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                 Hume on Weakness of Will
 Hume is a skeptic about practical reason. Reason is never the ultimate source of action or motivation. It merely works on existing desires. As Hume famously put it, ‘reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions’. This is a claim that Hume immediately admits ‘may appear somewhat extraordinary’ (T 2.3.3.4). Many people regard it as not only extraordinary, but completely unbelievable. One reason for this is that it seems obvious that people are, on occasion, guilty of practical irrationality. Most glaringly, people do sometimes knowingly fail to take effective means to their ends. It might seem that Hume has to deny the possibility of weakness of will because he claims we never act contrary to reason. And if Hume can not make sense of this perfectly common human frailty, then his view misses an important element of human psychology.

This paper aims to undercut the force of this objection to Hume. It does not offer a full defense of Hume’s skepticism about practical reason, but does aim to show that Hume can make sense of weakness of will. Contra Christine Korsgaard and others, Hume actually has an astute and helpful account of weakness of will. Hume elucidates three psychological principles to make sense of cases of weakness of will. Of course, for Hume weakness of will is not a form of practical unreason. Yet, it is something that most agents will naturally want to avoid and awareness of the psychological principles in play will help them do so. By seeing how Hume can account for akrasia we will remove one powerful argument against his skepticism about practical reason.

A few preliminaries are in order. Hume’s skepticism about practical reason should not be confused with the other varieties of skepticism that are often associated with Hume. Skepticism here is not merely withholding assent. Following Korsgaard, skepticism about practical reason is the view that there is no such thing as practical reason. While Hume will allow that certain considerations can count in favor of actions, he insists that reason never directly reveals to us what counts in favor of an action. This is not simply the denial of non-relative reasons for action, but the denial that rationality ever speaks for or against an action.

A few words about weakness of will are called for as well. The exact nature of weakness of will is a subject of substantial philosophical dispute itself. For the purposes of this paper we will confine our attention to cases of weakness of will that involve the agent refusing to take the means they realize are necessary for the ends they profess to have. These ends will not have to be judged as good or fitting by the agent, but only that they are what he wishes most to pursue.
 Weakness of will, so understood, is simply violating the instrumental principle of rationality, the principle that one take effective means to one’s ends. There may be other varieties of weakness of will the rationalist might want to allow, but that will not concern us here.
 These apparent violations of the instrumental principle are the phenomena that must be saved in any persuasive account of moral psychology. So the issue is to show how an agent can fail to take the required means for achieving the adopted end in Hume’s system. Now the account of weakness of will I attribute to Hume will strike some readers as a denial of real akrasia. If one takes practical irrationality to be essential to weakness of will, then this outcome is unavoidable for Hume. Nevertheless, Hume can allow that agents can sincerely avow that they have an end, but fail to take the means to it.
 

Hume’s Skepticism and Korsgaard’s Challenge

So what exactly is it that Hume does without in practical thought?
 John Rawls claims that ‘what is distinctive about [Hume’s] view is that it seems to be purely psychological and to lack altogether what some writers think of as ideas of practical reason and of its authority’ (2000:50). What the view lacks are principles or laws that reason dictates agents ought to obey. On such a view, practical reason sets standards agents can fail to meet. Furthermore, practical unreason must be a failure of rationality, rather than some other type of failure. To believe in practical reason is to believe that there is a psychological process that causes human action that is properly governed by reason.
 

Given what Hume writes in ‘Of the influencing motives of the will’, it is clear that he is some sort of skeptic about practical reason. It is tempting though to limit Hume‘s skepticism to just the claim that we can not reason about the ultimate ends of human concern. Hume might seem to suggest this view when he says ‘passion can never, in any sense, be call’d unreasonable, but when founded on a false supposition, or when it chooses means insufficient for the design’d end’ (T 2.3.3.7). Hume appears to be claiming that one ought to take effective means to one’s ends and one ought to be guided by true beliefs in practical matters. On a closer reading, though, it is clear that it is the judgment that is unreasonable, not the passion or the action. It is a form of theoretical irrationality that infects practical matters, but it is not practical irrationality. More interestingly, Hume seems to take these principles to have no normative grounding. Hume says ‘The moment we perceive the falsehood of any supposition, or the insufficiency of any means our passions yield to our reason without any opposition … [W]henever you convince me of my mistake, my longing ceases … as soon as I discover the falsehood of that supposition, they must become indifferent to me’ (T 2.3.3.7). It appears that these principles are not laws we are under any rational pressure to follow. Instead they are laws we naturally and inevitably follow. They are not prescriptive laws of practical reason, but descriptive laws of human psychology.
 Because of this Hume thinks we can only say an action is unreasonable when we speak in a ‘figurative and improper way’, but when we are speaking carefully we must accept skepticism about practical reason (T 3.1.1.12). 

What can Hume offer as a defense of these claims? He advocates skepticism on the grounds that the faculty of reason simply does not pertain to action. He offers two reasons for thinking this. At T 2.3.3.2, Hume claims reasoning ‘exerts itself after two different ways, as it judges from demonstration and probability’. At T 2.3.3.5 he claims that reason is limited to truth and representation. A number of interpreters object that these arguments are question begging because they simply assume a non-practical account of reason. Elijah Millgram says Hume’s arguments are ‘certainly question-begging’ (1995: 80). Derek Parfit complains that ‘Hume assumed that there is only one kind of reason: reason for believing. He said nothing to support this view that we cannot have reasons either for caring or for acting’ (1997: 128-9).
 So it might seem that Hume actually has no argument at all for his practical skepticism. He simply assumes it. 

However, Hume’s skepticism has to be understood as part of his wider philosophical theory of human nature. His argument is an inference to the best explanation.
 He is claiming his theory is the best account for all the relevant data. As an illustration of this strategy, consider Hume’s discussion of the calm passions. It might seem that we have evidence from our own case that reason can guide action because we often act without feeling any passion. Hume contends that these experiences may well be deceiving. He says, ‘When any of these passions are calm, and cause no disorder in the soul, they are very readily taken for the determinations of reason’ (T 2.3.3.8). Hume is attempting to demonstrate that these apparently problematic episodes can be accounted for in his theory. The three sections of the Treatise that immediately follow the discussion ‘Of the influencing motives of the will’ are extensions of this argumentative strategy. Each one is intended as demonstration of the different and complex patterns of the passions. Hume’s explanation of weakness of will is a further step in his argument that his theory of human nature is superior to those that invoke practical reason. The apparent combat between reason and the passions is really an instance of the passions being in discord with one another. 
Now it might seem that Hume’s belief in the existence of weakness of will is straightforward and uncontroversial. In the last paragraph of T 2.3.3 Hume is explaining how the violent and calm passions both lead to action, though philosophers have often mistakenly claimed that only one of them explained human behavior. Hume says that ‘Men often act knowingly against their interest … [w]hat we call strength of mind, implies the prevalence of the calm passions above the violent’ (T 2.3.3.10). This seems to be an assertion of the possibility of weakness of will. However, things are not that simple. ‘Against their interest’ might mean against those considerations that are favored by a person of virtue or good character. The agent in question might be imprudent or immoral. Imprudent acts, or any other act stemming from a vice, need not be akratic. It might be that the person simply does not care about what is in her interest. She might prefer her own acknowledged lesser good. Akrasia requires that an agent fail to take the means to her ends. The above quote does not clearly address that possibility and, more importantly, it does not explain how it is possible in Hume’s system. 

Moreover, Korsgaard argues that Hume cannot allow for the possibility of an agent doing what she does not most want to do. She contends that, ‘Hume’s view is not just that people don’t in fact ever violate the instrumental principle. He is actually committed to the view that people cannot violate it’ (1997: 228, emphasis in the original). Given T 2.3.3.7, Hume seems to be committed to the claim that as soon as individuals realize they are mistaken, they will alter their plan in light of that. Whatever the fully informed agent does counts as taking the means to her ends because her ends are simply revealed by her conduct. It is impossible on Hume’s system, Korsgaard argues, for agents to have ends they do not act on.

Let us look at a couple of examples borrowed from Korsgaard to get a handle on the problem.
 Howard is in his 30’s and needs a series of injections to live past 50. Howard claims he has the end of living a long and happy life. Yet, he refuses to have the treatment because he has a horror of injections. Hume is able to allow that Howard has a mistaken belief about the means to a happy life or some other false belief. But let us stipulate that he does not. It seems Hume has to say Howard prefers his own acknowledged lesser good. Imagine Howard protests ‘no I want to live a long life it’s just that I can’t stand needles’. In short, Howard seems to be akratic, while Hume must insist he is doing what he most desires. A similar case is a person - call him Ivan - who wants to try something new. Perhaps, he wants to sky dive for the first time. His considered opinion is this is what he most wants to do. Yet, when the time comes he always loses his nerve. Again, let us stipulate that Ivan is fully informed and is being honest about what he wants. It seems Hume must say that he really does not want to sky dive. If he did, he would. It’s as simple as that.

If Korsgaard is right, these kinds of cases are embarrassing for Hume. He has not involved himself in any sort of contradiction, but his account fails to save the appearances. Agents do fail to take the means to their ends. Agents can be weak-willed. The quotes regarding our failure to act in our interest suggest that Hume was well aware of this fact. The problem that Korsgaard sets out is how we can make a distinction between an agent’s ends and what he actually pursues in a Hume’s framework. An appeal to rationality will not work for Hume. There seems to be no standard for attributing ends to the agent besides what the agent actually does. Examining Hume’s psychology will provide a way out of this problem. In what follows I offer an explanation on Hume’s behalf of weakness of will that is partly speculative, but we will see that Hume has all the tools to meet this challenge.

Three Psychological Principles

Hume offers us three psychological principles that can do most of the work of the normative instrumental principle.
 These principles can explain weakness of the will, but answering Korsgaard’s challenge regarding how Hume can make a distinction between what an agent does and his ends will have to wait until after we discuss Hume’s psychological principles. Interestingly, Hume’s principles offer helpful advice to the akratic agents in our examples above. Hume’s psychology can save the phenomena and fill the role most important for practical reason, solving practical problems. 

Before examining the principles though we need to keep a couple of Humean distinctions in mind. Strong passions are distinct from violent passions and weak passions are distinct from calm passions. Hume says, ‘’Tis evident passions influence not the will in proportion to their violence, or the disorder they occasion in the temper; but on the contrary, that when a passion has once become a settled principle of action, and is the predominant inclination of the soul, it commonly produces no longer sensible agitation’ (T 2.3.4.1). So the strength of a passion is a measure of its consistent motivational force. The violence of a passion is a phenomenological measure of the degree to which a passion causes a felt emotion. Strong passions are often calm and such passions are vulgarly called reason. Hume remarks that ‘’tis certain, that when we wou’d govern a man, and push him to any action, ‘twill commonly be better policy to work upon the violent than the calm passions, and rather take him by his inclination, than what is vulgarly call’d his reason’. The reason for this is that we can alter the violence of the passions because ‘that all depends upon the situation of the object, and a variation in this particular will be able to change the calm and the violent passions into each other’ (T  2.3.4.1). Hume proceeds to outline various ways we might effect the passions. Shortly, I’ll briefly describe three principles that work on the passions, and then apply them to our two examples.

First though we should note a potential problem. Hume understands the strength of a passion to be the extent to which it influences the will. The violence of a passion is the extent to which it agitates the soul. However, he says the best way to govern a man is by appeal to the violent passions. Yet, the violence of the passion appears to have nothing to do with its influence on the will. It seems like a category mistake for Hume to think that manipulating the violent passions will govern action. The best answer to this apparent problem is to remember that Hume assumes, with some plausibility, that humans naturally have a strong passion to avoid pain and seek pleasure. Violent agitations of the soul receive their motivational force from connecting with this set of passions. Perhaps, the violence of a passion indirectly connects to motivation because most people have a standing disposition to avoid being in a strong state of arousal regarding some matters. Of course, some sorts of violent passions are quite enjoyable and many people do not seek to eliminate them. Obviously, the there will be a good deal of qualifications and complications depending on individual temperament and the causes of the passions. The principles to be discussed below will shed some light on these complications, but it seems safe to assume that the violence of a passion only indirectly alters the strength of a passion.  

The first principle we can call the principle of predominant passion. Hume remarks, ‘’Tis a remarkable property of human nature, that any emotion, which attends a passion is easily converted into it, tho’ in their natures they be originally different from, and even contrary to each other’(T 2.3.4.2). The central idea is that passions easily transform into one another. An agent that is fearful, but angry may find that fear converted into anger. As Hume says later in the same section ‘The predominant passion swallows up the inferior, and converts it into itself’. To borrow Hume’s own example, a solider facing battle will be torn between the love of his comrades and his fear of the enemy. However, the stronger passion will win out and channel all the energy into either courage or cowardice. Hume’s position seems to be that passions are a kind of unstable psychological energy that above all must be exercised, regardless of which one wins out. Notice here that the winning passion seems to only need to get the upper hand by small margin. Once it becomes greater, the lesser passion will merge with it.

At this point let me make an observation about the nature of these principles. It is painfully clear, that agents can be conflicted when they act.
 Sometimes neither passion dominates. Both persist in the heart of an ambivalent agent. I do not think we should understand this as evidence against the principle of predominant passion. These principles should not be understood as law-like generalizations that do not admit of exceptions. Rather, Hume seems to conceive of them as tendencies of the mind. That is, the mind often operates in this way, but these principles are too imprecise to account for every psychological change that occurs. Hume offers some further qualifications to this principle at T 2.3.9.13-17. There he claims that contrary passions react in different ways depending on the causes and probabilities of their objects. We can not explore all those complications here, but we should note that specifying when and how the principle applies will be extremely difficult. Regarding the subject of the will and the passions, Hume says philosophy ‘must leave all the smaller and more delicate revolutions, as dependent on principles too fine and minute for her comprehension’ (T 2.3.8.13).
 Hume is concerned with the more manageable task of outlining some general tendencies of the passions. 

As an aside, note that the above point also serves to undercut the interpretation offered by Korsgaard. She points to T 2.3.3.7, where Hume says once we realize a passion is founded on a mistaken belief it immediately dissipates, as evidence that Hume thinks individuals cannot fail to take the means to their ends once they realize their mistake. However, it seems more reasonable to interpret Hume as making a claim about the normal course of things. He might be making the much more plausible claim that it is a general tendency of human minds to revise their means when they realize they have made a mistake. This would allow for infrequent cases of direct weakness of will.
 Given that in other passages Hume seems to say akrasia is possible and also offers qualification to similar psychological principles, it seems better to interpret him as making the weaker claim.
 

To return to Hume’s principles, in the section after discussing predominant passions Hume discusses what I will call the principle of custom in the passions. Custom has two main effects that can explain all the other effects of custom. These are ‘a facility in the performance of any action or the conception of any object; and afterwards a tendency or inclination towards it’ (T  2.3.5.1). Custom creates an ease of execution for any proposed familiar action. New activities are surprising which makes them enjoyable and at the same time more difficult. When we contemplate something new we are excited, yet at the same time apprehensive. By the principle of predominant passion this means that each new activity ‘gives us either more pleasure or pain, than what, strictly speaking, naturally belongs to it’ (T 2.3.5.2). Through custom we develop a facility for the action. It comes more quickly to mind so we more easily conceive of it or execute it. Actions we are familiar with are thereby less exciting or frightening. Custom also produces an inclination as long as the facility is moderate and does not require a great deal of effort. Custom makes acts more likely to be repeated, as long as they do not become dull. We enjoy the not too difficult performance of the task.

The final principle is the principle of the more particular and determinate idea.  Hume describes it thus, ‘Wherever our ideas of good or evil acquire a new vivacity, the passions become more violent; and keep pace with the imagination in all its variants’(T 2.3.6.1). If our mind forms an idea of some pleasure or pain that is fixed and lively the idea will have greater motivational force.
 This principle has an important implication. Hume writes ‘Any pleasure, with which we are acquainted, affects us more than any other, which we own to be superior, but of whose nature we are wholly ignorant’ (T 2.3.6.2). The reason for this seems to be that ideas that are general do not present their benefits clearly to the mind. An agent might judge that some object is valuable, but if he is not familiar with that object he will not be as strongly drawn to it. Motivation is weakened by an abstract conception of the good. We can safely hypothesize that a similar principle holds for pain.

Explaining Weakness

In light of these principles, what would Hume say about Howard and his horror of injections? With the above principles Hume can pretty easily offer an explanation of the episode. Howard has no custom of taking injections to cure potentially fatal diseases. Because of this he has a great many passions pulling in opposite directions. When he turns his attention to his long term good he sees that it is wise to take the injections. However, as he approaches the needle the impending pain becomes so clear to his mind it assumes greater motivational force. By the principle of predominant of passion, his desire for long term well being gets swept up into his fear. Later, when the idea of pain is not so vivacious he sincerely asserts he wants to live a long life. That is a passion he has a custom for and comes quite quickly to mind. This explanation has a great deal of plausibility.

Ivan, with his inability to take the plunge into skydiving, has analogous principles working on him. Ivan is excited by the thought of doing something new. The excitement and fear of skydiving sound good in the abstract and excitement becomes the predominant passion. However, as the moment approaches the fear of plummeting to his death becomes more vivacious to Ivan. The thrill of skydiving is very abstract and not something that presents itself with much motivational force. Of course, he has never plummeted to his death, but he is very familiar with his aversion to heights or risks and falling from a plane is just one particular manifestation of those fears. So, Ivan does sincerely want to jump out of a plane. But, when the opportunity presents itself the fear is too much.


Now we need to return to Korsgaard’s challenge. For these cases to be examples of weakness of will, we need some way to account for the agent’s ends besides what she does here and now. Korsgaard argues that ‘Hume identifies a person’s end as what he wants most, and the criterion of what the person most wants appears to be what he actually does’ (1997:230, emphasis in the original). She argues we must have some other way to make the distinction if we are to make sense of the claim that agents can fail to take the means to their ends. She suggests two general ways to make the distinction. One is a contrast between ‘actual desire and rational desire’, another is a contrast between what the agent ‘locally wants’ and ‘what he ‘really wants’’ (1997:230). She argues that neither option is open to Hume. However, I contend that Hume still has room for the distinction even though on his view what an agent actually does is what determines the agent’s ends.


It should be clear that the first option is a non-starter for Hume. Desires simply are not the sort of things that can be rational or irrational. The second option has a piece of the truth. Korsgaard complains that for Hume what an agent actually does determines what ends we should attribute to her. But, what else could be used to determine what ends an agent has? All we have is the agent’s behavior. Of course, we can agree with Korsgaard that just because Howard fails to take the injection that does not mean he wants to die young. That is just one piece of evidence, which can be outweighed. But, we are only on solid ground in making this claim if Howard exhibits a lot of other behavior that suggests he wants to live. For instance, if after the fact Howard laments his cowardice or imprudence that is further behavior to consider in determining his ends. On some occasions we might think an agent fails to pursue an end because her local behavior does not fit well with a long-term pattern of behavior.


This suggests there is something to Korsgaard’s strategy to distinguishing between local wants and what the agent really wants. Korsgaard seems to think the only way to make this distinction is for the term ‘really’ to become normatively loaded.
 But, it could just signify what the balance of evidence supports. There might be some behavior that we would not expect given the rest of the agent’s behavior, which we could attribute to local desires. Hume is not forced to say what the agent ‘really’ wants is what it is rationally required of him to want. Our ends might simply be what our behavior indicates we most want, even though much of this behavior may be irrelevant to attaining the end. Wishing, daydreaming, complaining, and lamenting our fate is behavior that is not effective in attaining most ends, but they are quite common and solid evidence for attributing desires to agents.


Korsgaard rightly points out that Hume cannot identify our ends as what we ought to want, but then infers ‘that apparently means that he must accept the claim that local desires determine our ends’ (1997: 231). There is no reason to think this. It is open to Hume to identify our ends as what our behavior on the whole suggests we want. In fact, this seems to come quite close to the everyday understanding of an end as distinct from occurrent desire. Our ends are the objects of our strong, enduring passions. We do not always act on these because they can be manipulated by violent passions that arise in some circumstances to alter the balance of the passions. One might protest that on this account our ends have been stripped of all their rational normative force. True, but Hume as a practical skeptic will argue that is how it should be. Reason does not favor our ends over a fleeting whim. Whether Hume is right about this is not a question we can settle here.


One might also sensibly complain that on this account agents are not weak-willed; they just change their minds frequently.
 However, that would be to inaccurately describe what happens to such agents. They do not change their minds. Rather they are overcome by emotion. Howard does not decide he really does not want to live. Instead, he simply cannot bear the thought of the needle. Such an agent is not necessarily changing his mind. Instead, he lacks the will to carry out his decision once his mind has been made up.

In closing, let us briefly consider the merits of Hume’s account. Of course, we must admit something has dropped out of Hume’s account. There are no longer any normative principles we can use to judge whether our actions are rational or not. This standard has been lost. The authority of the instrumentalist principle does not back our actions. However, this is not to reduce weakness of will to a matter of indifference. It is still something we ought to avoid, but the force of the ‘ought’ does not come from reason. On Hume’s account, it is to be avoided because weakness of will is not esteemed from the general point of view. Agents like Howard and Ivan are acting in a way that they and those close to them will regret. Before and after the fact the agent will wish he acted otherwise. So they are still open to criticism. This shows that Hume can make sense of weakness of will, but not as a failing of practical reason. Rather it is an uncomfortable and stressful experience that humans are susceptible to given their motivational natures.

Nor does this mean that we are helpless pawns in light of these principles. Agents who are informed of psychological truths can act in way to take advantage of them rather than be victimized by them. In particular, these three principles provide both agents with some means to combat their weakness of will. Howard should try to focus his mind on the long-term benefits. He needs to form a determinate idea of the goods of a long life. This will not be easy because such goods are so removed from him in time. But, as he approaches the needle he should think of things like bouncing grand kids on his knee, retiring in comfort in a warm climate, or whatever moves his passions. Ivan might take advantage of the principle of custom in the passions. If he can get used to taking small risks, his mind will begin to develop a custom for risky behavior. Eventually, he will become bored with small risks and seek out more exciting challenges.  He needs to build up a custom in the will for thrill seeking that reduces the novelty of skydiving such that he has a moderate facility for it. Given the principle of predominant passion, neither he nor Howard has to entirely rid himself of his fear. They just need to cultivate a competing desire that is roughly as strong. Notice that this advice seems to be the sort of thing that will actually work. It is a real merit of a philosophical theory of practical thought if it can actually solve practical problems. Hume is as well equipped to handle weakness of will as any other philosopher.

James Madison University

� This qualification is meant to allow for weakness of will even in cases of perverse choice as described by Stocker (1981).  


� I thank an anonymous referee of this journal for helping me to clarify this point. 


� The account I offer on behalf of Hume will with have some similarities to Gary Watson (1977). 


� The general question of Hume on reason is very complex. In T 1.4.1 Hume appears to advocate a general skepticism about reason. However, his denial of the relation between reason and action is stronger than this. In T 1.4.1 I take it that Hume is raising some skeptical challenges to the reliability of the faculty of reason. His skepticism about practical reason turns on the claim that the faculty simply has no application to practical matters. See Owen (1999) for an interesting general account of Hume on reason. 


� Setiya (2004) argues that Hume has a non-rationalist conception of practical reason and would deny this characterization of practical reason. He contends that, “For Hume, the standards of practical reason are the standards of ethical virtue” (2004:381, emphasis in the original). On this interpretation, good practical inferences are simply good motivations. It is not clear though, at least to me, why calling the normative requirements of ethical virtue the standards of practical reason is at all enlightening. Of course, Hume offers us practical advice on how to live, but he is adamant that this has nothing to do with what can properly be called ‘reason’. 


� I have reservations about the claim that Hume thinks we inevitably conform to these rules. See my discussion of Hume’s understanding of psychological principles below.


� It should be noted that Parfit (1997) is primarily a paper about practical reason. It is possible that the target of Parfit’s criticism is primarily the followers of Hume rather than Hume himself.


� One might object that Hume seems to take his argument to have proven his theory, not merely that it is better than rival explanations. His bold pronouncements on the role of reason may seem to suggest this. But, Hume informs us at the end of Book I that he does not really mean his bold statements. Hume says in philosophy we often get carried away by the force of a particular argument. He says 


On such an occasion we are apt not only to forget our scepticism, but even our modesty too; and make use of such terms as these, ‘tis evident, ‘tis certain, ‘tis undeniable … I here enter a caveat against any objections, which may be offer’d on that head; and declare that such expressions were extorted from me by the present view of the subject (T 1.4.7.15). 





Few philosophical quotes are more frustrating than this quote from Hume. However, we do we well to take him at his word, as long as those words do not involve claims to certainty, and attribute a more modest position to him.


� The case of Howard is directly borrowed from Korsgaard though she uses it to illustrate imprudence. The case of Ivan is meant to capture the spirit of her other examples. See Koragaard (1998, 228-234) for further discussion.


� Book II of the Treatise is filled with detailed accounts of various psychological principles that may be relevant. The three we discuss will be enough to make the point though. My discussion follows Rawls (2000) in focusing on these principles. However, Rawls does not turn his attention to weakness of will.


� Donovan Cox made me aware of this important point. 


� Hume is explicitly discussing the battle between calm and violent passions in this paragraph. However, it seems likely that Hume intends this qualification to apply to all psychological principles discussed in 2.3. 


� As an anonymous referee pointed out this claim is not necessary for my defense of the possibility of weakness of will. Yet, it shows us that Hume does not have to claim that our desires always immediately respond to our judgments of factual matters. 


� Of course, on other psychological principles Hume is less humble. The rules he sets out regarding the origin of ideas in T 1.1.1.1 seem to be rules that admit of no exceptions. Arguably, though these are metaphysical principles that Hume thinks the negation of which cannot be conceived. The psychological principles discussed in Book II do not have the same standing.


� Again, there are complications. Hume also claims that, ‘’Tis certain nothing more powerfully animates  any affection, than to conceal  some part of its object by throwing it into a kind of shade, which at the same time that it shows enough to pre-possess us in favor of the object’ (T 2.3.4.9). So it is not that a more complete idea of the good always fosters a greater degree of motivation. There is something to be said for leaving something to the imagination. All of these principles are going to be constrained by one another in various ways, but no attempt will be made here to sort out all the various interactions. 


� Korsgaard’s primary concern is to refute philosophers who claim that the instrumentalist principle is the only principle of practical reason. Such philosophers often cite Hume’s work as support for this position. Korsgaard argues that this position is incoherent and that Hume does not hold it. However, Korsgaard’s positive project occasionally makes it hard to get a clear view of her interpretation of Hume. She claims that making a distinction between real desires and local ones requires one to go “beyond instrumental rationality” (230). However, she rightly acknowledges that Hume does not accept instrumental rationality, so it is not a question of going beyond it. Rather, the question should be whether Hume has any resources to make sense of weakness of will.


� It should be noted that Holton (1999) argues that being too willing to revise one’s intention constitutes weakness of will, not violation of the instrumental principle. So, it might be that frequently changing one’s mind is weakness of will. 


� I would like to thank Don Baxter, Donovan Cox, Jonathan Rick, the audience at the 2005 NYU/Columbia Graduate Conference, and the anonymous referees of this journal for helpful comments on this paper. 
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