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Socrates on Weakness of Will
One of Socrates' most puzzling views is the claim that AKRASIA, or weakness of will, is
impossible. We seem to encounter weakness of will on a daily basis. What is weakness of will?
Standardly, cases of weakness of will are characterized as those in which one knows or believes
that a certain action is better than another, but voluntarily does the worse action instead. There
seem to be many ways this can occur. For example, in spite of my judgement that it is best not
to have a cigarette with my morning coffee, I may nevertheless go ahead and indulge, while
continuing to think that the best thing for me to do would be to forego it. Or, in spite of my
judgement that it would be far better for me to give my lottery winnings to charity rather than
use the sum to buy CD's, I may nevertheless use it to buy the CD's, and give none of it to
charity.
Yet Socrates seems to maintain that such incontinent actions are not possible. He claims, eg., in
the dialogue Protagoras (See also Apology 25d8-26a7):
No one who either knows or believes that something else, which is in his power
to do, is better than what he is doing, subsequently does the other, when he can
do what is better. (358b7-c1)
and:
No one freely goes for bad things or things he believes to be bad; it's not...in
human nature to be prepared to go for what you think to be bad in preference to
what is good. And when he is forced to choose one of two evils, nobody will
choose the greater when he can have the lesser. (358c6-d4)
I. Desire and action in the Meno
Although Socrates' view that weakness of will is impossible conflicts with our ordinary
experience of life, his view seems to rest on very plausible assumptions. To see his point, it is
important to consider more closely the relationship between desire and action. In the Meno
(77c-78b), (and elsewhere), Socrates argues for the claim that:
NO ONE DESIRES BAD THINGS; ALL PEOPLE DESIRE GOOD THINGS.
On the face of it, this appears to commit Socrates to the claim that:
1) If an action is bad/evil, then one will not desire to do it; and if an action is good,
then one will desire to do it.
We can then add a further premise to connect this to action:
2) If I desire to perform or avoid an action, and it is in my power to do so, then I will
do so.
From this it appears that we can conclude:
3) If an action is good, and it is in my power to perform it, then I will perform it; and
if an action is bad, and it is in my power to avoid it, then I will avoid it.
But if these conclusions are correct, then if an action is bad, and I perform it anyway, it must not
have been in my power to avoid it, ie., I must have done it involuntarily. So bad action is never
voluntary.
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This argument lacks plausibility as it stands because the premise from the Meno Socrates relies
on (i.e., (1) above) seems false. Moreover, it seems to be a much stronger conclusion than the
thesis that weakness of will is impossible: the argument leads to the conclusion that no wrong
action is voluntary, but this goes beyond saying that action I believe to be wrong is involuntary.
Perhaps we should look for a different version of the argument that points to the latter rather
than the former conclusion.
II. The Meno argument: second thoughts
To start, let's consider the argument (1-3) as it stands. Should we accept the conclusion that no
one desires bad things, and everyone desires good things? It would seem not. For example,
suppose that I desire to eat a mushroom quiche I made from some mushrooms I found on a
walk in the woods. Unbeknownst to me, the mushrooms are poisonous. Eating the quiche
would be a bad thing, yet it is something I desire. Socrates considers this objection in the Meno.
He points out the distinction to Meno between:
a) Desiring bad things, knowing or believing they are bad.
b) Desiring bad things, not knowing or believing they are bad.
He argues that if one desires something bad, not knowing it is, then the object of one's desire is
something believed good, even if actually bad. In short, he argues that:
If one believes an action to be good, then one will desire to do it; and
If one believes an action to be bad, then one will not desire to do it.
The point here is to link our evaluations with our desires. Consider our practices of evaluation.
Often we make initial evaluations of courses of action, and find that several actions might be
good, or that one action appears better than another. As we proceed in our evaluations,
weighing all the pros and cons, we finally come to a judgement about what's the best thing for
us to do in the circumstances. Socrates is proposing that this evaluation leads us to action: we
want to do what we judge to be overall best in the circumstances. As he puts it in the quote
mentioned: "it is not in human nature to go for what you think to be bad in preference to what
is good." But once we've modified his claim to read:
No one desires what one judges overall to be bad; one desires what one judges overall
to be good.
The claim seems much more plausible. And if we revise the other premises accordingly, then
we are faced with the paradox of denying weakness of will. E.g.,
1*) If one believes that an action is bad/evil, then one will not desire to do it; and if
one believes the action is good, then one will desire to do it.
2*) If one desires to perform or avoid an action, and it is in one's power to do so, then
one will do so.
From this it appears that we can conclude:
3*) If one believes that an action is good, and it is in one's power to perform it, then
one will perform it; and if one believes that the action is bad, and it is in one's
power to avoid it, then one will avoid it.
But this argument yields a conclusion which denies weakness of will, yet it is not at all clear
which premise we should deny. All of the premises seem plausible, but they are inconsistent
with the common sense claim that:
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Sometimes I judge an action to be overall best, and nevertheless fail to perform it.
III. Possible responses:
--As a matter of fact, weakness of will is impossible. Ordinary cases are not what they
may seem, i.e., (3*) is unproblematic.
--The premise that we always desire what we judge best is false; judgement and desire
is not linked in this way, i.e., (1*) is false.
--The premise that we always act on our desires (where possible) is false, i.e., (2*) is false..
Divide and Conquer?
So far we have not distinguished different ways that something can be bad. On one hand
things which are harmful, or against our self-interest are bad for us; on the other hand things
may be judged morally good or bad. If we are sensitive to this distinction we may see that the
argument can be divided into two different conclusions:
• If I judge that an action is best for me, and it is in my power to perform it, then I will perform
it.
• If I judge that an action is morally best, and it is in my power to perform it, then I will
perform it.
Consider how this distinction might affect Socrates' crucial premise:
No one desires what they judge to be (morally) bad.
No one desires what they judge to be harmful (bad for them).
The first is clearly less plausible than the second, since people may make judgements not only
on the basis of moral right and wrong, but factoring in other things they value. Ie., our desires
may be responsive to other concerns besides moral value. But this in fact suggests that there are
two paradoxical ideas at stake:
Prudential paradox:
No one desires what's bad or harmful (for oneself).
All those who pursue what's bad or harmful (for themselves) do so involuntarily.
Moral Paradox:
Virtue is (moral) knowledge, i.e., one is virtuous if and only if one has moral
knowledge).
All those who act immorally and do what is wrong do so involuntarily, i.e., out of
ignorance.
IV. Where are we now?
i) We are still left with the prudential paradox if we grant the claim that people don't desire
what they judge to be bad for them.
ii) There also seem to be reasons to take seriously the moral paradox. Consider the following
arguments:
I.
a) If an action is right, it will contribute to one's flourishing; if an action is wrong it
will frustrate one's flourishing.
b) If one has knowledge of what is right and wrong, then one will know what
contributes to one's flourishing and what won't.
c) If I know that an action contributes to my flourishing, then I will desire to
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perform it.
d) If I desire to perform an action (and it is in my power to do so, etc.), I will.
e) If I know that an action is right, then (if it is in my power to do so, etc.) I will perform it.
(from a-d)
f) If I don't perform it, either I must have lacked moral knowledge, ie., I must have acted in
ignorance, or the action must not have been within my power.
g) In either case the action is not voluntary.
II.
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

If I know what is right and wrong, I will know what is best overall.
If I know what is best overall, then what I think best, is best.
If I think an action is best, then I will want to perform it.
If I want to, then I will, unless prevented.
If I don't do the right action, I must either have been prevented, or I must not have known
what was right overall.
f) In either case, the wrongness of my action was not voluntary.
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