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Thomas Spitzley

Autonomy and Weakness of the Will

A couple of weeks ago, I happened to browse through the Oxford English Dictionary. When I looked up the word “akratic”, I found among others the following quotation from the Journal of Medical Ethics: “Declaring an akratic agent autonomous classifies him together with an ordinary non-akratic agent; declaring him non-autonomous involves putting him in with non-rational beings such as animals, comatose patients and those in advanced stages of Alzheimer's Disease. Neither classification is comfortable.”
 I fully agree with the tenor of this quotation: there is, indeed, a problem as to how autonomy and weakness or the will are compatible, though I think the problem is far more complex than the quotation suggests.

When one approaches the question of how autonomy is connected with weakness of the will it suggests itself first to explain a) the concept of autonomy and b) the concept of weakness of the will, and finally to investigate, whether and to what extent autonomy is compatible with weakness of the will. This strategy is suitable for somebody who isn’t pressed for time, and who has much energy and patience, and pursueing this strategy would probably result in two monographs and a paper. You find some confirmation for this hypothesis when you think of one of our colleagues, viz. of Alfred Mele. He published a book on weakness of the will (or rather on irrationality) and another one on autonomy (or rather on autonomous agents) and, as I noticed lately, a paper titled “Autonomy and Acrasia”.
 As far as I am concerned, since I was definitely pressed for time,
 I opted for a different strategy to tackle the problem. In what follows, I will in the shorter first part of my paper sketch a rough and ready working account of “autonomy”. After that I will in the much longer second part of my paper compare this account of autonomy with some contemporary accounts of weakness of will. To be sure, one could commit oneself with good reasons to a single account of weakness of the will, yet passing in review the history of the problem of akrasia from the times of Plato to our time, or only looking at the relevant discussions during the last forty-odd years, it seems to me clear that there is some truth in most accounts and there is not one account which is satisfactory in each respect. Therefore the aim of my paper is rather modest; I only want us to come to a better understanding concerning the compatibility of autonomy and weakness of the will, without trying or pretending to give the definite answer what either is or whether they are compatible.

I

As a starting point I accept Gerald Dworkin’s characterisation of the central idea that underlies the concept of autonomy. In his article “The Concept of Autonomy” Dworkin writes: „What I believe is the central idea that underlies the concept of autonomy, is indicated by the etymology of the term: autos (self) and nomos (rule or law). The term was first applied to the Greek city state. A city had autonomia when its citizens made their own laws, as opposed to being under the control of some conquering power.”
 So the core of personal autonomy is the agent’s governing herself: she makes her own laws, rules herself, and is not under the control of any conquering power or foreign law.
 

To my mind, “being autonomous” is a property which first of all can be ascribed to persons. A person’s autonomy concerns her beliefs and pro-attitudes as well as her actions. Whether a belief or a pro-attitude is autonomous, at least partly, depends on its etiology. A belief is only autonomous, if it is not induced in the person’s mind by any other sort of inappropriate external influence, e.g., via brainwashing. However, in this paper I’m mainly concerned with the relation between autonomy and weakness of the will, and it seems to be undisputed that for an action to get classified as weak-willed, means that there is some sort of tension between the action and the beliefs and desires the agents actually has, no matter how she acquired them. Though in principle the etiology of a person’s beliefs and pro-attitude is certainly relevant for her autonomy, in the present context it is only of minor importance. The autonomy of beliefs and pro-attitudes poses no special problem for the question of whether weakness of will is compatible with autonomy. Therefore I concentrate on autonomous actions.

An agent is autonomous only if most of her actions are autonomous. An action A is autonomous, only if 

(1)
A is performed freely or voluntarily – at least from the agent’s perspective, 

(2)
the pro-attitudes which led the agent to perform A are pro-attitudes the agent wants to be action-guiding, and 

(3)
the agent’s relevant second-order volitions stay unchanged over a certain period of time and the agent must identify herself with her second-order desires. 

This is, of course, no definition, nevertheless it is meant to illustrate the gist of the notion of autonomy I have in mind. So understood, autonomy is in Dworkin’s words “a purely formal notion” as opposed to “a substantive notion (where only certain decisions [or actions] count as retaining autonomy while others count as forfeiting it)”.
 As you certainly have noticed, it owes a lot to Harry Frankfurt’s ideas. In what follows, I will briefly try to explain and give some supporting reasons for these three conditions.

Ad (1) the action is from the agent’s perspective performed freely and voluntarily: If an autonomous agent rules herself, and is not under the control of any conquering power, then it seems very plausible to require the action to be performed freely and voluntarily. Two remarks, however, are necessary: a) I neither want to commit myself to indeterminism nor to compatibilism. That’s why I claimed that the action be performed freely from the agent’s perspective. b) That the action must be performed freely implies that it is not compulsive, but it doesn’t imply that the agent could do otherwise. If an agent voluntarily puts herself in a situation in which she is compelled to do something or to refrain from doing something that should still count as a free action or omission in the relevant sense.

Ad (2) the pro-attitudes which led the agent to perform A are pro-attitudes the agent wants to be action-guiding: Even when an agent’s actions are free and can be explained by reference to the agent’s beliefs and desires it could be that the agent acts in a way that on reflection she doesn’t want to. She may have conflicting desires and her strongest desire may be the one which effectively influences her action, although she’d rather want a different desires of her’s to be effective. In cases like this, which, by the way, arguably are cases of weakness of will, the agent can’t really be described as ruling herself. She may have passed the laws, but she doesn’t enforce them. To act autonomously, the agent therefore must act on a desire which she wants to be action-guiding.

Ad (3) the agent’s relevant second-order volitions stay unchanged over a certain period of time and the agent must identify herself with her second-order desires: If one takes the central idea seriously, which underlies the concept of autonomy, and accepts that in her actions an autonomous person follows her own laws, the question about the scope of these laws arises. Should we suppose that they are only valid for a specific spot of time? I take it, that this would be absurd; we should rather assume that these laws are valid for a longer, even though unspecified period of time. Think, e.g., of a person who in the company of dominant people always shares their views, however, not out of fear or because she expects something to come of it. Instead, she is really convinced of what she says and does; she simply can’t resist the influence of dominant people. Such a person’s action may fulfil conditions (1) and (2), nonetheless she surely falls short of autonomy. For being autonomous, the agent must not change her second-order volitions from day to day; instead of this they must remain constant and coherent for some considerable time. These persistent second-order volitions, combined with some of her beliefs, form part of the agents identity.
II

In the second part of my paper I now measure some contemporary accounts of weakness of will against the three level account of autonomy which I’ve just outlined. This will illuminate if, and if so, in which respect, weakness of will may be compatible with autonomy. As in the case of autonomy, we need a working account of weakness of will, yet in this case it is much easier to provide. In the following, weakness of will should be understood as acting against one’s better judgment. One type of accounts of weakness of will doesn’t deserve special investigation, viz. those accounts which try to explain weakness of will as a conflict between first-order and second-order desires.
 If a weak-willed agent is somebody who acts on a desire which she doesn’t want to be action-guiding, this characterization is plainly incompatible with condition (2) for an action to be autonomous. 

One preliminary remark: when presenting the different accounts of weakness of will I’ll try to restrict myself to those elements which are essential for the problem at hand.

Let me start by reminding you again of the central idea that underlies the concept of autonomy, viz. that the agent makes his own laws, rules herself, and is not under the control of any conquering power or foreign law. Compare this to the famous characterisation of weakness of the will in St. Paul’s letter to the Romans (7:23) in which he complains: “I see another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members”, and the tension between autonomy and weakness of the will leaps to the eye.

(i) St. Paul is one of two chief witnesses Richard Hare draws on when he discusses backsliding in his book Freedom and Reason. He quotes more fully from St. Paul: “I cannot understand my own behaviour. I fail to carry out the things I want to do, and I find myself doing the very things I hate. When I act against my own will, that means I have a self that acknowledges that the Law is good, and so the thing behaving in that way is not my self but sin living in me […]” According to Hare, the typical case of moral weakness is a case of “ought, but can’t”.
 The inability which Hare ascribes to the agent who displays moral weakness is not a physical, but a psychological inability. “[I]t is often true,” says Hare, “that a man is physically in a position and strong, knowledgeable and skilful enough, &c., to do what he thinks he ought … [but] … [i]n a deeper sense the man cannot do the act”,
 he can’t bring himself to do what he thinks he ought to do. Judging from this, one might think that the morally weak agent may well be free in doing what she actually does, viz. what she thinks she ought not to do. As an interpretation of Hare’s account, however, that would be wrong. This becomes obvious when we take into account a quotation from Medea, Hare’s second chief witness. Hare quotes approvingly from Ovid’s Metamorphoses a passage where Medea reports her futile attempt to resist her passion for Jason: “[A]n unknown compulsion bears me, all reluctant down. Urged this way – that – on Love’s or Reason’s course, I see the better: do the worse.”
 So Hare’s true thesis concerning moral weakness is that the agent is unable to do anything different from what she actually does, i.e. that due to her desires she is compelled to do what she thinks she ought not to do. Significantly enough, Hare refers to cases of obsessional neurosis as clearest examples that “in a deeper sense” somebody cannot act. This makes clear that on Hare’s account of moral weakness a morally weak agent doesn’t act autonomously, since not even condition (1) of the explication of autonomy is fulfilled. As a matter of fairness I should add that Hare does say more about moral weakness; this, however, rather concerns the special problem which moral weakness poses for his moral prescriptivism and therefore does not bear relevance to our problem.

(ii) Contrary to Hare, Gary Watson argues that weakness of will must be distinguished from compulsion. In a nutshell, his proposal is this: if a person doesn’t resist a desire which “the possession of the normal degree of self-control would enable [her] to resist”,
 then she is weak. If, however, she doesn’t resist a desire which is “such that the normal capacities of resistance are or would be insufficient to enable the agent to resist”,
 it is a case of compulsion. So when we blame an agent for being weak-willed in a certain situation, we intimate that this very person could have resisted her actual desires had she only developed the capacity of self-control which is normally possessed by others. So we don’t see a weak-willed agent as a victim of her desires as it is true in cases of compulsion. We rather see her as somebody who due to her own fault hasn’t acquired or maintained the skills necessary for normal self-control. Here the qualification “normal” indicates that the standards of self-control which an agent is expected to fulfil are relative to the society in which she lives. When an agent fails to meet the standards of normal self-control, we take her to be responsible for her weak-willed action. 

To resume: in a case of weakness of will the desire the agent acts upon is indeed resistible, i.e., it is resistible for anyone who possesses the normal amount of self-control, yet for the agent in question it is not resistible. Applying this result to our question of whether a weak-willed agent is autonomous, Watson’s answer must be negative. Even though he claims that the weak-willed agent acts intentionally,
 he denies that she acts freely. So, just as it was with Hare, according to Watson’s account of weakness of will the first condition of being autonomous is not fulfilled.

(iii) Let us now turn to the potentially most influential modern account of weakness of will, viz. to the one offered by Donald Davidson. Incidentally, talking of one account of his may be controversial, but I take it that in his later writings he only expanded and refined what he originally proposed in his article “How is Weakness of the Will Possible?”. Davidson characterizes an action that reveals weakness of will in the following way:

“In doing x an agent acts incontinently if and only if: (a) the agent does x intentionally; (b) the agent believes there is an alternative action y open to her; and (c) the agent judges that, all things considered, it would be better to do y than to do x.”

According to (a) a weak-willed action is performed intentionally and, as Davidson would add, freely.
 So if a person acts incontinently in a Davidsonian sense, condition (1) of acting autonomously is fulfilled, too. To find out, whether condition (2) is or at least can also be fulfilled, we have to understand Davidson’s account more deeply. 

Davidson’s proposed solution of the problem of weakness of will makes use of a distinction between two types of evaluative judgements, viz. conditional or prima facie evaluative judgements on the one hand and unconditional evaluative judgements or evaluative judgements sans phrase on the other hand.
 The easiest way to characterize a conditional evaluative judgement is by means of an example: if I want to buy a car, if there are two cars on offer, a Ford and a VW, and if the Ford has my favourite colour, then, as far as the colour is concerned, I prefer buying the Ford. If, however, the Ford is more expensive than the VW that may result in my preferring to buy the VW. In this example, just two things have been considered, viz. colour and prize. In the case of weakness of will, however, Davidson maintains that the agent forms an all things considered judgement, i.e., a judgement of the following type: judging on the basis of all the relevant evidence which is available, action y is better than action x. Bear in mind, this still is a conditional judgement, because the agent’s preferring action y to action x is conditional on the evidence which she takes into account. An unconditional judgement on the other hand would be, e.g., “action y is better than action x” – sans phrase, that is without reference to the evidential basis for this judgement. The unconditional judgement, Davidson claims, corresponds to an intention, and therefore only a judgement of this type can directly lead to action.

One would expect an agent, who holds the conditional all things considered judgment that action y is better than action x, to form the corresponding unconditional judgment “action y is better than action x”. This would be justified, and in normal cases that is exactly what happens. In cases of weakness of will, however, the agent who holds that all things considered action y is better than action x proceeds to the unconditional judgement “action x is better than action y”. To be sure, something went wrong with this agent, yet the two judgements, the conditional and the unconditional one, don’t contradict each other logically. But what did go wrong? According to Davidson there is a principle which every “rational man will accept in applying practical reasoning: perform the action judged best on the basis of all available relevant reasons”.
 This principle, Davidson suggests, may be called the principle of continence, and it is this principle that the weak-willed agent doesn’t obey. 

The conceptual framework I have just presented allows Davidson to give a consistent description of weak-willed action: the weak-willed agent, indeed, judges that, all things considered, it would be better to do y than to do x, and she does x intentionally, since she acts on her unconditional judgement that it is better to do x than it is to do y. So the weak-willed agent has indeed a reason for doing x, yet she has no reason for acting against her better reasons, which are in favour of doing y.
After this exposition of Davidson’s account there is still the open question as to whether this account is compatible with autonomy as sketched above. We have seen that condition (1) is fulfilled, but what about condition (2)? Is it conceivable that the pro-attitudes which lead the agent to perform x are pro-attitudes the agent wants to be action-guiding? I must admit that I am not completely certain as far as that issue is concerned, but for all I can see the answer must be affirmative.

However, Davidson claims that every creature which is “in a position to decide anything” accepts the principle of continence, because only then it is possible “that we can intelligibly attribute propositional attitudes to it, or that we can raise the question whether it is in some respect irrational”.
 Now it may well be that the weak-willed agent has a second-order volition that her desire to do x be effective, but isn’t it necessary for her as a rational being to have a second-order volition that the principle of continence be effective in her acting? To this question the answer is definitely “no”, since, as Davidson argues, “it makes sense to imagine that a person has the principle without being aware of it or able to articulate it.”
 If the agent need not even be aware of her having or accepting the principle of continence, she certainly need not have a matching second-order volition. 

Since according to Davidson’s account the weak-willed agent acts freely, and since it is possible that the agent wants the pro-attitudes which led her to perform x to be action-guiding, must we conclude that on Davidson’s account acting from weakness of will is compatible with acting autonomously? Again, the answer is “no”, but that is due to condition (3). To this I will come back soon. 

(iv) Though it may, with respect to Davidson’s proposal, not have been completely unambiguous, whether the weak-willed agent could subscribe to a certain second-order volition, the account I’m now going to present makes the answer much easier. Traditionally, tackling the problem of weakness of will meant trying to describe and explain how such irrational behaviour can occur, yet George Ainslie, the next author I will consider, urges us rather to investigate how people behave rationally. Whereas Davidson asked “How is Weakness of the Will Possible?” Ainslie emphasizes we should rather ask “How is Strength of Will Possible?”. To his view, which is based on empirical research, there is nothing mysterious in acting in a way weak-willed agents do, yet there is much to explain as to how one can act rationally. Empirical research confirms that people indeed try to maximize their prospective rewards, but, contrary to the assumption of utility theorists, “they discount their prospects using a different formula from the one that’s obviously rational”.
 If Ainslie is right, people are by nature predisposed to discount expected values hyperbolically and not exponentially, but only the latter conforms to our standards of rationality. Let me spare you (or rather us) mathematical details: the gist of the matter is that according to Ainslie the evaluation of future events is a function of their distance in time.

One of Ainslie’s examples may be helpful for clarification: 

“If I ask a roomful of people to imagine that they’ve won a contest and can choose between a certified check for $100 that they can cash immediately and a postdated certified check for $200 that they can’t cash for three years, more than half of the people usually say they would rather have the $100 now. If I then ask what about $100 in six years versus $200 in nine years, virtually everyone picks the $200. But this is the same choice seen at six years’ greater distance.”
 

The consequence of this finding for the problem of weakness of will can be understood best, when we think of situations where at t1 an agent knows that she must choose at some future time t2 between a minor, but at t2 present good x and a major, but at t2 still future good y. If at t1 she evaluates x less than y, this shouldn’t have changed at t2 – at least ceteris paribus and according to a standard assumption of utility theory. However, due to the hyperbolic character of her discount curves, i.e. due to the fact that hyperbolic discount curves are more bowed than exponential discount curves, there may be an interval of time during which the agent actually evaluates x more than y. That is perfectly compatible with the fact that at time t3 the agent again evaluates x less than y. As can be seen, our preferences concerning a choice between two goods need not stay constant, yet this result is contrary to a basic assumption of utility theory. What happened, then, between t1 and t2 and between t2 and t3 respectively? Did the agent change her mind? To this one could answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’, but I’m inclined to say ‘no’.
 The agent didn’t come to new insights, she didn’t weigh the alternatives anew, she simply didn’t do anything! Instead, the observable change in her preferences is built right into her evaluation of the alternatives at t1.

According to Ainslie’s model, weakness of will is, as he puts it, “just maximizing expected reward, discounted in highly bowed curves”,
 and the fact that the preferences of a weak-willed agent oscillate is nothing to be surprised about. 

Weakness of will, therefore, must neither be described as a case of psychological inability or compulsion, nor as being overwhelmed by or yielding to a desire. In displaying what we call “weakness of will” the agent acts exactly according to the desires she has at the time of action. Nothing at all contradicts the assumption that her action be free, as is required in condition (1), and equally nothing speaks against ascribing to her a second-order volition that the pro-attitudes which in fact led her to act be effective, as is required in condition (2). But would her weak-willed action count as being autonomous? 

What follows now holds true with respect to Ainslie’s account as well as with respect to Davidson‘s. Even though in this case the weak-willed agent may have the second-order volition which is required for autonomy, this second-order volition doesn’t stay unchanged over a considerable period of time. Instead, even according to Ainslie’s model the weak-willed agent typically regrets what she has done, and after performing the weak-willed action she very often explicitly doesn’t want the first-order desire on which she acted to be effective any more. So condition (3) for autonomous actions is not fulfilled, and again we have a negative result.

Let us pause for a moment and consider where we’ve got so far. According to two of the four accounts of weakness of will we have examined, i.e. according to Hare’s and Watson’s account, a weak-willed action fails to be autonomous because it cannot count as free or non-compulsive. As I mentioned in passing, when you accept higher-order preferences accounts of weakness of will a weak-willed action may well count as free, but by definition the second condition for autonomous actions is violated. And as far as the last two accounts, viz. Davidson’s and Ainslie’s, are concerned, to be sure, it was possible to think of conditions (1) and (2) as being fulfilled, yet condition (3) provided an unsurpassable obstacle.

What is needed for weakness of will to be consistent with autonomy is an account of weakness of will which allows it to ascribe to the agent persistent (and relevant) second-order volitions. This is almost inconceivable, though, one should think, when one recalls that weakness of will is typically accompanied with regretting and being ashamed. However, there is one account which seems to allow exactly what we are looking for. 

(v) Ursula Wolf objects to Hare’s thesis that typical cases of weakness of will are cases of “ought but can’t”, i.e. cases in which the agent is psychologically unable to do what she thinks she ought to do, and she equally turns against Davidson’s thesis that the weak-willed agent acts freely against her better judgement. If the action somebody freely performs differs from what she claims to be the better course of action, then, Wolf maintains, it follows analytically that she doesn’t really take the alternative course of action to be better. Note, therefore, that to Wolf’s mind there is no such thing as acting against one’s better judgement.
 Cases of weakness of will are rather cases which at first glance look as if the agent acted against her better judgement.

Wolf argues that in cases of weakness of will we are confronted with a cognitive mistake in the self-image of the weak-willed agent, and that this mistake is what she calls an “interested mistake”, i.e. a mistake the weak-willed agent has an interest to make.
 On the one hand, a weak-willed agent wishes to be, in her own eyes as well as in the eyes of other people, a person who in acting follows certain principles. On the other hand, she doesn’t want to abstain from satisfying her different first order desires, though some of them conflict with her principles. When she claims to think one course of action best, although she follows a different course of action she gets tangled up in a web of contradictions, since that’s like wanting to have the cake and eat it. Since Wolf works on the assumption that deeds speak louder than words, this contradiction can only get resolved by admitting that one isn’t the person as which one would like to see oneself.

To avoid or block off this unpleasant self-assessment – at least temporarily –, the agent may use her ability to deceive herself. Wolf points out two important techniques of self-deception.
 The first strategy for preserving an acceptable self-image makes use of self-deception in exploiting the difference in time between, say, resolving to follow a certain moral principle and not acting accordingly. At least during the time which passes between her forming the resolution to act on that moral principle and the time when she could perform the act she can cherish the illusion that she really wants to follow that moral principle. When it comes to acting accordingly, however, this illusion is likely to collapse, yet then a second strategy of self-deception is ready at hand. 

The second strategy may be called “rationalisation”. For our purposes there are two different techniques to be distinguished: a) the agent who employs the first kind of rationalisation makes use of the fact that every principle admits of well-founded exceptions. One very popular and widespread variety of deceiving oneself in this way is special pleading. Though the agent claims to accept a moral principle, when the time of action arrives she lifts, as Hare once called it, a corner of the net,
 so that she escapes from the principle’s scope of regulation. Rationalizing one’s actions consists either in redescribing them in a way that they fit perfectly well to one’s beliefs and pro-attitudes, or in adjusting one’s beliefs appropriately. And it is clear from the start that after rationalizing one’s behaviour it will turn out that to act on the first order desire which is incompatible with that moral principle was the best thing to do.

In point of fact, however, what in those cases the agent claims to be her reasons for acting are only a pretext. Wolf maintains that though this technique may be quite successful at the time of acting, it becomes transparent to the agent at some later time when she regrets her action. I think, this may very well often be the case, but it ain’t necessarily so. Some people succeed in rationalizing their actions over a pretty long time.

b) The second kind of rationalisation that Wolf points our attention to allows an agent to follow her first order desires openly and without reservation, since she declares just this way of behaviour to be part of how she views herself. As Wolf puts it: 

“When we let ourselves be determined by our immediate wishes, without taking further consequences into account, we often talk in a way that we declare that in the end it is not very important what we do and who we are; that basically it doesn’t mean much or it doesn’t really matter what one does. In this way we need not say that our immediate wishes as such are most important to us, but can instead hold up our behaviour as expression of our distanced relation to ourselves and the world.”

Wolf hastens to add that it is quite possible, though, to have such a self-image without intending to rationalize one’s behaviour. However, when this kind of dissociation from one’s self is exercised in situations in which it comes in handy to the agent it gives cause for suspicion. 

Let us now return to the question whether weakness of will is compatible with autonomy. As I said earlier, Wolf denies that there is such a thing as acting against one’s better judgement; but of course there is a phenomenon which we are used to calling “weakness of will”, and Wolf analyses this phenomenon by referring to the agent’s self-image and the strategy of self-deception.

When the agent rationalizes her behaviour by making use of a time difference, she deceives herself insofar as she thinks she asserts to a moral principle; she intends to do x at t1, and that would mean to follow the moral principle, but at t1 she doesn’t do x, but instead she does y. Wolf emphasizes that the agent performs her weak-willed action freely, so condition (1) is met. Since Wolf holds that deeds speak louder than words, to her mind, at least, the agent’s doing y provides sufficient evidence for ascribing to the agent the belief that in the actual situation y is for her the best thing to do. Therefore, to my mind, nothing should prevent us from also ascribing to her the second-order volition that her desire to do y be action guiding. In this case, condition (2) would be fulfilled. Taking Wolf’s position seriously, we may also assume that the agent’s second-order desire is relatively persistent. Judging from Wolf’s characterization of the agent we may safely assume that the agent will regularly slide back and fail to put that moral principle into action. But that is not enough for satisfying condition (3). It suffices only for the first part of it. What is lacking in this example is the agent’s identification with her relevant second-order desire. This she definitely wouldn’t do, since, as has become clear, part of her self-image consists in her wish to follow the moral principle. So condition (3) is not fulfilled.
When the agent rationalizes her behaviour by way of special pleading, she deceives herself in the same way as just discussed: she mistakenly thinks she asserts to a moral principle; in this case, however, she doesn’t intend to do x at t1, because due to her deceiving herself she doesn’t believe that the moral principle is properly applicable at t1; therefore she doesn’t do x, but instead she does y. 

As I just said, according to Wolf weak-willed actions are free actions; and since again there is nothing which speaks against ascribing to the agent the second-order volition that her desire to do y be action guiding, conditions (1) and (2) can be regarded as being fulfilled. As to the persistence of the second-order volition which is required by condition (3) remember that Wolf claimed the self-deception would become transparent to the agent when she regrets her action. If this is true, I think the second-order desire couldn’t really count as being persistent and therefore condition (3) would not be fulfilled. If, however, my hypothesis is correct according to which some people succeed in rationalizing their actions in this way over a pretty long time, we would be confronted with a persistent second-order desire. But what about the required identification of the agent with her second-order desire? Couldn’t she identify herself with the second-order volition to act according to the moral principle she seemingly adheres to, as well as with the second-order volition that her desire to do y be action guiding? After all, since the agent is deceiving herself she certainly won’t experience any problem. Here I take sides with Joel Feinberg:

“To the degree to which a person is autonomous he is not merely the mouthpiece of other persons or forces. Rather his tastes, opinions, ideals, goals, values, and preferences are all authentically his. […] A person is authentic to the extent that […] he can and does subject his opinions and tastes to rational scrutiny. He is authentic to the extent that he can and does alter his convictions for reasons of his own, and does this without guilt or anxiety.”

Since in the example under discussion the agent succumbs to self-deception and so definitely doesn’t subject her opinions, tastes etc. to rational scrutiny, I think we can’t ascribe to her that she adequately identifies herself with her persistent second-order desire.
 Therefore in this case, too, condition (3) is not met, and her doing y can’t count as an autonomous action.

Finally, when the agent rationalizes her behaviour in the sense of pretending indifference, she deceives herself with respect to the wishes that are important to her, or rather she deceives herself with respect to the wishes she wants to be action-guiding. Though her respective actions may well be free and, for the sake of argument, she even may have some persistent second-order desires, she certainly doesn’t identify with them. An alternative way of characterizing her is ascribing to her a couldn’t-care-less-attitude, and this points to the element which is lacking, viz. the essential element of “caring” to which Frankfurt has pointed our attention. 

III

Let me try to summarize briefly: I started with a rough and ready working account of autonomy or rather of autonomous actions. The conditions of autonomy I mentioned were only necessary conditions, and I admit that I hesitate to claim they are jointly sufficient. Afterwards I presented five contemporary accounts of weakness of will and investigated whether according to any of these accounts a weak-willed action could count as being autonomous. Always the answer was negative, though the respective reasons differed considerably. To be honest, this result is not extremely surprising. As long as weakness of will is characterized as acting against one’s better judgement and experienced as being at least unwelcome, one should have thought that it would take a considerable number of arguments and persuasiveness to show that a weak-willed action might be autonomous. As we saw, however, once we add the element of self-deception, there is at least a chance for making the two compatible. To realize it, one would have to modify the sketchy account of autonomy I gave; it would suffice to drop the condition that the agent identify herself with her second-order desire. Whether that would be a good idea, I rather leave for discussion.

Anyway, claiming that a weak-willed action can’t be autonomous is far from claiming that a weak-willed person is not autonomous. Autonomy is a sort of general property. A person can be more or less autonomous, but if somebody acts non-autonomously in one situation that doesn’t mean she is non-autonomous tout court. It goes without saying that one weak-willed action doesn’t have the effect that the person is not autonomous. The only thing one can safely say is that she is not autonomous with respect to that particular action.
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