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There continues to be strong interest among philosophers in the phenomenon Aristotle called akrasia, roughly: intentionally doing something other than what one takes to be the best thing to do in given circumstances where one could do it.  Interestingly, some of the recent attention has been coming from specialists in medieval philosophy, correcting a certain myopia in modern treatments.  Most 20th century discussions of akrasia either skipped over medieval philosophy and theology altogether, or else included brief mention of Thomas Aquinas.  But Aquinas was only one of numerous contributors to the discussion of this issue from the time of Augustine into the 16th century.
  In this paper I will argue in that much can be learned from the very diverse treatments given the topic between roughly 1270 and 1325 by Aquinas, Duns Scotus, and Meister Eckhart.  

In ancient and medieval times, indeed until very recently, akrasia was treated exclusively as a moral failing, or as Aristotle might have put it, a voluntary failure to act in accord with one's own conception of how to live.  In this paper I reserve the term for Aristotle’s sense, using “weakness of will” or “incontinence” for the broader set of phenomena that includes both moral and non-moral backsliding.  Here is an example of akrasia:  

For years Louise has been a bright, honest and able bank employee.  She has recently been made vice-president and manager of a branch office.  While reviewing the branch’s operations as a way of becoming familiar with her new duties, she is startled to realize that there is a loophole in the bank’s accounting procedures which would allow someone in her position to siphon off considerable sums on a regular basis.  She knows at once that it is her duty to report this fact to the bank’s chief accountant, an act she furthermore regards as required by her own conception of what she aspires to be: a person of integrity.  Yet . . . Louise has recently fallen into personal financial difficulties, “through no fault of [her] own,” as she likes to say.  Exploiting the loophole for a short period would help her to recoup her losses, and later she could quietly close it herself so that no future vice-president could take advantage of it (or, for that matter, discover that Louise had done so).  After a protracted period of indecision, Louise decides to use the opportunity that fortune had dropped into her lap, and with an uneasy conscience undertakes to establish the necessary fictitious bank accounts.
This kind of behavior has intrigued philosophers since the days of Socrates.  It is a familiar phenomenon, so what is problematic about it?  That depends, I will suggest, on how one views the practical framework of our lives, that combination of cognitive, conative, and evaluative elements within which we plan and carry out our actions.  Akrasia can seem more, or less, explicable depending on one's notions of knowledge, the will, and acting well.  I will try to show how the very existence of akrasia threatens the coherence of the closely similar teleological eudaimonisms of Aristotle and St. Thomas.  In the anti-eudaimonism of John Duns Scotus (1266?-1308), with its broad conception of the will's power, akrasia is no threat to the system, but Scotus leaves the logic (i.e. practical syllogism) and motivation of the akratēs without clarification.  The former gap, I contend, can be filled by applying a recent insight of Elizabeth Anscombe about practical reasoning, though the motivational question remains worrisome (as it is also in the celebrated contribution of Donald Davidson, which I criticize in passing).  Finally, I argue that in the anti-Thomist, non-teleological eudaimonism of Meister Eckhart (1260?-ca. 1328) the focus naturally shifts from akrasia to a related failure I dub ‘onikia’ (asininity).
Aristotle.  Explaining how akrasia is possible proved difficult for Aristotle.  In the Protagoras and the Apology Socrates is presented as challenging the very idea of such behavior, claiming that the apparent akratēs is really acting on what she mistakenly believes to be her best interests.  What she lacks is knowledge of what her true good consists in (and hence she needs instruction, not punishment).  Aristotle rightly counters that such an account erases the widely acknowledged difference between someone like Louise, who knows what she should do, and (let us call him) Clyde, her predecessor as branch manager, who created the loophole in the first place and was a man devoted to the principle of, as he put it, “taking care of number one.”  Louise, Aristotle would say, has the correct choice (or decision, prohairesis, see Nicomachean Ethics 1152a17
), i.e. she has the right sort of goal (to lead an honest life) and she accurately calculates what that goal requires her to do in these circumstances, namely to report the loophole to the appropriate bank officer.  Nonetheless, she yields to what Aristotle called appetite or desire (epithumia).  Clyde’s situation, however, is different.  His behavior is right in line with his principles, his corrupt conception of how to live.  His embezzlement is simply the carrying out of his prohairesis, whereas Louise abandons hers.
  

While the cases of Louise and Clyde are deliberately dramatic ones, we are all no doubt familiar with the phenomenon of akrasia in more homely forms.  For example, after a worrisome test result George resolves for the sake of his family to rein in his cholesterol intake, and for a while he does so, but while on a business trip he decides to “let himself go”.  Or you might be the sort of person who believes in stating your opinions frankly, yet you fall silent when in your presence a visiting dignitary confidently voices the sort of racist or homophobic views you find reprehensible.  As Thomas Aquinas wrote, “Experience shows that many act contrary to the knowledge that they have,” and he also cites scriptural authority for the existence of what had come to be called in Latin incontinentia.
.  Yet the existence of what he too thought a common phenomenon was a problem for Aristotle?  Why?
The problem has two faces.  First, it is a moral concern: the akratēs falls short of the good life, in spite of understanding what that life consists in.  Second, the phenomenon creates a serious conceptual problem for Aristotle’s analysis of voluntary action, one of the central pillars of his ethics.  For him – and there is much to be said for his view – the full-blooded action (praxis) of a moral agent has its roots in a mental process involving a number of linked elements: he calls them boulēsis ( sometimes, and problematically, translated as wish , but by which Aristotle understands something like one’s fixed conception of the sort of life one wants to live, one’s end or goal – a better term, and more in line with medieval usage, would be “will”, as in the phrase “one’s last will and testament”); secondly, bouleusis (or boulē), deliberation, in which by the use of phronēsis (prudence or practical wisdom) we come to identify the actions that in given circumstances will lead to one’s goal; and finally prohairesis or choice, by which we select the action, praxis, identified by deliberation as the (or a) correct means to our goal.  It is through our repeated choices that we come to have one or another sort of character.

[An aside: it is often overlooked in modern discussions that the elements of boulēsis, will, and thus deliberation, prudence, choice and praxis itself importantly contain what we might call a “non-natural” element for Aristotle.  Correctly to identify one’s life-goal, a conception of the proper life for a human being, requires a rational grasp of the human end or telos, and thus is based on a kind of insight into our essence; it, and not the senses or emotions, gives rise to boulēsis.  As Aristotle says elsewhere, “the will is in the rational soul, while appetite and passion are in the irrational.”
  Accordingly, he speaks of the “desire” that is boulēsis as either “correct” or not (e.g. at NE 1139 a25), i.e. it contains a kind of truth-claim, namely “The good life consists in . . . ”  Unlike the forms of desire that arise from the senses or the emotions, this type is not a feeling, not essentially something experienced.
  Instead, on Aristotle’s view boulēsis belongs only to creatures endowed with reason, since essence or form is not an observable feature of the world.  Though essence for him is not separated, as Plato had thought, neither is it physical.  It is not through the experience of sensations (perceptions, but also pleasure and pain) or emotions that one discovers the nature of human happiness, but rather through the sort of dialectical, intellectual process represented by the argument of the Nicomachean Ethics itself.  In this respect (and others) Aristotle stands in marked contrast to David Hume and many modern philosophers in the broadly empiricist tradition.
  There is for Aristotle a right answer to the question, “How ought we to live?”, an answer discoverable by reason, and hence a kind of knowledge in the practical sphere which can be embodied in an individual action (a praxis) which is thus a kind of answer to the question, “What ought I to do in these circumstances?”
It is furthermore clear that, for Aristotle, upon choosing what to do the agent can say what is going to happen, and this ability is not (solely) based on observation.
  Instead, as he puts it, the “principle” of intentionally doing (and of making) is in the agent who i) has the necessary know-how, and who ii) on the basis of deliberation has chosen what step to take next.(NE 1139 a32; 1140 a13)  This kind of knowledge, which Aquinas and others later called “the cause of what it understands”, is rooted in one’s commitment to act, and is the mark of the practical.
]
To return to my main argument: Aristotle was the first to identify clearly the conceptual structure of a voluntary action, its mix of conative (or voluntative), cognitive and evaluative features.  He depicted these features as combined in what he called the practical syllogism, a notion which Anscombe described as “one of his best discoveries”.
  It has, one might say, two faces.  Often we are able to explain what someone, e.g. Louise, has done by citing what she was aiming at, her goal, and adding, if it is needed, that she thought she could achieve it by doing what she did.  Thus we identify the structural features of the action which make it to be the action it is.  This pattern of explanation is central to our conception of agency and hence to our sense of what sorts of beings we are.  

But with Aristotle we also think of practical reasoning as a process which we as agents engage in as we try to make up our minds what to do.  I described something of this sort in my initial example of Louise, her sense of financial need, her feeling that the discovered loophole is a godsend, and so on.  Aristotle at times claims that the conclusion of a practical syllogism is itself an action.  This may seem strange, but I think it is not: the practical syllogism already shows that intentional actions, e.g. Louise’s larceny, have a propositional structure, and the proposition (e.g. “Louise arranges to transfer $1000 to a secret account”) is made true by the agent acting on the reasons (or reasoning) laid out in the syllogism.  

Aristotle’s quandary over akrasia can be restated in terms of the practical syllogism: by definition the akratēs draws the right conclusion: i.e., she knows what her notion of the good life requires of her in these circumstances; and yet she does not do it, i.e. does not draw the conclusion in action.  Put thus, the situation looks rather like a contradiction.  We can also state the quandary in criterial terms: if the mark of someone’s genuine acceptance of a certain ideal of how to live is that, given the opportunity, she acts to achieve it, then the akratēs does not have the ideal she claims to have; but if she does not really have it, then she is not akratic!  Thus we can understand why Donald Davidson did not share the sanguine view of E.J. Lemmon, who had written: “Perhaps akrasia is one of the best examples of a pseudo-problem in philosophical literature: in view of its existence, if you find it a problem, you have already made a philosophical mistake.”
  Even if Lemmon is right, we still need to ask, what mistake?

Just how Aristotle sought to solve this conundrum is not altogether clear.  According to Terence Irwin, he sought to combine both Platonic and Socratic elements.  Where Socrates had denied the very existence of akrasia, i.e. of wrongdoing in the face of one’s knowledge of the right, Plato in the Republic (439a-441c) tried to explain it as the result of strong emotion.  This approach, however, fails to distinguish akrasia from compulsive (thus involuntary) behavior, nor does it seem to give an apt description of a case of calm transgression, as with Louise, sometimes described as “clear-eyed akrasia”.  Aristotle’s tack seems to invoke Plato’s idea of emotion interfering with the agent’s knowledge of what is required of her in these circumstances.
  
But Aristotle also explicitly acknowledges his debt to the Socratic position, stating that “we seem to be led to the conclusion which Socrates sought to establish, [i.e.] moral weakness does not occur in the presence of knowledge in the strict sense” (NE 1147b15).  In particular, on Irwin’s view, Aristotle seems to regard the akratēs as having “disconnected,” under the influence of passion (pathē), one of the particular premises (i.e. a premise dealing with what is to be done here and now) of her practical reasoning (“exploiting this loophole could enable one illegitimately to amass considerable funds”) from its connection with the general premise, the one that expresses her life-goal of integrity, coupling it instead with another premise held by the agent that expresses the desirability of some other goal, e.g. wealth or security or pleasure.  Irwin sees Aristotle here as applying a notion he developed in the Prior Analytics (2.21.67a 37), i.e. that “if a belief is a premise, one must not only hold the belief, but also combine it and 'view it together' (syntheōrein)” with the other premises (p. 42).  In our example, the particular premise just mentioned clearly identifies exploiting the loophole as embezzlement and thus something to avoid.  But in the context of her felt need for money, it becomes a prescription for embarking on lucrative, albeit criminal, activity.
One might have thought that an akratic such as Louise could act while fully aware of what she should be doing instead.  Why does Aristotle think she must be seen as “disconnecting” the particular from the general premise in acting akratically?  Why, for that matter, does he think the conclusion of a practical syllogism is an action, which would rule out from the start any possibility of clear-eyed akrasia?  In a central passage of Book VII of the NE (1147 a23 ff.) he seems clearly to equate patterns of inference with processes of reasoning, i.e. he psychologizes the logic of thought and of action, as in this passage: 
one belief is universal, the other is about particulars . . . ; and in the cases where these two beliefs result in one [third] belief, it is necessary in purely theoretical beliefs for the soul to affirm what has been concluded, and in beliefs about production [it is necessary] to act at once on what has been concluded” (NE 1147 a23 ff).
“It is necessary”: i.e. if the akratēs draws the moral conclusion, she cannot but act in accordance.  So it seems Aristotle has to prevent the conclusion from being drawn “fully”, with the required work being done by passion resulting in “ignorance”.

Generally speaking, we might call Aristotle’s solution to the conundrum of akrasia one of “getting distracted.”  Part of what is unsatisfactory about it may be its Platonic heritage, i.e. quite generally depicting the akratēs as intellectually blinded or flummoxed by the emotion in question.  There are no doubt such cases, but the stronger the emotion, the greater the risk to the knowledge which the akratēs must, by definition, have that what she is doing is contrary to her life-goal.  In any event, in a case like that of Louise the agent is precisely not swept off her feet by emotion, but instead goes back and forth about what to do before finally making her decision, calmly and collectedly.  Could it be, as Irwin and others have suggested, that Aristotle’s analysis is hindered by his still somewhat rudimentary grasp on the notion of will?

St. Thomas Aquinas.  As one of Aristotle’s more faithful medieval followers, Aquinas wants to preserve the essential outlines given to the topic by the thinker the medievals referred to simply as “the Philosopher”, especially in his commentary on the NE.
  But we also find new elements in his treatment of the topic, e.g. the notion that the incontinens (the Latin translation adopted for akratēs) acts “choosing,” though she does not act “from choice” (STh IaIae Q.78, A.4, ad 3).  This is Aquinas’s way of making Aristotle’s point that the akratēs acts voluntarily, though not in pursuit of her conception of how one ought to live.  Thomas here is probably drawing on the more elaborate concept of volition available to Christian thinkers in the 13th century.  For Aquinas the akratēs does not of course altogether abandon her conception of how best to live; instead, he says suggestively in his Commentary on [Aristotle’s] Ethics, “she thinks in some particular case that she ought to act beyond correct reason”.
  This description does seem to fit the situation of Louise as I have described it: she continues to think that her ideals require her to report the loophole to the bank, but she elects not to do that, instead exploiting it for her own advantage for what seem to her more pressing reasons.  Still, we may wonder what it means that “one ought to act beyond correct reason”, if not that the incontinent act is best, all things considered.  But if she judges act x to be “best, all things considered”, how can such a judgment be “contrary to what she takes ‘correct reason’ to be”?  The akratēs may be mistaken, but by definition her mistake cannot erase her knowledge that what she is doing is by her own lights wrong.  That is, Aquinas seems to be saying that she does, and also does not, think that this act of embezzlement is the thing to do in these circumstances.  This would seem to recreate Aristotle’s quandary.
Indeed, so far Aquinas has been treading the well-worn path of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, locating the flaw of the akratēs in her (practical) intellect.  Somehow her grasp of the good is defective, or she makes some error in her reasoning.  But Aquinas has among his conceptual resources a set of notions that were developed after Aristotle by the Stoics and were then further ramified by a number of Christian thinkers such as Augustine and John of Damascus in their long ruminations about sin and salvation.
  The central concept in this set is the will, the capacity freely to act or not act, such that if one is forced to act against one’s will, or does so in (innocent) ignorance, the resulting behavior is not one’s own action at all, or is so only in a limited sense.  In Aquinas’s psychology there are a number of different “elicited [i.e., roughly, interior] acts of will,” including choice, intention, enjoyment, and consent.  The last (consent) is of particular interest here, because Aquinas at one point writes that although desire or concupiscence can arise on its own, “it is within the power of the will not to . . . consent to concupiscence” (STh IaIae Q.10, A.3, ad 1).  This notion of consent had been originally developed by the Stoics and then taken over by Christians.  Unlike Aristotle’s prohairesis (choice), consent requires neither comparison of alternatives nor deliberation.  I will suggest below that it (or something very like it) is the crucial element in popular solutions to the logical problem of akrasia, and that it plays this decisive role for thinkers as diverse as Duns Scotus and Donald Davidson.  
It seems natural to say that Louise consents to her concupiscence, and does so knowing full well that she shouldn’t and does not have to.  But, as Irwin says, Aquinas “does not explicitly take this opportunity” to link consent to akrasia, perhaps because of his general conception of the will as “rational appetite”, i.e. as necessarily seeking what the intellect determines to be the good (or best, among the available alternatives).
  So for Thomas the consent of the akratēs must still be of an act seen by the intellect as somehow best in the circumstances.  For him, Louise must be using the capacity of her intellect, at the urging of her will, to reconsider things from a different point of view, thus focusing on the advantages of exploiting the loophole while letting the overall superiority of maintaining her integrity fade into the background (cf. STh IaIae, 17, 1).  
This observation is psychologically astute on Thomas’s part, but although he has this new, post-Aristotelian set of concepts of will at his disposal, he does not make much use of them to get beyond Aristotle to a truly satisfying account of akrasia.  Indeed, in his best-known treatment of the topic (STh IaIIae, Q.77, A.2) he explicitly accounts for akratic behavior in terms of epistemic malfunction: “Hence passion fetters reason, and hinders it from arguing and concluding under the first proposition [the ‘voice of one’s own moral conception’]; so that while the passion lasts, the reason argues and concludes under the second [i.e. the ‘voice of concupiscence’]” (ibid., ad 4, emphasis added).  Notwithstanding the Christian overlay of “concupiscence” and “self-love” seen as products of original sin, as well as the fuller doctrine of will, his is essentially Aristotle's view.  I will have more to say about this similarity below.
Duns Scotus.  Among the European philosophers who flourished after Thomas’s death in 1274 there were many who at least indirectly criticized his “intellectualist” account of human action, according to which it is the nature of the will, as “rational appetite”, to seek to realize the good presented to it by the intellect as best in the given circumstances.  We have seen that this notion of will makes it very difficult to describe the situation of the akratēs, whose operant will is precisely not rational in one sense, for the akratēs acknowledges that a is better than b, but does b anyhow, in effect saying that b is better.  The post-Thomas “voluntarists” do exploit more fully the rich Christian tradition on the will in addressing a variety of questions, and one result is that the problem of akrasia more or less disappears.  John Duns Scotus, for example, writes that “the will, having grasped some particular good, can will and not will it and anything concerning it . . .”.
  From this it follows that the akratēs, having concluded that a is better than b, is simply free to do either (such being the nature of will), so her choice of b is not a logical problem.  Though Scotus does not say so explicitly, he is here making use of the notion of consent.  Presumably he thinks the conclusion of the practical syllogism is a proposition, not an action, to which the agent can assent or not.
This kind of “liberty of indifference” is, according to Scotus, essential to the very notion of a rational will.  Whereas any power (e.g. intellect, but also any natural power such as digestion or mitosis) is capable of being in opposite states (a and not-a) successively, the will has the distinction that at the moment when it wills to do a, it is also fully capable of refraining from doing a.  (Were I constrained to do a rather than not-a, my doing it would not be voluntary, i.e. it would not be an action of my will.)  This approach to the will, indebted to Augustine and Stoicism, represents a sharp break from Aristotelian notions of causality and contingency, in which only future events can be truly contingent.  Indeed, for the reason just given, on Scotus’s reading of the ninth book of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, the human will alone of our powers, and not the intellect, is a rational (or non-natural) potency.  For instance, having grasped a valid theoretical syllogism, the intellect by its nature has no choice but to affirm the conclusion.  (We might say that an intellect which fails to do so is not functioning properly.)  But with the will it is different.  An akratic person such as Louise may fail morally, but her will is clearly working.

Is it simply a brute fact that the will is endowed with this capacity for choice?  Ultimately yes, perhaps, but Scotus thinks we can at least unearth one crucially important further factor in the will’s freedom: its inborn, two-fold inclination toward, on the one hand, its own self-fulfillment (this it shares with every power), and on the other hand toward justice or the good in itself.  Indeed Scotus goes so far as to claim that if the will had only the inclination to its own self-fulfillment, it would be a purely natural power and thus not free.
  So its freedom is rooted in its ability to transcend the natural interest it has in its own advantage.  As a rational power, it has a built-in ambi-valence.  
It is instructive to compare Scotus's position on akrasia with that taken by Donald Davidson in his essay "How Is Weakness of the Will Possible?"  Davidson argues that what he calls “incontinent actions” (a notion which includes traditional akrasia and more) present us with a conflict between two intuitively persuasive principles:
P1. If an agent wants to do x more than he wants to do y and he believes himself free to do either x or y, then he will intentionally do x if he does either x or y intentionally.  And, 
P2. If an agent judges that it would be better to do x than to do y, then he wants to do x more than he wants to do y.
Scotus, as we just saw, flatly rejects anything like P2: “the will, having grasped some particular good, can will and not will it and anything concerning it . . .”  His position is, in effect, a form of externalism: a true moral judgment such as “a is better than b” does not as such express the emotions or inclinations of those who hold it.  (Nor, we should note, is it made true by the fact that a is more perfective of the agent – and thus more desirable – than b.  This position represents his break with the eudaimonism of the Aristotelian-Thomist tradition.)  Davidson, on the other hand, comes to the issue with both a deep skepticism about the existence of the will (which he repeatedly labels an “unfamiliar” and “mysterious” entity) and a tendency toward the “mild form of internalism” of P2. 
  But in the end Davidson too rejects P2, or at least reinterprets it as ambiguous.  Its first clause can mean either that the agent judges x better than y prima facie, i.e. “in light of all the relevant considerations known” to the agent; or that the agent judges x better than y “unconditionally”, and thus does x, or tries to (39).  But this distinction, and in particular the notion of the “unconditional judgment”, turns out to be incompatible with Davidson’s scruples on the “mysterious” concept of will.  
In the retrospective “Introduction” to his collected essays on human action, Davidson implies that when he wrote the essay on incontinence, he still held that talk of the will (or, as he says, intentions) was in effect simply shorthand for talk of i) “familiar” psychological states of belief and desire, and ii) ordinary (efficient or event-) causation.  But this amounts to a denial of the distinction Aristotle drew between human and non-human animals (see above, pp. 4-5), since the mark of the former in the realm of action is precisely the central role of rational will, deliberation, prudence and choice, which imply commitment and knowledge, notions which go beyond the “many varieties of emotions, sentiments, moods, motives, passions, and hungers” which on Davidson’s early view (op. cit., 7) move us to action.  Thus it is unsurprising that his account of how the incontinent can prima facie hold x better, yet unconditionally prefer y (which she proceeds to do, unless prevented, etc.) suggests nothing so much as a clash of natural forces:
There is no paradox in supposing a person sometimes holds that all that he believes and values supports a certain course of action, when at the same time those same beliefs and values cause him to reject that course of action. (41, my italics) 
And, in a footnote, Davidson adds: “At this point my account of incontinence seems to me very close to Aristotle’s.” (ibid.)  Perhaps so, especially since Aristotle seems reluctant to allow that the akratic person chooses.  But if Irwin is right, then Aristotle’s account of incontinence may implicitly make use of the concept of “choosing” (though not choice), just as Aquinas’s later does.
  In that case, Aristotle’s akratic would be performing what Aquinas calls an “elicited act of will”, and Davidson’s attempt to analyze the akratic struggle without appeal to will and his suggestion that the akratic’s reason is simply overpowered would be closer to Plato, and would face the same hazard, i.e. the inability to distinguish between incontinent and compulsive behavior.
  
In a later essay (“Intending”) Davidson explicitly surrenders the hope of analyzing the concept of action “without appeal to the notion of intention” (xiii).  As he writes: “[W]e cannot claim that we have made out a case for viewing intentions as something familiar, a kind of wanting, where we can distinguish the kind without having to use the concept of intention or will.” (102)  This resource, in the form of consent, would have given him an advantage in the analysis of incontinence, not only over Plato, but also over Aristotle and Aquinas.  Indeed, his account would have been very like that of Scotus.  Or even better than it.  For Scotus, unlike Davidson, does not pay much attention to the practical syllogism.  Had he done so, his view of the will would clearly not have allowed him to view it in the Aristotelian/Thomist way, wherein the conclusion is automatically an action (or a judgment that is directive of the will).  We do not know in detail how Davidson might have revised his view of the syllogism in the light of his late adoption of the concept of will, but in one of her later essays, Anscombe gives us an analysis of practical reasoning that is (not surprisingly) rather different from Davidson's early version, but which, as it happens, consorts well with what Scotus writes about the will. 

In Intention Anscombe had found fault with Aristotle for speaking of practical inference as “just the same” as the theoretical variety. (60)  This must be wrong, she thought, because Aristotle gives no credible candidate for the first premise of a practical inference that would allow detachment of an action-conclusion.  For example, she argued that a premise such as "do whatever you can to enrich yourself financially" suffers from the fatal disadvantage that at any given moment it entails numerous mutually inconsistent possible actions.(§33)  But over the years Anscombe came to view Aristotle’s thesis more favorably, and the key was coming to see that once one clearly separates the inference-pattern, i.e. the network of propositions, from the psychological states of the person doing the reasoning (either theoretical or practical), the fundamental identity of the apparently diverse patterns of theoretical and practical reasoning becomes obvious.  For example, a physician looking for an explanation of why someone’s headache got better after she took a walk might reason that, generally speaking, increased oxygen-intake helps counter a number of factors that contribute to headaches, and that this may be why the headache improved.  But now someone suffering from a headache could turn this same pattern of reasoning upside-down, as it were, beginning with a desideratum: “to get rid of my headache,” and then reasoning her way to something she can do here and now, e.g. go for a walk.  There is no need for a universally quantified first premise of the kind Aristotle favored, just the mention of something wanted by the agent.  Validity here, as in the theoretical case, is that of the pattern of propositions, which, as Aristotle said, is “the same” in either case.

Anscombe does not offer an analysis of akrasia in any of her published writings, though she did critically discuss Aristotle’s approach.
  But interestingly, in a later and little-noticed piece on practical reasoning she invites us to consider cases in which attaining the agent’s desideratum requires the action of someone else, for example a subordinate.
  Consider the following wrinkle on our initial example.  Suppose Louise, now grown wealthy, decides to spend an upcoming holiday at Disney World, and she asks her assistant to make the arrangements.  When told to do this, the assistant regards the plan as foolish and unlikely to provide Louise with much of a vacation.  But given that he is new at the bank, and considering the difficult job market, he decides to keep his mouth shut and do as he is told.  (Sartre referred to such conduct as mauvaise foi.)
As presented, this is a case in which the assistant shares neither the goal (which is hers, not his) nor the means-end belief of the boss, yet the assistant acts on the boss’s practical inference: he contacts the travel agent to book a flight, reserve a room in Orlando, etc.  The explanation of what he is doing must make reference to her goals and beliefs.  Anscombe cites this sort of case to support her view that the inference one acts on is in principle distinct from one’s own wants and beliefs.  Although it will only move to action an agent who adopts it, a practical inference itself consists of the propositions and their interrelationships, and not of the agent’s psychological states.  The psychologistic view (i.e. that the practical syllogism consists of the agent’s beliefs and desires, rather than of their content propositions) was what we found in Aristotle and Aquinas: “it is necessary [for one who wants x and believes that if he does y, x will happen] to act [by doing y] at once.”  But what is necessary, if Anscombe is right, is the connection in a valid practical inference between the proposition that expresses a goal and the proposition embodied in the conclusion, i.e. “Make P true!”  And as the case of Louise’s assistant shows, one can act on such an inference without accepting either the goal as the best alternative available, or the means as the best way to attain that goal.  
Now what I want to suggest is that this ironic (or “what’s it to me?”) attitude of the employee parallels the mind of the akratēs, who herself acts freely on an inference whose goal she does not endorse as the best thing to do in the circumstances.  As Scotus might put it: such a capacity [of will] is what we call “free”.  But such an agent is plainly, and in her own view, lacking.  With the existentialists we could call what she lacks ‘genuineness’.  In a sense, she conducts herself somewhat like an actor on the stage, adopting the requirements of a role with which she herself, “in her heart”, fails to identify.

Aristotle’s “conceptual problem” with akrasia arises because he thinks of practical inference as consisting of occurrent states of soul and the actions they produce: boulēsis, boulē, phronēsis, prohairesis, and praxis.  Agents are a kind of calculating machine in which, if things get so far as to generate a prohairesis, the next state of the machine is the appropriate praxis, other things being equal.  But in the akratēs the next state is not the appropriate praxis, but a different action; and yet the machine cannot be broken altogether, for the akratēs acts voluntarily and has the right boulēsis.  It seems that Louise must, and also by definition cannot, make a prohairesis (choice) in accord with her life-goal.  Cast in these terms, the problem of akrasia looks unsolvable.  

But following a) the common-sense insistence of the Stoics and medieval voluntarists on our capacity to choose, heatedly or coolly, against our best judgment, and b) Anscombe’s non-psychologistic analysis of the practical syllogism, we can see where Aristotle went astray.  As agents, i.e. creatures with a will, we are free to consent to or reject the conclusion of practical reasoning, for a practical inference is not a process that binds us, but rather a logical pattern, something abstract.  In Louise’s case, one pattern might be this:

Boulēsis: that I live an honest life (P!)

Boulē/phronēsis: Unless I report this loophole, I will not live honestly 
    (~Q => ~P)

Prohairesis : Therefore, report this loophole!  (Q!)

Since Louise accepts the two premises, her intentioally making ~Q true is akratic.  What this situation presupposes is that it be possible for one to accept a pattern of inference as both valid and sound, yet to refuse to accept the conclusion for oneself.  Generally this involves the simultaneous acceptance by the agent of a second pattern of practical reasoning of which the conclusion is inconsistent with making Q true, but without repudiating the original life-goal (here: to live honestly).  Ideally, as agents we would avoid such inconsistency; and as moral agents we would reject conclusions inconsistent with our conception of the good life (assuming that conception is a reasonable one).  But the akratēs accepts the inconsistency.  This is psychologically interesting and no doubt morally corrupt, but it involves no logical problem.  As Scotus wrote, “There is nothing contradictory about a created active principle having the perfection we attribute to the will, namely, that it is not just determined to one effect or to one act, but has many things within its scope and is not determined towards any of these things that fall sufficiently within its power”.

In the case of theoretical reasoning such a situation would only be possible through some form of some cognitive impairment: we would simply not understand someone who asserted all three of P, ~Q=>~P, and ~Q.  From the familiar case of akrasia we see that in the practical situation, where the propositions concern an agent’s aspirations, beliefs and actions, there is a different, a practical kind of irrationality.  What accounts for it?  Human frailty, we might say, or “original sin”.  But for the Christian medievals, who developed this latter concept, even it does not suffice, for Adam and Eve succumbed to something like weakness of will before the Fall (as did Lucifer and the other rebel angels).  The motivation for such irrationality remains a profound mystery.

What the Anscombe analysis shows, in addition to its counsel against psychologizing the practical inference, is how akrasia may be understood as a form of bad faith: As with the “ironic servant,” the case of the akratēs requires us to make a distinction between what the agent is up to (being an instrument in the case of the servant, an embezzler in Louise’s case) and the agent’s own assessment of what the situation requires.  Just as the servant willingly suppresses his own notion of what should be done and instead carries out the intention of the master, so too the akratēs willingly suppresses her own conception of how to live in order to pursue another, incompatible interest. Louise treats herself the way her timid assistant treats her, i.e. neither he nor she herself take her fully seriously as a person.  The akratēs herself lacks genuineness or integrity.
Meister Eckhart and ‘onikia’.  Although Davidson and others have persuasively argued that weak-willed behavior need not be ethical in nature, but can also afflict our non-moral decision-making,
 we should not overlook the fact that the ancient and medieval discussion of akrasia took place entirely in the context of moral philosophy and theology.  Aristotle set the trend here, of course, and he was commenting on still older contexts in Plato’s works (and perhaps in the thought of Socrates himself) that were explicitly concerned with how we ought to live.  Aristotle’s interest in akrasia was primarily motivated, not so much by its conceptually puzzling character per se, but by the threat it represented to living properly, and this focus was shared across the board by medieval thinkers.
  Further, into the late 13th century this discussion among both classical and medieval writers was embedded in a common eudaimonist framework inherited in its basics from Aristotle and Plato, in which the fundamental task of the ordinary moral agent is to attain or realize a good that is not (or not yet) ours, but is at some distance from the agent’s standpoint in the midst of life.  We must strive toward it with the help of: i) insight into the real nature of the good we de facto seek, ii) moral struggle and habituation, and iii) for Christian thought, divine grace.  Akrasia impedes one’s progress on this path.  Indeed, the metaphorical notion of ‘backsliding’ expresses perfectly how akrasia fits into the eudaimonist framework.
A number of later medieval thinkers – e.g. Henry of Ghent and John Duns Scotus – took exception to eudaimonism.  In Scotus, as we saw, the alternative was based on separating what Aquinas and the others had seen as unified: the will’s inclination to its own perfection (happiness) on one hand, and its inclination to do the good for its own sake (justice) on the other.  For Scotus the latter, and not the former, is the basis of ethics.

However, in neither Aquinas nor his voluntarist critics is there any talk about the need to abandon the will itself: is it not, after all, an essential aspect of what we as human beings are, and hence of how we ought to live?  Quite different, at least at first glance, is the view of Meister Eckhart, the Dominican contemporary of Scotus.  For example, Eckhart interprets the beatitude, “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3) as teaching that our true blessedness requires not that we pursue poverty in worldly terms, nor that we subjugate our will to that of God, but rather that “we will nothing”.
 

Though this smacks of paradox, particularly coming from someone who led so active a life as Eckhart (as teacher, scholar, preacher, administrator of his order, etc.) it not only has, I believe, a sensible interpretation within Eckhart’s highly original synthesis of Aristotelian and (Christian) Neoplatonist elements, but also offers an intriguing alternative to standard eudaimonism.  For him, our good, indeed the Good itself, while ontologically distinct from and prior to any finite, created good, is precisely not itself some entity totally distinct from and external to us, toward which we must strive through our actions.  Rather, since that Good is also the source of all being and goodness – Eckhart is thinking principally of formal, and not efficient or final, causality –, all created entities participate in it, and thus can never be truly separated from it.  Apart from it, he says, creatures are “a pure nothing”.
 

Moreover, we humans share especially intimately – more than even the angels – in the divine nature, having been created in God's “image and likeness” (Genesis, I, 26).  But for Eckhart God, though the Source of everything, is “like nothing”, neither this nor that.
  Eckhart finds an agreement of the philosophers (Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics) with the Jewish, Christian and Muslim teaching that our deepest desire is to realize to the fullest extent possible the divine within us.
  Thus, he reasons, our deepest reality, our blessedness, is to be “like nothing,” a calling unique to rational beings.  For since our de facto created particularity makes us resemble other beings in countless ways, for us to be “like nothing” can only mean to detach from the particularities that make us resemble, but also distinguish us from, other finite creatures, so as to recover our true being in the nameless “ground of the soul”.
  

This emptying of the self does not, however, lead to withdrawal from the world, far from it.  For the ground is simultaneously the Good, Wise and Just, with which the detached person identifies and then seeks to embody in good, wise and just actions for their own sake.  Like St. Thomas and other medievals, Eckhart identifies God with the transcendentals (traditionally: being, oneness, truth, and goodness, to which he adds – building perhaps on the ontological notion of goodness – the highest moral attributes, justice and wisdom).  But whereas Thomas thought that, say, God’s Being and our being, while both real, are related only analogically, Eckhart holds that we have no being of our own (creatures in themselves are “nothing”), and exist only by participation in the divine Being.  But since God is also good, just, wise, etc., our “unity (with God) in the ground” is at the same time an identification with Goodness, Justice, Wisdom, etc. themselves.  As Eckhart puts it:

Goodness begets itself and all that it is in the good man, and the good man receives all his being, knowledge, love and energy from the heart and inmost depth of Goodness, and from that alone.  The good man and Goodness are nothing but one goodness, all in one, except for the bearing and being born, and yet the bearing of Goodness and the being born in the good man is but one being and one life . . . Further, we should know that when one says ‘good’, the word or name denotes or includes nothing else, neither more nor less than Goodness pure and simple, which yet gives itself out.  When we speak of a good man, we mean that his goodness has been given to him, infused, engendered by the unborn Goodness . . . All that I have said of the good man and Goodness applies equally to the true man and Truth, to the just man and Justice, to the wise man and Wisdom.” (Book of Divine Consolation, DW V, pp. 9-10, Walshe III, 62-3)
  

For a just person to be just requires of her that she act justly, i.e. out of the Justice that is her source as just (and likewise with Goodness, Wisdom, etc.); and in the Aristotelian tradition that means acting justly for its own sake, not for some extrinsic reason.  As an example of such "action from the Ground" Eckhart cites St. Elisabeth of Thuringia, who did not deem it beneath her dignity as Queen of Hungary to tend personally to the sick and the poor.
  Crucial, in Eckhart’s interpretation, is that she did so not in order to earn praise or merit in the eyes of God, but simply because it was the right, good, wise thing to do.  For God, lacking nothing, never seeks to gain anything.  As Eckhart puts it, God always “acts without why”.
  Had St. Elisabeth been seeking divine approval through her deeds, she would have been acting “with a why”, i.e. “with will” (Eckhart sometimes also speaks of "self-will" or “creaturely will”, all of which presuppose the agent’s belief in her separation from the Ground).  One acts for a why not simply because the deed is the right etc. thing to do, but out of a sense of lack and the desire to fill that lack.  Thus detachment (or, sometimes, “humility”, also “obedience”), since it acknowledges our basic completeness in the ground, is for Eckhart the highest virtue, or perhaps better: the proto-virtue.

A just person such as Eckhart’s Elisabeth has come to realize through long years of practice her union with Justice, and she acts from that awareness and that union.  This awareness and the attendant practical orientation (to genuine justice, goodness, etc.) Eckhart calls “the birth of God’s Son in the soul”.
  It is precisely here, and not in some future heavenly act of knowledge or will that, according to Eckhart, our blessedness consists.
  Eckhart’s frequent anti-teleological injunctions to “live without why” follow directly from this conception of our intimate relationship to the divine, as when he says, “Out of this inmost ground [of union with the Good], all your works should be wrought without Why,”
 i.e. we are called to live a life of virtue, but without attachment to any outcome.

Unsurprisingly, this unusual view of eudaimonism has ramifications for the concept of will, and thus akrasia.  To understand this, it is helpful to recall again Aristotle’s primary notion of will, boulēsis, of which he remarks that it is "for the end" (NE 1113a 15), and which he goes on to argue is, when rightly ordered, for the good appropriate to human nature.  Thus it is explicit in Aristotle's ethics (and, even more strongly, in St. Thomas’s) that willing (in this sense) is aimed at something towards which we are oriented by our nature and are striving, but which we do not yet (or not fully) have.  This view might be labeled teleological eudaimonism.  Eckhart's view, by contrast, is non-teleological: if we detach from all our particularities and consider only the unity of our Ground, there is neither need nor place for an Aristotelian boulēsis, for we are already unified with our blessedness, though we are generally ignorant of our true condition.  Eckhart equates “living without why” with “living without creaturely will”,
 i.e. precisely without this Aristotelian conception of will-for-the-end, which contains in it the notion of our fundamental incompleteness.  

As I have argued elsewhere,
 it does not follow from what Eckhart teaches about abandoning the will (in the sense of boulēsis) that we ought not to form and act on intentions, which are not limited to Aristotle’s will-for-the-end.
  Detachment (or humility) serves as the proto-virtue for Eckhart, in this sense: whoever with the help of grace has detached from his creaturely will, henceforth acts from the divine will, which as an expression of the most selfless love has no end outside itself.  The creaturely will (boulēsis) is based on the conception of oneself as essentially a limited individual with many needs.  Detaching oneself from this self-conception opens one to a new life in which, in Eckhart’s reading of the phrase fiat voluntas tua in the Lord’s Prayer, “will become(s) Thine [i.e. God’s]”.
  As noted above, such a person does the just deed divinely, i.e. simply because it is just, not for the sake of some further end.  But for us to perform just deeds requires that we form intentions, e.g. that we decide, like St. Elisabeth, to bring food to a sick person or, like Socrates, we refuse to collaborate with wrongdoers.  The difference between St. Elisabeth and the people Eckhart contrasts with her, those who live with why, lies in the respective motivations (ulterior in their case, interior in hers), and not in the alleged fact that they form intentions while she does not.
Eckhart's ethical framework resembles Aristotle's in that both have a non-instrumental conception of virtuous action.  But for Aristotle eudaimonia consists in a full, active virtuous life, which implies it is something we are always still striving towards.
  Likewise, for Thomas our eudaimonia lies in the beatific vision afforded to the just in heaven.  But for Eckhart beatitude is something that in one sense we already possess, like a treasure buried deep inside us, and our principal task is to become aware of it and all it implies:

One should not receive God nor consider Him as outside oneself, but as one’s own and as within oneself: nor should one work for any ‘why’, neither for God nor one’s honor nor for anything at all that is outside of oneself, but only for that which is one’s own being and one’s own life within oneself.  Some simple folk imagine they will see God as if He were standing there and they here.  That is not so.  God and I are one. (Sermon 6, DW I, 113; Walshe, II, 136)

These differences in our relationship to what makes us blessed are captured in the element of “striving toward” (in Aristotle’s and Thomas’s teleological approach) and “becoming aware of” (Eckhart).  Of course Aristotle’s virtuous person must also be aware of what the good life consists in, even as the Eckhartian just person must no doubt exert effort to live the just life.
  Even so, the difference between the two conceptions of blessedness signals a significant shift, not least for our topic.  Akrasia as Aristotle defined it, i.e. the backsliding of someone who truly knows what the good consists in, can have no real place in Eckhart’s ethical thought.  To see why, first consider that, for him, to attain the insight into our true nature requires divine grace:

Since all creatures take such delight in their natural light, what draws them away from it, the light of grace, must be stronger.  For in the natural light man enjoys himself; but the light of grace, which is unspeakably more powerful, deprives man of self-enjoyment and draws him into itself . . . [W]e cannot love God without first knowing Him: but the essential point which is God stands there in the center, equally far from and near to all creatures, and the only way of getting closer to it is for my natural intellect to be displaced by a light that surpasses it.  (Sermon 75, DW III, 297-98; Walshe, II, 280-81)

“Far from creatures” in being unlike them all; “near to”, indeed indistinguishable from, us in the ground.  
But, secondly, once one has opened oneself to such grace and has realized the nature of one’s true bliss, akrasia is no longer a genuine option:

I was once asked why good folk feel so happy with God and are so zealous to serve Him.  I replied by saying it was because they had tasted God, and it would be strange indeed if the soul that had once tasted and tried God could find any other food appealing . . . (Sermon 73, DW III, 263; Walshe, II, 194)

“Strange indeed”: Eckhart does not say “impossible”.  Nonetheless, for him akrasia is clearly not, indeed could not be, the common phenomenon threatening the core of the moral quest that it is for Aristotle and his followers.  This presumably explains why the topic receives no attention from him in any of his extent works.

Nonetheless, Eckhart explores a phenomenon that is interestingly parallel to akrasia.  It is a condition of those who, like akratics in the view of St. Thomas, have in a sense the right conception of human happiness, i.e. eternal union with God.  But unlike akratics, who are said to know what the goal is and realize what is to be done in the given circumstances, but then fail to do it, these unfortunate souls thoroughly misunderstand what union with God is and how it is achieved; they thus engage in counter-productive conduct.  Eckhart is thinking primarily of monks, friars, nuns, and Beguines (lay women living in spiritual communities) with whose care he was periodically entrusted.
  In Aristotelian terms these were people striving to be "divine" (NE 1145 a20-30), i.e. to attain a state higher than ordinary human virtue.  While Aristotle considered such perfection to be at best a great rarity, the development of Christian spirituality held it to be a goal worth striving for, though not required of everyone.  The means thereto were generally considered to be the ascetic practices common to the religious life, such as fasting, penances, abstinences of various sorts, etc.  While Eckhart agreed that our happiness lies in union with God, he regarded as profoundly mistaken the notion that asceticism, or any other practices, are needed as a means:

Indeed, if a man thinks he will get more of God by meditation [innerkeit], and by devotion, by ecstasies or by special infusion of grace than by [cooking at] the fire or by [tending the animals] in the stable -- that is nothing but taking God, wrapping a cloak round his head and shoving him under a bench.  Whoever seeks God in a special way gets the way and misses God, who lies hidden in it.  But whoever seeks God without any special way gets Him as He is in Himself . . . (Sermon 5b, DW I, 91; Walshe, I, 117-18)

Following Eckhart’s own lead, we could dub the mistake he has in mind “asininity” (or onikia, from the Greek onos, ass or donkey).  For, speaking in sermon 52 of the Beatitude, "Blessed are the poor in spirit," he claims the following:

Firstly, we say that a person poor [in spirit – and thus blessed, i.e. one who has realized her eudaimonia] is one who wants nothing.  There are some who do not properly understand the meaning of this: these are the people who cling with creaturely attachment to penances and outward practices, making much of these.  May God have mercy on such folk for understanding so little of divine truth!  These people are called holy from their outward appearances, but inwardly they are asses (esel), for they are ignorant of the actual nature of divine truth.  (Sermon 52, DW II,489-90; Walshe II, p. 270)

In another sermon Eckhart says of the approach of such people, “As long as you do works for the sake of heaven or God or eternal bliss, from without, you are at fault.  It may pass muster, but it is not the best.” (Sermon 5b, DW I, 91; Walshe I, 117.)
The esel strive for spiritual perfection, not merely for ordinary human virtue.  Eckhart is willing to acknowledge their aspirations, explicitly calling them at one point “good people” (Sermon 1, DW I, p. 6, Walshe I, 55).  He makes it clear that he does not regard them as evil, or guilty of sin.  Their fault is of a different kind:  

These people say that a man poor in spirit is one who wants nothing and they explain it this way: a man should so live that he never does his own will in anything, but should strive to do the dearest will of God.  It is well with these people because their intention is right, and we commend them for it.  May God in his mercy grant them the kingdom of heaven!  But by God's wisdom I declare that these folk are not poor [in spirit] nor similar to the poor.  They are much admired by those who know no better, but I say that they are asses with no understanding of God's truth.  Perhaps they will gain heaven for their good intentions, but of the poverty we shall now discuss they have no idea.  (Sermon 52, DW II,490; Walshe II, p. 270)
Eckhart is not rejecting the notion of perfection or divine virtue.  It is not clear just how widely accessible he thought such perfection was, but he plainly regards the champions of asceticism as on the wrong track.  They say the right thing, i.e. that a person poor in spirit is one who “wants nothing”.  But they misunderstand the meaning of this profound teaching by failing to take Jesus’s words (“Blessed are the poor in spirit”) radically enough.  Their reading of the phrase is that one should want to do only God's will.  But, as Eckhart points out, this is precisely not to want nothing:

As long as a man is so disposed that it is his will with which he would do the most beloved will of God, that man has not the poverty we are speaking about: for that man has a will to serve God's will – and that is not true poverty!  For a man to possess true poverty he must be as free of his created will as he was when he was not. (DW II, 491; Walshe II, 270-71)

The ascetics have overlooked what Eckhart takes to be the case: that we are de facto not separated from God (as is implied by the Aristotelian-Thomist conception of the will as boulēsis): our illusory belief in such separation blocks awareness of our true condition.

So stated, the fault of onikia appears to be cognitive in nature.  Aristotle and Thomas, as we saw, seek to explain akratic behavior by pointing to the distorting influence of emotion: the akratic knows what she should do, but in the grip of passion she lets this knowledge “slip from her grasp” at the crucial moment.  As we also saw, for Scotus (and Anscombe?) there is no need to invoke the passions in every case of weakness of will: as agents we are free to act, or not, on what we judge to be the best thing to do in the circumstances, all things considered.  (What motivates such “clear-eyed” akrasia is an open, and pressing, question.)  Eckhart's esel, by contrast, seem ignorant: they speak of the divine life as if they understood what it is, but their behavior makes it clear that they do not.
  However, in this same Sermon 52 Eckhart reminds his hearers of the necessary role that grace plays in bringing us to a true understanding of our nature.  He says (of St. Paul) that 

it was needful for the grace of God to be in him, for the grace of God brought it about in him that his accidental nature was perfected as essence.  When grace had ended and finished its work, Paul remained that which he was [by which Eckhart presumably means Paul’s original, and unchanging, union with God in his ground]  (Sermon 52, DW II, 502; Walshe II, 274, emphasis added).  

Grace is God’s free gift, but at the same time Eckhart repeatedly stresses that God is more eager to embrace us than we are to embrace God.
  So grace is “needful”, but also abundantly available.  Speaking of the Angel Gabriel’s greeting to Mary, “Hail, full of grace!”, Eckhart writes:

Let [God] bid me do what He will, I care not at all, it is all a trifle to me, if He gives me His grace with it.  Some people say they have not got it.  I say, ‘I am sorry.  Do you want it?’ – No. – ‘Then I am sorrier still’.  If you cannot have it, you should at least have a desire for it.  If you can’t have a desire for it, you should at least desire to desire it.  David says: “I have desired a desire, Lord, for thy justice” (Ps. 119:20).  (Sermon 38, DW II, 245; Walshe, I, 221)

This suggests that the problem of the esel is both cognitive and conative.  Unable and perhaps also unwilling to conceive of their essential unity with the divine, they prefer to rely on their own efforts, their works of fasting, prayer, and the like.  Their ‘humility’ is thus really a lack of humility in Eckhart’s sense of the term, i.e. they lack a willingness to surrender altogether to God’s grace.  The donkey is both ignorant and willful.

We should note that the existential problem faced by the esel has a parallel in the standard akrasia case, namely how can the akratēs conquer her failing and become virtuous, since she already knows what she should do, but it fails to move her?  Similarly, the esel regards herself as already following the highest injunction of Jesus: "And he said to them all, ‘If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me’.” (Luke 9:23)  What could persuade her that she is on the wrong path?  

Aristotle, for all his attention to akrasia, has little help to offer, though St. Thomas says a good deal by way of spiritual guidance for backsliders.
  Is there also hope for the esel?  St. Paul himself had to be knocked off his horse and rendered blind for three days before his conversion was effected.  One hopes that less drastic means might suffice in most cases!  What the esel – along with the ordinarily virtuous, the akratic, and the vicious – lack is not fundamental union with God, but rather the realization that this union exists, is their most basic reality, and thus constitutes their blessedness.  So for Eckhart, the journey involved in the moral or spiritual life is essentially an inner one, a journey within the soul.  That it is no easier for being interior is something that Eckhart is keenly aware of.  At the end of Sermon 52 he says:

If anyone cannot understand this sermon, he need not worry.  For so long as a man is not equal to this truth, he cannot understand my words, for this is a naked truth which has come direct from the heart of God.  That we may so live as to experience it eternally, may God help us.  Amen.  [DW II, 506 Walshe II, 276]

These words would seem to apply to the situation of the esel: not being “equal to this truth” (i.e. not having an ad-aequatio to the profound rem involved, which is our union in the ground with the divine Source), they hear the phrase "no will" but understand "no will except the will to do God's will."  They take it in the sense implied by our supposed fundamental separateness from God, i.e. in a creaturely way, and not as a "naked truth", one that proceeds from, or is grounded in, the primal unity (“the heart of God”).  To grasp this, grace is necessary, i.e. that "God help us."

For one who has, with God’s help, grasped this truth, an akratic backslide seems barely conceivable.  For Eckhart a putative Aristotelian or Thomist akratēs has from the start a mistaken conception of human flourishing, and thus does not truly know what the good is.  So akrasia as they defined it really does not exist for Eckhart.  Does this mean that he could not have understood Davidson’s broader notion of weakness of will?  Not necessarily.  But taking philosophy as a tool in the quest for salvation, and with his focus firmly set on the clarification of happiness or beatitude, he would probably not have seen any point in uncoupling the analysis of the will from ethics.  His concern, I have suggested, was to present a largely new and rather startling perspective on the human thirst for beatitude.  It is one in which people who are seeking perfection may be stupid and/or willful, but not akratic.

�  This lacuna began to be addressed by Risto Saarinen, Weakness of Will in Medieval Thought. From Augustine to Buridan, Leiden: Brill Academic Publishers 1994.  More recently, and in much greater depth on individual figures, there is the volume edited by Tobias Hoffmann, Jörn Müller, and Matthias Perkams, Das Problem der Willensschwäche in der mittelalterlichen Philosophie / The Problem of Weakness of Will in Medieval Philosophy [Recherches de Théologie et Philosophie médiéval, Bibliotheca 8]. Leuven-Paris-Dudley, Peeters 2006.  





�  I cite Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics as NE, and use the translation by Terence Irwin, second ed., Indianapolis, Hackett Publishing 1999.





�  A moral philosopher colleagueexpressed to me his skepticism that there are such people as Clyde, so it was with a mix of distaste and vindication that I came across a column entitled “The Invisible Hand” in the June 2007 Harper’s Magazine.  In it a former hedge-fund manager and TV show host, James J. Cramer, in discussing how to influence stock prices, is quoted (from a transcript) as saying: “ . . . what’s important when you’re in hedge-fund mode is to not do anything remotely truthful, because the truth is so against your view that it’s important to create a new truth, to develop a fiction.” (24)


�  My references to St. Thomas are to his Summa Theologiae, (here STh IaIIae, Q. 77, art. 2, Resp.).  I use the translation of the Fathers of the English Dominican Province, Benziger Bros., New York, 1947; online at (� HYPERLINK "http://www.ccel.org/ccel/aquinas/summa.i.html" ��http://www.ccel.org/ccel/aquinas/summa.i.html�).  


�  This passage, from De Anima III, 432 b5 (my translation) was often cited by medieval thinkers.





�  Cf. Irwin’s dissection of the three species of desire (orexis) in Aristotle, in his translation of the Nicomachean Ethics, op. cit., note 2 above, 323-24.  Aristotle’s De Anima, Book II, ch. 3, is devoted to the topic.





�  On Hume’s view of the will, cf. John Connolly, “The Will as Impression”, Hume Studies, vol. XIII (2), November 1987, pp. 276-305.  We will return below, in a discussion of Davidson on weakness of will, to the contrast of naturalistic vs. non-naturalistic approaches to human action.  





�  As Anscombe showed in Intention, Oxford, Blackwell 1957, e.g. in §16.





�  Aquinas contrasts such knowledge with the speculative variety, which “is derived from the objects known,”  STh IaIIae, Q. 3, art. 5, obj. 1.  The view that a particular kind of non-observational knowledge is the mark of the practical is the central thesis of Anscombe’s Intention.  Cf. the introductory essay, “Ein Wissen, das kein Licht ist: Absicht und die Autonomie des Praktischen”, to the German edition of her book, entitled Absicht, translated and introduced by John M. Connolly and Thomas Keutner, Alber Verlag, Freiburg/München 1986, pp. IX-LXII.





�  In Intention, op. cit., note 8 above, p. 58.





�  Cf. E.J. Lemmon, “Moral Dilemmas”, in Philosophical Review, 71 (1962), pp. 139-58.  The cited passage is on pp. 144-45.  Davidson cites Lemmon on p. 23 of his “How is Weakness of the Will Possible?”, in Essays on Actions and Events, Oxford, Clarendon Press 1980, pp. 21-42.  





�  Irwin’s discussion is in his “Will, Responsibility, and Ignorance: Aristotelian Accounts of Incontinence”, in Tobias Hoffmann, Jörn Müller, Matthias Perkams, eds., Das Problem der Willensschwäche etc., op. cit., note 1 above, pp. 39-58.





�  There is a critical discussion of Aristotle’s quandary in G.E.M. Anscombe, “Thought and Action in Aristotle: What is ‘Practical Truth’?”, in her Collected Papers of G.E.M. Anscombe, vol. 1, Minneapolis, Univ. of Minnesota Press 1981, pp. 66-77.  She refers to this aspect of Aristotle’s theory as the “automatic-machine aspect of the practical syllogism” (74).





�  On Aristotle’s treatment of will, with comparisons to developments in late antiquity and the medieval period, cf. Charles Kahn, “Discovering the Will from Aristotle to Augustine,” in John M. Dillon, and A.A. Long, eds., The Question of ‘Eclecticism’: Studies in Later Greek Philosophy, Berkeley, University of California Press 1988, pp. 103-126.  





�  Sententia libri Ethicorum, ed. R. Spiazzi, Rome-Turino 1964.  An English-language version is available: Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, transl. C.I. Litzinger, O.P., Foreword by Ralph McInerny, Notre Dame (IN), Dumb Ox Books, revised edition 1993.





�  “ . . . in aliquo particulari aestimat operandum praeter rationem rectam.” In op. cit., note 15 above, par. 1433, emphasis added.





�  “. . . with Augustine we do not find the Aristotelian concept of akrasia.  Instead we find a theory of weakness of will, of being overcome impulsively by what we do not want, as well as of insufficient self-control.  In other words, we find an interpretation of akrasia-the-subject-matter” as opposed to a commentary on Aristotle.  Christian Schäfer, “Willensschwäche bei den christlichen Platonikern”, in Tobias Hoffmann et al., op. cit., note 6 above, p. 77.





�  Cf. the discussion in Irwin, “Aristotelian Accounts . . . “, op.cit., note 6, above, pp. 54-58.  The citation is from p. 57.





�  In his Reportatio Parisiensis, I-A, d.1, n. 30, St. Bonaventure (NY), Franciscan Institute 2005, emphasis added.  I am indebted for this reference to Timothy Noone.  





�   Scotus’s comments on Aristotle and the will in his Questions on the Metaphysics IX, Q. 15, are available in English translation in Duns Scotus on the Will and Morality, selected, transl. and introd. by Allan B. Wolter, O.F.M., and edited by William A. Frank, Washington D.C., Catholic University Press, 1986, revised 1997, pp. 136-50.





�  “The affection for justice is nobler than the affection for the advantageous, understanding by ‘justice’ not only acquired or infused justice, but also innate justice, which is the will’s congenital liberty by reason of which it is able to will some good not oriented to self.”  Ordinatio III, suppl., dist. 46, emphasis added, in Duns Scotus etc., op. cit., note 20, p. 153.





�  Davidson, in op. cit., note 11 above, p. 26.  Further page numbers to this collection, which includes the major articles on human action published by Davidson over a 15-year span, are given in parentheses.  Objections to Davidson’s analysis of incontinence are presented by Joseph Margolis, “Rationality and Weakness of Will” , Journal of Chinese Philosophy 8 (1), March 1981, pp. 9-27 .





�  Irwin, op. cit., note 12 above, p. 47, and also p. 49 (fn. 13).  Aquinas’s distinction between choosing (eligens) and choice (electio) is made in STh IaIIae, q. 78, a. 4, ad 3: “It is one thing to sin choosing [as the incontinens, say Louise, does], another to sin from choice [as does Clyde]” (my translation).





�  Davidson might contend that his definition of incontinence preempts this objection by building in the requirement (in P1) that the akratic action be intentional.  But i) much (even most) compulsive behavior is itself intentional; and ii) at this stage of his career Davidson held that intentions themselves are not entities. (Cf. Davidson, op. cit., note 11 above, p. xiii and also p. 8.)  So his attempt at preemption would fall short.





�  G.E.M. Anscombe, “Thought and Action in Aristotle”, op.cit., note 13 above.





�  G.E.M. Anscombe, “Von Wright on Practical Inference”, in Paul Arthur Schilpp and Lewis Edwin Hahn, The Philosophy of Georg Henrik von Wright, La Salle (Ill.), Open Court Press 1989, pp. 377-404.





�  Rather similarly, Aristotle himself proposed a comparison of akratēs and actor: “And so we must suppose that those who are acting incontinently also say the words [which express their virtuous convictions] in the way that actors do” [NE 1147 a24]  But for Aristotle the words uttered in such a rote manner are the ones expressing moral values to which the akratēs, when not tempted, would subscribe, e.g. “Theft is wrong.”  Whereas I am suggesting that when Louise says, “It’s wrong, but I am going to do it,” the role she is adopting is that of embezzler, i.e. she is acting in this case as someone would who accepts values she normally rejects.  In so doing, she risks putting herself on the path of becoming an embezzler in character as well as action.  





�  Questions on Metaphysics IX, Q. 15, b; emphasis added.  In op. cit., note 20 above, p. 143.





�  In his fascinating discussion of the theme in City of God, Book XII, Augustine suggests pride as the motive of the rebel angels (ch. 7), but as for how they could succumb to such pride in spite of their superior intellects he says there is no answer, “no efficient cause of an evil will.”





�  In Davidson, op. cit., note 11 above, p. 30.  Many varieties of akrasia, moral and otherwise, are enumerated in Amelie Rorty’s “Akrasia and Conflict”, in her Mind in Action, Boston, Beacon Press 1988, pp. 246-65.





�  For instructive surveys cf. Saarinen, Weakness of Will in Medieval Thought etc., op. cit., note 1 above;  and Hoffmann, et al., Das Problem etc., op. cit., also in note 1 above.





�  Eckhart’s works are cited here according to the usual format, i.e. the Latin works as the Lateinische Werke (LW), the German works as the Deutsche Werke (DW), both published by Verlag W. Kohlhammer, Stuttgart 1936 - .  This text is from German Sermon 52, DW II, p. 489.  The English translations are for the most part from the edition of M. O’C. Walshe, Meister Eckhart: Sermons and Treatises, 3 volumes, Shaftsbury (Dorset), Element Books, 1987.  I have occasionally slightly altered Walshe’s translations in line with the modern German versions in the DW.  This passage is from Walshe, vol. II, p. 270.





�  E.g. in Sermon 4, DW I, 69; Walshe I, 284.





�  “Who are they who are thus equal [to God]?  They who are like nothing are Godlike.  God’s being is like nothing: in it is neither image nor form.”  (Sermon 6, DW I, 107; Walshe, II, 134.)  This teaching is part of Eckhart’s embrace of negative theology, the view that the divinity is beyond the comprehension of our finite minds.  Cf. Bernard McGinn, “The God Beyond God: Theology and Mysticism in the Thought of Meister Eckhart”, The Journal of Religion 61 (1981), pp. 1-19.





�  The consonance of Eckhart’s thought with the views of Averroes and Maimonides, among others, is the theme of Kurt Flasch, Meister Eckhart: Die Geburt der ‘Deutschen Mystik’ aus dem Geist der arabischen Philosophie, Verlag C.H. Beck, Munich 2006.





�  Eckhart’s teaching about “the ground” is many-layered and difficult.  He sometimes seems to intimate that it is a kind of trans-temporal faculty of the soul; but what he says of it in German Sermon 52 (DW II, pp. 496-97; Walshe, II, 272) is probably better understood as applying to the soul’s nature, which – since it was made in God’s ‘image and likeness’ – has that special ontological relationship (‘quasi-identity’, perhaps) that connects image and imaged.  Cf. the discussion of Eckhart’s use of “ground” in Bernard McGinn, The Mystical Thought of Meister Eckhart: the Man from Whom God Hid Nothing, Crossroad Publishing, New York 2001, pp. 35-52.





�  The most extensive discussion available in English of Eckhart’s distinctive version of the doctrine of the transcendentals is Burkhard Mojsisch, Meister Eckhart: Analogy, Univocity and Unity, transl. O.F. Summerell, Amsterdam, Grüner 2001.  A concise description of the doctrine is available in Jan A. Aertsen’s entry on Eckhart in Jorge J.E. Gracia and Timothy B. Noone, eds., A Companion to Philosophy in the Middle Ages, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing 2003., pp. 434-442.





�  In German Sermon 32, DW II; Walshe II, pp. 55 ff..  In a similar vein Eckhart presents as exemplars St. Francis, in Sermon 74, and Martha (of the Martha/Mary story, Gospel of Luke, 10: 38 ff.) in Sermon 86, and also in Sermon 2.





�  E.g. in Sermon 28 Eckhart writes: “All God’s commandments come from love and from the goodness of His nature . . . Now whoever dwells in the goodness of his nature, dwells in God’s love: but love is without why . . .”  DW II, 59; Walshe I, 141.





�  As Theo Kobusch has pointed out, Eckhart in various places gives a variety of names to the “ground-act” in which one turns decisively toward God, e.g. calling it “humility” (in German sermons 14, 15, 16b, 54a, 55), “obedience” in the Talks of Instruction, etc.  Cf. Kobusch, “Mystik als Metaphysik des moralischen Seins”, in Kurt Ruh, ed., Abendländische Mystik im Mittelalter: Symposion Kloster Engelberg 1984, J.B. Metzlersche Verlagsbuchhandlung, Stuttgart 1986, p. 53.





�  This is perhaps Eckhart’s most famous image and is found widely in his works, e.g. in Sermon 6, DW I, 109-10; Walshe II, 134-35.





�  This is stated explicitly in a number of places, e.g. in the German treatise, The Nobleman, DW V, 117, ll.19-21, where Eckhart writes: "So too, I say, the nobleman takes and draws his entire being, his life, and his happiness simply from God alone, with God, and in God, and not from knowing-God, or the vision of God, or loving-God and the like."  Cf. also the final paragraph of sermon 59, DW II.





�  Sermon 5b, DW I, 90-2; Walshe I, 117-18.





�  “Now you may ask when the will is a right will.  The will is perfect and right when it is without all attachment, when it has gone out or self and is shaped and formed after the will of God.”  Talks of Instruction, 10, DW V, 218; Walshe III, 23.





�  In an unpublished essay entitled “Eudaimonism, Teleology, and the Pursuit of Happiness:  Meister Eckhart on "living without a why".





�  Aristotle notoriously has no separate discussion of intention, but St. Thomas does.  In the so-called “Treatise of Human Acts” (Summa Theologiae, IaIIae, 6-17) he at some length distinguishes the will as a power from willing (the end) as one of the acts (or actualizations) of that power.  Among the other “elicited” (or direct) acts of the will Thomas discusses are intending the end and enjoying it, as well as choice, use, deliberation, etc.  In Q. 12, article 2 he explicitly states that while intention is always of the end, it need not be of the ultimate end, i.e. it may, but need not be, boulēsis in Aristotle’s sense.





�  Sermon 30, DW II, 99; Walshe, I, 149.





�  Perhaps even posthumously?  Cf. his discussion, in NE I, 10-11 of the effects on our happiness of things that happen after we die.





�  In his Latin Commentary on the Book of Wisdom (LW II, 368, 4-7) Eckhart says that “the virtues – justice and the like – are something more like gradually proceeding conformations than something impressed and remaining firmly rooted in the virtuous person. They are in a constant becoming . . . ”





�  This talk of “tasting God” may make Eckhart sound like an experiential mystic, but it is for him a metaphor.  The experience of our union is not a matter of a rapture, but rather of a (life-changing) realization of what we are.  This point is argued by Kurt Flasch: “Meister Eckhart und die ‘Deutsche Mystik’ – Zur Kritik eines historiographischen Schemas”, in Olaf Pluta, ed., Die Philosophie im 14. u. 15. Jahrhundert, John Benjamins Publishing Co., Amsterdam 1988, pp. 439-63; and also Theo Kobusch, Mystik als Metaphysik des moralischen Seins”, in Kurt Ruh, ed., Abendländische Mystik im Mittelalter: Symposion Kloster Engelberg 1984, J.B. Metzlersche Verlagsbuchhandlung, Stuttgart 1986, pp. 49-62.





�  Cf. the discussion, with further references, in Niklaus Largier’s commentary in Meister Eckhart Werke I, Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, Frankfurt am Main 1993, pp. 869-73, esp. 870-71.





�  It is tempting to read the final sentence of this citation as referring to a period in the “poor [in spirit] person’s” past: “when he was not”; and then interpreting this, as many have done, to mean “when he existed only as a [Platonic] idea in the mind of God.”  But on another reading Eckhart is referring to our blessed condition – past, present and future – as active intellect (in the Aristotelian-Averroistic sense)  That is, the final sentence would parse this way: “as he is apart from his creaturely self.”  (Compare the citation about St. Paul, further below in the text.)  This view is elaborated in Kurt Flasch, op. cit., note 35 above; and in idem., “On Sermon 52: ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit’,” in Georg Steer and Loris Sturlese, eds., Lectura Eckhardi: Predigten Meister Eckharts von Fachgelerten gelesen und gedeutet, Verlag W. Kohlhammer, Stuttgart-Berlin-Köln 1998, pp. 182-99.





�  Eckhart does not offer a straightforward explanation of this failing.  But there is in his work a repeated theme of the audaciousness of his own teaching (e.g., in this same sermon 52: "Bishop Albert [the Great] teaches that . . . but we shall speak better, taking poverty in a higher sense . . . ", DW II, 488;Walshe II, 269), which suggests that the realization which the esel lack is somewhat esoteric.  Eckhart himself refers to his own notoriety for “new and unusual” readings (nova et rara) in the General Prologue to the Tripartite Work, LW I, 35.





�  For example, in his early German Talks of Instruction (circa 1294) Eckart says: "Wherever a man in obedience goes out of his own and gives up what is his, in the same moment God must go in there, for when a man wants nothing for himself, God must want it equally as if for Himself . . . if I abandon self, He must want everything for me that He wants for Himself, neither more nor less, and in the same way as He wants for Himself.  "  DW V, 187; Walshe III, 11.





�  Cf. on this issue, Tobias Hoffmann, “Aquinas on the Moral Progress of the Weak Willed”, in Hoffmann et. al., op. cit., note 1 above, pp. 221-47.  At one point Thomas writes: “Just knowing better is not remedy enough for the incontinent man, for he needs the inward help of grace to temper lust, as well as the outward application of admonition and [fraternal] correction, from which he may start to resist his lusts and so weaken them.” STh, IIaIIae, Q. 156, art. 3, ad 2, transl. Blackfriars, New York-London 1973, available online.





�  Eckhart’s Talks of Instruction, delivered in Erfurt in the 1290s to Dominican novices – i.e. to young men striving for spiritual perfection – are full of practical advice for attaining the point of view Eckhart regards as essential for such perfection.  The work begins with praise for obedience, understood in Eckhart’s characteristic way as a form of detachment (“going out of one’s own”); and proceeds to encourage the novices to surrender their creaturely will and to acquire “an inward desert” etc.  This work as a whole can be read as his version of Thomas’s advice for the weak willed.





