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According to Aristotle, the fully virtuous agent not only knows what action would be 
all things considered best to perform given her circumstances, she is wholeheartedly 
motivated to perform it. This purity or unity of her will in regards to the best possible 
action distinguishes her from the enkratic or continent agent, who also performs the 
best action, but not without an inner discord or ambivalence that the virtuous agent 
avoids. We have inherited from a long philosophical tradition of treating the virtuous 
agent’s inner harmony as a mark of the ideal human life: in contemporary 
philosophical literature, this takes the form of treating inner harmony or coherence as 
part and parcel of practical rationality. Given this tradition, I will argue for a 
surprising thesis: that it has been a mistake to conclude that the virtuous agent’s 
psychology is clearly more preferable, or attractive, than the psychologies of at least 
some people who, rather than being fully virtuous, are motivationally divided in 
regards to actions that they simultaneously recognize as the best to perform. 
 
My suspicion is that this mistake has been encouraged by first of all, an overly narrow 
focus on what it takes to perform a paradigmatically excellent action, and second of 
all, by treating all cases of motivational ambivalence towards the known good as 
instances of a more general form of practical irrationality. Given these features of 
standard investigations in practical reason, we too hastily assume that there is nothing 
left worth exploring or preserving about the distinct ways in which people can be 
motivationally divided, rather than virtuous. I propose we look again. When we 
examine more carefully why it is that some people are motivationally divided rather 
than virtuous, in the particular way in which they are motivationally divided, we will 
find that in certain cases ambivalence towards the best or the good is no evidence of 
an undesirable or unattractive quality in a person’s character. On the contrary, 
motivational ambivalence in light of knowledge of what would be best to do is the 
very foundation of certain qualities of character that we enjoy and appreciate in one 
another, which we would regret the loss of, and which we might wish ourselves to 
possess.  
 
Here, I shall focus on just one explanation for why it is that a person may not be 
wholehearted about doing what would be best: because of her susceptibility to 
boredom. The cases I am interested in are those where an agent knows which action 
would be best to perform, but is not wholeheartedly motivated to perform it because 
she finds it boring to do, as well as cases in which, out of boredom, an agent is 
motivated to perform some bad or pointless action that she recognizes as bad or 
pointless. Though the bored enkratic may have less reason, or no reason at all, to act 
on her motivations to do what would be worse, I will argue that her character may be 
no worse off given her possession of these motivations in the first place. Rather, her 
boredom can be an indication that she possesses certain desirable or attractive 
qualities of mind and character that would be diminished should she become more 



wholehearted in her pursuit of what would be best. And so, even if inner harmony is 
the mark of one attractive model of the good human life, it can at most be a feature of 
just one attractive model among those that depend on an agent’s motivational 
ambivalence, instead. 
 


