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The chapters contained in this dissertation are three essays on the nature of 

practical authority, and the role it plays in the thought and action of those subject to it.  In 

chapter 1, I criticize a recent and influential philosophical theory of authority, Joseph 

Raz‟s service conception, and argue that it is inadequate because it does not recognize 

that authority thwarts an obedient subject‟s ability to express her personality and 

character traits in action.  In chapter 2, I argue that, in cases of personal authority, the 

issuing of a command involves the authority supplying the content of an intention to act 

to the subject, and that this breaks down the self-other asymmetries which theorists of 

self-knowledge have assumed exist with respect to the „privileged access‟ one is said to 

have to one‟s own mind.  In chapter 3, I argue that in cases of both personal and non-

personal (e.g., institutional) authority, there is a further problem in exercising and 

obeying authority which has gone unrecognized.  I draw on recent work in social 

psychology to show that authoritative directives fix a subject‟s understanding of her own 

actions across time and thus thwart the otherwise dynamic process of the development of 

the subject‟s self-conception.  I show that these arguments constitute a new burden in 
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justifying authority and therefore revive the anarchist objection that authority and 

autonomy are conceptually incompatible. 
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Introduction: Authority, Wolff’s Anarchism, and a Lingering Puzzle 

On survey of the discussion of practical authority in the twentieth century among 

Anglophone philosophers, one is tempted to characterize it as essentially reactionary, as 

arising from a non-philosophical (indeed moral) reaction to the political developments of 

the latter half of that century.  Before the end of the Second World War, one is hard 

pressed to find anything resembling an on-going discussion among philosophers about it.
1
   

Starting in the 1950s, however, we see interest begin to take hold,
2
 particularly in light of 

the extensive use of institutional authority by the Nazis and other regimes to carry out the 

Holocaust and other atrocities.
3
  And the political upheaval of the 1960s, particularly in 

the United States, brought about a new wave of discussion of authority by philosophers, 

much of which was a varied mix of political commentary and inchoate conceptual 

analysis.
4
   

But the modern, mainstream philosophical dialectic about the subject arguably 

began in 1970, with the publication of R. P. Wolff‟s little book, In Defense of 

Anarchism.
5
  In the course of twenty pages, Wolff gives an argument which he thinks 

                                                           
1
 A few apparently isolated but interesting and wide-ranging discussions can be found in Laird 1934, 

Simon 1940, and Benne 1943. 
2
 Cf. Arendt 1958, the 1958 symposium in the Aristotelian society (Peters, Winch, Duncan-Jones) and the 

Friedrich 1958 collection of essays by mostly Anglophone philosophers, possibly the first such collection. 
3
 Cf. especially Arendt 1956 and 1958.  

4
 Cf. the introduction to the 1970 symposium published in the Southern Journal of Philosophy, in which it 

is declared that there is, at the time of publication, a ubiquitous “crisis of authority” that manifests itself 
“in society, in government, schools, and in private life.”  Many of the essays from that symposium were 
reprinted in Harris 1976.  Adelmann 1974 is a more sober-minded, and philosophically substantive, 
collection, and falls in line as a sequel to the Friedrich 1958 collection. 
5
 References will be to the 1998 revised edition.  Wolff’s own account of his motives in developing the 

argument of the book confirms my speculation that the study of authority by philosophers in the past 
century has tracked political history: “In Defense of Anarchism actually had its start in 1960 as a reaction 
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addresses “the fundamental problem of political philosophy…roughly speaking, how the 

moral autonomy of the individual can be made compatible with the legitimate authority 

of the state”.
6
  His famous conclusion, which has since has been dubbed „a priori 

philosophical anarchism‟,
7
 is that they cannot be made compatible and so the very idea of 

legitimate authority is therefore “vacuous”.
8
  Here is a simple presentation of his 

argument:  

1.  For any person, A, A‟s primary moral obligation is to be autonomous 

     (1998:12). 

2.  If A is autonomous, A takes responsibility for his actions (1998: 12). 

3.  Necessarily, if B has authority over A, then if B commands A to ϕ, then A 

     must ϕ because B commanded it  (1998: 9). 

 

4.  If A ϕs because B commanded A to ϕ, then A does not take responsibility for 

     ϕing.  (1998: 9). 

 

5.  Necessarily, if B has authority over A, and B commands A to , and A obeys 

     B, then A fails to take responsibility for -ing, his action (1998: 18).  

    (from 3-4) 

 

6.  Necessarily, if A obeys B, A fails to be autonomous. (from 2-5) 

7.  Necessarily, if A obeys B, A fails to satisfy A‟s primary moral obligation.   

     (from 1,6) 

 

8.  Therefore, necessarily, obeying authority is immoral. (1998:19) 

                                                                                                                                                                             
to the personal emotional stress I was suffering because of the campaign against nuclear weapons and 
nuclear deterrence” (Wolff 1998: ix). 
6
 Wolff 1998: xxvii. 

7
 See Simmons 2001: 102-121. 

8
 1998: 19.  In the second part of his book, Wolff offers an account of unanimous direct democracy which 

he thinks preserves the moral autonomy of the individual.  This account is not my concern here, but 
rather how Wolff’s account of the problematic nature of authority framed the philosophical discussion for 
the next four decades.  And in any case, Wolff’s positive proposal has problems of its own (see esp. Green 
1988: 23-36). 
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Since this argument appeared forty years ago, seemingly every move made in it, and even 

some concepts used in it (like autonomy and obedience) have been subjected to extensive 

criticism.  But before turning to some of those criticisms, it is worth getting clear on what 

precisely the argument is supposed to be, and what support Wolff offers for its premises. 

 Wolff claims that authority, and in particular obeying the commands of an 

authority, is necessarily incompatible with (presumably the exercise of) a putative 

subject‟s („moral‟) autonomy.  But what is meant here by „autonomy‟?  The concept has 

been appropriated for a wide variety of purposes by moral philosophers over the years, 

and has taken on very different, and even incompatible, meanings depending on the 

writer and the purpose for which it is invoked.
9
  Wolff‟s own discussion of the idea goes 

by rather quickly.  Autonomy, he says, “is a combination of freedom and 

responsibility”.
10

  By „freedom‟ he means “metaphysically free”,
11

 being capable of 

choosing how one shall act.  But this claim is ambiguous; Wolff may mean by „free‟ the 

idea familiar to theorists of free will, that confronted with different courses of action, an 

agent may choose one while it nonetheless is the case that the agent could have chosen 

(and done) other than she did.
12

  On the other hand, by “being capable of choosing how 

                                                           
9
 See Dworkin 1988: 3-20 for a careful attempt to sort out the various accounts of autonomy among moral 

philosophers. 
10

 Wolff 1998: 14. 
11

 Wolff 1998: 12. 
12

 This is often referred to as the “Principle of Alternate Possibilities”, as coined by Frankfurt in his 1988: 
1-11 (originally published in 1969).   
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one shall act,” he may have in mind the capacity to conceptualize an action and choose it 

as such, or as some philosophers have called it, the capacity to act under a description.
13

   

Wolff probably intends the first idea, but he maintains that being free in either of 

these senses is not sufficient for a person to be autonomous.  As claimed in premise (2), 

in order to be autonomous, one must take responsibility for one‟s actions.  For a person to 

take responsibility for her actions involves “attempting to determine what one ought to 

do”,
14

 “making the final decisions about what one should do”,
15

 engaging in “moral 

deliberation”
16

 and the “reflective process”.
17

  We are not told much in the way of 

explanation of these general characterizations.  Again, the claim is ambiguous.  One 

familiar sense of „taking responsibility‟ is for an agent to act such that the action is 

imputable or attributable to her as its author, and the agent is thereby open to appraisal as 

a deliberator and adopter of ends.  Another, and perhaps more robust, sense of „taking 

responsibility‟ is for an agent to act so as to expose herself to a distinctly interpersonal 

sort of praise and blame that may involve acknowledging the normative demands of 

others, i.e., for an agent to be accountable for her actions.
18

  But it seems that Wolff has 

neither of these senses in mind.  His notion does not seem to be interpersonal at all: to 

take responsibility is simply to decide what to do, and to do so in light of the reasons to 

act as one sees them. 

                                                           
13

 I argue for the importance of this idea in explaining authority and its alleged problematic nature in 
Chapters 2 and 3, below. 
14

 Wolff 1998: 12. 
15

 Wolff 1998: 15. 
16

 Wolff 1998: 14. 
17

 Wolff 1998: 13. 
18

 For a discussion of the ‘attributability’ and ‘accountability’ senses of responsibility and their history, see 
Watson 2004: 260-288. 
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In any case, Wolff‟s remarks about authority are not as informative and 

systematic as one would wish, especially given that they are intended to support a key 

premise in an argument which purports to address what Wolff sees as „the fundamental 

problem in political philosophy‟.  It has often been said that Wolff has in mind a broadly 

Kantian conception of autonomy.
19

  Wolff in fact mentions Kant several times in his 

explication of the concept of autonomy in his argument for philosophical anarchism,
20

 

and at one point says that since the responsible person “arrives at moral decisions which 

he expresses to himself in the form of imperatives, we may say that he gives laws to 

himself, or is self-legislating,” which of course invokes several Kantian ideas.  But as it 

turns out, Wolff has in mind not just a Kantian conception of autonomy, but Kant’s 

conception.
21

  In the Groundwork, Kant says:  

The will is thus not solely subject to the law, but is subject in such a way that it 

must be regarded also as legislating to itself, and precisely for this reason as 

subject to the law (of which it can consider itself as the author).”
22

 

  

In his study of Kant‟s ethics, Wolff takes this statement as “the heart of the concept of 

autonomy”, and that from it flows “the most far-reaching consequences for politics as 

well as for ethics”.
23

  In the preface to In Defense of Anarchism,
24

 Wolff says that in his 

argument he has “simply taken for granted an entire ethical theory,” presumably Kant‟s.  

                                                           
19

 See, e.g., Dworkin 1972, Kelly 1973, and Flathman 1980: 187-191. 
20

 Wolff 1998: xix, xxix, 8, 12, 14 
21

 Wolff is in fact an accomplished Kant scholar.  See Wolff 1963, 1968a, 1968b, and 1973a.   
22

 Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, Ak. 4:431. The translation is by Wood (Kant 2002).  Wolff 
himself translates this passages as: “The will is therefore not merely subject to the law, but is so subject 
that it must be considered as also making the law for itself and precisely on this account as first of all 
subject to the law (of which it can regard itself as the author)” (1973: 178).   
23

 Wolff 1973: 178. 
24

 Wolff 1998: xxviii. 
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So while it would take us too far afield to survey Kant‟s entire ethical theory, it is worth 

getting clear on what Kant himself meant by autonomy, to see if Wolff‟s above argument 

about its consequences for politics (and in particular political authority) is plausible, and 

if not, what we might learn from it. 

 Kant says that autonomy is “the property of the will by which it is a law to itself 

(independently of any property of the objects of volition)”, and that the autonomous agent 

is one who is “subject only to laws given by himself but still universal”.
25

  For Kant, 

freedom is also an important element of autonomy, but here by „freedom‟ is meant 

freedom of the will from inclination.  An inclination is any subjective, contingent, and 

empirical state of a person which can serve as a motive (here, a reason) for action, e.g., 

thirst, lust, the desire for a cookie, for revenge, and so on.  But freedom from inclination 

does not mean abolition of all inclinations, but rather to subordinate them.
26

  But 

subordinate them to what?  Obviously not to a dominant inclination to subordinate one‟s 

other inclinations.  Nor does autonomy consist in subordinating one‟s will to the will of 

another person; for subordinating one‟s will to another‟s will amounts to subordinating 

oneself to another‟s inclinations, and thus does not amount to freedom.  Autonomy 

consists therefore in submitting one‟s will to an impartial practical principle, which 

would prescribe the satisfaction of only an interpersonally consistent set of inclinations.
27

 

                                                           
25

 Groundwork, 4:440 and 4:432, respectively. 
26

 I am indebted to the lucid discussion of Kant’s theory of autonomy in Guyer 2003. 
27

 See Guyer 2003: 73-76. 
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 Wolff implies that he assumes this concept of autonomy in his argument for 

anarchism, but his later replies to critics doesn‟t bear this out.
28

  He seems to think of 

autonomy as not only engaging in deliberation about the reasons for and against a given 

action, but also as not acting for certain sorts of reasons.  The view is that whatever 

autonomy is, it is not acting on the say-so of another person, but rather acting on the 

merits as one sees them.
29

  This bears at least a tenuous connection to Kant‟s view that 

doing something merely because one was commanded to do it is merely subordinating 

one‟s will to the inclinations of another person.  Wolff and Kant agree that avoiding this 

is tantamount to „taking responsibility‟ for one‟s actions – and why obedience to 

authority is necessarily incompatible with it.   

Wolff‟s simple argument spawned an impressive literature throughout the 

1970s,
30

 primarily among moral and political philosophers, and even an entire book 

emerged that was devoted to developing a response to Wolff‟s anarchism.
31

  It appears 

that no one found the argument plausible.  Some thought Wolff simply (implausibly) 

defined „authority‟ and „autonomy‟ in such a way that he generated a problem which 

                                                           
28

 Wolff 1973b and 1976. 
29

 “…when a man is attempting to decide whether to comply with a law, he may reasonably take into 
account the impact of compliance or non-compliance on his own interests (including the chance of 
punishment, etc.)…*But+ when all this has been weighed in the balance on one side or other, if someone 
says to him, ‘Furthermore, this is a legitimate state…and that fact should count all by itself for something 
in your deliberations’; then I say, no, that is never a good reason – that is never a reason which deserves 
to be given any weight at all” (Wolff 1973a: 303-304). 
30

 Dworkin 1971 and 1972; Bates 1972; Beehler 1972; Sobers 1972; Baier 1972; Perkins 1972; Ladenson 
1972a and 1972b; Stewart 1972; Beauchamp and Witkowski 1973; Frankfurt 1973; Smith 1973; Pritchard 
1973; Kelly 1973; Taylor 1973; Goldman 1974; Martin 1975; Held 1975; Menzel 1976; Nowell-Smith 1976; 
Van DeVeer 1976; Wilson 1976; Sterba 1977; Tassi 1977; Reiman 1978; Raz 1979: 1-19; Martin 1980; Watt 
1982: 87-103. 
31

 Reiman 1972. 
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was, in the end, a pseudo-problem.
32

  Others thought the argument question begging in 

different ways,
33

 while still others doubted whether there really was a moral obligation to 

be autonomous, as he claimed.
34

   

For all the criticism, Wolff‟s challenge helped set the agenda for philosophical 

discussion of authority for the next forty years.  This is due in part because his readers 

(including, importantly, Joseph Raz,
35

 whose influential views will be discussed in the 

next chapter) gave his argument a quite specific interpretation which presented a 

philosophically interesting puzzle.  The revised account of the problem accepted Wolff‟s 

premise (3) as stated: that, necessarily, if B has authority over A, then if B commands A 

to ϕ, then A must ϕ because B commanded it.  But the lingering puzzle involved 

construing „autonomy‟ broadly, as simply the capacity to deliberate about the reasons that 

counted for or against a particular action, and not   Green calls this a „weaker‟ 

interpretation of the concept of autonomy,
36

 and that is true to the extent that it does not 

commit us to all the Kantian commitments that Wolff seems willing to make.  But it 

allows us to formulate a quite different problem than the one with which we started, 

different than the one Wolff thought he had discovered.  The puzzle is generated by 

interpreting Wolff‟s claim about there being a moral obligation to be autonomous as 

rather that there is a kind of rational requirement that qua agents we are required to act 

                                                           
32

 See, e.g., Dworkin 1972 and Frankfurt 1973. 
33

 E.g., Beauchamp and Witkowski 1973 and Sterba 1977. 
34

 E.g, Martin 1975 and Reiman 1978. 
35

 See esp. Raz 1979: 1-20 and 1990a. 
36

 Green 1988: 25. 
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always on the balance of reasons as we see them.
37

  Obedience to authority, on this new 

interpretation, now involved something like preemptive deliberation by an authority vis-

à-vis a subject, such that obedience apparently entails not meeting this rational 

requirement.  The revised anarchist challenge was then something like:  given that 

obedience to authority requires relying on someone else‟s judgment about what a subject 

has most reason to do (and so not attending directly to the balance of reasons), how could 

that subject ever obey and still act rationally?   

  In the first chapter, I will discuss the most influential response to this 

interpretation of Wolff‟s puzzle, Raz‟s service conception of authority.  Raz thinks that 

the idea of legitimate authority is not incoherent, and a person who submits herself to a 

practical authority can nonetheless be rational.  Raz‟s solution to the puzzle is, in short, 

that while it is true that authorities „preempt deliberation‟ on the part of the subject, the 

subject can nonetheless adhere to the rational requirement to act always on the balance of 

reasons.  The subject does so by recognizing that a legitimate authority‟s commands 

themselves affect the balance of reasons, and in a special way – roughly by requiring that 

the subject act for certain reasons and not for others.  Moreover, the reason why it is 

rational for a person to act (merely) on the command of another is that the former will 

better conform to reasons that apply to her independent of the command. 

 I then argue that the service conception is inadequate on two grounds.  The first is 

internal to the theory itself.   Raz claims that reasons underdetermine choice, and that 

usually we have a certain realm of freedom in which we can choose among the rationally 

                                                           
37

 Something like this principle is articulated in Davidson 1980. 
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available options and thereby express our character and personality.  But an unnoticed 

consequence of this for the service conception is that an authority, when assessing a 

subject‟s reasons, must also choose among the (subject‟s) rationally available options, 

and in so doing express the character and personality of the authority and not the subject.  

Raz concedes there is value in expressing oneself this way, but has said nothing that 

explains why we are ever justified in giving up to a practical authority the freedom to 

express ourselves while at the same time acting on the balance of reasons. 

 This new objection to the service conception suggests both a different way to 

understand Wolff‟s anarchist challenge, as well as new directions of thought about what 

it is to exercise authority and the role it plays in the thought and action of obedient 

subjects.  In the two chapters that follow, I will try to show that Wolff‟s puzzle can be 

given a very different interpretation, one which has not been recognized (much less 

addressed) by theorists of authority.  The foundation of the new interpretation I offer is to 

start with a more robust conception of “taking responsibility” for one‟s actions, a 

conception that involves not just deliberating about reasons, but also having an 

understanding (in one‟s intentions and practical thinking more generally) of the very 

actions for which those reasons are reasons, an understanding which is the product of and 

is productive of our conception of ourselves.  My hope is that this new interpretation will 

show that Wolff was on to something, and that reasons-centered theories of authority like 

Raz‟s miss something deeply important. 

In Chapter Two, I argue that an additional insight can be gleaned, again, from the 

principle, accepted on all sides, about what it is to obey an authority (Wolff‟s premise 3): 
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that if B has authority over A, then if B commands A to ϕ, then A must ϕ because B 

commanded it.  It is that authoritative directives not only provide reasons for action for a 

subject to act on, but also provide the content of intentions the subject is to have when 

she obeys (that is, to ).  I argue that, in conjunction with further reflections about the 

nature of commanding, this yields unexpected consequences with respect to the access 

the subject has to her own mind and, in particular, an authority‟s access to the mind of the 

subject.  Philosophers since Descartes have long thought that a person has „privileged 

access‟ to her own mind which is asymmetrical vis-à-vis other persons.  One recent and 

influential account of this privileged access says that this privileged access is grounded in 

a person constituting her own mind by, e.g., deciding what to believe or intend.  I argue 

that on this account of privileged access, and in the ideal authority relation, a practical 

authority has just this sort of access to the mind of its subjects, at least with respect to the 

actions that authority commands the subject to do.  The privileged access to the mind of 

another person which I attribute to practical authorities rests on an authority being the 

author of the subject‟s actions, in the narrow sense of being the author of the content of 

the intention the subject must adopt in order to obey.  This result is problematic because, 

as many philosophers have thought, privileged, asymmetrical access to our own minds is 

part of what it is to be a person.  It would seem then that authorities diminish the status of 

their subjects as persons, a point not recognized by the service conception, nor by any 

extant theories of authority, and one which would serve as a partial vindication of a 

position akin to Wolff‟s philosophical anarchism. 
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Chapter Three can be seen as a more generalized argument about what it is to 

exercise authority and its problematic nature, starting from the same interpretation of 

Wolff‟s third premise as in Chapter Two.  The action descriptions provided by 

authoritative directives function not only as the contents of subjects‟ intentions, but also 

as an enduring part of those subjects‟ views about what is (was, and will be) done on 

occasions in which they obey those directives.  I make substantial use of Action 

Identification Theory, a thriving theory in social psychology first developed a quarter 

century ago, to show the precise way in which authoritative directives figure into the 

thought and action of obedient subjects.  I then show that we then have a way to give 

support to the view that grounded the objection I posed against the service conception, 

that authority thwarts the development and expression of a subject‟s personality, 

character traits, and self-conception more generally.  Again, viewing authority – its 

exercise and justification – solely in terms of reasons and reason-recognition by persons 

fails to capture both the additional observations I make about the practice of authority, 

and also its problematic nature. 
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Chapter 1: The Service Conception of Authority 

Introduction 

One of the most influential and sophisticated accounts of authority among 

political and legal philosophers of at least the last thirty years is the one argued for by 

Joseph Raz, what he calls the service conception of authority.
38

  Raz is one of the most 

systematic moral philosophers writing today and the service conception is evidence of 

this; it is embedded in a complex web of claims and arguments about a wide variety of 

normative phenomena, e.g., reasons, reasoning, rules, values, intention, and action, 

among others.  However, the web is by no means seamless; as is usually the case with 

systematic philosophers, Raz at times gives only the vaguest account of how certain ideas 

are supposed to fit together, as well as the implications of various claims he deems 

fundamental.  In what follows, I will try to develop Raz‟s theses and arguments and draw 

out their consequences as clearly and fully as possible; while this has been done by 

various writers with respect to particular claims that make up the service conception, to 

my knowledge there has been no treatment of it as least as systematic as the account 

itself.  The probable explanation for this is worth mentioning.  Most writers who discuss 

the service conception are interested in specific questions in political and legal 

philosophy and therefore usually confine their attention to Raz‟s presentation of it in the 

first one hundred pages of his 1986 book, The Morality of Freedom, what is usually 

regarded as a work in liberal political theory.  Occasionally these writers have 

                                                           
38

 Cf. Waldron 1999: 84: “The conception of authority standardly accepted among legal philosophers at 
the moment is that of Joseph Raz.”  This seems as true now as it was a decade ago. 
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incorporated Raz‟s earlier work from the 1970s on the nature of reasons, norms, and 

practical reasoning and have tried to show how it figures in the service conception.
39

  

Less often have they looked to Raz‟s writings after The Morality of Freedom, to his 

writings in the 1990s and 2000s on intentional action, normativity, and interpretation, to 

determine how those ideas might help illuminate the service conception.
40

  This is 

understandable given that Raz himself has exhibited a similar tendency; in his most 

recent restatement of the service conception, he also fails to show explicitly how his work 

in moral philosophy of the last twenty years relates to the service conception.
41

  But what 

I hope will become apparent in the following discussion is that attention to this later 

work, as well as a closer look at the earlier work, is essential to coming to the fullest and 

fairest understanding of Raz‟s complex view of practical authority.  Raz is at times an 

elliptical thinker who has articulated his views of (as it were) various regions of 

normative space but often fails to articulate how they all hang together.  In what follows, 

I hope to do just that, with of course a focus on the service conception of authority. 

Raz‟s account has been so influential that no modern philosophical treatment of 

authority can avoid addressing it.  I think the service conception is either mistaken or 

                                                           
39

 Cf. the 1989 symposium on Raz’s work in the University of California Law Review.  But in my view, this 
has not been done thoroughly enough. For example, I will try to show that the notion of normative power 
figures prominently in Raz’s thinking about authority, but has received nearly no attention by writers on 
(and particularly critics of) the service conception.  
40

 See esp. the essays in Raz 1999 and 2009a.  In fact, I have not found any discussion of the service 
conception from the last twenty years in which any of this later work is even referenced.  See, e.g., 
Cunliffe and Reeve 1999, Shapiro 2002, Hershovitz 2003, Penner 2003, Christiano 2004, Himma 2007, 
Estlund 2008, Hershovitz 2010, and Sherman 2010.  Himma develops an objection to Raz’s theory which is 
similar to one I develop below; while my objection arises from an understanding of the service conception 
in the context of Raz’s later work, Himma develops his objection apparently without considering such 
context. 
41

 Raz 2009a: 126-165 
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simply obscure about a number of critical issues, but examining it in as much detail as 

possible will make salient the fundamental philosophical problems to be solved about the 

nature of authority and perhaps point us in the right direction to a more plausible account. 

The service conception is only a component of Raz‟s broader practical 

philosophy, and so it will be useful to get the broader picture in view before considering 

his claims about authority in detail.  I will thus divide my preliminary discussion into 

several sections, each critically examining Raz‟s views on particular normative 

phenomena:  reasons, reason and reasoning, and normative power.  I will then explain 

how I think Raz brings these strands of thought together to form the service conception. 

 A final, introductory, note: I will follow one interpretive principle that bears 

mentioning from the outset.  Raz‟s writings on authority and other topics in moral and 

political philosophy stretches over almost four decades, and one may wonder whether the 

earlier and the later work constitute a single constructive project or whether there is good 

reason to restrict attention to only a part of that large corpus (the latter would be the case, 

for example, if Raz has rejected claims or arguments made in his earlier work or has 

adopted a new conceptual framework within which to work, both of which are common 

among systematic philosophers whose careers extend over many decades).  I will assume 

here the former:  that Raz‟s entire corpus is both unified and ambitious in that it attempts 

to articulate a distinctive, comprehensive practical philosophy.  One could say that Raz is 

a particularly stubborn thinker; he rarely changes his mind, and when he does, he is quite 
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clear about it.
42

  In any case, his arguments over the years can, I believe, be understood as 

aspiring to form a single unified view.  So I‟ll be writing under the assumption that all of 

Raz‟s texts are equally valid sources for discerning his views; so, for example, an 

implication of my discussion is that the arguments Raz made in the early seventies may 

be best understood in light of arguments made many years later, and vice versa, so that a 

more robust view of the service conception can be articulated, and therefore its problems 

more clearly seen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
42

 Cf. the unrepentant tone of his opening comments in responding to a host of critics in Raz 1989.  An 
example of a change of mind concerns the usefulness of an account of the logical structure of reasons-
sentences (presumably modeled on the project in Davidson 1980, of explaining the logical structure of 
action sentences), initially discussed in Raz 1990b: 20-22, and later rejected in Raz 1999: 22, note 4. 
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Reasons: Ontology 

Of all normative concepts, Raz thinks that one is fundamental.  “The normativity 

of all that is normative consists in the way it is, or provides, or is otherwise related to 

reasons.”
43

  As I discuss below, Raz has done pioneering work in distinguishing the kinds 

of reasons there are, showing how they interact, how they figure in practical reasoning, 

and the differences between epistemic and practical reasons.  However, he is remarkably 

reticent about the metaphysics of reasons, that is, about the sorts of things reasons are.  

Raz is not alone in neglecting the issue; while the philosophical literature on reasons has 

flourished in the last three decades, hardly any of it explicitly addresses the ontology of 

reasons.
44

   

Raz clearly accepts the common view that a reason is a consideration that counts 

in favor, or counts against, performing an action, adopting a certain attitude or belief, or 

                                                           
43

 Raz 1999: 67.  Skorupski 2007: 247 describes this as a “thesis that is in the air”, since a seemingly 
growing number of philosophers accept it these days.  See Dancy 2005, Scanlon 1998, Parfit unpublished, 
and Gibbard 1990.  For Gibbard, the basic normative notion is what is rational  or what makes sense, but 
he suggests in later work (2003: 188-191) that he takes the concept of a reason as primitive.  
44

 In fact, the only essays of which I am aware that squarely address the question is Skorupski 2002 and 
Pryor 2007.  It may be thought that the metaphysics of reasons has been debated at least since 
Davidson’s “Actions, Reasons, and Causes” (1980:3-20), and in a sense that is true.  But Davidson is 
primarily concerned with the question of whether reasons are causes of action.  That question by itself 
does not assume any further view about the sorts of things reasons are.  Davidson of course thinks that 
(‘primary’) reasons are combinations of beliefs and desires – but he scarcely ever argues for this view 
against alternative theses about what reasons are. Nor, on the other hand, do I consider the voluminous 
literature generated by Williams (1995 and 2001) as addressing the basic ontological question.  Whether 
reasons are ‘internal’ or ‘external’ to one’s ‘subjective motivational set’ is, to be sure, a metaphysical 
question about reasons.  But again, Williams is not concerned to argue for the thesis that reasons are 
desires, rather than states of affairs, facts, objects, propositions, ideas, universals, some kind of property 
of objects, or some kind of mental state other than a desire.  The topic of this literature seems to shift 
without notice from what reasons are to what reasons depend upon for their existence, obviously two 
different questions. 
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having a certain emotional response.
45

  But characterizing reasons as „considerations‟ 

hardly signals a metaphysical commitment.  Reasons are “normative aspects of the 

world”,
46

 but we are not given even the vaguest idea of what „the world‟ is or what its 

boundaries are.  Raz does seem to be a realist about reasons, in the sense that he thinks 

not only that there may be reasons that apply to us of which we are unaware, but also that 

there are reasons that do not depend on a person‟s desires, beliefs, or other attitudes.
47

  If 

that is right, he thinks that there are „external‟ reasons, in Williams‟ sense of „external‟.
48

 

Raz often claims that reasons are facts, but his elaboration of what a fact is is less 

than informative.
49

  A fact is “that in virtue of which true or justified statements are true 

or justified.  By „fact‟ is meant simply that which can be designated by the use of the 

operator „the fact that…‟.  A fact is that of which we talk when making a statement by the 

use of sentences of the form „it is a fact that…‟”.
50

  On rejecting the view that reasons are 

relations between facts and persons, he notes that relations only hold between 

individuals, and that facts “are not individuals but logical constructs”,
51

 but says no more 

about what he takes „logical constructs‟ to be, nor how they are to be distinguished from 

individuals. 

                                                           
45

 Raz 1999: 63, 2004b: 175, 2009: 37.  Dancy, Scanlon, and Parfit, among many others, share this 
conception.  Raz distinguishes between normative and explanatory reasons; only normative reasons are 
relevant to his account of authority under discussion here. 
46

 Raz 1999: 75. 
47

 Raz 2004b: 173. 
48

 See Williams 1995 and 2001.  I thank Cindy Phillips for making this clear to me. 
49

 Raz 1978: 4, 1990b: 17-18, 1999: 22-23 n4. 
50

 Raz 1990b: 18-19. 
51

 Raz 1990b: 19n. 
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As to what sorts of facts reasons are (or can be), Raz has given a variety of 

answers: “…facts include the occurrence of events, processes, performances and 

activities.  Given this wide use of „fact‟, beliefs, though not their contents, are also 

facts”;
52

 “Guiding reasons are facts which affect what one should do; they include facts 

about the world (rain, trains timetables, etc.), the validity of certain moral principles 

(promises ought to be kept, etc.), the having of certain desires (to be rich or loved, etc.), 

and others”;
53

 reasons are “events, acts, states, and more.”
54

  It is not obvious that these 

claims are entirely consistent and form a coherent view.  It is not clear, for example, to 

what ontological category the validity of a moral principle belongs (state? event? belief?).       

These remarks are not as precise as one would wish, but I think they were not 

made carelessly.  Raz does not have a systematic account of the nature of reasons because 

in fact he thinks that what reasons ultimately are is not a theoretically significant issue: 

Note that in regarding facts as reasons…one indicates that reasons are aspects of 

the world only in the sense that it is not a fact that so and so unless the world is 

such and such (e.g., unless a certain action was performed, or an event occurred, 

or unless some object has some property, etc.).  In this way, identifying reasons as 

facts is neutral regarding the ultimate „ontological‟ character of reasons.  I believe 

that events, acts, states, and more can be reasons, and that nothing much turns on 

that.
55

 

 

                                                           
52

 Raz 1990b: 18. 
53

 Raz 1978: 4.  There, Raz distinguishes between ‘explanatory’ and ‘guiding’ reasons; in later work, he 
uses the term ‘normative’ instead of ‘guiding’. 
54

 Raz 1999: 22 n4.  Raz’s choice of these factual categories closely track those of Vendler 1967 and Kenny 
1963, who were (independently) in the 1960s and 70s trying to systematize the basic types of action-
verbs, and to draw ontological conclusions from their analyses.  See Mourelatos 1978 and 1993 for 
discussion of that literature.  Mourelatos and many others argue that the distinctions made by those 
writers are best understood as distinctions in verbal aspect.   
55

 Raz 1999: 22 n2.  Cf. 1978: 17 n2: “Stating that reasons are facts does not imply that facts are an 
ultimate ontological kind. Merely that the analysis of the identity and ontological status of reasons follows 
that of facts.” 
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I will refer to the view expressed in this passage as Raz‟s quietism about the metaphysics 

of reasons.  The fact that Raz puts the word „ontological‟ in scare quotes indicates I think 

a mild hostility to the very idea of a systematic metaphysical account of what reasons are.  

This is surprising; Raz thinks that reasons are the fundamental explanatory normative 

concept – that normativity (and, as we‟ll see, practical authority as well) cannot be 

understood except in terms of reasons.  He is therefore mostly silent on, and generally 

uninterested in giving, any substantive account of the very thing he claims is inherently 

normative.
56

  He says that “ultimately the explanation of normativity is the explanation of 

what it is to be a reason,”
57

 and yet does not seem interested in offering such an 

explanation.  In unpublished work, he seems to think the concept of a reason can be 

explained in terms of Reason, i.e., a capacity of a person: “To be a reason a fact must be 

one that we can respond to using our rational powers.”
58

  But if we are to explain what a 

reason is in terms of Reason, then the concept of a reason is no longer explanatory basic – 

but Raz clearly intends it to be. 

I make his quietism salient at this early stage because later we will see that Raz 

claims that authority, as a normative phenomena, is to be explained (and justified) in 

terms of reasons, but indirectly so, by way of the idea of a person possessing the 

normative power to obligate another to act, as well as other mediating ideas.  And I will 

try to show that his quietism about what reasons are contributes to a frustrating unclarity 

                                                           
56

 Raz 1999: 68. 
57

 Raz 1999: 67. 
58

 Raz Unpublished: 3. 
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concerning the notion of normative power, and how it is supposed to explain what it is 

for one person to exercise authority over another.
59

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
59

 See Pryor 2007 for a discussion of why taking a view on the ontology of reasons matters with respect to 
one’s views in epistemology and ethics. 
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The Variety of Reasons  

 Whatever reasons are, Raz claims that there are many kinds of them that, as it 

were, populate normative space.  Raz is not alone in this enterprise; since he began 

writing in the seventies, the theory of reasons in moral philosophy has flourished, and the 

sorts of reasons philosophers have claimed exist make up an impressive and bewildering 

list.
60

  But Raz is in fact so keen on distinguishing kinds of reasons, that he has on 

occasion made distinctions that do not seem to find a lasting place in the articulation of 

his many views in practical philosophy.
61

  I will therefore focus on a few classifications 

of reasons that not only seem to facilitate understanding of Raz‟s views, but also seem to 

be of importance in understanding reasons themselves, and of course the account of 

authority that is based on them. 

 We can start with what we may call ordinary reasons.  Reasons are facts, and 

there are ordinary facts that can count as reasons: the fact that it is raining is a reason to 

take my umbrella, the fact that I am hungry is a reason to eat, and so on.  Again, these 

reasons straightforwardly constitute “considerations favoring an action or against an 

action,”
62

 and may be called first-order reasons.  But Raz thinks there are also reasons 

                                                           
60

 I myself have counted over thirty different distinctions among reasons made in the reasons literature 
over the last quarter century; as it turns out, Raz has contributed the lion’s share. 
61

 E.g., “action” and “outcome” reasons (1986: 145-146), “standard” and “non-standard” reasons (2009b), 
“relational” and “independent” reasons (2004b), “operative” and “auxiliary” reasons (1990b: 33-35), 
“adequate” reasons (1999: 97), and “conditional” reasons (1999: 97 and 2004b: 181-183).  All of these 
distinctions, though they are mentioned in one or two places in Raz’s work, seem to do only ad hoc work 
in the immediate context in which they appear. 
62

 Raz 1999: 63, 2004b: 175.  Dancy agrees that reasons are “favourers” (2004: 29) and introduces the 
concept of a contributory reason as an elaboration of it: “a feature the presence of which makes 
something of a case for acting, but in such a way that the overall case for doing that action can be 
improved or strengthened by the addition of a second feature playing a similar role.”  Raz (2006) denies 
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that are reasons to act for a reason (and also reasons not to act for a reason).  These 

reasons are also reasons for action, because both acting for a reason and not acting for a 

reason are themselves actions.
63

  Second-order reasons can be positive or negative. A 

positive second-order reason, R, which is relative to some first-order reason, p, can be 

represented as: ( for p).  A negative second-order reason can then be expressed as: ~( 

for p).  Raz calls a negative second-order reason an exclusionary reason, and thinks such 

reasons play an important role in many normative phenomena, including promise-

making, exercising authority, and even the making of a decision.
64

  For example, if I 

decide to see a movie tonight, the fact that I have so decided is a reason not to act for 

reasons not to see a movie – for example, the reasons I may have to see a play instead 

(unless of course I have some reason to deliberate further about what to do).  Similarly, if 

I have promised to pay for dinner, the fact that I have so promised is a reason not to act 

for reasons for not paying.  Exclusionary reasons therefore exclude certain considerations 

from the set of reasons one may act upon.    

                                                                                                                                                                             
that all reasons are contributory reasons, but he clearly thinks ordinary (‘first-order’) reasons are 
contributory in Dancy’s sense. See Raz 2009a: 206 n3. 
63

 Raz 1979: 17.  More precisely, the point is that for any action, , and any reason, p, performing ( for p) 

and performing ( for ~p) are both actions.  
64

 Raz 1990b: 39.  It is worth noting that Raz says almost nothing about positive second-order reasons, 
what we  may call inclusionary reasons, though it is never clear why.  Perhaps Raz thinks exclusionary 
reasons are more common.  But one desiderata of Raz’s theory of reasons is to explain the authority of 
law, and it is far from clear that exclusionary reasons are more common in law than inclusionary ones.  
Consider for example the famous death penalty case, Gregg v. Georgia (428 U.S. 153 (1976)), in which the 
Supreme Court considered a Georgia statute which required juries to take specific facts about a case 
(prior offenses of the defendant, nature and gravity of the crime, etc.) into consideration in determining 
whether to recommend a death sentence; the statute in question here clearly functioned precisely as an 
inclusionary reason.  These sorts of reasons also seem common in the exercise of executive power over 
regulatory agencies like the EPA or FDA, e.g., in providing policy ‘guidelines’ for developing or revising a 
given regulatory scheme. 
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A fact that is both an ordinary, first-order reason and an exclusionary reason, i.e., 

both a  reason to  and a reason not to act for other first-order reasons that count against 

ing, is what Raz calls a protected reason.
65

  Again, protected reasons figure prominently 

in his accounts of promising and exercising authority.  The fact that I promised to pay the 

bill is itself a reason to pay and a reason not to act on reasons for not paying.   

Two further sorts of reasons that will be relevant to the discussion of authority 

that follows must be noted.  Sometimes we can create reasons just by acting with the 

intention of doing so: by promising, by deciding, by exercising authority, by enacting 

laws or other rules, etc.  Setting aside the question of how this is even possible,
66

 often 

such rules are made with the intention that those to whom they are addressed should 

consider the existence of the rule itself a reason, and to act on it as such.  Moreover, often 

rules serve as reasons in such a way that the reasons on which they are based should not 

be acted upon; rather, the intentionally created reasons must be such that they themselves 

must genuinely make a „practical difference‟ in the reasoning of those subjects for whom 

they are reasons.
67

  Rules in this sense, are pre-emptive reasons; they pre-empt, or 

„replace‟, the reasons upon which they are based.
68

  Whereas exclusionary reasons 

„replace‟ conflicting reasons, pre-emptive reasons „replace‟ supportive reasons.  The 

reasons which are thereby replaced by the creation of a rule (or the issuing of a directive, 

                                                           
65

 Raz 1979: 18. 
66

 See the section on normative power, below, for discussion. 
67

 See Raz’s argument against the ‘no difference thesis’ (1986: 30-31) and in favor of the ‘autonomy 
thesis’, which says that “…rules make a difference.  If valid, they constitute reasons which one would not 
have but for them.  While the considerations which justify a rule exist independently of the rule, they do 
not constitute the same reason for action that the rule constitutes” (2009a: 214).  See Shapiro 2001 for an 
application of this thesis to resolve certain problems associated with the authority of law. 
68

 Raz 1986: 59-62, 2009a: 203-219. 
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etc.) are dependent reasons; dependent reasons are ultimately those which justify pre-

emptive reasons.  From the point of view of an agent acting under a rule (e.g., obeying it), 

the dependent reasons that justify the rule are not, or are not always, evident.
69

  For this 

reason, Raz claims that created norms (authoritative directives, promises, rules, etc.) are 

opaque in just this sense – while these norms provide reasons for those to whom they are 

addressed, the reasons which justify them are not obvious by simply considering the 

content of the norm.
70
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 Obviously, in the case of promises and decisions, the reasons on which they are based are evident to 
the person whose promises and decisions they are.  The point applies to cases in which one person 
creates reasons for another. 
70

 Raz 2009a: 203-219. 
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Reasons, Their Relations, and Value 

Raz enumerates a number of properties of reasons which will help us understand 

his account of how they figure into reasoning, which in turn will help us see how these 

concepts figure into the service conception of authority.  First, reasons have weight.  The 

notion of weight is essentially relational; what weight a reason has (or should have) is 

determined only in comparison to one or more distinct reasons.  In particularly, the 

strength of a reason is understood in terms of (or at least interdependently with respect 

to) the ideas of conflicting reasons and one reason overriding another.  A reason p is 

stronger than another reason q if and only if, if p and q conflict, then p overrides q.  

Whether one reason overrides another is also explained in terms of reasons-conflict: p 

overrides q if and only if p and q conflict, and the conjunction of p and q make it the case 

that one has a reason to  and not the case that one has a reason not to .  Before 

explaining practical conflict, overridingness should be distinguished from cancelling.  A 

reason can only be overridden by another reason; however a fact that is not itself a 

reason, a cancelling condition, may bring it about that a fact that was previously a reason 

is now no longer a reason.
71

  A paradigm example is one person releasing another from a 

promise.  Suppose that but for the promise I have made to you to mow your lawn, I 

would have sufficient reason to go to the movies today.  Then suppose you release me 

from my promise.  This fact of course isn‟t a reason for me to go to the movies, nor is it a 

reason against doing what I promised to do.  Rather, it makes it the case that I no longer 

                                                           
71

 Cf. Dancy’s idea of a ‘disabler’ (2004: 38-42). 
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have a reason to mow your lawn (and therefore now have sufficient reason to go to the 

movies.)  The reason initially created by my promise is therefore cancelled.   

Before discussing Raz‟s views of reasons-conflict, another important distinction 

should be made.  For any reason for action, I can stand in many relations to it when I act.  

I may merely conform my action to a reason that applies to me; but I may also comply 

with that reason.  If there is a reason, R, for me to ϕ, I may be aware of this reason or I 

may not.  If I am aware of it, I may ϕ, and act for that reason; but it could also be the case 

that I ϕ, not for R, but for another reason (or set of reasons).  If I ϕ for the reason R, then I 

have responded to R and (let‟s suppose) acted appropriately.  If I am unaware of R, I may 

still ϕ, but of course for reasons other than R.  And yet in each of these cases I have in a 

sense acted as the reason requires:  I ϕed.  In the case in which I am aware of R and ϕ for 

the reason R – if, when I ϕ, R guides me in deciding whether to ϕ, then I have complied 

with R.
72

  But in this case, as in the other cases just mentioned, it can rightly be said that I 

have (also) conformed to R; I have in any case performed the action for which the reason 

is a reason.  “In general, conformity with reason requires doing the action, or having the 

belief, intention, emotion, or desire that the reason is a reason for, and that is all.”
73

  A 

person can conform to a reason „automatically‟, i.e., by habit or in any case without 

                                                           
72

 Raz sometimes seems to make the claim that when one complies with a reason, one is motivated by it 
(1990b: 185 and 1999: 91-92).  But he is generally not interested in the question of whether reasons 
motivate;  therefore his notion of normative guidance is not equivalent to, and does not entail, the claim 
that reasons necessarily motivate, or are ‘internal’.   
73

 Raz 1999: 90-95.  In later work, instead of reason compliance, Raz talks of following a reason, or 
satisfying it (2004b: 175).   
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deliberation or even decision.
74

  A person can even accidently conform to a reason: by 

mistake or simply by chance, as well by acting akratically.
75

 

We are now in a position to turn to Raz‟s view of how reasons can conflict.  His 

account of conflicting reasons has evolved over the years, and has in fact been a 

consistent concern in his work on reasons for decades.
76

  The rudimentary account is this:  

if p is a reason to  and q is a reason to , and it is logically impossible to both  and , 

then q is also a reason to refrain from ing, and therefore conflicts with p.
77

  So for 

example, if my sister‟s birthday party and the last performance of Les Miserables both 

begin at 7pm tonight, and I have reason to attend both, and attending the party is 

therefore a reason not to attend the musical and vice versa, then those reasons conflict.  

But Raz later enriches this simple picture by making use of the compliance/conformity 

distinction as well as a thesis about the relationship between reasons and values.  The 

basic idea is that conflicts arise in situations in which it is impossible to fully or 

completely conform to the reasons that apply to us.  More precisely, conflict situations are 

ones in which an agent has several reasons for action, such that complying better with 

one makes it  impossible to comply as fully with another as would be possible 

otherwise.
78

  In one range of cases, what Raz calls “single-value” conflicts, imperfect 

conformity is inevitable with respect to reasons that arise from one concern.  As Raz 
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 Raz 1999: 72. 
75

 Raz 1990b: 185. 
76

 Raz 1974, 1990b: 24ff., 1999: 303-332, and 2004b. 
77

 Raz 1990b: 26. 
78

 Raz 2004b: 181. 
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points out, this sort of conflict often arises in cases that involve more than one person;
79

 

and in fact, many of the cases that moral philosophers have considered in the double 

effect literature are of this kind.
80

  I have a life-saving drug, and can save five by dividing 

the drug among them, or save one by giving the one the entire dose.  Whatever my 

choice, I only imperfectly conform to the reason that derives from the value of preserving 

life, not harming people, or whatever the value is that would be served or more fully 

realized if I were able to save all six.
81

  In a second range of cases, “multiple-value” 

conflicts, things are more complex.  The conflict consists in there being different options 

supported by reasons deriving from distinct values, such that one option is better 

supported by reasons derived from one value, while another option is better supported by 

reasons derived from another value. For example, if I have a choice between two jobs, 

one may involve better colleagues, while another may be in a more exciting city.  On this 

view, conflicts of both kinds are quite common and, perhaps, inevitable.  

Implicit in this account of conflicts of reason is a thesis about the relation between 

reason and values, and the nature of value itself.   For Raz, reasons are based in or 

originate in the evaluative properties of things, objects, activities, etc.  There is a 

(normative) reason to  if and only if ing is sufficient to realize a value.
82

  “Values 

„control‟ reasons in that one can have reasons for an action, only if its performance is, or 

is likely to produce, or contribute to producing, good or if it is likely to contribute 
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towards averting something bad.”
83

  But values themselves, and so the reasons that are 

„controlled‟ by them, are incommensurable.
84

  Two objects, properties, or options
85

 are 

incommensurable if it is true of them that one is neither better nor worse than the other, 

nor are they of equal value.
86

  The mark of incommensurability is a failure of transitivity: 

with respect to two valuable objects or options, neither is better than the other, and yet 

there could be another object or option which is better than one but not the other.
87

  If 

values and reasons are in fact incommensurable, then that there is a proliferation of multi-

value conflicts makes sense; often various values and reasons will recommend that we do 

a number of things which it is logically impossible for us to do, and in many cases even if 

we act in a way that seems to be supported by (some) reasons, it is regrettable that we 

can‟t act in a way that is supported by most or all of them. 

Raz‟s belief in incommensurability supports and is interdependent upon a certain 

view about how reasons function in the reasoning, decisions, and intentional action of an 

agent.  So it is to his views on rationality and reasoning to which we now turn. 
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Reason: Rationality and Reasoning 

Broadly, Reason is a “power to identify reasons as reasons”
88

, “the capacity to see 

the normative significance of the way things are, to comprehend what reasons they 

constitute, and the significance of that fact for oneself.”
89

 However, we should 

distinguish between (merely) responding to reasons, and responding to them as such.  

Only the latter is the business of reason.  However, Raz thinks that we are able to respond 

to reasons without using (the faculty or capacity of) reason.  This is a more general way 

to state the idea already mentioned, that it is possible to respond to (and conform to) a 

reason „automatically‟ or out of habit.  The idea is that “our responsiveness to reasons 

need not depend and does not always depend on recognizing them as reasons.  Most 

notably, we may be, as they say, hard-wired to respond to reasons of some kinds and 

culturally conditioned to respond to others.”
90

  An example of the former („hard-wired‟) 

sort is the experience of pain and responding to it in such a way so as to avoid it; Raz 

claims that Reason is not required to respond to the reason that the pain constitutes (i.e., 

to avoid it).  Indeed, he claims non-human animals can respond to such reasons in the 

appropriate ways.
91

  The view is even stronger than this; Raz claims that for us to be 

optimally rational, it is often necessary to act without the use of Reason: “we cannot 
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reliably conform to reason unless much of the time we do so automatically and 

unthinkingly,” i.e., without deliberation or even conscious thought.
92

   

The employment of Reason, however, is necessary in responding to reasons 

constituted by culturally-created value, e.g., the aesthetically valuable aspects of the 

Mona Lisa, as well as recognizing them as reasons for, say, giving praise or for planning 

a trip to the Louvre.  The faculty or capacity of Reason has itself a point or purpose:  to 

conform to all the reasons that apply to the person whose capacity it is.
93

  This is reflected 

in what Raz calls „the conformity principle‟: “One should conform to reason completely, 

insofar as one can.  If one cannot, one should come as close to complete conformity as 

possible.”
94

  And yet, Raz makes a further claim that is surely meant to be compatible 

with this:  that “wanting to do everything we have reason to do is a mark of avarice.  

After all, we cannot do everything we have adequate reason to do, and we should learn to 

live within our means, that is, we should learn not to want too many things when it is 

impossible for us to get all of them.”
95

  The „should‟ of the conformity principle therefore 

should not be understand as bearing a necessary connection to motivation.  As I said 

above, Raz clearly thinks there are „external‟ reasons, i.e., reasons which are reasons not 

in virtue of bearing the right relation to a person‟s „motivational set.‟ 

We should also note his view of how reasons function in deliberation, decisions, 

and intentional action, since it will figure prominently in the critical discussion of his 
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theory of authority that follows.  A view one might take about the relationship between 

reasons and actions is that, when one asks oneself “What ought I do?,” reasons are such 

that they always completely determine one and only one action that one should do, all 

things considered.  The task of deliberation and reflection on one‟s reasons for action is 

thus to discover what that action is.  We might think of this as a “right answer thesis” 

about the nature of reasons: if we deliberate correctly, reasons are such that, at any given 

time, there‟s always a „right answer‟ about what action we should perform.
96

  This view 

is often a part of moral theories which maintain that reasons are commensurable (i.e., 

comparable in terms of strength or stringency), as for example in many forms of 

consequentialism.  As I‟ve said, Raz rejects this view about reasons;
97

 given the 

incommensurability of values and reasons, reasons often underdetermine what one is to 

do.  He instead holds that “most of the time people have a variety of options such that it 

would accord with reason for them to choose any one of them and it would not be against 

reason to avoid any of them.”
98

   Reasons do not uniquely determine one action that one 

ought to do, all things considered.  “In typical situations, reason does not determine what 

is to be done.  Rather it sets a range of eligible options before agents, who choose among 

them as they feel inclined, who do what they want to do or what they feel like doing.”
99

  

Reasons are rarely (if ever) decisive, but merely „adequate‟ or undefeated, i.e., “given 

                                                           
96

 I borrow the term “right answer thesis” from Dworkin 1977, who holds a similar thesis in the theory of 
adjudication. 
97

 See esp. Raz 2004a: 249. 
98

 Raz 1999: 100. 
99

 Raz 1999: 64. 



34 
 

how things are, it is intelligible and not wrong, irrational, or unreasonable that one 

performs the action for that reason.”
100

   

If reasons render a range of options (merely) eligible, how does one decide what 

to do?  The incommensurability of reasons gives us what Raz calls normative latitude in 

deciding what to do; reasons are such that there is usually room in choosing which factors 

other than reasons may play a role in our decisions and actions.  “The fact that so many 

aspects of actions are not explained by the agents‟ reasons makes it possible for them to 

express people‟s character, their personality traits, and tastes.”
101

  We express ourselves 

in part by exercising our will rather than our capacity to respond to reasons.  By 

exercising our will, we choose which reasons to act on, on the basis of which we act 

intentionally,
102

 and thereby express ourselves by expressing various degrees of 

attachment to our projects, relationships, and commitments, including expressing one‟s 

virtues and other character traits.
103

  Of course, not all actions are expressive in this 

manner – for example, choosing the cheapest dental floss at the supermarket – though 

many others are.  For example, suppose that instead of watching a movie tonight, I catch 
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up with a friend over dinner, even though I have sufficient (or undefeated) reason to do 

either.  In doing the latter, I express (say) my commitment to maintaining that 

relationship, or express my belief in the value of friendship, or (in the right context) my 

disdain for the decline of cinema over the last twenty years, and so on. 
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Authority 

The foregoing is a tour de force of many of the important aspects of Raz‟s 

practical philosophy, which form the complex background to the service conception of 

authority.  As I mentioned at the beginning, most philosophers who have written on the 

service conception have taken a quite limited view of this background, focusing only on 

the nature of exclusionary reasons or the plausibility of one or more of the theses, baldy 

stated, that make up the service conception, to be explained below.
104

  And this is 

understandable, given that even Raz himself at times seems to think that the service 

conception is “thin, relying on very few ideas.”
105

  But as I will try to show, having a 

broader view of this background will help us see both the virtues and vices of the service 

conception.
106

  However, before delving into the substance of the theory, it is helpful to 

take a short methodological detour, since Raz makes an important starting assumption 

about the explanandum in any adequate philosophical account of practical authority.  

Afterward, we will see how all the foregoing stage-setting will help us arrive at a deeper 

understanding of the service conception and its problems. 
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What is the service conception a conception of?:  Authority vs. 

Legitimate Authority 

 One feature of Raz‟s account of authority worth discussing at the outset, and one 

which Raz himself emphasizes, is that it is not an explanation of authority simpliciter.  

Raz draws a distinction, as many theorists of authority have, between merely effective 

(de facto) authority and legitimate or justified (de jure) authority.
107

  For Raz, to have 

effective authority is to have the power to influence a person‟s actions, choices, or 

options;
108

 and yet, effective authority is not simply „naked power‟.
109

  Unlike the 

exercise of naked power, effective, de facto authority essentially involves a claim to 

legitimacy; an effective authority claims a right to rule and succeeds, to some extent, in 

establishing and maintaining its rule.  Effective authority either “claims to be legitimate 

or is believed to be so, and is effective in imposing its will on many over whom it claims 

authority, perhaps because its claim to legitimacy is recognized by many of its subjects.  

But it does not necessarily possess legitimacy.”
110

  A legitimate authority is simply one 

whose claim to legitimacy is justified and who is in fact owed a duty of obedience.
111

  A 
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legitimate authority meets all the conditions of legitimacy, whatever those conditions 

might be.  An important part of Raz‟s approach to authority is his claim that de facto 

authority is to be explained in terms of legitimate, de jure authority.  The concept of 

legitimate authority therefore has explanatory priority over that of de facto authority.
112

   

 Before considering Raz‟s arguments for this claim, it is worth noting that an 

account of authority need not take this approach.  One might think the notion of (merely) 

effective authority is the primary one, and so assume that whereas an account of the 

concept of effective authority is some set of necessary and sufficient conditions (n), the 

concept of legitimate authority is simply that set of conditions plus conditions that render 

the authority legitimate or justified (n + m).
113

  One might even think the concepts of 

effective and legitimate authority each need independent analyses, since one appears to 

be an empirical concept and the other is normative.
114

  This distinction is at least made, 

for example, by theorists of authority in the social sciences who work in the tradition 

founded by Weber in the early twentieth century.
115

 

  Raz clearly does not see himself as working in this tradition, but rather as 

following moral and political philosophers like Rawls in offering an “explanatory-

normative” account of a concept “which is deeply embedded in the philosophical and 
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political traditions of our [Western] culture.”
116

  This type of theory is normative in the 

sense that the construction of it involves a quasi-political kind of advocacy:  “normative-

explanatory” accounts of authority “take a position in the traditional debate about the 

precise connections between [it] and other concepts.  They are partisan accounts 

furthering the cause of certain strands in the common tradition, by developing and 

producing new or newly recast arguments in their favour.”
117

  The service conception, 

then, purports to make salient certain features of the (Western) concept of authority (in 

particular political authority) in an attempt to both express fidelity to a certain 

philosophical and political tradition (in this case, liberal political thought) and to argue 

that those features best represent that tradition (by showing how the concept of authority 

relates to other normative concepts like reasons, rationality, rights, and so on.) 

 It is outside the scope of the discussion here to fully defend a methodology 

different from the one Raz adopts.  But I should note that the discussion of authority that 

follows in Chapters 2 and 3 should itself be taken as a reason to doubt whether Raz‟s 

general approach is adequate to the task.  This is particularly true in Chapter 3, where I 

make substantial use of social psychology in helping us understanding the normative 

structure of authority relations.  If I am in fact successful in calling our attention to 

important (and hitherto unappreciated) aspects of the practice of authority, by using such 

empirical research, and these are aspects which the service conception not only does not 

acknowledge, but cannot acknowledge by design, then that should lead us to question 
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whether we should limit ourselves only to a “normative-explanatory” account of the 

relevant phenomena, at least in the sense outlined here.  

 Another reason to question Raz‟s claim about the explanatory priority of 

legitimate authority is that it is commonly the case that for any concept, philosophers take 

the explanatorily prior concept to be the one which can be distinguished from any 

additional account of that concept which involves the further notions of truth, legitimacy, 

or justification.  Take for example the concept of belief.  While it is true that, historically, 

epistemologists have been more interested in the nature of justified belief than the nature 

of belief itself, I know of no epistemological theory which claims that the concept of 

justified belief is explanatorily prior to the concept of belief itself, or that belief should 

be explained in terms of justified belief.   In fact, many theories of justification offered in 

the last century are compatible with most accounts of what a belief is, or of what it is to 

believe.  It might be objected that one prominent account of belief has it that belief 

essentially aims at truth and therefore that the concept of belief already implicates (other) 

normative concepts such that we need an account of those concepts (e.g., truth) before we 

can have an account of belief.
118

  In that sense, we cannot give an account of belief 

simpliciter, but rather of (analogously) „belief which claims legitimacy,‟ i.e., belief that 

aims at truth.  However, I would insist that aiming at truth, while arguably a part of the 

concept of belief, can‟t be its most important or primary component.  We need a rich 

enough account of belief to distinguish it from other mental states which aim at truth, for 

example knowledge.  It still remains that we can (and perhaps should) give a „neutral‟ 
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account of belief, one that need not include its truth-seeking nature or any (constitutive) 

account of what makes a belief justified.  The account, however, need not be merely 

psychological.
119

  The burden is therefore on Raz then to explain why legitimate authority 

is explanatorily prior to (de facto) authority.  

 I have found two arguments in Raz‟s writings to support this methodological 

choice.  First, Raz says that any theory that defines legitimate authority in terms of 

effective authority (e.g., as justified effective authority) “puts the cart before the horse” 

because “not all legitimate authority is effective.”
120

  Many genuine practical authorities 

(e.g., doctors or experts on navigation) may go unrecognized and their directives 

unenforced.  This, Raz argues, shows that the notion of legitimate authority is not 

presupposed by that of effective authority.
121

  But the reverse is not true. The concept of 

legitimate authority, he claims, is presupposed by the concept of effective authority 

because what distinguishes effective authority from naked power (the bare ability to 

influence a person‟s choices or options) is precisely that a person or institution with 

effective authority claims “that he has legitimate authority or [is] held by others to have 

legitimate authority.”
122

  Raz seems to think this idea is a conceptual truth about effective 

authority: for anyone who has it, he (or it) claims a right to rule.  Any effective authority 

claims to be legitimate, and this is what, from a philosophical point of view, justifies 

focusing our efforts on giving an account of the latter and not the former.    
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 It is doubtful that in order for a person (or regime) to achieve effective authority 

over a population, that person must claim a right to rule, or claim that his directives are 

justified.  When Hitler invaded Poland, it is at least arguable to say that the Nazi army 

had effective authority over the Polish people; but surely it would have been disingenuous 

if Hitler had claimed he had a right to command the Polish people to do anything, or that 

his demands on them were justified.
123

  Claiming a right to rule might be a way to 

persuade people to lay down arms or to go along with an outrageous policy, but these 

motives underlie a claim of legitimacy that is thus insincere.  Nevertheless, it seems to 

me that merely effective authority can exist whether or not these claims are genuinely 

asserted, or amount to pretense for the sake of extending an empire.  The crucial point is 

that the question of whether or not an (alleged) authority makes a claim to legitimacy is 

surely an empirical and not a conceptual matter.  The conceptual argument also simply 

ignores the many other alternative explanations why an (alleged) authority might claim 

legitimacy, particularly while there might be all the other indicia of an existing political 

authority, e.g., habitual obedience, a sufficiently widespread recognition that a person or 

institution is authoritative, and so on.  In short, Raz has not given us any reason to think 

that a claim to legitimate authority is a conceptual truth about having (or being an) 

effective authority.  There seem to be too many (not far-fetched) counterexamples, at 

least in a political context, which cast doubt upon it.  

 Raz offers a second argument to show the explanatory priority of „legitimate 

authority‟ over „effective authority‟.  He says that the concept of authority belongs to “a 
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class of normative concepts that have a secondary use in which they indicate a claim by 

their users, or some of them, that they apply in their primary, normative, sense, a claim 

that may be erroneous.”
124

  The implicit claim seems to be that the concept of authority 

has a „primary, normative‟ sense that people employ to make normative judgments about 

people or institutions, judgments which may be false.  He says the most important 

example of this kind of concept is that of a (normative) reason.  “A reason for an action is 

a consideration that renders its choice intelligible, and counts in its favor.  But when I say 

„my reason for leaving was that I was afraid of missing the last bus,‟ I indicate what 

reason I believed at the time I had for leaving (the fact that I will miss the last bus if I do 

not leave), though I am not committed to the fact that there was in fact such a reason.”
125

   

 If this is an argument by analogy, the analogy is controversial, and possibly even 

question-begging.  First, to assume that the concept of a reason has a “primary, 

normative” sense is simply to beg the question against many reasons theorists who either 

deny the existence of „normative‟ reasons, in Raz‟s sense, or else claim that they exist, 

but can be explained in terms of other sorts of reasons.  Many so-called “Humean” 

theorists about reasons claim that the concept of a reason is essentially an explanatory 

and not a normative one.  On that account, reasons do indeed „render intelligible‟, but 

they rarely if ever do more; they simply make an agent‟s actions coherent, both to the 

agent and others.  The classic account in this tradition is Davidson‟s account of reasons.  
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For Davidson, a reason in the primary sense is the combination of a belief and desire that 

explains why an agent acted as she did.
126

   

 Second, the analogy doesn‟t seem to do the work Raz wants it to do.  The 

distinction he is making about reasons that is supposed to help us see why legitimate 

authority is explanatorily prior is the distinction between reasons and a person‟s beliefs 

(or other attitudes) about them.  But the latter idea is what reasons theorists, including 

Raz himself, refer to as explanatory reasons, as distinguished from normative reasons.  

There are some who think that these are simply two different concepts that require 

different analyses.
127

  But even those who think the concept of a reason is univocal are 

not committed to the further claim that the concept of a normative reason is explanatorily 

prior to the concept of an explanatory reason, or vice versa; it is an open question 

whether there is any explanatory priority between the two concepts at all.
128

 

 Thus, the claim that the concept of a reason, as well as that of authority, has a 

„primary, normative‟ sense that is explanatorily prior itself needs further argument to be 

plausible.  To be sure, Raz has developed a sophisticated account of reasons and their 

function and structure elsewhere,
129

 but that account actually works against the analogy 

he draws between it and his account of authority.  So we need more than a gesture at an 

analogy between the concept of a reason and that of authority to have an argument for the 
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methodological preference of having as the sole object of one‟s theory the concept of 

legitimate authority, one indistinguishable from its morally ideal instances.
130
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The Service Conception: Exercising Authority 

With all of this technical machinery in place, and methodological concerns aside, 

we may now make a first pass in setting out the service conception.  I will divide the 

discussion into two parts: first, I will present Raz‟s account of what practical authority is, 

and what it is to exercise it, and second, how it is justified.  Raz himself doesn‟t proceed 

in this way, but it will facilitate both the critical discussion to follow and to see clearly 

how the next two chapters depart from the service conception and other similar accounts 

of authority. 

First, what is it to have authority, and exercise it? We can start with the idea that 

for Raz, authority is to be understood primarily as something possessed by a person over 

another person or persons.
131

  And as already noted, one defining feature of a person is 

the possession of reason: a being is a person insofar as that being has the faculty by 

which he or she can recognize reasons as such, appreciate their normative significance, 

and respond accordingly (by adopting an attitude, belief, or an intention, and acting on it).  

Authorities are, therefore, rational in this sense.  A related background assumption of the 

service conception is that authorities exercise their authority by acting – in particular by 

performing communicative acts that can be suitably described as “issuing directives” or 

“giving commands”.  Normally, when persons act, they act intentionally, which for Raz 

primarily means to act for reasons.  Since the actions that constitute exercising authority 

cannot plausibly be considered to be intentional actions not done for reasons – they are 
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not what Raz calls arational or „purely expressive‟ actions
132

 - it follows that actions that 

constitute exercises of authority are actions done for reasons.   

What are the reasons for which authorities exercise the authority they have?  The 

question is ambiguous.  It may mean, why do persons ever act in the capacity of 

authorities over others?;  on the other hand, we can understand it as asking, for persons 

(legitimately) in authority, what are the reasons for which those persons issue the 

particular directives they do to their putative subjects?  I find nowhere in Raz‟s writings 

in which he addresses the former question, one which some theorists of authority 

consider to be all important.
133

  He is, however, interested in answering the latter.  We 

can start, then, with an ordinary case of a person making up his own mind on a particular 

practical question he confronts, say, what to have for dinner, and then acting on the 

outcome.  Without making any controversial assumptions about the nature of practical 

reasoning, we can at least say that this involves the person identifying her options and 

assessing the merits of each and (in the normal case) choosing the one that seems best, or 

most pleasant, or whatever.  Outside the context of authority, then, a person normally acts 

for the reasons which she believes apply to her, i.e., those that are relevant to her 

circumstances, and those which she recognizes, in some sense, as her own.
134

    

But not so in the case of authorities; a legitimate authority - which, as we learned 

in the last section, is Raz‟s primary concern – in so far as he is an authority, recognizes, 
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responds to, and acts for reasons that apply to others, namely those of the subjects over 

whom he has authority.  The directives issued by an authority to a given subject, S, are 

therefore supposed to constitute an assessment of some relevant subset of S‟s reasons, 

what Raz calls dependent reasons, i.e., reasons which S would herself consider (in the 

absence of the authority‟s assessment of the matter) in the circumstances which the 

directive is meant to concern.  “[A] directive can be authoritatively binding only if it is, 

or is at least presented as, someone‟s view of how its subjects ought to behave.”
135

  The 

view that authorities recognize and respond to reasons, as it were, on behalf of their 

subjects, is expressed in one of the three main theses which most commentators have 

taken to constitute the service conception, the “dependence thesis”: 

Dependence Thesis (DT): All authoritative directives should be based on reasons 

which already independently apply to the subjects of the directives and are 

relevant to their action in the circumstances covered by the directive.
136

 

 

An obvious example of a merely de facto authority who does not satisfy DT is a self-

interested dictator.  Hitler‟s directives were not based on (his beliefs about) reasons that 

applied to European Jews, nor were they based on reasons that applied to the German 

soldiers.  Rather, his directives were based on his own reasons, as he saw them.  This is 

one reason (among others!) why Hitler did not achieve legitimacy: he failed to satisfy the 

dependence thesis.   

 The dependence thesis, as a claim about what authorities (should) do when they 

issue binding directives to the subject(s) to whom they are addressed, suggests a correlate 
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thesis about what subjects acknowledge when they acknowledge that such directives have 

been made, as well as the relationship between the directive and the reasons on which 

they are based.  Central to this acknowledgement is the recognition that issuances of a 

legitimate authority should make a difference, i.e., a normative difference to the reasons 

for action that apply to a subject.
137

  If authoritative directives did not make such a 

difference, there would be no point to them, and, perhaps, the question of justifying them 

would never arise.  This is compatible with authorities not making a „practical difference‟ 

in a given case concerning what a subject actually does, since there may be cases in 

which the reason created by the authority‟s directive is overridden by other reasons, and 

yet the subject nonetheless recognizes the directive as a reason.
138

  Another way to put 

the point is to say that, given DT, the reasons on the basis of which the directive has been 

made have already been assessed (by the authority), and for the subject to reassess those 

reasons would be redundant and, again, render the rational activity by the authority that 

leads to the creation of the directive pointless.  The idea is expressed in Raz‟s „pre-

emption thesis‟:    

Pre-emption Thesis (PT):  The fact that an authority requires performance of an 

action is a reason for its performance which is not to be added to all other relevant 
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reasons when assessing what to do, but should exclude and take the place of some 

of them.
139

 

 

The last clause of PT indicates precisely what difference authoritative directives make to 

a subject‟s reasons, and specifies how an authority intends the directive to affect a 

subject‟s reasons for action.  Authoritative directives are protected reasons:  they are both 

(first-order) reasons to act as the directive says, and a reason for an intended subject to 

exclude reasons which conflict with doing as the reason says.
140

  The notions of exclusion 

and replacement in PT should not be taken to mean elimination. The view is not that if an 

authority commands a subject to , then the fact that that command has been issued 

cancels the reasons against ing; that is, the issuance of a directive on the basis of a set of 

reasons, R, does not ipso facto make it the case that the members of R are no longer 

reasons  Those reasons are still normatively significant, but only for the authority (as the 

dependent reasons, the assessment of which are reflected in the directive), and so are not 

to be considered by the subject.   

 A further feature of the reasons created by exercises of authority is that they are 

reasons for compliance and not merely conformity.  That is, because I was directed to  

by A (or something very similar) is the reason the subject is to act on and not for any of 

the dependent reasons (since they are excluded by having been assessed by the authority).  

Raz‟s view seems to be that the subject should not even act for any non-excluded reasons 

that support ing (if there happen to be any) or, at least, that the subject should not act 

only for those other (non-excluded) reasons.  This is, again, just an elaboration of the 
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practical difference thesis, and captures an important part of Wolff‟s account of 

exercising authority, discussed above.
141

  An act is not an act of obedience unless a 

subject does what is commanded, and does it because it was commanded by a (ex 

hypothesi) legitimate authority. 

We may now formulate a set of necessary (and jointly) sufficient conditions 

contained or implied in Raz‟s view concerning the (successful) exercise of authority of 

some agent (A) over a subject (S) by issuing a directive (D) concerning some action () 

to be performed in some set of circumstances (C) thus:  

(1) A has the capacity to have a view about what S ought to do in C. 

(2) A comes to a view about what S ought to do in C by recognizing and 

responding to the reasons that apply to S provided by C. 

(3) A issues D to S such that the content of D is “that S ” or “” (in the 

imperative mood) in C. 

(4) A intends that D serve as a protected reason, R, for S to  in C. 

(5) S recognizes D as a protected reason to . (That is, S recognizes R as such.) 

(6) S s for R in C.
142

 

This is as extensive an account of what it is to exercise authority as Raz provides.
143

  But 

given the „normative-explanatory‟ nature of his account of authority, his main concerns 
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are not a descriptive or conceptual account of what is to have or exercise authority, but 

rather, like that of many theorists of authority, the issues of justification and legitimacy.  

So it is to the topic of justifying authority that we now turn.    
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The Service Conception: Justifying Authority 

 Authority has been justified in a variety of ways throughout the history of 

philosophy.
144

  One influential strategy is to ground the legitimacy of authority 

instrumentally, in service of some independent goal or value – either some value of the 

authority, of the subject, or some value they have in common (e.g., a political value like 

peace, freedom, justice, etc.).  Many instrumentalist theories have claimed further that an 

authority is justified only if the consent of those subject to it has been given, whether the 

consent is explicit or implied.  The act of consent itself has been justified in different 

ways: some, like Hobbes and Locke, justify it instrumentally, in terms of the good that 

consenting to authority will bring about.  Others, like Rousseau, justify consent to 

authority non-instrumentally, arguing roughly that consenting to authority makes society 

possible and that is good in itself.
145

  Many commentators on the service conception have 

rightly understood Raz as not claiming that the consent of putative subjects is a sufficient 

or even necessary condition for justifying an authority.  One implication of the discussion 

that follows is that one person can have genuine practical authority over another even if 

the latter does not consent, or sees himself as justified in consenting.  However, 

commentators have nonetheless claimed that the service conception suggests a sort of 

„instrumentalist‟ justification of authority.
146

  I hope to show that that characterization is 

problematic in a number of ways and, in any case, mistaken.  First, what exactly counts 
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as „instrumental‟ justification and what does not is not at all clear.
147

  Second, on any 

standard account of instrumental reasoning (e.g., one on which the ends we adopt give us 

reasons to take the necessary means to them), Raz‟s justification of authority is not 

instrumental.   

 We should first get clear on the justificatory question the service conception is 

supposed to answer.  The problem of justifying authority can be framed by the account of 

what it is to exercise authority outlined in the previous section, and can be posed from the 

point of view of the subject.  How is it that a person could ever be justified in taking the 

commands of another as protected reasons for action?  This is of course reminiscent of 

Wolff‟s puzzle,
148

 which asks how it could ever be that a person is obligated to do 

something merely on the say-so of another and still remain fully autonomous.  But Raz 

does not make use of the controversial idea of autonomy, but instead implicates the 

broader idea of responding to reasons.  We can think of the reconceived problem in terms 

of a simple dilemma.
149

  For any possible directive issued to S to , either S has 

(independent) reason to  or he does not.  If he does, then what difference could the 

directive make?  S would do just as well by acting on the (what I‟ve called) dependent 

reasons.  On the other hand, if S does not have independent reason to , then it must be 
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explained how an authority can create a reason for S to  simply by issuing a command 

for S to do so. 

 Raz in effect eschews this dilemma by seeking to explain how one person having 

authority over another person could ever be justified.  Notice that this is to justify a 

standing interpersonal relation, and not the particular directives that may arise in virtue of 

that relation, the latter of which is the subject of the dilemma just posed.  This subtle 

change-of-subject has frustrated commentators,
150

 but I regret that my understanding of 

Raz‟s views will not render that frustration unjustified.  While the justification of 

particular directives do in fact play a role in the justification of establishing the authority 

of one person over another, they are not the primary object of justification for Raz.  We 

may bring in a distinction made long ago by Rawls, between justifying a practice and 

justifying a particular action falling under it,
151

 and say that Raz is concerned with 

justifying the practice of authority and not with justifying either particular actions of 

exercising authority, or particular acts of obedience.
152

  

 And yet, Raz‟s views do in a sense address the above dilemma.  Raz breaks 

through the horns of dilemma and says that if an authority commands a subject to , and 

the subject already has (sufficient) reason to , it can still be the case that a subject has a 

new (or more) reason to , in virtue of that directive, and that the new (protected) reason 

ought to be complied with.   On the other hand, legitimate authorities are such that they 
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can create reasons for their subjects even if those subjects have no independent reason to 

do as commanded.  This is the case when authorities attempt to solve coordination 

problems which their subjects confront, cases in which those subjects have reason to 

choose one or another among a set of available options, but no positive reason to choose 

any particular option.  A further, more controversial case is one in which a subject has 

clear reason against ing and little or no reason to , but an authority issuing a directive 

to  makes it the case (normally by excluding those reasons against it) that the subject 

now has reason to ; such a case is controversial because presumably the authority 

incorrectly assessed the dependent reasons.  But Raz clearly thinks that even legitimate 

authorities are fallible, i.e., they can require their subjects to perform an action which, but 

for the directive requiring it, those subjects would not have reason to perform – and still 

retain their legitimacy.
153

 

 But putting this troublesome case to one side (as Raz himself apparently does), 

how are authorities justified?  Raz says there are many ways: a subject may obey a 

practical authority out of respect for that authority, or because she identifies with the 

group or community over which the authority rules, or because she trusts in the 

authority‟s ability to issue justified commands, among others.
154

  While he says that one 

primary way authorities are justified is by the fact that they solve subjects‟ coordination 
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problems (at least in the political case),
155

 there is another, „normal‟ way in which they 

are justified.  Raz‟s initial statement of the idea is as follows:   

The normal way to establish that a person has authority over another person 

involves showing that the alleged subject is likely better to comply with reasons 

which apply to him (other than the alleged authoritative directives) if he accepts 

the directives of the alleged authority as authoritatively binding and tries to follow 

them, rather than by trying to follow the reasons which apply to him directly.
156

 

 

It is not surprising that this thesis employs many of the concepts already discussed, but it 

is inadequate in at least one respect, given the preceding discussion of Raz‟s views about 

reasons and rationality.
157

  It cannot be that if a subject is justified in recognizing 

directives as binding, then he is likely better to comply with reasons which apply to him 

independently of the directive.  For as we‟ve seen, to comply with a reason is to act for it 

(or to act on it); thus the above claim so stated is that a subject is justified in recognizing 

directives as binding if doing so allows him to act for what we‟ve called the dependent 

reasons upon which those directives are based.  But this is clearly wrong; if a subject in 

any case acts for any or all of the dependent reasons, then the directives that reflect an 

authority‟s assessment of them don‟t make a practical difference.  Given the 

comply/conform distinction, the above thesis suggests the idea that justified authorities 
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create only apparent directives that merely suggest beliefs about the (other, practical) 

reasons that apply to those subject directly.  On this interpretation of the thesis, directives 

merely advise subjects about the reasons they have, i.e., call the subjects‟ attention to 

them, so that the subjects can then act on them.  But, again, Raz thinks authoritative 

directives do make a difference – a practical, and not merely an epistemic, difference – 

with respect to a subject‟s reasons for action. 

 In later work, Raz clarifies the thesis by rightly employing the idea of reason-

conformity, thus giving us the normal justification thesis:  

Normal Justification Thesis (NJT): The normal way to establish that a person has 

authority over another person is to show that a subject would better conform to 

reasons that apply to him anyway (that is, to reasons other than the directives of 

the authority) if he accepts the directives of the alleged authority as authoritatively 

binding and tries to follow them, rather than by trying to follow the reasons which 

apply to him directly.
158

 

 

The NJT is at the core of the service conception, and makes use of several concepts 

already discussed from Raz‟s ethical theory, so it is worth getting clear on its precise 

meaning and the role it plays in the theory.   

One is first struck by the use of the word „normal‟.  Most commentators on the 

service conception simply ignore it, but some seem to simply assume that Raz here has in 

mind the usual way that authority is justified.  That is, „normal‟ refers to statistical 

frequency, thus rendering NJT essentially an empirical claim.
159

  If that‟s what Raz 

means, then the NJT is deeply implausible.  Not only have authorities rarely been 

justified on such grounds (either by the authorities themselves, or by the subjects 
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submitting themselves to them), but it is likely they have never been so justified.  The 

NJT makes use of several philosophical terms of art that are not widely known (or used) 

and it is doubtful in any case whether citing a consideration such as greater conformity to 

reason would ever successfully convince anyone to submit to authority. 

Thus, charity rules out such an interpretation.  So why does NJT represent the 

„normal‟ way of justifying authority?  I suggest that Raz here means „normal‟ in what I‟ll 

call the Aristotelian sense of the term.  In the Ethics, Aristotle argues for many claims 

about the good human life which he says hold true „usually‟ or „for the most part‟, and 

that to seek ethical truths that are true necessarily, as are those in mathematics, is both 

futile and improper given the subject matter of ethical inquiry.  Irwin argues that the 

sense of „usual‟ as Aristotle uses it
160

  is not statistical, but rather refers to „teleological 

regularities‟, facts about a particular sort of living thing that both explain (a certain subset 

of) that thing‟s behavior and also serve as the basis for counting the thing as a member of 

a particular species.
161

  These facts all relate to the telos or goal of a thing, the organizing 

principle of its internal nature.  Irwin also points out that these regularities importantly 

figure into Aristotle‟s explanations of social and political phenomena.
162

  

I think that Raz, too, intends „normal‟ in the sense of teleological regularities.  

The sense in which the NJT sets out the „normal‟ justification of authority is that the 

justification relates to the telos of a specific human capacity.  Authority, says Raz, is “one 

device, one method, through the use of which people can achieve the goal (telos) of their 
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capacity for rational action”,
163

 which as we‟ve already seen is to (maximally) recognize 

and respond to (i.e., conform to) reasons appropriately.
164

  The „normal‟ justification 

thesis, then, has nothing to do with how authority is usually (in the empirical, statistical 

sense) justified; it is rather a claim that the justification of authority relates importantly to 

the point or purpose of authority, which in turn relates to the point or purpose of the 

faculty of reason, the exercise of which is a mark of personhood and agency.  To be sure, 

authority can be justified in ways that do not implicate reason and reason-conformity, for 

example the resolution of coordination problems.  But unlike these other ways, the 

“normal” justification of authority goes to the heart of what it is to be a creature with 

reason.   

With this understanding in place, we may look at the other central aspects of NJT.   

The antecedent of the conditional (i.e. the last half of the thesis) references the account of 

exercising authority set out in the last section, including PT and DT.   If a subject 

„accepts the directives of the alleged authority as authoritatively binding‟, then the 

subject recognizes the directives as protected reasons – as both a (first-order) reason to 

act as the directive requires, and also as a reason to exclude certain reasons in that 

subject‟s deliberations, at least in so far as they are reasons for compliance, that conflict 

with that (first-order) reason.  The heart of NJT is of course in the consequent: that better 

conformity to reason is the primary source of justification for submitting oneself to 

authority.  Given the preceding discussion of reason-conformity, we see that “better 
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conformity” can be achieved in one of two ways: by either conforming to more reasons 

than one would otherwise or better conforming to one and the same reason.  Raz seems to 

think the NJT applies to both cases. 

But we have to be careful in understanding what role the NJT, and in particular 

the idea of „better conformity to reason‟, are intended to play in the theory.
165

  One 

natural way to understand Raz‟s view is that the principle that is the NJT is itself 

supposed to serve as a (first-order) normative reason for a subject to act on when 

submitting herself to a practical authority.  That is, when a subject obeys a particular 

directive, one reason for obeying (in addition to the directive itself) is the reason that by 

obeying I’ll conform better to the (independent) reasons that apply to me.  But this is 

implausible for a similar reason that the empirical interpretation of NJT is implausible: it 

would surely be an esoteric theory to expect that, in order for people to properly and 

justifiably submit to a practical authority, they must master all the philosophical terms of 

art used in the NJT, so that they can act for the reason that the NJT allegedly constitutes. 

However, a different way of understanding NJT as a practical reason is more 

promising.  It could be that the NJT is a normative reason in virtue of the fact that there is 

independent value simply in conforming to the reasons that apply to us, and that 

recognizing the NJT as a reason to submit to authority promotes that value.  Raz at one 

point articulates the alleged value of reason-conformity as a formal principle, already 

mentioned before:  
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The Conformity Principle (CP): One should conform to reason completely, 

insofar as one can.  If one cannot, one should come as close to complete 

conformity as possible.
166

 

 

But Raz is quick to point out that CP does not itself function as a practical principle: 

“The conformity principle is not an „independent‟ principle.  It is not as if one has a 

reason to do something, and because of the conformity principle one should conform to 

that reason.  Rather that one should conform to it is what we say when we say that it is a 

reason.”
167

  Thus, CP does not ground NJT as a practical reason for submitting to 

authority.   

 There are many other interpretations that could be discussed.  For example, one 

could understand NJT as constituting a moral obligation which binds putative subjects to 

recognize certain facts (i.e., directives) as reasons of a certain sort.
168

  But if I am correct 

about the sense of „normal‟ that Raz has in mind here, then all these interpretations are 

mistaken.  The NJT is rather a kind of teleological explanation for how authorities are 

justified.  Again, Aristotle is helpful in illustrating the point.  Aristotle says that the final 

end of all human endeavors is happiness.
169

  By this he does not mean that everyone does 

everything they do for the reason that it will make me happy; understood empirically, this 

is of course false.  The claim is rather that qua human we aim to fully realize our nature, 

which for him involves a life of employing reason in virtuous activity.  And just as we 

may say that in this sense happiness is the „normal‟ end of all human activity, 
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analogously, Raz‟s claim is that conformity to reason is the „normal‟ justification of 

authority:  it (authority) assists in fully realizing the nature of a distinctly human capacity, 

the faculty of reason. 

 To understand better how „conformity to reason‟ justifies authority and to fully 

integrate the discussion thus far, there is one more piece of the puzzle to consider: Raz‟s 

idea that to have authority is to be able to exercise a „normative power‟ over other 

persons.  Persons do not possess normative powers by nature but are acquired in virtue of 

the justification in favor of others recognizing them as having such powers.  Once we 

have this idea in view, we can then turn to developing a new criticism of the service 

conception, one which I will argue goes to its essence.  
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Authority as a Normative Power 

Raz has employed the idea of a normative power in his discussions of the service 

conception consistently for decades.  As early as 1972, before he had worked out the 

details of the service conception, he remarked that “the concepts of a norm and of a 

normative power provide the key to the notion of authority.  A person has authority to the 

extent that he has power to affect norms.”
170

  A few years later he says that “having 

power to command is much the same as having the authority to do so.  A command is 

valid only if the commander had authority, that is a normative power, to issue it,”
171

 and 

further that “with respect to orders and other acts intended to affect exclusionary reasons 

there is the further question of whether the person performing the act has power to make 

it, namely, whether the persons whose reasons he intends to affect are required to regard 

his action as affecting an exclusionary reason which applies to them.”
172

   

 In his earliest discussion of the service conception (though that phrase had not yet 

been coined), Raz is explicitly arguing for the thesis that “to have authority over people is 

to have a normative power,”
173

 i.e., “the ability to change protected reasons.”
174

  In the 

seminal presentation of the service conception in The Morality of Freedom, Raz endorses 

the idea that “the obligation to obey a person which is commonly regarded as entailed by 

the assertion that he has legitimate authority is nothing but the imputation to him of a 
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power to bind”.
175

  Immediately following this remark, Raz considers Ladenson‟s 

account of authority as an alternative to his, and introduces it by asking rhetorically, 

“Perhaps [political authority] can be understood independently of normative powers or 

capacities?”,
176

 the implication being that he thinks authority cannot be understood 

independently of the concept of a normative power. Finally, in his most recent discussion 

of the service conception, Raz continues to think about authority in these terms: 

“Authorities tell us what to intend, with the aim of achieving whatever goals they pursue 

through commanding our will.  Can one human being ever have such normative power 

over another?”
177

 

 So what is a normative power?  The concept has in fact enjoyed recent renewed 

interest among moral philosophers.
178

  Crudely put, it is the power of a person to affect 

(i.e., to change) the reasons for action that apply to a person, either one‟s own reasons (in 

the case of promising) or another‟s (in the case of authority).
179

  But it isn‟t the power to 

bring about just any sort of change in reasons; one can change reasons for actions by 

simply acting, e.g., assaulting someone (thereby creating a reason to apologize, etc.) or 

just by taking up residence in a new state (so as to affect the application of the relevant 

schemes of legal reasons provided by statutes and regulations of the relevant 

jurisdictions).  The distinction needed is between actions which (merely) cause reasons to 
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change, by effecting a change in the non-normative circumstances in which one acts, and 

actions which are themselves constitutive of a change in reasons.
180

  And so actions 

which are exercises of a normative power are those of the latter kind; the relation 

between the actions and the reasons they create is „internal‟ or constitutive, such that the 

creation of the reason is not simply one consequence among others of the performance of 

the action.   

 Moreover, exercise of a normative power does not just create an ordinary, first-

order reason for action.  For a person to have a normative power is to have the power to 

affect protected reasons for action, for oneself or others.
181

  That is, for example, when I 

promise to , I create a protected reason for myself to , i.e., to  and to disregard reasons 

not to .  Similarly, when A exercises authority over B by commanding B to , A has 

created a protected reason for B to .  Of course, there are what we might call „moral‟ 

limits on the exercise of such powers; obviously, if what is commanded or promised is 

grossly immoral, then the attempt to create reasons for oneself or another fails. Raz 

attempts to take account of this point, and gives what appears to be a definition of 

normative power and what it is to exercise it:  

An act is the exercise of a normative power only if the reason for recognizing it as 

affecting norms and their application is that it is desirable to enable people to 

affect norms and their application in such a way if they desire to do so for this 

purpose.
182
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An act is the exercise of a normative power if, and only if, it is recognized as 

effecting a normative change because, among other possible justifications, it is an 

act of a type such that it is reasonable to expect that, if recognized as effecting a 

normative change, acts of this type will be generally performed only if the persons 

concerned want to secure this normative change.  A person has a normative power 

if and only if the performance of an act of his is an exercise of such a power.
183

 

 

These sentences are not easy to parse.  One is lead to think the idea is simply that if, e.g., 

it is desirable to recognize a person‟s (attempts at) promising or commanding as creating 

protected reasons, then those actions actually do create such reasons.  But this appears to 

be a form of wishful thinking; it is desirable that I increase my monthly income (say, to 

be able to give to famine relief efforts, etc.), but (sadly) that fact does not make it the case 

that I get a raise.   

 Another way to construe the above passages is that if is desirable to simply regard 

a person as if she had a normative power, then it is the case that she has it.  But this is, 

again, a kind of wishful thinking.  It may be good for the coach to regard his players as if 

they will win the game, but that fact alone won‟t make it the case that the players are 

actually winners!  So it looks as though Raz‟s account of normative power, and therefore 

authority, rests on an obvious non sequitur from the claim that it would be good for 

certain persons to have normative powers to the claim that they actually do have such 

powers.  As Murphy has rightly pointed out in criticizing Raz, “all that follows from its 

being good for a person to have a certain normative power is that we should try to put the 

conditions into place requisite for the person to have that power.”
184
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 So what use is the idea of a normative power in understanding the service 

conception of authority?  It isn‟t clear.  To exercise a normative power is to 

(intentionally) create new practical reasons for action, but how?  Hart once described this 

phenomenon as “a sort of legal (and moral) alchemy, not susceptible of any 

explanation.”
185

  Does Raz offer any explanation? It does not seem so.  And that he 

doesn‟t is surely a result of his quietism about the metaphysics of reasons which I 

mentioned at the outset.  And yet, he clearly thinks the concept is useful in explaining 

such normative phenomena as promise-making and exercising authority.  

 The clearest presentation of Raz‟s account of justifying authority is something 

like the following.
186

  Authoritative directives are issued for reasons which are 

independent of those directives, and are justified by those („dependent‟) reasons.  The 

directives, so justified, are themselves reasons (for the subjects to whom they are 

addressed), specifically, protected reasons for compliance.  A subject is justified in 

treating the directives as such if “compliance with them maximizes conformity with 

underlying reasons.  This has long been recognized in discussions of rules, especially in 

discussions of various forms of rule-utilitarianism.”
187

  Raz thus calls his account of the 

justification of authority an „indirect approach‟; an authority is justified in issuing 

commands to a subject if that subject can better conform to the reasons that apply to him 

anyway (those which justify the commands) by complying with (i.e., acting for) the 

reason that a given command has been given.  The result is greater reason-conformity, 
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and the subject is thereby more rational, and so the subject‟s faculty of reason is closer to 

realizing its telos.  The concept of a normative power does play a role here, but it seems a 

relatively minor one.  For it seems that the same reasons which justify particular 

authoritative directives also justify recognizing someone as having authority, though they 

justify each in different ways.  Obviously, a given set of dependent reasons justify a 

particular directive quite straightforwardly, in exactly the same way that a set of reasons 

justify a person‟s own decisions to act.  But the relation between that set of reasons (and 

of course several sets of reasons across times that justify a variety of directives) and 

recognizing a person as a practical authority (i.e., as possessing a normative power to 

require action) seems much more convoluted.  Raz seems to have in mind a picture in 

which one acquires a normative power such as authority over time, based on whether 

one‟s prior commands were actually justified by the background, dependent reasons.  The 

view (however implicit) seems to be that subjects will sporadically keep an authority in 

check by occasionally assessing the dependent reasons that allegedly justify a given 

directive, and, if the authority‟s command is in fact justified, then the authority thereby 

becomes more reliable and more justified.  One does not become a practical authority 

overnight;
188

  a „reasoned trust‟ develops over time between a putative authority and 

those whom the authority claims to obligate by issuing directives.
189

    

 Does this mean the service conception provides just another „instrumentalist‟ 

justification of authority, like those of Hobbes and Locke?  Central to an instrumentalist 
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justification of authority is a claim of the general form that submission to authority is the 

necessary or effective means to a valuable end.  For example, Hobbes thought the end 

was survival; Aquinas thought the end was the common good (i.e., the substantive 

happiness) of a community.  Does the service conception suggest just another valuable 

end – maximal conformity to reasons – to which submission to authority is a reliable 

means?  Though Raz at one point calls a protected reason created by an authoritative 

directive “a special kind of instrumentalist reason,”
190

 I think his account cannot be easily 

subsumed under the rubric of „instrumentalism‟.
191

  The main reason is that Raz thinks 

that the very idea of instrumental reasoning itself is a confused amalgam of concepts in 

the theory of reasons and agency.  He claims that what most people refer to as 

„instrumental reasons‟ is captured by the following principle:    

Facilitative Principle (FP): When we have an undefeated reason to take an action, 

we have reason to perform any one (but only one) of the possible (for us) 

alternative plans that facilitate its performance.
192

 

 

We need not delve into the argument for, or precise meaning of, this principle, which 

would take us too far afield.  But it is worth noting that FP has nothing to do with the 

contingent ends of particular agents, and so does not claim, e.g., that adopting an end ipso 

facto gives one reason to take the means to that end.  As we‟ve seen, Raz thinks the 

structure of reasons and practical reasoning is more complex than that.  And so Raz‟s 

account of the justification of authority does not proceed as other instrumentalist accounts 

do; it is not as if agents adopt maximal conformity to reason as an end of theirs and then 
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obey authoritative directives as a means to that end.   Indeed, just as the legitimacy of an 

authority does not require the consent of a subject, it also does not require that the subject 

have any particular beliefs or other attitudes about the authority.  This relates to a point 

made above in understanding the role of NJT in the service conception.  A subject need 

not know or even believe the counterfactual specified in NJT (that he would better 

conform to reason were he to recognize a given person‟s directives as binding) in order 

for it to be the case that another person has legitimate authority over him.   The service 

conception is therefore not an „instrumentalist‟ theory like those in the social contract 

tradition.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



72 
 

Authority as a Service 

 One can think of Raz as a moderate about authority.   Putative authorities like the 

state always claim they are justified in obligating its subjects to act as directed; anarchists 

like Wolff think that that claim is never justified.  Raz, on the other hand, claims that it is 

sometimes justified over some people, while not over others.  But Raz argues that, when 

legitimate, authority plays a certain role in the thought and action of those subject to it – 

as the name suggests, genuine authorities provide a service to their subjects.
193

  A de jure 

authority is by nature genuinely beneficial to its subjects, and the fact of that benefit is 

crucial to legitimacy.  What is the benefit?  We have already seen how it is explained by 

Raz: only persons are possible authority-subjects, and persons are persons in so far as 

they are creatures who are rational in the capacity sense:  they possess a faculty of reason 

that will enable them to adhere to the requirements of rationality.
194

  The faculty of 

reason has a telos:  (maximal) conformity to the reasons that apply to us.
195

  And Raz 

paints a picture of human experience in which we are utterly overwhelmed with reasons 

for action, due in part to the many and various sources of reasons: „ultimate values‟ like 

goodness and beauty,
196

 social practices,
197

 especially the law,
198

 and a host of other 

normative systems.  And given this overabundance of (normative) reasons, and our 

limited cognitive powers to recognize them and appreciate their normative significance, 

we can‟t comply with all of them, i.e., we can‟t act on all of them.  The claim may be 
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stronger: it may be that given our limited cognitive capacities we can‟t even know all the 

reasons that apply to us (just as presumably we can‟t know all the truths there are).  But 

in any case, legitimate authorities help us maximize our conformity to the reasons that 

apply to us by recognizing them and assessing them for us – and thereby helping us come 

closer to fully realizing the function of reason, a faculty that is central to our personhood.   

 Although Raz never acknowledges it, the idea that legitimate authorities provide a 

service to their subjects, a service related to those subjects‟ capacity to reason and assess 

reasons (or their lack of that capacity), has a long history in the history of philosophy.  

The general idea is surely central to Plato‟s account of the basis for the legitimacy of the 

political authority possessed by philosopher-rulers in the Republic; what distinguishes 

them from ordinary citizens, he says, is not that they possess an “ease in learning, a good 

memory, courage, and high-mindedness” (494a-b), but rather that they “have the best 

understanding of what matters for good government and who have…a better life as well” 

(521b). Plato‟s philosopher-rulers indeed provide a „service‟ to their subjects, by being 

uniquely suited (by both nature and training) to dialectically arrive at an account of what 

is good (498a-499b), and then to make policy (and presumably issue directives) on the 

basis of that account.  Now, this fact is not the reason citizens accept the (practical) 

authority of the philosophers; indeed, one of the most notorious features of Plato‟s ideal 

state is that the citizens are lied to about why they should obey (414b-415d).  But it is 

nonetheless true that the explanation Plato gives as to why they should submit to the 
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authority of the philosophers is something like Raz‟s explanation: because the 

philosophers will help citizens lead the best lives possible (412e, 420b, 520b-d).
199

 

 Aristotle also thinks that legitimate authorities provide a service to their subjects.  

In his discussion of natural slavery, he says that a slave is so by nature because he 

“participates in reason so far as to recognize it but not so as to possess it”
200

 and lacks the 

deliberative faculty (to bouleutikon) entirely.
201

  It is likely that Aristotle is thinking about 

the capacity to acquire the productive crafts (e.g., carpentry, navigation, but also political 

governance) and generally any activity that requires independent judgment when a given 

set of rules or principles do not clearly apply in a given set of circumstances.
202

  „Natural 

slaves‟ lack the capacity to engage in such judgment, and for that very reason they do 

better by obeying the directives of their masters, those with the ability to (reliably) make 

such judgments.  The benefit a slave receives, and so the service a master provides, is the 

inculcation of some minimum amount of virtue.  The slave “can acquire a small portion 

of virtue, and although his life can never be a good one, since real virtue is beyond his 

capabilities, his subordination to a master makes him less distant from this ideal than he 

otherwise would be.”
203

   The analogue to acquisition of virtue in the service conception 

is of course (greater) conformity to reason. 
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The idea of an authority as by nature providing a service to those subject to it does 

not appear only in the classical period.  We find in an early draft of The Wealth of 

Nations Adam Smith lamenting the fact that the division of labor in modern industrial 

society extends not just to the production of goods and services, but also to thinking 

itself, and even to what philosophers now refer to as practical reasoning, or moral 

deliberation: 

In opulent and commercial societies, besides, to think or to reason comes to be, 

like every other employment, a particular business, which is carried on by a very 

few people, who furnish the public with all the thought and reason possessed by 

the vast multitudes that labour.  Let any ordinary person make a fair review of all 

the knowledge which he possesses concerning any subject that does not fall 

within the limits of his particular occupation, and he will find that almost every 

thing he knows has been acquired at second hand, from books…A very small part 

of it only, he will find, has been the produce of his own observations or 

reflections.  All the rest has been purchased, in the same manner as his shoes or 

his stockings, from those whose business it is to make up and prepare for the 

market that particular species of goods.  It is in this manner that he has acquired 

all his general ideas concerning the great subjects of religion, morals, and 

government, concerning his own happiness or that of his country.
204

 

 

Over half a century later, Mill affirms the same idea in an early essay: 

It is, therefore, one of the necessary conditions of humanity, that the majority 

must either have wrong opinions, or no fixed opinions, or must place the degree 

of reliance warranted by reason, in the authority of those who have made moral 

and social philosophy their peculiar study.  It is right that every man should 

attempt to understand his interest and his duty.  It is right that he should follow his 

reason as far as his reason will carry him, and cultivate the faculty as highly as 

possible.  But reason itself will teach most men that they must, in the last resort, 

fall back upon the authority of still more cultivated minds, as the ultimate sanction 

of the convictions of their reason itself.
205
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All these remarks lie in stark contrast to another tradition of thought about authority, one 

which Wolff clearly wants to continue, which centers around the theme that authority is 

suspicious, dangerous, or somehow necessarily problematic. I will try to show that there 

is some truth in this latter tradition in the next two chapters; but suffice it to say that Raz 

clearly sides with the more optimistic view, while, again, maintaining a relatively 

moderate view about when and over whom authority is ever justified. 

 One objection at the outset to the idea that authority is a service or benefit to its 

subjects is that this can‟t be true because authority is inherently hierarchical; any 

authority relation is such that there is some sort of inequality between the authority and 

subject, and even if some benefit happens to accrue to the subject, the authority relation 

itself is a priori problematic and unjustified in virtue of this inequality.  This thought 

surely motivates the common criticisms of Aristotle‟s views on natural slavery, because 

the inequality involved between authority and subject is psychological and indeed 

metaphysical.  The slave is naturally constituted such that he can‟t think for himself, and 

the master is there to provide a („moral‟) benefit that the slave is (psychologically) 

incapable of attaining on his own.  But, the objection goes, the claim about psychological 

inequality is simply false, and therefore the account of authority based on it fails.  

 But is Raz‟s view „hierarchical‟ in this sense?  While I‟ve tried to show that the 

service conception contains or implies certain Aristotelian ideas, the hierarchical nature 

of authority does not seem to be one of them.  He seems to side with Enlightenment and 

post-Enlightenment thinkers like Smith and Mill whose views do not imply any deep 

inequality between authority and subject.  Raz, in contrast to Aristotle, would maintain 
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that we are all equally possessed of reason; our inability to perfectly exercise that 

capacity seems to be explained by the complexity of our moral experience and the 

multitude of reasons for action that normally confront us, rather than by some moral 

psychological impediment. 

 But most of Raz‟s critics have objected to the service conception, and in particular 

the normal justification thesis, as an account that lies closer to the Greek view and not the 

Enlightenment one.
206

  For example, Estlund thinks that Plato, as well as Raz, commit 

what he calls the “expert/boss fallacy”, which involves making the inference from a claim 

that someone is an expert in some practical domain to the claim that that person thereby 

has the power to require others to do as they say.
207

  It is true that Raz sometimes talks 

about practical authorities in terms of their „expertise‟,
208

 but does this objection succeed 

against Raz‟s account of legitimacy?  Raz doesn‟t claim that the fact that A is a superior 

assessor of B’s reasons is the reason why B should obey A.  Nor does he claim the fact 

that A is an ‘expert’ by itself is sufficient to conclude that A is a legitimate authority.  

Nor, as I‟ve argued above, is his claim that the fact that B will achieve greater conformity 

to the reasons that apply to B by obeying A is the reason why B should obey.
209

 I can find 

nowhere in Raz‟s writings in which he makes the sort of inference Estlund alleges is 
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fallacious.  Estlund may be reading the NJT as itself making just this inference; but if my 

teleological interpretation of that principle is correct, then Estlund is mistaken. 

 It seems to me the objection ignores the difference between an interpersonal 

relation being, on the one hand, hierarchical and, on the other, it simply being 

asymmetrical.  One pre-theoretical datum which any theory of authority must account for 

is that authority relations are asymmetrical: if A has authority over B in D (some domain 

or realm of action), then B does not have authority over A in D, and vice versa.
210

  The 

service conception is committed only to authority relations being asymmetrical and not 

hierarchical.  Note that the NJT is formulated so as not to make any substantive 

(psychological, metaphysical) claims about the person whose directives a subject will 

take as authoritatively binding.  All it says is that an authority is legitimate if the subject 

will better conform to the reasons that apply to him if he recognizes those directives as 

binding.  The explanation for this fact may likely be that the person issuing the directives 

is an expert in some domain or other, but the explanation could be otherwise.  The 

authority may not be an expert himself, but may be consulting experts in coming to issue 

the directives he does, or he may be basing his directives on surveys conducted over a 

randomly selected group of people, or by consulting an oracle, or many other ways.  How 

the NJT is satisfied is irrelevant to the fact that it is satisfied.  Notice that this is one way 

DT and NJT do not entail one another; there may be circumstances in which an authority 

bases his directives on considerations other than the subject‟s reasons, and yet still satisfy 

                                                           
210

 Cf. Bochenski 1974: 40: “Ist T eine Autorität für S im Gebiet G, dann ist S keine Autorität für T in G…Die 
Autorität (genauer: die Träger-Subjekt-Relation) ist im selben Gebiet asymmetrisch.”  It seems to me one 
general problem with the account of practical authority recently developed by Darwall (2006 and 2009) is 
that it denies this thesis (without argument). 



79 
 

the NJT.  But of course Raz would say this isn‟t the „normal‟ case.  But it is not only a 

logical possibility, but also probably comes closer to describing how political authority is 

actually practiced in representative democracies than does the dependence thesis.  And in 

any case it counts against the hierarchical interpretation required in order for Estlund‟s 

objection to hit its target. 
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The Service Conception and Self-Expression: A New Objection 

It would not serve us to rehearse all the other criticisms of the service conception, 

and Raz‟s replies to them, over the last thirty years.
211

  Most of these criticisms focus on 

a version of the service conception far simpler than the one presented here, and mainly 

consist in presenting counter-examples to DT, PT, or NJT.
212

  I have tried here to present, 

in as much detail as possible, Raz‟s theory of practical authority, in order to identify the 

deepest and most general inadequacies of that theory.  I hope to show that doing so helps 

us formulate a new objection to it, one which partially vindicates Wolff‟s anarchist 

challenge, and helps us see the ways in which a more plausible theory can be constructed. 

 The concept of an exclusionary reason (and more generally a protected reason, of 

which it is a part) takes center stage in Raz‟s presentation of the service conception, in 

particular his account of what it is to exercise authority; it is no surprise then that another 

common strategy of Raz‟s critics is to object to Raz‟s many claims about what 

exclusionary reasons are and how they are supposed to function in deliberation and 

action.  But how does the service conception relate to Raz‟s other views about reasons 

and normativity?  In what follows, I‟ll focus on one such view concerning the relation 

between reasons and choice.   

Recall, first, that according to the service conception, all authority is personal 

authority.  Persons, in so far as they are persons, are rational.  Therefore, authorities are 
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rational.  And remember also that on Raz‟s view, rationality is the capacity to recognize 

normative aspects of the world (reasons), appreciate their significance (or normative 

force), and to respond to them appropriately (by acting, judging, or feeling in conformity 

with the reasons one recognizes).  Authorities are rational in this sense, but, as the 

dependence thesis says, they recognize and respond to the reasons of their subjects, 

instead of their own. 

 Now, recall one important aspect of Raz‟s view of the nature of reasons: the fact 

that reasons underdetermine what one ought to do, as well as what one ends up choosing 

to do.  As some philosophers now put it, in figuring out what one should do, reasons 

often “run out.”
213

  Raz thinks it is rarely, if ever, the case that „A ought to ‟ is true of a 

person with respect to only one action; to claim that „A ought to ‟ is merely to claim that 

A has an undefeated or sufficient reason to  – in Raz‟s terminology, ing is an eligible 

option for A.
214

  If an option is eligible for a person, then it is not wrong, irrational, or 

otherwise open to criticism for that person to choose it.  “In typical situations, reason 

does not determine what is to be done.  Rather it sets a range of eligible options before 

agents, who choose among them as they feel inclined, who do what they want to do or 

what they feel like doing.”
215

  Again, the underdetermination thesis is a result of his 

belief in the incommensurability of values.  At any given time, there may be many 
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actions with respect to which we have an undefeated or „adequate‟
216

 reason to perform 

them, such that the reasons for those actions are not comparable in strength or normative 

force.  This means that people usually enjoy, in Raz‟s useful phrase, normative latitude
217

 

in deciding what to do, room for us to exercise our will to express ourselves (i.e., to 

express our personality and character traits).
218

  Indeed, acting within the „latitude of 

reasons‟ is, for Raz, how character traits are formed in the first place.  In drawing a 

parallel between reasons for belief and reasons for action, Raz says:  

There are many cases in which there are reasons to believe a proposition which 

are not decisive, meaning that while they make it rational to believe it, they do not 

make it irrational to withhold belief.  In such cases just as our choices (when 

underdetermined by reason) reveal our character and tastes so do our beliefs…In 

this, coming to believe is analogous to choosing.  It is also like choosing in that 

the character traits are in part formed by the fact that we tend one way or another 

when reason is indecisive.
219

 

 

Character formation therefore takes place independently of the exercise of reason, and the 

recognition of reasons, though Raz thinks that possession of a virtue itself entails 

sensitivity to a corresponding set of reasons.
220

 

Note that Raz thinks that reasons typically underdetermine what is to be done, but 

there are „atypical‟ cases in which reasons do rationally determine a course of action.  

The exercise of authority is just such a case;
221

 when a person recognizes another as a 
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legitimate authority, and recognizes that authority‟s directives as binding, it is then 

rational to act for the reason that is the directive (i.e., to comply with it), rather than 

merely to conform to the reasons on which the directive is based.   Outside the context of 

authority, when reasons do not determine choice, then reasons render options eligible 

such that it is entirely open which reasons one acts for.  Usually, when we act for a 

reason, we choose which reasons to act for, and there are other reasons that we are 

conforming to, reasons of which we may not even be aware.  But sometimes there are 

reasons which we must act for, e.g., cases in which there are second-order (protected) 

reasons in play, such as the case of obeying authority. 

Let‟s just assume that Raz‟s account of the relationship between reasons and 

choice is correct.  But notice that the account is not only true of any agent recognizing 

and responding to reasons that apply to her; but it is also true of an authority who is 

assessing the reasons that apply to a subject, as specified by the dependence thesis.  But 

how exactly do authorities respond to others‟ reasons, given that reasons sometimes „run 

out‟ and leave room for the expression of character and personality?  If reasons 

underdetermine choice vis-à-vis any person whose reasons they are, then it looks like 

reasons also underdetermine the choice of any (other) person who is assessing reasons on 

another‟s behalf, as in the case of authority.  In short, when authorities have assessed the 

reasons of their subjects, they discover that typically reasons don‟t determine what its 

subjects are to do.  Authorities therefore must act within the „normative latitude‟ the 

subject would have had, had she deliberated for herself as to what to do. Of course, since, 

according to DT, the authority and not the subject assesses the subject‟s reasons, the 
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outcome of which is an authoritatively directive which the subject must recognize as a 

protected reason, then it is impossible for the subject to exercise her will in deciding 

which eligible option to act upon.  The authority therefore must exercise its will in that 

„space‟ between how the reasons weigh out and what one actually does (or, in the case of 

authority, what an authority directs one to do).  But since Raz thinks that exercises of will 

within the space of normative latitude is expressive of one‟s personality and character 

traits, then the result in the context of authority is that the authority itself expresses its 

personality or character traits (its virtues or vices) in deciding which eligible option of the 

subject to make authoritatively binding, by the issuing of a directive for the subject to act 

on that option.   

It often said that an obedient subject „substitutes the will‟ of an authority for her 

own.
222

  But if the elaboration of the dependence thesis I have just given is right, then it 

seems that an authority cannot substitute its will for that of the subject in this sense, i.e., 

in terms of expressing one‟s self in action.  This is because only the agent who performs 

the action can determine the character traits she will express by performing that action.  

In the discussions of authority since Wolff‟s anarchist challenge, the metaphor of 

„substituting one‟s will with that of another‟ has been interpreted in terms of the 

replacement of a subject‟s own assessment of the reasons that apply to her.  And, indeed, 

one goal of the service conception is to explain why this shouldn‟t be thought (morally or 

rationally) problematic.  But even assuming that Raz‟s account is successful in this, the 

current problem is simply not addressed.  The problem, and additional burden in 
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justifying authority which Raz does not recognize, is something like: how could a subject 

ever be justified in allowing an authority to usurp her capacity to act within her own 

„normative latitude‟ and thereby express her personality and character traits), and 

therefore to instead substitute the exercise of the authority‟s personality and character 

traits?  This problem has nothing to do with reasons and their assessment; the problem I 

am describing would exist even if the normal justification thesis was satisfied.    Raz 

himself seems to assume there is some value in exercising one‟s will within the 

„normative latitude‟ in the (typical) cases in which reasons give out, and yet doesn‟t seem 

to recognize that authorities prevent a subject from doing just this when a subject obeys.  

An authoritative directive leaves no „latitude‟ in which a subject can express herself, 

above and beyond simply assessing the relevant set of practical reasons, which, often 

enough, underdetermine what one is to do. 

Therefore, what occurs when an (otherwise legitimate) authoritative directive is 

issued to a subject is that the authority expresses his or her own will (personality, 

character traits, etc.) in choosing which directive to issue, which amounts to choosing 

which of the subject‟s equally  rational options the subject ought to act upon, by an 

exercise of the authority‟s will.  Himma gestures at the objection set out here; he 

considers a case in which a political authority issues directives which satisfy NJT and yet 

are issued in a way which are disrespectful of its subjects‟ autonomy.  The disrespect is 

shown (in his example) by not granting any procedural mechanisms by which the 
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subjects‟ can express dissent as to whether a given directive is justified.
223

  His point is to 

show simply that the NJT is not a sufficient justification of authority, and indeed if my 

objection succeeds I have shown the same.  But unlike Himma‟s discussion, my criticism 

is internal to the service conception itself, by showing that the views that Raz 

presupposes in the main theses of his account of authority about the nature of reasons and 

deliberation generate a new justificatory burden. 

Raz has simply not addressed this problem; nor it seems does the service 

conception have the resources to deal with it.  Raz grants that exclusionary reasons are 

such that they do not preempt a subject‟s deliberations (they can go on considering the 

reasons all they want), but they do preempt which reason(s) they end up acting for.  But 

this is beside the point:  the issue is how we are able to respond to authority-reasons.  In 

the absence of authority, we normally have „latitude‟ to decide which reasons to act on; 

but when we submit ourselves to authority and the authority requires us perform a given 

action, Raz claims that we are required to act as directed.  That is, authorities, by 

commanding, make reasons determinate for its subjects.  But the question is: what of the 

authority’s willing-within-the-latitude with respect to the subject’s reasons, as described 

by the dependence thesis?  Does the authority get to express itself by its will in 

formulating and issuing directives to subjects?  As I‟ve just tried to argue, indeed it does.  

Authority therefore interferes with our agency (our „active nature‟ as Raz calls it) in a 

way that has little to do with what reasons there are and which ones we act for. 
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The closest to a response which Raz may offer to the above objection (which he 

nowhere acknowledges) is found in a condition of the legitimacy authority above and 

beyond NJT, what he calls the “independence condition.”  He says that a practical 

authority is justified only if “the matters regarding which the [NJT] is met are such that 

with respect to them it is better to conform to reason than to decide for oneself, unaided 

by authority.”
224

  Examples in which NJT is met, but the independence condition is not, 

are ones that involve “social forms of various cultures” such as the matter of choosing 

whom to marry.
225

  In such cases, a person will not and cannot do better (in terms of 

conforming to reason) by allowing another person to decide what she will do.  

Interestingly, another set of cases in which Raz says authority is not justified, because the 

independence condition is not satisfied, are those in which “some of the reasons for 

relying on one‟s own judgement derive from the need to cultivate the ability to be self-

reliant, simply because often one has no one else to rely on.”
226

  One could argue that „the 

ability to be self-reliant‟ is in fact one virtue of character which one may express when 

facing equally rational options and making a choice in light of that.   But of course there 

are perhaps many other virtues we should cultivate (including not only practical but also 

epistemic virtues such as attentiveness, good memory, and quickness of judgment) which 

would also prevent the independence condition from being satisfied.  Raz does not 

consider this, and depending on how many virtues we should in fact cultivate, and how 

one is to cultivate them (an account of which Raz does not give), the scope of legitimate 
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authority may be far more limited than any advocate of the service conception has 

recognized.  At one point, Raz says that the independence condition is a “major qualifier 

of the scope of authority,”
227

 but does not seem to recognize the possibility that it renders 

authority unjustified except for the rarest of occasions: ones in which we have no reason 

to cultivate any virtue whatsoever.  I must admit I‟ve never found myself in these 

circumstances. 

But the independence condition is any case irrelevant to the objection, because 

Raz thinks one determines whether the condition is satisfied by (not surprisingly) 

assessing the relevant reasons for deciding for oneself.  But this is just another practical 

question, the answering of which will involve recognizing many incommensurable 

options which are equally rational and undefeated.  The objection does not concern when 

one is justified in deciding for oneself, at least in so far as decision is understood purely 

in terms of the assessment of reasons (as Raz does), but rather what character traits one 

expresses in deciding (and in acting on a decision).  Raz‟s myopia about the universal 

relevance of the concept of a reason in explaining normativity prevents him from making 

this distinction, and appreciating the problem I‟ve described.    
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Conclusion  

Notice that, given those points, we have here a way of formulating a version of 

Wolff‟s puzzle that Raz has not addressed.  The discussion of the service conception and 

its problems has suggested a more robust conception of autonomy than the one Wolff 

employed in his argument, one that includes capacities beyond those of reason-response 

and recognition.  If we adopt this more robust concept according to which the exercising 

of one‟s will within one‟s normative latitude is an important part of what it is to be a 

person, then since, as I‟ve tried to show, exercising authority involves preventing a 

subject from expressing herself in the normative latitude normally provided by practical 

reasons, it appears that authority is incompatible with a subject‟s exercising her will, at 

least in the narrow sense of exercising the will employed here. 

In the following chapters, I will in effect argue that the exercise of one‟s will also 

includes the capacity to author the content of our own intentions and action descriptions 

more generally.  I will further argue that with this more comprehensive understanding of 

„autonomy‟, there are new ways to formulate a Wolffian-style anarchist challenge, and to 

move beyond the service conception as a guide to both the right understanding of the 

„problem of authority‟ as well as its solution. 
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Chapter 2: Authority and Self-Knowledge 

 

Introduction 

The starting point of philosophical reflection on authority
228

 has been the 

acknowledgement of two persistent and dissonant thoughts.  One is that authority is in 

some sense a necessary part of human life.  No one would deny, for example, that the 

authority relations exhibited in teaching (and learning) are at least sometimes justified; 

and thinkers as diverse as Aquinas and Hobbes have thought that the exercise of political 

authority is necessary and justified under certain circumstances.
229

  The other thought, 

however, is that authority, in particular the very act of submitting oneself to it, or the very 

state of being subject to it, is somehow problematic.  The problem is thought to be deep: 

it isn‟t enough to point to various abuses of authority, or the bad ends that institutions of 

authority have served, by citing, for example, the rise of the Nazis or other atrocities 

committed under the guise of authority.
230

  Rather, it is thought that authority by its very 

nature is problematic; perhaps the high water mark of philosophical skepticism about 

                                                           
228

 The topic of this paper is practical authority, that is, authority concerning what to do, which is often 
contrasted with ‘theoretical’ or ‘epistemic’ authority, or authority concerning what to believe.  All of the 
following are examples of the phenomena under discussion here:  A mother tells her adolescent child, 
“Do your homework!”   A police officer tells a curious citizen at the scene of an accident to move along.  
God commands Abraham to sacrifice his son.  A piano teacher says to her student, “Back straight, wrists 
up!”  A court orders a school board to racially integrate its schools.  A state agency requires a corporation 
to file quarterly financial reports.  A lieutenant orders the platoon to hold its position.    
229

 Of course Aquinas and Hobbes have both different accounts of authority and what it means to say that 
it is necessary.  Hobbes thinks that political authority is an (instrumentally) necessary means to individual 
survival; Aquinas thinks it serves the common good in a more substantial sense. For some remarks on the 
necessity of authority in teaching, see Anscombe 1962. 
230

 As was the fashion among many writers following the holocaust.  See, e.g., Simon 1962 and various 
essays by Hannah Arendt in the post-war period. See also Glover 1999, Chapter 9. 



91 
 

authority came a quarter century ago when Wolff argued that the concept of legitimate 

authority is „vacuous‟.
231

   

My concern here will be with the second of these two recurring thoughts: that 

authority is problematic.  While „solutions‟ to the problem have varied, it is striking that 

most philosophers and political theorists have conceived of the problem itself, at least in 

general terms, quite consistently for decades, and perhaps longer.  Countless writers have 

referred to the problem of authority as one about the subject surrendering to, subjecting 

herself to, or substituting her judgment with the (practical) judgment of an authority about 

what that subject is to do.  Richard Flathman remarked thirty years ago that “there has 

been a remarkable coalescence of opinion around the proposition that authority and 

authority relations involve some species of „surrender of judgment‟ on the part of those 

who accept, submit or subscribe to the authority of persons or a set of rules” and that 

most scholars agree that “the directives that are standard and salient features of practices 

of authority are to be obeyed by B irrespective of B‟s judgments of their merits.”
232

  Hart 

agrees and says that in a typical authority relation “the commander characteristically 

intends his hearer to take the commander‟s will instead of his own as a guide to action 

and so to take it in place of any deliberation or reasoning of his own.”
233

   And Raz, in his 
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most recent writings on authority, continues to see the problem of authority in similar 

terms:  “the moral question [about authority] is how can it ever be that one has a duty to 

subject one‟s will and judgment to those of another?”
234

   

There has been some variety, however, in explanations of why a putative subject‟s 

“surrender of judgment” to authority is so problematic.  Some writers have thought that 

authority is morally problematic, such that submission to it is immoral and, on some 

accounts such as Wolff‟s, necessarily so.  Others have thought that authority is more 

broadly rationally problematic, such that obedience is at least prima facie irrational, 

whether or not it is immoral.  While the former account got the debate going,
235

 there has 

developed a consensus that the latter idea is the heart of the matter.
236

  It is generally 

agreed that the metaphors of „substitution‟, „surrender‟, or „subjection‟ seem to amount to 

this: that authority – or, more precisely, authoritative directives – interferes with, or 

preempts, the ability of a putative subject to recognize and respond appropriately to the 

reasons that apply to her independently of those directives.  It is often thought that an 

authority interferes with a subject‟s response to reasons in two ways.  First, when A 

exercises authority over B, A decides that B should (or ought to) ϕ, presumably by 

assessing B‟s reasons for and against ϕing, and thereby coming to the conclusion that B 

ϕ.  But, it is thought, assessing the reasons whether B should ϕ is for B to do, not A.  The 

point is often put in narrower terms than need be, that A preempts B’s deliberations as to 
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whether B should ϕ.
237

  But I think we can settle for a broader idea in terms of responding 

to reasons, since an agent may respond to a reason without engaging in deliberation, e.g., 

by habit or instinct.
238

  So the idea is therefore that exercising authority necessarily 

involves one agent (the authority) responding to the reasons that apply to another and 

issuing practical directives based on that response, and since responding to the reasons 

that apply to one is part of what it is to be a person, i.e., a being who takes responsibility 

for her actions,
239

 and authority thwarts reason-response, then authority intrudes on or 

thwarts the very agency of the subject.   

The second way in which authority is said to interfere with a subject‟s ability to 

respond to reasons that apply to her is that (genuine, legitimate) authorities have the 

power to actually change the balance of reasons a subject has to act, such that there are 

cases in which simply by exercising authority (by, say, issuing a command) the one in 

authority can  thereby make it the case that a subject now has sufficient (or even decisive) 

reason to do as commanded.  Some cases are less problematic than others.  For example, 

consider the case in which the balance of reasons are such that one has about as much 

reason to ϕ as not to ϕ and the authoritative command tips the balance in favor of one or 

the other.
240

   This is presumably less problematic, or less obviously so, than a case in 

which one clearly has reason not to ϕ, or perhaps even overwhelming reason not to ϕ, but 
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an authoritative directive nonetheless makes it the case that one has sufficient reason to 

(and therefore should) ϕ.  In any case, the idea remains that, necessarily, authorities 

interfere with a subject‟s ability to respond to reasons that apply to her by affecting the 

balance of reasons as she sees it – that is, by creating, by an act of will, a new reason – 

and an exercise of authority can thereby make an action that isn‟t supported by reasons 

supported by them.  But, we might plausibly think, what we have most reason to do 

simply can‟t be affected in this way; to think that one person can make it the case that 

another ought to ϕ or has most reason to ϕ just by commanding it is deeply counter-

intuitive about the reality of reasons. What we have reason to do should not be affected 

by the potentially arbitrary commands of an alleged authority.
241

 

The thought that authority is problematic because it interferes with a person‟s 

ability to respond to the reasons that apply to her, in one or both of these ways, has 

dominated philosophical discussion of authority for decades.  This general way of 

conceiving of the problem in fact rests on a view about what it is to exercise authority, 

according to which exercising authority essentially involves the assessment and creation 

of reasons for a putative subject; this theoretical model of authority has been in currency 

since at least Hobbes, and is accepted by most writers of authority right up to the present 

day.
242

  For example, the most influential theory of authority of late, Raz‟s service 

conception, quite explicitly explains authority and its exercise in terms of the assessment 

and creation of reasons.  Raz thinks that all that is normative “consists in the way it is, or 
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provides or is otherwise related to reasons,” (1999: 36) and since authority is normative, 

authority is explained in terms of reasons.  Raz understands authority as a normative 

power – roughly, the power a person has to change the „normative situation‟ of another, 

i.e., to change the reasons that apply to them.  On his view, exercising authority consists 

in an authority assessing the reasons that apply to her subject(s), issuing directives on the 

basis of them, and then her subject(s) recognizing those directives as both a reason to act 

in accordance with the directive and a reason to exclude some or all the reasons which 

count against acting as the directive requires.
243

  The theory is more complicated than 

this, but the details need not detain us here.  All I note at this point is that one explicit 

desideratum of Raz‟s theory is to explain how submitting oneself to authority does not 

thereby interfere with one‟s ability to recognize and respond to the reasons one has to act; 

Raz‟s theory is meant to show that, despite initial appearances, authority is not 

incompatible with our rational nature, i.e., our ability to recognize and respond 

appropriately to the reasons that apply to us.
244

        

 The enormous influence of the service conception over the last thirty years has 

continued to inspire recent writers on authority to think of their topic almost entirely in 

terms of reasons, and the problem of authority as one about hindering or interfering with 

a subject‟s responsiveness to reasons.
245

  In what follows, I hope to come to a new 

understanding of why authority is so problematic by focusing on an aspect of exercising 

authority that has gone overlooked: the idea that the giving of an authoritative directive is 
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not only the giving of a reason to a subject, but also involves the identification of an 

action that the subject must understand himself to perform if (and when) he obeys.  While 

the issuing of an authoritative command may be the giving or creation of a reason, it is 

also the supplying of an intention to act by the commander to the commanded. 

 Once this aspect of exercising authority is fully explained and appreciated, I argue 

that we are then able to see why submission to authority is so troublesome, indeed 

puzzling, and deeply so.  I consider here only cases of personal authority,
246

 and try to 

make salient one of its most problematic aspects, one which is not even recognized, much 

less addressed, by reasons-centered theories of authority.  I argue, in short, that a 

consequence of one person exercising authority over another is that the person in 

authority acquires knowledge about the mind of the subject in a way that eliminates the 

„privileged access‟ the subject has to her own mind, the kind of access which many 

philosophers have thought to be important to the rationality and integrity of a person, and 

on some views, even partly constitutive of personhood.  Since the practical directives 

issued by a legitimate authority necessarily specify actions for a subject to perform, and 

an obedient subject will at least intend to perform the actions specified, then the 

authority, simply by issuing a directive, can acquire knowledge of at least one of the 

mental states of the subject, her intention to perform the action the performance of which 
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would constitute obedience, without employing the usual means of doing so (e.g., 

engaging in ordinary interpretation of the subject‟s behavior).   

 I think the account that follows offers a better explanation of why personal 

authority has been thought so problematic (and, on some accounts, intrinsically so), one 

better than the traditional account which gives center stage to the idea of a reason, and the 

aspect of reason-responsiveness as the relevant explanans.   The account given here 

locates the problem not in the interference of an authority with a subject‟s ability to 

respond to reasons but rather, as a necessary consequence of submission to authority, 

with the breaking down of certain self-other asymmetries concerning the relation a 

subject bears to her own mind, asymmetries which contribute to the personhood of the 

subject.  Also, my hope is that this account given here of exercising authority and its 

problems will help us develop new understandings of related issues in legal philosophy 

and important doctrines in agency law.
247
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Ideal Normative Theory  

Before I begin, I should say something about the general approach I will take in 

the discussion of authority that follows.  I essentially start with a conception of what a 

perfect or idealized authority relation between two agents would be like, then make some 

observations about what exercising authority would be like under those conditions, and 

then go on to argue for some further consequences of this phenomenon to show why 

authority is problematic.  This way of idealizing in philosophy, and particularly moral 

and political philosophy, is nothing new, and is not the sort of idealizing that has recently 

been subject to sustained criticism.
248

  At the beginning of A Theory of Justice, Rawls 

states his approach to theorizing about justice in a similar way.  He says that his 

discussion of justice will  

examine the principles of justice that would regulate a well-ordered society.  

Everyone is presumed to act justly and to do his part in upholding just institutions.  

Though justice may be, as Hume remarked, the cautious, jealous virtue, we can 

still ask what a perfectly just society would be like.  Thus I consider primarily 

what I call strict compliance as opposed to partial compliance theory.
249

 

 

Rawls acknowledges that issues in “partial compliance theory”, e.g., the theory of 

punishment, the doctrine of just war, and the ways of opposing unjust regimes, are indeed 

important.  However, “the reason for beginning with ideal theory is that it provides, I 

believe, the only basis for the systematic grasp of these more pressing problems.”
250

  

Similarly, in the discussion that follows, I begin with ideal – or, as we might call it, 
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utopic – authority, so that we may arrive at a better grasp of the problems associated with 

it.  And so I imagine a situation in which the alleged authority is in fact legitimate 

(whatever that ends up amounting to), the putative subject recognizes the authority as 

such, the subject is perfectly obedient, is fully justified in obeying, and so forth.
251

 

 It may nonetheless be objected that approaching the topic in this way is not useful 

because utopic authority relations are not, or are not often, instantiated in the real world 

and so offer us no insight into real authority, as it is practiced, however imperfectly, by 

real persons.  This is in fact a common complaint registered against Raz‟s service 

conception: on that account most governments of the world, for example, don‟t meet the 

conditions required for legitimacy, or that they are legitimate but only to a very limited 

extent.  On that basis, it is objected that the account doesn‟t adequately account for the 

phenomena; a more accurate concept would take better account of how political authority 

is actually practiced.
252

     

 A full reply to these worries would take us well beyond the present discussion, 

but I will make two brief points here.  First, I think that utopic authority, at least as I‟ve 

so far described it, does actually occur in practice.  Consider, for example, cases of 

pedagogic authority, e.g., the authority exercised by a teacher over a student in the 

teaching of, say, a practical skill.  It is quite common for teachers to exercise legitimate 

practical authority over their students in these cases by issuing directives (e.g., a master 

carpenter instructing his apprentice in the many steps of building a house), and common 
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 I discuss in more detail the idealized authority relation I have in mind in the next section. 
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 I have heard many distinguished philosophers of law pose this objection in discussion. For probably the 
earliest complaint in print of the “highly abstract” character of Raz’s work, which is “only 
occasionally…enlivened by concrete examples,” see Fitzgerald 1971. 
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for there to be committed students who are both motivated to obey and will in fact 

consistently obey those directives.  Whether or not the consequences I will eventually 

draw from observations of such cases do in fact follow is indeed a further question; but I 

hope that one can acknowledge „perfect‟ authority relations in the relatively minimal 

sense I have indicated as not too unrealistic to be the object of worthwhile philosophical 

reflection. 

 Second, I think we should follow David Estlund in his response to, as he calls 

them, „utopophobes‟ in normative political theory, those who insist that a good political 

theory should not try to set moral standards which are unlikely to be met by persons as 

they actually are.
253

  This should be distinguished from the objection that a normative 

theory is flawed because it sets moral standards that are impossible to meet by persons as 

they actually are.  As Estlund points out, this latter sort of theory is objectionable in that 

it violates the widely accepted ought-implies-can principle.    But as I just mentioned, I 

don‟t think the discussion of authority that follows sets standards that are impossible to 

meet; indeed they are met often enough.  On the other hand, the former sort of theory 

need not be objectionable.  The claim that a standard is not likely to be met is not a 

consideration against its truth.  The fact that most people will not live up the standard that 

lying is wrong is not a reason for moral philosophers to reconsider theories that support 

or entail the truth of that principle.
254

  Similarly, if it were true that people are rarely in 

the kind of authority relation I describe below, that would not count against the claim that 
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 See Estlund 2008: 12-15 and, as concerns normative democratic theory, 258-275. 
254

 Estlund 2008: 12-13. 
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that relation is part of the nature of authority, or that it reveals some important truths 

about it.  Therefore we should not worry about how often (or not) authority is practiced in 

the manner described below.  Whether thinking about authority in this way is justified is 

determined by whether doing so helps us better understand authority and its problematic 

nature.  I hope to show that it does.   
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Utopic Authority 

 I should take a moment, then, to describe in more detail the kind of case I will be 

using as the basis for my discussion.  The primary senses in which the cases of authority I 

consider are „utopic‟ is that I wish to put aside any issues concerning both legitimacy and 

efficacy.  So for instance I will assume, first, in speaking of A having authority over B, 

that A is in fact a legitimate authority, i.e., both that A has a „right to rule‟ over B in some 

practical domain and that B has a „duty to obey‟ A with respect to directives issued about 

action in that domain;  that is to say that, among other things, when A requires that B , 

A is justified in requiring that B  and, further, that B both understands, correctly, that A 

is justified in so requiring it of him and sees himself, correctly, as justified in ing 

because A requires it.
255

  Note that for my purposes it makes no difference how A‟s 

authority is justified.  B may be obligated to obey A‟s directives in virtue of consenting to 

A exercising authority over him,
256

 or because B is in a quasi-fraternal social practice 

with A that entails B having a duty to obey A‟s directives,
257

 or as an expression of 

gratitude for the benefits A confers on B by exercising authority over him,
258

 or because 

A‟s directives solve ongoing coordination problems that B faces,
259

 or any number of 

other considerations.
260

   The approach of the next section is to investigate what a 
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 We may even add to these conditions that A has a ‘duty to govern’ over B as well, an aspect of 
authority emphasized in Finnis 1980.  See Green 2007 for discussion of Finnis’s views.  
256

 See, e.g., Beran 1987. 
257

 Dworkin 1986: 195-215. 
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 See Green 2002: 528-529. 
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 Raz 1990b: 195. 
260

 See Raz 1986: 75 for an additional (and heterogenous) set of considerations often used to justify 
authority. 
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standing, idealized authority relation is like, regardless of the reasons for which one is in 

it, to see whether there is anything problematic about it, regardless of how the 

justificatory burden is met.     

The second utopic condition is that A‟s directives are fully efficacious, i.e., B is 

perfectly obedient.   Now, in the discussion that follows, I will be making substantive 

claims about what it is for a subject to obey an authority and the problematic 

consequences of it, and of course I do not intend to beg the question concerning the truth 

of those claims at this stage.  We should distinguish between being obedient and obeying.  

Obeying essentially involves acting with a particular intention.  That is, whenever A 

requires B to , B obeys A by ing with the intention of doing what A said to do.  Being 

obedient, on the other hand, primarily consists in a disposition to obey; if B is obedient 

vis-à-vis A, then B is disposed to obey A‟s directives.  We may further elaborate the idea 

by saying that B is obedient only if B has a desire, perhaps even an overriding desire, to 

do as A says.  But this or any other elaboration should be unnecessary for a general 

assumption to be granted that B is perfectly obedient – that B has a fully formed and, 

other things being equal, fully realizable disposition to do what A requires of him.  Under 

these (admittedly rare) conditions, I will make further observations about authority and 

its exercise which I think helps explain why it is indeed so problematic. 

Two further qualifications of the discussion that follows require mention.  First, 

the cases I consider are examples of personal authority, cases in which it can truly be said 

that A, a person, has authority over another person, B, and that when A exercises the 

authority she has over B, B recognizes the authority of the directive only in a derivative 
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sense, i.e., in virtue of the fact that it has its origins in A‟s mind.  B understands A‟s 

directives as expressing A‟s will, desire, or intention, and that fact lends authority to the 

directive.
261

  Second, I focus on cases of exercising authority which are central in virtue 

of another aspect: those which are carried out by the giving of commands.  It is an 

important issue, but one which I cannot take up here, whether authority can be exercised 

by means other than commanding or some similar speech act, e.g., manipulating a 

subject‟s non-normative circumstances such that the subject is required to .
262

  But 

theorists of authority have been primarily preoccupied with commanding, and perhaps for 

good reason.  Historically, the two instances of authority of most interest to philosophers, 

the authority of God and that of the state, are traditionally understood as involving the use 

of commands.
263
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 A common assumption made in the authority literature is that all authority is personal authority.  Raz 
clearly assumes this in the most extensive discussion of the service conception (1986: 56): “It will be 
noticed that the normal justification thesis identifies the case that must normally be established to show 
that a person has authority.  It is not a matter of showing that he is entitled to authority, but that he has 
it, that he is in authority, with all the consequences which follow from this fact” (my emphases).  See also 
Marmor 2001:89-111, Wolff 1998:6, and the essays in Adelmann 1974, in which this assumption is clearly 
made throughout.  I consider cases of non-personal authority in the next chapter. 
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 See, e.g., Enoch (unpublished) for some suggestions on how this latter idea might be importantly 
different from generating a practical requirement by commanding.  Drawing on research in the behavioral 
sciences, Thaler and Sunstein 2008: 72-102 have introduced the idea of ‘nudging’ by means of ‘choice 
architecture’ in designing a person’s choice environment, which rarely involves anything like 
commanding; it is an interesting question, for example, whether political authority can be exercised by 
engaging in ‘choice architecture’.  I leave the question open here.  
263

 Divine command theory has of course a long, venerable history; see Murphy 2002 for a sophisticated 
version which is much indebted to Raz’s service conception.  Conceiving of the authority of law in terms of 
commands also has a long history, particularly in the positivist tradition.  Bentham, Austin, Hart, and Raz 
all explicitly conceive of the exercise of authority as a matter of issuing commands.  See Greenberg 
(unpublished) for a characterization of the ‘command paradigm’ of law to which many positivists 
subscribe; see also Postema 2001 for the history of this paradigm beginning in the early modern period. 
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Authority, Obedience, and Commanding 

With these qualifications in mind, let us proceed to the argument.  If A has 

practical authority over B, and B is a conscientious, obedient subject, then it may seem 

plausible to think that when A tells B to do something (i.e., commands B to do it), B will 

do it.  But in fact this is too fast; while we may imagine a „utopic‟ authority relation 

between two agents, as far as it goes, we need not imagine a utopic world.  If A 

commands B to , there may be cases in which B is prevented from ing due to 

circumstances beyond his control.  So if, for example, A commands B to make amends 

with C, and C unexpectedly dies of natural causes, B will fail to do as commanded.
264

  

However, there is an important truth in the vicinity here; insofar as A has commanded B 

to , and B is an obedient subject, B will at least commit to ing in some minimal sense.  

This is best put in terms of acquiring an intention:   

(I) If A has authority over B, then (if A commands B to , then B intends to 

).  

 

I should note right away that one may accept (I) without being committed to any 

particular theory of intention or intentional action.  One may think that to intend to  is to 

desire to  and believe that by ing one will ,
265

 or that it is to have a practical attitude 

distinct from both belief and desire that plays an important role in, among other things, 

the coordination of cross-temporal and interpersonal plans,
266

 or that it is to have a future-
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 A further question is whether we may justifiably think of B as disobedient.  But this is an issue for, in 
Rawls’s term, ‘partial compliance theory’ and thus is not my concern here.   
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 Davidson 1980. 
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 Bratman 1987. 
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directed belief about what one will do,
267

 or many others,
268

 and still be able to give a 

plausible interpretation of (I).   Whatever intention turns out to be, (I) captures one 

intuition about an ideal authority relation between persons. 

The plausibility of (I) is in part based upon observations about what it is for one 

person to obey another.  The core, and presumably uncontroversial, idea is that if A 

commands B to , then in order for B to obey A, B cannot then do just anything: B must 

.   And, we may add, B must  non-accidentally; that is, B must act with the intention to 

.  It is often said that in order for B to obey, B must  because A commanded it; that is, 

B must recognize A‟s command as a reason to , and to act on that reason (the reason: 

that A commanded B to ).  Indeed, this is part of the familiar idea of the content-

independent nature of authoritative directives.
269

  But, again, this much discussed idea 

brings us back to explanation of the phenomena in terms of reasons, and I want to 

constrain that urge for now, so that we may see if there is something else to be said.  The 

point is that, regardless of the reason(s) for which B s upon being commanded to do so, 

B‟s action can‟t count as one of obedience unless B s with the intention of ing.  A 

fuller elaboration of the claim I make about obedience is somewhat more complicated 

than I have stated it.  It may be that in order for B to obey, B need not intend to  - or, as 

it is sometimes put by philosophers of action, B need not „act under the description‟ of 
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 Velleman 2000 and 2007. 
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 See Setiya 2010 for a survey of other theories of intention. 
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 On content-independence, see Hart 1982, Raz 1986, Green 1988, Himma 2000, and Markwick 2000.  
For critical discussion, and a recasting of the distinction between content-dependence and content-
independence along explicitly Gricean lines, see Sciaraffa 2009. 
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ing
270

 – but rather may perform some other action, , which is reasonably describable as 

ing, or is a constitutive means to ing, or bears some other necessary relation to ing.  

But an important point to make about this kind of case is that in order to count as 

obedience, B must at least recognize that the relevant internal relation obtains between 

the action he actually does perform (if he doesn‟t perform the action commanded) and the 

action commanded.  Otherwise, B would, in ing, accidentally or unknowingly obey; but 

this is incoherent.  One cannot obey a command accidentally, though one may 

accidentally conform to it, or satisfy it.
271

 

 These brief reflections on obedience point us to a further claim about „utopic‟ 

authority, one which is the key to understanding its problematic nature in cases of 

personal authority.    If we take up the phenomenon of obedience from a different point of 

view, that of the commander, then we may consider an interesting but rarely discussed 

idea: that A‟s self-understanding as a practical authority, and understanding of B as an 

obedient subject, is such that upon commanding B to , A is justified in believing: “B will 

.”
272

  In favorable circumstances, perhaps this is true; for if A had good reason to 

believe B would be unimpeded by factors outside of his control, then perhaps A is 

                                                           
270

 See Anscombe 1981 and the references there. 
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 Cf. Raz’s (1999: 90-94) distinction between an agent complying with and conforming to a reason that 
applies to her.  Raz’s analogous claim would be that an agent can unwittingly conform to, but not comply 
with, a normative or ‘guiding’ reason. 
272

 Murphy 2002: 14-15 invokes in passing the idea of the “self-understanding” or “self-image” of a 
personal practical authority vis-à-vis his subject and the commands he gives to that subject, though he 
does not develop the idea in any detail.  Murphy’s only point is that, by issuing commands (or “dictates”) 
an authority understands himself to generate reasons for action for his subject within a given domain.  
The point of the present argument is to suggest that Murphy did not explore thoroughly enough the “self-
understanding” of authorities; this is no doubt due to the fact that he adopts, with Raz, a thoroughly 
reasons-centered approach to the topic.  
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justified in some belief about what B will do upon being commanded to .  But, again, 

the point can be stated more cautiously, and fruitfully, in terms of what B will commit to 

doing, or what B will intend to do upon being commanded.  For, as I have already said, if 

A has authority over B, and A commands B to , and B is an obedient subject, B will at 

least intend to do whatever is commanded of him.  And in so far as B is perfectly 

obedient, then we may even want to say that A knows that, upon commanding B to , B 

intends to .   

(O) If A has authority over B, then (if A commands B to  then A knows that 

B intends to ). 

 

But, even more cautiously, we may restate the thought as that A is justified in believing 

that B intends to  correlative to the extent to which B is obedient to A‟s commands.   

And to the extent that B is fully obedient, in the sense I specified above, A knows that B 

will always intend to act as A commands him to act, upon being so commanded.
273

 

 Before trying to show why any of this should be problematic, it is important to 

understand and establish why (O) is true; we can start by noticing how A knows what B 

intends upon being commanded, i.e., whether A knows what B intends, say, inferentially, 

non-inferentially, empirically, a priori, or some other way.   We arrive at an answer by 

noticing certain features of commanding itself, specifically those which explain the 

relation between a command given by A and A‟s mind.  Austin claimed that if A 

commands B to , then A desires that B , or that A desires for B to , and that the 
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 Again, it may seem plausible to think no person is ever perfectly obedient.  But it may be that a subject 
is closer to ‘perfectly obedient’ under some circumstances and not others, or, perhaps for idiosyncratic 
psychological reasons, more obedient in some domains of actions than others.  Both of these are often 
exhibited in (attempts at) parenting.    



109 
 

command in some sense signifies that desire; earlier, Bentham thought that if A 

commands B to , then A wills that B , and that the command represents a 

corresponding volition.
274

  While I think there is an important truth here, emphasizing 

only an authority‟s desire or will concerning his subject‟s behavior may blind us to the 

significance of the explicit content of a command and its relation to what constitutes 

obedience.
275

  Murphy has observed that  

commanding that p is an attempt to do something with language, to realize some 

state of affairs by the performance of a speech-act.  It is, in particular, a directive 

act: the aim internal to a commanding act is that of having the addressee or 

addressees carry out the action represented in the proposition that is the object of 

the command (2002: 24).  

 

From this he infers that “in performing a directive act one invariably implies that the 

party addressed has a reason to perform the directed act,” and further argues that for a 

performer of a directive act to deny this claim would be „paradoxical‟ (2002: 24-25).  

Here again, we are invited to think about the nature of commanding (as the primary way 

of exercising authority) in terms of reasons and reason-responsiveness.  But we should 

see if there is something to be said about the nature of commanding without the 

employment of these concepts.   

And indeed there is, if we return to the general idea from Bentham and Austin, 

that commands are representative or expressive of a mental state of the commander.  

There is of course an obvious sense in which Austin is right in claiming that a command 

                                                           
274

 Bentham defined law as “an assemblage of signs declarative of a volition” of a sovereign (1970: 1, my 
emphasis), and Austin (1995: 21) thought that a command was the “expression or intimation” of a wish, 
or the “signification of desire.”  
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 Cf. also Bratman’s worry (1987: 6-7) that Austin’s view amounts to a reduction of future-directed 
intentions to beliefs and desires. 
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is the expression of a desire of the commander.  It would indeed be paradoxical, for 

example, for the commander himself to deny that claim.  (Imagine A saying to B, “! But 

I don‟t want you to.”)  But we can understand Austin‟s idea more clearly by saying that if 

A commands B to , then A has a desire which has a determinate propositional content, 

i.e., that B , and by commanding B to , A is expressing his desire for B to make that 

propositional content true.   

However, it seems to me more plausible to follow Bentham and say that a 

command is both expressive of and a specification of an intention to act, rather than a 

desire.
276

  On the one hand, a command is an expression of an intention of the 

commander.  If A commands B to , then in some sense A intends that B ;
277

 a 

command is expressive of A‟s intention that something be done, and done by an agent 

other than A, i.e., the agent referenced in the command.
278

   Moreover, the action 

specified in the command forms part of the intention A has as well, namely the intention 

expressed by the command itself:  that B .  On the other hand, while the content of a 

command is the description of an action, the observations made above concerning 

obedience should make it clear that from the point of view of the subject, the description 
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 It is worth pointing out that the argument that follows can be recast in terms of desire rather than 
intention and, for present purposes, focusing on either sort of mental state is sufficient. 
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 If this is right, this is a peculiar (but common) sort of intention, one which refers to an agent 
performing an action other than the bearer of the intention, and not one discussed in the intention 
literature.  
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 Cf. a point made by Hart 1994: 21, that the “standard form” of a law is that it is general in the two 
respects I’ve mentioned, i.e., with regard to the action type it refers to and the class of agents who is to 
perform it (or refrain from performing it).  Additionally, I put aside the question of whether one can 
coherently command oneself to act.  See Darwall 2006 for discussion. 
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is also the content of the intention B must have if B is to successfully obey.
279

  A 

command provides what the addressee of a command must do, and therefore intend to do, 

in order to obey.  A command must contain, either implicitly or explicitly, the description 

or identification of an action which B must perform in order to obey.  As Murphy puts it, 

there must be an “action represented in the proposition that is the object of the 

command.”    
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Authority and Self-Knowledge 

 Recall that we wanted to know how A knows that B intends to  upon being 

commanded to ϕ.  But given that the identification of B‟s intention to  is a part of A‟s 

command that B , and A‟s command is itself expressive of A‟s intentions or desires, 

then we should first determine how A knows his own intentions or desires.   Anscombe 

once suggested that one‟s intentions constitute a special kind of practical knowledge in 

that one knows them in a way that others do not.
280

  As she puts it, when we perform an 

action intentionally, we know what we do „without observation‟, though what she meant 

by this obscure phrase was never made clear.
281

  Her stock example of this sort of 

knowledge is proprioception, the knowledge we have of the position of our limbs.  The 

point is that in order to know, for example, the current position of my right leg, it isn‟t 

necessary to either look at my leg or to use certain sensations as criteria from which to 

infer the current position of my right leg.  There is a sense in which the knowledge we 

have of the position of our limbs is groundless in that we don‟t need observation or in 

fact any evidence to make judgments of this kind.  She claims that knowledge of our 

intentions, the knowledge of what we do when we act, is of the same sort.  She gives the 

example of writing something with one‟s eyes shut.
282

  One can say what one is writing 

without observation of what is actually written.  Even if one‟s pen runs out of ink, or 

one‟s pen trails off the page, Anscombe maintains that the first-personal judgment „I 
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 Anscombe 1957: 13-15, 87-90. 
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 The best discussion of what Anscombe may have meant is Moran 2004.  For slightly different 
presentations of the idea that we know our present intentions “without observation,” see Hampshire and 
Hart 1958, Melden 1961, Strawson 1959: 111-112, and Donnellan 1963.  
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 Anscombe 1957: 51-53. 
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know what I write‟ is nonetheless true, and so isn‟t made on the basis of those 

observations.
283

  Sometimes, of course, we fail to execute or realize the intentions we 

have; but that does not change the fact that at least some of the intentional descriptions of 

our actions, the descriptions „under which‟ we act, determine, and in part constitute, what 

we do. 

To understand Anscombe‟s insight, it will be useful to introduce a distinction, 

familiar among self-knowledge theorists, between two sorts of psychological claims, 

avowal and attribution.
284

   Avowal is thought to be the phenomenon of authoritative, 

non-inferential self-ascription, and is characterized by the following three distinct 

features.  First, avowals are groundless in the sense that one inappropriate response to an 

avowal is to ask for reasons (evidence) in support of it (e.g., in response to “I am in pain” 

or “I want ice cream”, one asks, inappropriately, “But how can you tell?”).  Second, 

avowals display a kind of transparency; it seems there is no room for uncertainty or 

ignorance with respect to them (e.g., “ I have a headache” or “my feet are sore”).
285

  

Third, avowals are thought to be epistemically authoritative.
286

  There are at least some 

avowals – what Wright calls “phenomenal avowals” – that are strongly authoritative in 
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 More precisely, her view seems to be that the first-personal judgment about what one is writing is the 
relevant one: “I am writing my name” rather than, say, “I know I am writing my name”, the latter of which 
she would consider ‘speculative’ or ‘theoretical’ (i.e., propositional) knowledge, and not the special sort 
with which she is concerned. 
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 Here I draw on the presentation in Wright 1998 and Bar-On and Long 2001. 
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 The transparency supposed here is thus of a Cartesian sort, and should not be confused with the 
notion of transparency recently introduced by Richard Moran (2001: 60-61), which concerns the 
relationship between whether I hold a certain attitude and the object of that attitude (e.g., the 
relationship between “do I believe that p?” and “is it the case that p?”).  See Boyle 2009 for discussion of 
Moran’s idea. 
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 The claim is therefore not that avowals are practically authoritative, and so shouldn’t be confused with 
the topic of this paper.  Theorists of self-knowledge seem to use a notion of epistemic ‘authority’ that 
involves some claim about warrant or justificatory force.  Moran seems to employ a similar notion. 
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the sense that if a person is disposed to sincerely make such a claim, then its truth is 

guaranteed.
287

  Others which he calls “attitudinal” avowals (content-bearing states like 

beliefs, intentions, and desires), while they do not exhibit the same strong 

authoritativeness of the phenomenal kind, have weak authority nonetheless.  While there 

may be cases of self-deception or confusion, a normal attitudinal avowal will still provide 

“empirically assumptionless justification for the corresponding third-person claims.”
288

  

Indeed, avowals seem to capture the “essentially first-personal character”
289

 of self-

knowledge which distinguishes them from attributions, psychological claims which lack 

these three features and are essentially third-personal.  To be sure, while I may make 

claims about my own mind in the form of both avowals (“I am in pain”) and attributions 

(“MS is in pain”), it is only the former which share these peculiar features. 

With the distinction between avowal and attribution in hand, Anscombe‟s view 

can be understood simply as the idea that intentions are avowals: that intentions are 

known groundlessly, transparently, and authoritatively.  Practical knowledge, as she calls 

it, is in some important way unassailable by what actually happens in the world.  It is 

worth noting that one implication of Anscombe‟s view is that one‟s practical knowledge 

– one‟s knowledge of what one is doing at a given time – is also unaffected by the 

knowledge others may have about what one does.  An implication of the view seems to 

be that A can‟t have practical knowledge of what B does, since practical knowledge is 
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 Wright 1998: 14.  Anscombe’s proprioceptive examples seem to form a subset of Wright’s 
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known „without observation,‟ and in order for A to know what B does, A must observe 

what B does.  My knowledge of what I do is therefore arrived at in a fundamentally 

different way than how others know what I do, as well as how I know what they do. 

 It would be outside the scope of this discussion to take sides in the various 

debates about the special way in which we know our own intentions, or our own mental 

states more generally.
290

  All that is required here is the acceptance of certain 

assumptions which I think are shared by all except (now-extinct) behaviorists like Ryle 

who are skeptical of the very idea of a distinctive conception of self-knowledge.
291

  All 

that needs to be granted is that there are certain „self-other asymmetries‟ with regard to 

the relation that I have to my own mind and the relation I have to the minds of others, for 

example that “the claim to credibility of what I say about myself is not always grounded 

in the evidence about my behavior, whereas any awareness I may have of another 

person‟s thoughts depends on what I can garner from seeing them in action” and that the 

possibilities of error and correction are not the same in the two cases.
292

   

 Let us now return to authority.  If A‟s command is an expression of A‟s intention 

or desire that B , and intentions or desires are the sorts of things known „without 

observation‟, or known asymmetrically vis-à-vis agents other than the one whose 

intention or desire it is, then A knows his intention that B , i.e., what he commanded, in 

this special way.  A can think to himself, “I know what I command” without having to 
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observe what B does qua obedient subject, in the very same way as in Anscombe‟s 

example, one can say “I know what I write” without having to observe what is written.  

But if A‟s command specifies an intention that B is to have if B is to obey and, if (O), 

above, is true about utopic authority relations, then it seems that A knows B’s intention in 

this special way as well.  That is, it is difficult to see how the „self-other asymmetries‟ 

that Moran describes can be maintained with respect to B’s intention to .  It seems that if 

A is to exercise authority over B, in the way I‟ve described, then A will bear the very 

same epistemic relation to B‟s intention to  as B does.  This is because A‟s command, 

which contains a specification of an action B is to perform, is the source of B‟s intention.  

That is, when B acts with the intention to , B forms that intention in virtue of or because 

of A‟s command that B .
293

  On the other hand, A also knows that B, an obedient 

subject, intends to  in virtue of knowing what A commanded B to do, which itself is 

known non-observationally by A.  It is this fact which seems to abrogate B‟s privileged 

access to her own mind, and so to break down the self-other asymmetries of B‟s self-

knowledge – at least with respect to her intention to , the intention with which B must 

act in order to perform the required action.  It looks as though both A and B know some 

part of B‟s mind (B‟s intention to ) in the very same (first-personal) way. 

We can put the point more clearly, again, by employing the concept of an avowal.  

In criticizing a particular Cartesian account of self-knowledge, Wright remarks that  

                                                           
293

 Again, it is plausible to think that at least one of the normative reasons for B intending to  is the fact 

that A commanded B to .  But here I mean merely that that fact plays the role of an explanatory reason 
of B so intending. 
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the problem is that the kind of authority I have over the avowable aspects of my 

mental life is not transferable to others: there is no contingency – or, none of 

which we have any remotely satisfactory concept – whose suspension would put 

other ordinary people in a position to avow away on my behalf, as it were.
294

 

 

The view I have been developing claims that just such transference of (epistemic) 

authority over avowable aspects of the subject‟s mind occurs in ideal practical authority 

relations.  The „contingency‟ that is „suspended‟ in this case is B‟s exercise of the 

capacity to author his own intentions within some range of action, and instead to intend to 

do just what is commanded by A.  When A commands B, a fully obedient subject, to , A 

authors the intention with which B must act in order to obey (namely, an intention to ) – 

and thereby avows B‟s mind.  If an authoritative directive provides an intensional context 

which identifies an action that an obedient subject must perform if he is to obey, and if 

the directive itself constitutes at once an avowal of the mind of the authority, and the 

action identified in the directive is the intensional context of the intention B adopts in 

obeying, and intentions are avowals, then A has avowed B‟s mind with respect to 

intending to .  Wright conceives of the phenomenon of one person avowing another‟s 

mind on the model of telepathy, and consequently finds it mysterious:  

In particular, I do not think that we have any satisfactory concept of what it would 

be to be in touch with others‟ mental states telepathically.  I do not mean, of 

course, to rule it out that someone might prove, by dint of his own occurrent 

suspicions and afflictions, to be a reliable guide to the states of mind of another.  

But that possibility falls conspicuously short of the idea that a subject might share 

direct witness of another‟s mental states.
295

   

 

                                                           
294

 Wright 1998: 24. 
295

 Wright 1998: 24 n 11. 
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It‟s not clear what Wright has in mind when he speaks of “occurrent suspicions and 

afflictions,” perhaps conjectures based on sophisticated psychological testing or simply 

gut-level intuitive judgments about a person‟s dispositions.  But the argument I have been 

making about the nature of practical authority relations does not rely on such judgments, 

or such study.   An authority is in touch with – is the „direct witness‟ of – the mental 

states of his subject in virtue of the fact that the authority is the author (or the „source‟) of 

the content of at least some of those mental states, namely, some of the subject‟s 

intentions.  By A being the author or source of the content of an intention, A is more than 

simply the cause of the intention.  By commanding, A makes the intention what it is by 

supplying the identity of the action, in all its particulars, which B must adopt in order to 

obey.  Of course, the extent to which A is a „direct witness‟ of B‟s mind will correspond 

to the extent of the substantive reach of his authority; the more vast the domain of action, 

or the greater number of domains, in respect to which A is an authority over B, the more 

direct „witnessing‟ of B‟s mind A will engage in.   

 One additional point can be made.   If B does in fact successfully obey, and 

therefore s, A does not need to engage in the usual interpretation of B‟s behavior, i.e., to 

use B‟s behavior as evidence in order to figure out what B is doing when B obeys.  

Rather, A may rightly think, “B is doing what I said to do” and of course “what A said to 

do” refers in part to the content of one of A‟s desires (expressed by A‟s commanding B to 

do something), to which A has privileged access as an item in his own mind.  But, again, 

it may be the case that for a variety of factors outside the subject‟s control, a subject may 



119 
 

fail to do as commanded.  But even in that case, as I‟ve argued, A still knows what B 

intends to do upon being commanded.  
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The Role of Obedience 

 One may object to my account of exercising authority, and in particular the truth 

of (O) as I have interpreted it, along the following lines.  It may be thought that A in fact 

doesn‟t know B‟s intention in the same privileged way in which A knows his own mental 

states (“without observation”) once we fully appreciate the role of the „utopic‟ 

background conditions I put in place at the beginning.  Recall that the two primary 

idealized conditions were ones of full legitimacy (e.g., A in fact has a „right to rule‟ over 

B) and efficacy (that B is perfectly obedient).  The assumption of these conditions, and 

particularly the stipulation that B is (perfectly or completely) obedient, may be thought 

problematic in two ways.  First, these conditions provide evidence by which A can infer 

B‟s intention.  It may be thought that A knows that B intends to  upon A‟s commanding 

B to do so in virtue of A‟s (ex hypothesi true) belief that B is a perfectly obedient subject.  

On this view, A knows B‟s intention deductively, i.e., by being able to construct a line of 

reasoning of the following form:  B is a perfectly obedient subject; so, if I command B to 

, B will intend to ; I command B to ; therefore, B intends to .  And if A knows B‟s 

intention deductively, then A doesn‟t know B‟s intention “without observation”, in the 

first-personal non-evidential way Anscombe first suggested.  If this is right, then the self-

other asymmetries with respect to B‟s knowledge of B‟s mind are preserved.  A must 

reason his way to knowledge of B‟s intentions, contrary to what I have argued. 

 This objection assumes a particular interpretation of the practical knowledge I‟ve 

claimed is characteristic of the first-personal awareness we have of our own intentions, 

according to which it is to be contrasted with knowledge that is arrived at by reasoning 
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(or, perhaps more specifically, by inference).  Practical knowledge is on this view a 

species of non-inferential knowledge.  One may be lead to this view by Anscombe‟s own 

presentation of the idea, for she says that for example proprioceptive awareness is 

possible without observation, by which she seems to mean something like not inferred 

from (an) observation: “It is without observation because nothing shews him the position 

of his limbs; it is not as if he were going by a tingle in his knee, which is the sign that it is 

bent and not straight.”
296

   But as it turns out having practical knowledge of x is perfectly 

compatible with (also) knowing x by inferring it from, say, empirical considerations.  

More on this in a moment. 

A second and perhaps stronger objection does not focus on the fact that A must 

infer knowledge of B‟s intention from the background conditions of complete obedience 

and efficacy, but rather on the claim, presupposed in the first objection, that in order to 

know B‟s mind, A must know the background conditions obtain in the first place.  The 

objection is that A‟s knowledge of those background conditions is itself an empirical 

matter, or in any case not immediate and first-personal.  For example, for A to know that 

B is obedient requires considering instances of B‟s past behavior, which are clearly not 

known „without observation‟.  And so if knowledge of the premises from which A is to 

infer B‟s intention in a particular case does not share the marks of practical knowledge 

(i.e., an avowal), then A‟s knowledge of B‟s intention is not itself an instance of practical 
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knowledge of B‟s mind, and so not an instance of A „avowing on behalf of‟ B.
297

  The 

asymmetry between A and B as to knowledge of B‟s intentions is thus restored.   

 Both of these objections, however, miss their mark.  But they force us to consider 

the role of A‟s knowledge of B‟s obedience in knowing B‟s intentions in the immediate, 

first-personal way I claim.  I can imagine two ways in which the fact of B‟s (perfect) 

obedience may appear in A‟s reasoning about what B intends.  One line of reasoning is 

that which would establish B‟s obedience in the first place.  If the kind of evidence A 

may appeal to are instances of B‟s behavior after being commanded, then the reasoning 

would take the form of an inductive generalization.  A could reason thus: 

1. When I commanded B to , B ‟d at t1. 

 2. When I commanded B to , B ‟d at t2. 

 3. When I commanded B to …, B ...‟d at tn. 

 4. Therefore, B is obedient. 

 

From (4), A could come to a conclusion concerning any present or future directives he 

may issue  

 

to B as follows: 

 

 5. If B is obedient, B will intend to do as I command. 

 6. Therefore, B will intend to do as I command. (From 4-5) 

But A coming to believe (6), however justified it may be, does not amount to A having 

privileged access to B‟s mind; that is, (6) is quite clearly both inferential and based on 

straightforwardly empirical claims about B.  However, (6) is not what I‟ve claimed A 

knows first-personally about B‟s mind.  (6) expresses merely a de dicto belief A may 
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have about B.  The knowledge I have attributed to A in the preceding section about B‟s 

intentions is de re.
298

  So consider a second line of thought A may engage in: 

1. B will intend to do as I command. 

 2. If I command B to , B will intend to .  

3. I command B to . 

 4. Therefore, B intends to .  

 

Unlike the conclusion of the first line of reasoning, the one here is a belief de re about 

what B intends upon being commanded, i.e., the content of B‟s intention.  What further 

distinguishes this second line of reasoning from the first is that at least one of its premises 

is known by A first-personally:  premise (3).  What is expressed by (3) constitutes an 

avowal of A‟s mind.  It is not as if A notices that someone commands B to ϕ, and that 

person happens to be him.  That A commands B to ϕ is known by A first-personally and 

as an avowal – groundlessly, authoritatively, and transparently.  But (3) is precisely what 

allows the inference from (1) to (4).  It allows the inference because it supplies the 

intensional content of one of B‟s mental states about which one can have a de re belief.  

But this content is precisely the content of A‟s avowal of commanding.       

 A worry may still remain that if knowledge of B‟s obedience plays any role in A‟s 

knowing B‟s intentions, then the claim about the breakdown of self-other asymmetries 

with respect to access to B‟s mind must be false.  But in fact having empirical knowledge 

about certain features of the world, even those that relate quite directly to what one does 
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 See Schwitzgebel 2006, Section 2.3, and Jeshion 2002 for the de dicto/de re distinction in belief 
attributions.  Roughly, the distinction is between beliefs with propositional contents which are 
referentially opaque and those which are not.     
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when one acts, is perfectly compatible with knowing intentions first-personally.
299

  

Moran states the crucial point this way:  

Observational aids and the general cooperation of the world will be necessary for 

the agent to be in a position to have practical knowledge of what he is doing, and 

when these fail then the claim to knowledge must fail as well.  But this 

dependence does not by itself mean that the knowledge in question must really be 

observational after all, any more than the dependence of one‟s mathematical 

knowledge on the good working order of a calculator or a teacher or one‟s own 

brain means that such knowledge is really empirical and not a priori.
300

  

 

The claim that empirical knowledge is both compatible and in many cases is even a 

necessary condition for avowing our intentions, can best be illustrated by considering an 

ordinary case of A knowing his own intentions.  Suppose that A intends to illuminate the 

room, and with that intention walks over to the wall and flips the light switch with his 

finger.  The claim is that in order for A to have this intention (“to illuminate the room”), 

A must know a wide range of empirical facts:  that by flipping the switch he will 

illuminate the room, that by moving his finger in a particular way he will flip the switch, 

that his fingers and arm are in good working order (that he‟s not a paraplegic for 

example, or that his arm is not asleep), and many others.  But A‟s knowing these facts 

empirically is perfectly consistent with his knowing that he intends to illuminate the room 

non-observationally and first-personally.  The empirical knowledge about how the world 
                                                           
299

 See especially Anscombe 1957: 50-57 and Moran 2004.       
300

 Moran 2004: 61.  See Burge 1993 for discussion of this point regarding mathematical knowledge. The 
point is missed in Teichmann’s discussion of the role of observation in Anscombe’s views (2008: 12-13).  
Teichmann thinks that if knowledge of what one is doing is in any sense ‘based on’ observation, then that 
knowledge cannot be ‘practical’ and thus at least partly constitutive of a person’s intentional action.  
Thus, on Teichmann’s view, knowledge that in any way depends on what one has been taught in the past 
(e.g., about the workings of one’s body or a piece of machinery) cannot be of the sort relevant to 
Anscombe’s argument.  But this is at odds with Anscombe’s stated position in 1958: 50-51, where she 
acknowledges that empirical knowledge of the consequences of one’s action is compatible with non-
observational knowledge of our intentions; indeed such empirical knowledge normally makes it possible 
to intend certain actions (ones which have certain consequences). 
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(and even his own body) works help A carry out his intention to illuminate the room (as 

“observational aids”), and it would be absurd to claim for example that A must infer that 

he intends to illuminate the room from such facts.  Similarly, none of this commits us to 

saying that in light of A‟s empirical knowledge of facts about his arm, fingers, and 

various facts about the behavior of circuits and electrical currents, we should conclude 

that A knows his own intentions empirically as well.  A‟s relevant empirical knowledge 

about the world merely helps him realize his intentions, i.e., to help him get the world to 

„fit‟ his intentions, and thus do not serve as premises in a line of reasoning the conclusion 

of which specifies what A does intentionally, or what A intends to do in acting.
301

 

 A‟s empirical knowledge of B when exercising authority over her plays exactly 

the same role in A knowing some of B‟s mental states immediately, groundlessly, and so 

on.  Facts such as “B is obedient” or “B will do as I command” are indeed known 

empirically, but they function in A‟s knowledge of B‟s intention in the very same way as 

empirical knowledge functions in A‟s knowledge of A‟s intentions: as “observational 

aids.”  Just as A‟s (admittedly empirical) knowledge that his arm will rise and his finger 

will move if he wills it, or that the room will be illuminated if the switch is flipped, is 

presumed or presupposed in A‟s intending to illuminate the room, while it is nonetheless 

the case that A knows his own intention (to illuminate the room) by avowing it, so too A 

may know that B is (perfectly) obedient, or that B will reliably at least intend to do 

whatever A commands, while it is nonetheless the case that A knows what B intends 
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 See Humberstone 1992 for an account of how the ‘direction of fit’ of intentions differs from that of 
belief. 
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„without observation‟ in the relevant sense.  Thus, the facts that (e.g.) A‟s arm is in good 

working order (vis-à-vis intending to illuminating the room) or that, as it were, B is in, as 

it were, good working order, by being perfectly obedient (vis-à-vis commanding B to ), 

are on the same epistemic par with respect to both A knowing A‟s intention (in the first 

case) and B‟s intention (in the second).     

While I think the objections concerning the epistemic role of the background 

conditions that I put in place ultimately fail, they force a certain clarification of (O) that is 

important to my account.   The truth in the objections is that A can make some deductive 

inference to conclude that it is true of B that B is in a certain mental state, that is, that B 

intends to , just as A may infer what he is doing from his behavior if, for example, he 

forgets what he‟s doing.
302

  But this proposition, that B intends to , is not in fact the 

relevant object of A‟s knowing, and admittedly does not cause the breakdown of any self-

other asymmetry with respect to B‟s mind.  What I‟m claiming is that A knows non-

observationally what B intends, and it is plausible to think that while the contents of 

intentions are conceptual, they are not propositional; rather they constitute only action 

descriptions which an agent is able to perform (“mow the lawn”, “pump the water”, etc.).  

So we may revise (O) this way:  

(O) If A has authority over B, then (if A commands B to , then A knows 

what B intends). 
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Thus, to the extent that what A knows isn‟t propositional,
303

 A cannot infer it by 

constructing some deductive bit of reasoning.
304

  A knows the content of B‟s intention 

vis-à-vis A‟s command in the very same way B knows it, which is explained by the fact 

that A knows his own desire, a desire which serves as the basis of A‟s command to B.  

And of course a constituent of the propositional content of A‟s desire is the object of 

knowledge in question:  the content of the intention B is to have if B is to obey.  Thus, the 

self-other asymmetry with respect to B‟s mind is partially broken down;  A need not 

engage in ordinary interpretation of B‟s behavior to figure out what B intends.  A knows 

what B intends simply by commanding B to perform a particular action. 
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 The question of whether the conceptual or semantic contents of intentions are propositional in 
character is one not often discussed among philosophers of mind or philosophers of action.  In the wide-
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 One explanation of A’s knowledge of B’s intention is that A knows it by acquaintance.  That is, A knows 
what B intends, and that knowledge is a constituent of the ground of further propositional knowledge: in 

this case, that B intends to .  For a sophisticated account of knowledge by acquaintance which is not 
vulnerable to objections against the old Russellian view, see Fumerton 2008. 
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The Importance of Privileged Access 

Suppose the argument up to this point is correct, and that utopic authority 

relations are as I claim.  Why should authority be thought problematic in light of these 

observations?  The answer lies in the importance of the existence of self-other 

asymmetries with respect to how a  person stands to her own mental states and how 

others relate to them.  Moran, for example, claims that there is „broad agreement‟ among 

theorists of self-knowledge that  

whatever „self-knowledge‟ of the relevant kind is, it should be something we can 

understand as having a special importance to the person, an importance beyond the 

usefulness of having some way of knowing, for example, one‟s own parentage or tax 

bracket.  There is broad agreement, that is, that the capacity for first-person awareness 

does somehow matter to the overall rationality of the person, that its absence would 

not be just the lack of one particularly efficient avenue to knowledge of a particularly 

relevant and interesting person.
305

 

 

While, as Moran observes, many theorists of self-knowledge assume the fact of this 

importance, they rarely have given an explanation of it.
306

  Some theorists, like Moran, 

claim that these asymmetries figure substantively into any account of what it is to be a 

person.  Moran argues for a broadly Kantian construal of the importance of self-

knowledge, and argues that the asymmetries exhibited in self-knowledge explain how it 

is possible for an agent to constitute her own mind by means of „avowing‟ one‟s mental 

states, or reflectively endorsing them, or by some such mechanism, rather than merely 

attributing them to oneself in a third-personal way.
307

  Moran argues for an account of 
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first-person authority
308

 which takes account of several aspects of first-person statements 

of beliefs and other attitudes (including, presumably, intentions), and which is intended to 

make salient the value of being able to make such statements for a person‟s rationality or 

„psychic health‟.   

 First, there is the “epistemic authority of the report” arising from the relation of 

the person to the (psychological) facts reported in first-personal statements such that “the 

person making the report is in a superior position to know [the reported facts]”.  Second, 

there is the relation of the person to the report itself; the relation, he claims, is one of 

authorship.  “[I]t is not just the report that the person is author of, but also, in a central 

range of cases, the person can be seen as the author of the state of mind itself, in the sense 

of being the person who originates it and is responsible for it.”
309

  It is of central 

importance for a person to have the capacity to make up her own mind, in the quite literal 

sense Moran argues for, because, he claims, this capacity makes it possible for the person 

to „rationally control‟ her beliefs and other attitudes, i.e., to make those attitudes sensitive 

to demands of justification and consistency.   First-personal awareness of (and 

specifically in Moran‟s sense, avowing) a given attitude necessarily implicates the idea of 

the person being responsible for that attitude.   

Beliefs and other attitudes, on the other hand, are stances of the person to which 

the demand for justification is internal.  And the demand for justification internal 

to the attitudes involves a sense of agency and authority that is fundamentally 
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 I should make clear that Moran typically uses the term ‘authority’ in a purely epistemic sense, to 
suggest warrant or justificatory force, which is not the main topic of my discussion here.  See above, note 
228. 
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different from the various forms of direction or control one may be able to 

exercise over some mind or another.
310

  

 

If my argument of the preceding section is cogent, then at least in the context of personal 

practical authority, the contrast drawn here between the „agency and authority‟ exercised 

over oneself and over another simply does not hold.   

 Moran‟s theory gives us the resources to describe the problematic nature of 

authority as I‟ve described thus far rather clearly.  For it should be clear by now that A‟s 

commands are in fact the kind of first-personal statements Moran is concerned to explain; 

that is, A‟s commands are authoritative avowals of A‟s states of mind (qua expressions 

of desires for B to do as commanded, and to make the propositional content of those 

desires true) and thereby play a role in constituting A‟s mind as “stances of the person to 

which the demand for justification is internal.”   But that is not all.  For if my preceding 

account of exercising authority is right, then A‟s commands play the very same role in 

constituting B’s mind as they do with respect to A‟s mind.  That is, to the extent that B is 

an obedient subject of A‟s commands, then A‟s avowal of his desire that B , in the form 

of a command, will also serve as an avowal of one of B’s mental states, namely the 

intention to .  By being an obedient subject, B essentially gives up the relation of 

authorship with respect to an entire range of mental states, namely those which are 

intentions to perform actions which fall within the domain in which A is a practical 

authority.  In this sense, B fails to constitute her own mind with respect to that range of 

mental states; and the deleterious effects of this on B‟s status as a person are not hard to 
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see.  In obeying authoritative commands, B does not take a “stance…to which the 

demand for justification is internal” with regard to the intentions B must form in order to 

perform the actions she must understand herself to perform in order to obey; she thus 

renders herself insensitive to „rational control‟ with respect to those intentions.  Indeed, in 

the utopic conditions I envisaged earlier, „rational control‟ over B‟s intentions has been 

given entirely over to A.  The result, it seems, is that as one approaches being in a state of 

perfect obedience to an authority, one becomes the author of fewer and fewer mental 

states, thereby diminishing one‟s status as a person.
311

  If the argument of this paper is 

sound, then it is difficult to imagine how it could ever be rational to be an obedient 

subject; indeed, within Moran‟s framework, the idea of an obedient subject is 

nonsensical.  For to the extent to which one is obedient to authority, to that extent one 

ceases to be a person at all.     

Authority, Self-Knowledge, and Other Interpersonal Relations 

I have construed authority relations as involving a kind of unjustified intimacy 

that one person has with respect to the mind of another.
312

  One general reason to be 

skeptical of this account is that it is too broad and captures many other ordinary personal 

relations that we would neither characterize as ones of authority or as particularly 

problematic, i.e., as involving any abrogation of „privileged access‟.  Consider a case in 
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which a third party (apart from authority and subject) witnesses the authority issuing a 

directive to a subject and, further, has gained knowledge of the subject‟s perfect 

obedience (through either observation or testimony of others, etc.)   Does the third party 

also thereby have „privileged access‟ to the mind of the subject, just as an authority does?  

Imagine that a lieutenant orders a private to cross the river and assess the enemy, and the 

platoon sergeant is present when the order is given.  Does the sergeant now have special 

„practical knowledge‟ of the mind of the private?
313

 

A different but related possible counterexample involves the intimacy and advice 

sometimes given in the context of friendship.
314

  Recall Aristotle‟s claim that a friend is 

„another self‟
315

 on the basis that (true) friends are alike in virtue of character.  Though 

Aristotle doesn‟t discuss it, it is common for friends to seek each other‟s advice on 

practical matters.  If one friend asks another for advice, and the second advises her to 

perform a particular action, and (we may suppose) knows her friend quite well – her 

habits, preferences, values, and so on – then is it the case that the advising friend has 

broken down the self-other asymmetries with respect to the advised friend‟s access to her 

own mind?  And if so, then why is this a problem?  Isn‟t it simply a constitutive part of 

what it is to be a friend? 

The replies to these objections rest on recalling some of the salient features of 

utopic authority I described at the beginning and seeing that these two cases importantly 
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differ from that account.  On the one hand, the reason why my account of the problematic 

nature of authority does not extend to the third party case is because the third party is not 

the author of the content of the intention specified in the command (i.e., the action 

description contained in it) and so does not, unlike the authority, know that content 

„without observation‟ or, as I‟ve put it, know it as one knows what one avows about one‟s 

own mind.  Now, if the third party somehow knew the intentions (as expressed by the 

directive) of the authority in the special, privileged way I describe, then it would seem 

that the third party would in fact have the same knowledge as the authority of the relevant 

intention of the subject.  But this is a different case.  And, if my account is right, then the 

only way the third party would have such knowledge is if the third party had authority 

over the authority!  This would be a case, then, of delegated authority, such that the third 

party would after all have authority over the subject (but now mediated by a subordinate 

commander).  That the third party would bear the same relationship to the subject as the 

commander is be explained by the transitivity of authority; if A has authority over B, and 

B over C (in the same domain of action), then A has it over C (in that domain).
316

   But 

this example is quite consistent with the argument I have given. 

In order to understand why the friendship case is not problematic, and consistent 

with my account, one must attend to the familiar distinction, inherited from Hobbes, 

between command and counsel.  If friends merely advise each other, then a friend is not 

obligated to do as advised, and may in fact act on the advice of others, or her own further 

deliberation on the question.  As we‟ve seen, authority relations do not involve the giving 

                                                           
316

 See Bochenski 1974 for discussion of this idea. 
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of advice.  Recall that in Chapter 1, it was agreed on all sides (e.g., by both Wolff and 

Raz) that if A has authority over B, then if A commands B to , then B must .  

Friendships are not characterized by this last feature.  If one person required another to 

perform a certain action, and that person was justified in so requiring it, then we would 

have good reason to doubt that the two are genuine friends.  Of course, if a person 

(mindlessly or pathologically) followed every bit of advice received from her friend, then 

there would seem to be what I‟ve called a utopic authority relation between them.  But 

this hardly characterizes every friendship, much less something essential to it being the 

case that two persons are friends.  The objection therefore wrongly assimilates the sort of 

„intimacy‟ involved in friendship with the sort I have argued is displayed in utopic 

authority relations. 
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Conclusion 

I have sketched the beginnings of a very different (and I think more accurate) articulation 

of the traditional problem about authority than the one I mentioned in the introduction, 

about how authority interferes with a person‟s ability to respond to reasons about what 

she ought to do.  I have left many important issues here untouched, ones which deserve 

their own independent discussion.  For example, it is an open question whether Raz‟s 

service conception, the dominant theory of authority of the last thirty years, can take 

account of this problem, just as it did with respect to the problem described in Wolff 

1970.  I not only think the service conception does not have the resources to solve or 

explain away the problem; I think it doesn‟t even have the resources to recognize the 

problem.  Raz‟s excessive reliance on the concept of a reason in explaining the relevant 

normative phenomena doesn‟t allow him to even recognize a problem about the 

breaching of self-other asymmetries with respect to self-knowledge, or to even consider 

an authoritative directive as expressive of propositional content, some part of which bears 

a peculiar and problematic relation to the constitution of a subject‟s mind. 

Thinking about authority generally in terms of responding to reasons by a subject 

forces us into conceiving the problem as one about the „surrendering of one‟s judgment‟ 

about what one has most reason to do, or what one ought to do, that is, a problem about 

denying a subject the ability (or need) to reason, to deliberate on the merits of a case for 

action.  But if the above observations are correct, an authority is not (only) a potential 

source of reasons in virtue of its utterances or directives, as the reason model has it, but 

an authority is also a source of „practical knowledge‟ for its subjects, a source of the 
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content of a particular mental state.  And so it‟s not (just) that when A commands B to , 

B is justified in believing “that I ought to ”, etc.  The knowledge he gains is the 

knowledge of what she does when she obeys. So while it is indeed true that a subject 

„surrenders her judgment‟ to that of an authority, the sense in which that is true is very 

different than has often been thought. The problem that arises then is: when are we ever 

justified in giving up the self-other asymmetries with respect to the knowledge we have 

of our own intentions?   This conception of the problem of authority will be attractive 

only if one accepts the (widely accepted) idea concerning the connections between self-

knowledge and its importance for the rationality and identity of a person, but I think there 

are good arguments for these claims – arguments which I‟ve merely given in outline, but 

which also deserve their own independent discussion.   
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Chapter 3: Authority and the Identification of Action 

“…for we judge ourselves by what we feel capable of doing, while others judge us by what we have already 

done.” 

 
   - Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “Kavanagh: a tale” (1849) 

 

Introduction 

I argued in the preceding section for a new understanding of the way in which 

authority is prima facie problematic, by focusing on an aspect of agency, the capacity to 

form (and know) one‟s intention to act, that is different from the one invariably given 

center stage in reasons-centered theories, that of the capacity to recognize and respond to 

reasons.  I claimed that in exercising authority in the usual way (by the giving of 

commands or directives), the commander gives the subject an intention with which to act 

when the subject obeys, or authors the content of an intention the subject must adopt in 

order to obey, or, again, identifies an action the description under which the subject must 

act in order for the act to count as an instance of obedience.  I argued that this feature of 

exercising authority calls our attention to an aspect of agency not countenanced in most 

leading theories of authority, including Raz‟s service conception, which is the capacity 

for an agent to avow her mind concerning what she does when she acts, i.e. to have 

immediate, privileged, and non-inferential practical knowledge of what she does when 

she acts.  I then argued that in cases of personal authority, under ideal conditions of 

legitimacy and efficacy, a troubling problem emerges: the authority, simply by issuing 

directives to the subject, avows the mind of another, namely the obedient subject.  An 

authority acquires practical knowledge of at least some of the mental states of an obedient 

subject, i.e., her intentions the fulfillment of which would constitute obedience to the 
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directives issued.  I argued that the acquisition by the authority of this practical 

knowledge of the subject‟s mind (partially) breaks down the „self-other asymmetries‟ 

often thought to exist concerning how a person can know her own mental states in 

contrast to how others know them.  This aspect of authority is problematic because it 

interferes with our capacity to avow our own mental states, specifically our own 

intentions, a capacity, like reason-responsiveness, which is central to what it is to be a 

person. 

Suppose for the sake of argument that this account is correct.  One complaint may 

nonetheless be made about it, namely that it applies to a relatively small number of cases 

that would be considered central cases of exercising authority.  Recall that I limited my 

discussion to cases of personal authority, cases in which the ultimate locus of authority 

resides in (the mind of) an agent, and not in the directives issued by the agent.  In 

personal cases, a directive can be said to have only derivative authority, i.e., authority in 

virtue of the fact that they were given by a person who already has authority.  And the 

account of authority and its problematic nature in the preceding section extends only to 

such cases; that account presupposes that authority relations are two-placed relations 

involving only an authority and subject, in which both are robust epistemic agents.  In 

order for an authority to break down the self-other asymmetries concerning the privileged 

access to the subject‟s mind, as I have described, then we must be able to identify a „self‟ 

and an „other‟ capable of knowing, believing, intending, and so on.   

It may be that authority can ultimately be understood as „personal‟ in every case, 

or as reducible to some property of persons, e.g., the possession of a normative power, as 
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Raz and others claim.
317

  However, in the modern world, most people encounter authority 

in what seem to be non-personal contexts, those in which the directive itself is, or is 

treated as, the primary locus of authority.  Personal authority relations – what we might 

think of as a kind of primitive human relation – are found these days only in very specific 

situations, for example in pedagogical, military, corporate, and a relatively small number 

of legal contexts.  The modern world is a world of rules, and at least as a matter of 

practice, the rules (or institutions), and not the agents who are the rule-makers, are 

recognized as having authority, and serve as the object of obedience.
318

  The problem I 

posed in the last section about the role of authority in abrogating the self-knowledge we 

have of our own minds would not extend to these cases.  

In this section, I argue that even in cases in which the immediate object of 

obedience is a rule or directive (and not a person), a problem still remains.  But the 

problem is rooted in the same account of exercising authority I have already given, in 

terms of an authority identifying an action the subject must perform in order to obey.  

Regardless of whether the subject‟s privileged access to her own mind is abrogated, I 

show that the mere fact that authorities identify actions which their obedient subjects 
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 See Raz 1990b: 98-104, Estlund 2008, and Edmundson 2010. 
318

 This assumption is clearly made for example in the pioneering empirical study of why people obey the 
law in Tyler 1990: “Legitimacy can reside either in a person who occupies a position of authority or in an 
institution.  Political and legal theories of legitimacy have emphasized that using legitimate institutions 
and rules when making decisions enhances the likelihood that members of the public will comply, even if 
they do not agree with the decisions or support those who have made them” (1990: 29).  Similarly, while 
Marmor in earlier work argued that all authorities are personal (Marmor 2001: 89-111), his latest, 
unpublished work contends that authority is “essentially institutional” by which he means conferred (on 
persons) by norms. “Institutional” authority, for my purposes here, is non-personal because institutions 
do not have minds; my argument in the last section concerning the relation between authority and self-
knowledge therefore would not apply to it.  See Hurd 1995, Waldron 1999, and Hershovitz 2003 for 
arguments against the view that authority is essentially personal. 
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must intend to perform is itself problematic, and that its importance has not been 

recognized, in part because reasons-centered theories have dominated discussion of 

authority for the last several decades.  Our capacity to identify our actions – which 

extends beyond merely forming intentions antecedent to action – is as fundamental to 

agency as having a „sensitivity to reasons‟, as Raz and others maintain.  I will argue that 

authorities thwart a subject‟s exercise of this capacity, and that this fact must be 

overcome in any justification of authority. 

To explain this role which authorities (personal or not) play in a subject‟s thought 

and action, I first introduce Action Identification Theory, a psychological theory 

developed over the last quarter century that identifies some systematic aspects of how 

people think and talk about what they do across time.  That research shows that how we 

identify our actions both expresses, and in part determines, our own self-conception, 

personality, and values.   It also shows that how we may identify a particular action may 

change over time, depending on many factors, including changes in our self-conception.  

I draw on the resources of this research to show how submission to authority may affect 

and interfere with these processes.  I then develop an account of the importance of saying 

for ourselves what we do, unconstrained by the characterizations of others (and most 

notably authorities), by adapting the concept of identification as it has been developed in 

the work of Harry Frankfurt and others.   
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Action Identification Theory 

 Action identification theory (hereafter „AIT‟) was first developed in the mid-

1980s by social psychologists Robin Vallacher and Daniel Wegner.
319

  It addresses, 

broadly speaking, the “relationship between mind and action,” by studying how people 

think and talk about („identify‟) their actions and, specifically, the diachronic relationship 

between one‟s action identifications and one‟s actions.  They think the theory has 

important methodological implications for how social psychological experiments are 

conducted; they also think the theory bears on long-standing issues in philosophical 

action theory.
320

  I think this latter claim is correct, though philosophers of action have so 

far been uninterested in (or simply unaware of) its central claims and its possible 

relevance to action theory.
321

  The theory has, however, enjoyed substantial attention 

among social psychologists, who have either presupposed it in their own work, or have 

developed it further.
322

    

 My topic here is of course practical authority and not the nature of action more 

generally.  But I think action identification theory can fruitfully be brought in to help us 

understand the role of authority in the thought and action of an obedient subject, as well 
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 The theory is developed in Vallacher and Wegner 1985, 1987, and 1989, Samoza et al. 1989, Dizadji et 
al. 1989, and Kozak et al. 2006.   
320

 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 2-4, 20-21. 
321

 To my knowledge, only David Velleman (2007) has acknowledged its relevance to mainstream 
philosophy of action, though has not discussed it in any detail. 
322

 See, e.g., Baumeister 1990, Baumeister and Heatherton 1991, Emmons 1992, Hoyer and Hunt 1993, 
Collier et al. 1998, Little and McGregor 1998, Davis and Knowles 1999, Aarts et al. 2004, McIntyre et al. 
2004, Dar and Katz 2005, DeShon and Gillespie 2005, Fujita et al. 2006, Gross and Magen 2007, and Suh 
and Updegraff 2007.  Professor Jessica Mange of Caen University tells me in correspondence that she and 
a team of researchers at the Center for Research in Psychology, Cognition, and Communication at the 
University of Rennes are currently developing applications of AIT to school performance and management 
performance.   
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as the way authority (whether personal or not) is prima facie problematic.  If I am 

successful in showing this, then that would also serve as some reason to think the theory 

bears a broader relevance to issues in the philosophy of action. 

 Before stating the central theses of the theory, and the research upon which it is 

based, it is necessary to make a few distinctions and set out the framework in which the 

theory is developed.  The theory begins by making two assumptions, both of which are 

supported by experience and, as it turns out, psychological research.  The first is that a 

person can always offer an identity for his or her action, i.e., a person always has some 

response to the question “what are you doing?”.
323

  The second is that at any given time, 

for any given action (past, present, or future), a person will offer only one identity, what 

Vallacher and Wegner refer to as a person‟s working knowledge, or prepotent identity, of 

an action.  In other words, people usually have only one answer (at a time) to the prompt, 

“what are [were] you doing?”.
324
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 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 18.  The authors use the terms “identity” and “identification” 
interchangeably to mean what most philosophers of action mean when they write about action 
descriptions (as in, e.g., Donnellan 1963, Cohen 1969, Goldman 1970, Anscombe 1957 and 1981, Annas 
1976, and Davidson 1980).  The phrase “acting under a description” seems to have originated with 
Anscombe (1957).  It is worth noting that if my interpretation of Anscombe’s view in the last chapter is 
correct, i.e., that intentions are avowals, and action descriptions serve as the intensional content of 
intentions, then it is quite misleading (or, at least, question-begging) to talk of ‘descriptions’ of actions, 
since on some views of avowals (like the ones I discuss in the last section, of Wright and Moran), avowals 
are not known through introspection or some Cartesian process of mental seeing or reporting, but rather 
involve a kind of weak endorsement. 
324

 Philosophers of action seem to be of two minds as to whether they accept this claim.  On the one 
hand, Anscombe seems to clearly assume it in her influential discussion of the water-pumping poisoner 
(1957: 37-47).  On the other hand, it isn’t clear whether proponents of the Humean account of action, 
what is now referred to as the “standard story” of action (Aquilar and Buckareff 2010), accept this claim.  
Michael Smith says that the Humean view is “intimately related to the truism that whenever an agent acts 
there is some description of what he does under which he does what he does intentionally, or 
equivalently, for a reason” (2004: 146, my emphasis), i.e., there is always one description under which the 
agent acts that the agent would give if asked “what are you doing?”.  But the Humean account inspired by 
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 It is of course true that a person‟s knowledge about what he is doing goes well 

beyond a particular „prepotent identity‟.  For example, while Bob may identify his action 

as “flicking the switch”, he may also know he is illuminating the room, moving his 

finger, turning on the light, and many other identities that suitably characterize his action.  

These other identities – all the descriptions that a person could produce about her actions 

– are a person‟s general knowledge of action.  Vallacher and Wegner claim that all these 

identities form a set whose members are interrelated in complex ways, and constitute a 

person‟s identity structure.
325

  A person‟s identity structure is unique to that person in 

virtue of her “unique history of experience” and in fact bears a special importance to the 

person: “the unique identity structures developed by different people express their 

individuality.  In a sense, a person‟s identity structure captures much of what is meant by 

the term personality.”
326

  The processes of action identification one engages in that helps 

form one‟s identity structure “give rise naturally to a sense of what one is like.”
327

 

The structure is hierarchical, composed of higher level and lower level identities.  

These are obviously relational concepts; to which „identity level‟ a given action identity 

belongs depends on the role the identity plays in the structure.  Identities are connected 

through the by-relation, though Vallacher and Wegner leave this relation largely 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Davidson 1980 claims that action is explained by a belief-desire pair the contents of which mention 

exactly two action descriptions:  roughly, a desire to  and a belief that by ing, one would  (see Smith 
1994: 92-94 and Setiya 2007: 25-26).  Presumably, on this view, the agent’s behavior which the theory is 

meant to explain is ing, not ing.  But from this it isn’t clear, in the psychologists’ terms, which identity is 
prepotent.    
325

 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 21-23. 
326

 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 55.   
327

 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 187. 
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unexplained.
328

  They claim to adopt the account of „level generation‟ in the structure of 

action set forth by Goldman.
329

  But Goldman‟s account concerns actions, and not their 

identities, and he claims that the by-relation is in many cases a causal relation, while in 

other cases a logical one.
330

  Vallacher and Wegner acknowledge that there may be a 

causal relation between two identities across time, in the sense that a person‟s 

identification of an action at t1 may in part serve as the basis of a prediction that the 

person will offer the same identify for that action at t2.
331

  But this should be 

distinguished from the claim that any two identities in the by-relation are causally related, 

a claim to which they are not committed.  So it does not seem that AIT requires 

Goldman‟s analysis in toto; the psychologists clearly want to avoid any metaphysical 

commitments about the nature of action itself.  However, AIT does seem to involve some 

Goldman-inspired principle about how the by-relation works to organize the structure, a 

principle that runs something like this:  

For any person, P, and identity structure, S, and any two action identities, A and 

B, if P does A by doing B, then A is a higher level identity than B in S.
332

   

 

One may be tempted to attribute some further philosophical claim about the relata in a 

given by-relation, as Goldman does,
333

 that, e.g., A must occur after B, or that B is a 
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 Whatever the precise notion of by-relations they have in mind is, it seems clear they intend it to be as 
uncontroversial as possible.  So, for example, the idea may be merely that, P does A by doing B if and only 
if P believes (consciously or unconsciously) that he (can) do A by doing B.  Thus, AIT may require the idea 
merely that a person’s belief in a by-relation between two action identities is enough for it to be the case 
that that by-relation is a part of the person’s identity structure. 
329

 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 21.  See Goldman 1970: 20-48. 
330

 Goldman 1970: 22-30. 
331

 They call this the ‘identity connection’, and note that, strictly speaking, it doesn’t concern action itself 
and so is of limited interest (1985: 4-6). 
332

 Vallacher and Wegner come close to stating such a principle explicitly at 1985: 21. 
333

 Goldman 1970: 38-42. 
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means to achieving A, or that, if doing B is sufficient for doing A, then A is reducible to 

B, and so on.  But AIT is committed to no such theses, and acknowledges that any or all 

of these may be the case, but that these issues are outside the scope of the theory (1985: 

23).    

In any case, it is worth getting clear from the outset on what „higher‟ and „lower‟ 

level identities are, since these ideas figure prominently in the central claims of AIT.  

What Vallacher and Wegner have in mind concerning a lower level identity is easiest to 

discern.  They claim that lower level identities are “of a descriptive nature” (1985: 190) 

and “tend to be more concrete, providing depictions that are closer to the physical 

substrate of behavior” (1985:21).  The lowest level identities are in fact descriptions of 

what Arthur Danto once called basic actions, circumstance-less bodily movements 

(“move my finger”, “raise my arm”, “bend my leg”).
334

  Lower level identities suggest 

how a higher level identity is achieved or enacted.  For example “preparing for guests” is 

a higher level identity than “washing the floors”, both because one does the former action 

(in part) by doing the latter, and because the latter action explains how the former is done 

in terms more closely related to mere bodily movements.  Additionally, a person is able 

to generate higher levels of action, a process that is dependent on a person‟s knowledge 

of the surrounding context of what they do (the „identity conditions‟), e.g., of the causal 

consequences, the conventional interpretation of, or other surrounding circumstances of a 

lower level action.  So one may move from “moving my arm” to “swinging a hammer” to 

                                                           
334

 See Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 40, citing Danto 1963 and 1965.  For early criticism of Danto’s views, 
see Brand 1968, Stoutland 1968, and Goldman 1970: 24-25.  
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“pounding a nail” to “building a house” by one‟s awareness of the conditions for 

performing an action of that description.
335

 

What characterizes higher level identities in AIT is less clear.  Higher level 

identities “yield a more comprehensive understanding of the action” (1985: 23), they may 

“specify why or with what effect one acts” (1989: 660), and convey an action‟s “overall 

meaning” (1985: 23).  The use of a higher level identity “sensitizes the actor to the 

action‟s socially conveyed meanings, causal effects, or self-evaluative implications” 

(Samoza et. al 1989: 199).  This last point takes on special importance in the theory, 

because the highest level identities a person includes in her identity structure figures into 

her conception of herself.  Given the right conditions, we may move, again, from 

“pounding a nail” to “building a house” further to “helping the poor”, and then to 

“rectifying injustice” or “pursuing happiness.”  When a person identifies what she does in 

these most comprehensive terms, her “understanding of the action no longer merely 

epitomizes „doing,‟ it also symbolizes „being.‟  Because the self-defining identities that 

emerge in this fashion commonly convey broad goals and values, they may be considered 

ascriptive themes for the person,” i.e., they implicate a moral or quasi-moral attitude on 

the part of the agent generating the identities towards their content.
336
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 Here again, Vallacher and Wegner (1985: 41-43) draw on the analysis in Goldman 1970. 
336

 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 189.  They claim that their conception of these highest level identities is 
derivative of the ‘ascriptivist’ views of action developed in Hart 1948 and Feinberg 1970.  It is worth 
pointing out that Hart ended up explicitly rejecting this account in later work (2008: i), in light of the 
criticisms set out in Geach 1960 and Pitcher 1960.  However, we may charitably read the AIT theorists as 
not committed to an implausible theory of action, but rather that they simply have in mind  action 
identities which express or imply moral judgments about another’s or one’s own conduct.  This would 
seem to include action identities which make use of ‘thick’ concepts (see Williams 1985: 129-134 and 
Dancy 2004: 84 for the distinction) and other concepts that impute praise or blame. 



147 
 

Two additional concepts should be introduced at the outset.  As a result of a 

person‟s experience, preferences, values, skills, and so on, at a given time, the elements 

of one‟s identity structure are sensitive to various pressures to either remain stable or to 

change in systematic way; these pressures affect both what a person does and how they 

identity what they do.  AIT says that stability or change occur through two distinct 

cyclical processes called maintenance and emergence, respectively.  First, the 

maintenance of action
337

 occurs roughly when one is successful in performing an action, 

such that the antecedent identity of the action (the identity contained in the prior intention 

to act) endures both during the performance of the action and afterwards, upon reflection 

of what was done.
338

  In other words, if I intend to ϕ, try to ϕ and while ϕing identify my 

action as in fact ϕing, and upon successful completion of the action and afterwards I 

continue to identify the action as what I intended to do (as ϕing), then I have maintained 

the action of ϕing.  Vallacher and Wegner claim that maintenance, along with emergence 

(to be discussed below), are two primary ways in which both action identification 

influences action, and action influences action identification.  The antecedent identity 

plays some important role in bringing about the behavior identified as such, and what we 

end up doing affects how we identify what we do (and have done) over time.
339

  In the 
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 Note that the object of maintenance is action, and not a given action identity.   
338

 Maintenance consists in a close relation between what Vallacher and Wegner call (1985: 4-7) the 
“intent” and “reflective” connections between identities and actions, that is, between our ex ante thought 
about what we do, and our thought during and after doing what we do. 
339

 Vallacher and Wegner go so far as to say that intentions (the vehicles for antecedent identities) are the 
proximate cause of action (1985: 90).  This view is not uncommon among philosophers of action 
(Davidson 1980, Bratman 1987, Velleman 2007, Setiya 2007, Paul 2009), but this may be puzzling, given 
that one of the theorists of AIT has recently argued for the “illusion of conscious willing” (Wegner 2002).  
But the target of that critical work is quite narrow:  the claim that acting on an intention or decision has a 
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maintenance process, then, there is a constant interplay and feedback loop between what 

we do, and how we think and talk about what we do.  Typically, we try to maintain our 

identification of a given action at its most effective level, i.e., at a level at which we are 

most likely to be successful at performing it. 

But, as everyday life reminds us, we are not always successful in doing what we 

intend to do.  It is when action goes wrong or when the circumstances in which we act 

change that conditions are ripe for identifying our behavior in a new way, for a new 

identity to emerge in our identity structure.  In its simplest terms, emergence occurs when 

a person moves from a prepotent low level identity in an identity structure to a higher 

level identity in that structure, for example when one moves from “moving a leg” to 

“stretching a sore muscle.”
340

 The process begins with a person having some high- or 

low-level antecedent identity in mind (ID1).
341

  Then, the person encounters some 

external stimulus that causes her to move to a lower level identity (ID2); for example, if 

the action with the antecedent identity is interrupted or is difficult, the interruption or 

difficulty may cause the person to think of the action in terms of its details or constituent 

parts.
342

  Once the external stimulus is removed – for example, if the person resumes the 

action or overcomes the encountered difficulty – the person may perceive the conditions 

                                                                                                                                                                             
peculiar phenomenology, and that that phenomenology of willing is itself efficacious, as Hume famously 
denied.  I take the claim here as consistent with and so untouched by that critique, that there is some 
causal connection between our forming an intention to ϕ and ϕing, though the precise account of that 
connection is left open.  Wegner’s later work against ‘conscious willing’ simply argues against one such 
possible account. Mele’s recent (2009) critical response to Wegner’s later work is therefore irrelevant to 
the claim made here as part of AIT. 
340

 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 122. 
341

 Again, philosophers of action would put this simply in terms of a person forming an intention to act 
with a particular content. 
342

 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 123-129. 
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for some new high level identity to emerge (ID3).  This new identity will either become a 

part of the person‟s identity structure (if the identity is genuinely new, as in the case of 

the acquisition of a new skill), or, if not genuinely new, will acquire relations to new low 

level identities.  AIT claims that an important outcome of the successful emergence of a 

new action identity is that the new identity will play an efficacious role in performing an 

action at a later time to which the new, emergent identity suitably applies.
343

 

Since AIT claims that emergence is a crucial process in how we think about 

action, consider an example.  Suppose I want to “read Plato in the original Greek” (ID1), 

and this is the antecedent (and relatively high-level) prepotent identity I have formed 

prior to setting out to do it.  Having no competence in reading Greek, I begin 

performance by taking the usual steps:  I enroll in a course, I buy textbooks, I learn the 

Greek alphabet, and so forth.
344

  But suppose learning Greek is difficult; I have never 

done it, or even attempted it, before, and (suppose) this is the first time I have ever tried 

to learn a foreign language.  Here we have the external stimulus required to prompt me to 

act with some lower-level prepotent identity.  And indeed I do; I eventually approach the 

opening passage of the Republic and get stumped.  My prepotent action identity changes: 

I‟m now “looking up words”, “parsing this sentence”, “conjugating erchomai in my 

head”, and so on.  One of these lower level identities endures, at least for a time, as the 

primary way I think about what I‟m doing.  But as I become proficient in reading the 

Republic, the conditions are in place for me to move back up to a higher level identity.  
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However, AIT claims, it most likely will not be “read Plato in the original Greek”.  For in 

this case, now having the ability to maintain that action, I realize I can now do many 

other things, like read the original texts of Aristotle, Herodotus, and Thucydides.  Given 

these conditions, I will now opt for a new higher level identity of what I do:  

“encountering a world very different than mine,” “inhabiting another conceptual 

scheme”, or “learning about a new culture.”  And with one or more of those identities 

now newly integrated into my identity structure, I can go on and perform further actions 

with these new identities, e.g., by learning Latin or studying abroad. 

 With this background in place, the three principles of AIT can be simply stated.
345

  

(1) An action is maintained in terms of its prepotent identity.  (2) When an action can be 

identified at both a higher and a lower level, there will be a tendency for the higher level 

identity to become prepotent.  (3) When an action cannot be maintained in terms of its 

prepotent identity, there will be a tendency for a lower level identity to become prepotent.  

We just saw that the third principle is integral to the emergence process.  The second 

principle essentially says that we always try to understand our actions in the most 

comprehensive and meaningful terms (including their point and purpose, causal 

consequences, normative significance, and so on), and that identifying actions at a low 

level is a “precarious” and “transient” state.”
346

  The first principle is simply a thesis 

about the maintenance process, which I have described above.  These three principles 
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form the core of AIT and, Vallacher and Wegner claim, capture important features of the 

relation between mind and action.   

It is worth reviewing a few of the studies on which the theory is based, to see how 

the three principles, and the maintenance and emergence processes, function in real cases.   

One study involved eliciting action identities concerning the act of „getting married‟ from 

83 female residents of San Antonio.
347

  The respondents were divided into four 

categories:  those who were presumed to be years away from marriage (almost half of the 

entire group were undergraduate students), those who were to be married in 25 to 35 

days, those who were to be married in 1 to 2 days, and those who had been married for 25 

to 35 days.  The respondents were then asked at the appropriate time to rate a list of 

various low-level and high-level action identities (generated by a separate set of 

participants) according to whether the respondents thought the identities best described 

the act of getting married.    

The results confirmed both the three principles of the theory as well as the 

account of emergence.  The „years before‟ group favored high-level identities, as 

principle (2) states, but ones which implied a negative normative judgment (or „ascriptive 

theme‟), e.g., “losing freedom” and “getting problems”;  the „month before‟ group also 

maintained high-level identities, but ones of a positive valence (“showing love”, 

“caretaking”).  As the wedding (an unfamiliar and complex action) approached, however, 

the level of identity dropped dramatically, to refer to details of the event of marriage, as 

specified by principle (3),  The „days before‟ group preferred identities such as “having 
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pictures made,” “wearing a special outfit,” “listening to the person performing the 

ceremony,” and “having blood tests.”  Recall that the account of the process of 

emergence says that moving to a lower-level identity because the original antecedent, 

higher-level identity cannot be maintained is often the conditions under which a new, 

higher-level identity will be adopted.  This is true particularly if the person perceives that 

she is in a context in which it is appropriate to adopt that identity.  The emergence 

process did in fact occur for our newlyweds; the „month after‟ group preferred a higher-

level identity, but a different one from those given initially, months or years before the 

event: after the fact, getting married was now identified as “becoming family.” The act of 

getting married, in retrospect, took on a new significance for the person(s) who 

performed it and so those persons adopted a new prepotent identity to reflect that. 

A number of studies were done to investigate the intricacies of the maintenance 

process.  The studies illustrated a latent tension between the second and third principles.  

While we always strive to identify our actions at the highest possible level, often the 

action requires that we move to a lower-level identity in performing it, for example, if the 

action is time-consuming or complex.
348

  The studies show not only this tension, but also 

that if a given action is in fact time-consuming , complex, or difficult, then often we are 

actually more likely to be successful at performing it if we do adopt a lower-level identity 

(or a series of them) in doing it.  In one study, the researchers investigated how parents 

identified the action of “raising a child,” since such an action is paradigmatically time-
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consuming and complex.
349

  Moreover, the action is thoroughly infused with moral 

significance.  The question was whether identity level correlated with child-rearing 

effectiveness, such that parents who performed the action with prepotent lower-level 

identities were more effective, whereas if high-level identities were employed, then the 

parents were less effective.
350

  The results were as predicted:  of the 202 parents 

interviewed, those who viewed what they were doing in lower-level terms (“teaching the 

child to handle money”, “providing the child‟s meals”, “taking the child to the dentist and 

doctor”) correlated with high marks on the metrics of successful child-rearing.  Parents 

who identified their task in higher-level terms (“getting a companion”, “doing what I 

have a duty to do”, “taking time away from more interesting things”) reported have less 

well-adjusted and more troubled children. 

In another study, students were interviewed at different points during the taking of 

an exam to track changes in action identity, the assumption being that taking an exam is 

an inherently challenging action.  The researchers expected the students to maintain their 

action in more low-level terms, and indeed many of them did, favoring identities such as 

“moving my pencil”, “making marks on my paper” and “reading questions.”  But the 

researchers made an additional finding when they compared how each student identified 

what they were doing and their performance on the exam.  There were statistically 
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reliable correlations between the students who adopted lower-level identities and high 

exam scores.  Interestingly, an additional finding was that the students who identified 

what they were doing in generally negative terms (“showing how little I studied”, 

“missing important points in the questions”, “acting nervous”) did poorly, whereas 

students who saw themselves as doing well (“showing what I learned”, “demonstrating 

my intelligence”) did in fact earn higher scores. 

This last point relates to a further aspect of AIT, one which is particularly relevant 

for our purposes:  the claim that “the processes of action identification can give rise 

naturally to a sense of what one is like.”
351

  Again, Vallacher and Wegner start with the 

idea that action identities can be both „descriptive‟ (e.g., low-level identities about bodily 

movements) and „ascriptive‟ (those which attribute responsibility to the agent who 

applies them, i.e., those which involve some moral judgment about oneself or others).
352

  

They claim that the emergence process in particular has a tendency to generate high-

level, self-defining identities for a person, ones which „unify‟ the lower-level identities 

into ones which “[reflect] broad values (e.g., achievement, personal satisfaction, 

happiness)” and often involve “explicit characterizations of one‟s self (e.g., expression of 

skill, tastes, drives, and so on)”.
353

  This process is not inevitable, however.  Vallacher 

and Wegner distinguish between high level and low level agency, between people who 

characteristically identify their actions in ways that reflect their values and goals and 
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those who are consistently concerned with the low level, “minutia” of action.
354

  

Empirical research was conducted to determine if low level agency correlated with 

underdeveloped conceptions of oneself.  The researchers elicited responses from 274 

undergraduates at the University of Texas at Austin that involved choosing high and low 

level identities to describe everyday actions like reading and cleaning the house, as well 

as several questions about the respondents‟ personality traits, and about both their 

certainty about possessing those traits and the importance they placed on having those 

traits.  The studies showed that “level of personal agency does indeed signal how well-

defined a person‟s self-concept is.  Low level agents are less inclined to think about 

themselves in terms of broad personality traits than are their high level counterparts,” and 

that self-uncertainty and trait unimportance are associated with low self-esteem.
355

   

Studies were also conducted on how action identification is affected by social 

feedback, i.e., others offering assessments and judgments about one‟s actions.
356

  

Subjects were asked to create a drawing based on some theme, and were then told that 

they would get immediately feedback from an anonymous art expert about their drawing.  

Some subjects were told that their drawing indicated signs of true talent and was in the 

top 25% of all the work the expert had seen; others were given the opposite evaluation.  

The subjects were then asked to describe what they had done when creating the drawing.  

The subjects who were given negative feedback consistently identified what they did in 

term of low-level identities (“made pencil marks on a piece of paper,” “put various lines 
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together into a unique design,” “thought about every mark I made”), while the subjects 

who were positively evaluated identified their drawing activity in higher-level terms 

(“created a work of art,” “demonstrated my uniqueness,” “used my imagination”).  The 

researchers conclude from this and other studies that “with the emergence of increasingly 

high level identities, people eventually begin to see much of what they do as a reflection 

of personal capacities and values that distinguish them from other people.”
357

 

 I‟ve omitted many of the details of AIT and many of the studies upon which it is 

based, but this survey is sufficient for the purposes of the discussion here.  So, to sum up:  

action identification theory has proved a fruitful line of social psychological research 

over the last quarter century, in studying not just what Anscombe once called the 

„practical knowledge‟ with which one acts (in the terms of AIT, one‟s synchronous, 

prepotent, antecedent action identities) but also the diachronic, systematic changes in 

how a  person thinks about her actions, particularly in relation to that person‟s self-

conception and changing circumstances, changes which have been entirely ignored by 

philosophers of action. 
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Authority and the Identification of Action 

 How can action identification theory help us understand the nature of exercising 

authority and the (as I will claim) problematic way in which it figures into the thought 

and action of an obedient subject?  We may start with a point I emphasized in the last 

chapter about an aspect of authority that is overlooked by the reasons-centered theories:  

that when A exercises authority over B, A‟s authoritative directive issued to B specifies 

an intention (and indeed A authors the intention) with which B must act in order to obey 

and that, if B is an obedient subject, B will form an intention with just the content 

contained in the directive.   The point can now be adequately formulated in the terms of 

action identification theory:  A, by issuing an authoritative directive, provides an 

identification of an action that B must adopt, not just as part of his identity structure of 

action identities (embedded in a network of identities connected by the by-relation), but 

also as the prepotent identity of his action when he obeys.  In this section, I will employ 

this idea to do two things.  First, I will develop a richer account of what it is to exercise 

authority whether personal or not, over a person, than I have thus far.  Given AIT‟s 

claims about the intimate relationship between action identification and an agent‟s self-

conception, this account must explain how authorities play a role in constituting its 

subjects‟ self-conceptions over time.  Second, I will try to explain the importance of 

exercising our capacity to identify our actions in the sophisticated ways illustrated by 

AIT, and show how obedience to authority prevents our exercise of that capacity, and 

thus prevents us from realizing a value intimately connected to our personhood.  I will 

thus attempt to further the goal of the last chapter and try to show, now drawing on the 
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resources of AIT and the account of exercising authority I now develop, how authority 

can plausibly be thought to be, by its very nature, prima facie problematic, as Wolff 

originally thought, in a way not recognized by the service conception.  

So, first, with the insights of AIT in view, how may we construct an account, only 

hinted at in the last chapter, of what it is to exercise authority over a person?  In 

discussing the “socially inspired” emergence of one‟s self conception through social 

feedback, in which a person may suggest identities of our actions to us, and we accept 

them, Vallacher and Wegner remark: 

If the person whose action is being identified already has a high level identity in 

mind, the identity provided by someone else is merely an alternative, level-

indeterminate depiction.  If it is particularly compelling, of course, it may 

challenge one‟s identity.  But when it is not higher in level, it is not accepted in 

the same way that emergent identities are (1985: 199).   

 

Of course, as I argued in the previous chapter, the prepotent identities (or as I put it there, 

the intentions with which an obedient must act in order to obey, or the intensional 

contexts that intentions provide in which to act) provided by authorities to obedient 

subjects are not merely alternative identities; again, in the terms of AIT, they are 

identities that a subject must adopt as part of her identity structure and regard as 

prepotent when obeying.  In passing, Vallacher and Wegner suggest how authorities may 

figure into a subject‟s on-going project of action identification:   

Any time a person finds him or herself in a situation calling for an unfamiliar or 

unusual action, the person should be especially attentive to the available identity 

conditions so as to understand the action‟s meaning…Total institutions, [such] as 

prisons and the military, can instill new act identities and hence new self-views 
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because of their simultaneous elicitation of new actions and control over the 

salient identity conditions for imparting meaning to these actions.
358

 

 

Here we have the beginnings of an account of the role of authorities in the thought and 

action of obedient subjects, one that is not countenanced by reasons-centered theories like 

Raz‟s service conception.   

 We may start with the idea that authorities do in fact “instill new act identities”; 

however mundane the action (“sweep the floor”, “push the button”, “do your 

homework”), in commanding its subjects, authorities and not the subjects generate action 

identities which the subjects must adopt when they at least attempt to obey.  Whether 

those identities are new to the subjects depends on those subjects‟ antecedent identity 

structures, which of course is a function of the experience, knowledge, and skill of those 

subjects.  But even if the act identity isn‟t new to a given subject‟s identity structure, an 

authoritative directive nonetheless indicates which identity must become prepotent in the 

performance of the action.   

 We can elaborate this simple idea further.  Recall the consequences of adopting a 

new action identity into one‟s identity structure, as set out in AIT.  One consequence is 

related to the idea that every identity occupies some identity level in the structure.  

Remember that one measure of how „high-„ or „low-„ level a given identity is depends on 

how many by-relations it stands in, such that one may do a (relatively) high-level action 

so identified by doing many other actions, and that one does high-level actions by doing 

(relatively) low-level actions.  And how a given identity fits into a person‟s identity 
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structure will be a function of not just the inherent level of the given identity, but the 

knowledge and experience of the person whose structure it is. 

 At what level of a subject‟s identity structure a given (authority-generated) 

identity occupies will also be a function of how skilled the subject is, in performing the 

action and how familiar the subject is with the action, so identified.  That is, how the 

identity fits into a subjects‟ identity structure will in part be determined by whether the 

subject can maintain an action of that description.  If an authority commands a subject to 

do something that is difficult or unfamiliar, then in order to obey, the subject will have to 

become acquainted with the action or figure out how to do it.  As stated by the third 

principle of AIT, when a person cannot maintain an action identified at a particular level, 

that person will tend to identify that action in lower level terms.  And if the identity 

contained in the authoritative directive refers to a difficult or alien action, then the subject 

will of course adopt that identity into her structure, but will also have to determine how it 

fits into the structure, i.e., how many by-relations it stands in, vis-à-vis the identities in 

the antecedent structure.  In what this consists will vary from case to case.  In may 

involve learning about a new causal connection between events, or that one even can be 

described in a new way.  We can easily see how a subject‟s identity structure could be 

radically transformed in attempting to accommodate the authority-generated identity in 

their structure. 

 Consider a pedagogical example.  Suppose I, an avid softball player, enroll in a 

course to take up bowling, and my bowling instructor directs me to “roll the ball down 

the lane.”  I then learn that I can do that action by making a certain underhanded 
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swinging motion with my arm (with ball in hand of course).  I then realize that, in the 

proper „identity conditions‟, I can do another (to me, familiar) action by making the same 

motion: “throwing a pitch” (in softball).  My identity structure is revised accordingly.  

Whereas before the exercise of (pedagogical) authority occurred, a portion of my identity 

structure can be represented as  

  “swinging my arm (underhand)”       “throwing a pitch”  

 

it is now revised as:  

 

“throwing a pitch”     “rolling the ball down the lane” 

         
   “swinging my arm (underhand)” 

 

This is a simple example, primarily because we have isolated a simple by-relation, the 

lower-level identity of which is a “basic” bodily movement.  A directive containing a 

clearly high-level identity illustrates more extensive revision to the contours of a person‟s 

identity structure.  This is because the high-level identities tend to more often occupy the 

first place in by-relations than do lower-level identities.
359

  Thus, if God commands Paul 

to “love your neighbor”, a quite high-level identity is required in order to obey, and so it 

seems that a vast number of lower-level identities will become related to it within Paul‟s 

identity structure (e.g., “giving a hug”, “throwing a party”, “joining the Peace Corps”, 

and so on), themselves of various identity levels in the structure.  If Paul is (ex hypothesi) 

obedient, he will adopt the identity contained in God‟s command, and thus make it 

prepotent when he acts.  If he finds it difficult to maintain this identity while performing 

the action (if, e.g., he is doing something as complex as throwing a party), he may, in 
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medias res, adopt lower-level identities in order to carry it out effectively.  But, 

importantly, Paul (if he is obedient) will ex post facto identity the action just as 

commanded: as loving his neighbor.
360

 

 We have already seen that the identity level in a given subject‟s structure which a 

given identity contained in an authoritative directive occupies is a wholly contingent 

matter.  This is due in part to the contingent nature of a subject‟s identity structure, which 

is a function of the subject‟s experience and knowledge.  But in many (if not all) cases, 

the directives themselves can be characterized as higher- or lower-level, based on, e.g., 

whether they provide a “more comprehensive account of the action, that can highlight the 

action‟s intended goals, unintended effects, implications for the actor and others”
361

 or 

instead are closer to descriptions of bodily movements.  Another factor that determines 

the (approximate) level of a given identity is whether the authority intends it to function 

as a higher- or lower-level identity in the structure of the subject. 

 There are many examples provided by a paradigmatic locus of practical authority 

– directives issued as part of a legal system.  Take for example the famous order issued 

by the Supreme Court to the Kansas District Court in Brown v. Board of Education:  “to 

take such proceedings and enter such orders and decrees consistent with this opinion as 

are necessary and proper to admit to public schools on a racially nondiscriminatory basis 

with all deliberate speed the parties to these cases.”
362

  This is a mouthful, but for our 

purposes here, we should notice that the Supreme Court here has provided the addressee 
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of this directive (a lower court judge) with an action identity which the addressee must 

adopt and, in the right circumstances („identity condition‟), must adopt as prepotent vis-à-

vis her action.  We may consider the identity provided as a quite high level one, on the 

grounds that it can be done by doing many other things, the identities of which are 

themselves at various levels in the identity structure of the subject: “making calls”, 

“having a meeting”, “organizing police”, “driving to the junior high”, “talking to a 

parent”, and many others.  To be sure, in the performance of the action with the identity 

provided in the order, the (lower court) judge may indeed adopt any number of these 

lower level identities, depending on the circumstances.  If for example there is physical 

resistance at the schools in admitting students of other races (as in fact there was), then an 

identity like “organizing the police” will become prepotent.  This can be considered a 

case of the interruption of action and, as we saw in the last section, interruption tends to 

work against maintenance, which in turn encourages a lower-level prepotent identity;  

this of course just is the claim of the third principle of AIT.  And again, if the lower court 

judge is obedient, and has done as the order directs, he will ex post facto identify what he 

has done with the identity provided by the higher court: roughly, admitting the litigants to 

the public schools on a racially nondiscriminatory basis with all deliberate speed.  

 Authoritative directives can also of course provide relatively lower-level 

identities.  In the context of the law, these are often found in the minutia of procedural 

rules of courts.  Take for example the general rule in Texas governing the time for a 

named defendant to respond to a civil law suit:  
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The defendant must file an answer by 10:00 A.M. on the first Monday after the 

expiration of twenty days from the date the defendant was served with process.
363

 

 

The action identity seems to be a much lower-level one than contained in the order given 

in Brown.  The identity of the action required of the defendant does not incorporate the 

point of the action, its intended or unintended consequences, and so on, and mentions 

only the immediate circumstances of its performance (in particular, its temporal aspects).  

But just as in the Brown example, the defendant (or, more likely, his attorney) is required 

to adopt the identity as prepotent in his action, and integrate it into his antecedent web of 

by-relations. 

  Whether a given authority, over time, issues directives that provide more high 

level identities or more low level identities will of course depend on the subject matter of 

the directives, their point, the knowledge the authority has of its subjects‟ experience and 

skill, and many other things.  But we can note at this point that AIT gives us the resources 

to make a further claim, that authorities which always or often issue directives that 

require actions identified at a lower level are more likely to undermine the maintenance 

of a subject‟s self-conception, regardless of the antecedent contours of that self-

conception.  Or, more precisely, the self-conceptions of subjects who routinely obey such 

authorities have a tendency to diminish and become less comprehensive.  “Because the 

low level agent is consciously concerned with the minutia of action, he or she is likely to 

think about the self in only a relatively impoverished way – as the author of simple 
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movements.”
364

  Subjects who are therefore required by an authority to perform actions 

described using lower-level identities, and who then adopt those identities as prepotent in 

obeying, can be characterized (at least to that extent) as low-level agents.  And to the 

extent those subjects are low-level agents, they do not have a determinate conception of 

themselves at all.  “[L]evel of personal agency does indeed signal how well-defined a 

person‟s self-concept is.  Low level agents are less inclined to think about themselves in 

terms of broad personality traits than are their high level counterparts.”
365

 

 This may seem to provide a prima facie reason to think that the exercise of 

authority in this way carries an additional justificatory burden than in other cases.  That 

may be the case within certain limited domains of action or with respect to certain 

subjects some of the time.  But surely these considerations do not serve as the basis of 

anything like a conceptual argument like Wolff‟s against authority as such.  For one 

thing, it is obvious that in many cases, in particular those involving pedagogical 

authority, directing subjects to perform actions with low-level identities is unproblematic.  

The clearest examples are the teaching of (by no means sinister) activities which 

essentially consist in precise bodily movements.  Think for example of the teaching of 

dance, or yoga, or the performance of magic tricks.  The teaching of such activities 

actually require the issuance of practical directives providing low-level identities, nearly 

all of which are mere bodily movements (“straighten the leg”, “square the hips,” “fan 

your fingers”, and so on.)  But surely these are not grist for the anarchist‟s mill!    
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 And yet, by reflection on other examples, we can see, by extending the findings of 

AIT, how “low-level authorities” can affect a subject‟s self-conception in just the 

negative way I have claimed.  When we recognize that such low-level identification of 

actions by putative practical authorities occurs on the assembly lines of car factories, in 

steel mills, and similar places, AIT‟s claims about low level agency seem more plausible.  

The person who is the proverbial “cog in a wheel” of a large corporate or bureaucratic 

effort is often systemically and chronically directed to perform tasks that can reasonably 

be described in terms of bodily movements (“fasten the rivet”, “drive the nail”, “pull the 

lever”, and so on.  This of course was one of Marx‟s targets in his early critique of 

„alienated labor‟ in the modern industrial life of many workers created by the capitalist 

system.  Allen Wood summarizes Marx‟s view this way:  

It is one of the chief absurdities of alienated labor…that wage laborers feel at 

home with themselves only when they are not working, that they work only when 

compelled to, that laboring activity „is not the satisfaction of a need, but merely 

the means to satisfy needs external to it.‟  The depth of the workers‟ alienation, 

the meaninglessness of their lives, is above all attested by the fact that they spend 

most of their waking lives engaged in enervating drudgery, merely in order to 

satisfy the basic requirements for physical survival.  Alienated labor, says Marx, 

„degrades spontaneous, free activity to a means‟.
366

 

 

AIT, and the account of exercising authority I have been constructing on its basis, in fact 

has the resources to explain why the routine „enervating drudgery‟ of the factory 

contributes to the meaninglessness of the life of the worker:  because the actions the 

workers perform are initially identified in low-level terms by the practical authority that 

supervises the activity of those workers (the foreman, floor manager, etc.) and the 
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workers, having been commanded in such terms, thus adopt a low-level understanding of 

what he is doing when they obey.
367

  And as AIT claims, when a person opts for a low-

level understanding of his actions, it is difficult for a self-conception to develop and be 

maintained.  The low level agent sees himself as simply the locus of so much activity 

consisting merely of movements of his own body.    
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Authority and the Emergence of Action 

I have yet to explore what I think is the most important way AIT helps us 

understand the exercise of authority, and therefore the most important way in which an 

authority figures into the thought, action, and self-conception of an obedient subject.  

Recall that AIT quite plausibly views the person diachronically and subject to change 

according to, among others, the principles of AIT.  One process of change occurs in the 

process of emergence:  a person adopts one identity as prepotent and, under certain 

circumstances (if, for example, the action so identified is difficult, unfamiliar, or 

interrupted), the person will adopt a lower-level identity during its performance.  Once 

the relevant circumstances have changed (the action becomes easy or familiar, etc.), the 

person will again adopt a higher-level identity, but often the identity is not identical to the 

initial one.  The new identity may reflect a person‟s new understanding of her action, a 

change in her values, preferences, personality traits, or skill and experience.  This new 

identity – the emergent identity – reflect those changes in the person herself, but also 

revises her identity structure and thus becomes potentially productive of new actions with 

that identity.  In this way, action identification is both produced by and productive of 

action and the self.  Recall my intention „to learn Greek‟; given its inherent difficulty 

(and in any case, its difficulty relative to my experience and abilities), upon beginning 

performance I move to lower-level identities („looking up words‟, „parsing this sentence‟, 

etc.).  But once I gain some competence (and let‟s suppose, contrary to fact, mastery!) in 

doing it, then I no longer identify what I have done as „learning Greek‟, in different 

comprehensive terms („learning about a new culture‟, „working within a new conceptual 
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scheme‟, etc), which in turn will determine how I identity future actions (e.g., when I go 

to learn Latin or Italian). 

Given that an authority exercises her authority over a subject by (among other 

things) providing that subject with new action identities which he must adopt as part of 

his identity structure, and adopt as prepotent when he obeys, how does that affect the 

process of emergence with respect to the subject?  Take our earlier example of God 

commanding Paul to love his neighbor.  While Paul, in obeying, may adopt lower-level 

identities in order to carry out God‟s bidding (e.g., by identifying what he‟s doing as 

„calling my mother‟, „consoling a friend‟, „feeding the hungry‟, etc.), it is nonetheless the 

case that once Paul has successfully maintained his action at that identity level, he will 

(according to the second principle of AIT) move to a higher-level identity.  But of course 

the higher-level identity is not his own – or at least would not be his own were it not for 

God‟s command.  Paul is not free to come to his own understanding of what he is doing 

(as well as what he will do, and what he has done), but must accept that of the authority 

to which he is obedient:  as loving his neighbor.
368

  Similarly, if the directive contains a 

low-level identity (“raise your hand”), an obedient subject must understand his action in 

just these low-level terms, and not try to find a higher-level understand of what he is 

                                                           
368

 One may disagree that this is the proper articulation of the action identity in question.  It may be that a 
more accurate statement of it is of a more de dicto character, e.g., “obeying the authority that says I must 
love my neighbor.”  But even in this case, the particular action commanded is at least a component of the 
identity and so becomes a part of the subject’s identity structure all the same.  Even with a fully de dicto 
identity in play – e.g., “acting in my capacity as an obedient subject” – the very fact of the presence of the 
authority has brought about change in the structure at least to this extent.  Moreover, it is unlikely that a 
subject, when obeying a command containing a more particular identity, could maintain such a high-level, 
de dicto identity before, during, and after carrying out the action under the prescribed identity and still 
perform the action successfully.  But this is admittedly speculation based on my understanding of the case 
studies reported by Wegner and Vallacher, upon which AIT is based. 
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doing.  But if this is right, then this amounts to the claim that authorities actually prevent 

the process of emergence from occurring altogether, at least with respect to the actions 

they command their subjects to perform.   

One may object to this account that the subject is not forced to adopt any specific 

understanding of what she is doing.   She is after all free to come to any understanding of 

her action she wants, to adopt any identity for her action she would like, as long as she 

does something that the authority will identify as the action commanded.  Emergence is 

thus always possible, it‟s just that the action done (in obedience) must be merely 

identifiable as the one commanded, not in fact identified by the subject as such.  And yet, 

if this were the case, could it ever truly be said that anyone obeys anyone else?  As I 

claimed in the last chapter, if A commands B to ϕ, then in order to obey, B must not only 

ϕ, but intend to ϕ.  Otherwise, one could obey by accident, or good luck, by going about 

one‟s usual behavior (and deliberations) and by chance conforming one‟s conduct to what 

one was commanded to do.  But surely this isn‟t obedience; as we saw in the last chapter, 

when A commands B to ϕ, A not only wants B to ϕ, but A wills that B ϕ by intending to 

ϕ, and B‟s action won‟t count as an act of obedience if B does not act with the intention 

to do what he has been required to do by A.       

While the service conception does not have a sufficiently developed concept of 

action identification to acknowledge the point being made here, Raz does make use of the 

cognate idea of acting for the reason that is the issuance of the directive itself, and not 

acting for certain other reasons (the „excluded‟ ones).  That is, part of the account of 

exercising authority provided by the service conception are the claims that an act is not 
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an act of exercising authority unless A intends B to take A‟s commands as protected 

reasons for action, and that a subject obeys only if the subject acts on (i.e., complies with) 

the protected reason that is the issued directive.
369

 Similarly, the point here is that an 

exercise of authority is the providing of an action identity that the subject must integrate 

into her identity structure, and that the subject does not obey unless the subject not only 

adopts the identity as prepotent in the performance of the action, but also adopts that 

identity as prepotent through time, both before and after the action is done.  Indeed, if ex 

post facto the subject revised her understanding of what she did when obeying (by way of 

the process of emergence provided by AIT), then that would show that the subject is no 

longer submitting herself to the authority of either the directive or the person who gave it.   

So it seems that the identifications of actions included in authoritative directives 

are, as it were, fixed stars in a subject‟s constellation of action identities.  And in so far as 

that subject‟s understanding of a given action is fixed, so is, to that extent, that subject‟s 

identity structure.  The set of action identities issued over time by an authority within a 

given domain of action becomes integrated into a subject‟s identity structure and is 

thereby not subject to change by way of emergence.  And, mutatis mutandis, as we 

subject ourselves to greater numbers of authorities concerning more and more domains of 

actions (whether legal, religious, pedagogical, parental, or otherwise), more and more of 

our identity structure becomes static – both the particular identities contained in them and 

the by-relations between those identities which constitute the structure.   

                                                           
369

 See Raz 1979: 8-10. 
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A clear implication of the empirical studies on which AIT is based is that this 

result would have a profound deleterious effect on a person‟s conception of themselves.  

“If act identities did not show systematic change over time and across circumstances, a 

conception of oneself would probably never develop.”
370

 Authoritative directives fix the 

identity of actions and so do not allow obedient agents to recast the actions as ones 

reflecting, e.g., a new set of values or attitudes acquired over time.  This is a point distinct 

from the earlier one, that a person who routinely identifies their action in low-level terms 

has a less well-defined self-conception than one who opts for high-level identities.  

Rather, the point is that one‟s self-conception, in terms of one‟s values, personality traits, 

and so on, could hardly be formed at all if on-going, systemic change of one‟s identity 

structure did not occur.  The claim about the necessity of emergence with respect to one‟s 

self-conception therefore extends to both high- and low-level identities.  And, I argue, 

exercises of authority, and the attendant acts of obedience, prevent the emergence process 

to occur in the identity structure of the subject.  
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The Importance of Action Identification  

I have attempted up to this point to develop an account of what it is to exercise 

authority over persons, regardless of whether the authority is thought of as personal or 

non-personal in nature, drawing on the findings of Action Identification Theory.  But I 

promised something more; I claimed that this account would enable us to revive Wolff‟s 

anarchistic challenge which spawned the modern dialectic among political and legal 

philosophers concerning authority and its justification.  In this section, I hope to make 

good on this promise.   

I think the primary value of AIT to philosophers of action, and theorists of 

authority in particular, is that it calls our attention to the complex and systematic ways 

that we think about our own actions, and how that thinking bears on how we think about 

ourselves.  These questions seem to have gone overlooked by theorists of authority, 

which is surprising since the practice of authority is at the very least a case in which one 

person does some thinking for, or on behalf of, another person, and in which that thinking 

is about action.  As we‟ve seen, the service conception focuses on reason-assessment as 

the relevant sort of thinking.  Here, I have focused on action identification itself as an 

equally important activity that both a person does for herself, and that an authority 

engages in on the part of an obedient subject.    

But if the role that authorities play in identifying actions for their subjects is as 

I‟ve argued, then why should that be thought at all problematic?  In the last chapter, I 

made claims about an authority avowing  the mind of a subject, though it was not my 

concern there to show why that in itself should incur an additional justificatory burden on 
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the part of the defender of authority, but rather that the epistemological consequences that 

follow from it do raise an additional burden.  But here I want to argue for the broader 

claim that, regardless of any interpersonal, epistemological consequences concerning 

„privileged access‟, the phenomenon of one person identifying an action for another to 

perform, and the second being required to perform it in an act of obedience, is itself 

problematic.  In the previous sections, I have made complaints based on AIT about an 

authority too frequently issuing low-level actions, resulting in a subject lacking a well-

defined self-conception, or an authority fixing regions of a subjects‟ identity structure and 

thereby preventing the emergence process to occur, one that is essential to developing a 

sense of the self.  This last point may provide the start of a critique.  But is there anything 

ab initio problematic about letting someone identify our actions for us, and obediently 

performing those actions, so identified? 

I suggest we look to a view in moral philosophy that has gained traction in the last 

quarter century, developed by Harry Frankfurt, a view initially developed to address 

issues about free will and responsibility, but which, I hope to show, has application 

beyond these topics.
371

  Frankfurt has developed a concept of identification, one that has 

little to do with the cognate concept employed by the social psychologists, but which may 

help explain the importance of identifying one‟s action oneself, such that if the mere 

exercise of authority thwarts this activity, then this does create a burden in justifying 

                                                           
371

 See Frankfurt 1988, 1999, and 2002.  Important critical discussions of Frankfurt’s views can be found in 
Wallace 2006: 190-211, Moran 2002, Velleman 2006: 330-360, Watson 2004, and Bratman 1999: 185-206 
and 2007: 137-161. 
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practical authority that has gone unrecognized.  In this section, I aim to extend and adapt 

Frankfurt‟s insight to show this. 

The general aim of Frankfurt‟s account of „identification‟ is to give an account of 

autonomy, which for him is tantamount to giving an account of what it is to be a person.  

And this in turn involves arriving at an understanding of the essential characteristics of a 

person‟s will.
372

  A characteristic of a person‟s will is essential if and only if the person 

identifies with that characteristic.  For Frankfurt, the relevant characteristics are desires or 

motivations, i.e., possible determinants of one‟s behavior, and one distinguishes which of 

one‟s desires are essential or not by determining which desires are „internal‟ to (or 

constitutive of) or „external‟ to (or alienated from) the self.  If a person identifies with a 

desire, then that desire is internal to that person, and forms part of essentially who the 

person is.
373

  Identification is essentially a relation between two psychological states (two 

desires), such that one state is of a higher-order than the other, and the higher-order one is 

directed at or about the other, and is arrived at through a process of reflexive 

deliberation.
374

  Suppose I want a piece of cake.  Frankfurt claims that I am able to 

deliberate reflexively about this desire – step back from this desire and make it an object 

of reflection – and decide whether I want that desire to play a motivating role in my 

                                                           
372

 “A person acts autonomously only when his volitions derive from the essential character of his will”  
(Frankfurt 1999: 132);  “With respect to a person whose will has no fixed determinate character, it seems 
that the notion of autonomy or self-direction cannot find a grip” (Frankfurt 1988: 178).  It should be noted 
that Frankfurt’s notion of autonomy is importantly different than the one that appears in Wolff’s 
argument (see the Introduction, above). 
373

 Cf. Nagel’s distinction between ‘motivated’ and ‘unmotivated’ desires.  Motivated desires are those 
“arrived at by decision and after deliberation”, whereas unmotivated desires “simply come to us”, such 
hunger produced by lack of food (Nagel 1970: 29-30).   
374

 I am helped here by Wallace’s (2006) excellent distillation of Frankfurt’s views. 
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actions.  If I so decide, then I identify with my desire to eat cake and, if I actually eat 

cake, then I act as myself, the person I am.
375

  I act on a desire that is “fully my own.”
376

  

 Notice that to deliberate about the first-order desire to have cake is not to 

deliberate about the question of whether I should have a piece of cake.  Rather, it is to 

deliberate about the desire itself, as it has shown up in my psychological biography.  It is 

to deliberate as to whether the desire is „mine‟.  But what exactly is the reflection about, 

with respect to this desire?   Frankfurt wavers on an answer.  Sometimes he says it is 

about whether to decide to allow the desire to be efficacious in producing action;
377

 

elsewhere he says it is about whether to (partially) constitute oneself with that desire,
378

 

or simply whether to be „wholeheartedly‟ committed to having the desire.
379

   In his most 

recent work on identification, he seems to have adopted a suggestion made by Michael 

Bratman,
380

 that to identify with a desire is treat it as a reason in forming one‟s intentions 

and plans.
381

 

Whatever the answer, the outcomes of such reflexive deliberation form a 

hierarchy of desires:  ordinary desires (like wanting cake) and higher-order desires about 

those desires.  These higher-order desires determine the desires that are „internal‟ to us, 

those with which we identify, and therefore those with which we constitute our selves.  

                                                           
375

 I set aside cases that involve deviant causal connections between desires and actions, as they do not 
concern Frankfurt either. 
376

 Frankfurt 1988: 65. 
377

 Frankfurt 1988: 164-165. 
378

 Frankfurt 1999: 100-101. 
379

 Frankfurt 1999: 102-107. 
380

 Bratman 1999: 195-198. 
381

 See Frankfurt 2002. 



177 
 

Thus it is often said that Frankfurt adopts a „hierarchical model‟ of the self.
382

  The 

problems with this view have been well-articulated,
383

 and so it seems that in later work 

Frankfurt expresses doubt about the correctness of a hierarchical picture and prefers a 

view that emphasizes reaching simply a state of „self-satisfaction‟ about one‟s desires that 

is non-hierarchical.
384

 

I think that something like the identification relation that Frankfurt has in mind 

can help us understand the importance of an identity structure, and the action identities 

that constitute it, concerning the constitution and integrity of the person whose structure it 

is, and that it can give us the resources to understand the problematic nature of 

submission to authority in a new and illuminating way.  It may seem, however, that 

Frankfurt‟s account is simply not relevant to the preceding discussion.  After all, 

identification on that view is a relation between discrete psychological states (desires), 

and the relevant relata provided by AIT are persons and action identities.   Moreover, the 

attitude constitutive of identification, whether it is „self-satisfaction‟, „wanting-X-to-be-

efficacious-in-action‟ (where X is some first-order desire), or „treating-X-as-a-reason‟, or 

in any case some kind of reflective endorsement,
385

 seems ill-suited to describe the 

relation between a person (i.e., her self-conception) and her action identities.  It seems 

hardly plausible ab initio that a person bears such a relation to every action identity in 

their identity structure.  The claim is particularly implausible with respect to the lower-

level identities of the structure;  it seems to fly in the face of the phenomena to claim that 
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 See, e.g., Bratman 2007 and Wallace 2006. 
383

 See especially Watson 2004, Velleman 2006, and Bratman 2007. 
384

 See especially “The Faintest Passion” in Frankfurt 1999. 
385

 As Velleman characterizes Frankfurt’s view (2006: 331). 
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a person „reflectively endorses‟ such mundane action identities as „moving my finger‟ or 

„scratching my ear‟.   To speak of endorsement here is surely to strain the very meaning 

of the concept – and so drain it of any meaning at all. 

And yet, at times Frankfurt himself hints at the very view I endorse here, in 

developing a concept of having an attitude of „wholeheartedness‟ about one‟s desires.  

One of the fundamental distinctions on which Frankfurt‟s work rests is one between 

activity and passivity in one‟s mental life. 

We think it correct to attribute to a person, in the strict sense, only some of the 

events in the history of his body.  The others – those with respect to which he is 

passive – have their moving principles outside him, and we do not identify him 

with these events.  Certain events in the history of a person‟s mind, likewise, have 

their moving principles outside him.  He is passive with respect to them, and they 

are likewise not to be attributed to him.  A person is no more to be identified with 

everything that goes on in his mind, in other words, than he is to be identified 

with everything that goes on in his body.
386

 

 

He thus seeks a characterization of the active in one‟s thought that is relevant to 

understanding what it is to be a person.   Moran frames Frankfurt‟s views this way:  

Yet even endorsement combined with accessibility to reasons…does not give us 

what we want, does not capture the ordinary case of unquestioned identification 

with one‟s thought or desire…What is wanted is an explication of the idea of 

identifying with one‟s thought in terms of assuming some kind of active stance 

toward it...”
387

  

 

If an account of „identification‟ is supposed to characterize mental activity rather than 

passivity in thought (or at least a species of it), then the account may indeed be 

extendable to cover action identification as well.  For as we saw, the basic phenomena 
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 Frankfurt 1988: 61. 
387

 Moran 2002: 194, emphasis added. 
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studied by AIT are responses a person may have to the question “what are you doing?”
388

 

– and such responses are, if anything is, a mark of activity in thought.  The very 

occurrence of identifying one‟s action is already in some sense to make it “fully one‟s 

own”, beyond merely referring to an item in one‟s psychological biography. 

 And yet, to say that one „identifies‟ simply with whatever mental activity, as 

opposed to passivity, there is to be found in her psychological history is unhelpful for our 

purposes here.  For example, Raz agrees with Frankfurt and others that activity in thought 

is importantly related to personhood.  But given the account of the service conception of 

authority given in Chapter 1, above, it should come as no surprise how he characterizes 

the relevant activity: “…life is activity and we are active in so far as, as it seems to us, we 

function well, that is in so far as, as it seems to us, our moods, emotions, beliefs, desires, 

etc., are properly responsive to reasons.”
389

  And of course the whole point of the service 

conception is to show that submission to authority does not interfere with a subjects being 

active in this sense, in exercising her capacity to be sensitive to reasons. 

 And although, again, Frankfurt now seems to side with Raz in thinking of activity 

and identification in terms of reasons and being responsive to them,
390

 he has at times 

expressed his view in a way that suggests a different understanding of the active and what 

it is for a person to identity with an item in their own mind.  Frankfurt has developed a 

notion of the unthinkable, the compliment of which roughly approximates the relation I 
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 Vallacher and Wegner 1985: 1.  As many of the empirical studies make clear, the related tensed 
judgments “what will you do?” and “what did you do?” are equally relevant. 
389

 Raz 1999: 21. 
390

 Cf. Frankfurt 2002: 218-219: “The appeal to reasons is an appeal that identification and 
wholeheartedness make possible.  Moreover, a responsiveness to reasons is a necessity that they 
inescapably impose.  Thus it is true that identification and reasons are essentially related.” 
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think holds between a person and her identity structure and its contents.
391

  Frankfurt 

opposes the views that utilitarians do not have a determinate „moral structure‟, and that, 

for atheists, „all is permitted‟, such that they each do not have any „fixed volitional 

limits‟.   He argues that while the atheist for example may indeed acknowledge that, as a 

moral matter, “all is permitted”, or that the utilitarian may acknowledge that any action 

whatsoever may, under the right circumstances, have greater utility than the available 

alternatives, there may nonetheless be actions which they can‟t bring themselves to 

perform.  There may be actions, the doing of which are unthinkable (or, what seems to be 

his view, unwillable).   „Unthinkability‟ is not in itself a moral category.
392

  For an action 

to be unthinkable is not for it necessarily to be wrong or merely disgusting, though it may 

be the case that an action‟s wrongness is the basis for its being unwillable.   Nor is an 

action unthinkable if a person is unable to do it (because of circumstances, abilities, etc.).  

Rather, “a person who asserts that he finds an action unthinkable means that there are no 

circumstances in which he would be willing to perform it.”
393

    Although the atheist may 

see that he is able to pursue a number of courses of action successfully, “and despite his 

understanding that pursuing them is permitted, they are not among his genuine options.  

They have no place in his repertoire of conduct because, as we may say, for him they are 

unthinkable.”
394

  It seems to me the „repertoire of conduct‟ here that Frankfurt has in 

mind is precisely the idea of an identity structure, as found in action identification theory, 

i.e., a set of all the actions that I can do, and would do under the right circumstances, 

                                                           
391

 Frankfurt 1988: 159-190. 
392

 Frankfurt 1988: 182. 
393

 Frankfurt 1988: 184. 
394

 Frankfurt 1988: 181. 
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however rare or imaginative.  And the particular contours and character of the structure 

and its contents are determinant of the person who has it.  “[T]he unthinkability of the 

action is so decisive that it constitutes for him a limit not only on what he can do but also 

on what he can be.  It is a genuine necessity of his volitional nature.”
395

 

Thus, Frankfurt himself seems to recognize the important connection between a 

person and her identity structure and its contents claimed by AIT, and gives us additional 

resources to describe a capacity of identifying action, which the exercise of authority 

necessarily frustrates.  For by implication, there is a set of actions which are thinkable  

for a person to perform, the identities of which the person authors, and which constitutes 

the person‟s identity structure;  and that set represents something important about who 

the person essentially is (or, at least, who they conceive themselves to be).  The actions 

which are for me thinkable are those which I identify with, and while Frankfurt explicitly 

seems to understand identification in terms of treating something as a reason, we have 

arrived at an importantly different view.   But given the evident importance of action 

identification that I‟ve argued for in this section and the last, the concept of  identification 

should cast a wider net:  to include the idea as treating something as something I  do, or 

can do.   Another way to put the point, drawing on an idea we encountered in the last 

chapter, is that we identify with our practical knowledge of what we do, and one‟s action 

identities more generally, how we think and talk about what we do through time  And 

that is sensitive to everything unique about me, as both the psychologists and moral 

psychologists suggest:  my experience, knowledge, capacities, values, and so on. 
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 Frankfurt 1988: 187-188. 
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Conclusion 

If, then, I have made a case for an additional kind of mental activity that makes a 

contribution to one‟s agency and personhood, i.e., the capacity to identify our actions 

(through time), and authorities necessarily usurp an obedient subject‟s capacity to 

identify what she does when she acts (or intends to act) when issuing authoritative 

directives, then any account of the justification of authority must show how authorities 

can ever be justified in interfering with one‟s agency in this sense.  The leading theory of 

authority, the service conception, does not do this because, as we have seen, it renders all 

the relevant normative phenomena in terms of reasons, and a person being responsive to 

them.  At one point, Raz mentions in passing that “authorities tell us what to intend, with 

the aim of achieving whatever goals they pursue through commanding our will.”
396

  But 

Raz in fact does not elaborate on a concept of “what to intend”, as for example anything 

like Anscombe‟s idea of practical knowledge, and clearly understands doing something 

intentionally as doing something for a reason. There is then simply no room in the service 

conception for the concept of an action identity which, as AIT demonstrates, is separable 

(and fruitfully so) from the concept of a reason.
397
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 Raz 2009: 135. 
397 The forgoing account of what it is to exercise authority helps us give a novel interpretation of a long-

standing idea in the philosophy of law, that the concept of law is a ‘hermeneutic concept’ – a thesis that 
has “been endorsed by every legal philosopher of the last hundred years, with the exception of the 
Scandinavian Realists” (Leiter 2007: 173).  An influential and often-cited statement of the idea is found in 
the concluding passages of Raz’s defense of legal positivism:  

 
The concept of law is part of our culture and of our cultural traditions.  It plays a role in the way 
in which ordinary people as well as the legal profession understand their own and other people’s 
actions. It is part of the way they ‘conceptualize’ social reality…unlike concepts like ‘mass’ or 
‘electron’, ‘the law’ is a concept used by people to understand themselves.  We are not free to 
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pick on any fruitful concepts.  It is a major task of legal theory to advance our understanding of 
society by helping us understand how people understand themselves (Raz 1994: 237)  
 

It should now be apparent how AIT theory, and how I have drawn on it to explain what it is to exercise 
authority over persons, can help explain the sense in which law is a hermeneutic concept.  As is widely 
acknowledged, law claims authority over its subjects (Raz 1994 and Enoch 2010).  If authority includes the 
identification of action for obedient subjects to perform, then the law serves as a source of action 
identities.  In my account of how AIT can be extended to explain what it is to exercise authority, I already 
highlighted how this is so by using just such examples from the law.  Cases like Brown and directives in 
both procedural and substantive law provide action identities for subjects to adopt as permanent fixtures 
in their identity structures (whether those subjects are ordinary citizens or legal officials like judges and 
lawyers).  This affects those subjects’ self-conceptions in both the way describable within AIT, i.e., it 
prevents the important process of emergence, as well as in the sense that they make actions thinkable for 
subjects, on the account adopted from Frankfurt.  The discussion thus sheds new light on the way in 
which law helps people understand themselves. 
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