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Abstract

This dissertation addresses the question: what is personal autonomy? It begins by
examining the main theoretical accounts of autonomous agency currently on offer. Although
each of the available approaches faces significant criticism, | defend a revised internalist (and
functionalist) account of autonomous agency which draws primarily upon the work of Frankfurt,
Dworkin, and Bratman. Next, | show that recent work in scientific psychology (viz. research on
automaticity) reveals new dangers for any account of autonomous agency (including my own
newly revised internalist account). My response to the identified threat of automaticity draws
upon research in the psychology of attention and, more extensively, on theorizing upon the unity
of consciousness. | use a number of insights gleaned from these areas of research to then
construct a more robust theoretical understanding of autonomous agency—one that addresses the
worries generated by automaticity by proposing new and additional necessary and sufficient
conditions for autonomy. What these new conditions entail is that individuals must possess a

particular form of unified consciousness across time in order to have acted autonomously.



Dedication

For all those communities and individuals who have been unjustly stripped of their autonomy by
the violent hands of external structures of power as well as those who continue to be unjustly

deprived of their autonomy by such powers to this day.
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Introduction

From a pre-theoretical view-point, many of us may believe that we often act in the world in
ways which are thoroughly intentional, willed, and autonomous. We may believe that we select
for ourselves, for instance, things like which movies we want to go see, which meals we prefer to
eat, which causes we would like to support, and what we would like to do with our lives. And
how our behaviours unfold in the world may appear (for the most part) to be consistent with
what we take to be our autonomous choices and actions. But against this foreground of our own
pre-reflective understanding of ourselves (i.e. our unexamined self-conceptions) as relatively
independent, autonomous agents, lies the backdrop of the world in which live and function—a
world that is undeniably full of heteronomous influences upon our behaviour. This contrast
between how free or unrestricted we might, in general, assume ourselves to be, and the concrete
material constraints imposed by the world in which we live can sometimes come to collide in our
experience, leaving us feeling powerless, helpless, and (self-)deceived. These kinds of
disappointments can often spawn philosophical investigations into the sources of our troubles,
confusions, and errors. In terms of the picture provided above, such a collision or confrontation
of opposing factors may induce us to begin questioning our assumptions about just how free or
independent we really are. That is to say, such disappointments may lead to our reconsidering the
bounds of our own autonomy, or even just exactly what it means to be an autonomous agent.

The principal aim of this dissertation is to address the above question; namely, “What is
autonomous agency?” It is a question that has generated a number of different theoretical
responses in recent decades—the more prominent of which will be considered in the following
chapter. However, each of the major theoretical models that have been advanced to make sense

of personal autonomy has faced some significant critique and resistance. Moreover, much of the



philosophical theorizing upon autonomy would benefit from greater contact with certain
important areas of more recent empirical discoveries about human psychological and behavioural
functioning. This dissertation is thus, in part, an attempt to bridge the gap between our theoretical
understanding of autonomy and certain aspects of our more recent scientific knowledge of
human psychology. In particular, it is my contention that the recent findings in psychology on
the phenomenon of automaticity reveal it to be a significant threat which radically challenges
important aspects of our previous ways of thinking about autonomy.

The above points identify some of the central concerns that motivate this dissertation, and
they also inform the general structural outline for how it is to proceed. The first thing to be
considered will be the prominent models of autonomy currently on offer—these will be assessed
in term of their independent plausibility, as well as in terms of their robustness in the face of
automaticity. Second, a thorough elaboration of the ways in which automaticity has been studied
as well as what those studies reveal about the phenomenon and the nature of the threat that it
poses to autonomy will be considered. Finally, an examination of the research and resources
available for responding to the problem of automaticity will then be examined in the service of
finding some way to buffer an adequate theory of autonomy from the dangers presented by
automaticity.

In Chapter 1, I begin by outlining the three dominant approaches to understanding
autonomy, starting with the “responsiveness to reasons” view, followed by the “responsiveness
to reasoning” view, before ending with the “coherence” view. I then provide some reasons in
favour of adopting the coherence view of autonomy over the other two approaches since it
appears to be most well suited to developing an understanding of self-governance that does

justice to the idea that the power of self-governance is essentially a power of the agent. Later in



chapter one, | go on to cover three important models dedicated to establishing a coherentist view
of autonomy. I begin by presenting Frankfurt’s original proposal which is couched in terms of a
hierarchical structure of desire and volition, followed by an important amendment to such an
approach by Dworkin, before finally examining Bratman’s more recent—though nevertheless
deeply indebted to the earlier views of Frankfurt and Dworkin—temporally extended model.
Following the examination of the three important coherentist proposals, | turn my attention to
addressing the most significant objections to such an approach, and | argue that we need to reject
the conceptualization of the sort of hierarchical structuring that was relied upon in each of the
three coherence views covered. My proposal is that we can replace such a way of understanding
the architecture of autonomy with one that instead focuses upon the fact that what underlies the
hierarchical metaphor is simply a sort of coherence between desire and volition. In the final
section of the chapter, | reveal that even with the most significant objections to the coherentist
approach now addressed, there remains another significant threat to any model of autonomous
agency that demands our attention. This is the threat that may be perceived by recognizing the
extent to which our behaviours fall under the control of automatic processes. In the
psychological literature, the sorts of behaviours that are automated in this way are known as
instances of automaticity. The encounter with the notion of automaticity at the end of chapter 1
sets the stage for a deeper analysis of the research into the phenomenon in order to develop a
more thorough understanding of the type of danger it presents to autonomous agency to begin in
the following chapter.

In chapter 2, | begin by providing a basic outline of some of the research and central
components of automaticity before distinguishing the notion of automaticity from the related

legal notion of automatism (in order to avoid any confusion). After comparing and contrasting



these two related ideas, | then return to a more thorough and detailed analysis of automaticity,
drawing upon a number of experimental studies in order to provide various concrete connections
and access points from the empirical research to our understanding of the broader theory. The
work done in these sections reveals a number of core features of automaticity uncovered both in
the lab, and in real life studies established by self-reports (viz. in section 2.4 on actions not as
planned). Later, because there is some significant behavioural and conceptual overlap between
automaticity and habit, | examine the notion of habit and compare and contrast it with
automaticity as well. I then go on to highlight the fact that a conscious dissociation from
behaviour is at the very heart of automaticity before providing a number of examples designed to
show precisely why automaticity is a serious threat to autonomy. With this greater understanding
of automaticity finally in our possession, | suggest at the end of the chapter that we next begin to
look into automaticity’s experimental contrary—i.e. attention theory and research—in order to
both sharpen our grasp of the contours of automaticity as well as determine whether or not we
may therein find resources with which to buffer an adequate account of autonomy from the threat
of automaticity.

Chapter 3 begins by noting that the field of attention research is not guided by a single
accepted definition of what attention in fact is. This state of affairs has led theorists to develop a
number of different and competing views of how best to both conceptualize as well as study
attention. Most of the theoretical developments in the area have been shaped by the apparent
shortcomings of earlier models. For this reason, |1 examine a number of the more prominent
theoretical approaches to attention in the chronological order in which they appeared on the
scene. Proceeding in this way allows us to both develop an appreciation for the obstacles faced

by attention theory as it changed and grew over time as well as isolate questionable assumptions



made about attention in the early days of its study. The historical review of the theorizing and
research on attention that is provided in this chapter begins with a preliminary on “divided
attention” or “dual-task” research methods—since these types of studies are central to the
majority of the work done in the field overall. This is followed by an examination of Broadbent’s
bottleneck theory of attention which was largely responsible for galvanizing the modern
movement to study the phenomenon of attention. Next, I examine Kahneman’s effort theory,
followed by Wickens’ multiple resource model, before closing out the review with the more
recent “attention as selection-for-action” account. Following the review of the development of
theorizing and research on attention, | then examine the relationship between attention and
memory in order to point out the difficulties of disentangling these two related phenomena at the
level of experimental design and interpretation of results. From there, | transition into an
examination of a prominent multi-component model of memory advanced primarily by Baddeley
that introduces the problematic notion of a “central-executive” that Baddeley initially
characterizes as almost exclusively attentional in nature. One of the core problems with such a
characterization being that it fails to connect with the most pertinent features of our ability to
centrally control behaviour; namely, the volitional and intentional nature of personal agency. At
the end of the chapter, I take stock of what the examined attention research and theorizing has to
offer to our project of developing a model of autonomy that is resistant to the danger presented
by automaticity. Finally, I conclude that although attention seems to play a part in mitigating a
certain aspect of automaticity, it does not alone appear to provide us with the necessary tools to
adequately confront the threat presented by automaticity to a theory of autonomy, and that we
need to extend our search for an answer to that problem by considering the sorts of control that

might accompany or underlie a particular form of unified consciousness.



Given that the research on attention did not provide us with sufficient resources to address
the problem of automaticity, chapter 4 sets out to explore what further support for an adequate
theory of autonomy can be gleaned from research on the unity of conscious experience. To begin
this chapter, I provide a brief characterization of just what is meant by ‘consciousness’ and how
it will be treated and understood throughout the chapter. From there, | examine the notion of the
unity of consciousness, and explore some of the candidate types of relations (proposed within the
literature on the topic) to potentially underlie such a form of unity. This provides us with a
number of leads to consider as possible barriers to automaticity. With these details in hand, |
return again to spell out in greater detail the precise ways in which instances of automaticity
work to undermine autonomous agency. Following this more detailed analysis of the threat of
automaticity, | then transition into my proposal for a solution to the problem of automaticity and
the changes that this requires of our coherentist model of autonomy. Central to my revisionary
proposal is the notion that autonomy requires a certain form of unified consciousness which |
label “symmetrical unity.” After the case for the modification to the internalist/coherentist
approach to autonomy is made, I then consider and reply to several objections to the proposed
additional requirements of autonomy. None of these objections, | argue, prove fatal to the
suggested revisions to the adopted coherentist model of autonomy. Finally, to close out the
chapter, | provide some concluding comments about what | take to be fruitful areas of continued

future research.



Chapter 1

There is a recurring theme that runs through most attempts to clarify the notion of
autonomy. It is indicated by the etymology of the term: autos (self) and nomos (rule or law).
The word was first applied to the Greek city-state. A city had autonomia when its citizens
made their own laws, as opposed to being under the control of some conquering power.

- Gerald Dworkin

1.0 Introduction

Although the genesis of the notion of autonomy may have occurred within the politico-
judicial sphere as a label for city-states that sought to assert their sovereignty by legislatively
conducting their own affairs independently from external rule, the term has since been applied to
individual persons. As a personal attribute, the concept of autonomy* has been employed by
philosophers and theoreticians in, as Gerald Dworkin says, “an exceedingly broad fashion”
(1981, p. 54). It has been equated variously with notions of liberty, independence, dignity, self-
governance, values, and freedom of the will (among other things).? It is thus appropriately taken
to be what Ned Block (1995) has coined “a mongrel concept”—that is, a concept which lacks a
singular common use and meaning, and yet, is treated as denoting something in particular.® More
commonly, one might think of it as an umbrella term—that is, a term that covers a broad class of
related concepts. Although we are right to treat the concept of autonomy in this way, there does
appear to be a general consensus among theoreticians that a core understanding of the term

involves the original idea of self-governance. The point of agreement seems to be that whatever

! From this point forward, unless otherwise stated, any mention of autonomy will refer to the personal aspect of
the term.

2 For some of the additional uses of autonomy see for example Nomy Arpaly’s (2004) “Which Autonomy?”

¥ Similarly, Stefaan Cuypers (2000), in a nod to Wittgenstein, calls autonomy a “family resemblance” concept.
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else autonomy might involve, it must in some way be concerned with how persons—Ilike the
city-states to which the term was first applied—individually govern themselves. In accordance
with the general view, this dissertation will consider autonomy as a sort of self-governance.
About the only other point of widespread agreement between authors about autonomy is that it is
generally taken to be something that it is good to have.

In addition to its being used to refer to a number of different things, autonomy is appealed
to in many different intellectual and social contexts for a number of different purposes. For
instance, it is frequently appealed to—and intimately connected to moral thinking—within the
educational, medical, legal, and political spheres. This widespread application of the notion
speaks to its importance to people generally as well as to social institutions and the interactions
between individuals and these institutions. With respect to the educational domain, the notion of
autonomy is involved in, for example, the adjudication of conflicts of interest and determining
degrees of control over resources between educational institutions and governmental bodies.” In
terms of its influence upon individuals within the educational system, it can be involved in things
like curricular freedom and teacher leadership building, as well as, establishing policies which
promote the development of independent learners capable of self-guided critical thought (as
opposed to indoctrinated and dogmatic devotees).® In the medical profession, the notion of

autonomy often plays an important role in things like the development of patient care practices,

* Admittedly, as Feinberg (1986) recognized, the notion of autonomy as ‘self-governance’ can be treated in
various ways as well—for example, it can be thought of in terms of a capacity for self-control, or the condition of
self-determination, or as a sovereign right to self-rule. But of these three views, what remains central to elucidating
the concept of autonomy is an analysis of, as Christman suggests, “the actual condition of autonomy defined as a
psychological ability to be self-governing” (1988, p. 110). It is this latter consideration articulated by Christman that
will be the primary focus of this dissertation.

> This use is closer to its original politico-judicial sense.

® The philosophy of education and educational policy research has a rich history and vast body of literature
dedicated to the topic of autonomy in education. To name a few notable contributions see: R. F. Dearden (1972)
“Autonomy and education”; C. Winch (2006) “Education, autonomy and critical thinking”; J. White (1991)
“Education and the good life: Autonomy, altruism, and the national curriculum”; and H. Siegel (1997) “Rationality
redeemed?: Further dialogues on an educational ideal”.



policy formation, and the understanding of informed consent.” In law, the concept of autonomy
plays a fundamental role in establishing and protecting the liberty of both individuals and groups
as well as establishing limitations upon the liberty of groups or persons when such liberty
conflicts with the public interest.? It is also invoked in legal defenses where claims about a lack
of personal autonomy (due to coercion or duress), may be deployed in an attempt to excuse
defendants from criminal liability.” It is in part because a theory of autonomy has such far
reaching interest and is often implicated in these and other important areas of human interaction
and conflict resolution that advancing a more realistic'® and refined account of personal
autonomy is warranted. A better understanding of just what constitutes autonomous agency
allows for more accurate and refined application of this concept to the various areas of interest
mentioned above.

In addition to these social implications, a refined theory of autonomy is also beneficial for
what it can tell us about ourselves as individual agents. The more clearly we can come to
understand what is involved in acting autonomously, the more effectively we may be able
develop the skills and habits that are supportive of greater degrees of self-control. Moreover,
such clarity should also help us to be both better able to identify and more prepared to resist
those influences that might undermine our autonomy. Therefore, it is not only in response to

social concerns that developing a more refined and detailed account of autonomy is warranted,

" For a concise overview of the influence of autonomy in medical decision making see H. Brody (1985)
“Autonomy revisited: progress in medical ethics: discussion paper”. Also, for an excellent treatment of some of the
multiple dimensions along which autonomy may be practically assessed in the medical setting see B. L. Miller
(1981) “Autonomy & the refusal of lifesaving treatment”. For more recent selections on considerations of autonomy
in medical ethics see R. Kukla (2005) and K. Baeroe (2010) in references.

® See Sellars (2007).

° See Richards (1989).

9By my use of the term ‘realistic’ here, I mean an understanding of autonomy that captures a more detailed
and nuanced rendering of real human psychological functioning than is currently available in the philosophical
theorizing on the subject.



but also, because doing so has the potential to help us, as individual persons, to better navigate a
world filled with heteronomous influences.

The next section provides a brief outline of some of the principal theoretical attempts to
explain autonomy in addition to some reasons for thinking that only one of these views is on the

right track and worth developing.

1.1 Three Approaches to Autonomy

Positive philosophical theorizing about autonomy has for the most part proceeded along
three general lines of development. These general theoretical trajectories have been categorized
by Sarah Buss (2008) as “responsiveness to reasons”, “responsiveness to reasoning”, and
“coherentist” accounts respectively. Although any particular view that falls under the heading of
one of these general accounts of autonomy may blend aspects of one general account with those
from another, what sets an account apart from its competitors is its emphasis upon the centrality
of certain features or conditions of autonomous agency. For “responsiveness to reasons”
accounts™® what is central is that an agent has the capacity to appreciate and in fact does consider
the multitude of reasons there are—or at least a reasonably large set of these—for acting in any
number of possible ways within a given situation. This type of account is considered ‘externalist’
since the reasons that an agent must be most responsive to have to do with the facts of the

situation in which she finds herself.*? The idea here is that if an agent is not sensitive to a fairly

1 See Berofski (1995), Wolf (1990), and Fischer & Ravizza (1993; 1998) for insights into this view.
12 Even though what an agent need be responsive to on this account can include facts about the agent’s desires
and interests, it concerns these primarily in terms of how they act as reasons among (or in relation to) the recognized
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large number of reasons for and/or against various courses of action in a given situation, then she
is not likely to do a good job of navigating that situation. And if she is unaware or unable to
become aware of such reasons, there is a sense in which her power of agency is severely
impoverished. In short, this account considers ignorance of or ineptitude with respect to
identifying and working with the available reasons for action to be a barrier to effective and
autonomous agency. One of the background worries that motivates this view is that a person who
is insufficiently responsive to the reasons there are for action may be more likely to engage
unthinkingly in activities that end up thwarting her own interests or aims. For example, an
individual may wish to take the subway east in order to get home but fail to recognize that she is
boarding the subway train from the westbound platform. She thus fails to take account of the
existing reason (provided by the fact that she is boarding the train from the westbound platform)
to correct her behaviour and bring it in-line with her goal of getting home. According to
advocates of this view, it is these sorts of unwittingly self-interest undermining cases that make it
difficult to treat such activity autonomous or self-governed.

Accounts that focus upon “responsiveness to reasoning”, on the other hand, tend not to be
as concerned with the reasons that are available to an agent in a given situation nor whether the
beliefs that the agent has about these reasons be true or false. Instead, theorists who adopt this
approach are concerned with an agent’s ability to evaluate her motives in relation to her other
beliefs and desires.*® For them, what is most central to autonomous agency is this capacity for

the calculative assessment of one’s motives, which includes the ability to recognize the status of

facts about the external situation that she finds herself in—or more precisely, the reasons for action that those
situational facts provide.

3 This view is derived from the work of authors like Christman (1991; 1993) and Mele (1993). It is more
commonly thought of as a historical account of autonomy in that the background beliefs, desires, and values against
which new motives are weighed consist of preexisting or previously adopted positions. It is important to note,
however, that for Christman at least, active endorsement of the formation of one’s more stable or entrenched (i.e.
historical) beliefs and values is not required. Rather, for him, it is enough that an agent did not resist or would not
have resisted their development had she paid attention to them.
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one’s motives among the host of one’s other beliefs and desires in light of this assessment.
Furthermore, they contend that when this critical, evaluative process of practical reasoning is
thwarted either by manipulation or indoctrination—i.e. where one’s ability to effectively assess
one’s own motives in relation to one’s other beliefs and desires is hindered—one cannot be
considered to act autonomously. An important component of this view is that it allows for the
agent to revise her previous beliefs and values in light of new information or experience
(regardless of whether or not this sort of revision is uncommon or rarely actually occurs
throughout the course of an individual’s life). That is to say, the faculty of reasoning that
theorists from this perspective regard as central to autonomous agency not only functions in
terms of evaluating new motives in relation to views already held by the agent, it also works to
grant the agent the ability to revise previously held beliefs and values. It thus permits that
significant transformations may occur with respect to what an agent might take to be her core
values. This view might appear to be more ‘internalist’ than the one previously mentioned, since
it is not so much the considered reasons themselves that are most important, but rather, it is her
ability to work with these reasons well. That is, it is her personal capacity for the evaluation and
integration of reasons, and ability to grasp what follows from her calculative deliberations that
matters most on this view. Nevertheless, the view can still be characterized as externalist since
the type of reasoning at issue might itself be considered a sort of independent formal system (or
culturally codified process) that an agent may dismiss if she so chooses.

Last on the list of the main positive theoretical accounts of autonomy is what Buss (2008)
calls the ‘coherentist’ approach.™® These types of accounts are more commonly treated as

“higher-order” or “hierarchical” views but, for reasons that I will provide later (in section 1.3), |

Y This approach to autonomous agency, advanced by philosophers like Harry Frankfurt, Gerald Dworkin, and
Michael Bratman (see references), will be covered in greater detail later in this chapter.
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prefer Buss’ characterization of what is central to these views as a matter of coherence. On
coherentist accounts of autonomous agency what is of primary importance is that an agent must
approve of, or endorse, her motives and desires in order for the actions that result from them to
be considered autonomous.™ Coherentist accounts of autonomous agency are considered
internalist because the kind of endorsement that is key on this view is a power of the agent
herself. For them, what counts most is not so much the reasons that one may perceive to be
pertinent, or the method by which one may come to various calculative and practical conclusions
(these are externalist characteristics of the other two accounts previously outlined), but rather, it
is the power of the agent to reflectively either endorse her desires and motives or reject them as
unwelcome intrusions upon her mental life. Moreover, on this view, if an agent is powerless
except to disown the desires and motives that lead her to perform some action, then there is a
rather strong sense in which she is not autonomously engaged in that action. In other words, she
is not capable of governing herself in such instances and her disavowal of the desires and
motives that move her acts as a sign of protest and frustration with her impotence in these types
of situations.

Although each of the above mentioned approaches has something to contribute to our
knowledge of what it might mean to be autonomous, it seems that, insofar as we want to restrict
our focus to the idea of ‘self-governance’, the coherentist proposal appears most well suited to

attain the objective.*® The case for the superiority of the coherentist proposal is made by the fact

' This kind of agential ‘endorsement’ is spoken of in various ways by different theorists. It may also be
referred to as ‘acceptance’ of one’s desires and motives, or ‘putting one’s weight behind’ them, or ‘taking a stand’
with respect to them, or believing them to ‘make sense’ in light of the kind of person one is, or ‘identifying’ with
them. In each case, what is important is an agent’s attitude towards her own desires and motives. This view clearly
involves a form of metacognition as would appear to also be the case for the responsiveness to reasoning view;
however, the responsiveness to reasons view, at least prima facie, does not appear rely upon such a form of
metacognition.

'® That is not to say that the coherentist view doesn’t face any substantial objections, it certainly does, but the
most notable of these will be addressed later on in this chapter (in section 1.3).
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that the ‘reasons’ available to an agent (even if these are exhaustive), and the process of
‘reasoning’ that she may make use of in a given instance are not essential to who she is as a
deciding agent.’’ That is to say, they are not a part of her power to decide to act one way or
another.'® Rather, they merely inform her and help her to make good, or rational, or expedient, or
prudential choices. A natural consequence of the externality of these elements is that she may
reject them. And if an agent may reject the counsel of the reasons available or the process of
reasoning she normally relies upon, and yet still act decisively and with an awareness that she is
acting under her own power to act, then the process of reasoning and the reasons there are cannot
be necessary for her to act autonomously. Perhaps most problematic about the two externalist
proposals is that they tend to over-intellectualize autonomous agency—that is, they render it too
rationalistic—Dby treating the reasons and reasoning processes as key factors responsible for
doing the bulk of the work. In a related vein, philosopher J. David Velleman (1992) recognized,

when analyzing the standard ‘belief and desire’ account of action that:

In this [the standard] story, reasons [or, we might here add, ‘a process of reasoning’]
cause an intention, and an intention causes bodily movements, but nobody—that is, no
person—does anything. Psychological and physiological events take place inside a person,
but the person serves merely as the arena for these events: he takes no active part. (p. 461)

My worry about the two externalist accounts of autonomy runs parallel to Velleman’s concern

with what he suggests is the standard account of action: the issue is essentially that the more that

" To borrow a line from one of Christman’s footnotes: ...adding an ‘external’ rationality condition as a
requirement of autonomy...effectively separates the property of autonomy from the actual decisions and judgments
of real people” (1991, p. 9).

'8 Nagel (2003) makes a keen observation on this point. He claims, “When someone makes an autonomous
choice such as whether to accept a job, and there are reasons on both sides of the issue, we are supposed to be able
to explain what he did by pointing to his reasons for accepting it. But we could equally have explained his refusing
the job...by referring to the reasons on the other side...[thus ‘reasons’ centered approaches] cannot explain why the
person accepted the job for the reasons in favor instead of refusing it for the reasons against” (p. 234-235). It seems
clear then that explaining the agent’s decision will have to involve some reference to his power to decide.
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is made about the importance of what are, for the most part, transient reasons and processes of
reasoning that are dissociable from the agent’s capacity to decide, the more the agent is sidelined
from the picture of (in our case autonomous™®) actions and agency. Nagel makes a related
pronouncement: “The more completely the self is swallowed up in the circumstances of action,
the less I have to act with” (2003, p.238). In our case, the “circumstances of action” amount to
the formal features (e.g. the type and structure of the process of reasoning), and changing
components (available reasons) of externalist views of autonomy. And the greater the emphasis
upon these factors, the more the former of intentions and enactor of behaviours (i.e. the agent) is
displaced or demoted.”® It would appear then, because the objective is to get clear on what it
means for an agent to be self-governing, that taking the focus off of agential power and placing it
upon externalist features®! is fundamentally wrongheaded.

The above is not to say that reasons at hand and reasoning processes will entirely fail to be
of use to our understanding of autonomy—on the contrary, they will likely have a significant role

to play?>—rather, the suggestion is merely that we should be careful not lose sight of the

19| should here say something about the difference between basic agency or action vs. autonomous agency or

autonomous action. The standard or basic view of action can be expressed along broadly Davidsonian lines, wherein
one or more belief(s) and desire(s) provide the reasons which lead to the intention to perform some action. Even if
we build a more robust conception of the agent into this view (as Velleman would argue, is needed), there are still
ways in which an agent can perform actions without being entirely autonomous. For example, a mugger could point
a gun at me and demand that | hand over my wallet—now, assuming that I desire to live through this experience and
believe that not handing over my wallet could get me shot and possibly killed, this belief and desire may lead me to
form the intention to hand over my wallet to the mugger, and to actually do so. In such a case, although | may act
with intent, my actions are the result of coercion or duress rather than my own self-governance. That is to say, had
the mugger not made such a demand while pointing a gun at me, 1 would not have handed him my wallet of my own
volition. Put simply, actions (as standardly conceived) may be heteronomous, whereas autonomous actions are not.

0 Nagel goes so far as to claim that “As the unchosen conditions of action are extended into the agent’s
makeup and psychological state by an expanded objectivity, they seem to engulf everything, and the area of freedom
left to him shrinks to zero” (2003, p. 244). This seems to me to take things a little too far to the extreme.
Nevertheless, | think that the worry that motivates such a view is a legitimate one.

21 Or at least, in the case of forms of reasoning, features that may be externalized.

%2 This is due to the obvious fact that autonomous agents so often do engage in deliberative activities—
weighing both the available reasons and the relationships between these and their beliefs and values—in the service
of arriving at some acceptable and attainable end. In other words, although reasons and particular reasoning
processes are inessential to acting autonomously, they are nevertheless typically what informs the agent’s own
power to decide.
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fundamental importance of the power to decide that belongs to the agent alone independently of
the situation in which she finds herself. And one way of failing at this task is by developing a
highly formalized, predominantly externalist account of autonomy. In order to quell the worries
of those who may think that shifting away from reasons and reasoning based approaches could
leave us with an impoverished theoretical workspace, it bears mentioning that an additional
benefit of the coherentist approach is that it can readily accommodate key features of
“responsiveness to reasons” and “responsiveness to reasoning” accounts while still maintaining
the centrality of the power of the agent. That is to say, there is nothing stopping an agent, on the
coherentist account, from either considering a vast number of reasons for action within a given
situation or, from evaluating her motives in terms of their fit with the other beliefs and values she
holds. Instead, according to coherentists, one may engage in either one or both of these
activities—the only difference being that, for them, autonomy is primarily a matter of the agent’s
providing assent to whatever reasons or motives are in the end acted upon. For the reasons
mentioned above, this dissertation will focus primarily upon the coherentist view of autonomy.
However, before taking a look at some of the thoroughly developed coherentist proposals
on offer, a caveat: although in this dissertation I will deal with notions of self-governance and
aspects of unified consciousness that are endemic to personal identity, | will mostly steer clear of
debates over the actual existence of a ‘self” and what that might entail. One reason for avoiding
the issue of personal identity (or the self) is that we may come to a functional understanding of
autonomous agency that can accommodate various conceptions of the self and I take such a
noncommittal stance on the subject to be a virtue of the approach here taken. Therefore, ‘self-
governance’ should herein simply be read to mean (roughly) acknowledged personal authorship

and control, by the agent, of the actions he or she commits. Put simply, the question that will be
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considered is: what is autonomous agency? And not: what is the self? Also, the primary focus of
this dissertation will center upon our understanding of autonomous agency rather than merely
one-off autonomous actions®*—the former being more global in scope and extended across time
than the latter more local idea. This is not to say that the examples used will always refer to
drawn-out or long-term courses of action. Instead, the provided examples will often deal with the
short-term behaviours of an agent. However, these examples will be deployed in the service of
understanding a more robust and general theoretical notion of autonomy than one that is
concerned merely with singular and isolated actions.

One of the more recent and thoroughly developed coherentist accounts is Michael
Bratman’s planning theory of autonomous agency. The planning theory Bratman develops
involves explicit reference to self-governing policies that have the authority to play the role of
the agent in autonomous action. These policies are temporally extended and serve to support the
motivational maintenance of certain behaviours. But before elaborating upon the planning theory
in any great detail, it is important to note that the theory has been advanced by Bratman as an
improvement to the hierarchical model®* originally developed by Harry Frankfurt.?® The
hierarchical model proposed by Frankfurt situates the autonomous agent at a level above basic

desires and drives—a placement that grants the agent the purview to either endorse or refrain

% There is a sense in which autonomous action appears impossible without a persisting autonomous agent, but
I will not argue this point here.

# Until otherwise stated, I will preserve the original terminology and structuring of Frankfurt’s model of
autonomous agency, including talk of lower or ‘first-order’ desires and higher or ‘second-order’ desires and
volitions, as well as the hierarchical picture that such a view paints. This will be done out of respect for the integrity
of the view as it was first developed and introduced. Later, in section 1.3, | will argue that shifting our perspective of
the view to one that treats it as, in a more basic way, simply encapsulating the notion of coherence will help to
buffer the original account against its most common criticisms.

% According to Bratman, the planning theory he provides can avoid certain damaging criticisms of the sort
leveled at Frankfurt’s original model (e.g. the regress problem). See Bratman (2000, p. 34).
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from endorsing a lower, first-order desire by way of what he calls a ‘second-order volition®.?® It

is a person’s ability to form second-order volitions that distinguishes them—with respect to the
capacity for the kind of self-governance implied by autonomy—from other creatures according
to Frankfurt.?’

Because Bratman’s project draws upon Frankfurt’s earlier model, I will first spend some
time clarifying central aspects of the original hierarchical model. This will be followed by a brief
treatment of some potential amendments (provided by Dworkin) to such a view. | will then
outline Bratman’s planning theory with an emphasis upon that component of his views that he
calls self-governing policies. Later, | will defend against some criticisms of the original
Frankfurtian view as well as raise some concerns of my own with Bratman’s attempted solution

to these criticisms including a potentially serious problem for his particular account of autonomy.

1.2 Autonomy as Coherence

1.2.1 The Original Hierarchy

Frankfurt’s seminal contribution to debates about autonomous agency was set forth in his

paper “The Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person”. There he distinguishes between

the common understanding of personal freedom—namely, the ability to do what one wants—and

% It is important to note that in “The Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person” Frankfurt does not
seem concerned about the possibility that one’s autonomy may be undermined as a result of second-order volitions
having been previously conditioned by, for example, various social influences throughout one’s development. In
response to these potential concerns, Dworkin has identified the need for what he calls ‘procedural independence’;
see his (1976), “Autonomy and Behaviour Control”. More will be said about this potential amendment to an account
of autonomy later in section 1.2.2.

%" For example he claims, “It is my view that one essential difference between persons and other creatures is to
be found in the structure of a person’s will” (1971, p.12).
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a higher-order reflective capacity to either adopt or reject one’s initial or first-order desires and
inclinations. It is this second-order reflective capacity that is central to Frankfurt’s
characterization of the person (or the agent as we are wont to say). Not only are people pushed
and pulled by various first order desires and motives, but, says Frankfurt, “[We] are capable of
wanting to be different, in [our] preferences and purposes, from what [we] are” (1971, p. 12).
Thus, whereas first-order desires concern our wanting either to do or not to do some particular
thing, our second-order reflective capacity allows us to form desires and attitudes about those
very first-order desires; that is to say, we may have desires and attitudes that have other of our
desires as their contents. For example, one may desire to yell at a telemarketer for having been
called and woken-up in the early hours of the morning while also not wanting to have such a
desire because it will result in a worsened attitude toward the rest of the day. Such ambivalence
with respect to desires, it seems, is not an uncommon occurrence in the day-to-day experience of
most people.

Another important notion in Frankfurt’s account is that of the individual’s will. For him, it
IS not just our ability to have various desires with other of our desires as their objects that alone
defines our particular kind of agency, but also, that certain of our desires have the capacity to
serve as what carry us “all the way to action” (1971, p. 14). He thus equates the will with “the
notion of an effective desire” (1971, p. 14)%; that is, with a desire that is motivationally powerful

enough to result in the attainment of it’s object. But more important than this technical

% |t should be noted, however, that equating the will with an effective desire, as Frankfurt does, seems to
render the notion of akrasia or the “weakness of will” conceptually impossible. One way to keep open the
conceptual space needed for such a notion would be to say instead that will is an effective desire that is the object of
a (positive) second-order volition. This way, an effective desire that opposes one’s second-order volition can be
treated as weak willed. However, Frankfurt could simply maintain that weak-willed action is just action against
one’s better judgement. In that case, one’s will would remain merely one’s effective desire, and it would be weak
when it is contrary to one’s better judgement—however, relying upon the notion of one’s ‘better judgment’ here
may be too strongly dependent upon reasons to fit neatly within Frankfurt’s internalist model. It is for this reason
that | prefer the previously mentioned modification to the notion of the will as a way of making conceptual space for
weakness of will.
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specification of the will—and more centrally distinguishing of characteristically human
agency—is what he calls, ‘second-order volition’. To illustrate this latter notion (and the
complex structure of human willing), Frankfurt first begins with the example of a physician who
believes that he would be better suited to help his psychotherapy patients if he understood what
their craving for a drug was like. We are invited to suppose that this belief leads the physician to
form a second-order desire in favour of the first-order desire to take the drug. Now it may be true
that the physician wants to have the desire to take the drug while altogether not wanting that
desire to become effective. This leads to the somewhat awkward sounding statement by
Frankfurt that, “...insofar as he now wants only to want to take it, and not to take it, there is
nothing in what he now wants that would be satisfied by the drug itself” (1971, p. 15). In other
words, that one has a certain second-order desire does not entail that one also has the relevant
and compatible first-order desire. And when this is the case, the individual’s second-order
desiring does not amount to a second-order volition. However, in instances where the individual
has both the first-order desire and the complimentary second-order desire that the first be
effective in moving him to action, only then does the individual have a second-order volition
according to Frankfurt. And, as mentioned, it is these second-order volitions that are the
hallmark of the deliberate (and we might say autonomous) agency of persons for Frankfurt.

In contrast to the willful agent (i.e. one who exercises second-order volitions) lies what
Frankfurt calls the ‘wanton’. A wanton, he suggests, is an individual with no interest in his (or
her) own will. For Frankfurt, the issue of wantonness is a matter of degree. That is to say,
depending upon the frequency with which individuals fail to form a second-order volition, we

may correspondingly attribute to them a greater or lesser amount of wantonness.? But this is not

3 This point clearly establishes that Frankfurt’s focus here is squarely set upon a protracted view of agency
(i.e. the idea of the person over time) as opposed to merely local actions.
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to say that the wanton is thoughtlessly engrossed with first-order desires, since some of these
may conflict or be nullified even by deliberation. Indeed, Frankfurt suggests, “a wanton may
possess and employ rational faculties of a high order. Nothing...implies that he cannot reason or
that he cannot deliberate concerning how to do what he wants to do” (1971, p. 17).° What sets
the wanton apart from other rational individuals is not that he lacks the capacity for reflection,
but rather, that, in the end, he does not care by which first-order desire he is led to act: he is
merely occupied with the strongest of his basic inclinations and desires.

To highlight the differences between the willful®

and the wanton, Frankfurt provides the
example of the unwilling and the wanton drug addicts. The unwilling addict experiences a deep
tension between two competing first-order desires; namely, the desire for the drug and the
opposing desire to resist taking it. But what defines the unwilling addict is that he forms the
second-order volition to resist taking the drug. Regardless of whether he finally succumbs to the
pull of the addiction, there is a sense in which, though the desires that move him belong to him
alone, he may still regard the forces which result in his taking the drug as not his own. The
wanton, on the other hand, although he may also contain the conflicting first-order desires to
either take the drug or not to, is not concerned about the outcome of this conflict.*? As we might

expect, he is indifferent to such aspects of his mental life. But this indifference towards his

involvement in the selection between opposing first-order desires means also that he will not

% Frankfurt would later reconsider the implications of this claim. See his “Identification and
Wholeheartedness” (1987, p. 176).

%1 By use of this term | mean to express both the positive and negative aspects of second-order volitions (i.e. to
either be willing or unwilling for one or another of one’s first-order desires to be effective).

%2 |t should be noted however, that forming a second-order volition does not require that one’s first order
desires be in a state of conflict. Indeed, on Frankfurt’s view, one may also be a willing addict. That is to say, even
though an agent may have an irresistible desire to take a drug at the level of the first-order, so long as the agent
forms a second-order volition to take the drug—one might imagine, for example, that the agent enjoys the
psychological effects that the drug produces and the social atmosphere of the drug user lifestyle—his taking it is
done autonomously. Admittedly, some readers might find this facet of the view problematic. They may instead see
the second-order backing of an irresistible first-order desire as something closer to acquiescence than autonomous
agency but I will not defend Frankfurt’s view from such worries here.
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come to full satisfaction upon the overcoming of one of these desires in favour of the other since,
he is not himself invested in the outcome of this conflict.

An important part of what it means to invest oneself in the outcome of lower order
conflicts between desires is that one forms a second-order volition in favour of a particular one
of them. Of this process, Frankfurt claims, an identification is made between the agent and one
of his first-order desires. And this espousal of and identification with a certain desire means that
there is a corresponding withdrawal from those desires that lie in opposition to it. These two
notions of identification and withdrawal are paramount to a proper understanding of Frankfurt’s
characterization of the structure of human willing. Another noteworthy aspect of that structure is
the sense in which an agent may be said to exercise ‘freedom of the will’. In short, Frankfurt
claims that, “It is in securing the conformity of his will to his second-order volitions, then, that a
person [or agent] exercises freedom of the will” (1971, p. 20). Thus, it may be said of both the
unwilling addict and the wanton addict that neither of them exercises freedom of the will with
respect to their drug taking. However, though they are each not free in this regard, they are
individually so for different reasons: the unwilling addict because he does not obtain the will that
he wants, and the wanton addict because he has no volitions of the second-order concerning his
conflicting first-order desires.

Perhaps the strongest and most persistent objection to the hierarchical model proposed by
Frankfurt has to do with the lack of a firm ceiling to these higher-order reflections. In other
words, there seems to be no limit to the potential conflicts between desires at ever higher levels.
Moreover, there doesn’t appear to be any non-arbitrary reason as to why one should halt one’s

ever higher reflective ascension along the graded ladder of desires.** One may thus reasonably

% This is the regress problem that Frankfurt’s view is often charged with. It will be addressed later in section
1.3.

22



ask why it is the second level of this hierarchical structure that is to provide the privileged seat of
agency. But this is not a problem of which Frankfurt was unaware, and he first sought to remedy
it by appeal to the notion of identification. Of this process, he says, “When a person identifies
himself decisively with one of his first-order desires, this commitment “resounds” throughout the
potentially endless array of higher orders” (1971, p. 21). It matters not, he says, whether we here
interpret him to mean that such an identification results in a series of ever higher confirming
desires or if it simply means that the question of even higher orders of desires ceases to be of
importance to the agent. Indeed, for all practical purposes, wherever the agent comes to an
identification of this sort—one presumed to typically occur at the level of the second-order—is
simply where the agent’s power is alleged to be located. Nevertheless, many philosophers have
found such a response to the problem to be unsatisfactory, and Frankfurt’s later appeal to the
notions of satisfaction® and necessary volitions®® have not quelled the concerns with his account.
That is not to say that the hierarchal story of human agency that he developed has not had a
significant impact on the imaginations of philosophers and shaped much of the theorizing done
in the field. Surely, it has been of no small import. Rather, it seems that whatever position the
hierarchical structure of volition is to ultimately occupy in a thorough account of autonomous
agency, unless an adequate solution to the above mentioned regress problem is provided, its role

can only ever be a partial one.

% Frankfurt’s use of the notion of ‘satisfaction’ refers to an overall state of tranquility with respect to one’s
mental economy. And this is a state of the agent that does not require any kind of acceptance at a higher order. See
footnote 62 on page 38 of this chapter for greater detail. For the full account see Frankfurt’s (1992) “The faintest
passion”.

% Necessary volitions, for Frankfurt, simultaneously constitute and constrain the character of an agent’s
willfulness. See his (1982) “The importance of what we care about” anthologized in his (1988) book by the same
title and his (1993) “Autonomy, necessity, and love” anthologized in his (1999) book entitled “Necessity, volition,
and love” for greater detail.
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1.2.2 Dworkin’s Amendment

The above mentioned regress problem is not the only concern that faces a hierarchical
account of autonomous agency. Indeed, Gerald Dworkin, although also an advocate of a
hierarchical approach to autonomy®, has identified another concern for this type of account.
According to Dworkin, there is a problem with simply taking a second-order endorsement of (or
a positive attitude toward) a first-order desire or motive to amount to an agent’s acting
autonomously. The problem arises because second-order endorsements and attitudes can
themselves be influenced in ways that we would normally take to undermine a person’s self-
governance. For instance, one may be the victim of deception or of coercive threats or incentives
(or both), and these may have the effect of undermining or reversing the type of endorsements
that an agent would have otherwise made had such compelling forces not been implicated in the
process. In these cases, Dworkin suggests, “...a person will feel used, [and] will see herself as an
instrument of another’s will.” (1988, p. 14). He also maintains that, “Her actions, although in one
sense hers because she did them, are in another sense attributable to another” (1988, p. 14). They
are attributable to another in these types of cases because the agent’s second-order endorsements
and performance of an action is here manipulated, or forcefully imposed upon the agent by
another. Dworkin believes that these kinds of influences result in an agent producing involuntary
behaviours and, when this kind of thing happens, it fractures the connections that regularly hold

between an agent’s actions and his or her character. The upshot of all this, according to Dworkin,

% Interestingly, both Dworkin and Frankfurt independently published hierarchical accounts of autonomy within
a few months of each other, Dworkin publishing first the article “Acting Freely” in November of 1970, followed by
Frankfurt’s widely influential “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person” published in January of 1971.
According to Dworkin (personal communication, May 27, 2012), both he and Frankfurt developed the idea
independently although they had each been in communication with Robert Nozick on the topic.
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is that when an agent is the victim of deception or coercion, that agent’s actions are not
autonomous.*’

Another more worrisome way of conceiving of the problem identified above by Dworkin,
IS to consider that not only might the kind of deception or coercion that undermines one’s self-
governance occur at a specific and isolated instance, but rather, it can occur over a period (or
even over the course) of an agent’s development, in a kind of insidious and manipulative way, to
impart second-order tendencies to endorse certain motives. That is to say, such influences might
taint the formation of an agent’s preferences. This is the kind of concern that in part motivates
Christman’s historical account of autonomy previously mentioned (in footnote 13). To illustrate
the kind of impediment such influences pose to autonomy, one might here imagine an individual
who was raised in an isolated, strict, and deeply ascetic religious cult. Such an individual may
have been conditioned over the years, by way of harsh punishments for disobedience, to forfeit
various forms of pleasure seeking behaviours or self-fulfilling activities—such that, as an adult,
this individual has, by external compulsion, come to unreflectively internalize a preference for
the motive of personal restraint even in the absence of other cult members or any threat of
punishment. Normally speaking, we would not consider preferences formed in this way to be
expressive of the agent’s autonomy since they more accurately reflect impositions or directives
inculcated by the group (i.e. other cult leaders and members). In other words, preferences formed
in this way reveal chiefly the control of the group upon the agent’s desires and actions and not

her own freely reflective control over herself.®

¥ The solution to this problem of second-order preference manipulation, according to Dworkin, is to propose a
necessary condition for autonomy, one that he calls ‘procedural independence’. This condition will be explained
later in this section.

% Christman (2007, p. 21) proposes three primary conditions of autonomy—revised from his earlier 1991
draft—in order to block such examples from counting as instances of autonomous agency, but these will not be
taken up here for three reasons. First, practically speaking, his conditions demand too much of the agent by way of
accurate and comprehensive memory and ability to identify a number of often subtle preference inducing factors of
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According to Dworkin, there are additional and related factors that subvert the free and
unencumbered functioning of an agent’s capacity to form second-order endorsements and
preferences. Here Dworkin has in mind influences that ““...keep the agent in ignorance of the true
determinants of his behaviour...[and] which rely on causal influences of which the agent is not
conscious...” (1976, p. 26). He provides the examples of subliminal motivation (if it were
possible) and instances of induced cognitive dissonance® since, in such cases, agents are not
cognizant of the real forces that control their actions.*® These types of influences, according to
Christman, can be made to “...force a person to (prefer to) do something” (1991, p. 3), and they
also keep people unaware of the manipulation of their preferences. What is distinctive about
these types of influences is that they serve to undermine the agent’s ability to adequately reflect
upon her first-order motives by keeping her unaware of the ways in which her reflections,
preferences and endorsements are being controlled by external events. In such instances, an
agent may believe herself to be acting autonomously*—since, her action, being as it is the result
of a higher-order endorsement of a lower-order desire, is structurally identical to normal

autonomous agency“*’—but she cannot be taken to be expressing genuine autonomy since her

one’s potentially distant personal history. Also, it requires too much expertise with respect to an agent’s ability to
identify and adequately account for the equally obscure “reflection-distorting factors”. Next, if an agent’s second-
order preferences were successfully (even though forcibly) ingrained by the group, then we have no reason to think
that she would feel alienated from them, since, such preferences—regardless of having been implanted by way of
external manipulation from the group—over time, infect by conditioning, or simply become part of her sense of her
own character. This point is echoed by Thalberg who claims that, “...harshly conditioned adults and children...show
none of the reluctance...found among “unwilling” addicts, alcoholics, and smokers” (1978, p. 222). And last,
Dworkin’s simpler requirement of procedural independence seems to be a sufficient means of resolving the
identified problem.

% For an explanation of the theory of cognitive dissonance see Festinger (1957) or Festinger & Carlsmith
(1959). For a modern treatment of the view see Harmon-Jones & Mills (1999).

“ One might, for example, add things like being hypnotized or unknowingly having been made to ingest drugs
to the list of these kinds of factors.

1 At least, that is, until she discovers (if she ever does) the previously unknown sources that were responsible
for shaping her second-order thoughts and subsequent behaviour.

“2 As Dimock notes, «...external influences can undermine a person’s autonomy without thereby undermining
the subjective conditions of autonomy (such as the ability to reflect upon her desires)” (1997, p. 84).
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actions are being governed by forces of which she is entirely unaware and that are thus
unaccounted for and unapproved of.

The previous three paragraphs brought to attention different but closely related factors
which threaten to undermine an account of autonomy that relies primarily upon higher-order
endorsements. To be sure, if the kind of higher-order attitudes and thinking involved—that is, the
thought and attitudes occurring at the level presumed to be the locus of autonomous willing—can
themselves be manipulated and controlled to such a degree that we are not prepared to grant that
the actions that follow from them amount to autonomous ones, then mere higher-order
endorsement alone cannot secure the autonomy of the agent. But we need not be overly alarmed
by what these factors represent. Indeed, it would appear that these factors (e.g. coercion,
indoctrination, induced cognitive dissonance, et cetera), remain threats to one’s self-governance
on any model of autonomous agency. Moreover, when we recognize certain influences to either
undermine or to otherwise be impediments to genuine self-governance, we need only ensure that
they be classified as such, and amend our model of autonomy to include a condition (or
conditions) that guard against their intrusion upon our understanding of the concept**—and this
is precisely what Dworkin does. The additional condition that is required to inoculate our
hierarchical model of autonomy from these specific influences, according to Dworkin, is one that
he labels “procedural independence”.

According to an early formulation, Dworkin suggests that understanding procedural
independence “...involves distinguishing those ways of influencing people’s reflective and
critical faculties which subvert them from those which promote and improve them” (1981, p.

61). Here we see that procedural independence is concerned with securing the freedom of an

% Indeed, as Christman suggests, “A full specification of what it means to be self-directed, in a manner that
captures what it means to be autonomous, simply will include the sorts of factors (or the conditions for such factors)
that must be absent for such self-direction to occur” (1988, p. 110).
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agent’s second-order functioning from various factors that impinge upon or disrupt it. Later, in a
book length treatment of autonomy, Dworkin would add: “It involves distinguishing those
influences such as hypnotic suggestion, manipulation, coercive persuasion, subliminal influence,
and so forth, and doing so in a non ad hoc fashion” (1988, p. 18). The requirement of procedural
independence, then, designates a class of influential factors that are generally known to
undermine autonomous agency and to which the agent must not be subjected or else she will lack
autonomy. Clearly, procedural independence picks out a negative state of affairs—that is to say,
an agent can only exercise her autonomy in absence of such subversive influences. To state it
differently, her ability to be self-governing depends upon a freedom from these types of
encroachment upon her preferences and ability to reflect on first-order desires and motives.
Some might be concerned, however, that things like normal educational practices may in
some cases fall into the above class of prohibitions™ and that this would be a particularly
unwelcome consequence of adopting the condition of procedural independence since one of the
primary aims of regular education is to promote the development of autonomous citizens. One of
the worries here is that even where the aim of educators is to develop a capacity for autonomy in
young students, it may nevertheless be inevitable that they at some early point impart ideas,
practices, and skills to these students in a way that mirrors almost identically what most would
consider more insidious forms of indoctrination*—and this betrays a serious inconsistency

between educational goals and educational practices.

* For a ‘responsiveness to reasons’ based disarming of this kind of worry see: Cuypers & Haji (2006).

** For example, educators might compel young learners to adopt certain beliefs about, say, the desirability of
critical reflection upon reasons and motives before the students are capable of forming any well thought out or
reflective assessment of such a belief for themselves. And such comportment—i.e. getting others to adopt beliefs
before they can assess them for themselves—is in keeping with the behaviours of those who would seek to
indoctrinate.
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As far as one is concerned specifically with the idea of procedural independence, however,
there appears to be a way of distinguishing the kind of pedagogy aimed at developing
autonomous agents from that aimed at indoctrination, and of keeping the former style of
pedagogy off the prohibited influences list while keeping the latter on it. The main point to
recognize here is that what renders genuine indoctrination an item on the list of factors from
which the autonomous agent must be free is that it undermines the agent’s second-order
functioning. It does this in part by instilling preferences in ways that are not obvious to the
manipulated agent. Often, such preference inculcation is coupled with an admonition against
being critical of these very preferences. It is because the people in these circumstances fail to
recognize the ways in which they have had their preferences manipulated along with their
(implanted) strong reluctance to question and reflect upon such preferences that they often
remain helpless victims of these powerfully controlling factors.

With respect to the kinds of educational practices aimed at developing autonomous agents,
on the other hand, while they may rely upon inculcating certain beliefs, this is done in the service
of promoting the kind of reflectiveness and critical mindedness that will eventually enable the
students to independently assess for themselves their own motives, reasons, and (most
importantly) their second-order preferences. It provides to these students the tools that, once
developed, will allow them to then review and evaluate the very means of their acquiring such
abilities. Moreover, they are not in any way hindered from rejecting aspects—or even entire
models—of the thoughts proposed to them before they were able to reflectively consider or
evaluate them for themselves. And this is because, unlike with cases of indoctrination, educating
for autonomy does not include any admonitions against self-critical reflection (it does quite the

opposite actually). Instead, it provides students with the skill set and ability to re-consider any
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portion or aspect of their lives and development. As such, educating for autonomy, it turns out, is
thoroughly consistent with the goals of autonomous agency.

One of the things that becomes clear from the treatment of the worry handled above, is that
Dworkin’s characterization of the notion of procedural independence can help to classify
influences that might at first glance appear to be either difficult to categorize or, that may seem
to require potentially counter-intuitive classifications. The way to distinguish between those
items that fall on the list—i.e. the list of influences from which the autonomous agent must be
free—from those that might look like potential list members is straightforward: If the kind of
influence in question is of the type that undermines, lessens, impedes, or subverts an agent’s
second-order functioning, it belongs on the list; whereas, if it supports, encourages, promotes, or
otherwise empowers this kind of functioning, it does not belong on the list.

For the remainder of this dissertation, Dworkin’s amendment to the hierarchical account of
autonomy (i.e. the condition of procedural independence) will be treated as an additional and
necessary condition of autonomous agency. Where it is not explicitly mentioned in the context of
other components of autonomy, the reader is invited to treat it as a tacit rider that will ultimately
be appended to the final account.

As previously mentioned, the hierarchical model has enjoyed a wide influence. One
philosopher who has attempted to reconstruct an elaborate account of autonomous agency—one
that preserves in large part the spirit of the hierarchical model advanced by both Dworkin and
especially Frankfurt—is Michael Bratman. In his account, Bratman calls for the inclusion of an
agent’s temporally extended practices of planning and behavioural guidance by self-established
policies. His model of autonomous agency is also one of the most inviting with respect to

questions concerning the role of conscious unity in the guidance and motivation of agential
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action over time, since his is the first of such models to devote significant resources to spelling-
out just what all is involved in a temporally extended view of autonomy. The following section
will examine Bratman’s planning theory of intentional human action and what it has to say about

autonomous agency.

1.2.3 Agency and Time: Bratman’s Account of Autonomous Agency

According to Bratman (2000), there are three key elements that are central to the story of
autonomous human agency: 1- that we are reflective; 2- that we make plans and use other related
mental devices and strategies; and 3- that we conceive of our power of agency as taking place
across extended periods of time. With respect to the first of these components (i.e. our reflective
capacity), Bratman takes a broadly Frankfurtian approach. That is to say, he characterizes our
reflective capacity in terms of the hierarchical structure of higher-order conative engagement
with lower-order desires; thus, to this extent, his view mirrors the position described in section
1.2.1. However, he is keen to note that this account of reflectiveness is not without its
problems“s—for example, how the agent should come to ‘identify’ with or endorse a desire
regardless of the particular level at which the desire is to be located. That is to say, as was
pointed out in section 1.2.1, it remains unclear why we should accept that the definitive power of

47
l.

agency is to be taken as always located at this higher level.”" Nevertheless, Bratman’s only

amendment to the view at this stage is designating weak and strong forms of reflectiveness—the

“® One such problem, Bratman notes, is the difficulty inherent in reconciling agent causal explanations with our
standard event causal understanding of the world. This problem will not be taken up here. For the purposes of this
dissertation, however, it will be assumed that a compatibilist view of autonomous agency is a viable option.

*" For some worries about under appreciating first-order desires and their behavioural cues see Friedman’s
(1986) “Autonomy and the Split-Level Self”.
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former denoting the capacity to have higher-order attitudes towards first-order desires, and the
latter denoting the capacity of the agent to ‘take a stand’*® with respect to a particular first-order
desire.

The second core aspect of autonomous agency, for Bratman, involves our use of both plans
and policies to shape and guide our behaviour. As planning agents, Bratman suggests, our
behaviour is more complex than simply acting from moment to moment in a way unconnected
with our previously established goals and aims or their future fulfillment. Rather, he claims, we
often act in response to various complex and hierarchically framed forward-looking plans.*®
Moreover, these plans are ostensibly responsible for integrating and ensuring the harmonious
unfolding and functioning of our actions and activities over extended periods. That is not to say
that one may not revise earlier plans in light of relevant new information that may come into
one’s possession—surely, this is an essential caveat of the view—but, says Bratman, “Prior plans
have...a certain stability: there is, normally, a rational pressure not to reconsider and/or abandon
a prior plan” (2000, p. 26).*° That is to say, the instrumental reasoning standardly involved in the
formation of plans serves not only to chart out the course of future behaviours but it also acts as a
(defeasible) constraint upon reconsiderations of the initial objectives as formulated.

Whereas a plan typically involves a specific, if partial, program for guiding one’s
behaviour with respect to some end in view, policies, on the other hand, embody a more general

type of commitment according to Bratman. For him, a policy concerns one’s conformity to a set

“8 By his use of this phrase | presume Bratman is referring to the kind of agential identification characteristic of
Frankfurtian second-order volitions.

* Many of these plans, according to Bratman, are only partial and need not be overarching ‘life’ plans. For
example, they may involve a not entirely filled out plan to vacation in Cuba over the winter, rather than a dedicated
life-shaping goal of becoming say, a politician (although, presumably, weightier life shaping plans are not to be
excluded from this model).

* This pressure, according to Bratman, is due to the perceived need for means-end coherence incurred by the
instrumental reason employed in the formation of the very plans in question. For greater detail, see his (1981),
“Intention and Means-End Reasoning”.

32



of behavioural guidelines about what to do given a certain situation that is likely (or has the
potential) to be repeatedly encountered. For example, one may have a policy of always asking
one’s coworkers whether they had a pleasant weekend upon seeing them at work on Mondays, or
of always checking the tire pressure before going on a lengthy road trip. When the role of
policies and planning in our action is given due regard, Bratman believes, we extend our
understanding of autonomous agency beyond a basic ‘belief and desire’ psychological rendering.
Indeed, although these manners of structuring one’s behaviour may be generally treated as kinds
of pro attitudes, there remains a sense in which they are unlike regular desires. What
distinguishes our intentional plans and policies from the ebb and flow of our everyday desires,
according to Bratman, is that, beyond their motivational roles, “they are subject to distinctive
rational norms of consistency, coherence, and stability” (2000, p. 27).** As mentioned, it is not
that the reasons involved in establishing such norms cannot be challenged or defeated, but only
that there is some resistance to such changes in light of the globally instrumental role played by
these plans and policies.

It might appear that the two components of Bratman’s view addressed so far are separate
and unrelated aspects of how we express our autonomy; after all, one (our reflectiveness) picks
out our ability to consider our immediate desires and whether or not we want any one of them to
be effective, and the other (our planfulness) serves to orient our long-term behaviours. But one
commonality between the two is that each element partakes of a hierarchical structuring®: the

first, by way of a graded scale of desires; and the second, in terms of ends over the means that

*! For a potential challenge to this distinction see Alfred Mele’s discussion of occurrent and standing desires in
his “Motivation and Agency” (2003, p. 30-33). There, standing desires appear to capture something of the stability
that Bratman attributes solely to plans and policies. However, Mele does go on to claim that, “Having no explicit
representational content, standing desires are not explicit attitudes. Rather, they are dispositions to have explicit
attitudes of a certain kind” (p. 32)—and, if we consider standing desires to be mere dispositions rather than attitudes,
it appears, Bratman’s distinction may withstand the potential worry.

%2 That is, so long as one thinks of such a model in terms of the hierarchical imagery provided by the original
account.
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they instantiate. Nevertheless, despite this shared structural feature, it seems, there may be some
people who do not take part in both kinds of mental activity. For example, it would appear that
one could be a nonreflective individual and yet still carry out plans (this seems consistent with
Frankfurt’s construal of the wanton). However, for Bratman, the opposite does not hold—that is,
one cannot be a ‘strongly’ reflective agent about a particular and immediate set of desires
without at least viewing oneself as persisting to some degree into the future, and planning to
remain on the side one has taken. This brings us to the question of our conception of our agentic
power as something that is distributed across time.

The third component in Bratman’s triad of core features of autonomous agency has to do
with our understanding of ourselves as temporally persisting. When we engage in drawn out
activities—e.g. plan a wedding—we conceive of ourselves as the same agent throughout the
entire process.> That is to say, for each subtask that we may be engaged in performing, from
setting appointments with various photographers, to selecting the floral arrangements or booking
the honeymoon suite, we take ourselves to be one and the same agent all along—that is, as one
who has embarked upon the project, has completed certain component objectives, and who
expects to carry out several more before all is said and done. Of course, one may divvy up one’s
actions to correspond to the various subtasks as occurring at a particular time (Bratman calls this
a ‘time-slice’ view of agency), but the majority of sane people do not normally think of
themselves and their actions and involvement with the world in this way.>* This is why emotions
like pride, shame, and vengefulness (among others) make sense to us and form a coherent part of

our understanding of the world and our place in it. We feel pride or shame for having

*% Barring, of course, instances where those processes are interrupted by catastrophic life-changing or character
shattering events (e.g. being forced by territorial wars to flee one’s home and social milieu, or unexpectedly
suffering a head trauma that leaves one noticeably brain damaged).

** Indeed, even our ability to appreciate music betrays a sense in which a fluid temporal persistence
characterizes our experience of ourselves over time.
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accomplished or failed to have accomplished some previously set task, project, or goal. And we
feel vengeful because we view the agent (i.e. one’s self) who was harmed in the past as identical
with the one who presently feels pain.

When we come to appreciate the kind of coordinated temporal distribution of our thoughts,
actions, and self-conceptions in this way, according to Bratman, we arrive at an important truth;
namely, that our agency is, in a very full sense®, a temporally extended phenomenon. To frame
this notion of the temporal extension characteristic of our form of agency, Bratman draws upon a
modern take on a broadly Lockean view. This Lockean view is grounded in the interconnected
psychological ties between one’s self and one’s memories, one’s future oriented intentions and
their fulfillment, and the continuities between one’s desires and their kin. With respect to the
psychological ties formed by way of the agent’s future oriented intentional activity, Bratman
posits that it is a kind of active monitoring and regulation by the agent of her motivations that
ensures that such ties exist. The danger with such a view is that it seems to push the agent back
one step from the kinds of actions that are supposed to constitute her agency.*® In order to
address this concern, Bratman claims, “we will want to appeal to states and attitudes whose
primary roles include the support of connections and continuities, which, on a broadly Lockean
view, help constitute the identity of the agent over time” (2000, p. 31). This affords Bratman the
license to accord agential authority to such attitudes, since, if we take these attitudes to support
the functioning of relevant desires, we can plausibly claim that the agent endorses them. But this

leaves us with the question of just what attitudes might play the kind of supporting role needed.

> By this | mean to convey a kind of deep persistence not captured by simple one-off actions.

% The worry here is that we are left with the idea of a little person inside the head watching and controlling
from behind the scenes, separate from the cognitive processes taking place. This is problematic because Bratman’s
objective is to develop a naturalistic, and “nonhomuncular” view of autonomous agency.
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To answer this question, Bratman suggests, we need to take another look at our planfulness and
policies.

First, a brief digression: so far, it might appear that Bratman’s account has done little to
distinguish autonomous agency from a merely purposive theory of human action since there has
been sparse mention of anything distinctly characteristic of autonomy (that is, beyond the higher
order reflective capacity already provided by Frankfurt). But, contrary to this possible
appearance, his view is very much concerned with a ‘stronger’ account of agency—one centered
upon temporally extended self-governance—and we may therefore rightly claim that his is a
view about autonomous agency.’ It is, in particular, the notion of the self-governing policy that
makes it clear that Bratman’s view concerns autonomy.

Our planfulness and policies, as mentioned, are constitutive of the kinds of psychological
interconnections and continuities that characterize our agency over time. And it is in part their
very role to induce a certain stable integration and harmonious unfolding of relevant intentions
and behaviours by way of the connections just noted. Moreover, if we combine this view of our
planning and policies with the kind of weak reflection (i.e. higher-order desires and attitudes)
mentioned earlier, we allow a new understanding to surface; namely, that some of our policies
may in fact be higher-order policies. Indeed, we may reflectively come to form, for example, a
policy to be more helpful to those who seem to be in need, or to try to be a more compassionate
or conscientious person.®® What distinguishes these types of higher-order policies from the

ordinary policies one may have is that they entail the reflective desire that such policies be

> The core difference between the Frankfurtian and the Bratmanian approaches to the topic being that the
former takes the seat of autonomous agency to be located at a higher order, while in the latter, the autonomous agent
is taken to be grounded in Lockean psychological ties.

%8 Notice that these kinds of policies are more general in character than ordinary policies.
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effective in governing one’s actions.> Bratman labels these self-governing policies’. And it is
this self-governance, in the form of self-established behaviour guiding and temporally extended
policies that may provide an answer to the problem of agential endorsement (or ‘strong’
reflection) according to Bratman.®® Indeed, he suggests, “the agent’s reflective endorsement or
rejection of a desire can be to a significant extent constituted by ways in which her self-
governing policies are committed to treating that desire over time” (2000, p. 34). In other words,
Bratman proposes that the agent be identified with her self-governing policies—that is, where
these self-governing policies operate to support or impede the relevant functioning of a desire,
we may likewise say that the agent herself has either endorsed or rejected the desire in
question.”

Of course, the looming problem with respect to any strictly hierarchically structured
rendering of autonomy is the possibility of psychological dissociation or estrangement from
higher-order desires or, in this case, policies. This is rooted in the same regress problem that was

mentioned at the end of section 1.2.1. Bratman’s strategy here, for addressing the problem, draws

% One’s ordinary policies may be shaped, for example, by following a command, or by conditioning or
imitation (none of which necessarily implies reflective acceptance). However, for Bratman, in order for a policy to
be considered “higher-order” it must be reflectively desired by the agent. On this picture, it is not that the policy
itself has a hierarchical structure, but rather, that it is considered from the hierarchical perspective as the object of a
reflective desire. Moreover, the examples of higher-order policies that Bratman provides appear to be less concerned
with the role of recurrent situational triggers than regular policies.

% This is the point at which Bratman’s view perhaps most significantly departs from the earlier Frankfurtian
model. Although Bratman does this in order to avoid the regress problem, it seems to make things worse for his
proposal. For one thing, like the externalist responsiveness to ‘reasons’ and ‘reasoning’ based approaches did before,
this move seems to shift the focus away from the immediate power of the agent to a potentially distant instruction
bearing and behaviour constraining cognitive element (i.e. the specialized type of policy he identifies). For another,
as | will argue, it appears that the agent may dissociate herself from or disavow such a cognitive element similar to
how she may ascend to a higher order of reflection on Frankfurt’s original model. And if this is right, then the
problem of agential endorsement still looms for Bratman. There will be more on this point in the pages to come.

%! Bratman goes on to elaborate that one of the key ways in which self-governing policies operate to engage
various desires is via governing the extent to which such desires are taken “as providing a justifying reason in
motivationally efficacious practical reasoning” (2000, p. 39). For concerns about a circularity within this view, and
his response, see his (2002) “Hierarchy, Circularity, and Double Reduction”. This component of Bratman’s view
will not be given further attention here, in part because of its strongly rationalistic bent.
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upon Frankfurt’s notion of satisfaction.®” However, satisfaction, he insists, is insufficient to
handle the problem when framed solely in terms of hierarchical desires.®® What is needed, he
proposes, is a view of satisfaction that is connected in the appropriate ways to the temporally
extended nature of our agency—that is, “to satisfaction with a self-governing policy” (2000, p.
34). He cautions, however, that such satisfaction must be understood to be flexible enough to
allow some conflict or even violation of the policies in question, and yet firm enough to resist
certain kinds of conflicts. What the proposed policy satisfaction ought to resist, for Bratman, is
conflicts with other self-governing policies wherein one policy is challenged by another.®*
Nevertheless, it seems unlikely that this move will be able to block the worry raised above.®
The hierarchical theories first advance by Dworkin and Frankfurt, and more recently
extended by Bratman, have received much critical attention. As noted, the most widespread
objection to models of autonomy that rely upon hierarchically structured relationships between
desires has to do with agential endorsement or identification. In short, the objection concerns the
apparent open-endedness of such desire based hierarchies. That is to say, on these types of

models, although an agent might appear to settle upon some second-order desire as ‘the one’

82 According to Frankfurt (1992), “satisfaction with one’s higher-order desires is what blocks the infinite
regress problem for his view. This satisfaction is characterized in part as an “...absence of restlessness or resistance”
(1992, p. 12). He argues: “To be satisfied with something does not require that a person have any particular belief
about it, nor any particular feeling or attitude or intention” (1992, p. 13). And this is important since, if satisfaction
did require some kind of separate cognitive element, then the agent might become dissatisfied with that element as
well, and dissatisfaction here would reintroduce the infinite regress. This is why Frankfurt claims that, “Satisfaction
is a state of the entire psychic system—a state constituted just by the absence of any tendency or inclination to alter
its condition” (1992, p. 13). Because satisfaction is given this negative characterization—that is, one of a lack of
both resistance to or restlessness about one’s second-order desires—questions about one’s potential to be dissatisfied
with one’s complete state of being satisfied are seen not to make sense. And therefore, worries about an infinite
regress are prevented from re-emerging.

8 Bratman argues in his (1996) “Identification, Decision, and Treating as a Reason,” that Frankfurt style
‘satisfaction” with one’s higher-order desires is indistinguishable from one’s having yet to decide one way or
another about whether to challenge such desires, and so it does not appear to be enough to anchor the agent’s
endorsement of or identification with them. According to Bratman, what is required, then, is something stronger
than the negative construal of satisfaction as “the mere absence of motivation to “change things™” (1996, p. 7).

% There appears to be a parallel here with Susan Hurley’s view of unified consciousness as something that
cannot support mutually inconsistent contents. See her (1998), “Consciousness in Action”.

% For more on this point, we will return to Bratman’s view and a potentially serious problem for it (and for any
account of autonomy) in section 1.4.
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with which she identifies or endorses, there doesn’t appear to be any principled reason why the
agent shouldn’t (or at least couldn’t) continue to ascend to ever higher orders of reflective
assessment. The threat incurred by such a potentially infinite regress of reflective desire
evaluation is that it seems to show that there is no stable or consistent level at which the agent’s
endorsement is to be reached, and thus, the mere fact that an agent might act from a higher-order
desire does not alone seem to be enough to ensure that the agent therefore acts autonomously.

In the next section, two responses to the regress problem will be provided. The first draws
upon an aspect of both Frankfurt’s and Dworkin’s responses to the issue that directs attention to
the practical constraints on typical instances of autonomous agency. The second reply involves
reconsidering the conceptual framework by which we understand those models of autonomy that

have been described in hierarchical terms.

1.3 Putting an End to the Regress Problem

As noted in the previous section, what is commonly known as “the regress problem” has
proven to be a serious stumbling block for theorists committed to developing hierarchical
accounts of autonomous agency. The following excerpt from Christman (1991) provides some

perspective on the problem:

Any account...that presupposes that the desires that move an agent are ‘accepted’ by her
will invite an infinite regress of desires in the explanation of this acceptance. For either a
desire descended to the agent without her awareness or approval..., or the agent was able to
judge whether or not this desire was acceptable. If the latter is the case (as must be on
hierarchical ‘approval’ models), then the judgment about the desire will have to be based on
(other) desires of the agent. Then the question arises about these new desires and their being
approved or not by the agent, from which flows the infinite regress of desires. (p. 8)
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Now, to be fair to theorists who adopt a hierarchical approach to understanding autonomy, it is
not obvious that the forming of an endorsement of a second-order desire always or necessarily
entails reasoned “judgments” about such endorsements®; especially not judgments that need to
be shaped by the agent’s other desires.®’ It could simply be the case that these kinds of
endorsements are secured as a result of the desires in question being congruent with, for
example, the agent’s sense of self—or at least with their not offending or disturbing one’s self-
conception.®® It may therefore be advisable to abandon Christman’s particular construal of the
problem and instead focus upon a more widespread take on it.

The common understanding of the regress charge against hierarchical accounts of
autonomy can be advanced rather straightforwardly, it seems, by posing a simple question;
namely, as Thalberg puts it, “Why not go on to third-story or higher desires and volitions?”
(1978, p. 219). Indeed, for many theorists, setting the seat of autonomous agency at the level of
the second-order appears both arbitrary and unjustifiable. Skeptics of this approach to
understanding autonomy, it seems, are not compelled to accept that there are any good or
principled reasons for an agent to halt her continued ascent to ever higher levels of reflective

desiring. And for them, the absence of such a compelling reason makes specifying the conditions

% Indeed, as Frankfurt suggests, «...the conformity of a person’s will to his higher-order volitions may be far
more thoughtless and spontaneous than this...[it may occur] without any explicit forethought and without any need
for energetic self control” (1971, p. 22).

%7 Such a rendering of the problem might speak more to Christman’s favoured personal history based solution
to it than it does to the common take on it.

% Frankfurt’s notion of satisfaction provides another possible alternative to the suggestion that there needs be
an element of cognitive judgment directed at one’s identifications or endorsements. This is not to say that the agent
must be completely unaware of why she is comfortable endorsing a particular desire, but rather, it is only to say that
deliberate acts of judgment about her endorsements are not necessarily required. Indeed, as Frankfurt claims, “...the
essential non-occurrence [of satisfaction with one’s endorsements] is neither deliberately contrived nor wantonly
unselfconscious. It develops and prevails as an unmanaged consequence of the person’s appreciation of his psychic
condition” (1992, p. 13-14). Therefore, contrary to what Christman suggests, neither do one’s second-order desires
“descend” to one without awareness, nor does it require a cognitive act of judgment about one’s endorsements of
them on Frankfurt’s account.
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of autonomy, as primarily involving second-order desires and volitions, tantamount to trying to
hit a moving target by always aiming in the exact same location. On some occasions, where an
agent, upon reaching a second-order volition, in fact does abandon any further reflective
consideration of her desiring and willing, the view may appear to have made a direct hit. That is,
it might seem to explain all that there is to explain about the agent’s autonomous actions.
However, in other instances, wherein, for example, an agent’s nagging doubts about her resolve
to set out towards accomplishing some goal keep her second-guessing her endorsements and
keep her climbing to ever higher-orders of reflection, there the weakness of the model is made
apparent. This weakness is an inability to specify with any consistency both at what level the
power of the agent is located and, why it should be located at any particular level.*

With respect to the first worry (i.e. the apparent inability of hierarchical accounts to specify
a consistent locus of agential power), one response would be to suggest, along with Aristotle,
that “we must not expect more precision than the subject matter admits” (Nicomachean Ethics,
book 1, chap. 3). That is to say, that we should not expect that the power of autonomous agency
always resides at a conceptually neat and tidy single level of reflection (viz. the second-order).
Autonomous agents are complex and multifaceted creatures whose ability to reflectively
consider their desires and volitions allows for considerable flexibility (i.e. indeterminateness)
with respect to the level of reflection at which they may finally refrain from considering things
any further. Therefore, in some instances, one’s endorsements may very well be made at even

higher-orders of reflective desiring than is the norm.”® Nevertheless, and this is to address the

second worry identified above, it may simply be the case that agents typically make the kinds of

% In other words, it is a question of what grants a given level of reflection its special status.
"0 Both Dworkin and Frankfurt accept this to be the case.
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endorsements that are taken to be the hallmark of autonomous agency at the second-order of
reflection. This take on the matter is consistent with the views of both Frankfurt and Dworkin.

Although there may not appear to be any established limit to one’s ever higher level
desiring on hierarchical models, for both Frankfurt and Dworkin, there does appear to be what
might be called ‘practical constraints’ upon just how high an agent is typically inclined to
reflectively ascend. Indeed, Frankfurt claims that, although “there is no theoretical limit to the
length of the series of desires of higher and higher orders;...common sense and, perhaps, a
saving fatigue prevents an individual from obsessively refusing to identify himself with any of
his desires until he forms a desire of the next higher order” (1971, p. 21). Here, “common sense”
and a “saving fatigue” may render apparent to an individual that continued ascension to ever
higher orders of reflection upon her desires, at a certain point, loses its relevance. In other words,
the continual second-guessing of one’s endorsements or commitments eventually begins to look
not so much like climbing to ever higher orders of engaged reflection, as it does merely
vacillation with respect to the commitments one is considering making at lower-orders of
reflection’*; whereas, to form a genuine endorsement of a second-order (or higher) desire just is
to put a stop to uncertainty and vacillation and stand by one’s commitments.

Similarly to Frankfurt, Dworkin admits that an agent’s reflections upon her desires may
surpass those of the second-order, and he also believes that people are nevertheless inhibited
from taking this ability to extremes. For instance, he claims, “it appears that for some agents, and
some motivations, there is higher-order reflection [i.e. higher than the normal level]...[however,]
as a matter of contingent fact human beings either do not, or perhaps cannot, carry on such

iteration at great length” (1988, p. 19). And this is just to say that generally speaking (at least for

™ That is to say that, at a certain point, an agent may come to recognize that continuing to a higher-order of
reflection is likely only to take her one step further away from settling the matter at hand; a matter that begins with
first-order desires and her relationship to them.
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human beings according to Dworkin) people tend to be conservative with respect to the number
of orders of reflection that they will ascend to in forming their endorsements. And this, it seems,
should not come as a surprise since, practically speaking, there are limits to the benefits of
continuing to engage in reflections of a higher-order.”? Dworkin’s suggestion that people may
not be capable of continuing in this activity to any great length might indicate something like the
inhibitory fatigue that Frankfurt mentions, or perhaps some other cognitive barrier to abstracting
too far from their initial concerns for action.”

In addition to those personal reflection limiting factors mentioned above (i.e. fatigue, a
diminishing sense of relevance, and disinterest), it would seem that, frequently, the demands of
everyday life also institute practical constraints that inhibit excessive reflective tendencies.
Often, in various social and other settings, a person’s actions are subject to various constraints of
expediency. If a friend asks one to go see a movie and one remains paralyzed by some obsessive
compulsion to continue to reflect further at every point at which it seems a committed response is
within reach (i.e. at every previous order of reflection), one will not likely have that friend for
very long. Even admitting that one cannot make up one’s mind is a better response to the social
demands in this instance than the entirely socially awkward behaviour of remaining silently™

locked in an endless chain of ever higher-order reflection upon the matter.

"2 That is to say that, at a certain point, perhaps around the fourth or fifth order of desire let us suppose, the
value of the difference between the levels of desire begins to wane for the agent and it might not make any
difference to her whether her final endorsement is settled at the level of the fourth or fifth order. Moreover, where
this difference remains most pronounced, it seems, is between desires of the first and second order since, it is there
that the difference in character of the desires is most clear: first-order desires concern one’s potential actions in the
world; whereas second-order desires concern only desires of the first order (i.e. desires of a different character than
they are themselves). Beyond the first two levels of desires, however, every further level takes for its object a
reflective desire of the same character.

" We might here imagine, for example, a general disinterest in continuing the activity eventually setting in—
perhaps a disinterest brought about by the monotony of the cognitive exercise.

" Of course, one could vocalize each step in this process but that would hardly render the behaviour any less
uncomfortable.
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It seems then, that there is good reason to think that practical constraints, in the form of
personal ability or interest and social demands for timeliness, set the tone for the degree to which
an agent may typically engage in the kind of reflective activity that is characteristic of
hierarchical models of autonomy. In any event, with respect to the standard degrees of reflective
activity, empirical research can help to determine the cognitive norms of agents. And it seems
reasonable to think that these norms, if empirically ascertained, would likely end up being on the
conservative side as Frankfurt and Dworkin suppose.

Nevertheless, skeptics could maintain that the above talk of practical constraints
notwithstanding, advocates of hierarchical views have failed to directly address either of the
theoretical challenges that were advanced on their own terms. That is to say that, to point to what
typically occurs with agents is not exactly to answer the questions about what stops their
reflective ascension—or rather, why it should stop—and why the level at which they do stop is
in some sense special.”® Skeptics of such accounts might maintain that to answer these
challenges head-on will require more than a mere listing of pragmatic constraints. And this may
well be so, but, advocates of hierarchical accounts might be left with another option here—an
option that could save them from having to address these challenges at all.

One way for advocates of a hierarchical approach to autonomy to dispense with the regress
based challenges of the skeptic is to show that they were ill-conceived from the very beginning,
and that when an adequate understanding of the proposed model is had, such challenges are seen
to be misguided and to no longer apply. To demonstrate the error of these challenges will involve
(as was mentioned at the end of section 1.2.3) taking another look at the conceptual framework
used to explain hierarchical models of autonomy. If it can be shown that the regress based

objections of skeptics derive from a faulty apprehension of the conceptual framework being used

" In other words, what renders such a level of endorsement the seat of the power of one’s autonomy?
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then it might also be shown that such challenges fail to amount to real problems for these types
of models.

When undertaking to examine the models of autonomy that have been classically described
in hierarchical terms, what ought to be noted from the very outset is that the construal of
autonomous agency as relying upon a hierarchically composed desire structure is essentially a
heuristic strategy.’® It is to speak metaphorically about the mental lives of agents in a manner
that is useful for keeping clear the various distinctions and conceptual issues that arise when
considering, for example, the differences between the types of desires that one has and one’s
relation to those desires in the production of intentional action. Talk of various “orders” of
reflective desiring can, in the end, be dispensed with at no apparent cost to the substantive claims
made by the theory. Gary Watson, it seems, was onto something when he stated that “since
second-order volitions are themselves simply desires, to add them to the context of conflict is
just to increase the number of contenders; it is not to give a special place to any of those in
contention” (1975, p. 119). And this is why (as mentioned in section 1.1), | contend, it is better to
think of what have traditionally been thought of as hierarchical theories of autonomy not in terms
of the structural layering of “orders” or “levels” of desires, but rather, in terms of coherence
instead. But, before getting into this alternative conceptual schema, more needs to be said about
the dangers of treating the original hierarchal perspective literally.

The ease with which the metaphors of “higher-orders” and “lower-orders” of desires fit
into our conceptual schemas, it seems, has helped to render them rather inconspicuous, and has
enabled them, for the most part, to evade a certain kind of critical recognition; namely, a
recognition of the fact that they are nothing more than mere metaphors. And this is what appears

to be lost on skeptics who make infinite regress based charges against hierarchical models of

"8 Credit for this insight is due to my supervisor for this dissertation, Dr. Susan Dimock.

45



autonomy. It seems that they have been seduced, perhaps by the facility with which such mental
imagery fits into the overall rendering of agentic power on these models, to treat such
hierarchical concepts in a literal manner, or to treat them as essential components of these
views.”” Moreover, by failing to treat such notions as what they in fact are (i.e. mere heuristic
tools) they end up reifying the hierarchical structure of these types of accounts of autonomy. And
once the hierarchical structuring itself is given this kind of (unmerited) footing, questions and
problems which derive from that structure are allowed a way to take hold.” But, where the
understanding is clear that the collection of hierarchical concepts deployed to describe
autonomous agency is a mere aid to learning or way of facilitating our understanding of complex
cases, such questions and problems should not arise. That is to say, there are no questions about,
for instance, at what “level” or “order” of reflection that a principled reason to stop reflecting
further should appear, nor is there any question about the “special significance” of any particular
order of reflection once these “orders” are recognized to be nothing more than a manner of
speaking about the relations between certain desires had by agents. And once we abandon this
particular way of conceiving of the mechanics of autonomous agency, we can begin to see how a
re-thinking of such a model along the lines of a coherence among certain of an individual’s
desires can provide us with a more apt rendering of what is actually taking place within the agent

as well as provide us with an account that isn’t vulnerable to regress based challenges.

" Granted, the terminology of hierarchy is ubiquitous within the literature and it is not commonly made
explicit by theorists in this area that these concepts can be treated as purely metaphorical. Some advocates of
hierarchical approaches to autonomy may even disagree with me on this point. Nevertheless, it seems clear to me
that such a collection of concepts is inessential to the view, especially if one is concerned only with providing a
functional account of autonomous agency (as is my goal here) and not one that is forced to make any metaphysical
commitments.

"8 That includes problems about, for instance, on Friedman’s account, the “autonomy-conferring status” (1986,
p. 23) of reflective desiring, as well as the “ontological status” (p. 28-9) of the psychological process of
identification. On a coherence view, as will become clear in the paragraphs to follow, there need be no special
ontological status for any of the psychological processes taking place within the agent, nor does there need to be any
special relationship of conferral between some part of the agent that is presumed to be already autonomous and
some other part believed not to be.
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To make the change from a model of autonomy that concentrates upon a hierarchical view
of desires and volitions to one that centers upon the notion of coherence does not require any real
restructuring of the model. All that is required is that the earlier descriptions and the hierarchy
laden language that was made use of be replaced by language that emphasizes the coherence
between one’s different desires instead of the difference in ranking between them. An additional
benefit of doing so is that it seems to provide a more accurate portrayal of autonomy since it is
not the differences between psychological parts of the desiring agent that reveals her power of
self-governance, but rather, it is that parts of an agent’s mental life may unite cohesively to form
a triumphant expression of her own will that reveals this power.

To begin to make this terminological shift, it seems natural to employ the term “raw
desires” to stand in for what used to be called “first-order desires” or “lower-order desires” since
the notion of a raw desire still captures something of the unrefined or immediate nature of the
kinds of desires that one has about states of affairs or potential courses of action. Whereas, with
respect to what were previously known as “second-order desires” or “higher-order desires,” it
would appear that we need not introduce any new terms since the notion of a “reflective desire”
is already widely used in the literature to denote the kind of desires that are concerned with raw
or other desires; therefore, in this case, we need simply abandon the talk of second- or higher-
order desiring and instead continue to employ the notion of reflective desiring in their place. And
the same goes for “second-order volitions,” these may now simply be understood as “reflective

volitions.”"®

" Alternatively, one may here be tempted to use Bratman’s classification of weak-reflectiveness and strong-
reflectiveness (the former to stand in for reflective desiring and the latter in place of reflective volitions); so long,
that is, as one is careful not to reintroduce any of the hierarchical language used by Bratman in the characterization
of these terms.
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Importantly, on this new way of conceiving of things, these newly transposed terms do not
signify any sort of implicit hierarchical ranking or ordering of desires; rather, they merely speak
to the experiential character of the types of desires that they are.*® Moreover, on a coherence
view, nothing about the psychological processes taking place within, for example, the wanton or
the willful agents (as mentioned in section 1.2.1) changes.®* That is to say, just as before, the
unwilling addict experiences a deep tension between two competing desires (i.e. the desire for
the drug and the opposing desire to resist taking it) only this time, these desires are understood to
be raw desires since they concern in a straightforward way the courses of action that are open to
the agent. And what is now understood to define the unwilling addict is that he forms a reflective
desire to resist taking the drug. Just as before, he may, in the end, succumb to the pull of the
addiction. But there remains a sense in which, though the desires that move him are certainly his,
he may still regard the forces which result in his taking the drug as not his own; that is, since
they are not a function of the coherent and unified structure of his willfulness and reflective and
raw desiring. Instead, what results in his succumbing to the drug represents an outsider to that
coherent and crystallized psychological unity—it is a rogue impulse.®? Moreover, the wanton, as
before, will also contain conflicting raw desires to either take the drug or not to; yet, as before,
he is not concerned about the outcome of this conflict. He remains indifferent to these aspects of

his mental life. For him, there are no reflective desires or volitions, only the pull of raw desires

8 The difference in character of the kinds of desires is a result of their different objects. Raw desires have as
their objects actions or states of affairs that can be brought about through action, whereas reflective desires have as
their objects either raw desires or other reflective desires.

8 In fact, there are no psychological differences at all between the entire class of earlier hierarchical
descriptions and the newly developed coherence view of those cases. All that changes, with respect to these
examples, is our way of conceptualizing that mental activity and the emphasis that is given to structural coherence
instead of hierarchical structure.

8 One might alternatively say that such an agent is divided against himself, or that the lack of coherence
between his actions on the one hand, and his reflective desires on the other, betray the fact that he is not operating in
complete control of his own behaviours.
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of various strengths. And his indifference towards which raw desires in the end move him to act
means that he is simply not interested in his autonomy.

Recall that an important part of what it means to invest oneself in the outcome of conflicts
between one’s raw desires is that one 