capable of display-
ing akrasia; and, secondly, that a cooperative formed by such agents cannot do
so either, so far as it is valnerable to discursive dilemmas. But there is a third
negative result that we can also derive from consideration of these cases and |

1urn now to this.

Unified Cooperatives

Suppose that a collection of individuals operates by voting on separate issues
as they come up one by one. And now imagine that for sorme unconscious

r2ason

maybe as & result of how the mermbers are designed, maybe as a

result of how their views happen to be structured——the voting gives rise to

1

its only under conditions that we can independently discount

irrational resu

as abnormal conditions of functioning. The collection is rationally unified,
though only in a more or less mechanical manner. Would such a group be an
intentionai agent? And, more particularly, would it be an agent that is capable
of akrasiat

The sort of group agent envisaged-—and I do not say that it is a plausible
entity—would resemble the simple intentional system that most of us take
non-human animals like cats and dogs to be. [Dogs appear to form attitudes of
belief and desire, 1o act on the basis of those attitudes, and to update them
appropriately so that under most conditons of functioning they satisty
constraints of consistency and the like. Yet they do not do this through
ever becoming aware of irrationalities as such and adjusting so as to avoid
them. They are designed so that under normal conditions, as we intuitively
think of them, such irrationalities just happen not to emerge. The unified
cooperative envisaged under our current hypothesis would display a similar,
blind disposition to aveid irraticnality, at least under most circumstances, and
it would make a similar claim to be regarded as an intentional agent.

{ am happy to think of dogs and cats as intenticnal agents. They actin a
manner that is well explained by the presence of intentional attitudes and

they are disposed, however blindly, to display a degree of rational unity; or at

least this is s
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least this is so under intuitively favourable conditions and within feasible
firnits (P teit 1993; McGeer and Pettit 2002}, For the same reason, then, lam
happy to think that the unified cooperative envisaged in our thought experi-
ment might count as an intentional agent too. But would it countas an agent
capable of akrasial As in the case of the mere collection and the cooperative, |
argue not.

Suppose that the unified cooperative makes certain putative judgements,
or forms certain putative intentions, apparently recognizing in light of those

states that a certain response is zequgwi of it. And imagine now, as we rﬂ}gna

expect of an akratic agent, that it to display that response. Would we be
entitled in these circumstances to ascribe akrasia to it?

By the account of akrasia sketched at the beginning of this chapter, we
would be entitied to take the group as akratic it it were indeed an intentional
agent and if conditions of functioning were normal. But if the unihed

ooperative failed to display rational unity under normal conditions, then

that would provide evidence that undermined the attribution of agency as

such, in which case there would be no reason 1o ascribe akrasia. We might save
the attribution of agency by revising our view of its intentional attitudes. But
to save the attribution of agency in this way, of course, would be to represent
the agent as performing in the way required and to eliminate any appearance
of akrasia.

The problem with the unified cooperative is that it passes as an intentional
agent only so far as it reveals intentional attitudes in a rationally unified

pattern of operation. There are states it enters and exits such that the ways

they are formed and unformed—say, on the basis of voting—and the ways
they operate in relation to one another, and ultimately in relation to behav-
iour, provide evidence that they are the intentional attitudes of a single agent.
Let the unified cooperative fail on the operational side, therefore—Ilet it fail 1o
display rational unity under conditions that cannot be discounted as abnior-
mal for functioning—and its title to being an intentional agent must falter.
There will be no plausible evidence for the rather extravagant hypothesis that
it is an intentional agent but one that is suffering akrasia.

This third result should be no surprise, given that the unified cooperative is

human animal that achieves raticnal

an analogue of the non nity in a blind
or mechanical way. For the argument just used will apply to non-human
animals as well. Anything that might be taken as evidence of akrasiz in such an
animal will tend to undermine our confidence thatitis an intentionai system.

Or it will Iead us to revise our account of that cresture’s intentional attitudes,
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so that it no longer looks akratic, It is no surprise, therefore, that by our
ordinary lights dogs and cats and the like do not display anvthing like akratic

behaviour.

A Group Capable of Akrasia

We have seen that collective akrasia is not going to be realizable in a mere
collection, in a cooperative, or even in a unified cooperative, But these three
negative results point us towards a positive claim and [ try to describe and
defend this claim in the present section.

In order for a collection of agents to be capable of counting as an inten-
tional agent in its own right, and therefore as an agent capable of akrasia, itis
necessary for it to be able to form states that are fit for the role of intentional
attitudes: say, the role of judgements and intentions. Call this the cos oper rative
requirement of collective agency. Butin order for those states actually to play the
role of intentional attitudes it is equally necessary that the collection be ai)!:e
te unify thern rationally with one another and with the behaviours that can
be ascribed to the group. And if the collection is to be the sort of agent that
can display akrasia, it is necessary that it be able to unify them rationally in
ied cooperative. Call

something more than the mechanical manner of the uni
this the self-unifying requirement of collective agency.

With the cooperative and self-unitying requirements in mind, we can
describe the profile of a group that transcends the three sorts of collections
we have described. This will be a cooperative that takes steps to promote the

achievernent, as such, of its own rational unity or integrity. [ think of this

self-unifying cooperative as an integration of individuals or as a social inte-
grate.

it is relatively easy to see how such a group might emerge. Let a coliection
of people establish or grow into a common purpose or purposes, on the basis

of various levels of common belief Letit face a variety ofissues, perhaps at the

safne time, perhaps at different times, that it needs 1o resolve in order to
pursue its purposes. Let it initally deterimine its view about each of those
issues—taken separately—on the basis of some majoritarian form of voting,
active or virrual. Let it baulk, however, in the event that the views thereby
espoused—whether at the same or at different times—should prove not
cohere with one another, or not 1o cohere with the actions that it takes: let it

be sensitive as such to the requirements of coherence, recognizing that they
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are grounded in the requirements of agency. And, finally, let it take steps in
such an event that guard against rational disunity; let it strive to endorse only
views that can be integrated with one another into « single rutional vision of
fow things are and of how it is desirable that they should be.*

a4 mode of

The integration of individuals established on the basis of suc!
functioning would have an irresistible claim to being an intentional agent in

its own right. It would embrace a rationally unified vision of things and it

would act rationally on the basis of that vision. Moreover, it would show itself
to be aware of the constraints that must be satisfied oy a rational agent and it
weuld be disposed to act so as to try to satisfy those constraints. Itis hard to see
what further credentials conld be required iz order to estal 1115 1agency. True,
the groa@ E‘H\*;bdgéd will have no wutonomous means of perception, no
emotions in its own right, and no spontaneous inferential or other dispos-
itions; it will exist and operate only by courtesy of individual contributions

and only un

r painstaking procedures of aggre g?ﬁion and correction. But

the group envisaged will have an intentionally unified vision of the world and
will generaily act as that vision requires (Rovane 19973, However bloodiess

and robotic it may be, there is no good reason to ceny thatit!

of an agent. So at any rate [ shall assume here.
The elements required for the emergence of an integration of agents are all
readily available in day-to-day life. The richest requirement is that the

members of the group have to be aware as such of the constraints to be

satishied by a rational agent, so that they can adjust appropriately if they find

that the constraints are breached. But thisis nos problematic. We have alrcady

assumed aggregating their views into collective beliefs the members
relyon g e group to accept relevant formulae. If peaple understand a

L]

formula, sav p’, then they have to know, more or less mliy, what sort of thing

provides inductive evidence in its favour and what provides evidence againsi;

ch propositions are consistenit with it and which inconsistent; which

Wh suppose that the individuals consider the issues sepuruteiy? \‘{/hy‘ suppose, for example,
that they consider whether the group should endorse g, in abstraction from the guestion as 10
whether it has already endorsed p and if p then ¢? The argument could be run without this
supposition, but two considerations make it a natural onc to make. First, there will be no loss in
having the individuals consider the issucs separately, so far as they are capable of purting anv

resultant incoherence right. And secondly, it would seem to be better palicy to let the

incoherences emerge. and then to look at how they should be put right, rather than to have
individuals privilege existing group commitments and avoid incoherences emerging in the first
placer it may be the existing commitments that should rationally be revised and not the

commitment most recently supportad by individual voting,
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propositions entail it and which are entailed by i7; and so on. But if they know
this, then they know the constraints of rational Hity that a believer that p, or of
course someone who intends to make it the case that p, will have to satisfy;
what those constraints rule out are precisely responses that breach inductive
coherence, deductive consistency, and the like.

ntegrations of the kind described are perfectly familiar entities. Think of

j;:)L;i - bodies or busingss corporations or private associations or think of a few
collaborators in some enterprise. Every such collection of people is going to
have a more or less well-identified set of purposes to which its members have
to subscribe. And every such collection is going to form judgements and
intentions in the course of devising plans for the advancement of those

1

purposes. The judgements and intentions are likely to be formed on the
basis of explicit voting procedures, whether in the group as a w%zole or in one

or another unit that it comprises. But the votes taken under such procedures

will never be allowed to generate rational disunity. If they happen to support
an irrational set of judgements or intentions then the group will take steps to
revise or moderate the votes taken. Any group that regularly failed to do this

would

would find itself unable to act systernatically in pursuit of its goals; |
find itself trying to orient by an inconsistent map. And anv group that failed
to do this would be a laughing stock among its members and among the
poptilace at large.

But would the integrated group of the kind envisaged be an agent capable
of akrasia, or just an agent like the unilied cooperative that we would never
have compelling reason to treat as akratic? That is the crucial guestion for our
e

purposes. | now proceed to argue, in positive vein, that there is little or no

dithculty in thinking that an integration of individuals might prove to be an

akratic agent, under the conception of akrasia used here.

There are three cbservations | make in the course of marshalling the
argument. The first is that there is no problem of the kind that arose with
unified cooperatives in acknowledging that integrations may be akratic. The
second is that we can see why integrated collectivities might be subject, even
in conditions that count as perfectly normal, to akrusis; we can see a difficulty

i which akrasia might be sourced. And the third is that we can see strategies
w%e?eby an integrated group might kope to get over that difficulty and to
avoid akrasia. This last observation is important because we would be loath to
postulute lack of self-control in an agent that was incapable ol making

successful efforts to achieve self-control.
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First Observation

The probiem that would stop us from ascribing akrasia to the unified coopera-
tive is that a condition necessary for doing this—-that the agent fails to achieve
rational unity under normal conditions of functioning—would deprive us of
evidence to support the ascription of agency or the assumed characterization
of the group’s commitments. This problem will be overcorme only where the
failure to achicve rational unity does not undermine the claim to agency in
this way. The potentially akratic group must be able to prove itself capable of
agency, despite displaying the rational disunity associated with akrasia.

The integrated group characterized above will be able to meet this can-
straint. We can readily imagine such a group failing to behave in the way that

the views it supports manifestly require, even under conditions that we have

no independent reason to regard as abnormal. And we can imagine this
happening in circumstances where we would have no lasting reason to
doubt its status as an intentional agent. For the integrared group is capable,
under our characterization. of recognizing rational constraints as such. And
so it is capable of admitting, cenouncing, and perhaps remedying the failure
involved, recognizing it as a sort of failure that it should avoid.

i the group does this, and i it proves its sincerity in [uture behaviour or at
least in behaviour in other domains, then there is going to be no problem in
taking it to have intentional atttudes that it failed, despite conditions of
functioning being normal, to act on. The fact that the group reaffirms the

intentional states that it failed to live up 1o, acknowledging that failure as a

{allure, will make for a big contrast with the situation that might arise in the
case of the unified cooperative. It will give us a powerful reason to counten-
ance the group as an intentional agent, dismissing the counter-evidence that
its behaviour constitutes. And if we do continue to take it as an intentional
agent without revising our ascription of intentional attitudes, then we will
have 1o ascribe akrasia 1o it.

The failure involved in akrasia means that the group does not satisty the
requirement of rational unity in the ordinary way that we would expect ofan
intentional agent. But the acknowledgement of failure will help to put
right this shortfall from unity. When an integrated group admits such
failure, then it can be seen as disowning the akratic action, denying it the
status of a behaviour that reflects its intentional states: its presumptively

unified way of seeing the world. It can be seen as laying claim to rational unity
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of a second-best sort: unity that can exist in spite of the disunit displayed in

actual behaviour.

Second Observation

The sccond observation I want to make is that the sort of failure associated

]

with akrasia is perfectly intelligible in the case of the integrated group. There s
a compelling reason why we might expect a group of the sort envisaged to
find it difficult to get its act together and to manifest in action a unified

iﬁé‘aéerstandmg of what there is and what there ought to be. There is &

cornpelling reason to expect such difficulty—and the possibility of fzilure—
even when the group is functioning in intuitively normal conditions. This has
to do with the fact that any integrated group is going to be plagued by
discursive dilernmas.

Consider a simple group that operates by tuking a majority vote on every
issue that it confronts in the course of pursuing its purposes. The group may
be the edirorial comrmittee of 2 journsal, the workforce in some joint enter-
prise, a body that is commissioned to discharge a certain public duty, or
whatever. Suppose that the group operates under intuitively normal circum-
stances: nothing stops members from deb ating fully and rationally the
position that they ought to adopt on each issue, none of them is prey to

anty sori of irrationality in the votes that they cust, the voting procedures

followed do not give rise to any particular difficulty, and so on. It is entirely
possible, nonetheless, that the group will confront discursive dilemmas. And
itis entirely possible that despite operating in normal conditions, and despite
having and trying to exercise the self- rengdtlva resources needed 1o promote
collective rationality and unity, still it will fzil to act as its official and
con‘%:zfz}uéﬁg view requires it to act. It Is entirely possible, in other words, that
it will display akrasia.

The point is best established with reference to an example (cf. Biackburn
2001).
of three mermmbers that resolves all the issues it faces | by majority vote and that

ake a non-commercial academic journal with an editorial committee

is not subject to intuitively abnormal conditions of £ functioning. Suppose that
the committee votes in January for promising subscribers that there will be no
price rise within {‘ive years. Suppose that it votes in mid-year that it will send
papers 1o external reviewers and be bound by their decision as to whether or
not to publish any mdwzdua; piece. And suppose thatin December it faces the
issue as to whether it should be prepared in principle to publish papers that

group—ithe
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involve technical apparatus and are quite costly to produce. The earlier votes

J

will argue against its being prepared to do this, since a rise in the number of

techrical papers submitted and endorsed by reviewers—endorsed, without
any eve to overall production costs—might force it to renege on one or other
of those commitments. But nonetheless, of course, a n ajority may support
the acceptance of technical papers, without any individual beiny irrational.
The members of the committec might vote as in Figure 3.2.

Discursive dilemnmas of this kind preserit a group with 4 hard choice.
Members have to choose between, on the one side, let n% the group be
fully responsive to individual views, as recorded in m ajority voting, and on
the other, ensuring that the group is coilectively rational. Sometimes it will be
hard for the group to determine where the demand for collective rationality

feads: whether they ahouk, revise one of the carlier votes in Figure 3.2, for

example, or the votc y have just taken. But even if there is no dithoulty of
this kind—even if it is ciear what collective rationality requires of the

group—they may find it hard to live up to that requirement; 'zhey may

7

find themscives prey to akrasia.

They will not ind it hard to live u up to the requirement, of course, if they

are individu

ily devoted in a consuming, wholehearted way to the group and
are in no way tempted to defect [rom whar it requires of them. A group whose
membess were dedicated in this way would operate like & perfectly virtuous
agent, always spontaneously supporting what the balance of available reasons
requires of the group. But not all members need be so devoted to the group in
which they figure; and when something less than full collective devotion is on
offer, then it may prove very dithcult for members 1o get their act together
and ensure that the group lives up to the considerations that it endorses.
Suppose in the example just given that the group looks again at its votes in

the first two columns and decides that they should stand, whether on their

Prica fresze External review Tachnical papers
A Ysas No Yeas
B No Yes Yas
1 Yos Yes No
Fig. 3
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Own 1merits or because it is now 0o late to ihaﬂge them. In other words,
suppose that the members quickly resolve the question as to what collective
rationality requires of the group: it requires them to Himit the number of

technical papers to be accepted. Their shared judgement, perhaps unani-

mous, is that i the group is to aflirm its claim to unity and agency, then Lhe

memberss have no choice but to limit the acceptance ol technical papers. Tt is
still possible in this event, and without conditions of functioning ceasing to be
normeal, that the group will fiind it hard to act on that determination: in effect,
to act against the majority who support an open policy on technical papers.
That majority might remain individually and stubbornly inclined to
support the acceptance of technical papers. And so we can imagine them
turning their eyes from the group as a whole, and sticking to their votes when
the issue is raised again. We can imagine them refusing to hear the call of the
group as a whole and acting like encapsulated centres of voting who are
responsive only to their own modular prompts. As we imagine this, we
envisage the group taking an akratic line in the policy about the technical
papers.
What might motivate the recalcitrant majority in the sort of case envis-
aged? They might be moved by a more or less selfish inclination or identifica-

on, being technically minded themselves; or they mightbe moved by a sense
of fairness towards those who would be disadvantaged; or whatever. Personal
virtue is as likely as personal vice to source recalcitrance towards a collectivity.
Virtue in the individual members of a4 group may make for akrasia in the
group as a whole.

But could it really be rational for the recaicitrant members to stick to a
deviant pattern of voting, whether out of individual bias or virtue? I don’t see
why not. They would satisty their private motives, partial or impartial, by
doing so. And they might individually expect to get away with such voting,
being outvoted by others; they might expect to be able to free-ride. Or they
might hope that even if a majority remains recalcitrant, this will not cause
problems: there will not be a deluge in the number of technical papers
submitted and accepted, and the committee can get away with holding by
all of the three commitments involved.

What, however, If it is clear to a recalcitrant member that if he or she
doesn’t change vote, then the group will indeed fail to avoid inconsistency?
Could it be rational for that person to stick to the deviant pattern of voting?
That would depend on how far it matters to the member in question that the

group should retain an unconiroversiai claim to U“ﬂity and agency in the
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domain in question. If that does not matter in sufficient measure, then it will
maxe rational sense for that person to refuse to go along with what he or she

agrees is required of the group, thereby putting its status as a unified agent in
jeopardy.

It is characteristic of akrasia that akratic behaviour does not actually
undermine the status of a subject as an agent, even if it does put that status
in jeopardy. Akratic agents will be able to retain that status so far as t hey prove
capable of ackﬁowleugmg anid denouncing the tailure and, ideal Iy, reforming
their behaviour in future—or i not actually achieving reform, at least
cstablishing that the failure is untypical: while they may not get their act
together in the domain in question, this is not characteristic of their perform-
snce in general.

As it is with akratic agents in gs—:' eral, so it can be with the sort of group
ail t

agent envisaged. The group can fa ctasitagreesis required and yet retain

its status as an agent by proving ¢ 'c,puble of adritting the failure involved and,

in token of the admission, taking steps to reverse policy, or at least to insulat

3

the failure and limit the damage it does. If it does not prove capable of this,

then it cannot be represented, and cannot represent itself, as an agent that

acts out of a rationally unified view of the world. it cun be represented only

as an aggregate of different agents, not as an agent unified within itself: only as

many, not as one.

Third Observation

The final observation [ want to make in support of my claim that integrated
groups can display akrasia is that there are strategies available to any such
group whereby it might seek to guard against this sort of failure. One way in
which a group might be protected against akrasia, of course, would be

it

through its members being individually so devoted to the collectivity that
inevitably behaves in the fashion of a virtuous agent. But short of such a
radical alternative to akrasia, there are a number of means whereby a group
might try to ensure that it achieves continence: that is, a form of self-control
that does not require virtuous devoticn (Pettit and Smith 1993).

The strategies [ have in mind often serve two purposes: first, to show the
group a salient way out of a discursive dilemma, by identifying a course of
actionn whereby coherence can be achieved, and secondly, to guard against the
unwillingriess of some members to go along with that course of action. The

first purpose is associated with self-direction, the second with self-control.
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Here we are only concerned with the sirategies as means of achieving the
second, self-controlling effect (see List and Pertit 2002).

The first and most obvious strategy for promoting self-control in a collect-
ivity would be for the group to ensure that the costs ofi:a%?%ng 10 achieve such
self-control are significant. The members roight pre-commit themselves o
being collectively rational, for example, exposing themselves to a cost that 2]

will have to bear in the event of éfaiiéag to achieve such rationality. Or

members might lay down procedures under which those who remain recalci-
trant in the attempt to achieve COH%CH e rationality will be expelled or
punisked in some way.

A second sort of strategy for achieving collective continence would have

the group seek. not to raisc the costs of failing to achieve self-control, but to

restrict the oppof‘{umt‘;as for such failure. Thus the group might restrict the

ange of matters in respect of which it ucts, recognizing that troubles loom
outside the boundary thereby imposed. This strategy is likely to be of lirnited
use, since the group may not be able to impose an effective boundary without
compromising its ability to advance ity pur p\)ses Or, alternatively, the group
might take steps to try and ensure that differences of the sort that give rise to
discursive dilermmas do not emerge. The group might scck, by whatever

bri

means, to bring members of the group together in their views as to what

the group should judge and on how it should act. The means adopted could
involve an increase in deliberative discussion—-—though that could backhre by
sharpening rather than moderating differences {Sunstein 2002)—or a resort
to less savoury ways of shaping and homogeﬁézéﬁg people’s opinions.

< i i
and

A third sort of strategy whereby a group might achieve self-control
indeed sclf-direction—is probably more promising. The members of the
group might follow a procedure whereby the decision on problematic issues

ve such

is taken out of their individual hands. They might arrange to
matters decided by more or less automatic procedures. This sort of self
denying ordinance comes in two particularly salient versions.

Under the first version of the strategy, the group would agree in advance
that should different majorities support incoherent positions on certain sets
of issues, then the positions adopted on some of those issues will dictate,
independently of rnajority vote, the position that the group should adopt on
others. Thus the group might decide that in the event of majorities having
endorsed in the past positions that dictate a position on an issue that arises
later, the earlier votes will rationally dictate the group position on that later

issue. Or a group might decide that the positions adopted on more general,
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principled issues will rationally dictate the position to be adopted on matters

atever.

of greater detail. Or w
Under the second version of this strategy, the group would agres
the event of recalcitrance causing a problern—or indeed more generally-—

the group position will be determined ! by sorie designated officer, or perhaps

by a small commitiee that is not so hxalv 1w be affected by discursive

dilemmas. This strategy would enable the group to transcend the diffics ulty
raised by such dilemmas in a smooth and unproblematic manner, though it

would compromise the partici ipatory character of the collective. As the first

version privileges certain considerations in the formation of group views, this

second version wolild privilege certain members.

These remarks should be suthcient to indicate thar not only are integrated
collectivities likely to be plagued by a malaise resem bling akrasia. The malaise
in question looks to be well deserving of the title of ‘akrasia’, so far as those
groups are alsc likely te have access to strategies of self-control: strategies
whereby the group can keep imself collectively rational, even though its

mermbers may not be wholehearted! ly devoted to it

The Lessons

The fact that akrasia in collectives takes the form described in the last section
wells us something about akrasia as such, and in this final section I mention
some lessons that we can draw from the discussion. I concentrate on three

lessons in particular: first, that is not mechanical in character;

secondly, that it is not essentially a hierarchical phenomenon in which
lower-level elements revolt against a higher; and thirdly, that it is not
exclusively action-centred in its manifestations: it can affect attitudes as
well. [n defending these lessons, 1 give support to something close to what
Christine Korsgaard (1999) describes as a constitutional mo<el of the role that
reason plays in the person, though [ do not defend the distinctivel v Kantian

views with which she is associataed.

Akrasia is not Mechanical in Character

The first lesson, acc ording to which akrasia is not mechanical in character,

r the frst section, where we saw that akrasia

tion, the cooperative, or even the unified

derives from the discussion i

has no place in the mere colle
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cooperative. The unified cooperative represents a collcctive agent that oper-
atesin a rmore or less mechanical way, paralleling the mode of operation most
ofus ascribe to non-hurran animals like dogs and cats. it relies on voting and
other mechanisms that generate candidate states for the role of judgements
and intentions. And the psychology or organization of its members ensures,
without anyone necessarily being awarc of the fact, that those states will
actually implement that role, at least under intuitively favourable circum-
stanices and within intuitively feasible limits. They ensure that the unified
cooperative will achieve and maintain rational unity in the way it forms and
unforms such states and in the wa ay the states lead to action.

fargucd carlier that the unified cooperative cannot be indicted with akrasia
because any failure to achieve rational unity would put its status as an agentir
question, so that there would be no reason to think thatitis an ageut but one
that is akratic. I supported that observation hy poin ting out thal something
very similar is going to be true of the non-human anirmal. Let such an animal
behave in a way that makes no sense in the light of the intentional states
ascribed to it, and let conditions be intuitively normal. We will naturally
concludein such a case either that it is not an agent proper or that our initial
ascription of intentional states was mistaken. We will not have any good
reason for regarding it as an akratic agent.

The lesson drawn in our discussion of collectives was thatifa group agent is
to be capable of akrasia then it must be an agent that can be aware as such of
the constraints of rationality and that it must be able to regulare izself in the
light of those constraints. Only an agent of that kind could fail to achieve
rational unity in action, even in intuitively normal conditions, and yet count

as an intentional agent proper. Only an agent of thar kind would be able to

establish its status as a rationally unified subject through recognizing and

&dﬁ“lt"lﬂ’? the fuilure, representing the action in guestion as someth ing that it

does not endorse or own and as something, therefore, in which it was not
reaily present as an agent.
The point made here would seem to apply more generally, as indeed we

:t 1t establishes is that akrasia

saw in the case of non-human animals. Wh
presupposes a sort of agent that is not just brutely disposed to achieve a
certain rational unity in action but that has the capacity to work intentionally
at the achievement of such unity. The agent must be able to recognize the
constraints that have to be satished by any systemn that holds by certain
profiles of belief and desire and the like. And it must be able to identily the

requirements of those constraints in its own case and, in principle, to regulate
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its performance so as to 1meet those requirements (Pettit 1993; McGeer and
Pettit 2002, In short, it imust be able to make normative judgements about the

constraints it ought to satistv in different cases, no just be disposed to Sdtlbf‘»

those constraints in a more or less unthinking manner.

This lesson, to put it a bit more sharply, is that the agent that is capable of

akrasia has 2ot to be sometééng more them

st a decision-theoretic system in
which states of belief and desire mutate and materialize in action according to
standard requirements of rationality (pace Jackson 1984; see Petiit and Smith
iSé}Jj. it has got Lo be able 1o express such states in assertiony about what is the
case and about what would id eally be the case, recognizing in virtuc of that
ability that this or that action is required ol it: and recognizing this, despite the
occasional failure—even in intuitively normal conditions——to act in the
required way. No failure in a decision-theoretic systern would give us com-

pelling reason to ascribe akrasia if the subject in question did not have thissort
of ability; it would only give us reason to positamallunction or to think again

about our initial ascription of intentional states,

AXkrasia is Not Necessarily a Hierarchical Phenomenon

The second lesson that [ derive from our discussion is that akrasia is not an
essentially hierarchical phenomenon. Traditional discussions of akrasia sug-
gest that it has a deeply hierarchical aspect, representing it as the failure ol a
higher self to subdue a lower self, or the faiiure of the superior faculty of

reason to suppress the base passions. ‘Every rational creature, ’tis said, is

oblig’d to regulate his actions by reason; and if any other motive or principle

challenge the direction of his conduct, he ought to oppose it, t be entirely

subdu’d, or at least brought to a coniormity with that superior principle’
(Hume 1740/1978: 413).

The striking thing aboust the akrasia that 1 identified in collectives, how-
ever, is that it does not have a hierarchical aspect at all. The elements that are
in conflict when akrasia strikes may be coordinate factors, not factors that are
arranged in any order of power or authority. They ure simply the different
individuals involved, as in the example of the editorial committee that [
discussed. Each of these has his or her own view as to what the group should
judge and do and each is generally disposed to play his or her part in the
integration of the group as an agent proper. But even when the demands of
integration are discerned armong the members, and even when conditions

of functionirig are normal, each is subject to the possibility of & certain
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recaicitrance of motivation: a modular cricapsuiation that blocks the achieve-

ment of harmony with *{%e voices of othors. When that reczicitrance surfaces

o a wide front, the individual

ail to get their act together and the group fails
£C
to act as its commitments require. And that §11£= ire iy precisely what consti-
tutes akrasia.
if we agree that there is collective akrasia of this kind, then we must agree

that akrasia is mot necessarily hierarchical in character. The solution may

involve subordinating some elements to others, as we saw, but the problem

e

arises in the hrst place, not because of insubordination, but rather because of a
failure of coordination. Joes the coliactive case suggest, however, that akrasia
in the individual may also take & nmon-hierarchical form? Thi s question

fakes us inlo uncertain, speculative realms, bhut [ cannot resist sk ewhmg a

possibility under which at least some forms of individual akrasia would
a non-hierarchical character.

The individual who escapes akrasia, like the collective that does so, will
prove thereby to be a creature of reason. But that this is so does not mean that
reason is itsell a faculty that has to impress its rule on more rebellicus
elements in the personality, subordinating them to its control. it may be, as
in the collective case, that reason is a pattern to be achieved among the
elements that go to make the agent, not itself one of the elements involved.
Discourse with others or with thermnseives will make clear o agents that this
i them if they are to count as coherent and

or that action is

conversable. But consistently with an agent as g whole recognizing what
coherence and conversability require—in parallel o how the group as a

there may be different voices within his or

whole might recognize this-
her make-up that continue to register dissent and continue to prove recalci-
trant. We may often think of akrasis materiali Zing as z result of preuceiv that
sort of recalcitrance triumphing.

What might be the voices that go to constitute an individual agent, in the

vay in which different lndividuals constitute a group? One possibility would
be to conceive of the voices required as the different modalities of cognition
and motivation——the different perspectives—between which individuals
often describe themselves as being undecided. There are longer-term and
shortes-term perspectives, for example; altruistic and egocentric, or social and
personal perspectives; perspectives that are relatively warm or involved and
perspectives that are relatively cool or detached; perspectives that differ so far
as they are associated with substantively different sets of desi raﬁ;glty charac-

teristics; and so on. We might think of these perspectives all being e gaged in
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decision-making, with the e ghgeant being regulated by the agent's sense of
what reascn overall recuires. And we m ight J‘Eﬁ‘ié( of akrasia appearing so far
as some of the perspectives prove resistant to the adjustrments that overall
reason dictates—so far as they pee—“?br;? ike encapsulated, modular units
{Fodor 1983 —and vet prove capable of ‘l&t‘umg action.

There is no g‘a%‘obierm in seeing how the different voices in a person might
give counsei that offends against reason, where we conceive of reason as a
certain unified sort of pattern. As there are discursive dilernmas that arise for
any group, so there will be dilemmas that arise 2 among these voices, even if the
voices are each consistent in their own recomimendations.

imagine that a person confronts the issue of whether or not to buy a Volvo

where it is assumed that the decision turns on two guestions: one, whether it

f

era Volvois the best sort of car to

would be good to have a car; and two, whe

have. And suppose that the relevant voices in a person are: A, the economic

voice of self-interest; B, the ecological voice of the environment: and C, the

voice concerned with what will impress the neighbours. These voices, which

represent rival sets of desirability characteristics, rmay give rise to the p‘ﬁt("?‘ﬁ
shown in %éguf{e 3.3, where the support provided for o given judgem

thought of as a sort of voting.
The pattern of support represented in the matrix is entirely intuitive. The

economic seif A recormmends getting a car, because of the saving of time

involved, but recommends against the relatively expensive Volvo. The eco-
logical self B votes against a car, for standard environmental reasons, burt
registers that a Volvo is the best sort of car, given its low emission levels. And
the status-oriented self C recommends both in favour of getting a car aad in
favour of getting the particularly impressive Volva., But the result is ¢

v L

while there is a maj jority of voices that think it would be good to get a car, and

a majority that think a Volvo is the best car, there is aiso a mai jority against

Good 1o have a car? |Is Volvo the best car? Buy a Voivo?
A Yes No No
B Mo Yes No
C Yas Yes Yes
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getting a Volvo. We might imagine the person who Ope‘razfs under the
influence of such voices coming to the view that he or she should buy «

Volvo but proving akratic when it comes to phoning the deuler.

The picture of individual akrasia that this suggests is attractively egalitarian
and emphasizes, intuitively, that the recalciirant elemensts in the akratic agent
need not be voices of temptation but voices that make a serious claim on the
person. It would enable us to avoid the downgrading of inclinration and

emotion that typifies more standard approaches, for example, and allow us

to enfranchise the affective as well as the intellectual voices within us. The

most admirable human beings, according to the picture projected, would be
those who let the voices of the heart as well as the voices of the head each have
their say on every issue. They would be committed to achieving rational unity
in themselves but not at the cost of suppressing ary such voices. They would
rencunce the sort of ideal sometimes imagined in traditional moral the OTY:
that of being someone in whom only one voice speaks, and in whom all
elements have been drilled into marching to the beat of one drum.

My discussion of collective akrasia not only makes an egalitarian vision of
akrasia avatlable, it may also help to explain why the hierarchical picture
remains so prominent. We saw i discussion of how collectives achieve self-

control that one way of doing so is by giving over control, in the event of any

= individual or set of

rational dissension, 1o certain considerations or 1o a cert
individuals. One way in which individuals may achieve self-control is by

giving over control, in paralie]l fashion, to privileged sorts of considerations

or to a privileged sort of voice. The most plausible version of this strategy
would be to give control to more general, principled considerations or to give
control to the cool voice that marshals such considerations in our reason 1ing.
And that is precisely the sort of strategy supported in traditional religious and
moralistic writings. So far as this strategy of self-control has been the most
salient one around, it may have given life to the hicrarchical conception of
akrasia. For if that strategy is taken to be the only one available, then the

essential problem in akrasia wili be traced o the fact that more particularistic
considerations push us away from the rule of the principled considerations
that govern by right, or that the warmer voices of feeling and emotion rebe!
against the cool, detached voice that is properly placed in authority above
them.

These remarks should help to show how akrasia in the individual might
allow of a revisionary, egalitarian representation. So at least | hope. But 1

hasten 1o add that the representation depends on an analogy between
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individual and group that is only very partial. To make the analogy detailed,

1 need to have an account of how the different voices in a subject are

We Wou
to be distinguished. We would need to be told more about how those different
voices speak to the subject: how, tfor example, emotions and sentiments
represent things to a person (Pertit 20018). And we would need a model of
how such voices can contribuse 1o a personal decision when, clearly, ¢ 2y do
ot cperate as voters, let alone as voters who can only suy ‘Yea’ or ‘Nay’.
Stitl, it is worth emphasizing that even if it is only suggestive, the metaphor

has an intuitive appeal and that it has zalso proved attractive to others, Thus R.

M. Adams {1985: 10—11) gives expression 1o a similar image of the soul

What I think is and ought to be the order of the soul is not a pure democracy, and
certainly not rnob rule, but something more like the American system of represen-
tative government with ‘divided powers’, with opposing tendencies and competing
interests retaining an independent voice and influcnice- with state and federal
governments, Jegisiative and executive and judicial branches, public and private
sectors, ali acting in their own right in ways that directly affect the moral character
of the nation and its refations with other peoples. Itis important for the individual, as
for the swate, t¢ be able 1o act fairly consistently over time in accordance with
rationally coherent policies subjected 1o ethical refiection. But it is also important
for the individual, as for the state, to have potential sources within—to have, as it
were, organs that can take positions that the chief executive wishes they would not
take. The ever prescnt possibllity of internal conflict is not only a vexation and a
potential hindrance to resolute action; it is also a wellspring of vitality and sensicivity,

and a check against one-sidedness and fanaticiss,

Like Korsgaard, Adams thinks that this image of the soul & broadly Platonic

inn provenance. And in that connection it is perhaps worth quoting what
another scholar says about Plato’s views on the unity of the person. ‘Being
ore, on this account, is something to which we aspirce; “one” is an honorific
title. The inquiry that leads to that unity, however, is an inquiry conducted by
the active mind, the syllogizing soul endeavouring to maintain consistency in
its beliefs and to produce proper explanations. .. Self-identity and unity are
what we aim for’ (McCabe 1994: 300).

AXrasia is Not Exclusively Action-Centred in Manifestation

According to the account given of collective akrasia, the malaise involved has
a distinctively practical aspect (Pettit and Smich 1993). The group fails to

achieve rational unity despite opcerating within feasible limits and under
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le conditions. Specifically, the group fails to achieve rational un 1ty as
a result of a divergence among its reembers on the question of what it oughs
to do and a fatlure on their part to come into line with the demands of reason
on the group overall. Bur though the sort of failure invelved has this practicai
aspect, it is a striking feature of the malaise described that it can affect, nos just
what the group does or forms the initention of doing, but also what it judges

to he the case and thereby comes to balieve. Collectdve akrasia is not exciu-

SEVE‘IV action-cenire

The reason this is so is that the difficulty that gives rise to akrasia—the
ditficulty made vivid in the discursive i lemma can affect the formation of

judgement as well as the formation and enactment of intention. In our

original example of a discursive dilernma, the three members of a gr

group

give mdjority support to p and to if p thenn ¢ but not to ¢ under the rules
described, indeed, they enectzvely deny that q. just as the failure of the group

to intend or to act as certain commitments require can be explained by the
recalcitranice of a relevans majority, so such recalcitrance may explain the
failure of the group to form such judgement. And if it does expiain that sort
of failure, then we have 0 see the group’s not making that judgement as a
manifestation of akrasia.

Nothing in this line of thought should be surprising. The making of a

involves the

iudgement that s—the accentance of a corresponding formula
g p

forma‘tiora ofa belief that s, SO far as the agent becomes disposed thefeby 1O act

action. The group acts in making a | uc%gem;ni on the ¢ question ‘s or not s
decides to put the matter to a vote. And the group actsin acma%iv forming the
ct the

judgement that 5; it goes through the process of voting. Akrasia can a
group’s performance in reg&m to those actions and so it can affect its
performance in regard to the formation or non-formation of an associated
belief. Even if the group is required by its own lights to believe that s, it is
clearly going to be possible for it to {all to form any belief on the matter or to
come to form the belief that not 5 and this is clearly going to be possible,
rmoreover, in intuitively normal conditions of functioning.

The lesson is that akrasia is not exclusively action-centred in its manifest-

ations. And that lesson, it transpires, may apply in the individual as well as in
the collective case. Assume, un controversially, that one of the ways in which
individuals form beliefs is by making judgemneants: by endorsing relevant
formulae, taking them to be well supported, and by becorﬂing disposed at

the samc timc to actas if they were true. [fan individval can be co ceptualized
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as a forum where ditferent voices speak, and where the achievernent ofagency
and personhood requires their continuing orchestration, then akrasia may
strike hiere in the same way as with the collectivity. Despite agreec evidence as
to what reason requires the individual to iudge onm some issue, the voices

within the persor may fail, akratically, to get their act together.

There may be reason why the individual is required to make a judgement

on some matter like ‘s or not sV, and yet he or she might fail to address or
resolve it. Or there might be reason for sorneone to judge that s, and yet the
person might fail to get his or her voices in unison and so might not support
that judgement. All the evidence might suggest that @ friend has been

disloyal, for example, and ver the voices of affection a‘né nosmigiz‘; might

sl

refuse to go along, leading the agent to report, akratically: T know it’s a

3

compelling coaclusioa}»; but [ just can’t believe it
While this line on the possibility of belief-related akrasia is controversizal, it
is not anpzecaéeﬁied and it is not lmplausible (Mele 1987, 1995). It is

suppored, for example, by the fact that we hold peovle responsible for the
nported, ple, bv the £ hat hold peopl D b

things they believe in domains where we think they are capable o 'L’idgfrm:nt

(Pettit and Smith 1996; Scanlon 1998; Pettit 2001a). How could we hold people

responsible in this wav unless we thought that their beliefs were subject to
personal control and vet that sometimes they failed, akratically, to exercis

that controi?

Conclusion

The upshot of our discussion is tantalizing. We have seen that groups, but
only groups of a distinctively self-unifying kind, can manifest akrasia. And
that observation has sponsored three fairly well-pointed lessons for the nature
of akrasia in general. It argues that akrasia is not mechanical in character but
supposes a capacity to recognize the demands of reasons and to regulate in the
light of them. It supports an image of akrasia in which the problem is not
essentially a failure of the higher elements in a hierarchy to subdue lower
elements but a failure among more or less equally ranked elements—egually
to get their act together. And it suggests that akrasia is not

raniked
exclusively action-centred 1n its manifestations, being a malaise that can affect
the formation of judgement as well as the performance of action. None of
these claims will prove irresistible, of course, but they should each make a

seripus claim on our attention.
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They should make a claim on our attention, 1 have suggested, not just in
relation to collectives but also in relation to individuals. The image of the ' %
individual as an amalgamn of different voices is oniy a metaphor, of course, and
there is no suggestion that those voices have the autonomy of differcnt

persons or contribute to the views of an individua! in the procedurally

procrustean manner of voters. But the point it conveys is surely engaging:

that there may be profit in tf inking of the individual as a plarality of i1l

ives that interact in a continuing search for the unity of a single,

T
i

?EIS?%C
reasoned vision. And if we do think of the individual in that way then akrasia _
will have to be seen in the individual as well as the collective case as a :
phenomenon that is non-rmechanical and non-hierarchical in naturc and '

that is not exclusively action-centred in its manifestations.
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