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Abstract

In 20th century philosophy, the will was often regarded as a sheer fiction; however, willing was sometimes identified with the exercise of whatever rational freedom is required for moral responsibility; occasionally in the last three decades, it was recognized as a real power to make decisions or to form intentions. However, willing even in these executive senses takes motivation largely as a given input; at most, the will decides between prepurposive motives. Thus even moral duty was frequently portrayed as simply another pull on us. But there remains a more robust and much older notion that I call ‘striving will.'  This capacity to motivate oneself in pursuit of honorable or noble goals, or to take initiative and persevere, has long been recognized, and both condemned and praised in different guises, within several genres in our philosophical and literary traditions. This ‘striving’ sense of willing is continuous with the more recent existential concept of willing as a power of resolve, in which a self gains concrete identity by devoting itself either to transcendent ends or to particular earthly tasks, goals, and ideals because they are viewed as worthwhile responses to intrinsic values.  Through volitional commitment in this broad sense, the person unifies her psychic energies in new directions, transcends her pre-existing 'motivational set' by adding new final ends to it, or forms new motives of a distinctively purposive kind.
But this existential concept of willing as a motive-forming and striving activity has largely excluded from philosophical theory, or at best treated simply as generic self-control (the opposite of akrasia). This exclusion of the common notion of striving will from philosophical models of human agency results from the dominance of the eudaimonist tradition, beginning with Plato's argument that all forms of human motivation share the common structure of desire as an 'erosiac' search for something lost or lacking in the self, a yearning for completeness. By linking all forms of human motivation to an encompassing desire for happiness as wholeness or self-realization, the subsequent eudaimonist tradition obscured the relevance of essentially active process through which our final ends are modified and extended, often for reasons having nothing to do with our personal good. I explain this concept of existential willing by developing the distinction between the general form of erosiac desire and the structure of 'projective motivation,' in which the agent creates new ends for herself irrespective of any prior attraction to them, or supplements already-existing motivation in the process of basing decisions on them.  By committing herself to goals that may have no perceived prior relationship to her own well-being, and by strengthening her motives through resolve, she can set new challenges for herself, transcend her pre-existing motivational set, and overcome difficulty.  Thus she becomes actively involved in cultivating her own motives (and related emotions) and developing her character, as opposed to being merely a passive respondent to different desirable objects and values.

In this book, I develop the contrast between three important forms of desire and will in the projective or striving sense, employing distinctions in contemporary moral psychology as a guide.  I then use this model to critique motivational eudaimonism, examining Aristotle as my main example.  In particular, I argue that Aristotle's psychological theory of motivation is in tension with key themes in his ethics, and that none of the proposed resolutions to Aristotle(s dilemma fit the available evidence without postulating the possibility of projective motivation, and thus rejecting classical eudaimonism. The problem is analogous to paradoxes of self-defeat, such as Feinberg’s famous “paradox of hedonism,” and can be analyzed by employing Elster’s distinctions between targetable and nontargetable goals. One aspect of this problem is identifiable in the work of Duns Scotus, who sees the need for a projective form of moral motivation. Scotus's theory provides the basis for Kant(s conception of the will, with its signature projective interpretation of the motive of duty. But this counter-tradition rejects the classical model only for the good will (as a will to justice or fairness), and thus misses the wider possibilities implied by our projective capacities, which extend to the formation of many kinds of non-moral ends. This problem can be recognized in the failure of contemporary Kantians and their critics alike to explain how agents form their practical identities.  I explore some of these possibilities in connection with conceptions of divine motivation, creativity, and agapic love, and also argue that forms of evil motivation more radical than vice in the traditional senses of ignorance or weakness are also examples of projective motivation. Likewise, strength of will means more than simply resisting temptation or the rational control of desires.

Other case studies illustrating the self-motivational capacities of striving will include the phenomena of "intrinsic motivation" studied in contemporary empirical psychology.  Chapter Twelve discusses the leading theory of intrinsic motivation in connection with Maslow, Frankl, and other in the tradition of humanistic psychology, and argues that the existential model of projective willing provides the key to resolving problems and puzzles in these theories. This analysis also allows us to resolve several confusions in Frankfurt’s recent work on ends and means.
The book ends with two chapters tracing the relevance of the existential striving or end-setting for contemporary themes in analytic moral psychology and ethical theory.  Chapter Thirteen argues that Harry Frankfurt’s concept of caring, and similar notions of commitment in other recent analytic work, implicitly draw on the concept of projective motivation and cannot be explained without it. Chapter Fourteen argues that the formation and sustaining of cares through striving will requires objective grounds for life-goals, and sketches a provisional outline of different possible grounds for identity-defining commitments and projects. The resulting outline has interesting similarities and differences with some contemporary list theories of basic goods.

The book concludes by suggesting that this retrieval of the existential will may in turn provides a basis for more adequate theories of autonomy, practical reason, and moral freedom than any available today.  This will be the subject of subsequent work. 
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