 


            Paradigmatic Action


Much of the philosophy of action is concerned with giving an account of the distinction between events that are actions and those that are not. That is, it attempts to explain when the raising of my arm is an intentional action and when it is a mere happening that I undergo. Harry Frankfurt and David Velleman both claim that this approach is too simple. They contend there is a class of events in which humans are not completely passive, but fall short of being an action. Items in this class include, at least, idle bodily movements, reflex reactions, and Freudian slips. Philosophy of action should, on this view, develop accounts of human action par excellence. Or as I prefer to put it, instances of activity that express the capacities that are paradigmatic of agency. For Frankfurt this involves acting on only those motives that are internal to the agent. For Velleman paradigmatic agency occurs when “first-order motives are perceived as reasons and consequently reinforced by higher-order motives of rationality” (2000: 14). To greatly over simplify, Frankfurt ultimately roots our agency in our capacity to care, while Velleman places it in our cognitive capacity to make sense of ourselves.  

This paper contends that both Frankfurt and Velleman have an important piece of the truth, but that neither gives an exhaustive account of paradigmatic agency. Paradigmatic agency is expressed both through our capacity to care and our capacity to make sense of ourselves. The paper develops a paradigmatic and pluralistic approach to agency. It has three sections. The first motivates and explains the paradigmatic approach to agency theory. Section two aims to show that Velleman’s account is too narrow. His theory picks out an important form of paradigmatic human agency, but there are others. Section three illustrates another aspect of agency that borrows elements from Frankfurt’s work. Actions are often expressions of what people care about. Such activities are instances of paradigmatic agency when they express the ability of an agent to shape her life by cultivating motivations. When an agent fully internalizes a set of motivations she expresses one of the capacities distinctive of agency. In such a case the agent might develop spontaneous responses that are no longer under her direct intentional control. Nevertheless, they remain agents because it is more than rationality that is paradigmatic of agency. 

I) The Paradigmatic Approach to Agency Theory 

In “Identification and Externality” Frankfurt first makes explicit the need for a more fine-grained approach to classifying events that involve humans. He points to drumming one’s fingers “altogether idly and inattentively” as an instance of being active, but something less than an action (1988: 58). What moves the agent is internal to him, but since animals share in this sort of activity, it is not full-blown agency. Frankfurt does not dwell on this issue because he is more concerned with how the metaphors of internality and externality have analogies in the psychological realm that lead “into the center of our experience of ourselves” (1988: 59). A characteristic theme of Frankfurt’s work is how agency is central to human self-conception. For example, his interest in the concept of a person comes from the fact that it is “designed to capture those attributes which are the subject of our most humane concern with ourselves and the source of what we regard as most important and most problematic in our lives” (1988: 12). So the problem of action is intimately connected to what matters to a human life. Action in full bloom involves expressing what is most characteristic of human experience.


This may not appear distinctive because it is uncontroversial that the philosophy of action is concerned with what distinguishes humans from the rest of nature. Indeed, this might be a helpful way to pick out the topics that are unique to agency theory. Agency theory concerns metaphysical issues regarding free will and the self because a key issue is how an agent can be understood to cause something in a way distinct from the rest of nature. Agency theory also concerns normative issues regarding practical reason and autonomy because another key issue is how an agent can respond to what ought to be done in a way that the rest of nature can not. However, the paradigmatic approach goes beyond this. It claims that the basic question is not what the minimal conditions on agency are, but what capacities are maximally expressed in full-blown agency. The approach takes it that a fruitful strategy for making headway in the philosophy of action is by focusing on instances of paradigmatic action. The basic claim is that there is just as much, if not more, to be learned from acts like creating a sculpture as from acts like flipping on a light switch.

To get a clearer sense of paradigmatic approach to agency, compare it with what we can call the minimalist approach to agency. Robert Audi’s “Acting for Reasons” is a prime example of this approach.
 In that paper, an initial characterization of action is offered then it is refined to account for proposed counterexamples. The goal is to provide an account of what is required for an event to be an action. No attention is paid to whether some cases might be deeper expressions of agency than others. That is, instances that more fully express what it is that makes an entity an agent. The paradigmatic approach to agency does not need to insist that nothing important can be learned from this approach. It does contend though that certain important problems fall through the cracks. Namely, that not all instances of activity are equal expressions of agency. 

Let me be clear that we should think of the paradigmatic approach not as a theory of action, but as a methodological approach to agency.
 Frankfurt and Velleman both adopt a paradigmatic approach, but offer different theories of action. Further, we need not see the paradigmatic approach as in competition with the minimalist approach. Rather they are different styles of explanation that bring out different elements of agency. The paradigmatic approach takes a top-down approach. It starts with human action par excellence and then tries to account for mere activities in terms of partial expressions of more central agentic capacites. The minimalist takes things from the bottom-up. Once we have an account of what separates actions from events, we can turn our attention to other questions. As it stands neither group has turned much attention to the second set of questions for their methodology, but note that it is possible that a philosopher using a paradigmatic approach could find his theory in perfect accord with a philosopher taking a minimalist approach. Nevertheless, we can see that the approaches differ in what sort of cases receive the most attention. This difference in emphasis should not be overlooked. Since the paradigmatic approach is still in the minority, I want to spend some time explaining its merits.


What are the virtues of the paradigmatic approach? Frankfurt, at least as I read him, contends only the paradigmatic approach takes us to the heart of what matters in our lives as agents. It might allow us not only see what is distinctive about agents, but also help us to see how to find meaning and purpose in our lives.

The virtues that Velleman highlights are perhaps more mundane, but are clearer and harder to deny. He contends that if we do not adopt the approach, there will be a large class of behavior that we can not make sense of. Freudian slips are a prime example. In these cases we say something we want to say, but do not intend to say. That is, there is motive that is expressed in our activity, but it is not one we chose to express. While the slip is something we did, it fails to be a full-blooded action. It is a form of activity that serves one of our aims, but does so in a way that circumvents the control we usually have over ourselves. Because of this Velleman identifies a third category between action and mere happenings that “contains the things that one does rather than merely undergoes, but that one somehow fails to regulate in the manner that separates autonomous human action from merely motivated activity” (2000: 4). He contends that philosophy of action ought to aim to uncover the capacity that is exercised to different degrees in action and activity.


We will look at Velleman’s account in greater detail in the next section. But, the above quote raises an issue about the proper understanding of the paradigmatic approach to agency. The above passage suggests that Velleman thinks that we ought to replace a two-way distinction with a three-way distinction. However, I do not think this truly captures the virtues of the paradigmatic approach. The paradigmatic approach tells us to focus on the capacities an agent uses in acting. Why should we think that exercising these capacities could be neatly mapped on to a threefold distinction? In general it seems that capacities can be exercised to various degrees so that there are cases all along the spectrum. Velleman suggests this when he writes “full-blooded human action occurs only when the subject’s capacity to make things happen is exercised to its fullest extent” (2000: 4). This suggests that there will be actions that are more or less full-blooded. Hence, expression of agency comes in degrees. Since the paradigmatic approach is concerned with the capacities of agency, deriving the proper taxonomy of events is not an important goal for the approach. Understanding the capacities that make for agency is. 

This may seem not the least bit unusual because the nature of autonomous action, rational action and moral action receive a great deal of attention in the literature.
 But I think it is a mistake to equate paradigmatic actions with either of these other categories, at least not without a good deal of argument. Irrational, immoral, or non-autonomous actions may well be instances of activity that are unique to agents as well. Since only agents are capable of moral action, only agents are capable of immoral action as well. The same would seem to hold for rational action. Autonomous actions would seem to have the most legitimate claim to be identified with paradigmatic action. Note though that treating someone as your utter guru is something that only an agent can do, but it does not appear to be an autonomous action. Since the nature of morality, rationality and autonomy are so controversial; I will not be making any claims about them in this paper. My sole concern is outlining instances of paradigmatic actions and the capacities that underlie them. Whether these are also instances of moral, rational or autonomous action will not be addressed.

Given these restrictions, one might doubt that we have a concept rich enough to do any real philosophical work. Alfred Mele seems to object to the paradigmatic approach on these grounds. In discussing Velleman’s view of human action par excellence, which he interprets as being the product of self-control through practical reason, Mele contends that there is no clear criteria for deciding whether an action is paradigmatic or not. Mele imagines two cases of self-control. In one in order to combat temptation the agent exercises vigorous self-control to produce an action. In the other an agent is so fully integrated psychologically that there in no temptation. Mele seems to think there is no principled way to decide which agent exercised more self-control. He concludes “in the absence of clear instructions about the proper goal of a characterization of human action par excellence, taking sides in this disagreement would be rash” (2003: 230). So, perhaps we ought not to worry about paradigmatic action until we have better theoretical account about what use such a concept can be put to in philosophy of action. 

I think Mele has things the wrong way round here. Unless we want to be conventionalist about paradigmatic agency, we have to start by examining cases. That is, we have to start with our intuitions about particular examples. In doing so we have to hope we have some partial grasp of what paradigmatic agency amounts to that can be further developed by philosophical reflection. We have to develop cases that we can agree are instances of the phenomena under consideration and then attempt to ground that agreement in an illuminating philosophical theory. Of course, if we can not agree on at least some cases, then there is no hope of success. This is no different from many other philosophical disputes. Where we do not share premises, we will not share conclusions. But, I hope the intuitions elicited by the cases are so appealing that you will not be able to resist.  


One more point before proceeding to section two. The account offered here is not only paradigmatic; it is also pluralistic. It contends there is good reason to think our agency, our ability to make things happen, might be manifested by a number of capacities. To preview, I will contend we fully express our agency when we adopt a motive we rationally endorse upon reflection and we also fully express our agency when we so fully embrace a motive we are no longer capable of evaluating it. It seems to me there is a general presupposition against pluralistic accounts of any phenomena because unity and simplicity are virtues for theories. Because of this there is a general pressure towards explaining all instances of agency in terms of some basic capacity. All other things being equal, we ought to try to account for either apparent aspect of agency discussed in terms of the other. While this is a respectable goal, I do not think that all other things are equal. The general intuition that motivates this claim is that it would be very surprising to find that it is one single capacity that makes persons unique in the natural order. Various forces have made humans distinct from the beasts. Now whether we ought to accept a pluralistic approach to agency will depend upon whether an attractive pluralistic theory can be constructed. The hope is that we can gain some non-trivial ground on that goal in this paper.

II) Velleman’s Theory


So far we have seen how the paradigmatic approach differs from other approaches to action theory. To get a fuller understanding of this approach though we will need to look more closely at Velleman’s influential development of it.
 This section of the paper examines that view and points to a problem area for it. Section three will attempt to supplement Velleman’s view by offering a second capacity paradigmatic of agency. 

Velleman takes his view to be an extension of some elements of Davidson’s standard model of agency and the hierarchical model of Frankfurt. From the standard model Velleman takes the idea that agency requires responding to reasons. Actions are done for reasons. Mere happenings are simply caused. According to the standard model, an agent acts for a reason when the act is caused by a belief/desire pair manifesting its usual causal powers. The qualification ‘usual causal powers’ is intended to rule out events brought about by deviant causal chains. To borrow Davidson’s famous example (1984:79), a mountain climber may want to be rid of the weight and danger of supporting another climber and believe he could satisfy this want by letting go of a rope. The belief and desire may so unnerve the climber that he to lets go of the rope. However, the letting go does not seem to be something he actively does. Rather nerves overcome him. The causation is deviant because the content of the belief/desire pair does not guide the action. Mental states with substantially different content could so unnerve the agent in the same way.

Velleman contends that any solution that focuses on causal power misdiagnoses the basic failing of the standard model. The problem with such cases is not that the belief/desire pairs cause action in a non-standard way, but that they bypass the capacity for agency altogether. This is demonstrated by Freudian slips. In such cases, belief/desire pairs combine to cause an action. Furthermore, they are manifesting their usual causal powers because the action is guided by the content of the mental states. However, they are not paradigmatic instances of agency. The agent has a sense of playing only a partial role in the production of the behavior. The agent does not act in light of the belief/desire pair. What is needed is a role for the agent to play in putting together the belief and desire to cause an action. Without that the standard model does not allow for the way reasons function in agency. On these grounds Velleman contends that the standard model only offers an account of activity, not action.

The hierarchical model, developed by Frankfurt, avoids this problem because it adds a further element to the production of action. Not only must a belief/desire pair cause an action it must also be a motivation that an agent is content with. In most cases this will involve the agent reflectively endorsing the motives that cause the action. Higher-order motives sanction initial first-order motives. Freudian slips are ruled out on this account because the agent is unaware of the motives at the time of the activity. Reflective awareness of these motives would cause the agent to alter his behavior. Such an account requires that the agent be related to his motives in a particular manner. He must be satisfied with his motives. If the motives are in someway alien to the agent, then the behavior is not full-blooded action. In such cases, made famous by Frankfurt, it is our jealously or our drug addiction that causes the action. It is not something that the agent does in the fullest sense. 

Velleman is dissatisfied with this account because the higher-order motive may have nothing to do with the rational force of the motives. Because of this he claims “the subject’s higher-order desires play a causal role from which he can once again be dissociated” (2000: 13). Hence, it merely postpones the problem and does not solve it. Velleman illustrates this problem with an example. He says that due to “an overwhelming sense of depression” an agent might be satisfied with a motive (13). Further, depression or boredom could make it the case that the agent is content with this satisfaction, making it an action. Velleman thinks this simply will not due.
 What is needed is an account of agency that requires reflective satisfaction, but the satisfaction must come from seeing the considerations as reasons for the action. 


Velleman needs to specify a particular higher-order motive as a standard to replace the liberal account of satisfaction with any higher-order motive offered by Frankfurt. Moreover, this motive must engage our rationality. In that way, acting in accordance with the motive will transform first-order motives into reasons. What he offers as the higher-order motive is “the aim of knowing what we are doing” (2000: 22). This motive guides us only to perform actions that we understand. We violate it when we perform actions that we do not expect, such as Freudian slips that surprise us. In cases that involve conscious deliberation the motive drives us to form an intention and then to act on that intention. Velleman argues that such a motive can help us account for, among other things, our sense of being self-determining creatures that decide what they are going to do. He says that creatures with this motive “will do only those things which they have made up their minds that they’re going to do; and so they act by choice” (26). Such an agent acts based on his understanding of the world. His behavior makes sense to him in that he can explain why he performed it. Because of this it is human action par excellence.


Velleman argues for his view persuasively. The most central argument for this view is that if there are reasons for action, then action must have a constitutive aim. He claims that for there to be reasons there must a norm for action. Moreover, to avoid skepticism about the norm, the standard must be internal to the nature of action. A constitutive aim for action, something action must aim at to be an act at all, can play both these roles.

Evaluating this argument is beyond the scope of this paper. There are a number of accounts of practical reason, many of which reject the constitutive aim approach. It would bring us too far afield to consider whether any of these accounts are adequate.
 Nevertheless, we need to say something about the account of practical reason that emerges to get a better sense of Velleman’s view. The constitutive aim of action according to Velleman is to know what one is doing. Understanding how this aim functions in the creation of action is an issue we will return to below. At the very least, the aim determines what counts as a reason for action. Velleman claims that “considerations qualify as reasons for doing something are considerations in light of which, in doing it, the subject would know what he was doing” (2000:26). The force of a reason depends upon how well they allow an agent to understand what he is doing. Reasons provide a rationale or possible story that allows an agent to grasp what he is doing. In acting we are required to make sense of ourselves and the world we inhabit. Action is full-blooded when it engages this motive.


Velleman admits that his account is intellectualistic. Paradigmatic action is action that expresses a cognitive grasp of what is occurring. I do not doubt that acting on such a motive is a paradigmatic expression of agency. Yet, I do not think it exhausts all such capacities. To see this consider one of Velleman’s own examples

Say, a child accidentally brushes a glass off of the table, and your hand shoots out to catch it. Everything happens so fast that you see your hand catching the glass before you fully realize that the glass is falling. Now suppose, finally, another child – an older and sassier child – hefts the glass with a smirk and calls “Here, catch!” You then undertake the same behavior, but as a fully intentional action. (2000: 189)  

That sounds plausible. Instinctively snatching the glass seems like a reflex we share with non-agentic animals. In the second case you explicitly form an intention and then act on it. That seems to be unique to agents. The difference in the cases seems to be that in the second case the agent has an intellectual grasp on what he is doing. He employs his practical reason to create a rationale under which he acts. So the difference is nicely captured by Velleman’s view. 

Now imagine though a highly skilled athlete who executes a very difficult catch in some competitive endeavor. I take it that such behavior is a paradigmatic action. The agent executes a task that no one could perform without a great deal of training and preparation. Yet, it seems like this act is more like Velleman’s first example than the second is. If the athlete employed her practical reason or tried to intellectually grasp what she was doing, then she would be more likely to fail. What allows the agent to be successful is that her skill has become second nature and she does not need to deliberate.
 

Perhaps, you are unmoved by this example. Well-trained dogs, after all, can perform exceedingly difficult catches. Then think about a jazz trumpeter playing a solo masterfully. Is his activity more like the first catch or the second? It seems to me that it shares a great deal of features with the first. The jazz trumpeter does not deliberate or form conscious intentions about what note to play next. Rather he goes with the flow and lets the music pour through him. At least, that is how many musicians would describe the experience. Moreover, if the agent did attempt to come up with some story line to act in light of, his action would be stifled. It would most likely be the story of a man trying or pretending to be a jazz musician, not the story of a jazz musician. A true musician gets lost in the music. Playing jazz music masterfully is an instance of paradigmatic human agency. It does not fit Velleman’s theory very well. The reason for this is clear. There are paradigmatic actions that come out of other features of our humanity besides our rationality.

Velleman might contend that these are not really counterexamples to his theory. I take it that these actions do not engage the motive he describes and that similar behavior that do engage the motive are lesser expressions of agency. That is, the motive sometimes interferes with our ability to make things happen. To this Velleman will contend that I misunderstand how the aim functions in agency. It is not that the aim is always a conscious goal that one aims to satisfy. Rather it can be a “sub-personal” or a “sub-agential” aim (2000:19, 21). A sub-personal aim is an aim that is implicit in some parts of the “cognitive architecture” of the agent (19). A sub-agential aim regulates our behavior, but “is not represented in our practical reasoning” (21). In the cases I mention Velleman would contend the aim is sub-agential because it does not play a role in the person’s practical reasoning. It may also be sub-personal because the agent may be unaware of it even on reflection. Yet, it still guides their action. The agents still understand their behavior so they are no threat to the view.   

I think this response undercuts what is most attractive about Velleman’s view.
 He claimed that paradigmatic action occurs when “the subject’s capacity to make things happen is exercised to its fullest extent” (2000:4). We were told this capacity was the ability to know what we are doing. To act based on practical reason in light of some rationale. Now it appears though that paradigmatic action only requires that we do not violate a sub-agential aim. This seems to abandon the paradigmatic approach to agency, which focused on maximal expressions of agency. At very least it seems that Velleman should say that my purported counterexamples are less full-blooded than actions that employ the motive explicitly, even if they are not bare activity. There should be a difference of degree. That still strikes me as wrong. These actions are just as paradigmatic of agency as ones that consciously engage the motive to do what is rational.

More importantly, it is not clear how some of Velleman’s most persuasive examples support this view. In the example discussed above the reflex of catching the ball was not supposed to be full-blown agency. But why think that the aim Velleman describes is not operating sub-personally and sub-agentially in that case? It seems to me that it is. The agent understands why he caught the glass after the fact. Yet, Velleman claims, rightly in my view, that it is not a paradigmatic action. In another example (2000: 189), Velleman discusses spontaneous reactions of surprise and excitement versus reactions that are modulated to convey that one is surprised and excited. He claims the modulated responses are actions, while the spontaneous ones are mere activity. However, if the motive can be sub-agential, there is no reason for this conclusion. It seems to me Velleman’s tolerance of sub-agential satisfaction of the aim allows his theory to rule out some possible counterexamples, but it does so at great cost. Some of the most persuasive examples that support the theory, like the two just mentioned, are lost when he makes this move. What is most attractive in Velleman’s theory is that by employing practical reason we exercise capacities partly definitive of agency. My examples suggest that there are other capacities definitive of agency as well.

A different response Velleman might make is to draw attention to the issue of action-individuation.

Velleman might contend that when we focus on the larger action that these activities are components of we will see that they are not problems for his view. The purported counterexamples are skill-based activities. Surely, the agents at one time employed their practical reason in developing these skills. It is not as if they woke up one day to find they had these abilities. Hence, by taking too narrow of a view we distort the role practical reason had in their development. There is something very plausible about this, but it turns us to questions about the proper descriptions of actions that I do not want to settle here. Regardless, I believe there are a second group of counterexamples that are more informative. The next section, argues agency can be expressed through spontaneous reactions that spring from dispositions that are partly constitutive of realizing a motivational ideal. Occasionally, this will involve developing a disposition not to allow rationality to disturb one’s activity. Employing practical reason is an impediment to agency in these cases. So even if we do need to focus on actions that are broader it will not follow that a higher-order motive of rationality always has a special role in agency.

III) Caring and Agency


If the arguments above are correct, we ought to seriously entertain the paradigmatic approach to agency. Furthermore, it does not seem that Velleman’s view accounts for all instances of paradigmatic action. In this section, I argue that coming to care about things is another way to express paradigmatic agency. By coming to care about things I mean the process of agents becoming committed to particular persons, projects or values. To become committed agents need to learn to cultivate emotional responses to the objects they care about. They need to shape their motivations into patterns of concern that are appropriate for that type of life. When they succeed they realize a particular motivational ideal. In such a case some actions issue from settled patterns of concern. Such actions are not simply the outcome of causal forces that take place in the agent because they arise from the agent succeeding to become a certain sort of person. The desires do not simply assail the agent, instead the represent the agent’s viewpoint on matters of value. Moreover, when such an ideal is fully realized some responses will arise immediately without any reflection. In fact, some responses may no longer be under the conscious control of the agent. Yet, since they have developed from the agent’s decisions, they are instances of agency.


A view like this one is implicit in some of Frankfurt’s work. Frankfurt quickly became dissatisfied with the pure hierarchical model because of the regress problem.
 The regress appears because second-order desires have no special privilege. After all, they are just another class of desires. Obviously, appeals to further higher-levels of desire will not help. Frankfurt has tried a number of strategies to handle this problem. These strategies can help us appreciate the pluralistic nature of agency.

Consider two different ways Frankfurt has attempted to account for the motives that are ‘internal’ or can in some way be identified with the agent. In “Identification and Externality” decisions are introduced to separate the external from the internal. When an agent is torn between competing desires a decision might be made to render a desire external. In doing so the desire is removed “from the order of candidates for satisfaction” (1988: 68). The desire decided against is now external to one’s agency. Frankfurt claims that “it appears to be by making a particular kind of decision that the relation of the person to his passions is established … decisions, unlike, desires or attitudes, do not seem to be susceptible both to internality and to externality. (68) Decisions are acts of self-constitution in that they settle what counts as a real element of the self. This, though, is not an entirely satisfactory answer. Frankfurt himself notes that the nature of such a decision is “very obscure” (68). Indeed, one fears we have merely pushed back the problem by equating decision with agency. Nevertheless, the idea of deciding remains attractive. It rings true that part of what an agent does in resolving a dilemma is casting some desire outside the sphere of acceptance.

More recently, Frankfurt has invoked the ideal of wholeheartedness to handle some of these same problems. On this strategy a motive is internal when a certain organization of the will has occurred. When one has reached a state of satisfaction with the condition of the self then there are no more problems of internality or externality. Yet, this is not something one decides. Frankfurt claims that an agent cannot “make himself wholehearted just by a psychic movement that is fully under his immediate volitional control” (1999: 100). One can not simply choose to be wholehearted. We are passive in this respect. Frankfurt contends “we can only be what nature and life make us, and that is not so readily up to us” (101). However, when we find that nature has made us this way problems about agency disappear. Our motive is endorsed by a higher-order motive. Because we are satisfied, no other attitudes arise. Hence the problem of regress disappears. There is nothing external to the agent in his motivational profile and the agent acts in a manner that is an expression of his personhood.

On such an account our agency is rooted in our passivity. Frankfurt contends this is the most we can expect. He says “unless a person makes choices within restrictions from which he cannot escape by merely choosing to do so, the notion of self-direction, of autonomy, cannot find a grip” (1999: 110). However, Frankfurt thinks this degree of passivity should not worry us because in acting wholeheartedly we act in accord with our motivational essences. One’s motivational essence is determined by one’s volitional necessities. Volitional necessities determine what it is possible for an agent to will. To borrow an example from Frankfurt (111), a mother may find she simply cannot give up her child even though she judges that is the best option. The necessity arises from the limits of the individual’s will and “the essential nature of a person consists in what he must will” (114). Since wholehearted actions express one’s essence, they are paradigmatic actions.


Individually, both accounts face major obstacles. On the first version we decide which passions are internal, but that seems uninformative and too simple. The second option saddles the agent with a great deal of passivity and one worries that the agent contributes nothing to the way ‘nature and life’ create her motivational essence that generates agency. These two accounts also seem to be incompatible. In the first account, decisions play the key role. Internal motivations are motivations that an agent decides to adopt. In the second account it is clear that our motivational natures are discovered, not created.
 Internal motivations are motivations one could not decide to reject. However, we could see these two strategies as two distinct episodes in the development of an agentic capacity.
 This aspect of agency can be understood as a temporally extended development of proper respect for what one cares about. Initially, one makes a decision to care about a particular value. But, this is only a first step and changes little in agent’s motivational make-up. Over time the agent might develop certain dispositions that are constitutive of caring about that value. Further he may begin to have responses that no longer require his conscious deliberation or control. The agent may even reach a state when he has so internalized a set of standards that he could not stop caring about the object of his concern. His caring constrains the possibility of his willing. That is, the agent successfully carries out the intention to cultivate certain desires. He has realized a chosen motivational ideal.


An example might be of help here. On a certain conception of what it is to be a philosopher it requires a negative emotional response to individuals who knowingly advance arguments with no respect for truth or evidence. According to this ideal these individuals are worthy of our contempt. However, to fully internalize the attitude it must spring up in one whenever it is appropriate. To not feel this way to those people is not to have sufficient concern and love of truth. Moreover, the need to consciously rehearse the reasons to feel this way is also in some way defective. Such an agent has yet to develop the attitudes that are essential to being a philosopher, at least on one view of this ideal. 

The particular example is not that important, but what is important is to see that for many attractive personal ideals a certain motivational profile is essential to realizing the ideal. The motivations are partly constitutive of the ideal. And an important subset of these motivations might need to arise unmediated by conscious thought. If the agent has to run though a process of deliberation, he is still motivationally deficient. He is still on the path to reaching the ideal. The extent to which this is true will depend upon the content of the particular ideal. Nevertheless, the ability to immediately respond to the world may be a central part of many attractive ideals. It is also likely that some people fail in such projects because they never learn to be fully free from doubt about the project. They remain conflicted and are unable to fully embrace an ideal because they continue to doubt and assess the value of the ideal. Their tendency to evaluate or contemplate hinders them. But, when an agent lets go of these doubts and does realize the ideal, he engages in paradigmatic action.

Let me reiterate that there is no reason to think we are completely passive in this endeavor. The manner in which these motivations are developed is no doubt complex. In most cases it will require a cultivation of certain responses and a suppression of others that over a long period might completely restructure one’s will. Since the means to making these changes will vary depending upon the ideal, no account of it will be given here.

Now let us consider a series of objections in order to more fully flesh out the position. Velleman might argue against this view in two different ways.
 He might contend that an essential element of agency has been left out because “a person is somehow identified with his own rationality” (2000: 6). He might also argue that the plausibility of this account stems from confusing what is essential to agency and what is essential to an agent’s self-conception. Let us look at each in turn.


In “What Happens When Someone Acts”, Velleman offers an argument for making the capacity for rationality essential to agency.
 He contends that the motive to act in accordance with the strongest reasons “performs the functions definitive of agency” (2000: 141). Velleman contends that the motive to act in accordance with reasons can not be disowned by an agent, but “it can be disowned by the person in whom agency is embodied” (142). For instance, an agent can not suppress the desire to act for reasons in the way he suppresses his anger. In suppressing anger he rejects it as a reason for action. An agent can not do that with the motive to act for reasons because in doing so he manifests his concerns for reasons. Reasons are just what you take to justify your decision. He allows that it is possible to disown the higher-order motive of rationality in some cases. However, to do so the person must “stop making rational assessments of his motives” and he will thereby “suspend the function in virtue of which he qualifies as an agent” (142). When one takes this path one becomes a wanton. 

It is not clear that this follows. One might stop making rational assessments not out of wanton indifference, but because they have so cultivated a set of responses that exercising the capacity of rationality would only hinder action. Indeed, the view on offer helps us to give an account of the difference between a wanton and a successful agent in cases where their behavior and deliberation may not differ. The wanton is moved by his immediate desires and “it never occurs to him to consider whether he wants the relations among his desires to result in his having the will he has” (1988:18). An agent that has fully cultivated a pattern of concern may act in the same way. She acts on her immediate desire and it will not occur to her to consider whether she wants that desire to be her will. She acts in an apparently wanton manner, but this is the result of a fully settled conception of what she cares about. When such an agent acts it not only matters to her what she desires, she has actually accomplished the preferred arrangement of her will. For that reason it seems to be paradigmatic action.

One might contend that the ability to rational assess one’s motives must still function in the background for one to be an agent. That is, it is not necessary that one always consciously evaluate what moves one to action, but one must retain the capacity to change behavior in light of further evaluation. This requirement makes success at realizing some ideals impossible.
 The requirement amounts to the claim that to be an agent it must in principle always be possible to change one’s acceptance of a motive or desire. The ability to rationally assess one’s motives always leaves open the possibility that one could reach a negative assessment of any motive and thereby reject it. Because of that, the requirement tells the lover he must be capable of giving up his beloved and the artist that she must be willing to forsake her art. The artist and the lover might reasonably contend that to adopt such an approach would prevent them from achieving their goal.

I think this requirement confuses an ideal of rationality with the nature of agency itself. To borrow from Frankfurt again, this conception of agency amounts to a prohibition on volitional necessities. Persons with volitional necessities are incapable of entertaining certain options. This conception of agency tells us that one can not become that sort of person and remain an agent. For example, a mother might simply be incapable of executing a rational assessment of her love for her child. This requirement tells us that the mother is something less than an agent when she acts lovingly toward her child. That seems deeply problematic. Agency is the capacity for a person to make things happen. The requirement under consideration is not about the ability to make things happen, but retaining the capacity to make other things happen. One expresses agency only when there are a range of options one could be motivated to do. Such an ideal has a number of things that can be said for it, but it does rule out a number of other ideals that are also attractive. It is particular ideal of rationality and morality, but our account of agency should not exclude other possible ideals.

Velleman might contend that this account lets what we would like to think of ourselves improperly color our conception of agency. In discussing Frankfurt’s work he writes, “my worry is that believing ourselves to have motivational essences is a case of wishful thinking on our part” (2002: 99). We take comfort in the thought that there are certain things that we could never do. We might like to think of ourselves in this way, but that does not make it true. At the most, these volitional necessities apply to us in virtue of some self-conception that we value. However, this does not go to the heart of agency. The objection contends that we should not confuse what is essential to our self-conceptions with what is essential to agency. 

While we should agree that no particular self-conception is essential, that does not mean that having a self-conception is not necessary. Agency is not necessarily tied to any particular self-conception, but an agent can not avoid adopting some particular self-conception altogether. At least, they can not while remaining an agent. To have no view of oneself would be to be a wanton. Having a self-conception is essential to agency. When one acts on a property that makes it possible to be an agent, one acts in virtue of what makes one an agent. The fact that one could have acted on another self-conception is irrelevant. 

Another objection is that while this is a possible aspect of some plausible ideals, it has nothing essentially to do with agency. Recall, though that on the pluralist account defended here, such motivations are only a sufficient condition for action, not a necessary one. There are other ways to be fully active which have very little to do with the capacity under discussion here. So such arrangements of the will are not necessary for action. It is just one possible way to exercise agency. 

The objector may press on by contending that the capacity proposed still has nothing to do with agency. Instead it is an ideal of integrity, devotion or some other aspect of moral psychology. In response, let me say that part of the reason why we should see this as an aspect of agency is that agents live a life, not a collection of moments.
 Many accounts of agency focus solely on what occurs at the moments surrounding the event under consideration. However, the experience of an agent tends to be more unified than that. Part of what it is to live a life is to have characteristic responses to one’s experiences. Sometimes these characteristic responses are just brute dispositions, but they can also be the result of a process of achieving an ideal motivational profile. So it is an aspect of agency because it is the result of a person making something happen, not merely the motivations that pass through him. 

For this aspect of agency, the history of the agent plays a central role in determining whether an event is an action. Suppose that Alan has always been committed to taking people to task for acting rudely, while Betty has never made much of a point about caring about such things. Imagine that after a long hard day each is cut off on their way home. Suppose that both react by yelling in anger without thinking about it. I find it plausible to say that Alan’s behavior is a clearer instance of action than Betty’s. Her behavior might be explained simply by being overcome in the moment. Alan though was acting in line with something he cares about. The reason for the difference is that the history of the agent is almost always relevant for deciding whether a particular piece of behavior is representative of the agent.
 Often the relevant bit of history may be what one cares about. Actions that are expressions of what we most care about or what we take to be definitive of our nature are also often expressions of our agency. 

A pluralistic approach to paradigmatic agency has been advanced in this paper. Following Velleman, when one acts in a way that engages a motive to make sense of what they are doing that is paradigmatic action. Agents are intellectual creatures. When agents explicitly try to understand their place in the world, they express a capacity that is definitive of agency. Agents are also creatures that can come to care about who they are and how they respond to the world. One can also express their agency by acting on a motive that is incompatible with reflective assessment, at least at the times one acts. To conclude, agency may well be multi-faceted.
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� Audi (1986) reprinted in Mele (1997).


� Bratman (2007) and Korsgaard (forthcoming) are two further examples of the paradigmatic approach to agency.


� Frankfurt and Velleman, my models for the paradigmatic approach to agency, often speak as if full-blooded action is simply equivalent to autonomous action. They disagree though whether autonomous action needs to be rational action. I take no position on that debate here.


� My presentation of Velleman’s view is based primarily on the introduction to The Possibility of Practical Reason. It is possible that Velleman’s view has undergone significant changes. These possibilities are addressed in footnotes 8 and 14.


� He actually says it is clear that it is not autonomous action. However, as I suggested above, it is not clear that we should equate autonomy with all forms of paradigmatic agency. 


� The introduction to Cullity and Berys (1997) provides an overview of some alternatives.


� Likewise, consider that when a baseball player is in a slump it is often explained by saying things like ‘he is thinking too much’. What this often means is that the player in question is thinking or deliberating, when he needs to be reacting. One way to understand this is that one’s cognitive capacity is interfering with the proper deployment of one’s skill. The use of one’s faculty for rationality actually prevents one from performing adequately. 


� Velleman adds this wrinkle to his view to deal with an objection posed by Phil Clark. My suggestion is that Velleman would be better served not by altering the way the aim functions in agency, but by allowing that it is not always necessary for agency. 


� I thank ##### for pressing me to face this response.


� The classic example of this objection is Watson (1975).


� This is clear from Frankfurt’s example of the military officers who discover, to their surprise, that they are incapable of launching a nuclear strike (1999:111).


� I do not mean to suggest that there just two steps in the process. It is likely to be a long process, which may have no clear beginning or end.


� To appreciate the variety of approaches that might be possible, consider the practice of self development described by Confucius. In that account, ritual or li plays a fundamental role in shaping the emotions. Hence, the development described could only be attained in a certain cultural context that has the proper social support of ritual. No doubt in other contexts different ideals could be developed.


� It should be noted that in an unpublished manuscript entitled “The Way of the Wanton” Velleman seems to move towards an account that is more compatible with the one offered here. There he discusses skill-based actions, modeled on Daoist ideals, in which an agent suspends his capacity to make evaluative judgments. He describes it as a form of wantonness, but also as “the ultimate form of agency”. Nevertheless, he insists that the aim of knowing what one is doing functions in the background of such actions. This I deny. The paper is available at his personal website.


� In his paper “Identification and Identity” Velleman supplements this argument. He argues that one’s understanding is the aspect of the self that an agent can never become dissociated from. For any judgment or decision an agent might make he must do so from a mental standpoint. For any aspect of the world or ‘me’ that is deliberated about, there is an aspect of the ‘I’ that does the deliberating. One’s point of view is one’s understanding. Since one can not create distance from this aspect of the self, it is the essential to the person. But, this point about the metaphysics of judgment does not entail anything about agency. When one exercises the capacity to reflect it might be impossible to create any distance from that capacity. It does not follow though that we must always use the capacity in agency. The tendency not to employ one’s rationality or understanding might be something that an agent seeks to promote. 


� To take the most extreme case that I find plausible, consider a young person who decides to become committed to a certain ideal of extreme romanticism. He resolves to be carried away by the emotions and to spurn rationality. That is, he informs the intention not to let rational assessment play any substantial role in his life. Of course, merely forming the intention does not change his behavior sufficiently. It takes him time to rid himself of the habit of making conscious rational assessments of options. He engages in various practices in order to help him realize the ideal. Over time, he learns to naturally express his emotions. They are not in any way subject to his conscious control. They flow from him in an unmediated fashion. Does he cease being an agent? I doubt that he does. In fact, some events that are clearly not actions for most agents, say breaking into tears, could plausibluy be said to be expressions of his agency. If the activity springs from some disposition the agent has cultivated, it begins to look plausible to say it is something that he makes happen. He does not control the outburst now, but he developed a character such that these outbursts were the intended outcome.


� MacIntyre (1984, 204-225) makes this point. This point is also a prominent theme in Bratman (2007). 


� Compare Bratman’s advice that “we tackle the problem of where the agent stands at a time by appeal to roles of attitudes in creating broadly Lockean conditions of identity of the agent over time” (2007: 32).
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