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CHAPTER THREE

PRACTICAL NECESSITY
AND THE CONSTITUTION OFCHARACTER

ROMAN ALTSHULER

Williams scrupulously avoids presenting anythinkglia system, that
is, a framework in which all the important term® aigorously defined
and the relations between them clearly laid outs Thoften a strength of
his account: rather than getting bogged down innd&Mns, as often
happens in contemporary thought, he aims to disdirestly what those
definitions signify. And what they signify, in theessy context of our
ethical lives, is often just fuzzy enough that tm dor precision would be
unnecessarily obfuscatory. But at the same timdiahik is clearly a
systematic thinker, insofar as the same conceriks camcepts inform
much of his writing. And if anything is a nexusrimuch of his thought, it
is the concept of character, along with the relatedion of practical
necessity. These are central to elements of hik wagr diverse as his
attacks on morality systems, his attempt to cut@Goedian knot of free
will, and his skepticism about the desirabilityimimortality. My first, and
central task here will thus be to attempt to makase of Williams’s
conception of character, before suggesting impbrtaays in which
Williams himself relies on the obscurity of the ioot

Practical Necessity and Deliberation

Before tracing Williams’s understanding of characte will help to
begin with his account of practical necessity. Imawfollows, | will use
the concept of practical necessity interchangeatith that of moral
incapacity. The relation between the two is, esalypt that between a
positive and a negative description of the sanmgtHi might be tempting
to think that if practical necessity propels mepiat course of action, my
inability to follow another course is a moral ineafly, but this is not
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exactly right. If, for example, it is necessary foe to help a child gorge
on candy, it does not follow that | am morally ipeaitated from doing
something else, such as stuffing myself with thedgainstead, though of
course it follows that if | am necessitated to ae ¢hing, | cannot also do
another which is excluded by it. On the other hahd, moral incapacity
prevents me from allowing the child to walk dowr ttoad to diabetes,
then it is practically necessary that | not do $bhe relation between
practical necessity and moral incapacity, in otherds, is the relation
between “I must” and “I must not,” where the latisrtaken to mean
something more than it does in “since | must dtivehe bank today, |
must not walk there.”

It is clear that Williams takes practical necessiybe central to an
understanding of character. He notes, for exantphk, “if we can shed
light on moral incapacity we can shed some light the idea of
‘character™ (Williams 1995a, 47). More informatiye “incapacities can
not only set limits to character and provide caodg of it, but can also
partly constitute its substance” (Williams 198180}l That practical
necessity should both set the limits of charactet eonstitute it follows
from the fact that it is an expression of “undertyidispositions” of the
agent (Williams 1995a, 52), when those dispositians applied to a
concrete situation. In this sense, for examplis, @ne thing for a butler to
have a disposition toward being honest, and andthénd that, asked by
the constable whether his master is home, he fimalshe must answer in
the affirmative. The latter is an expression of digposition, but not one
that is already implied by the butler’'s having tfisposition in question,
since not everyone disposed towards honesty wiid fihemselves
compelled to be honest about everything. So eveases where practical
necessity follows more or less straightforwardignfrthe agent’s existing
dispositions, the transition from the latter to tbemer is a mediated one.

The mediation is provided by deliberation (Williari®85, 187-8;
1995a, 52). Williams’s concern is, first and foreshoto distinguish
practical necessities as involving a specificallgrah character from what
he calls psychological incapacities, though his afsénoral” here should
not be confused with the idea that the incapacitieguestion are to be
identified with utilitarian or Kantian motives. Qeaithe opposite; Williams
suggests that we take “moral” in its broadest seasé it is a centerpiece
of his view that the motives and reasons designatednoral in the
dominant ethical theories represent only a smditlsss of morality. In
the category of psychological incapacity, by costirave find such things
as the inability to feast on the brains of livingmkeys, or to answer e-
mails from one’s doctoral advisees. While he netase other distinctions
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between the two—for example, a psychological incapavorks such that
if | attempted to perform the action, | would faithile a moral incapacity
means that | will not try (Williams 1995a, 49)—Wilins aims to

distinguish psychological from moral incapacitigsdituating them within

an agent's deliberation. Psychological incapacifi@sction much like

physical incapacities, as inputs into deliberatiéor example, | need not
deliberate about whether to take an hour or fivautes to get to work
because the latter is impossible, and similarlyeedch not deliberate
whether to write a paper a month in advance ofalitee; | know that |

will be unable to do so, and thus direct my dehitien toward things | can
do.

Practical necessities, on the other hand, exptessanclusion of a
deliberation. This follows from the point above ey, that dispositions
do not, for the most part, express themselvestioradirectly, but require
some activity on the part of the agent. This attjin Williams'’s view, is
a process of deliberation that focuses the undweglydispositions of
character on the specific case at hand, and mdgl gie their basis a
conclusion of the form “I must do this” or “I carindo that.” | say that it
may yield such a conclusion because, of courset daiberative contexts
do not. Often, in deliberation, | reach a conclasgmply about what |
should do, or what | will do, or, most naturallyhat to do. Practical
necessities are only a subset of such conclusieish is why Williams
urges us to consider them as expressing intentiavisich most
philosophers now take to be the conclusions ofbdedition (Williams
1981b, 18). Williams grants that, as with psychological incafias, the
recognition of a moral incapacity may sometimesaacan “excluder,” that
is, as an input into deliberation that serves toofucertain upshots of that
deliberation in advance. But in such cases, anotieliberation is
presupposed, this time not on the basis of thetipedcnecessity but
“upstream” from it. The point of the distinction, ithen, to impart on
practical necessity a certain mark of agency tlaple psychological
incapacities lack.

At the same time, however, Williams stresses thatconclusion of a
practical necessity involves a genuine discoverthenpart of the agent.
In most cases, of course, successfully making wgsomind involves
nothing like a discovery, but where the conclus®a practical necessity,
agents do discover something about themselvesthbgtare unable to do
(or to avoid doing) a certain thing. What makess thbssible is, once
again, the fact that deliberation focuses undeglgispositions, and these
dispositions may well be ones agents did not ajréadw they had or, at
the least, did not know would be manifested in thaticular way.



Practical Necessity and the Constitution of Charact 43

Because practical necessity involves a discovérys not simply “up to
me” in the way something like a choice between podding and Créme
Brdlée might be. Thus, while Williams aimed to gliguish moral from
psychological incapacities in order to stress thgential aspect, he wants
also to align them with physical inabilities. Thene, of course, important
differences between, say, an inability to kill amnaal because one is
repulsed by the thought of doing harm, and theilialio kill it because
one lacks the necessary equipment. Gary Watsos ttabe, respectively,
performance conditions and enabling conditions @aiat2004, 92). As
Watson notes, the latter are a subset of the foryedrboth do play a
predictive role. Williams is willing to grant thahere is an important
difference. Physical inabilities determine thatestain type of action will
not be done, at least not unless the world undsrgoehange. Moral
incapacities, on the other hand, mean that a ceatdion will not be done
intentionally: if | judge that | cannot defraud rfyend, | may still do so
by accidentally signing a letter which has thatssmuence.

The distinction between the moral and physical paciies here is
already thin. On the view of action | find mostydéle (though not one
Williams endorses), the analogy is even strongegabse even in
ingeniously concocted thought experiments whereettect same bodily
movement may be performed either intentionally nintentionally with
the same consequences, and it is such that the agend be unable,
morally, to do it, | doubt there is much senselte tlaim that the agent
might perform the same action unintentionally. Atentional movement
and an unintentional one can only be the sameradtiowe think actions
just are bodily movements. But we need not go th® metaphysics of
action to reach Williams’s conclusion. That | canflg by flapping my
arms is as good a reason as any to predict thdt hot do so. But that |
cannot defraud my friend to curry favor with my eogsor seems
similarly reliable, though only to a more limitedtate of epistemically
privileged acquaintances. Practical necessity,,thambines the features
of an exercise of agency with those of the negessiblved in prediction.

Character and Will

There is more to character than practical necesbitg former notion
is usually left intentionally vague, and it is sifigant that, when drawing
on the role of character in his arguments, Williagenerally leaves the
philosophical work to be done not by characteruwhsbut by one of its
constituent part5But on a preliminary sketch, “an individual perdus a
set of desires, concerns or, as | shall oftentbalin, projects, which help
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to constitute a character” (Williams 1981c, 5). Aatthough Williams
does not say so explicitly, it is implied that cheter, at least in its
constituents, is identical with what he calls anerdtly “subjective
motivational set,” which “can contain such things dispositions of
evaluation, patterns of emotional reaction, perstmalties, and various
projects, as they may be abstractly called, emimgdgommitments of the
agent” (Williams 1981d, 105). It seems, in otherra® as if character
contains all the elements agents draw on in brgpgimout their actions or,
at least, their intentional actions. This is, inctfarequired by the
coincidence of character with the subjective mdibreal set, coupled with
Williams's argument that only reasons that can &&ched by a sound
deliberative route from that motivational set canrbasons for the agent,
and thus serve to motivate that agent’s actiondli@Mis 1981d). On this
conception, character must fully determine, oeast constrain, agendy.

Character thus serves to ground a certain kindadfilgy over time,
and in this way, as well as in the remarks thatmaral incapacities (as
expressions of character) to physical incapaciti¢djams comes closest
to a feature frequently cited in mainstream disicunss of character: its
role in prediction (Goldie 2004; Kupperman 2001hisT stability is due
both to the fact that deliberation is shaped byattar, and to the limits
practical necessity sets to action. We can calfeh@er soft limits, since
they limit by providing the sources and guidancedeliberation. But the
latter limits are also hard limits: they provideudaries it is impossible
for agents to cross. At least, they cannot croesettboundaries at will,
because to do so they would have to alter themgacities, and “nothing
one can lose at will is an incapacity. Moral inazipais explained through
the will... but it is not subject to the will” (Willims 1995a, 53-54). As
constituents of character, practical necessitied the projects or other
dispositions that give rise to them serve to guiddiberation and thus
work through the will, but are not themselves sabje the will.

But there is an aspect of Williams’s account hdrat is commonly
overlooked, and this is the claim that moral inadyais explained
through the will. This, presumably, is because mbreapacities require
deliberation, as noted above. Agency is not thehop®f a passive
working of character; insofar as actions are drigad limited by practical
necessities, themselves the upshots of deliberatie@y bear the mark of
agency. The point merits repeating because it l&mads important aspect
of Williams’s view of character: that the constit® of character can
themselves be the products of the will. As Taylatspt, “what Williams
means to indicate by character is something tbagptme extent, we have
chosen” (Taylor 1995, 276). The “to some extenihiportant, since some
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aspects of character clearly cannot be somethiag“tie have chosen”:
desires and patterns of emotional reaction, fomgma, do not typically
seem to be the products of choice, although they stand in some
rational relations to, and thus be partially cangtd by, other aspects of
mental life which are up to us in a more directsge(Smith 2005; Moran
2001). Some aspects of character, however, do f¢eebe something
chosen: projects and, as indicated, practical s#@Es presuppose
deliberation “upstream” from them. So the undergalfhct that our
behavior is often predictable does not indicate ihes not up to us: the
features that make prediction possible are theraselpshots of our will.
Just how this move works is a tricky question. ®ayfor example,
presents a purported counterexample of a practinadpacity (a
revolutionary who, after deliberation, decides it &omeone who has
betrayed his group, but finds he cannot pull thggar), noting that
deliberation does not seem to enter into the actidinthe deliberation
supports the trigger pulling. But Williams suggethsat “the idea of a
possible deliberation by the agent in such termegjus the best picture of
what the incapacity is” (Williams 1995a, 51; italianine). So non-
deliberative practical necessity is possible, siticés not unequivocally
true that the incapacity comes about through thibeatation: if the
deliberation is sound and convincing, it is so lbseait is the best
expression of the dispositions that were thereadlye (Williams 1995a,
52). So although Williams distinguishes practicaécessity from
psychological incapacity by an appeal to its beitge upshot of
deliberation, the deliberation need not be actialmay be merely
potential, in the sense that when examined thirdglly, the necessity
requires a potential deliberation, a link to disposs of character from
which it would have been reached had deliberatioccuned:
Nevertheless, even in such cases the mark of agendiere: what
distinguishes practical necessity from a merelychsjogical one is just
that deliberation is at least potentially presumgboas a bridge between
disposition and practical conclusion; the dispos#i must be fit to
rationally motivate the conclusion for this agemind thus operate
differently from incapacities that make actionsgigylogically impossible.

The Will and Authority

| have been arguing that Williams presents a unigew of character,
one worth taking seriously. On this view, charactetermines our agency
by structuring deliberation and setting limits tdeintional action in ways
that can ground prediction, much as physical iit#sl or causal chains
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can. But at the same time, at least some featuresharacter are the
upshots of choice and arrived at via deliberatiBwen if no actual
deliberation occurred, some of our practical natiesgand perhaps other
features of character) are so related to othemdispns of character that
their occurrence in the agent presupposes a pateietiberation, and thus
allows us to see them as products of the agentls &b practical
necessities are states with a dual feature, bewth bonstituents of
character and products of will. On a more intenggtieading, however,
these features of our moral psychology are not lsippmducts of the will.
They are, rather, constituents of the will justtlsy are constituents of
character. It is not simply that, working from cheter, the will via
deliberation creates new dispositions. Rather,dispositions can play a
role within the working of the will because theyeathemselves
constitutive of agency.

This is the point at which character enters intdlisns’s well-known
attacks on moral theories. Against utilitarianigre,argues that agents can
only attain happiness through the pursuit of prigjemd commitments. If
those commitments conflict with the requirementsnximize happiness,
utilitarians cannot simply maintain that here agemust be prepared to
shrug off those commitments, since a theory conaghito maximizing
happiness cannot demand that agents abjure negeeghs to it (Smart
and Williams 1973). Against the Kantian view, onre tlother hand,
Williams argues that impartial morality requiresatth where moral
principles come into conflict with the deliverances the agent's
character, the moral principles “must be requi@dvin; and that cannot
necessarily be a reasonable demand on the ageiitiafid¢ 1981c, 210).
But this is not, by itself, a serious criticismkKdintian morality in the way
Williams intends. If, for example, | am committedl ¢ausing others to
suffer for my own gratuitous pleasure, it is hardlgriticism of any moral
theory that it holds that the prohibitions on myi@ts are not ones | care
about, or ones it is reasonable to expect me tdeaby. That human
beings may be psychologically predisposed not loviomoral precepts is
not an objection to a moral theory; to provide sanhobjection, one must
argue that the features of character that cladhmdral principles have an
authority that overrides those principles, not rheréhat the agent's
psychology makes her unwilling to follow them. Tdmgument works well
enough against utilitarianism, or at least versiaisit that ground
authority in desire satisfaction or happiness; thatrequirement to
maximize the overall good would conflict with ag&nability to pursue
their own good at least looks like a plausibleidifity to raise, especially
if we recognize that those whose good makes upottezall good are
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themselves agents, for it is a conflict betweea hkd like. But that is not,
or not clearly, what happens when personal desireemmitments come
into conflict with a morality that is grounded iaason. For the argument
to be plausible here, the desires too must havee sational authority.
Where, then, does that authority originate?

One suggestion is that the authority originatemfaharacter’s relation
to a person’s reasons to live. Williams distingesioetween the sorts of
desires that are conditional on being alive an@rsthcategorical desires,
which do give us a reason to go on living, becawsédng those desires
involves caring about seeing them satisfied by sbimg that can occur
only if I am alive (Williams 1973; 1981c). | mayrf example, want to
finish grading papers so that | will not have t@yide an unconvincing
excuse to my students tomorrow, but this desiegisally well satisfied by
my dying before class, and thus does not by itgeé me a reason to
prefer one way or the other of fulfilling it. This a conditional desire. If,
on the other hand, | want to see my plans for wdddination come to
fruition, this is a categorical desire: it gives meeason to live insofar as
the desire is incompatible with my dying beforasitsatisfied. Provided
that some categorical desires or projects are @eepgh that | cannot
retain a reason to go on living if they are lost, Williams's view, they
have the authority to trump at least some confiigtinoral demands. This
argument, however, proves too much because it seealow that absurd
commitments on my part can trump extremely strdpiggations to others
that | happen to be indifferent to. It would meéar, example, that my
passion for book collecting can license me to steat first edition of The
Sun Also Rises, provided | do not care that itseabe will drive you to
suicide. But it also proves too little, because @muntless moral
philosophers from Plato to the present have argiésl,a central feature
of morality that it can sometimes legitimately requthe agent to die
rather than violate its demands. If so, then itrseenorality should equally
have the authority to trump the agent’s reasonspfeferring to go on
living, all the more so if we recognize that agemty be able, in the wake
of such a tragic dilemma, to acquire new projects.

Another suggestion might be that the authority sterinom
identification. As Williams tells us, “a moral ingacity in the sense under
discussion is one with which the agent is iderdifi@Villiams 1995a, 54).
A similar sentiment is at play in the insistencattlacting on a moral
incapacity cannot excuse one from blame becauseiritapacities we are
considering here are ones that help to constithracter, and if one
acknowledges responsibility for anything, one mustknowledge
responsibility for decisions and action which axpressions of character”
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because “to be an expression of character is pertieEpmost substantial
way in which an action can be one’s own” (William®81a, 130).
Character is thus paradigmatic of what one taksgamsibility for. But as
it stands, this claim seems mistaken. As we've s¥¢iliams presents
character as constituted by many features we woatdnormally think
agents are responsible for, principally desiresly oine features of
character that are also constitutive of willing, time sense suggested
above, can allow for responsibility. But even dignaling the question of
how we are to make this separation within charadtés not clear how
authority is to be grounded.

The demands of character are not ironclad. As 8¥ili notes, to say
that agents have a moral incapacity is to imply they will not do a thing
even if provided with an incentive to deviate. Bloéy may yield under
torture. This, by itself, does not undermine thairol that the incapacities
lack authority, or that they are not incapacitids.a comparison with
psychological incapacities, Watson adduces the pkaof agoraphobics
who are able to leave their house when it catcimefre; this shows, on
his view, that in extreme cases incapacities caoveecome, but not that
they do not function as incapacities under norni@umstances. It does
not, in other words, show that incapacities aréant only tendencies to
give more weight than normal to certain reasonst§éfa2004). A more
serious issue stems from the fact that agents lvamge their character and
thus their identifications, what Williams descrilsesthe “endurance” of a
moral incapacity (Williams 1995a, 54). Agents mayme to see an
incapacity as a burden, and may work to overcomé this happens, it
shows that they have already ceased identificatidth the relevant
dispositions, which have consequently become mesgchmlogical
incapacities. Again, this shows that not all ousiges, commitments, or
incapacities are constitutive of character. A pcatt necessity that
presupposed deliberation might, after a changehénagent’'s character,
cease to be of the right form to follow from deligigon, lose the mark of
agency, and thereby drop out of the fold of charact

The Constitution of Will and Character

If states of character exhibit endurance, thatcesse their role in
constituting character over time, this should cisibt on their authority
to counteract moral principles. The problem is aofe why certain
necessities or projects may stop being featurehafacter. One reason is
this: our characters are not piecemeal, and diffeaspects of them, even
deeply entrenched ones, may come into conflict witters, as when | find
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New Wave cinema enchantingly beautiful but alsefudily boring, or am
in love with someone who deeply repulses me. Thblpm with this kind
of ambivalence, as Harry Frankfurt calls it, istthathis state an agent
does not really have a will; his identity is ind@ténate and when he acts,
he finds himself at cross-purposes (Frankfurt 1982%uch a case, agents
may seek to shore up one of the opposing featdresawacter in order to
drive out the other. But agents may also simplyuaeqnew traits of
character. After all, it cannot simply be the c#sa agents start out life
with a fixed character and can, from then on, ugdethange in character
only through the addition of new constituents olretter via deliberation
from the old ones. But now there is a problem. ®gppl have an
experience of practical necessity associated witbedain action that
clashes with a moral obligation. For example, |incannot refuse a
request from my beloved, even when honoring it ireguembezzling from
the orphanage entrusted to my care. On William&svyit seems, if my
complaisance vis-a-vis my beloved is a genuinelyamiocapacity, it may
outweigh my obligation to the orphanage. But a yJlater my character
undergoes a change; | come to see my beloved adyudemanding and
my eyes are opened to the change every penny nirakhs lives of my
orphans. The old necessity is now, for me, a mesgchmlogical
incapacity, and | am striving to overcome it on basis of dispositions of
character that coincide with obligation. A year agme practical
disposition had authority; now, the opposite deesthis view.

This is not a happy picture of authority. By theeays own light, what
had authority can cease to have it and in factraarcounter to authority.
Once again, the picture seems to reduce genuinbortyt to the
psychological feeling of authority. But agents wiegognize that they can
come to be fundamentally opposed to what once &ettority for them
ought also to doubt what they now take to haveaitth And this is why,
even from a purely psychological standpoint, arerimilist model of
practical reason, according to which agency and waie entirely
subordinate to character, must fail. The probleowdver, is not with
Williams'’s model of agency as such, according taciitharacter and will
are co-constitutive sources of agency. The probiétim the model is the
primacy given to character, such that agents agatified with all the
features of their character even though only soreecanstituents of will.
This model subordinates dispositions bearing thekmnbagency, such as
volitional necessities, to those which lack suamark, and thus grounds
agency in aspects of the agent that are as exterrsgency as height or
hair color.
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It is in something like this mode that we shoulddwuspicious of the
passive form in which Williams notes that moraldpacity is “one with
which the agent is identified.” One criticism ofighpassive usage is
worked out in detail by van den Beld (1997), whgag a model of
practical necessity on which it is active. Notirdgatt one of Williams’s
favorite examples, Luther, says not simply “Herstand, | can do no
other,” but also adds “God help me,” van den Befglas that agents do
need help abiding by their necessities; and these then, not literal
necessities but principles which the agents agtivashdorse. | think,
however, that we need more than van den Beld'snaegt here: it is not
the model of practical necessity, as such, thashauld revise. It is the
model of the primacy of character over will. As &Je been arguing,
Williams assigns double duty to the view that cituehts of character are
the upshots of deliberation: it supports both h&stence that incapacities
of character differ fundamentally from mere psycigital incapacity and
the claim that character is the paradigmatic objettresponsibility
attribution. But if this account is to work, thendannot then make the
will, which gives features of character the mark agency, entirely
subordinate to an authority that stems from psyagiohl dispositions that
are themselves not agential. If the upshots of adtar are to have
authority to speak for the agent, this must be bseacharacter is co-
constitutive with will, rather than primary to iAnd this, | have been
suggesting, is the model we should derive fromidfills. The version of it
that he himself supports, however, one on whichwitldmparts agency to
character and yet derives its own authority frorarabter, is unstable. The
will can derive authority from character only if in turn, imparts that
authority.

If the will is partially constitutive of charactethen character must be
subject to the sort of necessity internal to th#, \eaind not merely vice
versa. Agents must identify with their characteraasonsequence of the
activity of their will; and the authority of the Wiin order to be genuine
authority, must come not from something that igsatoot external to the
will, but something within the will itself. In reo¢ metaethics, the view
best able to support such a picture is constiriviThe basic claim of this
theory is that the will is subject to normativermiples that derive their
authority from the fact that they are principlesnstitutive of agency
itself> To take just one example of such a theory astilitisn, David
Velleman argues that in deciding how to act, weessarily seek actions
that are intelligible in light of our self-underatiing and that,
consequently, only something that is governed bghsa norm of
intelligibility can count as an action (Velleman@®). In other words,
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constitutivism holds that one cannot act withouingesubject to certain

norms in just the way that one cannot count asipdaghess unless one
moves the pieces in ways prescribed by the rulesl. this means that in
acting we are necessarily subject to norms thainéeenal to agency itself,

making it possible for the will to be subject to aathority that is not

contingent, but necessary.

My aim here is not to defend this view, though pedo have shown
that Williams’s argument should lead us to someghlike it. But the
Williamsian picture | have been outlining also a@nites something
typically missing from constitutivist accounts. Guitutivists, who
generally draw their inspiration from Kant's Growatk, often focus
their accounts of agency exclusively on willing elkaracterized by
practical reason and, as Williams notes, “once thirgks about what is
involved in having a character, one can see tleaK#mtians’ omission of
character is both a condition of their ultimateistence on the demands of
impartial morality, and also a reason for findimgdequate their account
of the individual” (Williams 1981c, 210). By focumj exclusively on
norms of practical rationality, constitutivism tentb over-intellectualize
human agents who, after all, have not only a will dlso a character. My
suggestion is that while Williams cannot fully stagiate the critique of
Kantian morality without the sort of account of laotity constitutivism
offers, his view is a helpful corrective to condiitism insofar as it insists
on taking character seriously as a constituenh@fill. The will does not
operate independently of character and in disreg#rdt. Rather, it
constitutes features of character and is in tumstituted by them. In this
way, through the exercise of the will, agents cae gise, partially and in
steps, to the genuine necessities of characteoutitthereby thinking that
any satisfactory account of agency can leave ctarbehind’
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186 Notes

the Modern period who would who would have us put science to work resolving
moral problems (e.g., Masters, 1993). This approach has rhetorical advantages, to
the extent that the skeptic can then be made to look overly romantic or Luddite.
But as Williams explained in his Morality: An Introduction to Ethics (1972/2003),
the fact that a method has some level of precision does not always mean that our
reasoning for preferring that method will itself be precise, or even rational.

® As Gracia points out, only a very narrow view of philosophy and its relationship
to culture would hold that "the data necessary for philosophy were already
available to Plato and even to Thales. Indeed, they are available to every thinking
human being" (1992, p. 317).

19 The skeptic can say that it was predictable that, as more ethicists competed for
an audience off-campus, one group of them would advise another group on the
challenges of getting "requesting physicians . . . to pay attention to their
recommendations” (LaPuma & Toulmin, 1989, p. 1110), scold them because
"wherever the action is in medical ethics, the action is mostly talk" (Kass, 1990,
p. 6), and offer cautions about how an academic background might reduce one's
usefulness as an ethicist in the clinic (Caplan, 1992). These are not the grumblings
of skeptics who sneer at the idea that they would address real-world problems.
These are what will sound to the skeptic like partisan moves from ethicists who
have decided that their work on those problems won't be slowed by doubts about
justification or questions about something like moral luck.

11 At various times, some philosophers of history have suggested that we
eventually give up on the idea that we can learn from the past (Bird, 1972). But the
real concern seems to be the one that historians share with ethicists: how do we
know which details count when we try to determine what constitutes an event
worth learning from?

12 One of the best in this regard would be Phillipa Foot (2002), who in several
places (especially her paper, "Moral Dilemmas Revisited") responded directly to
Williams's skepticism.

1% Seay (2002) makes this case in more detail than | will here, arguing that, those
who reject moral theories will, in effect, have to replace them with something that
closely resembles a moral theory if they are to be able to test one judgment against
another.

Chapter Three

! In saying that most philosophers take intentions to be the conclusions of
deliberation, I am not suggesting that this is an especially simple picture. First,
there is general agreement that it is possible to form intentions without
deliberation. Second, the intention that concludes deliberation may be of at least
two types: it may be a prior intention or an intention in action. Finally, the claim is
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not meant to simply rule out the Aristotelian view that deliberation concludes in
action. Several theorists have attempted to reconcile this latter view with the claim
that what concludes an action is an intention by suggesting that all intentions are
intentions in action, such that to say that that deliberation concludes in an intention
just is to say that it concludes in action. In any case, if an action concludes the
deliberation, rather than simply interrupting it like a spasm, the action must be an
intentional one, and thus its post-deliberative inception is also the inception of an
intention.

2 Thus, for example, it is primarily (categorical) desires that are presented as giving
us a reason to live (Williams 1973; 1981c), projects or commitments that make (or
should make) the prospect of immortality unappealing (Williams 1973), projects
again that come into conflict with Kantian or utilitarian morality (Smart and
Williams 1973; Williams 1973), and practical necessities that provide the core
from which the deontological “ought” is drawn (Williams 1985).

% It is not clear whether “determine” is the right word here. It does seem as if
nothing but character can enter into the motivation of intentional action, on
Williams’s view. However, the extent to which character determines action will
depend on what we make of the “sound deliberative route” idea. If, for example,
the deliberative path from character to action is itself structured by the motives that
enter into character (that “dispositions of evaluation” and “patterns of emotional
reaction” are constituents of character is, certainly, suggestive of that idea), then
we have the familiar idea that character does fully determine agency, at least
insofar as anything does (Strawson 1994). If, on the other hand, deliberation can
operate more or less unhindered, this opens up the possibility that it may give rise
to new motivations and thus lead outside the subjective motivational set
(Korsgaard 1986). Since Williams clearly means to foreclose the latter possibility,
or is at least deeply skeptical about it (Williams 1995b), it follows that, at the least,
agency can deviate very little from the drafts laid out by character. If agents can act
out of character intentionally, this can only be in the sense that their actions follow
from motives that are more superficial than others, and less integrated with the
other projects and dispositions within the subjective motivational set.

* The claim that practical necessity, while requiring deliberation, can occur even in
the absence of actual deliberation mirrors the view that intentions can be formed
spontaneously without thereby being arational. See note [1], above.

% Constitutivism has received significant attention in recent years. For two worked
out versions of the view, see Korsgaard (2009) and Velleman (2000). Restatements
and defenses of versions of constitutivism can be found in Tubert (2010), Ferrero
(2009), and Katsafanas (2011), among others.





