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This paper presents an empirical solution to the puzzle of weakness of will. Specifically, it presents a theory of action, grounded in contemporary cognitive neuroscientific accounts of decision making, that explains the phenomenon of weakness of will without resulting in a puzzle.



                    
    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    
                                        
                                    
                                    
                                        This is a preview of subscription content, log in via an institution
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                     to check access.
                                

                            

                        

                        
                            
                                
                                    Access this article

                                    
                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    Log in via an institution
                                                    
                                                        
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        
                                    
                                    
                                        
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                    

                                    
                                        Institutional subscriptions
                                            
                                                
                                            
                                        

                                    

                                

                            
                        

                        
                            
                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
        
            
                Similar content being viewed by others

                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Neuroscience, Free Will, and Responsibility: The Current State of Play
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Chapter
                                        
                                         © 2015
                                    

                                

                                
                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        The place of Free Will: the freedom of the prisoner
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                        
                                         23 October 2023
                                    

                                

                                Paolo F. Nichelli & Jordan Grafman

                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        How the Libet Tradition Can Contribute to Understanding Human Action Rather than Free Will
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Chapter
                                        
                                         © 2022
                                    

                                

                                
                            
                        

                    
                

            
        
            
        
    
                            
                        
                    

                    

                    

                    Notes
	Weakness of will and akrasia are used interchangeably throughout (although see Holton 1999, 2009; Mele 2010).


	Following Rorty (1980), the so-called akratic break can occur at various points, including both deciding to eat the cake and eating it.


	The opposing feelings of giving in and of acting freely, or ‘uncompelledness,’ are sometimes jointly described as a feeling of inner conflict, e.g., Hare describes weakness of will as a psychological circumstance best expressed by the “curious metaphor of divided personality which, ever since this subject is first discussed, has seemed so natural” (1963, 81).


	Folk psychological theories are philosophical theories that aim to explain choice and action using purportedly commonsense assumptions about judgments, beliefs, desires, etc. (Lewis 1972; Stich and Nichols 2003). Folk Psychological Theory is broadly representative of those theories as presented in the context of explaining weakness of will (see Stroud and Tappolet 2003 for a review). Weakness of will is a central test case for such theories, since they have difficulties explaining how the phenomenon could be possible. My goal in this paper is to provide a data-driven rather than a folk psychological theory of weakness of will.


	Per the recommendations of two anonymous referees, Folk Psychological Theory and Weakness of Will accommodate the temporal features of choice, the principle that an agent need only believe that she is free to act in a certain way, and unsuccessful attempts at action. Although both Folk Psychological Theory and Weakness of Will are still vulnerable to additional counterexamples, they can, in principle, be revised to accommodate them. My goal is not to establish a theory of weakness of will that precludes all possible counterexamples, however. My goal is to provide a plausible, i.e., empirically-informed theory of weakness of will that nonetheless does not result in a paradox. See also Ft. 6 below.


	Weakness of Will does not define weakness of will. It identifies a class of actions characterized by a sufficient condition. I have tried to choose as neutral a sufficient condition as possible, though of course my choice of condition is still controversial. For example, Weakness of Will is often formulated using the notion of “intending to do,” rather than “trying to do.” I prefer the latter formulation, since the notion of intentions as distinct mental states is facing pressure from the cognitive neurosciences (for an excellent discussion of using intentions in neuroscientific explanations, see Uithol et al. 2014). However, my theory could be modified to accommodate intentions as well as alternative sufficient conditions. At present, my theory only addresses those cases of weakness of will captured by Weakness of Will. I thank two anonymous referees for helping me clarify this point.


	A third response has been to deny that weakness of will ought to constrain our analysis of practical reasoning (see, e.g., Hare 1952, 1963).


	Conditional evaluative judgments are also called prima facie or all things considered judgments. Unconditional evaluative judgments are also called all-out judgments about what it would be best to do (Davidson 1970).


	This type of weakness of will is also known as last-ditch akrasia (Pears 1984), strict akratic action (Mele 1987), and clear-eyed weakness of will (Bobonich and Destrée 2007). In a representative passage, Robert Dunn argues,

                      Davidson too is revealed as unsympathetic to the possibility of [unconditional weakness of will]. For, as I have just stressed, the concern I have with whether weakness of will is possible is specifically a concern with whether certain cases of acting against one’s unconditional better judgment, or judgment about what is right, or some such, are possible. No doubt other putative phenomena merit being thought of in terms of weakness of will; but none seem more central than the range of cases I have in mind; and moreover, it is surely these which, quite naturally, have provided the standard focus of discussion of whether weakness of will is possible (1987, 12).

                    



	This is called Kamin Blocking (Kamin 1969).


	Securing the relevant value alternatives represents an associated challenge. It is of no use to predict that the juiciest and most nutritious leaves are on the highest branches of the tree if one cannot also reach those highest branches.


	While most evidence suggests that decisions are controlled by at least three distinct systems, the full range of decision-making behaviors may be underwritten by still more. For example, there may be more than one type of Pavlovian controller (see Daw and O’Doherty 2013 for a recent discussion of this issue). Thus, while the Multi-System Model refers to just three systems in practice, it allows for still more in theory.


	In reinforcement learning, this system is formally called the Pavlovian system (e.g., see Dayan et al. 2006; Talmi et al. 2008; Dayan and Berridge 2014). However, the term ‘Pavlovian’ frequently leads to confusion among researchers in other fields (for an interesting discussion of how psychologists and machine learning scientists characterize the Pavlovian system differently, see Rescorla’s “Pavlovian conditioning: It’s not what you think it is,” 1988). In most fields, as well as in everyday usage, the term ‘Pavlovian’ is usually associated with Pavlov’s original experiments with dogs, where Pavlov trained his dogs by repeatedly ringing a bell and then consistently feeding them afterwards. By contrast, in reinforcement learning, it is the relationship between the unconditioned stimulus (i.e., the food) and the unconditioned response (i.e., the salivating) that is of interest.


	Basic emotional responses, such as fear and anger, are considered hardwired responses (Redish 2013; see also Barrett 2006). The hardwired system is also increasingly thought to influence impulsivity (Ainslie 2001), anxiety, and depression (Dayan and Huys 2008; Huys et al. 2011, 2012).


	The deliberative system is formally called the goal-directed or model-based system (e.g. see Dayan 2011).


	Example from Dayan (2011).


	The habitual system is formally called the habit-based or model-free system (e.g., see Dayan 2011). Experimental psychologists have dissociated deliberative- and habit-based activities in animals. Anthony Dickinson and Bernard Balleine trained rats to press a lever in exchange for a reward, and then devalued the reward by pairing it with a noxious substance. They then examined whether the animals continue to press the lever to receive further rewards. Notably, the duration of the rats’ initial training determined whether they were willing to press the lever or not. If they were trained for a moderate period of time, the rats no longer pressed the lever. If they were trained for a longer period, the rats continued to press the lever. These responses have been interpreted as reflecting the deliberative system in the first case and the habitual system in the latter case (Dickinson 1985; Dickinson and Balleine 2002). Modified versions of this methodology have been used to isolate deliberative activity in human participants (Hampton et al. 2006; Valentin et al. 2007; Tricomi et al. 2009).


	I owe this formulation to (Crockett 2013).


	The feedback signal works much like exclamations of ‘Hotter!’ and ‘Colder’ in the children’s game Hot-or-Cold. The Seeker moves around the room with the general goal of finding a hidden object. The Hider helps the Seeker by telling her whether she is getting closer or farther away. The Hider’s suggestions operate like an error signal by helping the Seeker refine her predictions, albeit without giving her detailed instructions about where to go (analogy from Montague 2006).


	Taking the usual subway route home, driving a car, playing a memorized musical composition, and completing a practiced play in football are all examples of complex, familiar decision tasks (see Redish 2013, Chapter 10; see also Cisek and Kalaska 2010).


	Thanks to an anonymous referee for raising the issue of hierarchical models, and for encouraging me to clarify my discussion of PA below.


	Partial evaluation further optimizes choice, “trading off the likely costs (for example, time or calories) of additional search against its expected benefits (more accurate valuations allowing better reward harvesting)” (Daw et al. 2005, p. 1708).


	See my discussion of Levy (2011) in Sect. 5, below, for an example of a hierarchy-based explanation of weakness of will that is applied outside the context of reinforcement learning.


	That said, if HA does turn out to be correct, and, further, provides the relevant conditions for the deliberative system enacting control, the model of weakness of will presented here should apply, mutatis mutandis, to HA.


	The rejection of the multitude’s view is sometimes interpreted as Socrates’ denying the occurrence of the everyday experience altogether, or the ‘Socratic denial of akrasia’ (e.g., Walsh 1963). This is mistaken (see Penner 1997 and Shields 2007 for two discussions of this issue).


	As it is the agent’s own habitual system that computes and assigns the relevant values to B, there is no reason to expect that she will feel compelled or otherwise ‘un-free’ in making her decision.


	Since the habitual system continues to re-evaluate its choices as it acquires new experiences, habitual weakness of will promises to be remediable. That is, although Davidson might get up to brush his teeth once or twice, he would experience the action’s negative consequences and refrain from repeating it in the future. Interactions between the deliberative and habitual systems thus provide one explanation of the everyday experience of weakness of will.


	In a recent experiment, Huys and colleagues showed that when one of the branches of a decision tree is associated with a large loss early in the tree, participants rely on the hardwired system to prune out that entire series of actions (Huys et al. 2012).


	One could object at this point that, per Weakness of Will, this is not really a case of weakness of will. But Gene may still be aware of his pruned options. What the agent consciously perceives as his options may not match what happens at the level of his decision systems. Thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing this point.


	As noted by an anonymous referee, it may be objected that Gene’s case and Austin’s example amount to instances of inhibitory rather than pruning-based weakness of will. But inhibitory weakness of will is characterized by either physical immobility or nearly compulsive activity, and neither Gene nor Austin experience either of these (e.g., Austin does not ‘raven’). Their cases are thus best understood as instances of pruning-based weakness of will.


	The participants’ behaviors in the Milgram studies suggest that they correspond to instances weakness of will. Even those participants who continued to administer the shocks did so under extreme stress. For example, many participants perspired heavily, laughed at inappropriate times, and even experienced seizures (Milgram 1974). In their analysis, Merritt et al. (2011) interpret the participants’ acute symptoms of distress as indicating that the participants did not endorse the violent punishment of the victim, but continued to press the button anyway.


	Along slightly different lines, in Experiment 15, the baseline condition remained the same, but there were two Experimenters in the room with the participant instead of one. When Learner protested at the shock, the two Experimenters verbally disagreed with one another as to whether they should go on. In this version, 19 out of 20 participants did not continue administering the shocks past this point (Milgram 1974, p. 106).


	The hardwired system can also support or enhance the deliberative system. For example, if an athlete deliberately runs up a challenging hill, hearing her favorite song triggers her hardwired system to subconsciously picks up the pace.


	Davidson writes: “If we are going to explain irrationality at all, it seems we must assume that the mind can be partitioned into quasi-independent structures that interact ... Recall the analysis of akrasia. There I mentioned no partitioning of the mind because the analysis was at that point more descriptive than explanatory. But the way could be cleared for explanation if we were to suppose two semi-autonomous departments of the mind, one that finds a certain course of action to be, all things considered, best, and another that prompts another course of action. On each side, the side of sober judgment and the side of incontinent intent and action, there is a supporting structure of reasons, of interlocking beliefs, expectations, assumptions, attitudes and desires” (1982, p. 300).


	System 1 corresponds to unconscious, intuitive reasoning. System 2 corresponds to deliberate reasoning abilities (Kahneman 2011).


	One question that follows from this, suggested by an anonymous referee, is what MSM entails regarding weakness of will and accountability. One implication of MSM, perhaps contrary to previous opinion, is that weakness of will is a relatively common phenomenon, so that the issue of how we should hold people accountable is of greater importance on the MSM worldview. It is plausible that, just as MSM fractionates different types of weakness of will and different degrees of compulsion, so it is consistent with a step-wise attribution of accountability. However, MSM does not commit us to any one view.


	Fault line approaches to the decision systems are gaining substantial ground in psychology and neuroscience. For example, neuroscientist A. David Redish uses ‘vulnerabilities’ to highlight those aspects of our decision-making architecture that are susceptible to illnesses such as addiction and depression. One key vulnerability consists in the mammalian opioid system and its susceptibility to external chemicals such as opium and heroin (Redish 2013). Quentin Huys and colleagues have similarly argued that psychiatric illnesses such as depression and impulsivity might be byproducts of our decision-making systems (2012, 2013). A similar approach should be taken up in the philosophy of action.
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