CHAPTER ONE

WHAT IS HUMAN AGENCY?

T
I would like to explore in this paper what is involved in the notion of a
self, of a responsible human agent. What is it that we attribute to our-
selves as human agents which we would not attribute to animals?

This question takes us very far indeed, and into several issues of capital
importance in philosophy. 1 am not even going to try to sound them all.
But I'd like to make a preliminary exploration of the terrain, using as my
guide a key notion which has been introduced recently by Harry
Frankfurt, in order to see how well the territory of the self may be mapped
with its aid.

The key notion is the distinction between first- and second-order
desires which Frankfurt makes in his ‘Freedom of the will and the concept
of a person’.! [ can be said to have a second-order desire when | have a
desire whose object is my having a certain (first-order) desire. The intui-
tion underlying Frankfurt's introduction of this notion is that it is
essential to the characterization of a human agent or person, that is to the
demarcation of human agents from other kinds of agent. As he puts it,

Human beings are not alone in having desires and motives, or in making choices.
They share these things with members of cerrain other species, some of which even
appear to engage in deliberation and to make decisions based on prior thought. It
seems to be peculiarly characteristic of humans, however, that they are able to

form ... second order desires .. .2

Put in other terms, we think of (at least hightr} ammals as having
desires, even as having to choose between desires in some cases, or at least
as inhibiting some desires for the sake of others, But what is disuncrively

! H. Frankfurt, ‘Freedom of the will and the concept of a person’, Journal of Philosophy,
&7:1 {Jan, 1971, pp. 5—20. L Ibid., p. 6.
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human is the power to evaluate our desires, to regard some as desirable
and others are undesirable. This is why *no animal other than man ...
appears to have the capacity for reflective self-evaluation that is mani-
fested in the formation of second-order desires’.*

Iagree with Frankfurt that this capacity to evaluate desires is bound up
with our power of self-evaluation, which in turn is an essential feature of
the mode of agency we recognize as human. But 1 believe we can come
closer to defining what is involved in this mode of agency if we make a
fu rther distinction, between two broad kinds of evaluation of desire.

Thus someone might be weighing two desired actions to determine the
more convenient, or how to make different desires compossible (for
instance, he might resolve to put off eating although hungry, because later
he could both ear and swim), or how to get the most overall satisfaction.
Or he might be pondering to see which of two desired objects attracts him
most, as one ponders a pastry tray to see if one will take an éclair or a mille
feuilles. '

But what is missing in the above cases is a qualitative evaluation of my
desires; the kind of thing we have, for instance, when I refrain from af:tinrg
on a given motive — say, spite, or envy — because | consider it base or
unworthy. In this kind of case our desires are classified in such categories
as higher and lower, virtuous and vicious, more and less fulfilling, more
and less refined, profound and superficial, noble and base. They are
judged as belonging to qualitatively different modes of life: fragmented or
integrated, alienated or free, saintly, or merely human, courageous or
pusillanimous and so on,

Intuitively, the difference might be put in this way. In the first case
which we may call weak evaluation, we are concerned with OUtComes; ir:
the second, strong evaluation, with the quality of our motivation. But just
put this way, it is a little too quick. For what is important is that strong
evaluation is concerned with the qualitative worth of different desires,

Tl'nls is x-rrhat 1s missing in the typical cases where, for example, | choose a
holiday in the south rather than the north, or choose to go to lunch at the
beach rather than eat now in town. For in these cases, the favoured
alternative is not selected because of the worth of the underlying motiva-
tion. There is ‘nothing to choose’ between the motivations here.

But this does not mean (a) that in weak evaluation the maotivations are
homogeneous. We may not be weighing two objects of the same desire, or
put somewhat differently, two outcomes with the same desirabiliry

1 Ibid, p. 7.

e
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characterization. Take the example of someone who is hesitating berween
taking a holiday in the south or in the north. What the holiday in the
north has going for it is the tremendous beauty of the wild, the untracked
wastes, etc.; what the south has going for it is the lush tropical land, the
sense of well-being, the joy of swimming in the sea, etc. Or | might put it
to myself that one holiday is more exhilarating, the other is more
relaxing.

The alternatives have different desirability characterizations; in this
sense they are qualitatively distinet. But what is missing in this case is a
distinction between the desires as to worth, and that is why it is not a
strong evaluation. | ultimately opt for the south over the north not
because there is something more worthy about relaxing than being exhil-
arated, but just because ‘I feel like ir’.

It follows a fortiori (b) that weak evaluations are not simply quantita-
tive either. That is, the alternatives cannot necessarily be expressed in
some common units of calculation and in this sense rendered commen-
surable, This has often been obscured by the recurring ambition of our
rationalist civilization to turn practical reflection as much as possible into
calculation, an ambition whose major expression has been the doctrine of
utilitarianism.

The bent of utilitarianism has been to do away with qualitative
distinctions of worth on the grounds that they represent confused percep-
tions of the real bases of our preferences which are quantitative. The hope
has been that once we have done away with strong evaluation we will be
able to calculate. Utilitarianism has, 1 believe, beten wrong on both
counts. For decisions between alternatives which are not distinguished as
to worth are not necessarily amenable to calculation — for instance, the
choice berween the two holidays above is clearly not so amenable, or only
in part (or some of the considerations relevant to my choice of holiday
might be quantifiable in a strict sense, for example, cost). Mor is there any
calculation when | stare at the pastry tray and try to decide whether to
have an éclair or a mille feuilles.

All these weak evaluations are only ‘quantitative’ in the weak sense
that they do not involve qualitative distinctions of worth. We sometimes
explain our choices of this kind by saying that one alternative was ‘more
fun’, or *better value’; bur there is no genuine quantification behind these
expressions; they are just cover terms for ‘preferred’. Utilitarians are
certainly right from their own standpoint in rejecting strong evaluation,
for doing away with this is a necessary condition of reducing practical
reason to calculation. But it is far from being a sufficient condition.




18 AGENCY AND THE SELF

Mor can we say (c) that weak evaluation is only concerned with out-
comes, and never with desires; thar all cases of second-order desires are
strong evaluations, For | can have what Frankfure calls ‘second-order
volitions’ on the basis of weak evaluations. I have a second-order volition
when I want certain first-order desires to be the ones which move me to
action. So I can want the desire to lunch-and-swim-later to be prepotent,
because | know that | will have a better time all things considered, though
I fear that [ will break down since you are offering me lunch now. And I
can have second-order desires on the same kind of basis: | might want my
addiction to rich desserts to abate so that 1 can control my weight. But in
both of these cases by hypothesis the alternatives would not be dis-
tinguished in that one of the desires was unworthy or base, or alienating,
or trivial, or dishonourable, or something of the sort; in short there would
be no gualitative distinction of the worth of the motivations.

And just as one can desire not to have a desire one has on the basis of
weak evaluarion, so one can desire a desire one has not got. Roman
banqueters had and acted on this kind of second-order desire when they
went to the vomitorium, so as to restore appetite and be able to go on
eating with pleasure. This contrasts sharply with the case where [ aspire to
a desire out of a strong evaluation, where I see it as admirable, for
instance, as when | want to be capable of a great and single-minded love
or loyalty.*

The distinction between the two kinds of evaluation, then, doesn’t
simply turn on that between quantitative and qualirative evaluation, or
on the presence or absence of second-order desires. It concerns rather
whether desires are distinguished as to worth. And for this we can perhaps
set out two interlocking criteria.

(1) In weak evaluation, for something to be judged good it is sufficient
that it be desired, whereas in strong evaluation there is also a use of ‘good’

or some other evaluative term for which being desired is not sufficient;
indeed some desires or desired consummations can be judged as bad, base,
ignoble, trivial, superficial, unworthy, and so on.

It follows from this that (2) when in weak evaluation one desired

* We might add a fourth reservarion and protest that strong evaluation is generally not of
desires or motivations, but of qualities of action. | eschew some action because that is a
cowardly way to bebave, or a base action. The point is well taken if we mean thar we are
not speaking of desires alone, bur we are seriously mistaken if we think that what is
evaluared here are actions as distinct from motivations. Cowardly or other kinds of base
behaviour are such partly in virtue of their motivation. So that scrong evaluation necess-
arily involves a qualitative distinction of desires,
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alternative is set aside, it is only on grmlpds. of its contingent in-
compatibility with a more desired alternative. I go to hm_d_!. Ia;;:r,
although hungry now, because then I shall be able to lunch and swim. But
I should be happy to have the best of both worlds: if the. pog] were open
now, | could assuage my immediate hunger as well as enjoying a swim at
lunch-time. 4 . i
But with strong evaluation this is not neoessan]_y the case. Snm!e esire
consummation may be eschewed not because it is 1ncom!:-anble with
another, or if because of incompatibility this will not be conpingent. Thus
| refrain from committing some cowardly act, although very tempted to
do so, but this is not because this act at this moment would mgku any
other desired act impossible, as lunching now would make swimming
impossible, but rather because it is base. . s
But of course there is also a way in which we could chnracter!zc this
alternative which would bring out incompatibility. If we examine my
evaluative vision more closely, we shall see t}luat l value courageous actu:;z
as part of a mode of life; 1 aspire to be a certain klnq of person. This \.'-'ﬂi:l .
be compromised by my giving in to th1§ craven 1mputsel. Here [hn.ErL 15
incompatibility. But this incompatibility is no .!nngrr Fﬂntmgﬁ:ﬁt._]t is n]:t
just a matter of circumstances which makes it 1mpr?551ble o give 1;1 ot |:
impulse to flee and still cleave to a courageous, 1:Erlght rm_:de of life. 5uc
2 mode of life consists among other things in withstanding such craven
Im']:":i:: Sti’mn: should be incompatibility of a non-contingent kind hcrg is
not adventitious. For strong evaluation deploys a language of evaluative
distinctions, in which different desires are described as noble or b:as;,
integrating or fragmenting, courageous or ooward.ly, clairvoy ant or bl m]11
and so on. But this means that they are characterized {:DI'.Itr:lstlv.tl}f. Eac
concept of one of the above pairs can only be un#rstuod in relation to the
other. No one can have an idea what courage is unless he k.“nws whar
cowardice is, just as no one can have a notion of ‘red’l. say, w“h[.mt s.nme
other colour terms with which it contrasts. It is essential to both red nnc}
‘courage’ that we understand with what they are contrasted. And o
course with evaluative terms, as with colour terms, the v:f-}rrtrnst may not
just be with one other, but with several. And indeed, refining an evalua-
tive vocabulary by introducing new terms would alter the sense of the
existing terms, even as it would with our colour vﬂcahulargl,'.
This means that in strong evaluation, we can characrerize the altgrna-
tives contrastively; and indeed, it can be the case that we must do so if we
are to express what is really desirable in the favoured alternative. But this
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is not so with weak evaluation.’ Of course, in each case, we are free o
express the alternatives in a number of ways, some of which are and some
of which are not contrastive, Thus | can describe my first issue above as
between going to lunch #ow and going to lunch later; and this is a con-
trastive description in that it is essential to the identity of one of these
alternatives that it not be the other. This is because the term ‘now’ only
has sense through contrast with other terms like ‘later’, *earlier’, ‘tomor-
row’, and so on, Indeed given the context {e.g., that one cannot decide to
lunch in the past), and the contrastive background necessary to ‘now’, it
would be enough to pose my issue to ask myself, ‘shall I lunch now?" {or
perhaps, ‘had I better lunch later?).

But if I want to identify the alternatives in terms of their desirability,
the characterization ceases to be contrastive. What lunching now has
going for it is thar [ am hungry, and it is unpleasant to wait while one is
hungry and a great pleasure to ear. What eating later has going for ir is
that I can swim. But [ can identify the pleasures of eating quite indepen-
dently from those of swimming; indeed, I may have enjoyed ecating long
before swimming entered my life. Not being contrastively described,
these two desired consummations are incompatible, where they are, only
contingently and circumstantially,

Reciprocally, 1 can describe the issue of my strong evaluations non-
contrastively. | can say that the choice js between saving my life, or
perhaps avoiding pain and embarrassment, on one hand, and upholding
my honour on the other, Now certainly [ can understand preserving my
life, and what is desirable about it, without any acquaintance with
honour, and the same goes for avoiding pain and embarrassment, And
even if the reverse is not quite the case, no one could understand *honour’
without some reference to our desire to avoid death, pain, or embarrass-

ment; for while one preserves honour, among other things, by a certain
stance towards such things, even so saving one’s honour is not simply
contrastively defined with saving one’s own life, avoiding pain and so on;
there are many cases where one can save one’s life without any taint o
honour, indeed without the question even arising,
And this non-contrastive description may even be the most apposite for

¥ It might be objecred thar wtilicarians roo make use of a qualitarive contrast, Le., that
berween pleasure and pain. Bur this is precisely not a qualitative contrast of desires of
desired consummations, which is what we are considering here, Only pleasure is what is
desired, according o utilitarian theory; pain we are averse ta, Of CoUrse, we might want
to contrast the avoidance of pain, which in one sense of the term we desire, and pleasure. Ir
is exactly this contrast which utilicarians have notoriously failed ro make.
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certain purposes. Since there are ct:rtair.ﬂ}f Cf:rﬂfl.ngﬂntdi.'l.[.}:dltl{ll;s_ T;Ic{iff}r
lying my being faced with this dread chmf:e of d_eath or dishonou s
the colonel had not sent me to the front line ar just th:.at mﬂm.c'nt ?r ;
enemy were attacking — it is indeed in virtue ctf a contingent set n_ialnr;:ums
stances that I must now risk my life to ;wmdldlshnnnur._!}?; ln |::fuis
again on what makes the alternative to be re.]ected _undmra e, L &
that running away is in this case incompatible with hunuuré t.:-ust
companbility is no longer a contingent one: honourab]elcu:ln flllf_. . u]t !
consists in standing in face of such threat to life when this kind o Ih.h, o
at stake. Or to put it in one word, running is to be eschewrid because :r| i ;[
‘cowardly’, a word which carries the sense of a non-contingent con

i conduct. ;
WI'Th]::Tl::: tr:l:other pair of alternatives can be described eu_h::-r _L;)Ill’ras'
tively or non-contrastively, when we come tnl the c{cs:}rab: t'igi,rve(c;;
undesirability} characterizations in virtue of which m1_¢_ a n:"-md i
rejected, the alternatives in strong evaluation must be Lumr?n}; Lua_
scribed. For in strong evaluation, where we depiclry a Ianguagrh.u :;v g
tive distinctions, the rejected desire is not so rfjected because !n ;ur:
mere contingent or circumstantial conflict with an.other gvi:ra t Z!”gr
cowardly does not compete with the1' goods by takmg_ up “i,,‘ :II:ES "
energy 1 need to pursue them, and it may not alter r_nﬂ}r .CI::'ICI.ImS : ek
such a way as to prevent my pursuing them. The conflict is deeper;

contingent.®

z
The utilitarian strand in our civilization would induce us to a:hl;alnddun '::E
language of qualitative contrast, and th{s means, of L{]{.Ir!:ji_,,ﬁ& ;:;1i r;:rzsz
our strong evaluative languages, for th&l.l' terms are only defined in o
trast, And we can be tempted to redefine issues we are reflecting on in

-qualitati shion. .

“‘3:0‘3:': lltt:r:i?j If:t us say that 1 am addicted to over-eaFin g 1.ﬁ|.1d it h;rd ;ﬂ
resist treating myself to rich desserts. As | e-;tlruggle with this 1ssuv.=i, |nkF e
reflection in which 1 determine that moderation is better, I can be 50 ing
at the alternatives in a language of qualitative contrast. I can be re e::;lng
that someone who has so little control over his ap}?ctttcs that he 'Im::u tf:t
his health go to pot over cream-cake i1s not an admirable person. I yearn to

® lam indebted for the present formulation of this point to the vigorous Ubiﬂ'tlﬂfl!i of iljnﬁ
Wilbur Mackenzie against the whole enterprise of distinguishing strong from wea

evaluation.
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be free of this addiction, to be the kind of person whose mere bodily
appetites respond to his higher aspirations, and don’t carry on re-
morselessly and irresistibly dragging him to incapacity and degradation.

But then I might be induced to see my problem in a quite different light,

I might be induced to see it as a question of quantity of satisfaction.
Eating too much cake increases the cholesterol in my blood, makes me fat,
ruins my health, prevents me from enjoying all sorts of other desired
consummations; so it isn't worth ir. Here I have stepped away from the
contrastive language of strong evaluation. Avoiding high cholesterol con-
tent, obesity, ill health, or being able to climb stairs, and so on, can all be
defined quire independently from my eating habits. Someone might even
invent some drug which would allow me to go on eating rich desserts and
also enjoy all those other goods, whereas no drug would allow me to eat
my cake and arttain the dignity of an autonomous, self-desciplined agent
which I pined after on my first reading of the issue.

It may be that being talked around to see things in this non-qualitative
light will help me solve my problem, that somehow it was too deeply
disturbing when 1 put it in terms of dignity versus degradation, and now [
can come to grips with it. But this is 3 separate question from deciding
which way of putting it is more illuminating and true to reality. This is a
question about what our motivation really is, how we should truly
characterize the meaning things have for us,

This is a conflict of self-interpretations, Which one we adopt will partly
shape the meanings things have for us. But the question can arise which is
more valid, more faithful o reality. To be in error here is thus not Just to
make a misdescription, as when I describe a motor-vehicle as a car when it
is really a truck. We think of misidentification here as in some sense
distorting the reality concerned. For the man who is trying to talk me out
of seeing my problem as one of dignity versus degradation, [ have made a
crucial misidentification. Bur it is not just that | have called a fear of too
high cholesterol content by the name ‘degradation’; it is rather that infan-
tile fears of punishment or loss of parental love have been irrationally
transterred to obesity, or the pleasures of eating, or something of the sort
(to follow a rather vulgar-Freudian line). My experience of obesity,

eating, etc. is shaped by this. But if [ can getover this *hang-up’ and see the
real nature of the underlying anxiety, I will see that it is largely
groundless, thar is [ do not really incur the risk of punishment or loss of
love; in fact there is quite another list of things at stake here: il health,
inability to enjoy the outdoor life, early death by heart-attack, and so on,
So might go a modern variant of the utilitarian thrust, trying to reduce

T, 2
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our qualitative contrasts to some hqmlngcnmus medm.rn. In 1!115 it :?:E
be much more plausible and mphlstncatcd_than fa?'lfer w.irlfmfs o
talked as though it were just a matter of Slm.phf.II]ISfIdEI]ll.ﬁLHTIOEI]l;’DT ;n
what people sought who pined after honour, d_:gmt}r, 1n|:egr1ly,hane i
were simply other pleasurable states to which they pave these hig
INg NAMES, ;

W%T;i:;gﬂm of course ripostes to these attempts to reduce our vt.?aIL:.lan?EZ
to a non-gqualitative form. We can entertain th‘.: ml?mmr_wr,r.m.ﬁ r;}: =
rejection of qualitative distim:timm_ is |tself an illusion, ?01:- L;L ['P 5.2
by an inability to look at one’s life in the light of some of the |fs Im-: Hi.r,l
a failure of moral nerve, as it were; or clse h.y the drawhu ahce:'n xa "
objectifying stance towards the world. We might huldlt a;lt.e oy
hard-hitten utilitarians are themselves moved by qua]ltat.wf_: 15:1?; :
which remain unadmitted, that they admire the mc.tde ﬂf life in w ILh T}ﬁ
calculates consciously and clairvoyantly as somer_hmg higher ﬂ.“n.t eli

of self-indulgent illusion, and do not simply Fa]ect it as more sat:;ﬁr?g,.._ f

We cannot resolve this issue here. The point of :ntmducln.g the 1;';!:1;
tion between strong and weak evaluartion is tﬂlculntrarst the dllﬁcrcr;’t. _|n 5
of self that each involves. In examining thHT; it will, I think, Lhu:ur:!e
overwhelmingly plausible that we are not h:cmgs wlhlnsc omly aut entic
evaluations are non-qualitative as the ucjlitansfn tradition sallpf:guhtr.k s

A subject who only evaluates weakly = that is, makesl decisions |.: & -tufh
of eating now or later, taking a hclidg}r in rhfa north orin the sgu; -‘:hcr
a subject we might call a simple wf&tgher of alternati.ves, An dt € w':
who deploys a language of evaluative contrasts ranging over desires,

[ evaluaror. AR
mlfq'g;“:i: i:;: ncinr:ur that a simple weigher is :_Jiread}f reﬂec’rlffe in a
minimal sense, in that he evaluates courses of action, and I;sm_netlmes ;
capable of acting out of that evaluation as against under t ffl;rjnpr;ssm
immediate desire. And this is a necessary feature of Wha.t we ca 1 se oh
person. He has reflection, evaluation ;lnt']lwlﬂ- But in cnn:rafht t:]]_] Eh:
strong evaluator he lacks something else which we often speak of wi

f ‘depth’. _
m?;?'tih:;:c?ngd:fahaator envisages his ;ilwrnari.ves rhrc:-ughla L;ch.ersla;;
guage. The desirable is not only defined for him h}_r x_-.'hat 13 ﬁesu:}; u
whart he desires plus a calculation of consequences; it is also de nI:.J ¥ :
qualitative characterization of desires as higher and. If_.:wcr, nlrIJ If: Tz:zn
base, and so on. Reflection is not just a matter, where it is nclnt LC‘:I\{‘_LJ._ :_n -
of consequences, of registering the conclusion that altcrlnatm £ -Ilh o
attractive to me, or draws me more than B. Rather the higher desirability
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ator. i ha Ve a IrCIEEbI.Ilat'}' Gf 'I.-‘I.-Orth,
[l’l other W 5 [= Ii - I!} Pi (s .III W 4 =
; It C [ nb. Iam presﬂnted “.']th
l:ul ]ES, It hﬂ{.{'mts Cit‘ilr Lo me rhﬂr{fﬂet more i € an éc I| W
nari 5 1n C i W i I '
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T ] 5 2 . 3
1 pf lences f l‘]'l 5 fr‘ilt]‘ [}1 JEL over I; are n
: | i
a‘.k .E' atlnﬂ, o LElCII ate conse
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r “Iﬂ s E] lDf tlif d [E!’Ih’itl'l-ﬂa iy ca Efl kﬂ n !ai

flecting as a strong evalu-

r or a mille

Bur ¢ i imi
s ﬂfhelsrmng evaluator is not similarly inarticulate, There is the b
a language in which to expres iority
; press the superiority of one al
_ e altern
the Iangua_g:: of higher and lower, noble and base
m-.lvardfy, integrated and fragmented
artaculatf‘ superiority just because he has a langua
characterization,’ i
e o . .
" x-..lthm an experience of reflective choice berween
ables, strong evaluation is a condition of articulacy
3

egin-
arive,

Incommensur-
and to acquire a

cterized in a language of qualitative contrase that

lre we mf:ntsnned above, that the rejecred alrerna-

S g s rely cantingent or circumstantial conflicr with the

i iy m‘lﬂm;:gr nr.: qualitative contrast is to characterize the noble
! : ¢ base, the couragen b

<ol i : _ geous to the cowardly, and so on.

e t(,ﬂn&rn,:l:::' 1:;:- Eni::m see right away how the holiday preference could becom

i :mal,]_ d !:;:, t n_:u.‘!e t0 go south rather than north because we will have a :

g iy fm:,:i:}- :.u- uphfr;np, exp;lrrn_-na.* in visiting some ancient cvilization th::j;r:

races of man, With this examnpl :

= ' . _ ple we can also see that |

= th;":‘a]u:t::m do not have 1o be ex clusively ethical, as one might have s ani:;ges .
amples above; they can also be aesthetic and of other kinds as well o
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strongly evaluative language is to become (more) articulate about one’s
preferences. | cannot tell you perhaps very volubly why Bach is greater
than Liszt, say, but I am not totally inarticulate: | can speak of the “depth’
of Bach, for instance, a word one only understands against a correspond-
ing use of ‘shallow’, which, unfortunately, applies to Liszt. In this regard |
am way ahead of where | am in articulating why | now prefer that éclair to
the mille feuilles; about this 1 can say nothing (not even that it tastes
better, which 1 could say, for instance, in explaining my preference for
éclairs over brussels-sprouts; but even this is on the verge of inarticulacy —
compare our replying above that Bach ‘sounds berter’). And | am also way
ahead of where | might be if I had never aquired any language to talk
about music, if it were a quite inarticulable experience for me (of course,
it would then be a very different experience).
To be a strong evaluator is thus to be capable of a reflection which is
more articulate. But it is also in an important sense deeper.
A strong evaluator, by which we mean a subject who strongly evaluates
desires, goes deeper, because he characterizes his motivation at greater
depth. To characterize one desire or inclination as worthier, or nobler, or
more integrated, etc. than others is to speak of it in terms of the kind of
quality of life which it expresses and sustains. | eschew the cowardly act
above because | want to be a courageous and honourable human being,
Whereas for the simple weigher what is at stake is the desirability of
different consummations, those defined by his de facto desires, for the
strong evaluator reflection also examines the different possible modes of
being of the agent. Motivations or desires do not only count in virtue of
the attraction of the consummations but also in virtue of the kind of life

and kind of subject that these desires properly belong to.*

¥ To be a strong evaluator is thus to see desires in an additional dimension. And this is in
fact essential to our important evaluative distinctions. It has been remarked for instance
that the eriteria of a courageous act cannot be given simply in terms of external achieve-
ment in a given context, Someone may rush the machine-guns out of stupidicy, or drunk
with frenzy, or because he has had too much of life. It is not sufficient just thar he see the
danger, a condition which is met in the last two cases. Or suppose a man is driven with
some uncontrollable lust, or hatred, or desire for revenge, so that he runs out into danger.
This is not courage either, so long as we see him as driven.

Courage requires thar we face danger, feel the fear which is appropriate, and neverthe-
less over-rule the impulse to flee because we in some sense dominate it, because we are
moved by something higher than mere impulse or the mere desire to live, It may be glory,
or the love of country, or the love of some individuals we are saving, or a sense of our own
invegrity, Implicit in all of these is that the courageous man is moved by what we can at
least think of as seen by him to be higher. If someone for instance thoughe thar there was
nothing higher than life and the avoidance of pain, and believed that no one could sanely
and responsibly think otherwise, he would have no place in his vocabulary for physical
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But this additional dimension can be said to add depth, because now we
are reflecting about our desires in terms of the kind of being weare in having
them or carrying them out, Whereas a reflection about what we feel like
more, which is all a simple weigher can do in assessing motivations, keeps
us as it were at the periphery; a reflection on the kind of beings we are rakes
us to the centre of our existence as agents. Strong evaluation is not just a
condition of articulacy about preferences, but also about the quality of life,
the kind of beings we are or want to be. It is in this sense deeper.

And this is what lies behind our ordinary use of the metaphor of depth
applied to people. Someone is shallow in our view when we feel that he is
insensitive, unaware or unconcerned about issues touching the quality of
his life which seem to us basic or important. He lives on the surface because
he seeks to fulfil desires without being touched by the ‘deeper’ issues, what
these desires express and sustain in the way of modes of life; or his concern
with such issues seems to us to touch on trivial OF unimportant questions,
for example, he is concerned about the glamour of his life, or how it will
appear, rather than the (to us) real issues of the quality of life,

The compleat Utilitarian would be an impossibly shallow character, and

we can gauge how much self-declared Utilitarians really live their ideology
by what importance they attribute to depth.

3
Thus the strong evaluator has articulacy and depth which
weigher lacks. He has, one might say, articulacy about depth. But where
there is articulacy there is the possibility of a plurality of visions which
there was not before. The simple weigher may hesitate, as before the éclair
and mille feuilles, and his momentary preference may go back and forth.

But we would not say that he envisages his situation
way,

the simple

of choice now one
now another. With strong evaluation, however, there can be and
often is a plurality of ways of envisaging my predicament, and the choice
may be not just between what is clearly the higher and the lower, but
between two incommensurable ways of looking at this choice.

Let us say that at the age of 44 1 am tempted to pack up,

and go to some other quite different job in Nepal. One ne
sources of creativity,

abandon my job
eds to renew the
I tell myself, one can fall into a deadening routine,

R

courage. Any act that might appear to quality for this title would have to be classified by
him as foolhardy, mad, ar moronically insensitive to reality, or samething of the kind. If
we can think of gangsters as being heroic it is because in this post-Romanric age we see
something admirable in people living some grand design to the ultimate end, wharever it be,
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this basic intuition more plausible, if indeed it lacked any plausibility at the

outset, It'must be clear that an agent who could not evaluate desires atall

would lack the minimum degree of reflectiveness which We associate with a

human agent, and would also lack a crucial part of the background for what

we describe as the exercise of will.

I should also like o add, but with pe rhaps less certainty of universal
agreement, that the capacity for strong evaluation in particular is essential
to our notion of the human subject; that without it an agent would lack a
kind of depth we consider essential to humanity, withour which we would
find human communication impossible (the capacity for which is another
essential feature of human a gency). ButIwill not try to argue this case here.
The question would revolve around whether one could draw 1 convincing
portrait of a human subject to whom strong evaluation was quite foreign
(is Camus’ Meursault such a case?), since in fact the human beings we
are and live with are all strong evaluators,

But for the remainder of this paper, I should like to examine another
avenue of the self, that of responsibility, with the aid of the key notion of
second-order desire. For we think of persons as responsible as well, in a way

that animals are nor, and this too seems bound up with the capacity to
evaluate desires,

There is one sense of responsibility which is already im plicitin the notion
of will. A being capable of evaluating desires may find that the upshor of
such evaluation is in conflict with the most urgent desire. Indeed, we might
think of it as a necessary feature of the ca pacity to evaluate desires that one
be able to d istinguish the better one from the one that presses most

strongly,

But in at least our modern notion of the self, respon sibility has a stronger
sense. We think of the agent not only as partly responsible for what he does,
for the degree to which he acts in line with his evaluations, but also as
responsible in some sense for these evaluations.

This sense is even suggested by the word ‘evaluation’, which belongs to
the modern, one might almost say post-Nietzschean, vocabulary of moral
life. For it relates to the verb ‘evaluate’, and the verb here implies thar this is
something we do, that our evaluations emerge from our activity of evalu-
ation, and in this sense are our responsibiliry,

This active sense is conveyed in Frankfurt’s formulation where he
speaks of persons as exhibitin g ‘reflective self-evaluation that is manj-
fested in the formation of second-order desires’,

Or we might put the suggestion another way. We have certain de facto,
first-order desires. These are given, as it were. But then we form evaly-
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* [.P.Sartre, L'Etre et le Néant (Paris, 1943), p. 559
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us to the limit where choice fades into non-choice. Do | really choose if |
just start doing one of the alternatives? And above all, this kind of resolu-
tion has no place tor the judgement ‘I owe it to my mother to stay’, which
is supposed to issue from the choice.

What is it to have this judgement issue from radical choice? Not that on
pondering the alternatives, the sense grows more and more strongly that
this judgement is right, for this would not be an account of radical choice,
but rather of our coming to see that our obligation lay here. This account
would present obligations as issuing not from radical choice but from
some kind of vision of our moral predicament. This choice would be
grounded. What is it then for radical choice to issue in this judgement? Is
it just that | find myself assenting to the judgement, as in the previous
paragraph | found myself doing one of the two actions? But then what
force has ‘assenting to the judgement’? I can certainly just find myself
saying ‘| owe it to my mother’, but this is surely not what it is to assent. |
can, I suppose, find myself feeling suddenly, ‘I owe this to my mother’; but
then what grounds are there for thinking of this as a choice?

In order for us to speak of choice, we cannot just find ourselves in one of
the alternatives. We have in some sense to experience the pull of each and
give our assent to one. But what kind of pull do the alternatives have here?
What draws me to the Cote d’Azur is perhaps unproblematic enough, but
what draws me to stay with my mother cannot be the sense that 1 owe it to
her, tor that ex hypothesi has to issue from the choice. It can only be a de
facto desire, like my desire for the sun and sea of the Céte d’Azur. But then
the choice here is like the choice of the two holidays in the previous
section. | feel the attraction of these two incommensurable alternatives,
and after 1 ponder them I find that one begins to become prepotent, it
draws me more. Or perhaps, the matter obstinately refuses to resolve
itself, and | say at one moment, ‘what the hell, I'll stay’.

The agent of radical choice has to choose, if he chooses at all, like a
simple weigher. And this means thar he cannot properly speaking be a
strong evaluator. For all his putative strong evaluations issue from simple
weighings. The application of a contrastive language which makes a
preference articulate reposes on fiat, a choice made between incommen-
surables. But then the application of the contrastive language would be in
an important sense bogus. For by hypothesis the experience on which the
application reposed would be more properly characterized by a
preference between incommensurables; the fundamental experience

which was supposed to justify this language would in fact be that of the
simple weigher, not of the strong evaluator. For again by hypothesis,
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x-.?hat [eadjs him to call one alternative higher or more worthy is not that in
!115 experience It appears to be so, for then his evaluations wnui;li be
judgements, not choices; but rather that he is led to plump for one rat
than the other after considering the attractiveness of both alternativ;i ol
But of course, even this account of choice would not be acce tabI;:
the Ithm::nst of radical choice. He would refuse the assimih:ianpﬂf th “’-‘
choices to such decisions as whether to go south or north fc::r my hcrl'u:lehL
For these choices are not supposed to be simply the rcgistmri‘im lf ol
pl’ﬁ'ff:!’l.‘.l'l(:ﬁ?, but radical choices. But what is a radical choice whichci,s e
even a registration of preference? Well, it may be that | just decide _"“:
thro:u.' myself one way rather than another., | Just say, ‘what the l-u:ljl ]l;fil
stay’. But this, of course, I can do in the haliday choi,ce case, wher ?f
instance, | cannot seem to make up my mind which is ref; bl ~C:1 i
does not distinguish the two cases. i
Per]l'naps then it is that in radical choice | do not consult preferenc
all. It is not that | try to see which 1 prefer, and then failing to get a re f—'i“:
:hr.crw m?srlf one way or the other; but rather, this kind of choice is f:a-;; :
quite without regard to preferences. But then with regard to what i i
madef‘ Herclwe border on incoherence. A choice made without re ar;; E:t
anything, w1t.hout the agent feeling any solicitation to one a]tern;ftivc 0:
the other, nrl in complete disregard of such solicitation: is this still choige?
"i.‘:'é’hat could it be? Well, suddenly he just goes and takes one of the a]trnier
tives. ‘f’et, but this he could do in a fit of abstraction. What makes ita-
ch_cur:e.‘ It must be something to do with what he is thinking out of wh }?
this act comes. But what could that be? Can it just be that he is thi lc'lc
somn_al:hu_-Jg like I must take one of them, | must take one of rhe::‘ -
peating it to himself in a fever? Surely not. Rather he must be ond 25
the .altcma:ivrs, be in some way considering their ::]ﬂsir:lhi]it}l:1 an;r':rl'lig
cho:r:_r must be in some way related to that, Perhaps he judges th;at Ai be
all cntrnla more desirable, and then he chooses B, Bur if this is a chs' .
and not just an inexplicable maovement, it must have been accom an'ﬁ
by something like: *damn it, why should | always choose by the br}lz:kml’]i
take E’.; or maybe he just suddenly felt that he really wanted B. | ';h
case, his choice clearly relates to his preference, however ﬁuddenll “ g
and from whatever reversal of criteria. But a choice utterl unr:l at:;;mg
the desirability of the alternatives would not be intelligible :5 a tl‘t{f i
The tlhf:ur}r of radical choice in fact is deeply incoherent, for it w:f.
maintain both strong evaluation and radical choice. lt‘wantc to ]:- .
strong evaluations and yet deny their status as judgements. ﬁnd-rhe reu:rl:
is that on close examination, it crumbles; in order to maintain its .m-
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herence the theory of radical choice in fact mutates into something quite
different. Either we take seriously the kinds of consideration which weigh
in our moral decisions, and then we are forced to recognize that these are
for the most part evaluations which do not issue from radical choice; or
else we try at all costs to keep our radical choice independent of any such
evaluations, but then it ceases to be a choice of strong evaluations, and
becomes a simple expression of preference, and if we go farther and try to
make it independent even of our de facto preferences, then we fall ult-
mately into a criteria-less leap which can not properly be described as
choice at all.

In fact the theory maintains a semblance of plausibility by surrep-
titiously assuming strong evaluation beyond the reach of radical choice,
and that in two ways. First, the real answer to our attempted assimilation
of radical moral choice to the mere preference of a simple weigher is that
the choices talked about in the theory are about basic and fundamental
issues, like the choice of our young man above between his mother and the
Resistance. But these issues are basic and fundamental not in virtue of
radical choice; their importance is given, or revealed in an evaluation
which is constated, not chosen. The real force of the theory of radical
choice comes from the sense that there are different moral perspectives,
that there is a plurality of moral visions, as we said in the previous section,
between which it seems very hard to adjudicare. We can conclude that the
only way of deciding between these is by the kind of radical choice that
our young man had to take.

And this in turn leads to a second strong evaluation beyond the reach of
choice. If this is the predicament of man, then it is plainly a more honest,
more clairvoyant, less confused and self-deluding stance to be aware of
this and take the full responsibility for the radical choice. The stance of
‘sood faith’ is higher, and this not in virtue of radical choice, but in virtue
of our characterization of the human predicament in which radical choice
has such an important place. Granted this is the moral predicament of
man, it is more honest, courageous, self-clairvoyant, hence a higher mode
of life, to choose in lucidity than it is to hide one’s choices behind the
supposed structure of things, to flee from one’s responsibility at the
expense of lying to oneself, of a deep self-duplicity.

When we see what makes the theory of radical choice plausible we see
how strong evaluation is something inescapable in our conception of the
agent and his experience; and this because it is bound up with our notion
of the self. So that it creeps back in even where it is supposed to have been

excluded.
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We can see this from a different angle if we consider another way of
showing the theory of radical choice to be wrong. 1 mentioned in the last
section that strong evaluators can be called deep because what weighs
with them are not only the consummations desired but also what kind of
life, what quality of agent they are to be. This is closely connected with
the notion of identity.

By ‘identity’ I mean that use of the term where we ralk about ‘finding
one’s identity’, or going through an ‘identity crisis’. Now our identity s
defined by our fundamental evaluations. The answer to the question
“What is my identity?’ cannot be given by any list of propertics of other
ranges, about my physical description, provenance, background,
capacities, and so on. All these can figure in my identity, but only as
assumed in a certain way. If my being of a certain lineage is to me of
central importance, if | am proud of it, and see it as conferring on me
membership in a certain class of people whom | see as marked off by
certain qualities which [ value in myself as an agent and which come to me
from this background, then it will be part of my identity. This will be
strengthened if [ believe that men’s moral qualities are to a great extent
nourished by their background, so that to turn against one’s background
is to reject oneself in an important way.

So my lineage is part of my identity because it is bound up with certain
qualities | value, or because I believe that I must value these qualities since
they are so integrally part of me that to disvalue them would be to reject
myself. In either case, the concept of identity is bound up with that of
certain strong evaluations which are inseparable from myself. This either
because I identify myself by my strong evaluations, as someone who
essentially has these convictions; or else because | see certain of my other
properties as admitting of only one kind of strong evaluation by myself,
because these properties so centrally touch what 1 am as an agent, that is,
as a strong evaluator, that I cannot really repudiate them in the full sense.
For | would be thereby repudiating myself, inwardly riven, and hence
incapable of fully authentic evaluation.

Our identity is therefore defined by certain evaluations which are
inseparable from ourselves as agents. Shorn of these we would cease to be
ourselves, by which we do not mean trivially that we would be different in
the sense of having some properties other than those we now have — which
would indeed be the case after any change, however minor — bur thar
shorn of these we would lose the very possibility of being an agent who
evaluates; that our existence as persons, and hence our ability to adhere as

i
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persons to certain evaluations, would be impossible outside the hon.zc;n
of these essential evaluations, thaEr. [.]-.re would break down as persons, be
i - ing persons in the full sense.
ml':lz'llfjg,iei;}f E;:v]erf 11E'::wn:v:vd by torture or brainwashing to abandon tht?;
cum-icrﬁms by which | define my ideutitg_;, I would be sha(;ter:.;l, I ;ur:::h&
no longer be a subject capable of knowing where l.st?n 1::1 i:.i ﬂ:; -
meanings of things were for me, | w:::uld suffer a terrifying ) ;ea il
precisely those capacities which define a human :.Lgtnt. 0.[ 1.’ to e
other example, | were somehow induced to Tl.*pufjlla.tl: my |i1‘|L:Lige_, ; m; 5
be crippled as a person, because | would Ibe rf,‘pudl:{l'l]jlg a.n ersslf_lntm r}:rr s
that out of which I evaluate and I:ll:T.El'I!'IlIn'E the meanings n.r t 1;:gs .Tm m,;
Such repudiation would both bie {ts.elf inauthentic and would ma
InE: authentic evaluations. .
m?ﬁ: hrll?:rzi:th;; identity refers us to f:rrm'u? evaluations u.;hach an;
essential because they are the indispensable horizon or fc-u_ndﬁl:mn out o
which we reflect and evaluate as persons. To lose Fh1s hnnzqn, or Eclrt to
have found it, is indeed a terrifying cxperielnF:E of dlsaggregatl{:rn an o:is,
This is why we can speak of an ‘identity-crisis Whﬂ.j we hs.nureE os:j m.1r§1 : ;
on who we are. A self decides and acts out of certain fundam
ev?l}:isni:t:.hat is impossible in the theory C.'f radical choice. The. age:Et Uf
radical choice would at the moment of chc_ucc ha*:re .r:x_bypu:{resr n;}d 1.?:3
zon of evaluation. He would be utterly ‘.Wlthi‘.lut Idl.?l'lt!l‘_,’. He :ruuhl 3
kind of extensionless point, a pure leap into the w:racl,. B"_'[ sun:JE a ht mlist
an impossibility, or rather could only be rhe desc_rlpt.n.:rn o ht 3 zmr
terrible mental alienation. The subject of ra.dlcal chmce is another E gt
of that recurrent figure which our civi.lir.altmn aspires [0 _re;l.mf:,ht. e !:
embodied ego, the subject who can nhjegﬁy all F-cmg, 1]’]L|L.1 Iling 1_5.01.:;0;
and choose in radical freedom. But this promised total self-possess
would in fact be the most total self-loss.

3 -

What then is the sense we can give to the resptrnsibi]it}' of the aglent, "t x:rlc
are not to understand it in terms of radigal choice? Do we hax c?m o
clude that we are not in any sense rtspnn.ﬂble fnr our evnluatmns_ i:,,l N

| think not. For there is another sense in which we are responsi a,f
evaluations are not chosen. On the contrary they are arttculatm]rclslgu.t_mr
sense of what is worthy, or higher, or more integrated, or more uh !ngz
and so on. But as articulations, they offer another purchase for the con
cept of responsibility. Let us examine this.
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Much of our motivation — our desires, aspirations, evaluation — is not
simply given, We give it a formulation in words or images. Indeed, by the
fact that we are linguistic animals our desires and aspirations cannot but
be articulated in one way or another. Thus we are not simply moved by
psychic forces comparable to such forces as gravity or electro-magnetism,
which we can see as given in a straightforward way, but rather by psychic
*forces’" which are articulated or nterpreted in a certain way,

Now these articulations are not simply descriptions, if we mean by this
characterizations of a fully independent object, that 15, an object which is
altered neither in whar it is, nor in the degree or manner of its evidence to
us by the description. In this way my characterization of this table as
brown, or this line of mountains as jagged, is a simple description.

On the contrary, articulations are attempts to formulate what is
initially inchoate, or confused, or badly formulated. But this kind of
formation or reformulation does not leave its object unchanged. To give a
certain articulation is to shape our sense of what
hold important in a certain way.

Let us take the case above of the man W
talked into seeing it as a me

we desire or what we

ho is fighting obesity and who is

rely quantitative question of more satisfac-
tion, rather than as a matter of dignity and degradation. As a result of this
change, his inner struggle itself becomes transformed, and is now quite a
different experience,

The opposed motivations — the crav
faction with himself ar such indulgence — which are the ‘objects’ under-
going rediscription here, are not independent in the sense outlined above,
When he comes to accept the new interpretation of his desire to control
himself, the desire itself has altered. True, it may be said on one level to
have the same goal, that he stop eating cream cake, but since it is no longer
understood as a seeking for dignity and self-respect it has become quite a
different kind of motivation.
Of course, even here we often try to preserve the identity of the objects
undergoing redescription — so deeply rooted is the ordinary descriptive
model. We mighe think of the change, say, in terms of some immature
sense of shame and degradation being detached from our desi
over-indulgence, which has now simply

ing for cream cake and his dissatis-

re to resist
the rational goal of increasing

"I put the expression in quotes here because the underlying motivation which We WaRE to
speak of in terms of psychic ‘forces” or 'drives’ is only accessible through Interpretation of
behaviour or feeling. The line here between metaphor and basic theary is very hard to
draw. CI Paul Ricoeur, D¢ L'Interprétation [Paris, 1965} and my “Force et sens’ in G.
Madison {ed.), Sens ef Existence [Paris, 1975).
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judgement on him. It is because of what he has become — perhaps indeed,
in response to some terrible strain or difficulty, but nevertheless what he
has become — that he cannot see certain things, cannot understand the
point of certain descriptions of experience. In the sense of ‘responsibility’
where we only attribute it to people in relation to outcomes that they can
presently encompass or avoid, we should not speak of responsibility here.
And even if we take account of what the agent could have done differently
in the past, the responsibility in this sense may be very attenuated, for
example when people have been marked by truly harrowing early
EXperiences.

But in another sense of ‘responsibility’, one older than our modern
notions of moral agency, we hold them responsible in that we judge them
morally on the basis of what they see or do not see. 5o that a man may
condemn himself by giving his sincerely held view on the nature of experi-
ence that he or others are living through, or on what is of importance to
himself or what he sees as important to men in general.

This is one sense in which we think of people as responsible for their
evaluations, and in a way which has nothing to do with the theory of
radical choice, But we also think of ourselves as responsible for them in a
more straightforward *modern’ sense.

This has to do with the other direction of causal influence in which we
can sometimes alter ourselves and our experience by fresh insight. In any
case, our evaluations would always be open to challenge. Because of the
character of depth which we saw in the self, our evaluations are articula-
tions of insights which are frequently partial, clouded and uncertain. But
they are all the more open to challenge when we reflect that these insights
are often distorted by our imperfections of character. For these two

reasons evaluation is such that there is always room for re-evaluation,

Responsibility falls to us in the sense that it is always possible that fresh
insight might alter my evaluations and hence even myself for the berter.
So that within the limits of my capacity to change myself by fresh insight,
within the limits of the first direction of causal influence, | am responsible
in the full direct, *modern’ sense for my evaluations,

What was said abour the challengeability of evaluations applies with
greatest force to our most fundamental evaluations, those which provide
the terms in which other less basic ones are made. These are the evalu-
ations which touch my identity in the sense described in the previous
section. There | spoke of the self as having an identity which is defined in
terms of certain essential evaluations which provide the horizon or
foundation for the other evaluations one makes.
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Now precisely these deepest evaluations are the ones which are least
clear, least articulated, most easily subject to illusion and distortion, It is
those which are closest to what [ am as a subject, in the sense that shorn of
them I would break down as a person, which are among the hardest for me
to be clear about,

Thus the question can always be posed: ought | to re-evaluate my most
basic evaluations? Have [ really understood what is essential to my
identity? Have I truly determined what I sense to be the highest mode of
life?

Now this kind of re-evaluation will be radical; not in the sense of
radical choice, however, that we choose without crite ria; but rather in the
sense that our looking again can be so undertaken that in principle no
formulations are considered unrevisable.

What is of fundamental importance for us will already have an articu-
lation, some notion of a certain mode of life as higher than others, or the
belief that some cause is the worthiest that can be served; or the sense that
belonging to this community is essential ro my identity. A radical re-
evaluation will call these formulations into question,

But a re-evaluation of this kind, once embarked on, is of a peculiar sort,

It is unlike a less than radical evaluation which is carried on within the
terms of some fundamental evaluation, when I ask myself whether it
would be honest to take advantage of this income-tax loophole, or
smuggle something through customs. These latter can be carried on in a
language which is out of dispute. In answering the questions just
mentioned the term ‘*honest’ is taken as beyond challenge. But in radical
re-evaluations by definition the most basic terms, those in which other
evaluations are carried on, are precisely what is in question. It is just
because all formulations are potentially under suspicion of distorting
their objects that we have to see them all as revisable, that we are forced
back, as it were, to the inarticulate limit from which they originate,

How, then, can such re-evaluations be carried on? There is certainly no
metalanguage available in which 1 can assess rival self-interpretations,
such as my two characterizations above of my ambition to go to Nepal. If
there were, this would not be radical re-evaluation. On the contrary, the
re-evaluation is carried on in the formulae available but with a stance of
attention, as it were, to what these formulae are meant 1o articulate and
with a readiness to receive any gestalt shift in our view of the situation,
any quite innovative set of categories in which to see our predicament,
that might come our way in inspiration.

Anyone who has struggled with a philosophical problem knows what
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this kind of enquiry is like. In philasophy typically we start off with a
question, which we know to be badly formed at the outset. We hope that
in struggling with it, we shall find that its terms are transformed, so that
in the end we will answer a question which we could not properly con-
ceive at the beginning. We are striving for conceptual innovation which
will allow us to illuminate some matter, say an area of human experience,
which would otherwise remain dark and confused. The alternative is to
stick stubbornly.to certain terms and try to understand reality by
classifying it in these terms (are these propositions synthetic or analytic, is
this a psychological question or a philosophical question, is this view
monist or dualist?).

The same contrast can exist in our evaluations. We can attempt a
radical re-evaluation, in which case we may hope that our terms will be
transformed in the course of it; or we may stick to certain favoured terms,
insist that all evaluations can be made in their ambit, and refuse any
radical questioning. To take an extreme case, someone can adopt the
utilitarian criterion and then claim ro settle all further issues about action
by some calculation. :

The point has been made again and again by non-naturalists, exis-
tentialists, and others, that those who take this kind of line are ducking a
major question: should 1 really decide on the utilitarian principle? But
this does not mean that the alternative ro this stance is a radical choice.
Rather it is to look again at our most fundamental formulations, and at
what they were meant to articulate, in a stance of openness, where we are
ready to accept any categorical change, however radical, which might
emerge. Of course we will actually start thinking of particular cases, for
instance where our present evaluations recommend things which worry
us, and try to puzzle further. In doing this we will be like the philosopher
and his initially ill-formed question. But we may get through to some-
thing deeper.

In fact this stance of openness is very difficult. It may take discipline and
time. It is difficult because this form of evaluation is deep in a sense, and
total in a sense, that other less than radical ones are not. If I am ques-
tioning whether smuggling a radio into the country is honest, or 'il.ldgif‘l.g
everything by the utilitarian criterion, then | have a vardstick, a definite
yardstick. But if | go to the radical questioning, then it is not exactly that 1
have no yardstick, in the sense that anything goes, but rather that x-.-h.-.n
takes the place of the yardstick is my deepest unstructured sense of what is
important, which is as yet inchoate and which I am trying to bring to
definition. | am trying to see reality afresh and form more adequate
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categories to describe it. To do this I am trying to open myself, use all of
my deepest, unstructured sense of things in order to come to a new clarity,
Now this engages me at a depth that using a fixed yardstick does not. 1
am in a sense questioning the inchoate sense that led me to use the
yardstick. And at the same time it engages my whole self in a way that
judging by a yardstick does not. This is whar makes it uncommonly
difficult to reflect on our fundamental evaluations. It is much easier to
take up the formulations that come most readily to hand, generally those
which are going the rounds of our milieu or society, and live within them
without too much probing. The obstacles in the way of going deeper are
legion. There is not only the difficulty of such concentration, and the pain
of uncertainty, but also all the distortions and repressions which make us
want to turn away from this examination: and which make us resist
change even when we do re-examine ourselves. Some of our evaluations
may in fact become fixed and compulsive, so that we cannot help feeling
guilty about X, or despising people like Y, even though we judge with the
greatest degree of openness and depth at our command that X is perfectly
all right, and that Y is a very admirable person. This casts light on another
aspect of the term *deep’, as applied to people. We consider people deep to
the extent, inter alia, that they are capable of this kind of radical seli-
reflection.

This radical evaluation is a deep reflection, and a self-reflection in a
special sense: it is a reflection about the self, its most fundamental issues,
and a reflection which engages the self most wholly and deeply. Because it
engages the whole self without a fixed yardstick it can be called a personal
reflection (the parallel to Polanyi’s notion of personal knowledge is in-
tended here}; and what emerges from it is a self-resolution in a strong
sense, for in this reflection the self is in question; what is at stake is the
definition of those inchoate evaluations which are sensed to be essential
to our identity.

Because this self-resolution is something we do, when we do it, we can
be called responsible for ourselves; and because it is within limits always
up to us to do it, even when we do not — indeed, the nature of our deepest
evaluations constantly raises the question whether we have them right —

we can be called responsible in another sense for ourselves, whether we
undertake this radical evaluation or not.

4
I have been exploring some aspects of a self or human agent, following the
key notion that a crucial feature of human agency is the capacity for
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second-order desires or evaluation of desires. In thrla course of the dtscug-
sion, it will have become more and more .pl-.mlmhlcﬁ | hu_pr,ffhat t ef
capacity for what I have called strong evaluation is an essential feature o
: iT[r‘r::;rI: that this has helped to cast light on the sense in which we ascribe
reflection, will and also responsibility to hu.man agents. Bur our cnr:ce_p-l
tion of human agency is also of crucial importance to any potentia
science of the human subject, in particular to psychology. ey
In concluding, 1 would like to sketch a f?w uf. the consequences GI: tt ;
study of psychology of this c:}nceptiml_l. First, it evidently mtji;s tfjr,:,:
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behaviour must take account of the fact that the human an;:na  is :
self-interpreting subject. And this means that these branches of the discip
ine ‘hermeneutical’ sciences.
|'":— t?;zzt:;msscd some of what is involved in this elsewl:nerr.'.' But one
consequence, which has been touched on in this s:,rmpnsn.llfrl?, 15: fortf:e
study of personality. For if we take the view that man is ase -|}1t|:.rpre i E
animal, then we will accept that a study of permnalllt?«' whic tr;;es t
proceed in terms of general traits alone can ha?e qnly limited v;luc. h.||:nr t|n
many cases we can only give their proper t;llgnlﬁca!'lce Tn the 51u ]eclz
articulations by means of ‘idiographic’ studies, wh.lch can exp ur.c ‘ltn
particular terms of an individual’s self-interpretations. Smdles L:;]..u-
sively in terms of general traits can be empty, or else end up with ba . Lng
incuhsistencies. | believe that there is some common ground i:lere wit! E
point made by W. and H. Mischel in a very srlmullatl_ng_paplcr that suc :
functions as self-control are carried out more d?scnmmgtwﬂ? thafn we
can account for in terms of something like ‘a umtary trait ennity of con-
' nesty’.
5‘31;2‘:3;:}::3;]5 the most valuable fruits of a more fully develope.d cnf't.clep-f
tion of the self on the above lines, which avoided the rcduc.[wem_a?ho
drive theory, would come in dialogue withl those strands in psny }?E;
analysis which are particularly concerned with the development of t

" Chapter § below, ol S
12 g" aiii::j:el and H. N. Mischel, ‘Self-control and the self’, in T. Mischel (ed.), The Self

(Oxford, 1977), pp. 31-564.
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self, of which a paper by Ernest Wolf gives an extremely interesting
Iaccoum.” For evidently any theory of the ontogenesis of the ;eif and any
identification of its potential breakdowns, must also both draw ::m:i draw
from, implicitly or explicitly, a portrait of the fully responsible human
agent. The attempt to explore our underlying notion of responsibility
could therefore both help and be helped by a study of the growth and
pathologies of the self. ;

Thus I believe that there are links between the rather groping remarks
about identity in this paper and the much more fully developed notion of
a ‘cohesive self’ that Kohurt and Ernest Wolf have introduced. These links
would grearly repay further exploration, They are made all the closer in
that Kohut and Wolf are not working with a drive or psychic ‘force’ view
of motivation. Thus sexual libido is not seen as a constant factor, but
rather sexual desire and excitability have a very different impact ::.-n a
cohesive self than on one which has lost its cohesion,1*

The prospect of psychoanalytic theory which could give an adequate
account of the genesis of full human responsibility, withour recourse to
such global and reified mechanisms as the super-ego, and with a trul
plausible account of the shared subjectivity from which the mature |:|::hv:-}f
sive self must emerge, is a very exciting prospect indeed.

B Cf, E. 5. Wolf, ‘Irrationality in : i
-5 ty in a psychoanalytic psychology of the self isc
(ed.), The Self (Oxford, Sl Ps¥ gy of the self’, in T. Mischel

14 .
Ibid.; see also, for example, Heinz Kohur, The Restoration of the Seif (New York. 1 977
{ 2 19770,

CHAPTER TWO

SELF-INTERPRETING ANIMALS

Human beings are self-interpreting animals. This is a widely echoing theme
of contemporary philosophy. It is central to a thesis about the sciences of
man, and what differentiates them from the sciences of nature, which
passes through Dilthey and is very strong in the late twentieth century. It is
one of the basic ideas of Heidegger's philosophy, early and late. Partly
through his influence, it has been made the starting point for a new skein of
connected conceptions of man, self-understanding and history, of which
the most prominent protagonist has been Gadamer. At the same time, this
conception of man as self-interpreting has been incorporated into the work
of Habermas, the most important successor of the post-Marxist line of
thought known somewhat strangely as critical theory.

And one could go on. Through all this cross-talk about *hermeneutics’,
the question of what one means by this basic thesis, that man is a self-inter-
preting animal, and how one can show that itis so, may still go unanswered.
These are of course tightly related questions; and [ would like to try to
fumble my way towards an answer to them.

It may turn out to be a mistake, but Iam tempted to try to put together the
full picture that this thesis means to convey by stages; to lay out, in other
words, a series of claims, where the later ones build on the earlier ones, and
in that sense form a connected picture. But to talk of claims implies that
what is said at each stage is controversial, and that it will have to be estab-
lished against opposition. So before starting it may be useful to say a word
about who or what is opposing, or what the argument is all about.

The thesis that man is a self-interpreting being cannot just be stated
flatly, or taken as a truism without argument, because it runs against one of
the fundamental prejudices or, to sound less negative, leading ideas of
modern thought and cultare. It violates a paradigm of clarity and
objectivity.

According to this, thinking clearly about something, with a view to
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE CONCEPT OF A PERSON

|

In volume 2, chapters 3 and 4, | trace the conflict between two phil-
osophies of social science. But the two underlying views do not just
confront each other in social science, They also polarize the other sciences
of man — psychology, for instance; and beyond that they inspire rival
pictures of morality and human life, [ want here to explore some of these
deeper ramifications, by looking at two conceptions of what it is to be a
person.

Where it is more than simply a synonym for *human being’, ‘person’
figures primarily in moral and legal discourse. A person is a being with a
certain moral status, or a bearer of rights. But underlying the moral
status, as its condition, are certain capacities. A person is a being who has
a sense of self, has a notion of the future and the past, can hold values,
make choices; in short, can adopt life-plans. At least, a person must be the
kind of being who is in principle capable of all this, however damaged
these capacities may be in practice.

Running through all this we can identify a necessary (but not sufficient)
condition. A person must be a being with his own point of view on things.
The life-plan, the choices, the sense of self must be attributable to him as
in some sense their point of origin. A person is a being who can be
addressed, and who can reply. Let us call a being of this kind a ‘re-
spondent’,

Any philosophical theory of the person must address the question of
what it is to be a respondent. At the same time, it is clear that persons are a
sub-class of agents. We do not accord personal status to animals, to whom
we do, however, attribute actions in some sense. This poses a second
question which any theory must answer: what is special about agents who
are also persons?

With these questions in mind, 1 want to present, partly in summary,
partly in reconstruction, two views of what it is to be a person, which |
believe underpin a host of different positions and attitudes evident in
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To say things matter to agents is to say that we can attribute purposes,
desires, aversions to them in a strong, original sense. There is, of course, a
sense in which we can artribute purposes to a machine, and thus apply
action terms to it. We say of a computing machine that it is, for example,
‘calculating the payroll’. But that is because it plays this purpose in our
lives. It was designed by us, and is being used by us to do this. Outside of
this designer’s or user’s context, the attribution could not be made. What
identifies the action is what I want to call here a derivative purpose. The
purpose is, in other words, user-relative. If tomorrow someone else makes
it run through exactly the same programme, but with the goal of
calculating pi to the nth place, then that will be whar the machine is
‘doing’.

By contrast, animals and human beings are subjects of original purpose.
That the cat is stalking the bird 1s not a derivative, or observer-relative
fact about it. Nor is it a derivative fact about me that | am trying to
explain two doctrines of the person.

Now one of the crucial issues dividing the first and second concepts of
the person is what to make of this difference between original and derived
purpose. If you take it seriously, then you can no longer accept a perform-
ance criterion for agency, because some agent’s performances can be
matched derivatively on machines. For the first view, the difference has to
be relegated to the status of mere appearance. Some things (animals,
ourselves) look to us to have purposes in a stronger, more original sense
than mere machines.

But the second view does take it seriously, and hence sees the agent/
thing boundary as being an important and problematic one. And it offers
therefore a different answer to the question, what makes a respondent?
This is no longer seen in terms of consciousness, but rather in terms of
mattering itself. An agent can be a respondent, because things marter to it
in an original way. What it responds out of is the original significance of
things for it.

But then we have a very different conception from the first. The answers
to the two questions are related in a very different way. The basic condi-
tion for being a respondent, that one have an original point of view, is
something all agents fulfil. Something else needs to be said in answer to
the question, what distinguishes persons from other agents?

And the answer to neither question can be given just in terms of a
notion of consciousness as the power to frame representations. The
answer to the respondent question clearly can not be given in these terms,
because agents who have nothing like consciousness in the human sense
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attested in the fact that we speak here of ‘irrational’ emotion; and that we
define and distinguish the feelings by the type of situation.

It follows from this that [ can describe my emotions by describing my
situation, and very often must do so really to give the flavour of what |
feel. But then I alter the description of my emotions in altering the
description | accept of my situation. But to alter my situation-description
will be to alter my feelings, if 1 am moved by my newly perceived pre-
dicament. And even if [ am not, the old emotion will now seem to me
irrational, which itself constitutes a change in what I experience. S0 we
can understand why, in this domain, our formulations about ourselves
can alter what they are about.

We could say that for these emotions, our understanding of them or the
interpretations we accept are constitutive of the emotion. The under-
standing helps shape the emotion. And that is why the latter cannot be
considered a fully independent object, and the traditional theory of con-
sciousness as representation does not apply here.

This might be understandable on the traditional theory if our formul-
ations were not representative at all, that is, if there were no question of
right and wrong here. It might be that thinking simply made it so, that
how we sincerely describe our feelings just is how we feel, and that there is
no point in distinguishing between the two. We might think that there are
some domains of feeling where this is so. For instance, if on sincere
introspection | come up with the verdict that I like blueberries, there is no
further room here for talk of error or delusion.

But this is emphatically not the case with the emotions 1 described
above. Here we can and do delude ourselves, or imperfectly understand
ourselves, and struggle for a better formulation. The peculiarity of these
emotions is that it is at one and the same time the case that our formul-
ations are constitutive of the emotion, and that these formulations can be
right or wrong. Thus they do in a sense offer representations, but not of an
independent object. This is what makes the representative theory of con-
sciousness inapplicable in this domain.

And so consciousness in this traditional sense does not seem to be the
conception we need to capture the distinction between persons and other
agents. The consciousness of persons, wherein they formulate their
emotions, seems to be of another sort.

The second reason why representative consciousness cannot fill the bill
here also comes to mind if we consider this range of human emotions. As
long as we think of agents as the subjects of strategic action, then we
might be inclined to think that the superiority of persons over animals lies
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in their ability to envisage a longer time scale, to understand more
complex cause—effect relationships, and thus engage in calculations, and
the like. These are all capacities to which the power to frame representa-
tions is essential. If we think merely in this strategic dimension, then we
will tend to think that this representative power is the key to our evolu-
tion from animal to man,

But if we adopt the second view, and understand an agent essentially as
a subject of significance, then what will appear evident is that there are
matters of significance for human beings which are peculiarly human, and
have no analogue with animals, These are just the ones 1 mentioned
carlier, matters of pride, shame, moral goodness, evil, dignity, the sense of
worth, the various human forms of love, and so on. If we look at goals like
survival and reproduction, we can perhaps convince ourselves that the
difference between men and animals lies in a strategic superiority of the
former: we can pursue the same ends much more effectively than our
dumb cousins. Bur when we consider these human emotions, we can see
that the ends which make up a human life are sui generis. And then even
the ends of survival and reproduction will appear in a new light. What it is
to maintain and hand on a human form of life, that is, a given culture, is
also a peculiarly human affair.

These human matters are also connected with consciousness in some
sense. One could indeed argue that no agent could be sensitive to them
who was not capable of formulating them, or at least of giving expression
to them; and hence that the kind of consciousness which language brings
is essential to them. We can perhaps see this if we take one example from
the above list, being a moral agent. To be a moral agent is to be sensitive to
certain standards. But ‘sensitive’ here must have a strong sense: not just
that one’s behaviour follow a certain standard, but also that one in some
sense recognize or acknowledge the standard.

Animals can follow standards in the weaker sense. My cat will not eat
fishmeal below a certain quality. With knowledge of the standard 1 can
predict his behaviour. But there need be no recognition here that he is
following a standard. This kind of thing, however, would not be sufficient
to attribute moral action to an agent. We could imagine some animal who
was systematically beneficent in his behaviour; what he did always
redounded to the good of man and beast. We still would not think of him
as a moral agent, unless there were some recognition on his part that in
acting this way he was following a higher standard. Morality requires
some recognition that there are higher demands on one, and hence the
recognition of some distinction between kinds of goal. This has nothing
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to do with the Kantian diremption between duty and inclination. lw::_n
the holy will, which gladly does the good, must have some sense that this
is the good, and as such worthy to be done. : ; .

Moral agency, in other words, requires some k!.nd of reflexive aware-
ness of the standards one is living by (or failing to live !:ﬂ. And something
analogous is true of the other human concerns I mentioned. And so some
kind of consciousness is essential to them. 1 think we can say that bmr!lg .a_
linguistic animal is essential to one’s hawng tl:u:se. concerns; bgcauseh it is
impossible to see how one could make a distinction like tha_z one a olve,
between, for example, things one just wants to do, a'?d.th"."gs 'Fhat are
worthy to be done, unless one was able to mark the distinction in some
way: either by formulation in language, or at least by some expressive
ceremonial which would acknowledge the higher demands. _

And so when we ask what distinguishes persons from other agents,
consciousness in some sense is unquestionably part [.]f the answer. But not
consciousness understood as just representation. That can help exp]am.
some of the differences; for instance, the great superiority of man :h
strategic agent. But when we come to the peculiarly h1lmmn concerns, the
consciousness they presuppose cannot be understood just as the power to
frame representations of independent ul.:jecrs.. Conscmlusness. _-Pﬂr};ﬁp;
we might better here say language —is as it were tha. mtdlum wnh1ln whic _
they first arise as concerns for us. The medium here is in some way mse.par
able from the content; which is why as we saw above our self-understan-
ding in this domain is constitutive of what we feel.

We should try to gather the threads together, and show hm:nr t!1u two
conceptions square off against each other. T!wy hmi} start off w:rhl our
ordinary notion of a person, defined by certain capacities: a person is a:
agent who has a sense of self, of his/her own life, who can evaluate it, an_
make choices about it. This is the basis of the respect we owe persons.
Even those who through some accident or misfortune are depr:xftd of t:e
ahility to exercise these capacities are still undrr_stood as ]{Elﬂnglﬁig };m tf 13
species defined by this potentiality. Thf{ central importance o[ a. this for
our moral thinking is reflected in the fact that thes:a capacities h:];rr}l an
important part of what we should respect anﬂ nnu.rlsh in humanl +:|ngsEi
To make someone less capable of understanding himselt, ::x-aluan.ng an
choosing is to deny totally the injunction that we should respect him as a

pf::;"i:t we have in effect are two readings of what thv.a?e capgcities consist
of. The first takes agency as unproblematic. An agent s a being whn acts,
hence who has certain goals and endeavours to fulfil them. But this range
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“also as what enables us to be open to these human concerns. Our con-

iousness is somehow constitutive of these matters of significance, and

_.:: not just enable us to depict them.
. This supports a quite different reading of the essenually personal

 capacities. The essence of evaluation no longer consists in assessment in
the light of fixed goals, but also and even more in the sensitivity to

certain standards, those involved in the peculiarly human goals. The

. sense of self is the sense of where one stands in relation to these stan-
.~ dards, and properly personal choice is one informed by these standards.
The centre of gravity thus shifts in our interpretation of the personal

capacities. The centre is no longer the power to plan, but rather the
openness to certain matters of significance. This is now what is essential

to personal agency.

Narurally these conceptions ramify into very different views in bath the

sciences of man and the practical deliberations of how we ought to live,

These are the two orders of questions [ mentioned at the outset: how are

we to explain human behaviour? and, what is a good life? We can for the
sake of simplicity consider different doctrines in science and morals as
consequences of these two underlying conceptions. But of course the
motivation for our holding one or the other is more complex. We may be
led to adopt one, because it relates to a certain approach to science, or
goes with a certain style of moral deliberation, rather than adopting the
approach or the style, because they are consequences of an already estab-
lished core conception of the person.

In fact the order of motivation is mixed and varies from person to
person. One can adopt a given core conception because its scientific
ramifications strike him as valid, but only reluctantly accept what it
entails about moral deliberation. Here it may rub against the grain of his
intuitions, but because it seems true for what appear unanswerable
reasons, he has no option but to endorse it. For another, it may be the
moral consequences which make it plausible, and the scientific ones may
be a matter of indifference. In fact, in talking about ramifications, | am
also talking about possible motivations, although they may also be
reluctant consequences of someone’s vision of things.

In the remainder of my remarks, | would like to discuss the ramifi-
cations of these two conceptions, accounting for them for the sake of
simplicity as motivations. | hope that this will make my rather abstract
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sketches somewhat fuller and more life-like, and that you might see these |

core conceptions actually at work in modern culture.

First, in the scientific domain. | am of course not neutral between them;

and so the question that strikes me here is, what makes the first —let us call
it the representation conception — so popular in our culture? I think an
important part of the answer can be found in the prestige of the natural
science model, which | discuss — and argue against — elsewhere." Perhaps
one of the key theses of the seventeenth-century revolution which in-
augurates modern natural sciences is the eschewing of what one could call
anthropocentric properties. Anthropocentric properties of things, but
which they only have in so far as they are objects of experience. This was
crucially at stake in the seventeenth-century distinction between primary
and secondary properties. Secondary properties, like colour and felt heat,
only applied to things in so far as they were being experienced. In a world
without experiencing subjects, such properties could no longer be
sensefully attributed to objects. They were therefore understood as
merely subjective, as relative to us, not as absolute properties of things.
It was an important step in the development of modern natural science
when these properties were distinguished and set aside. This distinction
was a polemical instrumental in the struggle against the older conceptions
of the universe as meaningful order. Such hypotheses, which explained
features of the world in terms of their ‘correspondences’ against a
background order of ideas, were condemned as mere projections. They
concerned purely the significance of things for us, not the way things
were,
This eschewal of anthropocentric properties was undoubtedly one of
the bases of the spectacular progress of natural science in the last three
centuries. And ever since, therefore, the idea has seemed attractive of
somehow adapting this move to the sciences of man. We can see here, |
think, one of the sources of that basic feature of the representation
conception, its assimilating agency to things; or, otherwise put, its
understanding agency by a performance criterion.
We are motivated to distinguish animals from machines which imitate
their adaptive performance only if we take significance seriously, the fact
that things matter to animals in an original way. Bur the significance of
things is paradigmatically a range of anthropocentric properties (or in the
case of other animals, properties which are relative to them; in any case,
not absolute). So it can easily appear that a scientific approach to

! See volume 2, chapters 3 and 4.
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iteither invokes this directly by using terms like the above, or it assumesit
as the background which makes predicament descriptions intelligible a5
accounts of what we feel or want to do. The actions we are inclined to
take are identified by their purposes, and frequently these are only intelli.
gible against the background of significance. For instance, we understand

the inclination to hide what is humiliating, only through understanding
the humiliating. Someone who had no grasp of a culture’s sense of shame

would never know what constituted a successful case of hiding, or cover-
up. We would not be able to explain to him even what people are inclined

to ;iﬂ in humiliating predicaments in this culture, let alone why they want
to doit.

What would it mean then to set about designing a significance-free

account? Plainly what would remain basic is that people respond 1w

certain situations, and perhaps also that they respond by trying to encom-

pass certain ends. But if we had an account which really eschewed
anthropocentric properties, and thus which did not have to draw on our

bnfkgrqmd. sense of significance for its intelligibility, it would charac-
terize situvation and end in absolute terms. In one way this might seem

relatively easy. Any situation bears a great number, an indefinite number
of descriptions. The predicament that | find humiliating is also one that
can be described in a host of other ways, including some which make no
reference to any significance at all. But of course the claim involved in this

redescription would be that none of the important explanatory factars

are lost from sight. It is that the explanatory relationship berween situa-
tion and response can be captured in an absolute description; or that, in
other words, the features picked out in the significance description are ;mr
essential to the explanation, but just concern the way things appear to us
in ordinary life.

This kind of ambition has underlain various influential schools in
academic psychology. At its most reductive, where there was a suspicion
even of goal-secking behaviour, as somehow tinged with anthropocent-
rism, we had behaviourism. Everything was to be explained in terms of
responses to stimuli. But these were to be characterized in the most rigor-
1I;u.1sly significance-free terms, as ‘colourless movement and mere receptor
impulse’ in Hull’s phrase, This school has passed its prime; the develop-
ment of computing machines has shown how goal-behaviour can be
accounted for in mechanistic terms, and so strategic action can now be
all{_:nwc:l into the account. But the goal is to account for animate strategic
action in the same terms as we explain the analogous behaviour of
machines. And since for the latter case it is clear that the goal states have
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" to be describable in absolute terms, this must also be true of the former, if
" the account is to succeed.

It seems to me then that this ambition to follow natural science, and

" avoid anthropocentric properties, has been an important motivation of
" the representation view. It gives us an important reason to ignore signifi-
- cance, and to accept a performance criterion for agency, where what
& matters is the encompassing of certain, absolutely identified ends. Burt

the drive for absolute (i.e., non-anthropocentric) explanation can be seen
not only in psychology. It is also at the origin of a reductive bent in social
science. To see the connection here, we will have to follow the argument a
little farther, and appreciate the limitations on this transposition into
absolute terms.

These are evident when we return to what | called above the peculiarly
human motivations, like shame, guilt, a sense of morality, and so on.
Finding absolute descriptions which nevertheless capture the explanatory
relevance of situation and goal is in principle impossible in this domain.

To see this, let us contrast one of these motives, shame, with one where
the absolute transposition seems possible, say, physical fear. This latter is
fear of physical danger, danger to life or limb. Now the significance of the
situation here can perhaps be spelled out in medical terms: something in
my predicament threatens to end my life in some particular way — say, I
am likely to fall, and the impact would be lethal. Here we have a sense
that we could describe the impending outcome in physiological terms,
terms that made no reference to its importance to me, as we might des-
cribe the death of a sparrow, or any other process in nature.

And so we might think of a disengaged, absolute account that might be
offered by my behaviour; where we would be told that this fall, and the
resulting physiological changes occurring on impact, constituted a
counter-goal for me; something I strove to avoid. And my behaviour
could be explained strategically on this basis. Here we have an account of
behaviour which we could imagine being matched on a machine. This too
might become irreparably damaged on impact. And so we might design a
machine to compute the likelihood of certain possible modes of destruc-
tion possible in its environment, and to take evasive action. What would
be left out of account, of course, would be the subjective experience of the
fear. This would survive in the account only as a direction of behaviour, a
bent to avoidance. It would be a mere ‘con-attitude’ towards falling, and
quite colourless. That is, the specific experienced difference between
avoiding something out of fear, and avoiding it out of distaste, would fall
away. This would be part of the subjective ‘feel’ of the lived experience
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which would be left outside the account. But we might nevertheless
understand the claim here that all the really explanatory factors had been
captured. We can presumably predict the behaviour of both machine and
person, granted a knowledge of the situation described absolutely, What
more could one want?

In fact, one might ask a lot more. But I do not want to argue this here,
Let me concede the seeming success of the absolute transposition for this
case of physical danger, in order to be able to show how impossible it 15
for shame, The corresponding task in this latter case would be to give an
absolute account of a situation which was humiliating or shameful. This
would be the analogue to the absolute description of danger above.

But this we cannot do. The reason lies in the reflexive nature of these
motives, which I noted above. I can give sufficient conditions of a situa-
tion’s being dangerous in absolute terms, because there are no necessary
conditions concerning its significance. The fall will be lethal, however | or
mankind in general regard it. This is a hard, culture-resistant fact, But a
situation is not humiliating independent of all significance conditions,
For a situation to be humiliating or shameful, the agent has to be of the
kind who is in principle sensitive to shame.

This can perhaps become clearer if we reflect that shame involves some
notion of standards. To feel shame is to sense that I fail on some standard.
We can only ger an adequate account of the shameful, if we can get clear
on these standards. Bur built into the essence of these standards is that
they are those of a being who is potentially sensitive to them. The subject
of shame must be one who can be motivated by shame. It might appear
that in certain cultures a sufficient condition of the shameful could be
given in purely objective terms. For instance, defeat in battle might be
shameful for the warrior. But what is forgotten here is that defeat is only
shameful for the warrior, because he ought to have been so powerfully

moved by the love of glory to have conquered, or at least to have died in
the attempt. And the trudge back in the dust in chains is only humiliating
because he is — or ought to be —a being who glories in power, in strutring
over the earth as master.

We can sce the essential place of significance conditions here when we
note that shamelessness is shameful: In other words, there are conditions
of motivation for avoiding shame, viz., that one be sensitive to shame,
The one who does not care, who runs away withour a scruple, earns the
deepest contempt.

It is these significance conditions that make it the case that we cannot
attribute shame to animals, let alone to machines. And this makes the
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contrast with danger. Just because this can b'? deﬁned ahsu]gtc]y, wi ha;c
no difficulty in envisaging animals as standing in danger in exactly t e
same sense as we can; and the extension to machines does not seem a very
gri:::tcjr: thus distinguish between motives which szem1pf:t::ntinlly capi
able of a significance-free account, and those which definitely are nm:j

emphasize ‘seem’ because, even for these, | have doubts on other g‘mﬁn Is
which [ have no time to go into here. But they contrast with the pecu mrh v
human in that these plainly are irreducible. Thei.ae: are :he ones WI.-.LT&. the
significance itself is such that we cannot explain it without taking l:ntc:
account that it is significant for us. These are the ones, thf:rufnre,_w ere
the variations occur berween human cultun&js,‘ that is, between ilffe;em
ways of shaping and interpreting that significance. So that what 1sla
matter of shame, of guilt, of dignity, of moral goodness, is notorious y
different and often hard to understand from C1.I|tl.lrf: to culture; whereas
the conditions of medical health are far more uniform. {Bm. nlnt totally,
which i1s part of my reason for doubt above, and. my unwillingness to
concede even the case of physical danger to a reductive a;mum,}

This distinction underlies the reductive bent we see in mm:_h mnde?ij:
social science, towards accounts of human behaviour and society u;h:;
are grounded in goals of the first type. The contemporary _fa 0‘11-
sociobiology provides a good example. To explain h.umi_ln practices afn
values in terms of the goals of survival and ri.apmductmn i$ 10 accgun; _::r
things ultimately by explanatory factors which can be described in a :;_
lute terms. Survival, reproduction; these are conditions that can be pre |.
cated of animals as well, and could be extended a.r-aiognuslg.r o machlnels,
for that matter. The enterprise of giving a reductive account of culture u}
terms of these ends can thus appear as an answer to the den1={r}d5_n
science, whereas anti-reductionist objections seem counsels of :J.h‘_-.LLI:'-:II}’,
or of despair of the scientific cause. The n;.:ld requirement, r_hat we ES.C]E:Z
anthropocentric properties, is here wor_kmg its way out, via Tl'HIE ]a m uc’3
transposition. The fact that it leads us into a h!lnd a]_ley in socia ‘suesnd
ought to make us reflect on the validity of t.hﬁ ba?uc reqmrem;;tl, : |
hence of the narural science model. But that is a point | have sufficiently
ar?;:rda?lb;hv:c.rlute account would be a culture-free crn-:, for reamns [ have
just touched on. It is the peculiarly human motivanions 'f-.rhwh are :.ﬂ.ﬂ;-
ively constituted by our in[fr!}ret:ltmns .E.H.I:l 1thurcmre ;.1re. eep 3:
embedded in culture. The search for a ‘materialist’ account, as .[ m[erpr;:
it here, is the search for an explanation in terms of ends which can be
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fib!liollttti}' described. Bur this would not only meet the demands of
science’, _[r would at a stroke cut through the intractable difficulties of
mmparalrw:: social science. It would give us a truly neutral standpoint
from which we could survey all cultures without erhﬁoc&nrricity Wf hay T
seen above that this is an illusion, bur we can also apprccr[atc hm:
powerful an attraction it exercises in madern culture,

11

In tk_nf remaining pages, | would like to make a few remarks abourt the
ramifications of the two conceptions of a person for our views about
moral deliberation. Here too, the first conception has its atrractions. If we
understand ourselves in terms of certain absolutely defined ends th;:r] thL
proper fn.rm.af df_-iif:rerati{m is strategic thinking, And this cﬂncrg;rion see:
the superiority of man over animal as lying in greater strategic capacir
Reason is and ought to he primarily instrumental, :
The pattern is familiar enough, but its attractions are insufficiently
Iundf:rsmnd. There is, of course, the sense of control. The subject am:rn:llj
ing to the significance perspective is in a world of meanings that h
imperfectly understands. His task is to interpret it better, in order I::
know who he is and what he ought to seek. Bur the suhject'accurdiug to
the regrcsemarfon view already understands his ends, His world is one of
pﬂte.ntml means, which he understands with a view to control, Heisin a
F:ructa] sense disengaged. To understand things in the absolute plrerx ective
15 to understand them in abstraction from their significance for }f::r;p'!" o be
able to look on everything, world and society, in this perspective wc;uld be
to neutralize its significance, and this would be 1 kind of freedom — the
freedom of.rhe.self-deﬁning subject, who determines his own purposes
finds them in his own narural desires, iy
Now I believe that the attractions of this freedom come from more than
_rhe sense of control that accompanies submitting nature and society to
Instrumental reason. They are also of spiritual origin, in a sense which is
understandable from our Western religious tradition. In both its Greek
.Emd Christian roots (albeit a deviation in this latter stream), this h
m(}ludﬂd an aspiration to rise above the merely human, to step o:itsh:ic tiﬂs
prison of the peculiarly human emotions, and to be fr:l{:e of the cares anlj
irhe demands tl'._r]r' make on us. This is of course an aspiration which also
‘:1:;:} S;L:-ls!‘uguus torms in Indian culture, and perhaps, indeed, in all human

My claim is that the ideal of the modern free subject, capable of
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objectifying the world, and reasoning about it in a detached, instrumental
way, is a novel variant of this very old aspiration to spiritual freedom. [
want to say, that is, that the motive force that draws us to it is closely akin
to the traditional drive to spiritual puricy. This is, of course, highly para-
doxical, since the modern ideal understands itself as naruralistic, and thus
as quite antithetical to any religious outlook. But I believe that in this it is
self-deluded. This is one place where Nietzsche had more insight than
most modern philosophers; he saw the connection between the modern
scientific ideal of austere truth and the spiritual traditions of self-denial
that come to us from the ancients. From this point of view, it is not
surprising to see a modern naturalist like Hobbes denouncing vainglory
with the vigour of an ancient moralist.

The analogy is that, in both cases, we have a place o stand outside the
context of human emotions in order to determine what is truly important.
In one case, that of the tradition, this is seen as a larger order which is the
locus of more than human significance; in the modern case, it is an order
of nature which is meant to be understood free of any significance at all,
merely naturalistically. And this is by no means a minor difference. That
is not my claim. Rather it is that beyond this difference, something of the
same aspiration is evident in both. And this is linked with my belief that
the aspiration to spiritual freedom, to something more than the merely
human, is much too fundamental a part of human life ever to be simply set
aside. It goes on, only under different forms — and even in forms where it is
essential that it does not appear as such; this is the paradox of modernity.

But whatever the motive, this first conception of the person grounds a
certain view about moral deliberation. Our ends are seen as set by nature,

. and thus discoverable by objective scrutiny, or else as autonomously

chosen; but in either case, as beyond the ambiguous field of interpretation
of the peculiarly human significances. In the light of these ends, reason is
and ought to be instrumental. Utilitarianism is a product of this modern
conception, with its stress on instrumental reasoning, on calculation, and
on a naturalistically identified end, happiness (or on a neutral, interpreta-
tion-free account of human choice, in terms of preferences). The stress on
freedom emerges in its rejection of paternalism. And in rationality it has a
stern and austere ideal of disengaged, disciplined choice. This is by no
means the only fruit of this modern conception, but it has been one of the
most widespread and influential.

The alternative perspective, which | have called the significance view,
has arisen in the last centuries as a reaction to the first. It objects to the
first as a flight from the human, and sets up a completely different model
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of practical deliberation. Rather than side-stepping the peculiarly human
emotions, and turning to instrumental reason, the main form this deliber-
ation takes is a search for the true form of these emotions. Typical ques-
tions of this kind of thinking are of the form: what is really, that is,
properly, shameful? What ought we to feel guilty about? In what does
dignity consist? And so on.

This deliberation, of course, takes place in a modern context, one in
which no larger order of more than human significance can be just
assumed as an unargued context. And this gives it its tentative, explora-
tory nature. Those who hunger for certainty will only find it in the first
perspective, where the ends of man are thought to be defined by a natur-
alistic science.

I believe that both these models of the person are current in modern
Woestern culture, and that most people operate with a (perhaps incon-
sistent) combination of the two. It is on the level of theory that they are
sorted out, and become exclusive alternatives. Bur this does not make
them unimportant. Theoretical models with their inner coherence have a
great impact on our thinking even where — perhaps especially where —
they are not fully conscious or explicit. 1 have tried to demonstrate
elsewhere something of the baleful effects of the natural science model in
social science. Here I have been trying to dig deeper, into some of the
sources of that model. 1 have been looking for these in a conception of the
person, which is also the background of modern views about practical
deliberation. | have tried to contrast this with an alternative conception,
which | believe is its chief rival in modern Western culture.

Some of my reasoning here has been perhaps too tenuous to be fully
convincing. But I believe that a deeper examination must show that the
struggle between rival approaches in the science of man, that we have
been looking at here, is no mere question of the relative efficacy of
different methodologies, but is rather one facet of a clash of moral and
spiritual outlooks. And 1 believe that we can only make even the first
halting steps towards resolving it if we can give explicit recognition to
this fact.

PART II

PHILOSOPHY OF PSYCHOLOGY
AND MIND



