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Weakness of the will is, apparently, an almost ubiquitous feature of
everyday life. Yet it is also a deeply puzzling phenomenon. If an
agent sincerely judges that it would be best to perform a particular
action, and believes that they are able to perform that action, it is
mysterious why — and how — they might intentionally perform an
alternative action they take to be less preferable. In the face of this
puzzle, it is tempting to be skeptical, and conclude that agents’ avow-
als that some of their intentional actions conflict with their judgments
as to how they (all things considered) ought to act are insincere. This
paper defends a different kind of skepticism about weakness of the
will. T deny neither that there is a phenomenon to be explained, nor
that the phenomenon centrally involves the loss of self-control. The
behavior we describe as weak-willed is real enough. But, I will argue,
weakness of the will is not a psychological kind. That is, the folk psy-
chological notion of weakness of the will, the notion imported largely
uncritically into philosophy, does not correspond to a useful explana-
tory category for psychology. Instead, it is an instance of a broader
phenomenon: agents switching from an effortful and basically rational
mode of information processing to a more intuitive mode. The con-
cept of weakness of the will, T will suggest, is useful neither for the
explanatory purposes of psychology nor for the practical purposes of
enhancing our ability to pursue the goals we value. But the broader
phenomenon of which it is an instance is useful for both purposes.
Hence we ought to abandon the narrower concept in favor of the
broader.

I shall approach the broader phenomenon through the narrower.
The account of the phenomenon I will offer will be empirically driven.
I will argue that the empirical data give us powerful arguments in favor
of certain views in the existing weakness of the will debate and against
others. But I will go on to suggest that explaining the entire range of
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data, experimental and observational, requires us to abandon the
belief/desire framework within which existing accounts are elaborated,
in favour of an account that adopts the vocabulary of cognitive psy-
chology.

Weakness of Will: Theoretical Options

Weakness of the will occurs when an agent performs an intentional
action despite believing that an incompatible action is both open to
them and all things considered preferable. This working definition of
weakness of the will leaves many questions open; for instance,
whether the judgment that the unperformed action is preferable must
be occurrent for the action to count as weak-willed. These are matters
that a satisfactory account of weakness of the will should settle; it
would beg substantive questions to build a resolution to them into
the definition.

Accounts of weakness of the will must answer two major ques-
tions, which we may call the ‘what’ question and the ‘how’ question.
The ‘what’ question concerns what psychological or mental states or
entities must be postulated in order to explain weakness of the will.
There are three main options available, each of which augments the
next. Adopting Richard Holton’s (1999) terminology, we may call
them the basic Humean account, the augmented Humean account,
and the will-power account. The Humean account explains weakness
of the will in terms of the interaction of beliefs and desires. The aug-
mented Humean account explains weakness of the will in terms of
the interaction of beliefs, desires, and intentions, where intentions are
irreducible to beliefs and desires. Finally, the will-power account —
Holton’s own view — postulates the existence of a separate faculty of
the will, whose job it is to maintain our resolutions by keeping us
from reconsidering them.

The ‘how’ question asks how the mental states or entities required
to explain weakness of the will actually cause weak-willed behavior.
There are two basic options here: judgment-based and desire-based
accounts. Traditional judgment-based accounts typically explain weak-
ness of the will by distinguishing between the (implicit) judgment
which causes the actual action and the (explicit) judgment which the
agent expresses. Accounts of this sort date back to Aristotle. More
recent judgment-based accounts have been proposed by Davidson
(1970) and Tenenbaum (2007). The distinction between two kinds of
judgment, the agent’s implicit and her explicit judgment (in David-
son’s terms, her all things considered judgment and her wunconditional
judgment; on Tenenbaum’s account, her direct and obliqgue cognitions)
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is invoked to explain the discrepancy between what the agents says
and what she does.

Desire-based accounts assimilate weakness of the will to something
akin to compulsion. On these accounts, agents act against their resolu-
tions because their desires impel them to. Such accounts face an obvious
objection: if weak agents are caused to act as they do by their desires,
what grounds do we have for distinguishing weakness of the will from
compulsion? There are several responses to this objection in the recent lit-
erature. Watson (1977) argues that the distinction between compulsive
actions and weak actions is normative: we describe agents as weak when
they are overcome by desires they ought to have been able to resist. Smith
(2003) argues that there is a sense in which weak agents could have
resisted their recalcitrant desires: weak agents, unlike compulsive agents,
possess the rational capacities to act as they ought. Finally Mele (1995)
argues that weak agents differ from compulsive agents, inter alia, in that
there are typically things they can do, at the very moment of action, to
reduce the causal force of their recalcitrant desires.

This brief sketch of the some of the landscape of the weakness of
the will debate serves as the background against which we must under-
stand the significance of the empirical evidence on self-control failures.
In some ways, this evidence speaks directly to the debate as it has been
framed in the recent philosophical literature, supporting a judgment-
based account of weakness of the will over a desire-based account. In
other ways, however, it provides us with reasons to abandon much of
the traditional framework, in favour of the concepts and vocabulary of
cognitive psychology.

The Empirical Evidence

I shall briefly sketch the main thrust of the empirical evidence; further
details will be added as they become relevant. There is now a substan-
tial body of work on what has become known (somewhat unfortu-
nately, I think) as ego depletion (Baumeister et al. 1998; Baumeister
2002). Ego depletion refers to the depletion of an energy source prefer-
entially drawn on by self-control mechanisms. The classic research on
ego depletion proceeds as follows: subjects are divided into two groups:
an ego depletion group and a control group. The depletion group is
given a task that draws upon their self-control reserves — say, watching
a funny movie without smiling — while the control group is given a task
matched for effortfulness but which does not require much self-control
— say, rating various options in terms of desirability. Then both groups
are given a common task that requires self-control: for example holding
one’s hand in icy water (the ‘cold pressor task’) or attempting to solve
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an anagram puzzle that is in fact insoluble. The finding is that subjects
in the ego depletion group persist a significantly shorter time at the
self-control task then subjects in the control group. These results seem
to indicate that self-control resources are temporarily depleted when
they are drawn upon, and that when self-control reserves are low,
engaging in tasks that require self-control becomes much more difficult.

Clearly, ego depletion is of great philosophical interest. But is it a
good model for weakness of the will? Obviously, subjects in these
experiments do not have a prior commitment to persisting at the cold
pressor task or the other tests used to measure ego depletion. It may
therefore be doubted whether they exhibit any weakness of the will at
all. This doubt can be allayed: several ego depletion experiments have
examined the behaviour of subjects with pre-existing commitments to
self-control in a particular domain. Vohs & Heatherton (2000) mea-
sured the consumption of ice cream in subjects ostensibly engaged in a
flavour rating exercise. Ego depleted chronic dieters ate significantly
more than ego depleted non-dieters as well as non-depleted dieters.
Kahan et al. 2003 measured the consumption of cookies of depleted
dieters in what was ostensibly a taste perception test; once again,
‘restrained’ eaters consumed significantly more. Restrained eaters come
to the experimental situation with a pre-existing resolution; the ego
depletion paradigm led them to act contrary to it. Thus, ego depletion
appears to generate weakness of the will.

Why conclude, from the fact that restrained eaters subject to ego-
depletion eat more than either ego depleted non-dieters or non-depleted
dieters, that ego depletion generates weakness of the will? Restrained
eaters are subjects with a prior commitment to limiting their intake of
food, and especially of high-calorie foods such as cookies and ice
cream. Hence their consumption of the tempting foods conflicts with
their prior resolutions. On some accounts, this behaviour just is weak-
ness of the will (Holton 1999; Mclntyre 2006; Dodd forthcoming). Phi-
losophers who take this line distinguish between akrasia, understood as
action that conflicts with the agent’s concurrent judgment, and weak-
ness of the will proper, understood as action that conflicts with a prior
intention or resolution. Clearly there are two distinct phenomena here,
as evidenced by the fact that they can dissociate: akrasia (so defined) is
neither necessary nor sufficient for weakness of the will. It is not neces-
sary, because agents can resolve to act in ways that conflict with their
judgments and subsequently exhibit weakness of the will by failing to
carry through their resolutions; it is not sufficient because agents can
fail to act in accordance with their judgments while failing to act
weakly (when, for instance, they are not at all motivated to act in
accordance with a judgment). Since only actions that conflict with an
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intention or resolution are properly described as weak, philosophers
who have taken this line suggest, we should identify weakness of the
will with these kinds of actions and not with akrasia. If we are con-
vinced by these arguments, we ought to describe the behaviour of the
subjects in the above experiments as weak-willed, and conclude that
ego depletion generates weakness of the will.

It is open to us, of course, to reject the claim that weakness of the
will ought to be identified with action that conflicts with agents’ prior
resolutions or intentions. We might insist that weakness of the will
requires, or is also instantiated, when an agent acts in a way that con-
flicts with their current judgment, whether or not it also conflicts with
a prior resolution. As we shall see, there are good reasons to think that
the subjects in ego depletion experiments do not exhibit weakness of
the will if it is best understood as action that conflicts with a simulta-
neous occurrent judgment. However, there are good grounds, philo-
sophical and empirical, for doubting that weakness of the will requires
a simultaneous occurrent contrary judgment.

Some philosophers appeal to introspection to establish that weakness
of the will requires a contrary occurrent judgment. FitzPatrick (2008),
for instance, points out that he often knows perfectly well that he
ought not to be behaving as he is, even as he digs into a bowl of choco-
late ice-cream. But this claim, which seems plausible, does not establish
the occurrent judgment model of weakness of the will. I may know
things dispositionally without forming the correlative occurrent judg-
ment. Moreover, if I resolve at ¢ not to ¢, and I remain committed to
the resolution at 1, I may rightly attribute to myself the dispositional
belief that I ought not to ¢ for the interval between ¢ and ¢1, even if I
acted in a way that conflicted with my resolution during that interval.
Looking back on our behaviour, we may therefore follow FitzPatrick
and truthfully say that even as I acted I knew I shouldn’t. So long as
the knowledge is dispositional, such a claim is entirely compatible with
the resolution model of weakness of the will.

Perhaps philosophers like FitzPatrick think that introspection shows
that we sometimes occurrently believe that we ought not to act as we
do when we exhibit weakness of will. Certainly agents often are (occur-
rently) aware of their resolutions when they act weakly, but that fact is
not sufficient to attribute to them the occurrent wholehearted judgment
that they ought not to perform the act they perform. They may simply
make an exception of the current occasion. The claim that agents
occurrently and wholeheartedly believe that they ought, on this very
occasion, not to act as they do is an empirical claim. So far as I know,
there is no decisive evidence against it, but there is strong evidence for
the unreliability of introspective claims like it. In general, social and
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cognitive psychology have shown that we have less secure access to our
mental states and motivations when we act than we commonly think
(Schwitzgebel 2008). Given that this is the case, we ought to place little
weight on the introspective claim. Alternatively, perhaps proponents of
desire-based accounts are advancing a conceptual claim: perhaps they
think that our concept of weakness of will requires that the action con-
flicts with an agent’s occurrent judgment. If an agent acts in a way that
conflicts with a resolution, they might maintain, they act weakly only if
they also occurrently judge that they ought not so to act; otherwise,
they have simply changed their mind. Since changing one’s mind does
not necessarily involve any failure of practical rationality, it cannot
serve as a criterion for weakness of the will.

This is a challenge we ought to take seriously. At very least, propo-
nents of judgment-based models owe us an explanation of how to dis-
tinguish weakness from mere changes in mind. But I do not believe
that meeting this obligation is very difficult. Genuinely weak judgment-
shifts are relatively brief and transitory; once the depleted resources are
restored, the agent typically regrets the action. Changes of mind are
long-lasting and induce stable states in agents; typically (though not
necessarily) they have as their cause deliberation by the agent and not
ego depletion. It is precisely because changes of mind are produced
through deliberation and are not regretted by agents that we — rightly
— do not regard them as involving failures of practical rationality. Ego
depletion induced weakness is very different. It reflects a failure by the
agent to control their mental life, and is therefore appropriately
regarded as a failure of practical rationality.

Our psychological concepts ought to be sensitive to the actual empir-
ical data. Since the data demonstrate that behaviour which is very like
weakness of the will involves actions that conflict with resolutions, we
should identify weakness of the will with such behaviour, until there
are good grounds for revising our view. The fact that there are inde-
pendent philosophical arguments, developed by Holton (1999) and
Mclntyre (2008), for the same conclusion only serves to buttress the
case. Since ego depletion does therefore appear to generate weakness of
the will, T will use the phenomenon as a model for weakness of the will,
attempting to illuminate the latter in light of evidence drawn from
studies of the former.'

One caveat is in order: it does not follow from the fact that weakness of the will is
often or typically caused by ego depletion that all instances of weakness of the will
have the features I will outline. However, until there is convincing evidence that
there are cases of weakness of the will that are not caused by ego depletion, we are
justified in treating ego depletion as a model for the phenomenon.
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We can learn a great deal about weakness of the will from the
study of ego depletion. The first thing we can learn is that a judg-
ment-based model of weakness of the will seems to be correct (though
a judgment-based model that differs significantly from the traditional
one). There are two sets of evidence supporting this conclusion. The
first set comes from experiments which ask ego depleted subjects to
choose options to be delivered at some specific time in the future —
say, asking them on a Wednesday to select a film to be watched on
the weekend. Depleted subjects select fewer highbrow films than non-
depleted (Wang et al. under submission). This behaviour supports the
claim that ego depletion causes weakness of the will by altering
agents’ judgments about how they ought to behave. Obviously, this
claim is true only if the subjects in this experiment actually exhibited
weakness of the will, and if the best explanation for their weakness of
the will involves a shift in their judgments. I take these questions one
at a time.

Why think that the subjects in these experiments exhibited weak-
ness of the will? Recall, first, that we have already established that
ego depletion is a good model for weakness of the will. If we have
good reason to attribute to subjects in the experiment appropriate
prior mental states, then we can conclude that the effect of the exper-
imental manipulation was to induce weakness of the will. There are
two mental states that must be appropriately attributed to the agents.
First, it must be the case that they have a prior intention, resolution,
or related attitude to the effect that they ought to choose highbrow
films rather than trashier films; second, they must find the trashier
films tempting (recall our evidence from the diet paradigm: only sub-
jects who find food tempting consume more after depletion). There is
indirect but persuasive evidence for a prior standing belief that high-
brow films were seen as more choiceworthy than trashy films. It con-
sists in the fact that the control group did choose significantly more
highbrow films than the ego depletion group. Given that the subjects
came from similar demographic backgrounds, and were randomly
assigned to one group or the other, the best explanation of the differ-
ence in behaviour is that the ego depletion led subjects to exhibit
weakness of the will. It is this very fact — the fact that we have good
reason to attribute to the subjects a (normally distributed) belief that
highbrow films were more choiceworthy, but the experimental manip-
ulation induced a difference in behaviour — that provides us with the
evidence for the second claim; that subjects found trashier films
tempting. In isolation, the experiment might be susceptible to a vari-
ety of alternative explanations, but in the context of the body of
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evidence from many other closely related experiments, we ought to
conclude that the subjects exhibited weakness of the will.

Turn, then, to the second claim: that the judgment-based model
best explains the mechanisms at work in the weakness exhibited here.
The evidence consists, primarily, in the fact that the desire-based and
judgment-based explanations seem to yield contrasting predictions
regarding how subjects will make future oriented choices. Desire-
based models of weakness of the will predict that agents will be
overcome by the immediate attractiveness of available goods, but,
given that the agent continues to occurrently believe that other
goods are preferable all things considered, they seem to predict that
the subjects will make future-oriented choices in line with their
judgments. Since this prediction was falsified by the behaviour of
subjects, we ought to reject desire-based models in favour of
judgment-based competitors.

Let me expand on this claim. All the available evidence, from animal
studies and human studies alike, suggests that immediately available
rewards work far more powerfully on our desires than do distant
rewards, and that the choice of distant rewards which conflict with
one’s resolutions reflects a change in judgment: when subjects sincerely
judge, at ¢, that they ought to perform some act at a future time 7/,
they are (in the absence of some incapacitating condition) capable of
putting that judgment into effect at ¢, minimally by expressing it. Con-
sider the evidence from hyperbolic discounting (Ainslic 2001). Hyper-
bolic discounters, both human and animal, judge at ¢ that they ought
to act in one way, yet at ¢/ they find themselves judging in a way that
conflicts with that judgment. For instance, they might judge that they
ought to refrain from consuming some desirable good, at ¢z, but when
the opportunity to consume the good is available, they act on it. This
suggests that temporal distance significantly reduces the effects of the
desirability of goods on our behaviour: Even pigeons who learn that
they are subject to hyperbolic discounting, such that they are unable to
resist consuming a small reward when it is available despite the fact
that could they wait they would receive a larger later reward, are able
to learn to use commitment devices to maximize their rewards. By
pecking a button before the smaller reward becomes available, they
prevent themselves consuming the small reward, thus forcing them-
selves to wait for the larger later reward (Rachlin 2000). The immediate
availability of a reward acts powerfully on agents (whether by altering
their preferences or compelling them to act against their preferences);
whereas temporal distance to reward reduces its power greatly. Hence,
when agents express a preference for a temporally distant good, we
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have good evidence that this expressed preference really reflects their
judgment at the time they make it.?

On a desire-based account, the desires should therefore work far
more powerfully on immediate rewards than on distant. It is therefore
implausible to think that when agents choose a film for a relatively dis-
tant future occasion, they are overcome by a desire to choose against
their own better judgment. Given that the reward is deferred, it does
not seem to have the causal power that comes from its promise of
immediate sensuous gratification. Hence the pattern of future choices
exhibited by ego depleted subjects seem to reflect what Holton (1999)
calls judgment-shift; a temporary reversal of the agent’s preferences.
That is not to say, of course, that the rewarding characteristics of
tempting goods do not play a causal role in explaining agents’ choices;
it is only to suggest that the causal route from these characteristics runs
through the agents’ judgments as to what it would be best to do.

The second line of evidence for the claim that ego depletion causes
weakness of the will via a change in judgment, not via the influence of
a desire over an agent who continues to make judgments in line with
their resolutions, comes from studies focusing directly on the attitudes
of ego depleted subjects. Wheeler et al. (2007) gave subjects counteratti-
tudinal arguments. Some of these arguments were designed to be
strong, some weak. Depleted and non-depleted subjects were equally
convinced by strong arguments, but depleted subjects were significantly
more convinced by weak arguments. What explains this effect? The
experimenters asked subjects to estimate the degree of their attentive-
ness to the message and of the effort exerted in assessing it, and found
no significant differences between depleted and non-depleted subjects.
The increase in persuasiveness for depleted subjects of weak arguments
does not seem to be due to these factors. Instead, ego depletion seems
to lead to lower quality processing of the message content. There is
strong evidence that accepting truth claims is the cognitive default

It should be noted that Ainslie does not interpret the scope of the judgment-shift seen
in hyperbolic discounting in the way I have suggested. He claims, rather, that hyper-
bolic discounters exhibit an indexical preference shift: when the time for consumption
is imminent, they shift from judging they ought to refrain to judging that they ought
to refrain on every occasion except the present. The evidence from Wang et al. seems to
conflict with this claim: under the influence of temptation, the subjects shifted from
preferring that they watch worthy movies now and in the future to preferring to watch
trashy movies now and in the future. This issue requires further exploration, given that
the kind of reasoning that Ainslie describes, in which a subject does not alter their view
about how they ought to act in general but decides to make an exception of the current
occasion, seems common. If Ainslie were to prove right, and the scope of judgment-
shift was (typically) restricted to the current occasion, the behaviorial evidence would
favor neither the desire-based nor the judgment-based account; it is the broad scope of
the expressed preference that constitutes evidence in favor of the latter.
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position. This is the result of the apparent fact that to understand a
proposition is to take it to be true, if only momentarily (Gilbert 1991).
Thus, we comprehend a negative claim by imagining the conditions
that must obtain for the claim to be true, and only subsequently insert-
ing a mental negation sign in front of it (part of the evidence for this
claim comes from studies of processing speeds; it takes longer to pro-
cess a negative claim than a positive). In the absence of the processing
resources needed to retrieve or generate contradictory information and
apply it to the message content, the default tendency to acquiescence
takes over and we accept the message as true. This hypothesis is sup-
ported by the fact that depleted subjects in Wheeler et al.’s study
reported significantly more positive thoughts while assessing weak
counterattitudinal arguments than did non-depleted subjects.

This suggests a — judgment-based — mechanism explaining the
occurrence of weakness of the will. In response to temptation, subjects
spontancously generate or retrieve from memory arguments in favour of
weak-willed action. Since they lack the cognitive resources to reject these
arguments, they experience judgment-shift. They come to judge that the
benefits of succumbing to temptation are higher, or the costs of giving in
lower, or both, and act accordingly. The suggestion that this mechanism
explains weakness of the will is plausible only if it is true that generating
or retrieving arguments in favour of acquiescence is less effortful than
assessing these arguments. Why should that be the case? Temptations, I
suggest, automatically generate arguments in their favour. They might
even be said to constitute arguments in their favour: for typical tempta-
tions, the major argument in their favour is that consumption of the
tempting good is pleasurable. Ego depleted individuals exhibit a stronger
preference for the affective properties of products than do non-depleted
(Baumeister 2008), suggesting a greater susceptibility to such pleasures.
But there is another route whereby arguments in favour of succumbing
might effortlessly be generated: simply by retrieval from memory. Typi-
cally, we experience weakness of the will with regard to goods whose
attractions we know all too well; often they are goods we have anteced-
ently resolved to resist. We are therefore likely to have considered argu-
ments in favour of giving in to temptation, and be able to retrieve them
without effort. It is worth noting that rote memory is not affected by ego
depletion (Schmeichel, Vohs, and Baumeister 2003).*

Obviously, this suggestion is plausible only if we can explain an asymmetry in mem-
ory retrieval: why should the subject be able effortlessly to retrieve arguments in
favor of consumption, but not arguments in favor of maintaining the resolution?
Since (as we shall soon see), ego-depletion tends to switch the subject to system 1,
he or she will engage in a biased memory search, of the kind we see exemplified in
the confirmation bias (Nickerson 1998); a paradigmatically system 1 process.

RESISTING ‘WEAKNESS OF THE WILL’ 143



Beyond Weakness of the Will

So far, we have suggested that the evidence from ego depletion gives us
reason to favour one of the competing accounts of weakness of the
will, a judgment-based account, over its desire-based rival. Does it pro-
vide us with grounds to settle the other debate, concerning which men-
tal states or processes we need to postulate to explain the
phenomenon? Holton (2003) has argued that it does: the data support
the existence of a separate faculty of will-power, and therefore demon-
strate the inadequacy of a Humean or an augmented Humean account.
Holton suggests that the empirical evidence demonstrates that weakness
of the will is a broader phenomenon than rival accounts can explain;
hence it supports the existence of a faculty — willpower — that is as
broad in its function as the domain of self-control. I will argue that
Holton is right in thinking that the breadth of the phenomena is the
key to their explanation, but that he underestimates this breadth. The
causes and effects of ego depletion are broader than his account can
explain; so broad that we are required to jettison the notion of weak-
ness of the will as a psychological kind altogether.

On the Humean and augmented Humean accounts, weakness of the
will (all intentional action) is explained in terms of the causal force of
the interacting elements; on the Humean account these elements are
beliefs and desires, whereas the augmented Humean account adds
intentions to the mix. Holton argues that these accounts cannot explain
the systematic nature of the loss of self-control. The factors which
undermine agents’ ability to maintain their resolutions affect self-con-
trol globally. 1t is difficult to explain this fact within the framework of
a simple belief/desire, or even belief/desire/intention framework. Why
should all the desires we intend to resist — and only these desires —
strengthen when we are ego depleted? It might be suggested that the
result is due to the strengthening of basic appetites, our appetites for
food, sex and other sensual pleasures. But this explanation does not fit
the facts. Dieters who are depleted eat more; non-dieters do not eat
more (stressed dieters eat more; stressed non-dieters actually eat less).
It seems that the self-control needed to maintain resolutions is prefer-
entially weakened by depletion, regardless of the content of the resolu-
tions. Neither Humean account seems able to account for this fact.
Holton takes this to be powerful evidence in favor of the existence of a
faculty of will-power.

Yet if Humean accounts, even augmented by irreducible intentions,
fail to explain the phenomenon of ego depletion, Holton’s will-power
account is equally at a loss to explain all the data. Ego depletion has
broad and systematic effects, as Holton stresses. But these effects are
far broader than he appreciates. Ego depletion does not preferentially
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affect our resolutions or even our self-control; it affects a range of cog-
nitive functions. In order to understand which functions are affected
and how, we need to abandon, not tinker with, the Humean frame-
work. We need to adopt the concepts and vocabulary of cognitive psy-
chology.

Cognitive psychology often divides cognitive processes into two basic
systems: system 1 and system 2. System 1 is the evolutionarily ancient
system we share with many other mammals. It consists of a set of
mechanisms that respond automatically to stimuli, without the need for
oversight from consciousness. System 1 processes are fast, ballistic and
undemanding of cognitive resources; they will do their thing, given
their proprietary input, regardless of the availability of other mecha-
nisms. They cannot be stopped from functioning or from producing
their output, except by preventing them receiving their inputs. They are
often — perhaps always — modular (Stanovich 1999). System 1 processes
operate in parallel. System 2 has the opposite profile: it consists of
mechanisms that are slow, operate serially rather than in parallel, and
are demanding of cognitive resources. System 2 processes are rule-gov-
erned and conscious. System 2 is distinctive of human beings (whether
or not it is unique to human beings) and makes possible our most
remarkable cognitive achievements. But the overwhelming majority of
our actions are produced by system 1 which takes care of our basic
survival needs and much more besides.

System 2 never operates on its own (unlike system 1). Attention is
directed toward features of the environment by system 1, presumably
when conditions are such that the resource-intensive system 2 will typi-
cally improve the quality of the resulting response. Moreover, system 1
biases the responses of system 2 in various ways, by altering the weight
of influences on system 2 processes. System 1 processes always stand
ready to take over from system 2 processes. Since the latter are
demanding of cognitive resources, agents often cannot implement or
continue to implement them. When the agent is stressed, tired or under
cognitive load (multitasking, for instance), system 1 processes pick up
the burden. The effect is measurable: agents act less flexibly, and in
ways that are more stereotypical when their responses are generated by
system 1.

All of this should immediately make us think of the ego depletion
paradigm. Self-control, too, is slow, demanding and draining of cogni-
tive resources. It is weakened or lost under conditions which look for all
the world like the conditions which make agents switch from system 2 to
system 1. I think that the resemblance between ego depletion and the
effects of cognitive load is not a coincidence: self-control is a system 2
process, and its loss switches us to system 1 (Baumeister et al. 2008).
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There is plentiful evidence for this claim. Let’s begin with the effects
of ego depletion on paradigm system 2 processes, such as logical
thought. The same tasks that deplete self-control resources also lower
performance on IQ tests while leaving system 1| processes like rote
memory unaffected (Schmeichel, Vohs, and Baumeister 2003). Choice
is, by itself, ego depleting. Baumeister and Vohs (2007) report a study
in which participants chose items for a bridal registry. There were two
conditions: a four minute task and a twelve minute task. Participants
who enjoyed the task showed no depletion after the four minute task,
whereas those who disliked it found the task depleting. The twelve min-
ute task was depleting for both groups of participants. Deliberating
without choosing was also somewhat depleting, though not as depleting
as choosing. Choosing is apparently ego depleting; moreover, the
degree of depletion is a function of the difficulty of the choice (Baumei-
ster et al. 2008). Choosing and ranking items are both tasks for which
we ordinarily employ system 2.

As we saw above, ego depletion also affects our ability to intelli-
gently process arguments. Ego depleted individuals are more likely to
accept counterattitudinal arguments, even when these arguments are
weak. All this evidence suggests that ego depleted individuals rely more
on system 1 than on system 2. Hamilton, Hong and Chernev (2007) set
out to test this hypothesis directly. They primed subjects to rely on sys-
tem 2 (by having them perform a few mental arithmetic problems — too
few to deplete system 2) or system 1 (by showing them a visual figure
with two interpretations, like the Necker cube, and asking them which
they saw first). A third group also performed mental arithmetic prob-
lems, but many more of them, in order to induce ego depletion. The
depletion group and the system 1 group showed indistinguishable pat-
terns of response in a test of consumer preferences. Further evidence
comes from a test of the effect of ego depletion on the tendency of con-
sumers to ignore irrelevant alternatives in making choices. Ordinary
agents are susceptible to the asymmetric dominance effect, in which the
presence of an irrelevant alternative influences which option is chosen.
This effect is believed to reflect the operation of system 1 processes.
Masicampo and Baumeister (2008) found that ego depletion increased
susceptibility to the effect.

Neuroanatomical evidence supports the claim that ego depletion
draws upon system 2. Self-control involves regions in the prefrontal
cortex (Banfield et al. 2005). The prefrontal cortex is also the site
involved in effortful controlled — system 2 — processes, such as decision-
making and logical reasoning. The most parsimonious explanation of
all the data, then, is that ego depletion is in fact the result of drawing
down of system 2 resources, pushing the agent into system 1. The
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evidence suggests that modular systems prompt the change from system
2 to system 1, in order to preserve sufficient system 2 resources to deal
with future contingencies. Hence ego depletion is not the product of
the exhaustion of system 2 resources, but of mechanisms for their con-
servation. Accordingly, motivating the subject — for instance using cash
incentives or by prompting them to think about their values — can sig-
nificantly affect the degree of depletion exhibited. Depletion is task-
relative. However, these short-term antidotes which prompt the agent
to switch back to system 2 leave her even more depleted than before
(Baumeister et al. 2008).

Holton utilizes the ego depletion literature in arguing for the exis-
tence of a dedicated faculty of will-power, which functions to block
reconsideration of our resolutions. The evidence from ego depletion that
I have just reviewed suggests that he is wrong. The broad and system-
atic effects of ego depletion are not preferentially exhibited in the
domain of self-control or the maintenance of resolutions at all; nor are
the effects produced by temptation alone. Instead, ego depletion is
caused by engagement in any of the much broader class of system 2 pro-
cesses, which involve effortful cognitive processing, in particular, but
not only, the inhibition of prepotent responses. Ego depletion is pro-
duced by Stroop tasks, in which subjects have to name the colors rather
than reading the (conflicting) words (Webb and Sheeran 2003); Stroop
tasks involve the inhibition of responses, but not temptation to break a
resolution. It is also produced by having to make choices, which does
not involve the inhibition of a response at all. It is even produced by
exaggeration of prepotent responses (Schmeichel et al. 2006).

Thus, the most plausible explanation of ego depletion sees it as
involving mechanisms and situations much broader than those at work
in weakness of the will. Weakness of the will is simply a special case of
a broader phenomenon. I have suggested that this broader phenome-
non is the depletion of system 2 resources, throwing the agent back
onto the more plentiful, but predictably inflexible, system 1 processes.

Here is a brief sketch of how weakness of the will may occur. Expo-
sure to a temptation tends automatically to generate an argument or
quasi-argument in favor of consumption, perhaps as a response to the
affordances for the subject of the temptation. It takes effort to resist
this temptation, by generating contradictory information and applying
it to the content of the argument. Sometimes agents are unable to exert
the effort needed for maintaining their resolutions. Sometimes they lack
the system 2 resources to generate the contradictory information or
apply it to the argument, due to recent demands on system 2; some-
times they have sufficient resources to resist for a while, but as the
temptation persists these resources are drained. At some point,
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modular (system 1) processes which have the job of conserving system
2 resources for unexpected contingencies assess the resolution as insuffi-
ciently important to justify expending further resources on it, and
switch off the tap. At this point agents switch from system 2 to system
1, which outputs the judgment that giving in has greater benefits than
costs. The agent experiences judgment-shift and acts accordingly.

As mentioned above, this story depends for its plausibility on the
association of the resolution with system 2 and the motivation in favor
of succumbing with system 1; only on this condition is it plausible that
maintaining resolutions is more effortful than succumbing and that
depletion of system 2 leads to indulgence via judgment-shift. Many res-
olutions have the aim of restricting the satisfaction of basic appetites,
for food and other intrinsically rewarding activities and goods; with
regard to resolutions with these kinds of contents, the association
between the resolution and system 2, on the one hand, and the tempta-
tion and system 1, on the other, is obvious. But ego depletion seems to
weaken our resolve to maintain our resolutions, irrespective of their
content. How do resolutions come to be associated with system 2, and
temptations with system 1, regardless of content?

If temptations automatically and effortlessly generate arguments in
favor of a course of action, then when we are ego depleted we will be
biased toward accepting that argument. Recall the evidence that ego
depleted individuals tend to accept weak arguments, even when they
are counterattitudinal (Wheeler et al. 2007). System 1 might typically
be biased toward propositions that are ego-syntonic or otherwise grati-
fying, but it appears that the bias toward acceptance is stronger, strong
enough to trump the former bias.

Skepticism About Weakness of the Will

These considerations give us a powerful reason to doubt the existence
of weakness of the will, understood as a discrete phenomenon. The
skepticism about weakness of the will motivated by the evidence pre-
sented differs from more traditional skepticism inasmuch as it denies
neither that agents sometimes act against their resolutions, nor that so
acting involves a loss of self-control of some sort. Instead, the skepti-
cism concerns the existence of weakness of the will as what we might
call a psychological kind. The behavior we call weakness of the will
exists, but the concept is useful neither for the explanatory purposes of
psychology, nor for the practical purposes of increasing our ability to
maintain self-control.

The psychological causes of weakness of the will are not restricted
to the domain of resolutions and their maintenances, or temptations
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more generally. Temptations do deplete our resources and make us vul-
nerable to subsequent succumbing. But a range of psychological and,
for that matter, physiological phenomena are also depleting of the
resources required for self-control. Ego depletion is caused by choices
or by engaging in effortful thought, for example mathematical calcula-
tions. Ego depletion draws down the reserve of glucose dedicated to
the energy-intensive prefrontal cortex; accordingly, any physiological
process which decreases the availability of glucose affects our ability to
maintain our resolutions: poor glucose tolerance, diabetes, hypoglyce-
mia and poor diet all make us more vulnerable to temptation (Gailliot
and Baumeister 2007). Correlatively, the effects of effortfully maintain-
ing our resolutions are not restricted to the domain of resisting tempta-
tions; instead, they involve a more general tendency to switch us to
system 1 processes. The effects are global, and involve a greater ten-
dency to rely upon heuristics and other cognitive shortcuts, a decreased
ability to reason logically, and even a decreased willingness to engage
in helping behavior (Gailliot et al. 2007) and an increased propensity
to cheat (Mead et al. 2009).

Since the causes and the effects of ego depletion cut across domains,
rather than being limited to resistance of temptations, we should con-
clude that weakness of the will does not equate to a psychological kind,
of the type that would figure in any science of the mind. Moreover,
since we can best avoid losses of self-control by ensuring that we have
sufficient resources to meet temptations when they arise, and so ensur-
ing requires being attentive to the entire range of causes of ego deple-
tion (as well as to the ways in which ego depletion can be compensated
for; most simply, by ingesting glucose (Gailliot and Baumeister 2007)),
the concept of weakness of the will has no useful role to play in guid-
ing our everyday actions. But when a concept plays a useful role nei-
ther in science nor in guiding action, we have no reason to retain it.
Instead, we should abandon it in favor of the broader phenomenon,
the drawing down of system 2 resources.

Two Objections

Before concluding, let me briefly address two objections. The first is an
empirically motivated objection to the main thesis, that weakness of
the will is best understood as an instance of the more general phenome-
non of agents switching from system 2 to system 1 processes; the sec-
ond accepts the thesis but rejects the claim that this gives us a decisive
reason to jettison the concept of weakness of the will.

The empirical objection is predicated on the observation that skill
at self-control seems to dissociate from skill at system 2 processes
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generally. If self-control just is the application of the domain-general
system 2 to the problem of resolution maintenance, then we ought not
to see any such dissociation (Richard Holton, personal communica-
tion). The dissociation may be cited as evidence in favor of Holton’s
view, according to which there is a discrete faculty of willpower, which
has the role of preventing reconsideration of resolutions. Postulating
the existence of such a faculty would help to explain why individuals
differ from each other with regard to their self-control, independently
of their differences in, say, logical reasoning.

The empirical evidence suggests that preventing ourselves from
reconsidering our resolutions is indeed an effective way of avoiding
succumbing to temptation, and no doubt we rely upon system 2
resources to prevent ourselves from reconsidering. But the most plausi-
ble explanation of how we avoid succumbing by way of avoiding
reconsideration does not cite plentiful ego resources to explain how we
prevent ourselves reconsidering; instead it explains our plentiful ego
resources by citing our success in avoiding reconsideration. That is,
successful delayers succeed not through strength of will, or large
reserves of system 2 resources, but by avoiding taxing these resources.
That is indeed how the subjects in Walter Mischel’s studies, cited by
Holton (2003) as evidence in favor of his view, succeeded in delaying
gratification. When the children in these studies focused on the rewards
for delay (a more desirable food object than the immediately available
reward), they quickly succumbed. When they were given strategies to
distract themselves (thinking fun thoughts or playing with a toy) they
were able to delay very much longer than children given no such
instruction. Because these children successfully distracted themselves,
they did not need to tax their system 2 resources. People differ in their
system 2 resources, but these differences do not explain their ability to
delay gratification. Instead, it is their ability to deploy self-distraction
techniques which explains self-control (Mischel notes that given the
right instructions, ‘virtually all subjects, even young children, could
manage to delay for lengthy time periods’ (1972: 217)).

If Mischel is indeed right, then the ability to delay gratification
depends not on strength of will, or the state of system 2 resources, but
on the ability to deploy a skill (Mischel and Mischel 1983). By avoiding
reconsideration — by focusing on properties of a temptation that are
not themselves rewarding, or thinking about something else altogether
— those who exhibit strength of will are able to avoid taxing their sys-
tem 2 resources. They utilize system 2 resources for this purpose, but
directing one’s thoughts away from a temptation is less demanding of
these resources (when it is skillfully done) than is effortfully resisting
the temptation. Note that this view is compatible with Mischel’s
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well-known claim that the ability to delay gratification is a stable trait
that is a predictor of success in many arenas including academic
success, social competence, attentiveness, concentration, the ability to
form and execute plans and so on (Mischel, Shoda & Rodriguez 1989).
Ability to delay gratification may be predictive either because children
spontaneously learn to deploy the relevant skill, and learning to deploy
the skill is itself predictive of success, or because measuring the state of
system 2 resources is predictive of success.*

Even if the cogency of the argument in favor of understanding weak-
ness of the will as an instance of the broader phenomenon of agents
switching from system 2 to system 1 is accepted, the conclusion that we
ought to jettison the concept of weakness of the will might be resisted.
It is surely one thing to say that weakness of the will is an instance of
a more general phenomenon, and quite another to say that we ought
to abandon the concept altogether. Weakness of the will might not be
the broadest explanatory concept available, but it might be useful to
us, as agents, perhaps precisely because it is narrower. Weakness of will
might relate to the broader phenomenon of agents switching from sys-
tem 2 to system 1 in a manner analogous to the way in which Newto-
nian mechanics relates to general relativity. Newtonian mechanics is
accurate enough to guide almost all of us under almost all conditions,
and the costs in computational complexity that would be incurred were
we to abandon it in favor of the more accurate theory would vastly
outweigh the gains in accuracy.

But weakness of will does not relate to the system 1/system 2 frame-
work in the way that Newtonian mechanics relates to relativity. The
drawing down of system 2 resources by tasks that are not normally
conceptualized as requiring willpower is ubiquitous in daily life. It is
not just, and not even especially, resisting temptations that is ego
depleting; it is also the entire gamut of tasks that draw on system 2:
deliberating, choosing, inhibiting or exaggerating prepotent responses,
and so on. Moreover, it is not just our ability to resist temptations that

Holton has a second line of objection to the suggestion that self-control does not
depend upon a discrete faculty. He points out (2003) that self-control requires effort
and that the empirical evidence bears this out: agents who experience ego depletion
give all the standard signals of physical arousal: increased blood pressure and pulse,
greater skin conductance response (indicative of sweating), and so on. It should be
noted that there is some evidence that deploying system 2 processes more generally
is effortful, as measured in just these ways; see Naccache et al. 2005. This evidence
cannot be considered conclusive, inasmuch as most (perhaps all) system 2 processes
involve attentional control and therefore self-control. However, the very fact that
self-control is a pervasive feature of system 2 processes might constitute evidence
against the claim that self-control depends upon a discrete faculty.

RESISTING ‘WEAKNESS OF THE WILL’ 151



is undermined by this depletion, but our ability to engage in further
system 2 tasks. If we want to be able to better predict and control our
own behavior, we must attend to al// the causes and effects of ego
depletion, not just those captured by the concept of weakness of the
will. Indeed, even if our concern is avoiding weakness of the will — that
is, with maintaining our resolutions — we need to attend to the full
range of its causes.

That is not to say that the concept of weakness of the will does not
refer. Agents make resolutions and all too often they find themselves
acting in ways that conflict with those resolutions. We can justifiably
retain the concept of weakness of the will to refer to this special case
of the broader phenomenon (indeed, I have used the concept in just
this manner throughout this paper). But the analogy to the Newto-
nian/relativity relation is not a good one: weakness of the will refers,
but it does not guide us well as agents. For that reason, we can main-
tain the concept as a descriptive notion, but not as an explanatory or
predictive one. All of us, scientists and ordinary agents alike, would do
better to think of our behavior in terms of the broader phenomenon
and not the narrower.

Conclusion

Weakness of will occurs because agents experience judgment-shift. But
the causes of such judgment-shifts are not limited to temptations to
break resolutions, and the effects of temptations are not limited to
causing weakness of the will. Rather, weakness of the will is caused by
the depletion of system 2 resources, throwing the agent back on to the
more meager and stereotyped system 1; moreover, successfully resisting
temptations to break resolutions has effects on the availability of sys-
tem 2 resources. Weakness of will is simply a significant and salient
manifestation of a much broader phenomenon, whereby rational agents
come to act in ways that do not reflect the range and power of their
rational processes.

If the forgoing is correct, weakness of the will, as a folk psychologi-
cal concept, does not correspond to a psychological kind. In postulat-
ing its existence, we do not cut our cognitive nature at its joints. The
effects of ego depletion are not limited to self-control nor are its causes:
if we wish to be able to explain our failures of practical rationality, we
should abandon the notion. Moreover, if we wish to improve our prac-
tical rationality, by increasing our propensity to act as we — in a cool
hour — judge we ought, then we need to be aware of the loss of self-
control as a manifestation of a broader phenomenon. Thus both our
practical interests and our explanatory projects require us to abandon
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the notion of weakness of the will in favour of a focus on the interrela-
tionships between system 2 and system 1 processes.’
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