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The world experienced by adults is filled with sources of profound concern for them: people they love, institutions they have ties to, ideals they cherish, activities in which they find meaning and fulfillment. Most of those concerns were absent from their lives as babies, young children, and even as adolescents. People are not born caring about all the things they eventually come to care about. The transition from indifference to caring (about, e.g., tennis) is one that takes time and effort, and in which the agent herself plays some kind of role. It is true that becoming a tennis player required help (from, e.g., coaches and parents), as well as a good deal of luck and natural ability. Nonetheless, at the end of the day, she does not simply find herself with a passion for tennis that the world has foisted on her. She was actively involved in the process by which she turned into the kind of person to whom tennis appeals: she sought to become a tennis player, and now she is one.




This process is aspiration. The aspirant is someone who seeks to change what she cares about. Coming to care about something usually entails change in a number of dimensions: the person at the end of the process will differ from her earlier incarnation in respect of her beliefs, her dispositions to act, her emotional vulnerabilities, and, depending on the nature of the target, perhaps also in respect of skills or strength or other physical features.




Aspiration is the form of agency directed at the acquisition of value. The fact that we have a say in what we come to value, which is to say, in the kinds of people we become, seems obvious. But we can do more than infer that there must be some aspirational process prefiguring the person’s arrival at her perfected valuational condition. We can see aspiration all around us. We see it in the admiration a person feels for the role model whom (she takes to be) a more perfect exemplar of the kind of person she herself seeks to become. The dedication and studiousness of those who take courses and pursue internships in the domain in question are also aspirational. Aspirants characteristically struggle to get themselves to want to do the things they think they ought to want to do. Consider the predicament of someone who is trying to become a music lover. If she succeeds, she will be moved to listen to a symphony out of sheer love of music. Because she is not there yet, she might have to “get herself” to listen by promising herself external rewards, or by employing social sanctioning. For instance, she may choose to listen in the glass‐walled library rooms, where others could see her fall asleep. Further, aspirants are often embarrassed when they are exposed as merely trying to have a form of value that they would like to claim as their own. They are always, as it were, trying to get ahead of themselves: they lay claim to more of the value than is currently under their possession, the better to propel themselves forwards. Finally, aspiration makes some people competitive: because the aspirant doesn’t have as good a grip on the value in question, she gauges her progress by comparison with her peers.




      

    

  
    
      

Four Puzzles of Aspiration




But do we, in fact, have a say in the kinds of people we become? Like the phenomenon of akrasia (see weakness of will), the phenomenon of aspiration is both ordinary and philosophically troubling. Despite the fact that we expect to encounter it in everyday life, it is difficult to theorize, and worries have been raised as to whether there can be any process by which an agent makes herself into whom she becomes (Strawson 1994; Ullmann‐Margalit 2006; Paul 2015). Like akrasia, the study of aspiration lies at the intersection of a number of sub‐areas of ethics: rational choice theory, moral psychology, the theory of autonomy, and the theory of action. Puzzles about aspiration arise in each area. A first puzzle is about how aspiration can be rational: what reason does the aspirant have for trying to acquire a new value? A second puzzle is about how aspiration can be psychologically real: what is the aspirant’s phenomenal experience of her aspirational activity? A third puzzle is about whether aspiration can escape the paradoxes that seem to swarm around the idea of self‐creation. A fourth puzzle is about whether aspiration is a kind of action, and, if not, how it is related to actions. These puzzles are not, of course, fully independent of one another. For instance, one’s account of the moral psychology of aspiration is likely to have implications for one’s understanding of the aspirant’s autonomy – and vice versa. But it is nonetheless helpful to divide our treatment in accordance with these four areas.




      

    

  
    
      

Rationality




Picture someone who is considering whether to board a boat for a foreign country, never to return to the land of her birth. (Or someone who is deciding whether to throw away her birth control pills; or someone who is contemplating whether to apply to college.) Such a person stands on the brink of a major change in her life. What should she do? Is it rational for her to embark on the path that promises a profoundly different life, or to remain where she is? On one standard way of analyzing the rationality of such decisions, the rational choice is the one that is most likely to maximize the satisfaction of her personal preferences (see game theory and rational choice). The problem is this: the choice subjects her preferences themselves to change. It may be, for instance, that she now prefers a quiet domestic life, but that if she boards a boat she will become a lover of travel and adventure. If there is no principled way to decide which set of preferences to maximize, there may be no rational way for her to make the decision to board the boat (Ullmann‐Margalit 2006).




L. A. Paul (2014, 2015) has described the difficulty here as primarily an epistemic one. Suppose that I am trying to decide whether or not to become a mother or émigrée or college student, and suppose I want to make the choice that produces the best lived experience for me. What I care about is what it will be like, for me, to be a mother or émigrée as opposed to living child‐free or remaining in my homeland. In order to make a good decision, I need to compare this phenomenal experience to the experiences I will have if I elect to keep things as they are. The problem is that the changes in question are transformative enough that the agent deciding whether or not to embark on them cannot have access to the qualitative experience that lies at the end state. Someone who has never been a mother, or enjoyed classical music, or lived outside her homeland cannot know what the characteristic feelings, motivations, experiences of such people are like. She is in a position akin to Frank Jackson’s Mary, who has lived her whole life in a black and white world, and who must decide whether or not she wants to open the door to the world of color (Jackson 1982). If she can’t know what kinds of goods or evils lie in store for her, she cannot measure them against the goods and evils of keeping things as they are (see transformative experiences).




Does it follow that whenever one aspires to be a person with new desires and preferences, one necessarily lacks rational grounds for doing so? Not necessarily. For it may be that the aspirant’s rationality cannot be captured within the framework of decision‐making. Rational decision‐making is reasoning from value: the correct choice is one that is grounded in the grasp the agent already has of what she wants. In that kind of case, the agent compares options in terms of their potential to satisfy preferences she already has. Perhaps aspirants shouldn’t be understood as deciding to become mothers, émigrés, lovers of music, etc., so much as learning to become those things. For then, like all learners, they could be understood to be motivated by an inchoate grasp of what they are trying to understand: people become mothers, émigrés, and college students because they have a partial, vague, incomplete sense that these options offer them access to something of real value.




If there is a distinct kind of rationality that governs value‐acquisition, then the aspirant needn’t be expected to grasp in advance whatever she will eventually find desirable in motherhood, music appreciation, or emigration. The aspirant’s reasons for moving forward could be proleptic reasons, which is to say that they anticipate rather than presuppose the relevant grasp of value. What characterizes proleptic rationality is a sense that one’s own grasp of some value is in some way defective; what rationalizes one’s action is the value that one, as yet, grasps only imperfectly (Callard 2016).




      

    

  
    
      

Moral Psychology




What is it like to be an aspirant? Moral psychologists distinguish between forms of motivation with which the agent identifies herself, and those she finds in some way alien. Harry Frankfurt (1971) distinguishes between the willing addict, who identifies with her addiction, and the unwilling addict, who externalizes his desire for the drug. Into which Frankfurtian category does the aspirant belong? The answer is that she fits into neither. She does not fully identify with the passion for, say, classical music. It seems to her to belong in full only to other people: the mentor she admires, the fellow student she envies, perhaps a future version of herself. But she also does not, insofar as she steps back and reflects on herself, reject being motivated by a love for classical music. In those moments in which the passion for music does manifest in her, she feels far from alienated from herself. If we cannot say whether the agent sees the aspiration as “her own” source of motivation or as something that is alien, then it is hard to understand how aspiration functions in one’s mental economy of motives, how it figures in deliberation and choice and conflict and feeling (see moral psychology).




One way to understand the moral psychology of the aspirant begins from an observation that a number of philosophers have made about the limits of the power of deliberation. Bernard Williams contends that a husband who must deliberate as to whether it is permissible for him to save the life of his wife, when strangers around him are in similar danger, has had “one thought too many” (Williams 1981: 18) (see williams, bernard). The soldier who decides that, all things considered, he ought not to desert is, according to John McDowell, not the paradigm of courage. The brave soldier is the one to whom the option of desertion has no salience (McDowell 1998: 55). Finally, consider a pair of cases raised by Harry Frankurt. One man must decide whether to attend a concert or a movie, because they are taking place at the same time. Another man must decide between paying his friend a compliment for a recent achievement and succumbing to a jealous desire to diminish the friend’s success. In the first case, we can imagine that if he cannot get tickets to the concert, he will attend the movie as a second‐best option. Frankfurt contrasts this with what we would want to say about the second case: “It may be that, as things turn out, he finds no opportunity to make the friendly remark that he had (we may imagine) decided to make. This would not naturally lead him to see if he can salvage the satisfaction of his other desire … the friendly and the jealous desires, unlike those concerning the concert and the film, do not belong to the same ordering” (Frankfurt 1976: 249; cf. Frankfurt 1988: 170).




By arguing that deliberation is ill‐suited to resolve certain sorts of practical problems, these various philosophers have suggested that deliberation operates within a subset of one’s reasons. Within the relevant sphere, deliberation can calculate the best option, but it is possible to find oneself with a disunified set of reasons: some of them cannot be added to others. We might call the set of reasons within which deliberation is operative an “evaluative point of view,” since it picks out a potentially coherent outlook on value (see character). William, McDowell, and Frankfurt would then be making the argument that, when we encounter a conflict amongst our reasons and the reasons in question belong to distinct evaluative points of view, this conflict cannot be resolved by deliberation. If deliberation is restricted to the management of reasons within an ethical point of view, is there any way to change the point of view itself?




One proposal (Callard 2018: Ch. 4) is to understand aspiration as the process that moves us from one evaluative point of view to another. The experience of the aspirant is, on such a view, that of a person who does not have a fixed way that the world appears to her; rather, she experiences one set of reasons as the reasons she is trying to ignore or silence, and another set as the reasons to which she is trying to become more attuned. Aspirants both experience, and are engaged in resolving, a conflict between two incompatible ways of looking at the world: one that omits, and another that contains, the value they aspire to appreciate (see intrinsic value).




      

    

  
    
      

Autonomy




The aspirant seems to make or fashion herself – but is this something a person can do? There is a dilemma, according to Galen Strawson (1994), which seems to undermine the possibility that a person creates her own values. If we are inclined to choose to value something, that must either be because the valuing of that thing is already rationally required by the values we have, or in spite of the fact that it isn’t. In the first case, the change in question isn’t one of value‐creation but merely one of being motivated by values we already have. In the second case, the new value entails a rational break from our old values, and the transition from the one to the other does not make sense as a rational choice. The new valuation, on this horn of the dilemma, cannot be understood as a product of the person’s agency (see free will).




Strawson’s dilemma does not threaten every form of self‐improvement. Even if self‐creation is impossible, it is still possible to become a more organized or more consistent version of the person one already is. If, for instance, we find that we have pre‐committed ourselves to making certain changes in ourselves, we may have reason to follow through and change ourselves along the relevant lines. When we do so, we may not be creating ourselves, but we are at the very least making ourselves more unified and normatively consistent. We can think of such a process of self‐improvement by way of an analogy with the institution of promising: one pledges oneself to some value, and that gives one subsequent reason to follow through. Just as promising generates reasons to do what one promised one would do, so one’s earlier commitment to value can generate reasons to mold oneself in its image (Raz 1988: 387). If I am improving myself by more consistently inhabiting values that are already my own, then I can accept the first horn of Strawson’s dilemma. But this model of selfimprovement leaves the question of the original commitment to value shrouded in mystery – moreover, it won’t do as an account of cases in which the agent doesn’t find herself antecedently committed.




Aspirants cannot take such commitments for granted, since they are working to acquire them. For this reason, the theory of aspiration purports to be a theory of self‐creation proper, and faces Strawson’s dilemma head‐on. One possibility for the theorist of self‐creation is to understand the created self, rather than the creator self, as the primary agent of self‐creation (Callard 2018: Ch. 5). Instead of thinking of the creator self as making promises, which the created self is then bound to fulfill, we can understand the created self as an ideal that the creator self is trying to live up to. The creator self is, in this sense, attempting to follow and be guided by the created self. On such a teleological picture, the created self represents a genuinely new prospect of value, but nonetheless one that arises systematically from one’s previous state of valuation. Aspiration escapes both horns of Strawson’s dilemma, in that the aspirant arrives at new values without suffering a rational break from her old values. Her old values do not dictate her new ones, but instead are imitations or approximations of them. The aspirant doesn’t mold or shape or fashion the self she creates; rather, she strives to be governed by the norms over which only her future incarnation will have mastery.




      

    

  
    
      

Action Theory




Finally, aspiration raises a puzzle for the theorist of action. On the one hand, aspirants are manifestly agents: they deliberate, decide, and act. But an aspirational process, considered as a whole, is not an action. Becoming a lover of classical music is not a single action, but rather involves many actions, performed over a period of years. So, for example, such a person could at some point along the way decide to attend a Bach concert. Could aspiration be understood as a long sequence of such actions? If the suggestion is that aspiration could be reduced to a collection of actions, each of which would be intelligible independently of its figuring in the aspirational process, then the answer is no. For the aspirant’s concert attendance must itself be understood in terms of the aspirational process in which it is embedded. She attends the concert not (entirely) for its own sake, but more specifically in order to become the kind of person who attends such concerts (entirely) for their own sake. She sees her concert attendance as part of the project of changing herself. She deliberates, decides upon, and goes through with it, all with a view to the person it will make her. This will no longer be true of her once her aspiration has attained its target: at that point, each of her actions of concert‐attendance will be self‐standing, which is to say, intelligible on its own terms (see intention; anscombe, g. e. m.).




Compare the case in which someone comes to love music gradually but nonaspirationally, through a series of fortuitous accidents – or perhaps as a result of circumstances that appeared to be accidental but were in fact orchestrated by a clever, music‐loving demon. In such a case, each individual decision – to pick up this CD lying on the street, to accept the free ticket this stranger hands you, etc. – can be fully rationalized in the light of what the agent already desires and believes. Each one of those actions is self‐standing, in that none of them borrows its intelligibility from a larger, imperfectly understood project. Such an agent finds herself getting gradually more musical, without ever directing her agency in the service of doing so. She is not the architect of her own value change, but merely performs the series of actions that result in it. The aspirant also performs a series of actions, but her actions have to be understood in terms of the larger whole of which they are parts. It is only when her aspiration is complete that her actions will be freestanding: severally intelligible responses to the value of music.




See also: anscombe, g. e. m.; character; free will; game theory and rational choice; intention; intrinsic value; moral psychology; transformative experiences; weakness of will; williams, bernard
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