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Introduction 
 
 
 

A German poet was intrusted with a particularly fine sausage, which he was to 
convey to the donor's friend at Paris. In the course of the long journey he smelt the 
sausage; he got hungry, and desired to taste it; he pared a morsel off, then another, 
and another, in successive moments of temptation, till at last the sausage was, 
humanly speaking, at an end. The offence had not been premeditated. The poet had 
never loved meanness, but he loved sausage; and the result was undeniably 
awkward. 

-- George Eliot from Felix Holt, The Radical 
 
 
1.1 Why Study Self-Control? 
  
Temptation is unquestionably common.  Like Eliot’s German poet, we often satisfy 

our desires in ways that we will later regret.1  And like him, we often do so not out of 

coarseness of character but due to mistakes about the meanings of our actions and the 

absence of enough resolve to avoid them.  All too often we lack the self-control 

necessary to overcome temptation, and our lives suffer for it.  Riddled with 

temptation and weakness of will, we lose pride, confidence, and self-respect and 

secure only irregular success in achieving our ends.  Weakness of will is a profound 

obstacle to human flourishing.  

 My dissertation is a defense of self-control as a moral virtue.  Though this 

claim has significant intuitive support, it is not self-evident.  Some philosophers have 

                                                 
1 I owe the reference to Paul Woodruff. 
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held, for instance, that practical reason determines the strength of desire.  If they are 

correct, self-control is primarily an intellectual activity such as belief revision or 

effective reasoning, and so may not count as a moral virtue.  Other philosophers have 

contended that self-control, understood as the ability to resist and overcome 

temptation, was never a moral virtue to begin with.  They hold that moral virtue is 

incompatible with temptation.  If there is a virtue of emotional control, they might 

argue, it involves having desires that are fully harmonized or integrated with reason.  

Still other philosophers have argued that a life of self-control is simply not a life to 

which we should aspire.  They claim that maximizing self-control is incompatible 

with the goods of spontaneity and self-discovery, significantly undermining its claim 

to be a feature of the best sort of life. 

 I respond to these and other concerns in the pages that follow.  I hold that self-

control outstrips belief revision and good reasoning, is compatible with temptation, 

and can be maximized without threatening spontaneity and self-discovery.  Though 

not self-evident, it is nonetheless true that self-control is a substantial moral virtue.  

1.2 Some Preliminary Issues 

1.2.1 Temptation, Akrasia, and Self-Control 

In order for a desire to provoke temptation, it must be of sufficient strength to test 

one’s commitment to do what one thinks best.  If the poet in Eliot’s vignette were not 

so enamored of sausage, there would be no grounds for claiming that he had 

succumbed to temptation in eating it.  Weak, contrary desires might make a person 
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think twice about her action, but they do not amount to temptation.  Of course, this 

does not entail that in succumbing to temptation the violence or force of desire should 

be outwardly visible.  Consider the philosopher J. L. Austin’s (1957) remarks on this 

point:  

I am very partial to ice cream, and a bombe is served divided into 
segments corresponding one to one with persons at High Table: I am 
tempted to help myself to two segments, thus succumbing to 
temptation…. Do I raven, do I snatch the morsels from the dish and 
wolf them down, impervious to the consternation of my colleagues?  
Not a bit of it.  We often succumb to temptation with calm and even 
with finesse. 
  
Furthermore, temptation requires that a person’s desires influence her to act 

contrary to some ‘prioritized,’ incompatible alternative.  The ‘priority’ given to some 

bit of behavior is usually granted by reason through a judgment that an action is right, 

proper, or best under the circumstances.  Indeed, had the poet not thought it best to 

deliver the sausage intact, there would have been, from his perspective, no prioritized 

course of action from which he could be tempted.  The same goes for Austin’s 

temptation at High Table, and for all other cases in which our desires count as 

genuine sources of temptation. 

As they have been traditionally understood, akrasia and self-control are 

contrasting ways of responding to temptation.  Self-control, continence, or enkrateia 

is a trait of a person’s character marked by the disposition to resist and overcome 

temptation.  This disposition regularly results in self-controlled acts, which we can 

characterize in the following way:  An agent’s act is self-controlled if and only if it is 
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an intentional act done in accordance with the agent’s better judgment in the face of 

strong contrary desires.2 

Akrasia, incontinence, or weakness of will, is a condition of a person’s 

character distinguished by the absence of a habit or disposition to overcome 

temptation.  Acts that display weakness of will, so-called ‘akratic’ acts, are typical of 

such a person:  An agent’s act is akratic if and only if it is an intentional act contrary 

to the agent’s better judgment.  Thus, akratic action is a species of subjective practical 

irrationality constituted by action that is inconsistent with a person’s own best reasons 

for acting.3  

1.2.2 Desire and Emotion 

Recently philosophers and psychologists have been churning out a significant body of 

work on the emotions.4  While there is no received theory of desire and emotion in 

this literature, there seems to be growing consensus that emotions have significant 

cognitive, physiological, and affective components.  Robert C. Roberts (2003) has 

recently argued that since we can equally well categorize the emotions in any number 

of ways (by physiology, feel, motivational effects, behavioral display, or 

                                                 
2 Better judgments are practical, ‘all things considered’ judgments. They 

express the agent’s own best reasons for acting.  This is the standard account of better 
judgment in the literature on self-control.  See, e.g., Pears (1984), Mele (1987). 

3 The possibility of “objective irrationality,” violating agent-independent 
standards of rationality, is irrelevant to this characterization of akrasia. 

4 Some of the most important recent work includes Solomon (1993), de Sousa 
(1987), Griffiths (1997), and Roberts (2003). 
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characteristic belief, say), we should choose to categorize them in ways that fit 

particular needs or practices.5   In ethics, we often aim to ensure that our emotions are 

appropriate to the circumstances and supportive of correct action. These tasks can be 

accomplished by reference only to the cognitive components of the emotions.6  For 

instance, two of the distinctive cognitive components of anger are the judgments that 

one has been wronged and that being wronged is an evil.  If I want to know if my 

anger is of appropriate strength given my situation, or whether it is supportive of or 

deleterious to right action, investigating the physiology or noting the feel of it will not 

do.  I must ask whether my judgments are well founded:  Have I been set back?  Is 

there an agent responsible for it?  Was his action intentional?  Might I have invited or 

consented to it somehow?  

A Cognitive Theory thus seems to fit with our needs to understand and 

evaluate the propriety of our emotions.  Though much more would need to be said 

about the emotions in order to make this convincing, I bypass these issues and simply 

assume in what follows that a Modest Cognitive Theory is true.  This Modest 

Cognitive Theory, to put it roughly, takes beliefs and judgments to be partially 

                                                 
5 See Roberts (op. cit., Ch. 1).  Much of the following is drawn from his 

discussion. 
6 Cognitive Theories of the Emotions take the propositional components of 

emotion to be their defining features, e.g., for fear, say, the belief that something of 
value is threatened.  Cognitive Theories need not claim that emotions are reducible to 
such beliefs.  Indeed, Modest Cognitive Theories are compatible with the claim that 
emotions have non-propositional contents as well, e.g., characteristic feels. 
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constitutive of (at least, most) emotions without holding that emotions are reducible 

to such cognitive states.  Roberts’ (2003) account of emotions is a thorough example 

of a Modest Cognitive Theory.  As I will show in Chapter Two, this assumption does 

not entail that self-control is a primarily cognitive endeavor.  Though they are 

consistent with our experiences of emotional change because of belief change, 

Modest Cognitive Theories need not assert that the causal path of self-control always 

runs this way (as more robust Cognitive Theories of the Emotions would).  

1.2.3 Reason and Motivation 

The terms ‘motive’ and ‘motivation’ stem from the Latin motivus moving, motus 

moved, and movere to move (Colman 2001).  Motivation in psychological literature 

concerns the psychological forces or impulses that influence or tend to influence 

action.  On this interpretation, it is sometimes construed so broadly as to comprehend 

even unconscious psychological causes of a person’s action (e.g., Freudian libidinal 

drives).  In philosophical ethics and legal discourse about criminal intent, the concept 

of motivation is often normative; it concerns a person’s reasons for action, her 

animating goals, purposes, or ends.  This latter usage is reflected in the query, “What 

was the murderer’s motive?” and “His opposition to the bill was completely 

unmotivated.”  
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The relationship between the psychological and normative senses of 

motivation is a matter of substantial philosophical disagreement.7  Are reasons 

intrinsically motivating?  Could one have a reason and be wholly unmoved to act on 

it?  The issues underlying this question are matters of some nuance.  Rather than try 

to treat them in depth, I grant here that a moderate version of Motivational 

Internalism is true.  This moderate version of Motivational Internalism holds that to 

have a reason is to have some (but not necessarily overriding) motivation to act on it.  

I assume this thesis about practical reason in order to be as charitable as possible to a 

claim that I reject in Chapter Two, the claim that strict akrasia (i.e., intentional action 

contrary to occurrently-held better judgment) is impossible.  I argue that motivation is 

not purely a function of the relative strength of one’s evaluations of competing 

reasons; as a result, evaluational strength and motivational strength sometimes 

diverge. 

1.2.4 Virtue and Reason 

One further set of preliminary issues remains to be mentioned.  I hold a eudaimonistic 

ethical view, with obvious historical connections to Aristotle, which takes a person’s 

individual happiness or flourishing (eudaimonia) to be the proper end of human 

action.8  As I conceive them, the virtues are cognitive-motivational dispositions to act 

in ways that are conducive to a flourishing life. The cognitive component of the 

                                                 
7 See, e.g., Nagel (1970), Smith (1995), Williams (1981). 
 



 
8 

virtues is necessary to ensure that the virtuous person’s actions are aimed at the best 

kind of life.  The motivational component of the virtues is necessary to ensure that the 

virtuous person does not simply know what is best in life, but wants it as well.  The 

virtues need not, of course, be thought of as pure instruments to flourishing.  As many 

interpreters of Aristotle have claimed, the virtues may be both means to flourishing 

and constituents of a good life.9  

1.3 Techniques of Self-Control 

Self-control resides neither in any special area of the brain, nor in any specialized 

faculty of will.  It involves a variety of skills, including concentration and 

imagination, resourcefulness, organization and planning, and attentiveness to internal 

and environmental cues.  There are multiple strategies or techniques of self-control.  

Though by no means exhaustive, the following list includes a number of these 

strategies, each of which I will refer to at various points throughout the remainder of 

the dissertation.  They include Rehearsal of Reasons, Focusing/Distraction, Cognitive 

Transformation, Side-Bets, Precommitment, Suppression and Self-Commandment.  

For ease of comparison, I illustrate each technique by reference to the following 

scenario: 

Jeff arrives at work Monday morning knowing that he should get to 
work on a special project that is due on his boss’s desk by the end of 
the week.  When she assigned it to him late Friday afternoon, Jeff 
realized that it would be better to get started early on the project than 

                                                                                                                                           
8 Cf. Hursthouse (1999) and Driver (2001). 
9 See, e.g., White (1992). 
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to wait until the last minute.  He resolved to begin first thing Monday 
morning.  But that was Friday.  His reasons were crisp then; now they 
have wilted.  He finds himself checking his email, clipping his 
fingernails, thinking about mowing the yard when he gets home, just 
about anything to keep him from beginning this special project. 

 
1.3.1 Rehearsal of Reasons 

Jeff might attempt to alter his current balance of motivation away from 

procrastination and toward work by rehearsing his reasons.  After all, part of the 

explanation of his procrastination may be that he has forgotten some of the details of 

his deliberations or that the interposing weekend has helped dull their edges.  

Rehearsing these reasons may be enough to revive the sense of urgency Jeff felt on 

Friday afternoon.  It was his supervisor after all who gave him the project, and special 

projects are not often things one can do well at the last minute.  He does not work 

well under pressure, and, although he hates it, he typically has to pull all-nighters to 

finish tasks like this one.  If he can make himself see clearly the importance of getting 

started now, he may become motivated to overcome his dawdling.  One general way 

of using this technique might be called the ‘Eyes on the Prize’ method of self-

control.10  This method requires placing the decision and its likely consequences in 

the larger context of one’s long-term goals and the development of one’s character 

and abilities. 

 

                                                 
10 Thanks to Tara Smith for suggesting this label to me.  
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1.3.2 Focusing and Distraction 

Jeff might find that all he needs to do to get motivated to begin his special project is 

to focus his attention on certain (not necessarily visual) aspects of his situation, or 

distract his attention from others.  This might happen in a number of (non-exclusive) 

ways, for instance, by focusing on the praise he will receive from his boss when he 

finishes or on her disappointment when he fails to meet his deadline, or by distracting 

himself from the large amount of work that the project entails.   

1.3.3 Cognitive Transformation 

Jeff could try to manage his temptation to procrastinate by attempting to imagine the 

unappealing parts of his project (or their more appealing alternatives, i.e., email, 

fingernails, lawn) as being in some significant respects otherwise.  For instance, he 

might attempt to imagine his project as a series of puzzles rather than a laborious 

chore (he loves puzzles, they entertain him, they challenge and hone his planning and 

critical thinking skills), much as the dieter might imagine a piece of tempting 

chocolate cake to be dry and overdone, or as being made of cardboard rather than 

flour and eggs.  

1.3.4 Side-Bets 

Jeff could try to curb his wayward inclinations by making a so-called ‘side-bet,’ 

promising himself a reward for getting started immediately, or penalizing himself for 
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continuing to procrastinate.11  For example, he could make the following side-bet 

with himself:  “If I begin work on my project right now and work for two solid hours, 

I will treat myself to a cocktail on the way home from work tonight.”   The added 

reward might be enough to alter the balance of Jeff’s existing motivations, making his 

special project seem more attractive than it had previously. Side-bets provide 

additional, extrinsic rewards for self-controlled behavior and/or penalties for akratic 

behavior.12  In so doing, side-bets, to continue the betting metaphor, “raise the stakes” 

of the individual’s impending decision.   

1.3.5 Precommitment 

Jeff might find that, because his desires to procrastinate are strong, he cannot count 

on himself even to attempt to resist them without assistance.  Under such conditions, 

Jeff could precommit himself to getting to work by altering his environment in such a 

way as to make not doing so prohibitively expensive.13  The most famous 

precommitment scenario is, of course, the case of Ulysses and the Sirens.  Ulysses 

had his crew literally bind him to the mast of his ship so that it would be impossible 

for him to succumb to the allure of the Sirens’ songs.  Jeff may bind himself 

metaphorically.  Suppose, for instance, that during an office meeting Jeff had found 

                                                 
11 Ainslie (1992) and (2001) is responsible for introducing the notion of a 

side-bet to the literature on self-control. 
12 Penalties might include, e.g., no morning smoke break or no specialty 

coffee from downstairs, if, for example, in thirty minutes he had not yet begun.  
13 Jon Elster has written extensively on this topic.  See, for example, Elster, 

(1984, 2000). 
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himself doodling an unflattering caricature of his boss, one he knows it would clearly 

upset her to see.  After the meeting, and in order to get to work on his project, Jeff 

could give the caricature to a reliable co-worker with the following directions:  “If I 

(Jeff) do not get started working within fifteen minutes, take the drawing to my boss, 

and do not alter these initial commands even if I later ask you to” (such that, if Jeff 

returns to the co-worker saying he has changed his mind, the co-worker should not 

comply). 

1.3.6 Suppression and Self-Commandment 

We should not (preemptively, at least) be skeptical of more direct, psychological 

means of desire management.  Jeff could, it seems, respond to his desires for 

amusement and distraction by attempting to suppress them, by attempting to remove 

them from awareness.  Broadly construed, any number of methods of self-control 

might be considered methods of suppression of course.  What I have in mind is a 

much narrower class of cases.  Sometimes referred to as ‘sheer willpower’, and 

perhaps akin to what Al Mele (1987, 28-29) calls ‘brute resistance,’ acts of 

suppression are basic mental acts of ‘holding back’, ‘restraining’, or ‘forcing’ desires 

from consciousness. 

 Such basic mental acts are distinguishable from closely related cases in which 

one issues (mental or verbal) self-commands.  Jeff could, for instance, think it was 

finally time to get started on his project and so command himself to do so: “Get to 

work, dawdler!” he might bellow.  In such situations, the self-command plays a 
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motivational role independently of any act of suppression.  The verbalization of the 

command might, say, trigger an increased focus of Jeff’s attention to the pile of 

project-related work on his desk, enough to overcome his opposing motivations.  

Suppression is not so indirect.  Rather, it immediately, psychologically compels 

desire from awareness.  

1.4 Outline of Remaining Chapters  

In Chapter Two I discuss two competing (types of) accounts of self-control.  I refer to 

them as Cognitivism and Conativism. These divergent accounts of self-control are 

connected to interesting differences of opinion regarding the nature of emotion and 

practical reason.  They also result in contrasting views regarding the possibility of 

strict akrasia, with Cognitivists denying its possibility and Conativists endorsing it.  

There I reject Cognitivism, showing that it is unjustified in insisting that cognitive 

psychological mechanisms such as belief revision and rehearsal of reasons are the 

ultimate explanations of self-control.  I contend that in many cases cognitive and non-

cognitive psychological processes are inextricably intertwined and that both kinds of 

processes can be effective in orienting and shaping a person’s desires and inclinations 

toward the demands of reason. 

 In Chapters Three and Four I discuss two significant historical attempts at 

understanding self-control’s place in a moral life.  Chapter Three is dedicated to 

Aristotle’s discussions of continence (enkrateia) and temperance (sophrosune) in his 

Nicomachean Ethics.  Although Aristotle is right that we should aim for the 
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integration of our emotions and desires with reason (as sophrosune demands), I claim 

that his account of self-control suffers from two prominent errors:  It fails to 

recognize the significant developmental connection between enkrateia and 

sophrosune, and it follows Socrates in endorsing a (mistaken) Cognitivist account of 

continence.  I also show how some recent thinking about Aristotle goes wrong on 

these aspects of his work. 

In Chapter Four I discuss Immanuel Kant’s (often overlooked) account of 

virtue in his late work The Metaphysics of Morals.  Kant conceives of virtue in a 

decidedly un-Aristotelian fashion, construing it as continent self-control.  As such, 

however, he offers an interesting and clarifying contrast to Aristotle.  I argue that 

recent commentators have gone too far in trying to reconcile Kant’s account of virtue 

with Aristotle’s.  Moreover, Kant raises important doubts about whether emotional 

integration is truly possible.  Though Kant, like Aristotle, succumbs to a mistaken 

Cognitivist view of self-control, his rejection of emotional integration is worthy of 

careful consideration.  

In Chapter Five I develop an account of self-control that borrows from both 

Aristotle and Kant.  The healthiest strategies of self-control are aimed at what I call 

Meaningful Emotional Integration (MEI), a condition in which a person has 

integrated her emotions with reason across the broad spectrum of her life and over 

extended periods of time, but which does not entail immunity to temptation.  I 

proceed to outline the various benefits of self-control, understood as a disposition 
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both to resist and overcome temptation in the present and to promote emotional 

integration over time.  Self-control, I conclude there, is a genuine moral virtue. 

In Chapter Six I explore self-control’s relations to two other virtues, integrity 

and courage.  Self-control and courage are, I claim, “sub-virtues” of integrity.  This 

means that the virtue of integrity entails possession of the virtues of self-control and 

courage, though the entailment is not reciprocal.  I argue that this further confirms 

self-control’s position on the roster of moral virtues.  The existence of sub-virtue 

relations also raises the specter of redundancy among the virtues:  If self-control and 

courage are encompassed by integrity why bother even recognizing them?  I respond 

that the redundancy built into sub-virtue relations is beneficial.  It enables a more 

complete understanding of virtue’s demands, aids precise discussion of our moral 

flaws and assets, and helps us specify those features of our characters that require 

close attention and diligent practice. 
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              2 
 

Explaining Self-Control 
 
 

 
 
In this chapter, I explore two prominent ways that philosophers have tried to explain 

akrasia and self-control.  I refer to them as Cognitivism and Conativism. The defining 

question in the debate between Cognitivism and Conativism is whether cognitive 

psychological mechanisms are the primary explanations of self-control.  Cognitivists 

insist that they are; I contend here that their insistence is unjustified.  While we 

should recognize a number of Cognitivist insights into self-control, even admitting 

some of the difficulties of disentangling cognitive and conative psychological 

mechanisms, Cognitivism fails as a fundamental explanation of self-control: it 

neglects experiences of strict akrasia, collapses the distinction between akrasia and 

negligence, ignores the possibility of self-control for irrational and non-rational ends, 

and misrepresents the causal processes realized in self-control.  

 

 

 

 

2.1 Cognitivism  
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Cognitivism is the view that akrasia or weakness of will is primarily a cognitive error, 

a failure of reasoning or judgment.1  Self-control for Cognitivists is primarily a matter 

of cognitive success: engaging in clear reasoning and deliberation, paying close 

attention to the truth of and warrant for one’s beliefs (recall here the rehearsal of 

reasons and side-betting techniques that I introduced in Chapter One). The Cognitivist 

claims that if the akratic agent only knew better, saw more clearly, or more fully 

understood what she was doing, she would not have succumbed to akrasia and acted 

contrary to what was best for her.  Cognitivists treat akrasia as a sort of epistemic 

vice; as a result, they understand self-control as a function of the epistemic virtues of 

reliably justifying, reconsidering, doubting, revising, clarifying, and so on, the truth 

of the propositions embedded in an agent’s beliefs.2  To clarify, consider how a 

Cognitivist might direct me to control my desire to procrastinate.  The reason, he 

urges, that I want to procrastinate is that I fail to grasp fully the truth (or justification) 

of the proposition that I should get to work.  He says, in effect, that were I only to 

                                                 
1 Some cognitive errors are out of our hands, of course, e.g., an episode of 

forgetfulness due to uncontrollably low blood sugar.  Thus, capacity for control is one 
significant restriction on the range of cognitive errors that Cognitivists can hold to be 
relevant to self-control.  

2 The sense of the ‘cognitive’ at stake here is admittedly rather narrow.  
Imagination, for instance, seems to be a function of high-level cognitive mechanisms.  
Sometimes (though not always) we even imagine in propositional terms (e.g., what if 
it were the case that X).  The relevant characterization of Cognitivism is silent about 
such non-truth-evaluative mechanisms, however.  Cognitivism, as I am describing it, 
is the attempt to explain self-control via truth-evaluative psychological processes. 
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think more clearly about the grounds and justification for this proposition, I could 

overcome contrary inclinations in order to get to work. 

Cognitivism, as I have described it, is not an uncommon view among 

philosophers.  Recent Cognitivists include R. M. Hare (1963), Donald Davidson 

(1969), Frank Jackson (1984), Jon Elster (1984, 2000), and George Ainslie (1992, 

2001).  Socrates is the most famous historical figure to endorse a Cognitivist account 

of self-control, however.  In Plato’s dialogue Protagoras, Socrates declares that no 

one willingly or voluntarily does wrong (Prot. 345e).  Since to perform an action 

voluntarily is to perform it knowingly and of one’s own will (i.e., from the agent’s 

relevant psychological features), involuntary action must result either from lack of 

knowledge or lack of willful control (the latter due to either coercion or compulsion).  

Sidestepping concerns about coercion and compulsion, Socrates asserts in Protagoras 

that akrasia is (or is caused by) ignorance:  “[W]hen people make a wrong choice of 

pleasures and pains – that is, good and evil – the cause of their mistake is lack of 

knowledge….  So that is what being mastered by pleasure really is – ignorance.” 3  

As Socrates sees it, knowledge is the “ruling element” of a person, no mere 

“slave to the affections.”  Knowledge is so potent in fact that in Socrates’ view 

                                                 
3 Ibid. (357c and ff.).  The specter of compulsion still looms, of course.  See 

Watson (1977) for an important discussion of compulsion in the context of the 
Socratic view.  
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knowing what is best is sufficient for doing it.4  For Socrates, there is no possibility of 

judging one course of action best and yet wanting most to do something else: judging 

best entails wanting most.  As such, the Socratic view notably denies the existence of 

strict akrasia, i.e., intentional action contrary to an occurrently-held better judgment.  

Strict akrasia requires one to simultaneously want most to do one thing and 

occurrently judge it is best to do another, exactly the possibility that the Socratic view 

denies. 

 More recent Cognitivist views, such as those of Jon Elster and George Ainslie, 

take weakness of will to be a particular type of reasoning error, namely, flawed 

temporal discounting.5  According to this view, fully rational agents (i.e., those who 

always try to maximize the satisfaction of their preferences) recognize that, other 

things being equal, when two incompatible rewards promise equal satisfactions and 

one is temporally closer than the other, a person should prefer the closer reward.6  

This is because the temporal distance between an immediate satisfaction and a later 

one make the later satisfaction less stable, subject to greater interference, and so on.  

As the satisfaction promised by the more remote reward gets larger, agents approach 

                                                 
4 At Protagoras 352c Socrates claims:  “[I]f he (a person) can distinguish 

good from evil, nothing will force him to act otherwise than as knowledge dictates, 
since wisdom is all the reinforcement he needs.” 

5 See, especially, Elster (1984) and Ainslie (2001). 
6 The calculation of preferences should be understood to include pleasures or 

pains of waiting and anticipation and other by-products of choice regarding future 
events. 
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a point at which they rationally ought to prefer it, when it would be foolish to choose 

a lesser, more immediate satisfaction instead.  Akratic persons, according to Elster 

and Ainslie, are individuals who tend to make such foolish choices, regularly taking 

immediate gratification over sufficiently greater long-term value.  (Presumably, one 

could be irrationally prone to wait for long-term satisfactions as well, but Elster and 

Ainslie do not treat such cases.) 

Elster and Ainslie’s version of Cognitivism has undeniably close ties to the 

Socratic view.  As in the Socratic view, akrasia is a failure of cognition, a sort of 

evaluative error or flawed reasoning (specifically, flawed temporal discounting).7  

And, as in the Socratic view, strict akrasia has no place in their model of self-control.  

For Elster and Ainslie, we do not act contrary to our current, recognized preferences.8  

Like Socrates, they hold that clear-eyed, straight thinking individuals have rational 

preferences and, as such, do not make the mistakes of the akrates. 

2.2 Conativism 

Conativism is the view that akrasia is best understood as a conative or motivational 

failure.  On the Conativist account, the akratic agent need be guilty of cognitive error.  

The quality of an agent’s judgment or reasoning is not necessarily the culprit on this 

                                                 
7 Or as Ainslie (2001) has more recently put it, flawed “intertemporal 

bargaining.” 
8 As Bratman (1996, p. 295), puts it: “On [Ainslie’s] view, when I give into 

temptation, I do not lose control of my action.  I control my action in accordance with 
my preference at the time of action; but this preference is itself at odds with central 
preferences of mine at different times.”  
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view; her motivations are to blame instead.  She is motivated most strongly to act 

contrary to what she deems it best to do.  For the Conativist, judging best does not 

entail wanting most.  Instead, Conativism allows that one may process information 

perfectly, coming thereby to a correct practical judgment, and yet suffer from 

temptation and akrasia.   

Conativists admit that the akrates sometimes utilizes self-deception and 

rationalization to abet his weakness.  They deny, however, that akrasia is reducible to 

cognitive error and that cognitive error is the primary cause of akrasia.  For 

Conativists, self-control is often better explained by non-cognitive psychological 

processes involving control of imagination, perceptual construal, and attention (these 

processes include the techniques of cognitive transformation and focusing and 

distraction that I introduced in Chapter One).  Non-cognitive psychological processes, 

as I am using that phrase, are processes not involved directly in the evaluation of the 

truth of the propositions embedded in an agent’s beliefs and desires.  They may 

instead affect the non-propositional components of an emotion, e.g., its characteristic 

feel or its behavioral disposition.  Or they may bring about the kinds of cognitive 

processes that would bear on the propositional contents of desire and emotion. In the 

case of my desire that I should get to work, a conativist might urge me to use non-

cognitive psychological processes such as distraction in order to disrupt my 

enjoyment of procrastination enough to alter my motivational status (without needing 
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to have first justified, clarified, or reevaluated the proposition that I should get to 

work).    

Recent proponents of Conativism include Al Mele (1987, 1992, 1995), Gary 

Watson (1977, 2002), Justin Gosling (1990), and Jeanette Kennett (2001).  Mele’s 

book Irrationality (1987) is one of the most comprehensive defenses of the Conativist 

position in the literature.  Mele attempts to show that, contrary to the claims of 

Cognitivists, strict akrasia is possible.  Although a review of his complete response to 

Cognitivism would take me too far afield for present purposes, a brief account of it 

will provide a helpful place to begin thinking critically about Cognitivism.   

Mele’s response to Cognitivism appeals to empirical evidence concerning the 

influence of both the proximity of rewards and the role of attention on motivation.9  

Interestingly, in regard to the proximity of rewards, he cites Ainslie’s work on 

temporal discounting.  Regarding attention, Mele cites the results of an extended 

research program by psychologist Walter Mischel on the delay of gratification in 

children.10  Subjects in an early study showed roughly the same average gratification-

delay time whether prompted by a slide depicting an object of temptation or by a 

blank, un-illuminated screen.  This study suggested that visual perception of a 

                                                 
9 Mele (1987, 84 and ff.). 
10 Mele (Ibid., 90) cites Mischel and Baker (1975), Moore, Mischel, and Zeiss 

(1976), and Mischel and Moore (1980).  
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tempting object fails to correlate with a diminished ability to delay gratification (and, 

as a result, that avoidance strategies may not always be effective).   

An important follow-up study focused on the delay effects of a particular 

attentional mechanism, that of cognitive transformation, which is the use of 

imagination to construe or attend to an object of temptation differently than one 

would have otherwise, for instance, construing cake as cardboard, cigarette as ‘cancer 

stick.’11  It predicted that how one construes or attends to objects of temptation is 

important to one’s ability to delay gratification.  The prediction was accurate.  The 

study showed that average delay time decreased markedly when children were 

prompted to focus on the “consummatory” or “arousing” qualities of a desired object 

rather than to cognitively transform them (Mele, 1987, 90). 

Mele contends that Ainslie’s temporal discounting errors can be explained by 

non-cognitive psychological processes such as a person’s way of construing or 

attending to a tempting object.  The reason we are prone to irrationally prefer small 

proximate rewards, Mele claims, is that they are more difficult to ignore and 

manipulate in consciousness than more remote rewards.  At the limit, these rewards 

will be immediately on hand, perhaps even (quite literally) in hand, and it will be 

extremely difficult to alter or divert attention from their ‘consummatory’ qualities.  It 

                                                 
11 Recall that this is one of the strategies of self-control I identified in Chapter 

One, Section 1.3. 
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is easier to control attention to features of temporally remote objects because they do 

not impinge upon consciousness in the way that proximate objects do.   

Mele’s appeal to the non-cognitive mechanism of attention serves a further 

purpose as well.  Unlike temporal discounting theory, it is consistent with the 

possibility of strict akratic action.  The empirical research regarding delay of 

gratification offers evidence for thinking that a person’s manner of attention 

sometimes influences her level of motivation even while her rational evaluations of 

the worth of her alternatives remain the same.  Contra Cognitivism, argues Mele, 

rational judgment and motivation can diverge because some sources of motivation, 

for instance, how we attend to a tempting object (e.g., as a cigarette or as a ‘cancer 

stick’), are independent of cognitive psychological processes.  Hence, even if one 

grants the Cognitivist that having a reason entails (some) motivation to act on that 

reason (i.e., moderate Motivational Internalism as I described it in Chapter One), it 

does not follow that one will always be most motivated to do what one has most 

reason to do.  According to Mele, non-cognitive psychological features of human 

beings such as the manner of their attention offer more basic explanations of akrasia 

than flawed temporal discounting, while independently suggesting that motivation 

and evaluation can diverge in a way necessary for strict akrasia. 

2.3  How Compelling is Conativism? 

How plausible is Mele’s line of argument?  Should we reject Cognitivism for 

Conativism on the grounds he provides us?  Though I think Mele’s argument is more 
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or less on track, it leaves a few questions unresolved and can be supplemented with 

further considerations against Cognitivism.  I discuss some Cognitivist responses to 

Mele’s view here.  In Section 2.4 I offer an extended case against Cognitivism.   

The main problem with Mele’s attempt to explain flawed temporal 

discounting in terms of the difficulty of altering or diverting attention from 

temporally proximate satisfactions is that it fails to fully extricate itself from the web 

of Cognitivist considerations regarding motivated ignorance and faulty reasoning.  It 

is not obvious that attentional mechanisms really are independent of Cognitivist 

psychological mechanisms (as I put it above).  In fact, the Cognitivist could easily 

grant that the manner of a person’s attention explains some kinds of akrasia and self-

control and yet claim that, in those cases, it is still not the most basic explanation.  

Rather, the Cognitivist might suggest, a person succeeds or fails in controlling his 

attentional mechanisms only in virtue of successful background or higher-order 

cognitive processes.12   

Consider the following sort of case:  Jane manages, through cognitive 

transformation, to successfully alter her mental image of those cigarettes she loves 

(but is trying to quit); she conjures up an image of them as ‘cancer sticks,’ and, since 

she has seen what cancer can do to a person, she is then strongly motivated to avoid 

                                                 
12 This seems to be Ainslie’s (2001, 76-77) attitude toward attention control. 
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them.  Is Jane’s control of her attentional capacities, in particular, her ability to 

engage in cognitive transformation, basic?  Not subject to any further explanation?   

The Cognitivist says no.  He might inquire, for example, why Jane chose to 

put her efforts into self-control at all rather than not, or why she put exactly the 

amount of effort she did into resistance.  The Cognitivist insists that Jane has already 

revised her evaluation of the proposition ‘Jane should have a cigarette’ before she 

utilizes cognitive transformation.  Indeed, how otherwise could we explain her having 

the motivation to attempt self-control at all?  

Notice that this Cognitivist response is unlikely to settle the question of 

whether cognitive or non-cognitive psychological mechanisms are the most basic 

explanations of self-control.  Why should cognitive processes always be thought to 

explain self-control?  Perhaps non-cognitive techniques such as distraction and 

cognitive transformation are equally (or more) important in explaining some episodes 

of self-control.  Indeed, the Conativist could just as easily insist that every instance of 

successful cognition is subject to a deeper explanation in terms of non-cognitive 

psychological processes. This volley of responses could go on interminably.  What 

we need is a way to decide between their claims.13  

                                                 
13 Many of the strategies of self-control that I introduced in Chapter One can 

be given both Cognitivist and Conativist readings.  Does cognitive transformation 
work by altering the manner of one’s attention independently of successful higher-
order reasoning?  Does rehearsal of reasons function independently of effective 
control of attention and perceptual construal?  This may further exacerbate the 
worries here. 



 
27 

2.4 Developing the Conativist’s Case 

Mele sought to show that strict akrasia is a genuine possibility.  He attempted to do 

this by evincing evidence for the potential divergence of strength of reasons and 

strength of desire.  If non-cognitive psychological mechanisms can influence 

motivation independently of cognitive psychological mechanisms, his argument goes 

through.  But can non-cognitive mechanisms function independently? Cognitivists 

must insist that cognitive psychological mechanisms are always, solely, or ultimately 

the causes of akrasia.  But, as I will show here, such insistence is unjustified.  

Moreover, though Cognitivism offers some insights into the nature of self-control, it 

is fatally flawed as an explanation of self-control. Cognitivism fails to account for our 

experiences of strict akrasia, threatens to collapse the distinction between akrasia and 

negligence, neglects phenomena such as errant self-control, and misrepresents the 

causal processes realized in self-controlled acts. 

2.4.1 Robust vs. Modest Cognitivism 

Socrates seems to have held that akrasia is reducible to ignorance (or, as I have been 

phrasing it, cognitive error).  Let me label this view Robust Cognitivism. If cognitive 

and non-cognitive psychological influences are inextricable, or if cognitive 

mechanisms are sometimes basic while non-cognitive mechanisms are basic at other 

times, Robust Cognitivism is false, since akrasia is then irreducible to cognitive error.  

The defining claims of Cognitivism, as I stated them earlier, were more 

modest than these Socratic claims.  Modest Cognitivism holds that ‘akrasia or 



 
28 

weakness of will is primarily a failure of reasoning or information processing’ and 

that ‘self-control is primarily expressed in belief revision, rehearsal of reasons, and 

clear reasoning and deliberation.’  The force of the term ‘primarily’ in each of these 

statements is that successful or unsuccessful reasoning is the ultimate explanation of 

either succumbing to temptation or overcoming it.  But if cognitive and non-cognitive 

psychological influences are inextricable, or if cognitive mechanisms are sometimes 

basic while non-cognitive mechanisms are basic at others, akrasia and self-control are 

not even primarily cognitive errors.  Modest Cognitivism would be false too. 

Conativism, by contrast, can accommodate the possibility that causal 

explanatory relations go in both directions between cognitive and non-cognitive 

processes.  Conativists allow for cognitive errors to accompany and abet weakness of 

will; they merely deny that weakness of will is reducible to cognitive error and that 

cognitive error is primarily the cause of weakness of will. 

Both Robust and Modest Cognitivists must insist then that cognitive errors are 

the primary causes of akrasia.  Is such insistence justifiable?  This, I would urge, is 

the defining question in the debate between Cognitivists and Conativists.  As I will 

show in the following sections, however, their insistence is unjustified.  

2.4.2 Experiences of Strict Akrasia 

Cognitivists deny that we can engage in strict akrasia, clear-headedly, intentionally 

acting contrary to our occurrently-held better judgments. One powerful consideration 

against this denial is that examples of strict akrasia resonate with many of our 
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personal experiences.  People’s self-reports of weakness of will often reflect the sense 

that they have engaged in strict akrasia.  One characteristic self-report (which I have 

heard a number of times from students) goes like this: “I knew I shouldn’t have done 

it, but I didn’t care.”   

 Cognitivists might try to insist that some sort of self-deception or motivated 

ignorance simply must have intervened between a person’s knowing that some act 

was wrong and his intentionally doing it.  These cognitive errors would efface the 

person’s claim to have known that it was wrong while doing it.  But the report that ‘I 

knew it but didn’t care’ suggests an alternative explanation:  That one may sometimes 

recognize a reason for doing X without wanting most to do X.  This sort of self-report 

need not be interpreted in such a way as to contradict moderate Motivational 

Internalism, as I described it earlier, of course.  It may very well be that one can care 

about acting according to reason without caring about it enough to override strong 

contrary desire or emotion.  Conativism can allow for such cases of strict akrasia, and 

nothing stands to be lost by allowing them except Cognitivism’s claim that akrasia is 

ultimately explained by cognitive error.  Given the availability of this alternative 

explanation and no theory-independent reasons for rejecting it, however, 

Cognitivism’s insistence on this point is unjustified. 
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2.4.3 Collapsing Akrasia and Negligence 

A further related concern about Cognitivism is that it collapses the morally significant 

distinction between the categories of akrasia and negligence.14  Negligence is a 

category of conduct characterized by lack of due care in reasoning or foresight which 

results in harm or excessive risk of harm to oneself or others. Examples include 

surgeons who forget to remove surgical instruments from their patients’ body 

cavities, hunters who fail to check the safeties on their weapons, and drivers who are 

too caught up in their cell phones to notice the traffic slowing in front of them.  The 

consequences of negligence are understood to be unintended, insofar as the negligent 

agent lacks the knowledge or awareness of these consequences to produce them 

purposefully.15  The negligent agent is nonetheless culpable because (insofar as he 

was negligent and not merely compelled to act as he did) it was in his capacity to 

have been more careful, attentive, and aware so as to have avoided his mistakes.  

In treating akrasia as a species of cognitive error, Cognitivism collapses the 

distinction between akrasia and negligence.  Akratic actions have consequences that 

are at least sometimes foreseen (consider again: ‘I knew it but didn’t care’).   

                                                 
14 On this point, see especially Kennett (2001, Ch. 6). 
15 Which is not to say that negligent agents act unintentionally.  Negligence is 

a ‘sin’ of omission.  It does not undermine the agent’s claim to have acted 
intentionally; it simply allows the agent to act intentionally so as to produce 
unforeseen (and hence unintended) consequences.  For example, the surgeon 
intentionally sutures his patient’s abdomen, though without intending to leave his 
instruments inside.  
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Negligent actions, by contrast, are actions (or omissions) in which an agent (culpably) 

fails to recognize the consequences of his actions or that his action is of the sort to 

have potentially harmful consequences (an example of the latter is the distracted 

physician who fails to see his suturing as harmful).16  Cognitivism’s insistence that 

akrasia is ultimately explained by errors of reasoning is a way of treating all akratic 

agents as in some sense (culpably) failing to recognize the consequences of their 

actions.  This has the effect of diminishing the level of culpability involved in some 

instances of akratic action, since (other things being equal) acting to produce 

unforeseen risk or harm is less culpable than acting when those consequences are 

foreseen.  For example, the hunter who fires his rifle randomly into the woods 

knowing that other hunters are nearby is more culpable than one who does this 

without such knowledge.  

Conativism preserves this distinction, however, allowing that clear-eyed 

akratic action is a genuine possibility.  Again Cognitivist insistence is unjustified, in 

this case because it undermines the morally significant distinctions in culpability 

between (some) akratic and negligent agents.  

2.4.4 Self-Control Without Good Reasoning 

A further worry about Cognitivism is that its insistence that self-control is ultimately 

explained by successful reasoning and deliberation leaves it incapable of 

                                                 
16 Thanks to Bob Solomon for recommending such a case to me. 
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countenancing two important kinds of self-control: 1) self-control in response to mere 

intentions, and 2) errant self-control. 

To motivate the first sort of case, consider the following scenario.  Don forms 

an intention to ask his boss for a raise.  He does so blindly, without thinking about 

whether he merits a raise or about how much of a raise he deserves.  At his next 

meeting with his boss, as he prepares to make his request, Don experiences the 

temptation not to act on his previously formed intention. Although he still wants a 

raise, he desires not to suffer the embarrassment of rejection.  Being the hasty thinker 

he is, Don fails to consider whether it is best to act on his intention.  Nevertheless, he 

collects himself and imagines that his boss is not the stingy old fogey that he is, but 

Santa Claus waiting to give him whatever he wants.  Don then asks for the raise.17 

As I have described Don’s scenario, he has done very little thinking about his 

aims.  Yet he forms an intention to act and, upon experiencing temptation, strives to 

resist it.18  Cases of self-control in response to mere intention are not uncommon.  For 

                                                 
17 I treat intentions as mental states resulting from acts of deciding (but not 

necessarily deliberation), which essentially involve psychological commitments to 
action.  See, e.g., Bratman (1987) for a supportive characterization.  Nothing in the 
concept of an intention requires that it result from or accord with effective reasoning 
– one may, for instance, form an intention arbitrarily or on the basis of information 
that is acknowledged to be insufficient.  Rational intentions will be formed out of 
deliberation, of course. But there may be irrationally or non-rationally formed 
intentions as well. 

18 One might worry that Don cannot truly experience temptation because he 
has no better judgment to be tempted from.  In Don’s case, the directional component 
of temptation is satisfied in another way.  In this alternative sense, an action is 
prioritized not because it is thought right, proper, or best, but because one has 
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example, remaining in unhealthy relationships, eating poorly, or avoiding exercise 

may be ways of unreflectively continuing to do those things that we have done for a 

long time simply because we have long-standing intentions to do so.  Perhaps some 

sort of motivational inertia would explain this tendency.  In any case, self-control in 

response to mere intention is intelligible, even though it need not be thought to 

involve cognitive control mechanisms such as good reasoning or revision of 

judgment.   

Now, perhaps Don has the clear, correct thought that if he wants to act on his 

intention he must muster self-control, but this bit of instrumentalist reasoning hardly 

suffices for Cognitivism. It is compatible, first of all, with Don’s having committed 

significant cognitive errors (e.g., reckless thinking, willful ignorance, even self-

deception) in coming to intend to request a raise in the first place.  Moreover, though 

good instrumental reasoning may sometimes explain self-control (e.g., when I am 

tempted not to think much about whether my long-term interests will be damaged by 

pursuit of a particular short-term satisfaction), it does not fully explain Don’s self-

control.  This bit of instrumental reasoning takes for granted Don’s desire to act on 

his intention.  But it is precisely this desire that Don is tempted to reject (because he 

has the impulse to avoid potential embarassment).  Good, effective reasoning about 

this desire would recommend that Don not immediately follow through with self-

                                                                                                                                           
committed to it.  The commitment in question need not be rational; it may simply be a 
component of one’s non-deliberatively formed intention.   
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control. Since Don utilizes self-control anyway, Cognitivism is left without an 

explanation of it. 

The second class of cases I want to consider involves errant self-control.  I 

borrow (with some alteration) an example from Mele (1987, p. 54):  Against his best 

judgment, Freddy accepts a dare to break into a house down the block.  As he 

approaches the front door, he begins to lose his nerve.  Thoughts about getting caught 

start to shake him.  In response, he uses a strategy of self-control that his mother 

taught him.  Echoing his mother’s advice, he issues a self-command: “Freddy, get in 

there!”  He overcomes his fear and successfully breaks into the house.   

In cases of errant self-control, the agent uses methods of self-control to act in 

the face of a countervailing better judgment, a judgment to the effect that some 

available, alternative action is rationally better to pursue.19  Such cases are considered 

‘errant’ because they violate the connection that so often obtains between self-control 

and better judgment.  While it might be true that perfectly rational agents would not 

engage in acts of errant self-control, most normal agents seem to be capable of doing 

so.  I expect that many people have at some time, while procrastinating against their 

better judgment, used self-control to shut out distractions, e.g., resisting thoughts 

about work in order to continue playing a computer game or watching a TV program.  

Like self-control in response to mere intentions, errant self-control is intelligible, 

                                                 
19 See also Mele (1990). 
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even though Cognitivism cannot account for it.  If Freddy were thinking clearly, if he 

were avoiding self-deception, he would not engage in self-control under the 

circumstances.  Hence, his self-control cannot be explained by cognitive 

psychological mechanisms such as belief revision and clear reasoning.  In fact, 

Freddy seems to have found a way to control his motivations without doing much 

clear thinking at all.  

The Cognitivist might respond that, in the two kinds of cases I have deployed 

here, some effective background or higher-order reasoning is always present: Don 

uses self-control to overcome his anxiety about asking for a raise because he has 

reasoned that it is best to act on his previously formed intentions; Freddy uses a self-

command to overcome his fear of getting caught because he has reasoned it best not 

to look too timid around his friends.  If so, these are not after all cases of self-control 

that Cognitivism cannot countenance. 

But what grounds are there for insisting that effective reasoning and judgment 

are always present in cases of self-control, that self-control is always ultimately 

explained by cognition?  As I have described their cases, Don reasons not at all about 

his decision; Freddy reasons poorly.  Neither is justified in holding his intentions.  

Neither attempts to justify them.  When presented with such scenarios, the insistence 

that good reasoning (at some order, in every case) explains self-control appears to be 

a way of simply stipulating, in the face of putative counter examples, that a 

Cognitivist theory of self-control is the right theory.  Such a response clearly begs the 
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question though, since I am contesting here the very truth of Cognitivism about self-

control!  The Conativist can, of course, account for these cases.  He can allow that 

some instances of self-control proceed by refining, clarifying, or revising judgment, 

while denying that this is required of all of them. 

2.4.5 Alternative Causal Stories About Self-Control 

My final criticism of Cognitivism about self-control is that it entails an overly narrow 

conception of the possible causal routes to self-controlled action.  That is to say, 

Cognitivism, in insisting that self-control is ultimately explained by cognitive 

activities such as clear reasoning or revision of judgment, sees the causal path to self-

control as necessarily one way, from belief change to desire change.  But this is false.  

I suggest the plausibility of three alternative causal stories about self-control here.  

Because the first alternative lays the groundwork for the later alternatives, I focus on 

it more than the others in what follows. 

 To begin, consider a case of emotional control by Distraction.  My son is in 

the midst of an insanely angry tantrum at the local grocery store.  He wants a piece of 

candy and he thinks I have wronged him in keeping him from getting it.  I think his 

anger is unjustified.  After all, it is only 8 a.m. and he just finished his breakfast of 

artificially sweetened chocolate cereal a few minutes ago.  It may be true that if I 

could reason with him I could persuade him to alter his belief that I have done him 

wrong, but I cannot break through his echoing screams to even begin to do so (and, of 

course, he is only three).  Instead, I distract him by showing him a balloon drifting 
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along the high interior of the store.  It captivates him.  His extreme anger suddenly 

subsides, and I quickly herd him down another aisle.20  

In his distraction, my son no longer perceives the candy that prompted his 

initial desire, and he is no longer focused on the fact that I foiled his plans.  His 

attention is aimed elsewhere now, at the balloon, and his desire for the candy and his 

anger at me wane almost immediately, and they do so apparently without a 

corresponding change in his beliefs.  The evidence for this claim is that, were I to 

redirect his attention to the candy and impose my will on him once more, it is very 

likely that his anger would re-emerge.  The immediacy of the change in his emotions 

is important too; it provides further support for the thought that his emotions are 

directly causally affected by his shift in attention.   

Consider a couple of additional cases.  Take, for instance, a person who, in 

experiencing fear, is tempted to avoid doing what courage requires.  She may be able 

to direct her attention away from the danger of her situation and toward the 

opportunities it affords for heroism.  It is not that she no longer believes that her 

situation is dangerous.  She simply construes her situation differently than she had 

previously.  To invoke the famous figure versus ground distinction from psychology, 

                                                 
20 Though this is not strictly a case of self-control, the point is easily 

generalized. 
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the danger of her situation is removed to the ‘ground’ of her concerns, while 

opportunities for heroism become part of the ‘figure,’ what is up front and in focus.21   

People experiencing boredom may be capable of the same sort of thing.  In 

discussing the emotion of boredom, Jerome Neu (2000, 100) mentions the following 

rather striking passage from Kierkegaard’s Either/Or: 

There was a man whose chatter certain circumstances made it 
necessary for me to listen to.  At every opportunity he was ready with 
a little philosophical lecture, a very tiresome harangue.  Almost in 
despair, I suddenly discovered that he perspired copiously when 
talking.  I saw the pearls of sweat gather on his brow, unite to form a 
stream, glide down his nose, and hang at the extreme point of his nose 
in a drop-shaped body.  From the moment of making this discovery, all 
was changed.  I even took pleasure in inciting him to begin his 
philosophical instruction, merely to observe the perspiration on his 
brow and at the end of his nose. 
 

The bored person shifts the focus of his attention, construing what bores him as 

ground while making something more tantalizing his figure.  In doing so, he 

overcomes his boredom (at least temporarily), though his justified belief that the 

lecture is boring has not been altered.   

Emotional control of a direct, non-cognitive sort may be possible because 

shifts in attention or perceptual construal influence some of the non-propositional 

contents of an emotion, such as how the emotion feels or how it is affecting the 

                                                 
21 Roberts (2003) makes this a central feature of his account of emotions, 

which he sums up as “concern-based construals.”  See also Roberts (1984).  The 
notion of a construal seems to play a role in Solomon’s (1993, Ch. 5) account of the 
subjectivity and “surreality” of the emotions as well. 
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agent’s behavior, independently of changes in the propositional contents of the 

emotion.22  In any case, these thoughts suggest a first alternative causal route for self-

control, one that Cognitivism cannot accommodate: non-cognitive psychological 

mechanisms sometimes directly alter motivation, without effecting a corresponding 

change in beliefs.   

Consider a second alternative.  Even if my son’s beliefs were to have changed 

in the Distraction scenario I described earlier, such that, turning him back toward the 

candy and impeding his access to it, he failed to get angry again, I see no reason to 

insist with Cognitivism that his belief change was the cause of his change in emotion.  

Contrary to Cognitivism, it seems to me just as likely that his anger first diminished, 

perhaps because he was no longer focused directly on its source object, and that the 

diminishment of his anger in turn caused (or made it possible for) his beliefs to 

change.  In many cases, only because my desire or emotion wanes, am I capable of 

reflecting on the judgments that go into them.  This seems especially true for 

emotions such as anger and fear, which are so often accompanied by intense feelings 

and wild or erratic behavior.  The second alternative causal path for self-control can 

thus be described as follows: non-cognitive psychological mechanisms sometimes 

                                                 
22 While Robust Cognitive Theories of the Emotions could not endorse this 

thought, their unwillingness may be a sign only that Robust Cognitive Theories are 
flawed, not that my alternative causal stories are mistaken.  One indication of this is 
that Robust Cognitive Theories are committed to the very mistake I am diagnosing 
here, namely, of holding that emotional change is only ever the result of a prior 
revision or clarification of judgment. 
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directly alter motivation, this motivational change in turn effecting a change (or 

removing an obstacle to change) in relevant beliefs.   

There is a third alternative.  It might not have been the case that my son’s 

change in emotion caused (or made possible) his belief change.  Perhaps instead his 

anger diminished and his belief changed at the same time, though because they were 

simultaneously but separately caused by his distraction.  I have already described how 

shifts in attention or perceptual construal could directly weaken desire or emotion.  

There may be cases in which, in addition to this weakening of desire, shifts in 

attention or construal also independently result in a change of belief.  This could 

occur if, as sometimes happens, a moment of distraction gives one just enough time to 

become aware of the absurd strength or weak grounds for an emotion.  For instance, 

just a moment’s gap in my attention to my wife’s icy glare may be enough to make 

me aware of how ridiculously I have been going on for the last few minutes.  Or, in 

the middle of an awkward moment on stage, one laugh may suffice to help me 

reconsider the grounds for my stage fright.  Distraction may directly influence my 

ability to reason about and reevaluate the judgments on which my emotions are 

founded, and not because it weakened those emotions, but because it freed up enough 

cognitive space for reflection to take place despite my experience of emotion.   

Admittedly, introspection may be insufficiently rich to indicate to us when 

desires and emotions are independently, simultaneously changed rather than changed 

in serial fashion.  But if non-cognitive psychological processes can alter emotion 
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directly without altering belief (as in the first alternative scenario), then surely it is 

possible for such simultaneous but independent causal routes to obtain.  Again 

Cognitivism comes up short.  Its insistence that the causal path of self-control 

proceeds only from belief change to desire change runs afoul of the possibility of 

desire and belief being independently altered by non-cognitive psychological 

processes of self-control.  

 I see no reason to reject the possibility that self-control sometimes comes 

about in the three ways I have depicted here.  Moreover, though Cognitivism cannot 

allow for such alternative causal routes to self-control, Conativism can.  The 

Conativist can admit that desire and emotion sometimes change because of belief 

change, without endorsing the further thought that the psychological processes of 

self-control are always causally realized in this fashion. 

2.5 The Merits and Demerits of Cognitivism 

I think that the case I have made here against Cognitivism is a compelling one.  I have 

offered a number of criticisms of Cognitivism, all of which suggest the falsity of its 

claim that cognitive psychological mechanisms are the primary explanations of self-

control.  In the face of such arguments, Cognitivism’s insistence on the truth of this 

claim can only be regarded as unjustified.   

In rejecting Cognitivism as an explanation of akrasia and self-control, I do not 

want to neglect some of the many insights into self-control that Cognitivism offers.  

In particular, I do not follow Gary Watson (2002, 876) in endorsing a recent claim of 
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Jeanette Kennett’s (2001, 5) about Cognitivism: “[T]here is,” she writes, “no place 

for the idea of self-control in a moral psychology which does not admit the possibility 

of an agent’s choosing to act against her better judgement.”  Cognitivism, Kennett 

claims, is a non-starter. 

I think this puts the matter too strongly.  For instance, Elster and Ainslie, both 

Cognitivists, are responsible for, among other things, introducing the enormously 

important notions of precommitment and side-betting into the context of 

philosophical discussions of self-control.  Even for a Robust Cognitivist view such as 

the one Socrates espouses there is still conceptual space for thinking about ways of 

avoiding motivated ignorance, half-hearted reasoning and deliberation, and self-

deception.  Cognitivism quite rightly recognizes that these kinds of motivated 

cognitive errors contribute in significant ways to akrasia.  They cover over or help us 

ignore our problems with weakness of will, often by keeping us from successful 

reasoning and deliberation in the first place. The addict wants his fix.  If he thinks 

clearly about what he has to do in the next hour, he will realize that getting high will 

frustrate his plans.  So he avoids thinking clearly, or he thinks only hastily, 

concluding that a quick fix is no problem.  Then, temporarily at least, he can avoid 

the feelings of regret that he would feel were he to have gone through with his 

deliberations and given in to his desires anyway.  

How familiar is this?  I would submit that it is extremely familiar.  Though 

(contrary to some recent pop psychology) most of us are not addicts, the use of self-
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deception to help us avoid facing up to weakness of will is widespread.  Dieters tell 

themselves that a few extra carbohydrates will not matter, procrastinators tell 

themselves that they work better under pressure, angry people tell themselves that 

their anger is righteous, and so on, and so on.  While it is true that self-deception and 

motivated cognitive error are not identical with self-control, Cognitivists help us see 

exactly what goes on in us psychologically when we experience temptation.  

Moreover, in many cases, Cognitivists are right that thinking a bit harder or a bit 

more clearly about our reasons for action will help us overcome temptation.  This is 

true in part because it is often difficult to disentangle cognitive and non-cognitive 

psychological processes.  Though cognitive processes are not the whole story about 

self-control, they certainly represent an important part of it, one without which our 

understanding of how we control our desires and emotions would be significantly 

diminished.     

 

My discussion of self-control in this chapter was intended to sketch some of the main 

features of self-control and to argue against Cognitivism as a sufficient explanation of 

it.  One of the upshots of my endorsement of Conativism is that it is possible for one 

to use self-control in order to promote non-rational and irrational ends (cases of errant 

self-control and self-control in response to mere intentions show this).  This may be a 

cause for concern, since my aim in this dissertation is to defend the thesis that self-

control is a moral virtue.  One may worry further that, as I have been focusing here on 
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only continent self-control, I am neglecting a conception of self-control as emotional 

harmony or integration.  Since I hope to resolve both of these concerns completely in 

Chapter Five, I can here offer only a plea for patience.  In the next two chapters, I will 

begin exploring the role of self-control in a good life by analyzing two significant 

historical accounts of self-control, one by Aristotle, the other by Kant.  In these 

chapters, my main objective will be to set out important conceptions of the 

relationship between self-control and moral virtue.  With these historical models of 

self-control in view, I will then return, in Chapter Five, to offer a substantive defense 

of self-control as a moral virtue.  
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Aristotle on Virtue and Self-Control 

 

 

Socrates claimed that no one willingly does wrong.  Wrongdoing (which here 

includes akratic action) is, on his view, always a result of ignorance. Quite 

consistently, Socrates defends a conception of virtue according to which the virtues 

are manifestations of knowledge, specifically, knowledge of good and evil.  In this 

chapter, I claim that Aristotle never quite fully breaks with these elements of his 

Socratic heritage.  Regarding self-control, Aristotle is, like Socrates, a Cognitivist, 

i.e., he takes self-control to be primarily about avoidance of motivated cognitive 

error.  In his account of virtue, however, Aristotle rejects Socratic Cognitivism and its 

identification of virtue with knowledge.  This ambivalence jeopardizes the 

consistency of Aristotle’s views about reason’s role in emotional control; it also leads 

him to treat continence and virtue as phenomena different in kind rather than as stages 

in the development of self-control.  Although later, in Chapter Five, I argue that we 

should understand self-control developmentally, seeing it as separated from virtue by 

degree rather than kind, I claim that this is not Aristotle’s considered view. 

 

3.1 Aristotelian Virtue  
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Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is the primary source of information about his ethical 

theory, and I will focus on it in this chapter.1  I will not belabor the basics of 

Aristotle’s view.2  Instead, I begin in this section by analyzing some of Aristotle’s 

remarks about the role of reason in a virtuous, well-functioning human being. 

Aristotle defends a conception of a happy or flourishing life, eudaimonia, as 

the final end or goal of all human action.  This flourishing life is characterized at its 

core by the active exercise of virtue.  Indeed, the virtues are the most stable elements 

of such a life, protecting it, to some degree, from the vicissitudes of fortune.3 

Aristotle’s account of virtue begins with the attempt to ground the main 

elements of flourishing in shared features of human nature.  He utilizes a criterion of 

‘goodness’ according to which a token of any type of thing is good to the extent that 

it fulfills the function (ergon) distinctive of its type.4  The better it fulfills that 

function the better a token it is.  For instance, a knife’s function is to cut, and the 

better it cuts, the better an instance of a knife it is; a flautist’s function is to play the 

flute, and the better he plays, the better an instance of a flautist he is.  Knives and 

flautists that do not merely cut or play, but cut or play well, are said to have the virtue 

or excellence (arete) of their types.   

                                                 
1 All references to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (EN) in this chapter are to 

Terence Irwin’s (1985) translation. 
2 Some recent introductions include Broadie (1995) and Sherman (1993, 

1997).  
3 On the role of luck in Aristotle’s ethics, see, especially White (1992). 
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At issue for determining what human virtue is, of course, is not the good for 

knives or the good for flautists, but the human good, and so the distinctive function of 

human beings as such.  Our distinctive capacity, Aristotle contends, is the capacity to 

reason (EN 1098a1-4).  Interestingly, Aristotle does not identify the capacity for 

rational thought as the unique distinctive feature of the human species.  Instead, he 

recognizes that human beings have, as he puts it, “[…two parts, which have reason in 

different ways], one as obeying the reason [in the other part], the other as itself 

having reason and thinking” (EN 1098a5).  Aristotle employs here a distinction 

between the rational and appetitive parts of the soul, or between the capacity to 

develop reasons and the capacity to conform our appetites to those reasons.  Proper 

human function, he claims, is not about one of these capacities to the exclusion of the 

other – each of these capacities tracks something distinctively human.   

This claim of Aristotle’s does not even begin to describe the complex 

connections between reason and desire.  Nonetheless, it represents a rhetorical move 

away from the Socratic intellectualization of virtue.  Aristotle does not say here, 

contra Socrates, that cognition fails to determine appetite, but he does mention 

cognition and appetite separately: virtuous persons, he says, are those in whom reason 

issues proper orders and in whom appetites obey.   

                                                                                                                                           
4 Aristotle’s discussion of function (ergon) in relation to virtue occurs at EN 

1097b25 and ff.  
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Aristotle’s inclusion of both the rational and appetitive parts of the soul in his 

description of proper human function forecasts an important division in his cast of 

virtues, a division between virtues of intellect and virtues of character.  Although they 

share the ultimate goal of eudaimonia, these divisions have different proximate goals, 

each appropriate to the part of the soul to which its virtues belong.   

The intellectual virtues are proximately directed at truth (EN 1139b11-13). 

They include scientific and craft knowledge, intelligence (phronesis), wisdom 

(sophia), and understanding (nous).5  Phronesis and nous are the most important of 

the intellectual virtues for my purposes. Although each one admits of broader uses, in 

what follows I discuss them only in their practical senses.  

Nous, as an intellectual virtue, involves the proper use of perception to 

recognize morally relevant, particular features of one’s situation (EN 1143a35-

1143b7).  That the features picked out by nous are “particulars” (what Aristotle refers 

to as the “last things” in practical contexts) is important.  According to Aristotle, nous 

does not discover general moral or practical principles; it attunes us, rather, to 

specific perceptual features of our situations that enable us to act well, such as the fact 

that someone is experiencing pain, entering a dangerous environment, or in need of 

                                                 
5 See Aristotle’s discussion of the intellectual virtues in Book VI of the Ethics. 
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sympathy. The bearer of nous has a kind of heightened sensitivity to the morally 

relevant details of her world.6  

Phronesis, in the practical sphere, aims at discovering practical truths 

regarding right or best action.  “Phronesis is prescriptive,” Aristotle claims, “since its 

end is what must be done or not done in action” (EN 1143a8-9).  Although it 

essentially involves good deliberation, which, for Aristotle, is “...not about ends, but 

about what promotes ends” (EN 1112b12), phronesis is more than this.  First, 

phronesis entails having the right ends, ends that can be secured only ‘through’ the 

virtues of character.7  Moreover, it requires, beyond good deliberation, the possession 

of intellectual virtues such as nous and sophia, which are indispensable to the 

production of true practical judgments.   

By contrast with the intellectual virtues, which, in the practical sphere, aim to 

discover truth about right action, Aristotle’s virtues of character have the proximate 

goal of bringing about right action.  Whereas the intellectual virtues enable a person 

                                                 
6 Though Aristotle treats nous as an intellectual virtue, we should keep in 

mind that there are important non-cognitive aspects to perceptual sensitivity, e.g., 
focusing and attention as well. 

7 I return below to the relationship between phronesis and character.  One 
current point of clarification is in order, however.  Since human beings do not have 
full virtues of character naturally, right ends cannot come from a person’s own 
virtues.  For Aristotle, they must, in a sense, come from another person.  See EN 
1113a25-35 and 1144a30-1144b1 for Aristotle’s discussion of a virtuous person as 
the criterion for what is ‘fine and pleasant.’  We secure the correct ends by modeling 
our desires and aims on those of virtuous mentors [which is not to say that reason has 
no part in evaluating which ends (and mentors) we should opt for]. 
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to provide compelling reasons for action and to issue correct practical commands, the 

virtues of character allow one to fulfill the other distinctive part of the human 

function, namely, the capacity to obey the commands of intellect and reason.  To this 

end, Aristotle claims that the virtues of character essentially involve deliberative 

decision (prohairesis) and correct reason (logos), though he never suggests that the 

virtues of character are reducible to these conditions.8  

Aristotle’s list of virtues of character includes such traits as courage, 

temperance, justice, pride, generosity, and wit, among others.  Each of these traits has 

a characteristic set of appetites or emotions to manage, e.g., for courage, the emotion 

of fear and the desire to avoid harm, for generosity, the desire to be greedy or miserly.  

These traits of character are virtues, distinctive of proper human function, precisely 

because they indicate that their bearers have rationally ordered appetites.  They 

represent a mastery of emotion suggestive of an agent’s developed capacity to 

conform his feelings and, hence, his actions to reason.  

On Aristotle’s view, the virtues of intellect and the virtues of character cannot 

function in isolation from one another.  Phronesis is required for virtue of character, 

since each of the virtues of character is, in part, a state of deliberative decision and 

correct reason.  The virtues of character are, in turn, required for phronesis, however, 

                                                 
8 See, e.g., EN 1103b31, 1106a5, and 1107a and ff.  Prohairesis is a technical 

term in Aristotle’s practical philosophy denoting explicitly deliberative decision-
making.  
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since, phronesis requires having the right ends, and the right ends are available only 

through virtue of character.  According to Aristotle, “We cannot be fully good 

without intelligence, or intelligent without virtue of character” (EN 1144b31-32).  

Some recent commentators on Aristotle’s ethics have, I suspect, 

underestimated the interdependence of reason and desire in his account of virtue.  

John McDowell (1978, 1979), in particular, has suggested a reading of Aristotle in 

which, like Socrates, he is committed to a highly intellectualist account of virtue, one, 

in fact, in which knowledge of particulars (‘the last things,’ as mentioned earlier) is 

the most distinctive feature of virtue.  On McDowell’s reading, Aristotelian virtue is 

fundamentally a manifestation of nous, of moral-perceptual sensitivity. As such, by 

McDowell’s lights, it becomes identical to knowledge of particular, morally relevant 

features of its bearer’s situation, e.g., courage might be sensitivity to opportunities for 

heroism, charity to opportunities to respond to need.9   

If McDowell’s reading is correct, Aristotle should be attributed a Cognitivist 

account of virtue, according to which virtue is identical to a sort of (perceptual) 

knowledge.  I think we should resist such an attribution, however.  It fails to fit with a 

number of Aristotle’s explicit remarks about virtue.  A few such remarks have already 

come to light:  If Aristotle holds a Cognitivist conception of virtue, why does he 

render the distinctive human capacity to be rational in two parts, as the capacity for 

                                                 
9 See also McNaughton (1989). 
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both rational thought and rational appetite, rather than as rational thought alone?  

Why, moreover, does he claim that specific virtues essentially involve both correct 

reason and correct emotion, again treating these features of virtue separately rather 

than singly? 

In the next section, I examine a further set of concerns about McDowell’s 

interpretation of Aristotle.  I focus, in particular, on Aristotle’s treatment of the 

emotions in his discussion of the virtues of character.  While we would expect a 

Cognitivist account of the virtues to fully explain emotional control in terms of 

correct reasoning and information processing (or, in this case, perceptual knowledge), 

Aristotle’s account places much greater emphasis on the modeling of virtuous 

behavior and practice at virtuous action.  I argue that this gives us sufficient reason to 

reject a Cognitivist reading of Aristotelian virtue.  

3.3 The Virtues and Emotion 

Aristotle begins his discussion of the virtues of character by talking about the 

distinctive mode of their acquisition.  The virtues of character are themselves neither 

natural nor unnatural:  “Rather, we are by nature able to acquire them, and reach our 

complete perfection through habit” (EN 1103a25).  Unlike innate capacities, the 

virtues of character are acquired only through the practice of virtuous activities: 

For we learn a craft by producing the same product that we must 
produce when we have learned it, become builders, e.g., by building 
and harpists by playing the harp; so also, then, we become just by 
doing just actions, temperate by doing temperate actions, brave by 
doing brave actions. (EN 1103b1-5) 
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Aristotle considers a plausible prima facie objection to his account of this process:  

How could a person who is not yet virtuous practice the virtues?  His response is two-

fold:  First, since true virtue is not innate, the beginner must model her behavior on 

the virtues displayed in the actions of others.  She must find and mimic the 

dispositions of an already virtuous mentor.  Aristotle’s claim, then, that virtue is the 

source of correct ends must be construed, at least at the beginning stages of ethical 

practice, as referring to the virtue of another person.10  Second, the beginner will not 

be practicing the virtues in full.  Her acquisition of full virtue will follow only upon 

her persistent attempts, over time, to mold her appetites to reason and to develop 

rational dispositions toward action.  At first, doing what virtue requires may be 

difficult for her.  Only with time will virtuous habits begin to take root in her 

character.  Eventually, she will come not merely to act as a virtuous person does but 

to be virtuously disposed to perform such actions as well. 

Even a disposition to act well is insufficient for virtue, however; because of 

the influence of desires and emotions on both the motivation and moral status of 

action, the virtues must be dispositions to have appropriate feelings and desires as 

well.11  As she grows into the virtues, the beginner’s initial pains at overcoming her 

untutored emotions subside.  When morally mature, she will no longer have to suffer 

                                                 
10 This is a slightly fuller statement of my remarks above in Note Seven.   
11 Cf. Hursthouse (1999), White (1992). 
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through contrary desires, since, according to Aristotle, she will have integrated her 

reasons and her desires, and she will have come to take pleasure in the performance 

of virtuous actions for their own sake.12   

The importance of proper feeling or affectivity to Aristotelian virtue comes 

out most explicitly in Aristotle’s discussion of the “Doctrine of the Mean,” according 

to which the virtues are means between excesses and deficiencies in both actions and 

emotions: 

We can be afraid, e.g., or be confident, or have appetites, or get angry, 
or feel pity, in general have pleasure or pain, both too much and too 
little, and in both ways not well; but [having these feelings] at the right 
times, about the right things, towards the right people, for the right 
end, and in the right way, is the intermediate and best condition, and 
this is proper to virtue.  Similarly actions also admit of excess, 
deficiency and the intermediate condition. (EN 1106b18-24) 
 

Interestingly, this passage from Aristotle focuses on means of affectivity, feeling the 

right way, and only adds, as something of an afterthought, that actions have means as 

well.  Later, though, when Aristotle discusses the relativity of the mean, his example 

is action-oriented (EN 1106a27-1106b7).  The amount of food appropriate for Milo is 

inappropriate for the majority of people.  His natural appetites and his strenuous 

training require a diet that would be unhealthy for most others.  

Although Aristotle makes no explicit claims about the relation between means 

in action and emotion, we can safely infer from some of his related remarks that they 

                                                 
12 On taking pleasure in virtuous activity for its own sake, see, e.g., EN 

1099a7 and ff. 
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are anything but disconnected from one another.  Aristotle’s account of habituation 

suggests, for instance, that by acting as the virtuous person would (i.e., achieving the 

mean in action), we can come to take the right pleasures in acting virtuously (i.e., 

achieving the mean in emotion).  For Aristotle, the mean-state in emotion is a result 

of making the mean-state in action part of one’s ‘second nature.’13  Proper emotion is 

not a direct causal result of any particular instance of action in accordance with 

virtue, of course, but the cumulative effects of such actions over time explain how we 

come to want to pursue virtue for its own sake.   

The mean-states of emotion and action may be related in a further sense as 

well.  It would be quite consistent with Aristotle’s treatment of the virtues of 

character to impute to him the view that, for token virtuous actions, attainment of the 

mean in action is proximately caused by its attainment in emotion.14  Consider the 

virtue of courage.  The excess of the trait whose mean is courage is foolhardiness; its 

deficiency is cowardice. The foolhardy fear too little, or, better, lack appropriate fear.  

But, notice, the foolhardy person’s deficiency of fear explains (at least, proximately) 

why he so cavalierly enters into dangerous situations.  The cowardly, by contrast, fear 

                                                 
13 Kosman (1980) discusses this point in much greater detail, but neglects the 

connection running in the other direction, i.e., from emotion to act.  I discuss this 
connection below.  

14 This is a much more direct causal relation than the one going from action to 
emotion.  The emotion-to-action relation is also consistent with the insight that some 
appropriate feelings may not be able to issue in appropriate action due to, for 
instance, external constraints.  Cf. Hurka (2001, 13-14). 
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too much.  They freeze up or turn and run precisely because of this overwhelming 

fear.   

This point is not limited to courage.  Take any of Aristotle’s virtues.  Each one 

may not be bound up with a particular “emotion” as that term is typically construed 

(in other words, as including only complex psychological states such as anger, fear, 

love, or sadness), but they concern nonetheless, and each in an essential way, a 

person’s feelings and desires.  Generosity governs the ‘love of gain’ and the ‘appetite 

for giving.’  Mildness concerns the management of anger and appetites for revenge.  

Justice regulates bias and the desire to reward oneself or one’s cronies in excess (or to 

unduly punish strangers and enemies).  

Aristotle never once suggests, as McDowell’s reading would lead us to 

expect, that perceptual knowledge (nous) fully explains the virtuous control of 

emotions.  Indeed, phronesis is a composite of a variety of distinct intellectual 

capacities.  It encompasses nous, but is irreducible to it. Aristotle’s explanation of 

how we come to experience right emotions focuses more on having good models of 

behavior and on practice at virtuous action than on clear thinking or knowledge.  

While this does not show that cognition has no place in Aristotle’s explanation of 

virtuous emotional control (this would be a mistake, after all), neither does it show 

that virtue is reducible to cognition or that cognition is primarily responsible for 

virtue (which are the hallmarks of Cognitivism). 
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While Aristotle’s account of virtue does not subscribe to Cognitivism, 

however, his account of continence does.  I defend this reading of Aristotelian 

continence in the following section.  My view stands in marked contrast to recent 

attempts by Miles Burnyeat and Norman Dahl to reconcile Aristotle’s account of 

continence with his conception of virtue. 

3.4 Continence and Temperance 

Aristotle recognizes a number of conditions related to a person’s ability to manage 

her emotions.  Most importantly for my purposes are the conditions he calls 

continence (enkrateia), incontinence (akrasia), and temperance (sophrosune). These 

traits are identical in scope according to Aristotle.  They concern the moderation of 

pleasure, and not just any pleasure, but specifically the pleasures of ‘taste and touch’ 

(what I have heard Paul Woodruff call the appetites for “Shiner, Sex, and BBQ”).15  

 Aristotle views temperance and continence as distinct and rather unequal 

paths toward the control of the appetites for bodily pleasure.  The continent person 

(the enkrates) recognizes the presence of a disproportionately strong appetite within 

himself and battles to resist and overcome it.  As the ‘battle’ image indicates, 

continence is characterized by internal conflict and struggle between parts of the soul.  

Temperance, or sophrosune, according to Aristotle, is the better way of governing our 

                                                 
15 “Shiner” is the name of a popular Texas beer. 
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bodily appetites, since it involves the ‘harmony’ or ‘integration’ of reason and 

emotion.  Sophrosune (but not enkrateia) is, for Aristotle, a moral virtue.  

The notion of emotional harmony or integration need not be thought obscure.  

For Aristotle, the bearer of sophrosune is simply such that her appetites for physical 

pleasure are always appropriate to the circumstances.  She will not, for example, 

experience such strong urges for food that she is led to gorge herself, or such 

powerful desires for sex that she pursues it to the detriment of other, greater values 

(e.g., loyalty to a spouse who happens to be away on business).  Her desires have 

come to be consistently supportive of her rational evaluations.  This is because her 

desires are now characteristically grounded in (or, at least, filtered through) her 

rational assessments. 

Aristotle’s claim that sophrosune expresses ideal self-control stands in sharp 

relief to familiar forms of asceticism (religious or otherwise), especially the 

recommendation of abstinence from bodily pleasure.16  Aristotle concedes, of course, 

that pleasure should be pursued only insofar as reason endorses it, and he allows that 

some appetites are simply such that we should never satisfy them.  Reason cannot 

endorse, for instance, cannibalistic appetites (EN 1148b20-25). In general, however, 

                                                 
16 Though one might get a different idea from the following remark: “Hence 

we must react to it [pleasure] as the elders reacted to Helen, and on each occasion 
repeat what they said; for if we do this, and send it off, we shall be less in error” (EN 
1109b7-11). Aristotle’s point in referring to Helen is not to promote abstinence, 
however, but to recommend that, especially in the early stages of habituation to 
virtue, we err on the side of cautious avoidance. 
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Aristotle sees the pursuit of pleasure as quite natural and appropriate for human 

beings.  He thinks that generic appetites for sexual or gastronomic pleasure are 

healthy; he even regards appetites for the pleasures of love and companionship, and 

for virtue and philosophy, as central components of eudaimonia.17   

Although sophrosune entails the rationality of one’s appetites for the pleasures 

of taste and touch, Aristotle never suggests that knowledge or reason is a sufficient 

explanation of sophrosune.  This is consistent with his treatment of the virtues in 

general.  By contrast, Aristotle does explain continence and incontinence in terms of 

an agent’s perceptual knowledge, making him a Cognitivist about continent self-

control.  

In the following two sections I offer the evidence for this claim.  First, I 

explore Aristotle’s discussion in the Ethics of the distinct cognitive dimensions of 

appetite and emotion.  I contend that this discussion provides only partial support for 

a Cognitivist reading of Aristotelian continence.  I then turn to Aristotle’s remarks on 

the Socratic view of akrasia.  The evidence for Cognitivism is much stronger here.  In 

Aristotle’s view, akrasia is explained by ignorance of the minor (particular) premise 

of the akratic agent’s practical syllogism.  For Aristotle, continent self-control is a 

function of nous, resulting in knowledge of salient particular features of an agent’s 

environment. 

                                                 
17 I omit discussion here of the tension between companionship and 

philosophy evident in some of Aristotle’s comments in Book X of the Ethics.  
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3.4 Simple vs. Qualified Incontinence 

Incontinence is, for Aristotle, a character trait expressing a tendency to succumb to 

strong appetites (epithumia) for the pleasures of ‘taste and touch.’18  Aristotle calls 

incontinence with respect to these appetites, “simple incontinence” (EN 1148a5 and 

ff.).  While he allows for a qualified kind of incontinence with respect to emotion 

(thumos), one which he labels incontinence ‘about anger,’ ‘about fear,’ and so on, he 

holds firmly to the claim that ‘simple incontinence,’ incontinence regarding the 

appetites, is incontinence proper.  Emotion, Aristotle seems to think, has closer ties to 

reason than does appetite.  Indeed, qualified or derivative incontinence involves, in a 

somewhat paradoxical way, being ‘overcome by reason’: 

[F]irst of all, emotion would seem to hear reason a bit, but to mishear 
it.  It is like over-hasty servants who run out before they have heard all 
their instructions, and then carry them out wrongly, or dogs who bark 
at any noise at all, before investigating to see if it is a friend.  In the 
same way, since emotion is naturally hot and hasty, it hears, but does 
not hear the instructions, and rushes off to exact a penalty.  For reason 
or appearance has shown that we are being slighted or wantonly 
insulted; and emotion, as though it had inferred that it is right to fight 
this sort of thing, is irritated at once.  Appetite, however, only needs 
reason or perception to say that this is pleasant, and it rushes off for 
gratification. 

                                                 
18 Aristotle recognizes two species of incontinence: impetuousness and 

weakness.  The impetuous akrates is moved by his strong passions to avert 
deliberation altogether and act on his impulses. The weak akrates deliberates and so 
recognizes, in some sense, what is right or best to do, but fails to follow through on 
his judgment. Since both errors can be chalked up to cognitive mistakes, nothing will 
turn on the distinction.  With this in mind, I refer to “incontinence” and “weakness of 
will” indiscriminately here. 
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 Hence emotion follows reason in a way, but appetite does 
not….  For if someone is incontinent about emotion, he is overcome 
by reason in a way; but if he is incontinent about appetite, he is 
overcome by appetite, not by reason. (EN 1149a26-1149b3) 
 

Appetites, for Aristotle, need only descriptive judgments that pleasure is available in 

order to be evoked.  They lack essential ties to a person’s evaluative judgments.19  If 

sex is judged available, sex is wanted, regardless of any judgment regarding its 

propriety. Aristotle recognizes the existence of ‘rational’ or ‘deliberative’ appetites.  

A rational appetite is a desire or wish (boulesis) generated by an episode of practical 

reasoning and deliberation (EN 1113a10-13).20  But not every appetite is rational.  

Appetites for “Shiner, Sex, and BBQ,” for instance, are typically not the results of 

deliberation; rather, they well up from our physiologies, from our most basic 

biological drives and needs, whether or not the circumstances are fitting.21 

The emotions, by comparison, “hear reason a bit,” by which Aristotle means 

that they bear essential ties to a person’s evaluative judgments.  Emotions are not 

prompted by perceptions of sheer pleasure potential, as are the appetites, but by 

                                                 
19 One might wonder whether Aristotle sees the appetites as having any 

propositional character, e.g., a desire that I have sex.  He must think this, however, 
both because he allows for the existence of ‘deliberative’ desires (see text, just below) 
and because otherwise his Cognitivist account of continence could not explain control 
of appetite. 

20 Cf. Cooper (1975). 
21 Strictly speaking, the specific desires for Shiner and BBQ are not 

physiological in this sense; only the ‘common’ desires for food and drink are.  On 
“common” vs. “specific” desires, see White’s (1992) helpful discussion. 
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perceptions of the good.22  Emotion even reacts, Aristotle says, “as though it had 

inferred” some truth about the appearances of things.  Anger, for instance, reacts to 

the appearance of being wronged by ‘inferring’ that a response under the 

circumstances is good.   

The thought that there is an essential connection between emotion and 

evaluative judgment drives Aristotle’s claim that qualified or derivative incontinence 

is a way of being overcome by reason.  While Aristotle recognizes quite rightly that 

the emotions have a cognitive dimension, however, in these passages at least, he 

incorrectly locates this cognitive dimension in the ‘inference’ that response is good.  

To be sure, the emotions sometimes prompt responsive action, but not all emotions 

embody or entail evaluations of the appropriateness of response.  Anger, jealousy, 

fear, and other “reactive attitudes,” offer some of the most favorable cases for 

Aristotle’s remarks on emotion here.23  However, other emotions, such as love, 

sympathy, sadness, and despair, to name just a few, are not so easily molded into this 

form.  To the extent that these emotions have cognitive dimensions as well, their 

cognitive components must be located elsewhere. 

Cognitive Theories of Emotion tend to locate the cognitive dimensions of 

emotion in the evaluative judgments that, they claim, (partially or wholly) constitute 

emotion: in cases of fear the relevant belief concerns one’s evaluation of the worth of 

                                                 
22 See Irwin (1985, 394, endnotes).  
23 On the reactive attitudes, see Strawson (1962). 
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self-preservation; in love, it concerns one’s evaluation of another’s worth.  Aristotle’s 

treatment of the emotions in the Rhetoric does a much better job of locating this 

cognitive dimension of the emotions.24  We are overcome ‘by reason’ in cases of 

qualified incontinence not because the emotions lead to rash inferences about the 

propriety of response, but because emotions are partially constituted by background 

evaluative beliefs, evaluative beliefs that are occasionally too strong or have too little 

justification. 

Aristotle’s remarks on simple and qualified incontinence unfortunately fail to 

clarify his conception of self-control enough to determine whether it is, as I have 

claimed, a Cognitivist conception through and through.  These remarks suggest that 

the emotions are controllable by the alteration or replacement of their constitutive 

evaluative judgments, but they tell us little about how Aristotle thinks we control the 

appetites (epithumia).  In fact, if we had only these remarks at our service, we might 

infer that Aristotle is not a thoroughgoing Cognitivist about continence after all, since 

his discussion of simple incontinence strongly dissociates the appetites from reason.  

This inference finds further support in Aristotle’s non-Cognitivist account of virtue.   

The portions of Aristotle’s Ethics that I discuss in the ensuing section will, 

however, prove much more supportive of my claim that Aristotle holds a Cognitivist 

account of continence.  In Book VII of the Ethics Aristotle considers the Socratic 

                                                 
24 See Rhet. 1378a30 and ff. 
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claim that incontinence is (or is caused by) ignorance.  There, Aristotle agrees with 

Socrates, committing himself to a Cognitivist account of continence. 

3.5 Aristotle’s Cognitivism About Continence 

Considerable textual evidence exists to support a Cognitivist interpretation of 

Aristotelian continence.  Aristotle claims in Book VII of the Ethics that incontinent 

action is analogous to a drunken person muttering the verses of Empedocles or an 

actor delivering his lines onstage.  Such persons cannot truly be said to know or 

understand the contents of the propositions they utter; they suffer from a form of 

ignorance.  Aristotle goes on to offer an example of incontinence in which the akrates 

is shown to lack knowledge of the minor (particular) premise in his practical 

syllogism (NE 1147a2-3):  “ ‘Dry food is good for every man’, and ‘I am a man’ or 

‘this sort of food is dry’; but whether this particular food is the right sort he [the 

akrates] either does not have the knowledge or is not using it.”  Under the Cognitivist 

interpretation, this example shows that, for Aristotle like Socrates, incontinence is a 

species of ignorance.  Aristotle says as much himself (EN 1147b10-13):  

Since the final premise which controls action is an opinion about the 
percept, and the incontinent person, while under the influence of this 
emotion, either does not grasp it or grasps it only in such a way that 
the grasp, as we saw, does not amount to knowing it but merely 
repeating it, like the drunken man quoting Empedocles; …it does 
appear that the conclusion is that which Socrates tried to establish.  
  
One alternative to the Cognitivist interpretation comes from Myles Burnyeat 

(1980).  Burnyeat argues that, for Aristotle, ignorance is not the ultimate explanation 



 
65 

of akrasia.  Rather, Burnyeat claims, incontinence is explained by the 

incommensurability of goods (specifically, “the pleasurable,” “the good,” and “the 

noble,” which correspond to the three parts of the soul).  Burnyeat’s interpretation 

trades on a perplexing part of Aristotle’s discussion in which the akratic agent is 

exhibited as having two, independent practical syllogisms to decide between.  One is 

a product of reason and deliberation:  ‘It is not good to taste everything that is sweet, 

this is sweet, hence, I shall not taste this.’  The other results from desire’s supplying 

the agent with a competing, but faulty major premise concerning pleasure: ‘Tasting 

sweet things is pleasurable, this is sweet, thus, I shall taste this.’  Since the akrates has 

not yet come to integrate or harmonize the three kinds of goods in his soul (as the 

fully virtuous person would), these two syllogisms embody goods that are 

incommensurable, i.e., that cannot be ranked by the agent on a single, comprehensive 

scale of value.  Consequently, the akratic agent’s desires get the best of him and lead 

him to choose according to the ‘syllogism of desire.’   

Burnyeat’s protests notwithstanding, his interpretation need not be thought to 

allow Aristotle to escape Cognitivism about continence.  The failures that constitute 

akrasia on Burnyeat’s interpretation of Aristotle seem to be failures of knowledge, 

specifically, knowledge of the proper standard for evaluating alternative syllogisms.  

After all, the incommensurability of goods for the akrates can only be an apparent 

incommensurability on Burnyeat’s view.  From the akrates’ perspective, there is no 

way to measure his alternatives, e.g., pleasure and good, against one another.  But this 
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is simply his perspective – in reality there is a single, appropriate measuring stick for 

his various ends (i.e., eudaimonia, the fine, the noble), the akrates simply fails to 

know it.25 

Norman Dahl (1984) offers still another alternative to the Cognitivist 

interpretation of Aristotelian continence.  In Dahl’s view, Aristotle advances beyond 

Socratic Cognitivism by allowing that the akrates knows both the major and minor 

premises in his practical syllogism, he simply fails to act rationally because this 

knowledge is not fully integrated into his character.  Dahl thinks that the actor and 

drunk analogies support his view just as much as they support the Cognitivist 

interpretation.  Drunks and actors, Dahl argues, may very well believe what they say; 

in cases of moderate intoxication or in which the actor happens to be an expert on the 

subject of his speech, we might even be willing to attribute knowledge to such 

persons.26  The akrates, like the drunk and the actor, fails to act on what he knows 

only because his knowledge is dissociated from his character (i.e., he lacks 

integration of reason and emotion).  Put another way, on Dahl’s reading, the akrates 

                                                 
25 Burnyeat could hold that non-cognitive psychological mechanisms explain 

the akrates’ failure of knowledge in this case.  If so, he does not make this claim 
explicit, and in any case Aristotle makes no mention of such mechanisms here. 

26 But a truly drunk person is unlikely to be a reliable knower, or to be capable 
of producing justification for his beliefs.  Likewise, the actor on the stage may believe 
the contents of his lines, but his utterances on stage are not playing the role for him 
that ‘knowledge’ normally plays, i.e., tracking the truth, calling for justification, and 
so on. 
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knows what is to be done but is short on phronesis (which entails the disposition to 

act on one’s knowledge as well).  

Dahl’s interpretation has some compelling features; I will mention these 

shortly. One problem with his view, however, is that it fails to provide a satisfactory 

account of Aristotle’s explicit claim that the akrates does not know a minor premise 

in his practical syllogism.27  Yet, since continent and incontinent persons are 

apparently the same in all other respects (both have, for example, powerful desires 

contrary to reason and knowledge of a major premise), this bit of ‘particularist’ 

knowledge is precisely what, in Aristotle’s discussion, does the work of 

distinguishing continence from incontinence.  As a result, Dahl leaves unexplained 

the differences between these conditions.  

By locating akrasia in non-integrated knowledge, Dahl’s view effectively 

overlooks the continent person.  He can no longer capture what, for Aristotle, is 

distinctive of continence, since continence and incontinence alike will be 

characterized by knowledge that has yet to be integrated into its bearers’ motivational 

structures.  Dahl could reply that continent and incontinent persons have different 

degrees of integrated knowledge, and that this difference explains their distinctive 

capacities for self-control.  As Dahl points out, the sort of ‘dispositional’ knowledge 

had by the actor and drunk even provides some grounds for thinking that Aristotle 

                                                 
27 Although I have already commented briefly on Burnyeat’s interpretation, 

many of my critical remarks here apply to his view as well. 
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held such a view.  But this reading of Aristotle would escape Cognitivism only if 

different levels of ‘integration’ were at least sometimes explained by non-cognitive 

psychological processes.  All things considered, I think this sort of story about self-

control is true; it is the view I defended in Chapter Two and to which I will return in 

Chapter Five.  But, contrary to Dahl, Aristotle offers none of the clarifications needed 

to justify thinking that this is his story about self-control. 

Given the variety of difficulties I have posed for the Burnyeat and Dahl 

interpretations, I think we should endorse the Cognitivist interpretation of Aristotle’s 

account of continence. For Aristotle, continent control of the emotions is primarily a 

matter of accurately, reliably utilizing one’s perceptual mechanisms to secure 

knowledge of practically salient features of one’s environment.   

3.6 Problems With Aristotle’s Cognitivism About Continence 

While some features of our perceptual capacities are surely such that we cannot in 

principle control them, e.g., light sensitivity and lens curvature, these are not the 

features that would be at stake in overcoming incontinence.  The elements of our 

perceptual capacities that we can control include, for example, the direction of 

attention (i.e., what we focus on), the strength of attention (i.e., how focused we are), 

and the manner of attention (i.e., under what descriptions we construe objects of 

attention).  To the extent that Aristotle has an account of continent self-control, it 

must come down to a kind of facility with these controllable features of perception: 
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Aristotelian self-control involves attending to the right objects, not being distracted, 

and viewing them under the correct descriptions. 

Aristotle’s Cognitivism about continent self-control has two serious, though 

unrelated flaws.  First, if he endorses Cognitivism, it is not clear why Aristotle would 

limit the kinds of motivated cognitive errors that contribute to akrasia to errors about 

the minor premise of the practical syllogism. Continent self-control is not always 

adequately or best explained by perceptual sensitivity. To see why, consider a the 

following syllogism: “‘Spirits are not good for recovering alcoholics,’ ‘I am a 

recovering alcoholic,’ ‘This is a glass of spirits,’ hence…”  Now, suppose that Al, a 

recovering alcoholic, is at a party, all the while believing the first two premises here 

and, so, at least implicitly committing himself to the judgment that he should not 

drink spirits.  Furthermore, suppose that Al gives into temptation and has a drink.  

Aristotle’s version of Cognitivism is committed to the claim that Al caves because in 

some sense he misconstrues the glass of spirits.  This could happen in a number of 

ways: In one scenario, Al’s desires distract him from the fact that the glass is full of 

vodka rather than water.  Perhaps, due to his strong desire for a drink, he construes its 

scent of hard liquor as the smell of cleaning solution on the bar.  In another scenario, 

he is drawn by his desires to focus on the weight of the glass in his hand and the way 

its contents would quench his thirst rather than on what precise sort of drink it is.  

Cases of this sort presumably occur, leading folks like Al to fall off the proverbial 

wagon.  But Al’s weakness need not have followed from a mistake about his minor 
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premise.  People often fall off the wagon because they convince themselves that they 

can control their drinking, or that one drink will not devastate their recovery. In 

effect, they deceive themselves about the general principle, the major premise, that 

‘spirits are not good for recovering alcoholics.’  Aristotle ignores cases such as these 

in his account of continence.  In so doing, his account fails in crucial ways to be 

comprehensive.   

The second flaw in Aristotle’s account of continence shows up in its 

superficiality.  Aristotle is happy to conclude that Socrates was right, that akrasia is a 

form of ignorance or cognitive error.  But it is not obvious that perceptual sensitivity 

(nous) is primarily a cognitive psychological mechanism.  It may also involve non-

cognitive skills such as attentional control.  As I pointed out in Chapter Two, such 

non-cognitive mechanisms are capable of working independently of one’s success or 

failure in cognition, in tracking truth, in reasoning clearly, etc.    

Failures of perceptual sensitivity result in a kind of ignorance, of course.  

Consider, for instance, the case of Al’s not ‘knowing’ that he is drinking spirits.  But 

it is noteworthy that our hesitation to attribute knowledge here need not stem from 

Al’s belief in a false proposition.  That could be the explanation: Al straightforwardly 

but mistakenly believes that the glass in front of him contains not alcohol but water.  

But it need not be:  Al believes truly that his glass contains alcohol, but he is 

distracted from this fact when he takes a sip.   We sometimes weaken knowledge 

claims because, though an agent holds the correct proposition to be true, he fails to 



 
71 

attend to it in a way that would count as knowledge (this explains why cases of 

dispositional knowledge are often treated as “knowledge,” knowledge in a muted 

sense).  In cases of the latter sort, ignorance is not primarily a cognitive failure; the 

ignorant person has not failed in the sense that the propositional contents of his 

desires and beliefs fail to track relevant features of the world.  Though Aristotle 

embraces a Cognitivist interpretation of nous in his explanations of akrasia and 

continent self-control, there are reasons to think that such an interpretation is 

superficial; nous seems equally well a matter of non-cognitive psychological 

processes. 

 

For Aristotle, virtuous control of the emotions, the kind arrived at through behavior 

modeling and habituation, is not fully explicated by reasoning and knowledge. 

Though he is not a Cognitivist about virtue, Aristotle does endorse Cognitivism about 

continent self-control.  When a person finds herself with immoderately strong desires, 

in the trenches of a motivational conflict, so to speak, Aristotle replies that she should 

strive to control those aspects of her perceptual abilities that are under her control in 

order to keep desire from ‘blurring’ her moral vision.   

Contrary to Aristotle’s view, however, perceptual sensitivity cannot provide a 

comprehensive account of continent self-control.  Sometimes people backslide in the 

face of temptation because they are ignoring or suppressing a general moral principle 

rather than because they fail to know the particular details of their situations.  
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Moreover, non-cognitive psychological mechanisms such as attention and construal 

offer an explanation of nous that Aristotle’s Cognitivism fails to recognize.   

Aristotle’s discussions of virtue and continence reflect a deep ambivalence 

about how human beings master their emotions.  In many ways, Aristotle does not 

provide us with a very Aristotelian account of continence.  In Chapter Five I take up 

the burden of filling in this gap in his view. I claim that practice with healthy 

strategies of self-control perfects the skills and capacities that ultimately constitute 

the virtue of self-control and which help a person integrate her desires and emotions 

with reason.  Before doing so, however, I explore a substantial alternative to 

Aristotle’s accounts of virtue and self-control, one found in the late, anthropological 

writings of Immanuel Kant. 
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                4 
 

Kantian Virtue and Self-Control 
 

 

 

Sophrosune, according to Aristotle, is the virtue that governs control of the passions. 

Since continence is characterized by experiences of temptation and psychological 

struggle in his view, it is a moral second best.  Kant disagrees.  He identifies virtue 

with ‘self-constraint,’ ‘fortitude,’ and ‘steadfastness’ in the face of temptation.1  

Indeed, given the disruptive forces of the passions, Kant holds that continent self-

control is the best that actual flesh and blood human beings can do.  Kantian and 

Aristotelian virtue thus make for an interesting study in contrasts.  

 Recently, a number of philosophers have contended that Kant’s view of virtue 

in his late, anthropological work is quite similar to that of Aristotle.2  There, they 

claim, Kant treats the emotions not so much as obstacles to moral action, but as 

potential partners in our moral enterprises.  Kant, they like to point out, even goes so 

far as to recognize a moral duty to cultivate our emotions.   

                                                 
1 Kant’s account of virtue shows up in his late, anthropological works, 

especially The Metaphysics of Morals (1797), Religion within the Limits of Reason 
Alone (1793), and Anthropology From a Pragmatic Point of View (1798). 

2 See, for instance, Sherman (1997), Baron (1995), Hursthouse (1999), and 
Baxley (2003).  I discuss Baxley’s argument at length in Section 4.7 below. 
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In this chapter, I argue that Kant is a Cognitivist about akrasia and self-

control.  Moreover, I claim that for all of Kant’s willingness in his late work to allow 

some emotions some beneficial role in our moral lives, Kant still views the emotions, 

by and large, as barriers to morality.  In exploring Kant’s injunction to cultivate the 

moral sentiments I agree that he moves closer to Aristotle, though I insist that Kantian 

virtue never moves beyond continent self-control.   

4.1 Character, Maxims, and Frailty 

In the Groundwork (1785), Kant wrote that the only thing that is unqualifiedly good 

is a good will.  A person is a bearer of a good will insofar as she endorses policies, 

principles, or intentions (i.e., Kantian ‘maxims’) that embody rational motives such as 

respect for moral duty or for rational autonomy in other persons.  Every rational being 

has access to a priori cognitive processes, and so norms of practical reason generated 

from those processes are universally binding on rational agents.  Passions and desires, 

by contrast, are only contingently possessed (i.e., my desires may not be yours; they 

may not even be mine in another hour, day, or week), so maxims embodying them 

fail to be universally binding.  Hence, Kant writes in the Groundwork that “[A]n 

action done from duty must altogether exclude the influence of inclination…” (G 

400).  Similarly, in the Critique of Practical Reason (1788), he writes: “[A]ctions of 

others which have been done with great sacrifice and solely for the sake of duty may 

be praised as noble and sublime deeds, yet only in so far as there are clues which 
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suggest that they were done wholly out of respect for duty and not from aroused 

feelings” (CPrR 85).   

Maxims can vary in specificity.3  Though I cannot elaborate on this point here, 

the thought, crudely put, is that maxims can contain descriptions of actions ranging 

from the specific, e.g., ‘I will not steal out of a desire to feed my family under 

conditions of extreme poverty,’ to the quite generic, e.g., ‘I will choose consistently 

out of respect for moral duty.’  In Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason 

(1793) Kant identifies a person’s character (Gesinnung) with her endorsement of a 

generic maxim either to act out of respect for duty or to make her actions conditional 

on her desires and inclinations (R 6:19 and ff.).  A person has good character, Kant 

thinks, insofar as her fundamental maxim refers to a motive of respect for moral duty.  

If, by contrast, she endorses a fundamental maxim committing her to act on her 

inclinations, she is, as Kant puts it, “radically evil” (R 6:32).  Since, for Kant, all 

rational beings are free to endorse (and, indeed, must choose between) one of these 

fundamental maxims of action, each of us has the irreducible potential for radical 

evil. 

The variations in specificity of maxims coupled with radical human freedom 

allow for the possibility that someone whose character is good in Kant’s sense can 

endorse specific maxims based on inclination alone.  This must be possible because 

                                                 
3 See especially O’Neill (1990) and Johnson (1998). 
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the agent’s fundamental maxim cannot causally determine the choice of her other 

maxims without violating her freedom of will.  A person’s specific maxims can 

therefore compete and even conflict with the fundamental policies she endorses.  

Kant speaks to this possibility directly in Religion.  He calls it the problem of “human 

frailty” (R 6:29).  I have been referring to it as akrasia or weakness of will. 

4.2 Kantian Cognitivism 

Kant, I claim, is a Cognitivist about akrasia and self-control.  The evidence for this 

claim issues from two sources: first, Kant’s remarks that we are commonly ignorant 

of or deceived about our own motives, and, second, his explanation of self-control as 

following from clear apprehension of the moral law.    

Kant explains human frailty in terms of an agent’s failure to clear-headedly 

grasp the contents of his maxims (Pybus and Broadie, 1982).  In the Metaphysics of 

Morals, for instance, Kant writes: “The depths of the human heart are unfathomable.  

Who knows himself well enough to say, when he feels the incentive to fulfill his duty, 

whether it proceeds entirely from the representation of the law or whether there are 

not many other sensible impulses contributing to it” (MM 447).  Likewise in the 

Groundwork, Kant declares that, “we like to flatter ourselves with the false claim to a 

more noble motive; but in fact we can never, even by the strictest examination, 

completely plumb the depths of the secret incentives of our actions” (G 407).  Later in 

the same work, he describes all of our transgressions of duty as ways of excepting 

ourselves “just this one time” from the demands of morality and of altering our 
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universal principles into merely general ones (which admit of exceptions) in order to 

make reason meet our maxims “halfway” (G 424).  Thus, for Kant, human frailty is 

explained primarily by cognitive failings:  we do not reliably ‘plumb the depths of our 

incentives’ and we often succumb to self-deception in taking the worse maxim for the 

better. 

Kant’s account of self-control gives us further reason for reading him in such 

a Cognitivist light.  In the Critique of Practical Reason (1788), Kant contends that 

reason counteracts the influence of sensuous inclination in only one way, by creating 

in us a ‘practical’ (as opposed to ‘natural’ or ‘pathological’) inclination of respect for 

the moral law.4  Moral respect is a ‘practical’ inclination in the sense that is derived 

solely from pure practical reason.  While being pure, however, respect is still 

sensuous, and so it can enter into empirical-psychological explanations of action.  I 

quote Kant at length (CPrR 75-76): 

In the subject there is no antecedent feeling tending to morality; that is 
impossible, because all feeling is sensuous, and the drives of the moral 
disposition must be free from every sensuous condition….  [B]ecause 
of its origin, therefore, [respect] cannot be said to be pathologically 
effected; rather, it is practically effected.  Since the idea of the moral 
law deprives self-love of its influence and self-conceit of its delusion, 
it lessens the obstacle to pure practical reason and produces the idea of 
the superiority of its objective law to the impulses of sensuousness; it 
increases the weight of the moral law by removing, in the judgment of 
reason, the counterweight to the moral law which bears on a will 
affected by the sensuous.  
 

                                                 
4 CPrR 72 and ff.  The term ‘pathological’ here means ‘of the pathe,’ or ‘of 

the passions.’  
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Kant contends that the idea of the moral law deprives self-conceit of its ‘delusion.’  

And he claims that ‘the judgment of reason’ thwarts our sensuous inclinations to act 

contrary to the moral law.  He describes the practical sentiment of respect as having 

merely negative force, undermining the influence of inclinations contrary to the moral 

law.  Kant’s metaphor for this process is that of “humiliation.”  When we apprehend 

the moral law clearly, our pretensions to act out of inclination are humiliated (CPrR 

73-75).  And though ‘humiliation’ might initially seem to be a non-cognitive self-

control mechanism, it is, for Kant, a highly cognitive process.  The ‘practical’ 

sentiment of respect has only as much capacity to humiliate us and to shatter our 

delusions as it earns from the clarity of our awareness of the moral law. 

4.3 Kantian Virtue 

Kant holds that one could have a good character and yet fail to have the skills 

required to make it effective in action.   Virtue, in Kant’s ethics, is the remedy for 

weakness of will; it is a kind of fortitude, resolve, or self-constraint in overcoming 

inclinations so as to perform one’s moral duties.  One representative description can 

be found in his Metaphysics of Morals (6:380): “[T]he capacity and considered 

resolve to withstand a strong but unjust opponent is fortitude and, with respect to 

what opposes the moral disposition within us, virtue.”  There he also writes that virtue 

is “the strength of a human being’s maxims in fulfilling his duty” and “the moral 

capacity to constrain oneself” (6:394).  In his Lectures on Ethics, as well, Kant 

characterizes an agent’s virtue as a “persistent, steadfast endeavor, by overcoming of 
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his inclination, to bring about agreement, in his action, with the law of humanity” 

(354).  

These preliminary descriptions fail to designate any particular motivation as a 

requirement for virtue.5  In other passages, Kant contends that virtuous resolve 

requires a motivation of respect for moral law (MM 6:394): 

[V]irtue is not merely a self-constraint (for then one natural inclination 
could strive to overcome another), but also a self-constraint in 
accordance with a principle of inner freedom, and so through the mere 
representation of one’s duty in accordance with its formal law).6 
   

This motivational constraint is consistent with Kant’s concern for ‘pure’ motivation 

in the Groundwork and second Critique.  The rationale for this requirement on virtue 

is the same as in those works as well.  Only pure rational motivations are equally 

accessible (a priori) by all rational beings; hence only they can be claimed to be 

universally binding. 

 Kant’s parenthetical remarks in the quote above offer another way of 

expressing the requirement that virtuous fortitude have the right sort of motive.  He 

claims that virtue cannot be mere self-constraint because then ‘one natural inclination 

could strive to overcome another.’  His worry is not that it is impossible to find 

ourselves with competing ‘natural’ (as opposed to ‘practical’ or ‘rational’) 

inclinations.  Rather, he is concerned about identifying virtue with mere natural 

                                                 
5 See Paul Guyer’s (2000, 306) remarks on this point. 
6 Kant makes similar remarks at MM 6:407. 
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inclination.  Perhaps there is a natural propensity in some individuals to have resolve, 

to be steadfast, restrained, and so on; according to Kant, such a propensity would not 

amount to moral virtue.  Virtue, for Kant, is “moral strength of the will” (MM 6:405).  

Consistent with Kant’s Cognitivism, strength of will evidently depends on one’s 

rationality and the clarity of one’s apprehension of the moral law. 

 Aristotle, of course, would agree that natural propensities should not yet count 

as moral virtues.  He had conceived of ‘natural virtues’ as unrefined dispositions that 

required reason’s direction before they could be considered full virtues of character.  

For Aristotle as for Kant, true virtue is not natural but acquired.  There are further 

similarities between them as well.  Kant contends that virtue (and the contemplation 

of the moral law that underwrites it) is susceptible to development through practice or 

exercise (MM 6:397).  Kant even claims that we have a duty (albeit a wide or 

imperfect one) to ‘perfect’ our natural abilities (MM 6:444-447).  These ideas are, of 

course, notably Aristotelian.  

For each of their minor similarities, however, Kantian and Aristotelian virtue 

have significant differences.  Let me mention three important ones here. 

First, Aristotelian reason is not pure.  As I noted in Chapter Three, Aristotle’s 

account of rationality involves both the issuing of proper orders and the ability to 

obey them.  To be rational, according to Aristotle, is not merely to have the capacity 

for a priori cognition, but to have developed a disposition to desire rationally.  

Moreover, Aristotelian practical reason is guided by a thoroughly ‘impure’ aim:  
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flourishing.  Kant, by contrast, construes reason as properly functioning only insofar 

as it is divorced from the influence of such impure aims.  

Second, Aristotelian virtues are characterized as (partial) constituents of a 

happy or flourishing life, and flourishing provides the reason for cultivating the 

virtues.  At times, Kant describes virtue as the ‘worthiness to be happy’ (CPR ???), 

but the kind of happiness he has in mind is not flourishing, but (at turns) contentment, 

enjoyment, and satisfaction (Gluckseligkeit).7  Gluckseligkeit does not require 

activity, as Aristotle’s account of flourishing does; it is merely a kind of desire 

satisfaction.   Nor is Kantian virtue necessarily connected to an agent’s well being.8  

Hence, flourishing cannot be in Kant’s view a reason for cultivating virtue.  

Finally, and most importantly, Aristotle treats virtue as something above and 

beyond ‘self-constraint,’ namely, a kind of harmony or integration of reason and 

inclination.  Kantian virtue is simply continence (which is, according to Aristotle, not 

virtue at all but a moral second best).  Indeed, as I will show presently, Kant seems to 

think that actual human agents are incapable of moving beyond continent self-control.  

                                                 
7 The best recent discussions of Kant’s conception of happiness can be found, 

especially, in Hill, Jr. (2002, Ch. 6) and Guyer (2000, Ch. 3). 
8 Except, perhaps, in the Stoic sense of having one’s virtue even if all other 

goods were removed from one’s life.  But, again, the sense of happiness being used 
here is what Kant sometimes calls ‘self-contentment’ or ‘blessedness’ and which later 
evolves into ‘dignity’ [See Guyer (2000, pp. 108 and ff.)].  The thought, “At least I’ve 
still got my dignity,” hardly gets us Aristotelian virtue.  
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The harmony of inclinations with reason is impossible, in his view, due to the wide 

metaphysical gap between pure reason and impure desire and passion.  

4.4 The Possibility of Emotional Integration 

In the second Critique Kant clearly takes continence to be the best condition that 

human beings can achieve.  Even perfect continence, he thinks, is out of our grasp.  

Kant (CPrR 83) links the inability of human beings to attain perfect continence, 

much less emotional integration, with the fact that we are physical beings (as he puts 

it, ‘creatures’):  

If a rational creature could ever reach the stage of thoroughly liking to 
do all that moral laws require, it would mean that there was no 
possibility of there being in him a desire which could tempt him to 
deviate from them, for overcoming such a desire always costs the 
subject some sacrifice and requires self-compulsion, i.e., an inner 
constraint to do that which one does not quite like to do.  To such a 
level of moral disposition no creature can ever attain.  For since he is a 
creature, and consequently is always dependent with respect to what 
he needs for complete satisfaction with his condition, he can never be 
wholly free from desires and inclinations which, because they rest on 
physical causes, do not of themselves agree with the moral law, which 
has an entirely different source.  
 

For survival, physical beings must have their bodily needs satisfied; appetites for this 

satisfaction are therefore unavoidable. But, Kant argues, since appetites are always 

generated from physical causes and, by contrast, reason is wholly mental, the 

‘worlds’ of appetite and reason can never be harmonized. 

Kant’s inference here is flawed.  From the fact that the moral law and 

inclination have different ‘sources’, i.e., the mental and the physical, respectively, it 
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does not follow that reason cannot train the bodily appetites to meet a person’s needs 

in more and less healthy patterns.  True, as organisms with various sorts of physical 

needs, we can never be free of desire.  Desires for food and drink, for instance, are 

necessary for survival.  But this fact alone does not show that (even basic, 

unavoidable) desires cannot be shaped to be rational.  The dieter cannot eradicate his 

appetites for food and drink (and nor should he want to) but he can over time learn to 

desire foods that are better for his health and fitness.  

Kant’s view of the emotions tends to be rather thin, and his flawed view of 

them is operative here.9  He considers affects (Affekten), such as anger and shame, to 

be little more than rash impulses, standing in the way of proper behavior; passions 

(Leidenschaften), by contrast, which include desires for vengeance, power, and honor, 

he regards as habitual sensuous appetites that are connected to judgment and, as such, 

are rather more abiding than affects, but are also, for that reason, more prone to vice. 

“[I]f an affect is a drunken fit,” Kant writes, “a passion is a disease that abhors all 

remedies” (A 266).   

Even if we take Kant’s conception of emotion seriously, however, we would 

retain the capacity for something like partial emotional integration, since, on his 

view, the passions could still be controlled through alterations in judgment.  In any 

                                                 
9 Kant’s account of the emotions is found primarily in his Anthropology From 

a Pragmatic Point of View, Book Three.  See, also, Allen Wood’s (1999, Ch. 8) 
discussion of Kant’s theory of the emotions.   
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case, Kant’s arguments support, at best, the claim that a comprehensive, sustained 

integration of reason and passion is unlikely, or that we can attain only partial 

emotional integration, not that such integration is in principle impossible. 

Though Kant is wrong to have inferred the impossibility of emotional 

integration from the metaphysical grounds of reason and desire, there is something to 

the revised Kantian thought that comprehensive, sustained emotional integration is 

unlikely.  It has nothing to do with the metaphysical sources of desire and reason, of 

course.  Rather, comprehensive, sustained emotional integration is unlikely because 

we are beings with limited cognitive and physiological resources (e.g., for attention or 

for avoiding fatigue).  These limitations make it implausible to hold that even the 

most skillful self-controllers will attain a degree of emotional integration that would 

make them somehow immune to temptation.  In Chapter Five I will defend an idea of 

Meaningful Emotional Integration that is very much informed by these Kantian 

thoughts.   

Interestingly, not everyone writing about Kant’s ethics agrees with me that 

Kantian virtue is a form of continent self-control.  At least in part, these objections to 

my reading of Kant are driven by some of Kant’s remarks about self-control in his 

later, anthropological work.  In the following section, I will describe some of these 

late developments in Kant’s account of self-control.  In Section 4.7 I then respond to 

the challenges they raise. 
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4.5 The Evolution of Kantian Self-Control 

Earlier, I described Kant’s second Critique (1788) account of self-control.  Kant 

maintained there that self-control occurs when reason generates a ‘practical’ 

sentiment of respect for the moral law.  Respect then functions as a counter-motive to 

our sensuous inclinations by “humiliating” the thought of acting from them rather 

than the moral law.  As a result, we overcome our contrary inclinations and act as 

duty requires. 

By the time Kant published the Metaphysics of Morals in 1798, his account of 

the number and nature of moral sentiments had evolved considerably. I quote Kant at 

length here in order to begin clarifying the changes in his view (MM 6:399): 

There are certain moral endowments such that anyone lacking them 
could have no duty to acquire them. – They are moral feeling, 
conscience, love of one’s neighbor, and respect for oneself (self-
esteem).  There is no obligation to have these because they lie at the 
basis of morality, as subjective conditions of receptiveness to the 
concept of duty, not as objective conditions of morality.  All of them 
are natural predispositions of the mind (praedispositio) for being 
affected by concepts of duty, antecedent predispositions on the side of 
feeling.  To have these predispositions cannot be considered a duty; 
rather, every human being has them, and it is by virtue of them that he 
can be put under obligation. – Consciousness of them is not of 
empirical origin; it can, instead, only follow from consciousness of a 
moral law, as the effect this has on the mind. 

  
The sentiment of moral respect is still present in the Metaphysics of Morals, but he 

refers to it generically as ‘moral feeling.’  Moreover, Kant has supplemented respect 

with additional practical sentiments: conscience, love, and self-esteem.  But not only 

has the number of moral sentiments changed; their source has changed too.  Whereas 
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Kant had claimed in the second Critique that there were ‘no antecedent feelings 

tending to morality,’ Kant here declares that we have ‘natural predispositions…for 

being affected by concepts of duty.’  This passage thus appears to vitiate Kant’s 

earlier claim that the moral sentiments are practical rather than pathological, since he 

no longer construes them as pure products of reason.    

Even more damaging to his earlier claims is Kant’s admission in the 

Metaphysics of Morals that ‘natural sympathy’ is a morally beneficial sentiment.  

Natural sympathy is explicitly pathological; it has no basis in pure reason.  Yet, Kant 

also allows that it increases the likelihood of moral behavior, goading us to moral 

action in situations in which the thought of duty alone could not. Kant even claims 

that we have an indirect duty to cultivate natural sympathy (MM 6:457).  But the 

recognition of natural sympathy puts a chink in Kant’s Cognitivism regarding self-

control.  Since natural sympathy lacks a connection to pure reason, Kant cannot 

explain its cultivation in terms of clear apprehension of the moral law.  Moreover, 

natural sympathy, by contrast with the other moral sentiments, has a positive 

motivational role.  By cultivating sympathetic reactions to others’ suffering, we 

positively increase our capacity to be moved to beneficent action.  This is not 

humiliation at work.   

Of course, the humiliation account of self-control was fairly unintuitive 

anyway. It does not even begin to capture our experiences of overcoming temptation.  

Certainly there are situations in which one is thoroughly disgusted by one’s thoughts 
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about acting immorally or about significantly compromising one’s moral principles, 

so pained by these thoughts, in fact, that one simply could not bring oneself to act on 

them.  But I doubt that this is the run of the mill case of (moral) self-control.  

Disgustingly immoral behaviors are not always the alternatives people have in mind; 

sometimes, moral temptation amounts only to the desire to exempt oneself 

temporarily from the ‘inconveniences’ of morality.  Consider some common cases: 

telling a white lie, cutting corners on a contract, or downloading a copyrighted song.  

Such behaviors do not often horrify or disgust us.  Thus, when we manage to 

overcome them, aversive reactions such as these cannot explain our self-control.    

Kant’s willingness to give the natural affection of sympathy some role in our 

moral lives prompts more pervasive questions as well.  Earlier I characterized Kant’s 

account of virtue in terms of continence.  But with the addition of natural sympathy to 

the register of moral feelings and the admission of an imperfect duty to cultivate 

natural sentiments, one might wonder whether I have been entirely fair to his view.  

Perhaps, one might claim, enough cultivation of emotion could lead the virtuous 

Kantian agent to eventually avoid temptation.  Though I have already offered 

substantial Kantian grounds for rejecting this possibility, in the following section I 

consider one significant recent argument to this effect. 

4.6 How Aristotelian is Kant? 

Anne Margaret Baxley (2003), following Nancy Sherman (1997) to a large degree, 

claims that Kantian virtue extends beyond continence.  Her attempt to elicit the 
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Aristotelian dimensions of Kantian virtue focuses on Kant’s discussion in the 

Metaphysics of Morals of natural sympathy and the requirement to cultivate it.  

In the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant discusses what he labels ‘duties of virtue.’  

Duties of virtue are duties to adopt particular ends, such as one’s own happiness or 

the happiness of others.  Duties of virtue are narrow or perfect duties; we cannot pick 

and choose the moments at which we endorse the ends embodied in them.  Once an 

agent has endorsed these ends, however, she has only a wide or imperfect duty to act 

on them.  Thus, significant latitude exists in determining when, how, and for whom 

she will do so.     

Sympathy finds its place in the moral life as an outgrowth of the duty to adopt 

the happiness of others as one’s end.  Kant claims that sympathetic feelings facilitate 

beneficent action. They open our eyes to the pain and suffering of others and make us 

more likely to act on their behalf.  He contends, therefore, that we have a moral 

responsibility to cultivate feelings of sympathy in ourselves.  In a now much-quoted 

passage from the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant suggests how we might begin to do 

this: “It is…a duty not to avoid the places where the poor who lack the most basic 

necessities are to be found but rather to seek them out, and not to shun sickrooms or 

debtors’ prisons and so forth in order to avoid sharing painful feelings one may not be 

able to resist” (MM 6:457).   

The claim that we should cultivate sympathy does not merely follow from the 

familiar idea that one cannot consistently will an end and yet fail to will the available 
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means to it.  If this is all that were at stake, Kant need not have mentioned cultivation 

at all, for surely one could bring oneself on some occasions to practice beneficence 

without having cultivated sympathy in oneself.  Perhaps one could do so by merely 

mimicking sympathy in others; or perhaps the sympathy one has naturally will be 

sufficient for fulfilling the demands of the imperfect duty to beneficence, without 

ever cultivating it.   

Baxley interprets Kant’s reference to cultivation in light of the imperfect duty 

to increase one’s own (natural and moral) perfection (MM 6:444-447).  As she puts it: 

“Our general duty to perfect ourselves obligates us, indirectly, to cultivate whichever 

of our natural powers (both rational and sensible) make action in accordance with our 

obligatory ends easier and more effective and thus facilitate the ends of pure practical 

reason” (op. cit., p. 577).  Since the duty to self-perfection is a general duty, Baxley 

contends, it follows that we have duties not simply to cultivate sympathy, but to 

cultivate all morally relevant feelings.10  This general responsibility to cultivate our 

emotions is, Baxley thinks, more indicative of Aristotelian virtue than continence. 

Baxley’s argument that Kantian virtue surpasses continence fails to be 

convincing at a number of important places.  Kantian agents are not obviously 

required to cultivate all of their emotions. Kant admits that a person might be 

“satisfied with the innate scope of his capacities” (MM 6:444).  He only requires, in 

                                                 
10 See also Korsgaard (1996, pp. 179-183) whom Baxley cites (p. 581) as 

holding the same view.  



 
90 

fact, that one cultivate one’s natural capacities so as to become “a useful member of 

the world” (MM 6:446).  If one’s natural capacities are sufficient for this, cultivation 

will be unnecessary.  

Moreover, Kantian agents are not obviously required to cultivate all of their 

emotions (in the sense of cultivation that would be appropriate to Aristotelian virtue). 

Kant admittedly refers to the habituation needed (along with contemplation) to 

acquire true virtue, but he is focused primarily on training oneself to act from pure 

motives (MM 6:446).  This is not Aristotelian habituation to virtue, but some kind of 

practice at contemplating the moral law so as to effectively minimize (i.e., humiliate) 

one’s contrary inclinations.  

Baxley admits that some morally relevant feelings, such as feelings of 

jealousy or hatred, must simply be suppressed on Kant’s view (op. cit., p. 570).  

However, suppression is a manifestation of continence, not Aristotelian virtue.   For 

Aristotle the virtuous person is one who has trained himself to have rational desires 

and emotions.  Jealousy, hatred, the desire for vengeance, and so on, would simply 

fail to show up in the virtuous person (or, they would show up only to the extent that 

they were rationally justified).  This is the sense of emotional integration that I took 

Aristotelian sophrosune to represent in Chapter Three. Baxley claims that the Kantian 

virtuous person, like the Aristotelian one, will not experience emotional conflicts, but 

the grounds for this claim are unclear.  If suppression is regular enough and if the 
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passions targeted for suppression are strong and recalcitrant enough, internal conflict 

will actually be a common feature of the Kantian virtuous person.  

Finally, Baxley ignores the fact that even within the Metaphysics of Morals, in 

which Kant discusses the cultivation of sympathy, he defines virtue as self-constraint, 

fortitude, and steadfastness.  Although she makes little mention of these definitions, 

they cut against her claims that Kantian virtue surpasses continence.  I would explain 

this apparent tension in the Metaphysics of Morals in the following way.  The 

cultivation of sentiments, for Kant, must always be construed as a mere means to an 

end, not, as Aristotle had it, as an essential or constitutive feature of virtue.  Kantian 

cultivation of sentiments is not necessary for virtue (although it may be sufficient).  

Therefore, though Kant’s later work evolves to have some Aristotelian dimensions, 

Kant can hardly be attributed an Aristotelian account of virtue.  For Kant, moral 

virtue is nothing other than continent self-control. 

 

In this chapter I have argued that Kant clearly recognizes the problem of weakness of 

will (i.e., human frailty).  He provides a Cognitivist explanation of our abilities to 

succumb to weakness and to overcome contrary inclinations, one that focuses on 

ignorance and self-deception regarding our true motives.  Moreover, I have argued 

that Kant’s account of self-control and his account of virtue are of a piece.  Indeed, 

there is substantial evidence that, for Kant, virtue is an expression of continent self-

control.  Though Kant’s account of self-control seems to have evolved over the 
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course of his career, even coming to have some (more or less) Aristotelian 

dimensions, we must be cautious in comparing their views.  Kant and Aristotle 

disagree about a number of important features of virtuous self-control, from the role 

of cognitive mechanisms in virtuous control of the emotions to the possibility of 

comprehensive, sustained emotional integration. 

Though neither Aristotle nor Kant got the details of self-control quite right, I 

will build on aspects of each of their views in the next chapter.  In particular, I 

contend with Kant that virtuous self-control aims at the continent overcoming of 

temptation; at the same time, I agree with Aristotle that virtuous self-control promotes 

the long-term integration of reason and the passions. The result, I hope, is a plausible, 

novel account of self-control as a moral virtue. 
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               5 
 

The Virtue of Self-Control 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the relationship between virtue and self-control?  As I noted in preceding 

chapters, the history of philosophy presents us with two paradigms for this 

relationship: for Kant, virtue was merely continent emotional control, whereas, for 

Aristotle, virtue surpassed continence to require the integration of the emotions with 

reason.  Although most philosophers writing about self-control have endorsed one of 

these paradigms to the exclusion of the other, we should not feel compelled to do so.  

I argue here, in fact, that the best account of the virtue of self-control has features of 

both the Kantian and Aristotelian paradigms.   

One argument for this claim, which I develop here, is that emotional 

integration is the result of practice with and habituation to healthy strategies of 

continent emotional control.  This developmental connection suggests that these 

conditions are different not in kind but in degree, further approximations of emotional 

integration on a continuum of emotional growth and maturation.  Furthermore, I 

argue that we can still make sense out of the idea that there is a single virtue of self-

control within this continuum portrait of emotional development.  
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In my view, the virtue of self-control is two-pronged.  In part it is present-

looking: How can I get over the present emotional obstacle in order to do what reason 

demands? But it has a forward-looking component as well: How can I prepare for 

long-term flourishing through emotional integration?  Forward-looking 

considerations place some restrictions on the choice of self-control strategies under 

particular circumstances (e.g., no strategy that positively detracted from the 

achievement of long-term flourishing would be allowed); they encourage others (e.g., 

healthy as opposed to unhealthy strategies).  

The major aim of the present chapter is to examine the ways that self-control 

benefits its bearers and, so, to defend the claim that it should be considered a moral 

virtue.  In adult human beings, self-control contributes to our lives mainly by 

increasing the likelihood of the success of our projects, helping to fortify us from the 

influence of temptations contrary to reason.  Self-control is essential to perfecting the 

other virtues as well, often functioning to help one become habituated to the practice 

of those virtues.  Self-controlled persons reap residual psychological benefits too.  

Self-respect, confidence, and pride are common by-products of self-control, and as 

the self-controlled agent approaches emotional integration she experiences still 

further benefits from the absence of emotional upheaval and struggle against 

temptation.   

 

 



 
95 

5.1  Self-Control and Substantive Rationality 

In Chapter Two, I questioned attempts to link the nature of self-control to good 

reasoning and better judgment, especially in light of errant self-control and self-

control in response to mere intention.  In this chapter, I will be concerned not with 

self-control per se, but with the virtue of self-control.  Though self-control per se is 

not essentially connected to a person’s better judgments or to good reasoning (i.e., 

one can utilize various strategies of self-control without them), the virtue of self-

control certainly is.  Indeed, the concept of a virtue, when understood to denote those 

cognitive-motivational traits of a human being that dispose her to act in ways 

conducive to (or expressive of) her flourishing, demands such a rational connection.  

To be more precise, reason fills two roles in the life of a virtue, one in the justification 

of persons’ ends and the other in the justification of the means to those ends.   

Persons’ aims and ambitions are not mere givens, brute facts about them; 

rather, they are appropriate objects of rational reflection and criticism.  Virtuous self-

control may sometimes even require jettisoning some ends and replacing them with 

others.1  Ends vary in proximity of course, from proximate to ultimate, and any given 

action may have more than one end (e.g., one may exercise to lose weight, improve 

one’s health, and to feel better about oneself).  To practice virtuous self-control, 

                                                 
1 One may sometimes require a kind of second-order self-control in focusing 

attention on one’s reasons and in reasoning carefully.  But, of course, this is not to say 
that self-control is simply a matter of reasoning well. I rejected that Cognitivist claim 
in Chapter Two. 
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however, all of one’s ends must be justified on account of their consistency with the 

demands of flourishing.2  Otherwise the virtues could be put to ill use.  Consider, for 

instance, the cuckolding wife who controls her sympathetic desire to tell her husband 

about her affairs in order to maintain her dishonesty and unfaithfulness. Her self-

control is not virtuous because her aims are inconsistent with the virtues of honesty 

and loyalty. 

Justified ends are necessary but not sufficient for virtuous self-control; a 

further necessary condition is that the means of self-control be justified. Virtuous 

self-control must be expressed in ways that do not clearly violate rationality and the 

demands of the other virtues. I may be able to control my desire to procrastinate by 

requesting a henchman to hurt a loved one if I fail to get to work, but, of course, I 

could do so only by forgoing my commitment to justice.  Overcoming procrastination 

in this fashion is not expressive of virtuous self-control, even though my reasons for 

getting to work may be fully justified. 

The virtue of self-control has both a present-looking and a forward-looking 

component.  The virtuously self-controlled person is disposed to select strategies of 

self-control that will assist him in acting rationally under his particular circumstances.  

This is the present-looking component of self-control.  The virtuously self-controlled 

                                                 
2 Which is not to say that the agent need, while acting, be fully conscious of 

her reasons for endorsing those ends.  Perhaps it is sufficient if her reasons are 
dispositionally available. 
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person also recognizes the importance of long-term emotional integration, however, 

and so is disposed to practice and inculcate in himself techniques of self-control that 

are most conducive to his long-term good.  

Is there a general way to distinguish between strategies of self-control that are 

most conducive to emotional integration and those that are less so?  In rough terms, 

yes.  Let me introduce a distinction.  By ‘healthy’ strategies of self-control, I mean 

those strategies that are likely to contribute not simply to the one-time resistance of 

desire, but to one’s long-term good through the shaping and reorientation of desire 

toward the demands of reason.  ‘Unhealthy’ strategies of self-control, by contrast, are 

those that do not help to resolve a person’s lack of emotional integration, that do not 

provide “therapy” for the desiderative source of one’s temptations, but only help to 

temporarily defeat those desires.3  

The partial list of strategies of self-control I introduced in Chapter One 

included a number of techniques:  rehearsal of reasons, construction of rules, focusing 

and distraction, imaging (cognitive transformation), side-bets and grouping, binding 

(precommitment), and suppression and self-commandment.  Of these techniques, 

precommitment and suppression are the most uniformly ‘unhealthy.’  Suppression, 

which I have described as a basic mental act of removing desire from consciousness, 

repels desire by ‘forcing’ it from one’s conscious attention.  Precommitment is the 

                                                 
3 The therapy metaphor comes from Hellenistic ethics.  See Nussbaum (1994).  
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alteration of one’s environment in order to make weakness of will prohibitively 

expensive or impossible (as Ulysses did in preparation for the Sirens). These 

techniques, even when practiced regularly, fail to improve a person’s sensitivity to 

reasons, to alter her cognitive and motivational patterns of attunement to the 

conclusions of reflection and better judgment rather than uncounseled desire.  They 

lack the mechanisms to reorient recalcitrant desires toward reason, to reshape the 

motivational patterns that are at the root of a person’s self-control problems.  As a 

result, they have no claim to the advancement of one’s long-term interest in emotional 

integration.4   

By contrast, rehearsal of reasons (especially in its “Eyes on the Prize” form), 

side-betting, focusing and distraction, and cognitive transformation are in general the 

healthiest techniques of self-control.  They effectively alter, over time, their 

practitioners’ responsiveness to reasons for action.  In keeping one’s eyes on the prize 

one considers the big picture of one’s actions, setting them in the context of one’s 

long-term ends.  Side-betting has the same effect, helping to reorient one’s attention 

to the long-term consequences of one’s actions and not merely to the immediate 

gratifications to be obtained by them.  Focusing and distraction will be healthy if one 

practices focusing on the long-term rewards of rational action (because habituation to 

                                                 
4 Precommitment also externalizes the agent’s will, forfeiting her autonomy 

and putting another agent in control of her decision-making.  Hence, it faces other 
moral obstacles also.  
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such a practice increases one’s attentiveness to such considerations).  Similarly, 

cognitive transformation will be healthy if one practices construing objects of 

temptation in ways that are both sustainable over time and conducive to reorienting 

desire (e.g., construing temptations not as opportunities for failure but for displaying 

one’s strong will). 

Virtuously self-controlled persons are not bound to use only ‘healthy’ 

strategies of self-control in overcoming temptation, but they will be inclined to do so.  

Though an addict, for instance, may be better able to temporarily suppress his urge to 

shoot up than to convince himself of the big picture of the damage his addiction is 

doing, virtuous self-controllers will have attained enough emotional integration either 

not to need such heroic self-control measures or to have the capacity to use healthy 

means of self-control to achieve the same end. 

5.2 From Continence to Sophrosune 

When Aristotle, in the Nicomachean Ethics, comes to consider the relationship 

between enkrateia and sophrosune, he suggests that they are utterly distinct kinds of 

states.5  According to Aristotle, these states only appear to be the same because they 

each produce behavior that is consistent with reason, while, underneath the 

appearances, they are psychologically and phenomenologically quite different.  The 

continent person has strong, base desires; the temperate person does not.  The 

                                                 
5 See my discussion in Chapter Three, Section 3.4. 
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continent person experiences internal conflict and struggle; the temperate person is at 

peace with himself.6   

I find it odd that Aristotle isolates these two conditions from one another.  

Although he does not offer it, the obvious “Aristotelian” explanation of the 

relationship between continence and temperance is a developmental one, namely, that 

coming to have sophrosune is a result of the regular practice of enkratically rational 

action.  Indeed, I claim that the very same cognitive and attentional capacities that 

enable continence, when thoroughly and properly habituated, enable emotional 

integration as well.  

 Mature capacities for self-control do not magically appear on our sixteenth, or 

thirtieth, or forty-fifth birthdays.  Adults with fully developed psychological 

mechanisms for dealing with temptation come to have them, in part, due to normal 

and natural processes of cognitive maturation.  But normal psychological maturation 

does not take place in a vacuum.  We are benefited by having other persons to instruct 

us and to model effective behavior; even more importantly, to become efficient self-

controllers we need practice at self-control.  Indeed, the ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ 

maturation process would not unfold properly if one’s evolving psychological 

capacities went without practice.   

                                                 
6 The absence of conflicting desires is only one part of Aristotelian 

sophrosune, of course.  Full sophrosune requires positively supporting desires as well. 
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Self-control is a complex phenomenon.  The various strategies of self-control 

require, often all at once, capacities for prudential reasoning, for attentional control, 

for imagination, and for organization and planning.  These capacities may not develop 

at equal rates in us.  Some kinds of attentional skills evidently develop in young 

children before the capacity for reasoning.  This may explain why preschoolers can 

learn to delay (some) gratification, while they are obviously not capable of more 

complex cognitive measures of control.  But while attentional control may become 

more complex as self-controlled agents mature, even becoming interlaced with higher 

cognitive processes (as when one learns to focus on reasons for action), attentional 

control does not become obsolete.  Self-control requires both higher and lower 

cognitive skills among even the most rational of us.   

This is important.  One of my claims in Chapter Two was that Conativist 

accounts of self-control fare better than Cognitivist ones because they better capture 

our experiences of emotional control and the various causal paths that self-control can 

follow.  Conativists deny that self-control is always or necessarily an intellectual 

endeavor.  Some of the desires and emotions that mature self-controllers have to cope 

with may not be clearly directed at objects (e.g., anxiety or depression), or the object 

of the emotion may not be easy to discover (as in the case of childhood trauma).  In 

situations such as these, self-control will proceed not primarily by fine-tuning or 

reconsidering one’s judgments (though a change in judgment may sometimes follow), 

but, for instance, by altering the way one construes a situation (e.g., coming to 
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perceive a dangerous situation not as dangerous, but as inviting heroism). This is a 

skill of imagination and attention, not rational reflection and reconsideration. 

Thus, the very same sorts of higher and lower cognitive skills and the very 

same strategies of self-control are available when dealing with powerful temptations 

as with mild ones, diet-related temptations as with work-related ones, the temptations 

of twenty-two year olds as with those of sixty-five year olds.  It would be odd if one’s 

whole life was spent practicing these various strategies and their related skills only 

one day to find that self-control had become a matter not of both sets of skills but of 

pure intellectual effort (e.g., revising judgment, reconsidering reasons, etc.). Rejecting 

this possibility, it is most plausible that emotional integration results from practice at 

the cognitive and non-cognitive skills and strategies that are constitutive of healthy 

continent self-control.  

If emotional integration is possible, it most likely emerges in this way.  The 

obvious question to ask is: But is emotional integration possible? 

5.3 Meaningful Emotional Integration (MEI) 
 
Kant held that perfect continence is impossible for human beings.  He argued that the 

phenomenal grounds of desire and the noumenal grounds of reason were so divorced 

from one another that failure to bring them into alignment was inevitable.  In Chapter 

Four, I offered some doubts about the validity of Kant’s inference from the separation 

of the metaphysical grounds of reason, on one hand, and desire, on the other, to the 

impossibility of perfect continence (much less emotional integration).  At most, I 
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said, his argument supports the claim that comprehensive (i.e., covering all of one’s 

inclinations) and sustained (i.e., covering them over the course of one’s life) 

integration of desire with reason is unlikely.  Let me briefly defend this revised 

Kantian claim and the idea that emotional integration, properly qualified, is a valuable 

ideal nonetheless. 

Kant’s doubts were motivated by the thought that, qua physical beings, we are 

prone to ineradicable types of physical or bodily appetites, e.g., for food, drink, and 

sex.  The difficulty of achieving comprehensive, sustained self-control is not 

primarily about our susceptibility to bodily appetites, however.  It concerns, rather, 

our cognitive and physical limitations.  When I am calm and fresh and thinking 

clearly I often find it no trouble at all to resist, for instance, checking my email when 

I know I ought to be working.  When, by contrast, I am exhausted from work, when I 

am feeling down, or when I am preoccupied with other kinds of thinking and 

planning, it may be difficult to focus on the task of monitoring and overcoming 

recalcitrant desires.  Sometimes these desires surge, all the while outside the ‘radar,’ 

so to speak, of my resource-limited consciousness.  Or, if I catch them surging, I may 

be too short on motivation to do much about it.  Even more or less emotionally 

integrated individuals are subject to physical and cognitive limitations of this sort.  

There is only so much ‘energy’ to go around.  Hence, even more or less emotionally 

integrated persons will sometimes experience temptation and the need to struggle to 

do what they deem best. 
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One might reply that once sophrosune has been achieved, there can, by 

definition, be no need to overcome temptation.  But, first of all, this response begs the 

question, for I am questioning here the accuracy of just this conception of 

sophrosune, a conception according to which the experience of future temptation is 

taken to be a conceptual or definitional impossibility.  Second, if sophrosune is to be 

considered a moral virtue, it can only be thought to concern what is, in some sense at 

least, under an agent’s control.  The limitations I mentioned earlier are, though, 

precisely features of a person’s situation that she cannot often control.  Depression 

may have unknown physical causes, weariness strikes even the most energetic of us 

on occasion, brain size and processing power may be largely genetic, and even the 

emotionally integrated person must utilize his mental resources for other activities 

from time to time. 

When we add to the problem of physical and cognitive limitation the sheer 

variety of situations that we, daily, come to find ourselves in, situations that can 

prompt the creation of new desires (both healthy and harmful) and the alteration of 

old ones, the difficulty of achieving and maintaining comprehensive, sustained 

integration comes to look even more entrenched.  Recovering substance abusers may 

make it through treatment at an out of the way clinic, but find it difficult to stay clean 

once they have returned to their former routines.  A courageous veteran may have had 

no problem knowing what to do on the battlefield, and yet tremble in fear when, on 

his return, he arrives to speak at a forum on the experience of war.  New people, new 
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information, new social and cultural environments, and so on, may, even in well-

integrated persons, make it difficult for old and even healthy habits to function 

properly. 

None of these considerations show that emotional integration is a conceptual 

impossibility, of course.  The difficulties I have highlighted are physiological and 

psychological ones.  Perhaps there are consciousness-expanding exercises one could 

do to overcome some limitations on the space of attention.  Perhaps the right diet and 

a vitamin supplement could improve energy and awareness.  Perhaps we can use 

stimulants to overcome lethargy.  But these measures will be temporary at best and 

will, in any case, still fail to remove all of our cognitive and physical limitations.  

Rather than taking comprehensive, sustained emotional integration as our 

moral ideal (respecting the idea that ought implies can), we should set our sights on a 

more realistic aim.  Meaningful (though by no means easy) Emotional Integration 

(MEI): 

MEI:  A psychological condition characterized by rational motivations 
with respect to most desire and emotion types, across all or nearly all 
regions of one’s life, for extended periods of time. 
 

Most people have experienced emotional integration in some respects, I suspect, 

though these experiences will often have been localized (e.g., “I’ll allow myself a 

snack at work, but not at home”), relegated to certain kinds of desires (e.g., “I’ll work 

on my TV watching, but I can’t give up chocolate”), or for fairly short periods of time 

(e.g., “I commit to go one day without a cigarette”).   Part of what it is to have the 
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virtue of self-control is to aim to achieve emotional integration more globally, less 

selectively, and over increasingly long periods of time. MEI and the virtue of self-

control’s forward-looking component capture this insight.    

One final point.  As an agent continues to practice healthy strategies of self-

control, eventually making them habitual, he will need to actively monitor his desires 

and emotions less than he would have otherwise.  As healthy strategies of self-control 

tend to reorient the agent’s cognitive, perceptual, and attentional skills toward 

rationally salient features of choice and action, desire and emotion will tend to 

become more manageable as well.  This is not to say that the present-looking 

component of self-control becomes obsolete or unimportant as an agent approaches 

MEI; it does not.  Rather, self-control becomes significantly more intuitive and more 

fluid and requires less conscious effort (though not in a way that makes one 

mysteriously immune to temptation).7  

In this section I have argued that virtuous self-control requires rational 

justification both of an agent’s ends and means.  As one prepares for action, selection 

of appropriate strategies of self-control primarily engages the present-looking 

component of the virtue of self-control.  At the same time, however, the forward-

looking component of virtuous self-control is aimed at Meaningful Emotional 

Integration (MEI), and so selection of appropriate strategies of self-control will be 

                                                 
7 Daniel Wegner discusses the importance of habituation and passive 

monitoring in his (1994) White Bears and Other Unwanted Thoughts. 
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informed by relevant long-term considerations.  MEI does not entail immunity to 

temptation, and so even more or less emotionally integrated persons may sometimes 

have to overcome temptation (thus focusing attention and effort on the monitoring of 

emotion that had otherwise come to be so fluid and intuitive). 

The Virtue of Self-Control is an agent’s disposition to 1) manage his 
desires and emotions so as act on behalf of his better judgments in 
particular cases, and 2) promote healthy control strategies aimed at and 
contributory to emotional integration (MEI) through the reorientation 
of his current and future desires toward the demands of reason. 
   

With this characterization of virtuous self-control in mind, I show in the following 

section the variety of ways in which virtuous self-control benefits its bearers, 

contributing substantially to their pursuit and achievement of flourishing. 

5.4 The Benefits of Self-Control 
 
5.4.1 The Benefits of Securing Rational Ends 

The primary pay-offs of virtuous self-control accrue from its connections to rational 

action.  Reason has the unique ability to bring considerations regarding our long-term 

interests into deliberation in order to compete with our short-term drives and 

impulses. Often we shirk reason’s demands because the actions demanded of us take 

considerable time and effort, carefulness and thoughtfulness, or because they require 

doing what we are least inclined then to do.  But to shirk reason’s demands is to 

forfeit the value at stake in securing rational ends.  When self-control is effective, the 

agent overcomes contrary desires in order to act according to reason.  And in its 

healthiest forms, self-control contributes not simply to temporary rationality in action, 
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but to the greater likelihood of future rational action through emotional integration.  

Virtuous self-control reaps the rewards of rationality in action that would have 

otherwise been lost to contrary impulse and desire. 

Below I introduce three (partially overlapping) categories of judgments in 

which the stakes of rational action are substantial and yet temptation is not 

uncommon.  These categories include judgments about personal welfare (generally), 

judgments about health and survival, and judgments about the virtues.  Virtuous self-

control, I contend, allows us to claim these substantial stakes in the face of temptation 

and to make future temptation less likely, thereby allowing us to enjoy more of the 

benefits of rational action.  

First, consider the broad class of judgments regarding personal welfare (and 

often the welfare of others as well).  It includes the following judgments: “This 

relationship is taking a toll on you,” “I shouldn’t buy that house right now,” “Get 

your priorities straight!” and “You need a career change” (among potentially 

thousands of others).   Though we care about how well off we are, we often find 

ourselves with mixed sentiments about judgments such as these.  A career or a 

relationship one has been in for ten or fifteen years can feel comfortable even when it 

is no longer satisfying. Taking the time and effort to reevaluate one’s commitments 

may require facing hard facts about oneself that one would rather ignore.  Still, to act 

contrary to reason is to lose (or seriously risk losing) something of worth.  If I go 

ahead and buy the house when I am not financially prepared to do so, I am likely to 
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suffer for it, e.g., less money for entertainment, unexpected costs of home ownership, 

strain on my personal relationships, coming to teeter on the edge of bankruptcy. 

Next, consider the invaluable subclass of judgments regarding personal 

welfare that concern a person’s health and survival specifically.  They include such 

good advice as “Look both ways before you cross the street,” “Don’t drink and 

drive,” “You really should watch what you eat,” and “Get to a doctor!”  Judgments 

such as these have serious short-term and long-term implications.  In some cases, 

abiding by them will mean the difference between life and death.  Even apart from 

such dire circumstances, however, relative health and fitness are central to a good life 

insofar as they tend to minimize the suffering and hardship of disease and bodily 

disorder; they help produce a quality of life that can enable success in pursuing and 

achieving one’s ends.  The recovering heart attack victim may, for instance, be 

tempted to begin smoking again or to quit his new exercise regimen, but he does so at 

substantial risk of having another devastating heart attack, causing significant anxiety 

and emotional stress for his loved ones, and winding up dead.    

Finally, consider the subclass of judgments regarding personal welfare that   

concerns the virtues, i.e., honesty, justice, pride, courage, and so forth.  In the case of 

honesty, the relevant judgments concern the value and need for avoiding self- and 

other-deceit; for justice, they concern what others are due; for courage, appropriate 

levels of risk-taking.  Virtually all of us prize behavior that is consonant with these 

kinds of traits, but virtually none of us have so perfected these traits that we should 
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never expect to experience temptation to be dishonest, unjust, or cowardly.  And yet, 

as in the previous cases, the failure to act according to reason in these respects is 

likely to harm one’s interests in significant ways.  Self-deceit, for instance, can be 

tremendously costly, diminishing the accuracy of one’s self-knowledge and one’s 

effectiveness as an agent, while the deception of others produces anxiety about being 

discovered, requires the extra effort of maintaining the lie, and jeopardizes personal 

relationships. 

When threatened by inclination and the lure of immediate gratification, one 

stands to lose the significant, sometimes life-changing values represented in each of 

the preceding categories of judgments.  Self-control can remedy all that.  If one is 

tempted to continue smoking and to quit exercising after a heart attack, self-control 

can intervene.  If one is tempted to buy the house without the necessary financial 

stability, self-control can intervene.  If one is tempted to be dishonest with oneself or 

others, self-control can intervene.  The present-focused aspect of virtuous self-control 

secures rational values by overcoming contrary inclinations in order to act rationally 

right now, while in its forward-looking aspect, virtuous self-control enables one to 

continue to secure these rational values over time as a result of habituation to 

‘healthy’ control strategies. 

5.4.2 Psychological Benefits 

Self-control has a number of psychological accompaniments: feelings of pleasure and 

satisfaction, pride, confidence, and increased self-respect. These experiences create 
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positive associations with rational action, which in turn increase one’s motivation to 

act rationally in the future.  They also alter one’s mood and emotional condition in 

ways that contribute to optimism and a cheery outlook rather than the motivational 

lows of depression and anxiety.  As the virtuously self-controlled agent approaches 

Meaningful Emotional Integration, she will secure the further psychological benefit 

of having fewer emotional upheavals and struggles with temptation. 

The experience of increased self-respect upon overcoming one’s desires is one 

of the most meaningful psychological benefits of self-control.  Individuals who are 

hardened to akrasia and who no longer trust themselves to act as they think best may 

reap the greatest reward from this particular psychological benefit of self-control.  

Addicts who no longer feel that they have control over their pursuit of a drug, who 

will literally do anything to get it, however disgusting or noxious, are paradigmatic of 

the loss of self-respect.  Still, even before a person sinks so low, she may suffer from 

feelings of inadequacy and lack of worth if she has regular bouts with temptation and 

weakness of will.  She may come to see the desires related to, for instance, her 

procrastination or her problems dieting as being so pervasive that she is reduced to 

the more or less mechanical satisfaction of them.   

At its nadir, absence of self-respect is characterized by disgust at and distrust 

of oneself. It manifests itself in self-loathing and self-contempt and can contribute to 

deep depression and harm to self.  In its more modest forms, lack of self-respect is 

unlikely to have such violent consequences.  But it has serious ramifications 
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nonetheless.  Loss of respect for oneself even in a single area of one’s life, e.g., 

procrastination at work or inability to stick to a diet, may diminish one’s motivation 

to try to overcome that weakness.  The sense that one lacks control over one’s actions 

stifles hope about one’s ability to resist engaging in them.   

If individuals in such circumstances manage to get control over their desires, 

even in a single instance, they might not feel proud at having done so or confident 

about doing so again – thoughts such as these might be too presumptuous.  But they 

may rediscover, at least temporarily, a sense of self and agency as they conceive of 

themselves once more as persons rather than automatons, and this may prompt them 

to continue trying to overcome their akratic desires.  

Experiences of pride and confidence are much more common 

accompaniments to self-control.  Pride is a feeling of merit or accomplishment at 

having done something of value.8  Confidence is a person’s optimistic attitude toward 

her future performances of certain kinds of actions.  Both of these feelings ‘grease the 

wheels,’ so to speak, of a person’s motivational system.  They feel good and often 

alter a person’s mood or outlook.  And they regularly spill over into other areas of a 

person’s life (e.g., success at work may increase one’s pride and confidence on the 

golf course or on a date).  

                                                 
8 Which is not to say that pride is merely an emotion.  See Smith (1998) for a defense 
of pride as a moral virtue.  
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Pride and confidence often explain the differential performance of two 

otherwise equally capable persons.  Individuals who lack these traits (even when it is 

clear to others that they have the relevant abilities) often fail to think well enough of 

their capacities either to try to accomplish their goals, or to put forth the sometimes 

significant amount of effort required to do so.  Persons with pride and confidence 

bear a more optimistic attitude toward their future performances and are more likely 

to put forth the effort necessary to bring about their success.9  Seeing themselves as 

agents capable of and worthy of success, they (commonly) succeed.   

 One might wonder whether the psychological benefits of self-control will 

wane as the actions needed for self-control become less heroic and more habitual over 

time (i.e., as one approaches MEI).  MEI does involve the development of better and 

more efficient habits of self-control, but it should not lead us to think that feelings 

such as pride and confidence at virtuous self-control will suddenly vanish from a 

person’s life.  While temptation may no longer be a common obstacle to a virtuously 

self-controlled person’s achievement of her ends, the real source of pride and 

confidence, her self-mastery, far from being diminished or removed, will become 

more deeply ingrained in the person’s character.  The basis for the psychological 

                                                 
9 In cases where confidence appears to backfire because the confident person fails to 
put in a sufficient amount of effort – think of the hare in his race against the tortoise – 
we should say not that confidence fails to have appropriate motivational effects, but 
that the agent’s confident motivation was not matched by a rational selection of 
means to ends.  He rested on his laurels when he should have been doing the very 
things that made him successful in the past. 
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benefits of virtuous self-control is not the conquering of temptation per se, but the 

developed disposition to act as reason demands.  

 A person’s development toward MEI through the practice of virtuous self-

control will confer a further set of psychological benefits as well.  MEI benefits us 

primarily by increasing the likelihood of future rational action; this I have already 

discussed.  What I have only more or less alluded to however was that MEI increases 

the likelihood of future rational action through the changes that self-control brings 

about in a person’s psychological profile and character.  The practice of healthy self-

control reduces dramatically the quantity and quality of a person’s negative 

psychological experiences of struggle and temptation by making her desires and 

emotions less alien, less external to her rational judgments, and more cooperative or 

supportive. With fewer internal impediments, it is more likely that she will 

successfully act on those rational judgments over the course of time. 

Moreover, the psychological experience of struggle against temptation may 

itself be a source of displeasure, even apart from its consequences for rational action 

and apart from whatever pain may result from the experience of desire (of wanting, 

lacking, or longing) itself.  Perhaps this displeasure is a reaction to inner imbalance, 

to a sense of disproportion or lack of control. More likely, it is a response to the very 

effort of overcoming one’s desires, which may be physically and psychologically 

taxing, or to one’s distress at seeing one’s struggles as events that one could have 
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avoided had one wanted and tried to, with a reasonable amount of foresight, and so 

on.10   

The benefits of self-control in securing rational values in action, in altering a 

person’s psychological profile in healthy, positive ways, and in promoting 

Meaningful Emotional Integration cannot be dismissed.  Without rational self-control 

our lives would be significantly impoverished: we would be less successful in 

achieving our ends, we would plausibly live shorter and unhealthier lives, we would 

be less likely to flourish and live well by failing to acquire the virtues in full, and we 

would miss out on many opportunities for pride, confidence, and self-respect, while 

opening ourselves up to the harms of self-contempt and self-loathing.  Self-control 

helps us avoid these many pitfalls, while reaping the rewards of rational action.  Self-

control is thus a substantial moral virtue; living well and flourishing require it.   

5.5 But is Self-Control a Virtue? 
 
At this point, one might want to express some doubts about my defense of self-

control as a moral virtue.  Doubts of this sort might run along the following lines:  

“Sure, you have made a strong case for the benefits of self-control.  I’ll be better off if 

                                                 
10 In cases of addiction, the effort of resistance may be physically and 

emotionally painful for other reasons as well, perhaps due to the experience of deep 
physical craving or the shock of detoxification.  These are incidental effects of some, 
not all, struggles, however. 
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I have it rather than not.  But plenty of things are beneficial and yet don’t count as 

virtues.   Consider flossing, getting a yearly physical, and bathing regularly.”11 

 These doubts are important, in part because they get something right: not 

everything beneficial counts as a virtue.  They go wrong in relegating self-control to 

the class of behaviors that includes flossing, getting physicals, and regular bathing.  

The virtues are relatively stable, reliable dispositions (i.e., traits of character) to 

rational action; this is what grounds their claims to be necessary for a flourishing life.  

Self-control, I claim, is paradigmatic of such a disposition; flossing, getting physicals, 

and bathing are not. 

 For anything to count as a virtue it must be a stable and reliable disposition.  

Whims, for instance, cannot count as virtues because they are psychologically 

unstable; they fade as quickly as they come on the scene.  Hunches are not virtues 

because they are unreliable. They do not tend, other things being equal, to be apt 

guides for decision-making.  Stable, reliable dispositions toward a kind of action 

consistently incline one to perform actions of that kind.  Strictly speaking, however, 

flossing, seeing the doctor, and bathing are not dispositions.  Hence, they can be 

neither stable nor reliable, and so cannot count as virtues.  Of course, one might 

revise the doubts above to avoid this rebuttal:  Do stable, reliable dispositions to floss, 

bathe, and see the doctor count as virtues?   

                                                 
11 The flossing example comes from Tara Smith. 
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 To answer this question, we must consider the other significant feature of the 

virtues that I mentioned above, namely, their connection to rational action and 

flourishing.  Because of the health value of flossing and bathing (not to mention their 

potential value to the forging and maintaining of friendships), I assume that in general 

such behaviors will pass the test of rationality.  But are they connected to flourishing?  

Can one flourish without, say, bodily or oral hygiene?   There are two available lines 

of response.  One is to insist that while it is rational to floss and bathe, even 

dispositions to do so fail to have sufficiently great or direct impact on flourishing to 

be considered virtues.  The other is to bite the bullet and allow that reliable flossing 

dispositions impact flourishing significantly enough to count as virtues.    

At the cost of appearing too friendly to bacteria, dirt, and body odor, I would 

urge that the former line of response is the correct one.  Virtues such as justice, pride, 

integrity, self-control, and courage are virtues in part because they have relatively 

broad scopes and in part because they have immense impact on a person’s capacity to 

flourish.  Flossing and bathing have neither broad scope nor directness of impact.12  

Again, this is not to deny that behaviors such as these are either rational or beneficial.  

I am even willing to admit that such behaviors may be expressions of virtue.  Regular 

flossing may be a manifestation of self-control; regular bathing may manifest pride in 

                                                 
12 I argue in Chapter Six that courage is a sub-virtue of integrity and self-

control, and has lesser scope than those virtues.  But what courage lacks in breadth of 
influence it makes up for in the directness of its impact on flourishing.   



 
118 

one’s commitment to health and hygiene.  I merely insist that neither these behaviors, 

nor the dispositions to engage in them, are themselves virtues. 

5.6 The Problem of Spontaneity 
 
Before bringing this chapter to an end, let me respond to a further potential worry 

about my claim that self-control is a moral virtue.  It is this:  Even if virtuous self-

control regularly results in rational action and has some positive psychological 

benefits, its bearers’ lives are still not ones that we should envy – they lack some 

other basic goods, namely, the goods of spontaneity, flexibility, and surprise – hence, 

why should anyone want such a life? 

This worry is put quite nicely by Jeanette Kennett (2001).  In her words (pp. 

149-150): 

[I]t is apparent that the person who…structures her life and her 
character so as to avoid any situation where she will be vulnerable to a 
loss of control, closes off the possibility of evaluative discovery and 
revision.  Such an agent is likely to lead a restricted and impoverished 
existence, devoid of spontaneity, short on surprises, and short on the 
kinds of contacts and experiences which might lead to reflection and 
revision….Where this mode of self-control is embedded, it bespeaks 
either narrowness and rigidity of character, or an unhealthy timidity 
and lack of trust towards oneself and the future…. 
 
Kennett leaves quite a bit to the imagination here.  In particular, it is not clear 

what sorts of life-changing experiences, experiences that lead to ‘reflective 

discovery,’ ‘reflection,’ and ‘revision,’ she believes incontinence (or the temptation to 

be incontinent) can provide.  Perhaps she thinks that an agent who minimizes the 
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experience of temptation through comprehensive planning and organization may be 

missing some experiences that he would have found very pleasurable and rewarding. 

With this in mind, consider the following vignette: 

Jack never consumes alcohol because he does not want to experience 
the powerful temptations that a physical or psychological addiction 
brings with it.  He has never had an addiction before, but he has heard 
enough about it, he thinks, to know that it is not something he wants in 
his life.  He demurs when asked to happy hour after work.  He avoids 
office parties around the holidays.  He would sometimes like to have a 
drink, but he suppresses those desires in an attempt to avoid 
developing more harmful, even addictive ones.  Now, Jack might have 
gone to these events and been exhilarated by the texture of a fine wine; 
he might have enjoyed the relaxing effect of a drink after a hard day at 
the office; he may even have grown to appreciate in some special way 
the company of his co-workers at these gatherings.  Due to his self-
control, however, Jack will never have these experiences. 
 

Although this example may have some initial plausibility, it hardly stands out as 

identifying the kind of experiences that would incite ‘reflective discovery’ or 

‘revision’ (presumably, of values).  Moreover, as described, Jack hardly seems a 

paragon of virtuous self-control.  If he were rational and informed, Jack could see that 

the desire to avoid the powerful temptations of addiction to alcohol does not require 

the absolute denial of his desires to have an occasional drink.  Jack controls himself 

and his environment to a degree that simply does not match the cause he has for such 

concern (which is a legitimate one in and of itself). In fact, he seems to be either 

irrationally fearful of addiction, or simply uninformed about the physical and 

psychological conditions of it.   
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 Of course, the question whether a life of virtuous self-control is devoid of 

spontaneity and surprise still remains to be answered.  Does virtuous self-control 

diminish such experiences?  I doubt it.  No matter how much a person plans, 

everything that goes on in his life is not under his planned control.  This is simply a 

fact about the restricted agency of individuals.  As much as we would sometimes like 

it, we do not make choices for other agents.  We cannot control all (or even very 

many) of the events that go on around us.  Because of this and the fact that knowledge 

and foresight in human beings is limited, an element of surprise, of the unexpected, 

will inevitably be a part of the virtuously self-controlled person’s life.  

The case for lack of spontaneity fares no better.  Clearly we cannot plan to be 

spontaneous at specific, preset times in the future.  This would violate the very 

demands of spontaneity, since spontaneity involves a kind of immediate 

responsiveness to opportunities presented by other agents or one’s surroundings.  But 

nor need we try to do so.  Genuine spontaneity is not necessarily irrational.  Play and 

leisure, romance and friendship often demand it of us, and there is no reason to think 

that we are worse off (in general) for it.  Of course, the virtuously self-controlled 

person will still be measured in a way.  She will not allow herself to do just anything 

on grounds of spontaneity, including things that she would otherwise find immoral, 

anathema, or simply ludicrous.  She will place rational and moral boundaries on her 

activities, but this in no way undermines the spontaneity of those activities.  
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Spontaneity cannot require total lack of inhibition or the willingness to do simply 

whatever comes to mind, otherwise we should have to seriously rethink its value. 

 

Virtuous self-control is the disposition to overcome contrary desires so as to act 

rationally in the present and to inculcate healthy strategies of self-control in order to 

promote future rational action. As the bearers of virtuous self-control approach 

Meaningful Emotional Integration they become even more consistent and efficient 

rational agents, experiencing fewer emotional struggles and reinforcing their positive 

motivations to act rationally.  The benefits of virtuous self-control are both powerful 

and undeniable.  A life absent it would be plagued with failure and moral 

compromise, irrationality, and feelings of passivity and disparagement.   

Properly understood, self-control is a central moral virtue.  It is connected in 

important ways to other virtues as well, specifically integrity and courage.  In the 

following chapter, I explore these connections, arguing that self-control and courage 

are manifestations of integrity.  Recognizing these connections should further secure 

self-control’s place on the roster of moral virtues. 
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                 6 
 

Integrity, Self-Control, and Courage 
 
 
 
 
To fully clarify the role of the virtues in a good life, we need an account of their 

relations to one another.  Otherwise doubts about the consistency of virtuous practice 

will plague us:  Might it turn out that the practice of some virtues conflicts with the 

practice of others?  Or that excellence of one sort entails the miserable failure of 

another?  A comprehensive virtue theory must provide more than a mere bulleted list 

of virtues.  It must explain as well how the virtues fit together.1 

 Though I do not aim to provide a comprehensive virtue theory in this chapter, 

I show that self-control has substantive ties to two well-established virtues:  integrity 

and courage.  Possession of the virtue of integrity, I claim, entails possession of 

virtuous self-control.  Virtuous self-control, in turn, entails possession of the virtue of 

courage.  These entailments are not reciprocal, since integrity is not exhausted by 

self-control and self-control is not exhausted by courage.  I refer to the relations 

                                                 
1 Popular treatments of the virtues often omit this significant task.  See, for 

example, Bennett (1993) and Comte-Sponville (2001). 
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between integrity, self-control, and courage as ‘sub-virtue’ relations.2   Though they 

may not be the only virtues to express this pattern of logical relations, I will not 

explore the possibility of others here.  

The sub-virtue relation raises the specter of redundancy among the virtues.  

Might sub-virtues be made obsolete by the virtues that encompass them (i.e., supra-

virtues)?  Might thinking about sub-virtues unnecessarily complicate virtue theory?  

In drawing the chapter to a close, I respond that the task of identifying and describing 

sub-virtues has immense practical significance.  It improves understanding of virtue’s 

demands, aids precise discussion of our moral flaws and assets, and helps us specify 

those features of our characters that require close attention and diligent practice. 

6.1 Wholeness, Commitment, and Rationality 

Authenticity, as Sartre understood it, was a matter of being true to oneself, of 

avoiding what he called “bad faith.”3 Authenticity flows from a person’s recognition 

of and reconciliation with the terrifying, yet undeniable fact of his agency, his 

authorship of his life.  Agency, in this sense, is a merely formal quality of a person; it 

takes an agent’s actual choices to write his life story.  Notably, Sartre placed no 

restrictions on the kinds of choices that a person had to make in order to earn 

authenticity.  Putatively ‘moral’ choices had in his eyes no more weight with 

                                                 
2 A ‘sub-virtue’ is a virtue that is partially constitutive though not exhaustive 

of a broader, more encompassing virtue (what we might call its ‘supra-virtue’).  Sub-
virtues are narrower in scope than supra-virtues but no less necessary to flourishing. 

3 See Sartre (1957). 
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authenticity than ‘non-moral’ or even ‘immoral’ ones; indeed, even thinking in these 

categories flouts authenticity.   

The notion of authenticity has influenced a number of recent accounts of 

integrity.  Gabriele Taylor’s (1981) prominent account is one of them, though it also 

moves beyond the idea of authenticity in important ways.  In Taylor’s (p. 143) view, 

integrity is a matter of keeping one’s self “whole” and “intact,” of being true to 

oneself and one’s commitments.  Not every commitment matters to integrity 

according to Taylor.  She claims (p. 148) that, “The inconsistencies we think 

important are connected, in one way or another, with a person’s identity.”  Lynne 

McFall (1987) defends a similar conception of integrity, one based on the 

preservation of ‘identity-conferring’ commitments.  I refer to these views as 

“integrated-self” conceptions of integrity (while keeping in mind that they tend to 

qualify the kinds of commitments that are important to it). 

Integrated-self conceptions of integrity capture the insight that a person is 

prone to compromise her commitments if they are in disarray.  Not having a settled 

notion of what sort of life is best, she regularly vacillates.  Since her values are 

plastic, she gives into temptation easily.  Persons with integrity are often, by contrast, 

of ‘one mind’ about what to do.  Martin Luther’s famous words, “Here I stand, I can 

do no other,” are paradigmatic expressions of integrity.  Integrous persons have 

prioritized their values and commitments in such a way as to develop a clear 
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hierarchy of cares.4  They are therefore able to promote their values more consciously 

and consistently over time, with fewer worries about temptation and compromise.  

Integrity thus makes deeper and more genuine commitment possible.5      

‘Wholeness’ of self is necessary though not sufficient for the virtue of 

integrity.  This is because one could have a self that is ‘wholly’ wrong-headed (Cf. 

Halfon 1989).  For instance, religious and political extremists who bomb abortion 

clinics or hijack airliners full of innocent people may have values that are impeccably 

prioritized, they may be unswervingly committed to their causes, yet they lack the 

virtue of integrity.6  Numerous genocidal leaders and serial murderers stand as 

examples of this phenomenon too.  

Integrated-self views need not deny, of course, that there are constraints on 

integrity.  According to Taylor (op cit., 148), “the person with integrity will be 

                                                 
4 The Oxford English Dictionary Online records three adjectival forms of the 

word “integrity,” all of which are obscure: “integre,” “integrous,” and “integrious.”  I 
use the term ‘integrous’ for ease of discussion here. 

5 See Calhoun (1995) for an argument that it is sometimes preferable not to 
‘integrate’ one’s self.  I omit discussion of such cases here, though I suspect that 
defenders of integrated-self views will be unmoved by them.  A ‘dis-integrated’ self 
is likely to have deleterious consequences for emotional health and well being over 
time. 

6 Some authors have distinguished between “personal integrity” and “moral 
integrity” in order to deal with this concern.  My impeccably prioritized extremists 
have only personal integrity, not moral integrity.  McFall (1987, 14 and ff.) 
recognizes this distinction but fails to clearly incorporate it into her all things 
considered view.  She shows that a moral demand for impartial identity-conferring 
commitments is too strong.  While this is true, McFall fails to say what sorts of moral 
constraints are necessary for moral integrity. 
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rational in a number of related ways.  He will not ignore relevant evidence, he will be 

consistent in his behaviour, he will not act on reasons which, given the circumstances, 

are insufficient reasons for action.”  But these are notably instrumental constraints, 

helping an agent secure or preserve her (identify-conferring) ends.  If integrity is to be 

a genuine moral virtue, it must do more than this.  It must stably promote rational 

ends, even if they have nothing at all to do with a person’s identity, and even if they 

conflict with one’s deepest desires.  Virtues such as integrity benefit us primarily in 

their conduciveness to flourishing.  They accomplish this by orienting us toward 

rationally endorsable aims and goals.  Any trait of character that fails to benefit us in 

these substantively rational ways may be beneficial (in some sense) but fails to be a 

moral virtue. 

6.2 The Virtue of Integrity 

The virtuously integrous person has prioritized his values and so is capable of being 

genuinely, deeply committed and of resisting the temptation to compromise his 

values.  Moreover, insofar as he is virtuous, he is committed to centering his life on 

substantively rational ends.7  But the virtue of integrity goes beyond even this further 

characterization. 

                                                 
7 For a sympathetic account, see Tara Smith (manuscript).  Smith treats 

integrity as loyalty to rational principles; on her view, integrity is characteristically 
expressed in action aimed to secure rational values.  My own thinking about integrity 
owes many debts to Smith. 
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The process of prioritizing one’s values and aligning them with reason is not a 

one-time affair.  Value alignment is not like tire alignment, an hour in the shop and 

you can be off on your way.  Rather, it continues over the course of a person’s life, 

especially as one faces new situations, as one’s opportunities wax and wane, as one 

accrues relationships and social obligations, and so forth.  Moreover, this value 

alignment process is susceptible to a kind of development.  Virtuously integrous 

persons are not content to have values that they must constantly defend from 

temptation.  The integrous person can with practice become someone who is 

committed in such a way that, like Luther, he finds actions contrary to his 

commitments inconceivable. Such persons do not think twice about compromise; they 

are not plagued by temptation.  They may even become so attuned to the demands of 

rationality that considerations to the contrary no longer even count as relevant 

considerations for them (though the virtue of integrity could only unrealistically 

demand that integrous persons achieve such a condition).  

This developmental process cannot be fully explained by the rational 

evaluation of values, i.e., measuring, weighing, comparing, or registering 

inconsistencies in values, because it is not primarily intellectual.  Rather, it involves 

practice at the virtues, progress in focusing and perceiving salient features of one’s 

environment, and mastery of the emotions.  The virtuously integrous person develops 

a capacity to value rationally, to have cares and concerns generated from rational 

judgments rather than from extra-rational sources such as untutored whim or impulse.  
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The virtue of integrity, like the virtue of self-control, has, I would urge, both a 

present-looking and a forward-looking component. The present-looking component 

of integrity aims to promote rational action in the present by prioritizing values, 

monitoring consistency with better judgment, and resisting compromise.  The 

forward-looking component of integrity aims to promote future rational action by 

cultivating a disposition to value rationally, i.e., to habitually value and care in 

rational ways.  This conception of integrity captures all of the insights of integrated-

self conceptions of integrity, while providing a plausible explanation of the integrous 

person’s development into someone who rarely or never experiences the temptation 

to compromise his rational values.  

6.3 Integrity and Self-Control 

A person with virtuous integrity characteristically sticks by his commitments in the 

face of temptation.  He may even come not to experience temptation because of his 

developed capacity to value rationally.  Possession of virtuous integrity, as I have 

described it, thus entails possession of virtuous self-control.  Unless one has mastered 

one’s desires and emotions in a fashion characteristic of virtuous self-control, 

virtuous integrity would be impossible. 

Virtuous self-control is not exhaustive of virtuous integrity, however.  

Integrity involves, in addition to control of desire and emotion, the prioritization of 

values and the management of their consistency both with one another and with better 

judgment. Integrity thus encompasses but outstrips self-control.  More precisely, self-
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control is a sub-virtue of integrity. Possession of virtuous integrity entails possession 

of virtuous self-control, but not vice versa.  

Cheshire Calhoun expresses some doubts about the claim that integrity entails 

self-control.  She writes (1995, 250):   

Surely, not all weak-willed failures to act on one’s own best judgment 
signal lack of integrity.  Breaking a diet privately embarked on 
because one is lazy, or craving sugar, or just plain hungry is weak 
willed, but not necessarily a cost to integrity, especially if the person 
reproaches himself for his weakness.  Self-reproach is exactly what 
one expects of the person of integrity who lets himself down. 
 To lack integrity, I suggest, is to underrate both formulating 
and exemplifying one’s own views. 

 
Calhoun is correct that the person of virtuous integrity ought to reproach himself for 

having succumbed to weakness, but this is compatible with also thinking that every 

instance of succumbing to temptation is a violation of integrity (which is not to say 

that the violator is no longer disposed to integrity or that he therefore lacks the virtue 

of integrity).  Calhoun’s comments suggest that ‘private’ plans and commitments, 

when undermined by weakness of will, fail to call into question one’s integrity.8  I see 

no reason to go along with her on this point.  If integrity demands a person’s standing 

by his rational commitments, trivial or private rational commitments count like all 

                                                 
8 See also Footnote 15 (op cit., 243-244), in which Calhoun argues that even a 

“pervasively weak willed” person in respect to her “low-order principles” can be held 
“all things considered, [to have] integrity.” 
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others.9  Every instance of weakness of will is a failure, in Calhoun’s words, to 

‘exemplify one’s own views’ and so counts as a genuine violation of integrity. 

Though self-control is a sub-virtue of integrity, it still has a wide compass, 

covering all varieties of desire and emotion.  I argue in this section that self-control 

has at least one sub-virtue of its own, that of courage.  Courage is self-control in 

situations characterized by threat to something one values (and often though not 

necessarily by the experience of fear).  Courage, we might say, is a kind of 

specialized self-control.     

6.4 Courage and Fear 

Fear often leads us to act impulsively, in a state of panic, without any deep sense for 

the rationality of our actions.  While fear responses are typically functional, 

promoting caution and awareness in order to keep us out of harm’s way, fear is also a 

great obstacle to courageous action.  This does not mean that courage is always or 

necessarily a response to fear.10 

                                                 
9 Calhoun’s comments are all the more perplexing in light of her (op. cit., 245) 

criticisms of ‘identity-conferring’ and ‘core value’ accounts of integrity: “We 
recognize persons with integrity not only by their willingness to incur great losses for 
the sake of what they hold most dear, but also by their conscientiousness in smaller 
matters having no strong bearing on ‘the agent’s broad conception of his or her life’s 
direction’.”  

10 Daniel Putman (2001) has argued recently for recognition of a special brand 
of ‘psychological courage’ essentially concerned with a person’s responses to fear.  
My view here is that we can recognize courage’s role in overcoming fear without 
treating this role independently of courage per se.  
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First, as one develops courage, fear may begin to subside in some situations 

even though one remains cognizant of danger there.11  To tie the virtue of courage to 

experiences of fear would then make courage obsolete as one becomes more 

courageous.12  Consider, for instance, the high rise construction worker who, daily 

walking along steel beams raised dozens of stories in the air, comes to no longer 

experience fear while at work.13  He still knows how dangerous his circumstances are, 

he is still cautious; he simply fails to feel the fear that he did for his first few weeks 

on the job (though his fear may return when normal working conditions change in 

relevant ways, e.g., in extreme winds or heavy precipitation).  Even without 

experiencing fear, however, he can still be courageous at work.  For instance, he may 

not think twice about coming to the aid of a co-worker by moving fearlessly over the 

beams when he hears a cry for help. 

Second, though fear often stifles courageous action, it is not the only 

emotional condition that can do so.  One can desire not to be harmed or injured 

without experiencing outright fear; sometimes this desire alone poses an obstacle to 

courage.  Imagine our high-rise construction worker, upon hearing a cry for help, 

having to overcome not fear but a strong impulse of self-preservation.  Perhaps this 

impulse even prompts the thought that his efforts to save his co-worker are not worth 

                                                 
11 Which is to say neither that fear necessarily or globally subsides, nor that 

virtuous courage demands it to. 
12 I return to this point in Section 6.6 below. 
13 The example is from Roberts (2003).  
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the risk.  Quick thinking tells him, however, that he is the only one close enough and 

adept enough to help and that the risk, while considerable, is worth it.  If he 

overcomes his impulse to save his co-worker, he seems to be courageous and yet he 

has not triumphed over fear. 

This last point is plausible because, though fear is partially constituted by a 

desire to avoid harm, fear is not wholly constituted by such a desire.  One can desire 

not to suffer harm without experiencing the other trappings of fear, for instance, 

physiological responses such as trembling and increased heart rate, or affective 

responses such as feelings of panic and the impulse to flee.  The construction worker 

is a prime example.  Though he of course desires not to be harmed, he has become 

disposed (at least at work) to satisfy this desire by being cautious and adept without 

having to experience fear in order to do so. 

Though fear subsides in some persons under some circumstances as they 

develop the virtue of courage, this does not entail that courage demands fearlessness.  

Such a demand would be unreasonable.  Some fear is rational, fitting to the level of 

risk and value at stake.  And up to a certain threshold, fear may prompt prudent 

calculation, heighten awareness, and enhance performance.  Rational fear still bears 

some motivation for retreat and avoidance, of course, but a person can be justified in 

experiencing a certain degree of fear without being justified in letting that fear 

determine her behavior.  A sick patient’s fear of death may be justified without it 

being rational for him to cower in the face of it.  A journalist may justifiably fear the 
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costs of opposition to political leaders without being warranted in backing down from 

them.  It is one thing to experience fear; it is quite another to be dragged around by it.  

6.5 The Virtue of Courage 

The experience of fear is not essential to courageous action; nor is it incompatible 

with courage.  More important is a person’s recognition and rational assessment of 

the risk involved in the situation and the rationality of confronting that risk rather than 

retreating from it.   

In Plato’s dialogue Laches, Socrates discusses bravery with the generals 

Laches and Nicias.  Laches and Socrates come to an account of bravery as “wise 

endurance,” but falter on just what sort of wisdom bravery requires (L 193e and ff.).  

Nicias pipes up, suggesting that bravery is “knowledge of what is fearful and what is 

encouraging” (L 195a), but this leads only toward Socrates’ familiar intellectualism 

about the virtues.  Though the dialogue ends officially in an aporia, with Socrates 

declaring the need to inquire into courage again from the beginning, Laches’ and 

Nicias’ accounts of courage, taken together, suggest a view of courage as action in the 

face of danger moderated by knowledge of when and to what extent risk is 

appropriate.14 

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle gives a similar account of courage:  

Courage is “standing firm against what is painful” (EN 1117a34), to which he adds 

                                                 
14 See Plato (1987, Lane’s introductory notes). 
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“because that is fine or because anything else is shameful” (EN 1116a12, 1117b9).  

Aristotle claims explicitly that courage is a response to only certain kinds of threats.  

It is expressed paradigmatically in situations in which a person’s life is at risk (EN 

1115a30 and ff.), presumably not because threats to life are essential to courage but 

because loss of life is a characteristically rational fear.  This suggests that for 

Aristotle, like Plato, an understanding of when fear and risk are rational will be 

necessary for courageous action. 

Though both Plato and Aristotle recognize that fear is often associated with 

courage and that some degree of fear is a rational response to objective danger, they 

do not claim that the experience of fear is essential to courageous action.  They focus 

rather on knowledge of ‘what is fearful’ or ‘what is painful,’ and this knowledge does 

not entail the existence of the corresponding experience.   

Sometimes, of course, it is rational to freeze or to flee rather than to confront a 

dangerous object.  When, for instance, a general chooses to retreat because his troops 

are too far outnumbered and could perform better in a different ‘theater,’ he may very 

well be acting rationally in response to objective threat.  But this is not courage as 

most people understand it.  Courage requires rational confrontation of threat or 

danger.15  Of course, the general’s choice is not cowardly.  Cowardice involves being 

                                                 
15 If the general lives in a culture of heroism his choice to retreat may be 

courageous, but for different reasons.  For instance, he may be threatened by loss of 
respect from others who fail to see that he acted best.  Because his courage is in 
response to a different risk than the one that prompted retreat, this is a special case. 
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controlled by fear or the desire not to be harmed; he is being rationally prudent, 

restraining himself from acting recklessly.  This sort of restraining behavior may be a 

form of virtuous self-control too, though it is not the sort we typically construe as 

courage. 

The virtue of courage is a disposition to act rationally by confronting objective 

danger or threat.  Some dangers, even dangers of great magnitude or high probability, 

are worth the risk.  Courageous persons, recognizing this, act to secure rational values 

in the face of danger.  Like the other virtues, however, if courage were used to secure 

evil or unjustifiable ends, it would not count as a virtue.16  Indeed, courage is a virtue 

because it promotes rational action and flourishing.  Often the risk encountered in 

facing danger will incite fear in a person, in many cases justifiably so, though the 

experience of fear is not a necessary condition of any act of courage.  And while 

courage is compatible with one’s fears subsiding over time as one develops courage, 

courage does not demand fearlessness. 

6.6 Courage and Self-Control 

Courage has often been held to be a species of self-control. Von Wright (1966), for 

one, holds that courage is an expression of continent self-control, though in his view, 

all of the virtues are expressions of continent self-control.  Von Wright tends to think 

                                                 
16 Though no one who I am aware of draws a distinction between ‘personal’ 

and ‘moral’ courage, as is often done with integrity, this distinction would be 
consistent with my treatment of the virtue of courage. 
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of the virtues as remedial, helping to overcome inherent flaws in human nature.17  As 

such, his virtue theory is reminiscent of Kant’s as I described it in Chapter Four.  But 

this conception of courage runs into a problem within an Aristotelian virtue theory in 

which the virtues aspire to emotional integration.  I mentioned it in passing above:  If 

one holds a Kantian conception of courage as strenuous resistance to fear and the 

desire to avoid harm, if courage requires strong irrational fears for its practice, it 

would seem that the more courage one acquires the less courage one needs.18  

I would respond to this tension in the following way.  Like the virtue of self-

control, the virtue of courage must be two-pronged, a disposition both to act 

rationally in the present by overcoming fear and desire to avoid risk and to make 

rational action easier and more effective over time, by aligning fear and the desire 

with reason.   

The virtue of courage accomplishes its tasks in precisely the same way as self-

control.  Courageous persons can use the strategies of self-control that I introduced in 

Chapter One to help them act courageously.  Consider:  Amateur musicians or singers 

often need courage to take the stage.  They may experience justifiable stage fright at 

having their public- and self-image suffer from giving a shaky first performance in 

front of a large crowd.  If the musician’s fear takes hold of him, he may decide not to 

                                                 
17 Foot (1978) seems to have a predilection for this remedial view of the 

virtues as well. 
18 Wallace (1978, 81) recognizes well this particular tension in courage.  He 

refers to courage as having both Kantian and Aristotelian elements. 
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go on, or he may take the stage but, in a sort of self-fulfilling way, let his fears 

dominate his thoughts, resulting in a terrible show.  In response, he might proceed to 

practice focusing/distraction, cognitive transformation, rehearsal of reasons, and so 

on, in order to overcome his fears.  If he regularly experiences stage fright, his 

selection of healthier strategies of self-control will even contribute to his coming to 

have more rational evaluations, fears, and desires over time.  At some point, he may 

no longer notice his use of these special techniques. Their use may have become more 

or less effortless for him. But the potential for giving a bad performance is still real, 

and his interests will still be harmed if he does so.  Hence, in recognizing these 

potential harms and confronting them nonetheless, he is no less courageous in 

continuing to take the stage.  

Since mastery of the strategies of self-control across the spectrum of one’s 

desires and emotions would encompass mastery of fear and the desire to avoid risk, 

possession of virtuous self-control entails possession of virtuous courage.   But the 

reverse entailment does not hold.  Courage concerns only a subset of possible 

situations in which self-control might be called on, namely, those in which danger to 

something of value is notably strong or immediate.  Courage, that is to say, is a sub-

virtue of self-control (and, therefore, integrity). 

6.7 Sub-Virtues and Redundancy 

Integrity, self-control, and courage may not be the only virtues connected by sub-

virtue relations, but I will not explore that possibility here.  More pressing is a worry 
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about redundancy raised by sub-virtue relations.  Might self-control and courage be 

superfluous virtues insofar as they are encompassed by integrity?  Might reference to 

them unnecessarily complicate our picture of the best sort of life? 

Though a plea for simplicity is well taken, it may encourage us to 

underestimate the complexity of the moral landscape.  Living a good life is not a 

simple task, and any attempt to make it seem simple will necessarily err in that 

respect.  Though some virtues overlap with or encompass others, this sort of 

redundancy is beneficial.  It enables a more complete understanding of virtue’s 

demands, aids precise discussion of our moral flaws and assets, and helps us specify 

those features of our characters that require close attention and diligent practice. 

Though integrity, self-control, and courage display some redundancy, each of 

these virtues refers us to distinctive kinds of moral failures and excellences.  Integrity 

is a virtue because it contributes to rational consistency, to principled action, and to 

becoming a rational valuer.  Thinking about integrity is helpful because it keeps us 

focused on the importance of these traits to flourishing.  But thinking about integrity 

does not undermine the helpfulness of thinking about its sub-virtues, self-control and 

courage.  Integrity entails mastery of emotions, but thinking about integrity gives us 

only a partial set of directions in how to accomplish this.  A thorough investigation of 

self-control fills in these details by, for instance, describing the various strategies of 

self-control and promoting healthy strategies.  Similarly, integrity entails that we have 

courage, but it paints the demands of courage in only the broadest strokes.  A 
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thorough investigation of courage can help us understand, for instance, the relevance 

of fear to courageous action, and it can help us see the relationship between courage 

and risk avoidance.  Sub-virtues, though encompassed by other virtues, thus help us 

comprehend the demands of virtue in a more precise way.   

This precision has additional benefits.  Sub-virtues are tailored to domains of 

human life in which we experience characteristic difficulties and make characteristic 

errors.  We recognize the sub-virtue of self-control because weakness of will, 

procrastination, and backsliding are such common obstacles to a good life.  Similarly, 

the experience of being driven by fear and irrationally strong desire to avoid harm is 

universal.  But our lives would suffer were we always or regularly so driven.  We 

recognize the sub-virtue of courage because our responses to danger are too often 

controlled by these emotions rather than by rationality.  Thinking about the sub-

virtues can help us better diagnose and, in turn, better overcome these familiar 

weaknesses in our characters.  Absent a moral vocabulary that allowed us to designate 

these obstacles and errors in specific ways and to recommend equally specific ways 

of coping with them, our capacities for moral development and flourishing would be 

severely restricted. 

 

In Chapter Two I contended that self-control is neither reducible to nor primarily 

explained by cognitive psychological processes such as belief revision and clear 

reasoning, but that cognitive processes are still helpful in understanding self-control.  
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In Chapters Three and Four I argued that though Aristotle and Kant mistakenly 

endorse Cognitivist accounts of self-control, they provide significant insights into the 

role of self-control in the good life and to the significance of but also limitations on 

emotional integration.  Chapter Five was the heart of my defense of self-control’s 

status as a moral virtue.  Self-control benefits us enormously, I claimed:  it assists us 

in overcoming desire so as to act rationally in the present, and it promotes the long-

term integration of desire and reason so as to aid us in acting rationally more often 

and more efficiently over time.  In this final chapter, Chapter Six, I maintained that 

self-control has abiding connections to the well-established virtues of integrity and 

courage, further securing its position on the roster of virtues.        

In closing, one final thought. Simon Blackburn has recently noted some of the 

allures of thinking about weakness of will and self-control (2002, 83): 

Whatever moralists choose to think of us, we love people who are 
flawed, sometimes for those very flaws, and we pursue courses that we 
know are wrong, sometimes because they are wrong.  It can be 
delicious to succumb to temptation, and attractive to be mischievous. 
 

Though I qualify as a ‘moralist,’ my fascination with self-control is in some ways 

quite similar.  Something is sexy about the risk of violating norms of conduct, the pull 

of powerful passion, and the delights of being ravaged by them.  At the same time, I 

claim that the disposition to act rationally by ruling over the passions is a moral 

virtue.  As it turns out, this is not a sexy claim, but what is sexy may not always be 
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what is best for us.  Self-control is an enormously important virtue, and our lives 

would be significantly impoverished for the failure to take advantage of it. 
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