The Measure of a Person:
how we size people up

“It was mighty small of him to have insisted on being paid for his eulogy,” “She grew in spirit as well as stature,” “He was a big man in fraternity row,” “It was magnanimous of her to have shared the spotlight,” “I don’t know him well enough to size him up.”  In a multitude of ways we talk about people as though they had personal as well as physical magnitude.  But when it comes to making sense of that way of talking we find ourselves unable to come up with any rational account of measuring a person.  Perhaps, we may admit, using such language is only a metaphorical expression of esteem or distain.  In any case, sizing up claims do not seem to be based in reasoning from evidence: in that fundamental sense they are not rational.  

In this paper I am going to argue against the prevailing skepticism about sizing-up claims by showing that we do indeed take the relative measure of a person in ways we can defend rationally.  Sizing-up claims only seem irrational when we identify persons according to some scheme that does not map onto how we identify one another in our daily interactions.  I believe we can set matters straight conceptually if we take our cue from how we actually identify one another personally in everyday life.  My contention is that it make good sense philosophically to identify persons the same way we do practically, as characters of action.  When we do it becomes apparent what sort of evidence we have for sizing-up claims, and the measurement of persons becomes, in that fundamental sense, reasonable.
It is, I take it, a logical truism that we interact with one another – personally and impersonally – as characters of action.  That is, we cannot imagine interacting with somebody successfully and not having a workable knowledge of what he or she is doing.  To the extent that we mischaracterize the character of his moves we jeopardize our interactive success with him.  
But consider something about the character of the other’s action that does differ depending on whether our interaction is personal or impersonal.  If our interactive other is impersonal, the character of his agency is simple, which is only to say that as far as we need be concerned the scope of movement it represents is exhausted by what our interaction accomplishes.  When somebody is an impersonal other, his action bears a discrete character, one that can usually be reduced to a category without much loss of meaning.  But when we interact with a personal friend, say, his actions bear complex character that resonates with levels of his intentional life beyond the immediacy of our interactive concern.  That complex character is best understood as an imaginative projection of his present undertakings as a course of action going into the future, a course where many of those present intentions get accomplished.  The function of projecting them that way is to coordinate them, and the object of coordinating them is to get more of them done.  Somebody resolves his action so that the course he projects actualizes his agency better than any alternative.  So, we are, in the first pulse of our personality, the character of somebody’s coordinative projection of an active future, which is to say, the character of our resolve.


By way of trying to clarify this notion of personal presence as the presence of a character of resolve, it helps if we think of what it takes to get to know somebody as a character of resolve.  Imagine that I am standing behind you in the checkout line at the supermarket while you swipe your card through the reader while balancing a baby in the crook of your arm.  Being no Sherlock, I can only characterize your agency as somebody who is buying groceries and toting a baby.  That is as much as I know of you as an actor.  For you to emerge as a person I would have to have more to go on, more elements of your present intentional life than simply buying groceries and minding a baby.  By the “elements of your present intentional life” I mean the whole variety of undertakings presently ascribable to you.  Some of your presently ongoing accomplishments will have begun some time ago, others are newly underway, and still others are only projected for the future.  
I take it that any of us could draw up at least a page-long list of such undertakings.  Let us imagine that Ms. A made such a list and gave a copy to her new acquaintance, Mr. B.  Would Mr. B, having read the list, thereby know who Ms. A is?  He would know lots about her, but I would submit that he would not know who she was on that basis.  Even if Ms. A exhibited remarkable self awareness when she make the list, and even if she were absolutely honest so that her list disclosed her every intention, it would not disclose her personally.  For B to know her as a person he would have to grasp something of how A was coordinating her life so as to accomplish her various agenda.  He would first begin to see the various hierarchies of intentional behavior – commitments, relationships, and long term pursuits – that she organized her movement around, and then we would come to grasp what she envisioned of her life overall in the projection that seemed most promising to her for resolving her life as a whole.  
We can get a clearer idea of the imaginative projection we use to resolve our intentional life if we compare it to what a storyteller does when he resolves the actions related in his story.  Both are imaginative feats, both resolve a set of actions by projecting them in a single course, and both purport to resolve them in that course better than they could be resolved otherwise.  But there is this crucial difference.  Conventional stories are told exclusively about what characters did (in the past tense), so even when they refer to the future their assertions are related in the past tense (“…and they lived happily ever after”).  In contrast, our characterizations of personal resolve involve projecting future action.  Therefore an active awareness of somebody’s present character of resolve is necessarily an awareness of the character of future movement.
I referred to the imaginative projection of resolve as the first pulse of personality.  An active awareness of being resolved also has to characterize past action; that is its second pulse.  The necessity of actual resolve’s having a past, i.e., being actualized in past moments, is practical as well: the patterns of coordination governing our present projections are, after all, mostly the products of earlier moments of resolve.  When we call them into play we necessarily refer to the figure they had in past moments of resolve.  Now, if we cataloged somebody’s moments of resolve all through the course of his life up to the present, we might represent somebody’s life but we would not thereby tell his personal story.  Only some of those past actions would be relevant to the present challenge of forming resolve wisely, so only they could be part of the story.  But those relevant moments of resolve do inscribe a history of past moments of resolve that is the fundamental storyline on the basis of which we project resolve.  
And so the past of somebody’s resolve as well as its future is implicit in the present character of his resolve.  We can summarize the temporal form of our being as an individual character of resolve, then, by saying that we grasp the resolute meaning of our action as the advance of a story underway.  We are aware of our person as our character in that narrative. 
If we look at the character of somebody’s resolve in a purely formal way, as the past, present, and future movement determined in character by the character of somebody’s present resolve, then we determine what range of movement it makes sense to ascribe to that person.  And that gives us our basis for sizing a person up: characters of action have measure according to the moments of their execution.  If the extent of a person is congruent with the range of movement determined in character by the character of his resolve, then he can be said to “weigh in” according to the sum total of the moments of movement actualizing his present resolve.  
Let us pause long enough to notice two distinctive features of how we reason about active moments as opposed to moments of causal events.  In causal claims about what happened a “moment” usually refers to the point in time at which an event took place.  In claims about what someone did the “moment” of action characterized usually has duration.  Because most of what we do takes more than one move to accomplish, most of what we do “takes time.”  
The other way active moments and event moments are reasoned about differently follows from the first.  It has to do with how they can be related in time.  For the most part we relate actions the way we relate events, before and after.  
Cinderella, who saw all this, and knew that it was her slipper, said to them, laughing, "Let me see if it will not fit me."   Her sisters burst out laughing, and began to banter with her. The gentleman who was sent to try the slipper looked earnestly at Cinderella, and, finding her very handsome, said that it was only just that she should try as well, and that he had orders to let everyone try. 
But we also relate characterizations of actions by nesting them in time, one in the other.  “Bill backed out of the garage” is nested in the more comprehensive accomplishment, “Bill drove to work.”  While Bill backed out of the garage he was aware both of backing out of the garage and of driving to work.  He could only be unaware of backing out if he were in a trance and he had to have known he was driving to work otherwise he wouldn’t have known which way to turn onto the road.  
Notice how curious the logic is here.  We can say that the meaning of driving to work was implicit in what his backing out meant to him, which is why we say that in backing out he meant to be driving to work, and that his backing out is part of what it means for him to drive to work.  “Driving to work” means “backing out” and “backing out” means “driving to work.”  Accordingly, each is implicit in the other.  And that means – and this is what is crucial for us – that their moments include each other: the moment of backing out is included in the time of driving to work and the moment of driving to work is included in the moment of backing out.  The former entailment is perhaps obvious; the latter becomes evident on those special occasions when we see simple movements as momentous, like slipping a ring on a finger in a marriage ceremony.    

These two formal features of moments of action – that they usually have duration and that the nested ones are mutually inclusive – will prove relevant to providing an account of sizing a person up, but before we can make use of them I want to get more clearly in mind what ranges of action, past, present and future, the character of somebody’s resolve can reasonably lay claim to.  What ranges of movement through time are determined in character by the character of somebody’s resolve?  
Let me suggest three ways it makes sense to see somebody’s character of resolve actualized the various tenses of intentional movement, first in the relative hold his resolve has over his intentional life, second in the hold the character of his resolve has over other people’s actions, and third in the historical importance of what he does.  Consider these in turn.
First, it is reasonable to assess a ratio between somebody’s resolved actions and his actions overall.  In recognizing that the function of resolve is to actualize us optimally as intentional creatures we have already suggested that people can generally be expected to have only relative success in satisfying their intentions in accord with their resolve.  Presumably most of our undertakings are being carried forth harmoniously because they were brought into mutual accommodation long ago by past moments of resolve.  But presumably too some of our present intentions are not and cannot be satisfied in accord with the resolved part of our agency.  We may think of them as our “guilty pleasures,” “pleasures” because though they do not satisfy the person we are they satisfy the somebody we are, and “guilty” because we are aware that they represent a subtraction of moment from the body of movement our resolve represents.  They deplete the quantity of movement advancing our story and so deplete us.  That is why we rightly feel “diminished” by our guilty pleasures and “small” in yielding to them.
My thesis, you will recall, is that we size people up on the basis of evidence, so we need to ask what sort of evidence we are citing here.  In the sciences, sizing up implies measuring quantities.  I do not think that such a description fits our reasoning about characters of action.  We can illustrate reasoning about characters of action by calling to mind the reasoning we do when we deliberate.  
Deliberation is the prelude to resolve, so its etymological figure as a weighing of options is revealing.  The relative weight of the deliberator’s options is what gets determined.  What character logic suggests is that we can measure that relative weight as relative moment.  Think of the ancient figure of Lady Justice, blindfolded and holding scales, our symbol for legal deliberation.  Her scales were called libra by the Romans so she makes an apt icon more generally for what we call deliberation.  Notice that Lady Justice’s libra has no numerical read-out like a bathroom scale.  One sees only which of the two alternatives tips the balance.  The way the balance tips decides the case.  We can generalize here and say that if we know the relative moment of intentional satisfaction it is realistic to expect from our alternatives we are in a position to tip the scale and therefore decide rationally.  
I’ve tried to describe what goes on in deliberating because I think our judgments about somebody’s relative personal success ride on a comparable discernment of relative moment.  If we can distinguish between what somebody is undertaking in accord with his resolve and what he is doing irresolutely or downright counteractively to his resolve, then we can discern a margin of difference that is wide or narrow (relative to other persons we have known) between those two domains of his agency.  Each of us is relatively successful in comprehending his life in the course of his resolve.  Or, to put it negatively, each of us harbors a large or small measure of intentional behavior that cannot or is not being executed in accord with resolve.  
Recall that we left Mr. B examining Ms. A’s exhaustive list of present intentions, unable to see her person in it.  Things have developed happily since then.  B has gotten to know A personally and they have cultivated a healthy and fulfilling friendship.  Now B discerns something of the overall way A is organizing her life.  He could even tell something of her story.  If B were to review an updated list of A’s present intentions, now that he is privy to A’s resolve, he could presumably check off the items she was executing out of accord with her resolve.  In this best of all interpersonal awareness worlds, it is even reasonable to think he could register the approximate momentary extent of her irresolute life.  Even if A never supplied B with a such a list, B’s appreciation of the character of A’s resolve would alert him to zones of irresolution, momentary dissolution, frustrated intention or furtively executed ones, and that would give B a basis to judge, relative to other persons he knew, how compromised the storied resolve of A’s life was.  This would take no special talent for B: we all see some people as better “put together” than others.  

So there is evidence available to those who know us personally concerning how integrated we are, how life-comprehensive our paths of resolve are, and that constitutes one basis for making reasonable sizing-up statements about us. 
The second axis of somebody’s personal being runs through other people’s actions.  That we actualize ourselves in the lives of others is easily overlooked by people whose concern for the individual was forged by modernity.  That legacy has fostered the habit of seeing a person’s character only in the actions of an individual somebody.  But if we rethink the being of a person as the character of somebody’s resolve, then I think we can make good sense of what we intuitively know, that each party to a personal relationship bears the other’s character in his own resolve both in how his intentional satisfactions are facilitated through the actions of the other and in the constraints he observes on the range of possible narrative solutions for resolving his life, constraints he gladly accepts in the interest of accommodating his life to the requirements of the other’s resolve.
Perhaps we can better appreciate the actualization of one person’s character of action through another’s movements if we look first at how that happens in impersonal interactions.  Suppose you and I, perfect strangers until now, find ourselves together as volunteers stuffing envelopes at precinct headquarters.  No doubt we would agree on some division of labor (I’ll fold; you stuff) that would enable us to work more efficiently.  In a marginal way that means your action determines something of the character of my movement insofar as I modify my movement to accommodate your way of stuffing.  In effect we both spread our agentive wings, each enhancing the moment of what we are doing by virtue of the modifications we make in the character of each other’s movement.  That is why we recognize healthy impersonal interactions as those that edify the active moments of each party.  


The multiplication of moment through the coordination of movement obtains all the more when interactions are personal.  If you and I become personal friends we interact not only in the knowledge of one another’s resolve but in the commitment to move in accord with it for as long as we remain friends.  If you modify your action in forbearance of my resolve, the character of my resolve modifies your character of action – again, at the margins – so that it makes way for my resolve.  Because that mutual adjustment makes possible adopting your action for my actualization and because whatever constraints I am obliged to observe on my narrative possibilities are likely to be outweighed by what I gain from our partnership, your trust extends the only actual gift, the gift of greater actualization.  This ontological allure of actualizing ourselves in the lives of others leads us to seek the interactive achievement of what we intend, making us, as Aristotle said, political animals.  As we mature, it lures us into partnership with those we can comport our resolve with, making us communal animals as well.  

One need not be a time study consultant to measure the saved time won by our envelope stuffing coordination against what we would have spent working independently and, while it would not be as easy to measure the ways our character of resolve actualizes greater moment through others’ movements, multiplied moment is obviously being actualized in interactions and therefore in principle it is amenable to measure.  We have evidence of the way we register if by the way we defend our social and cherish our communal relationships.  


The third axis on which a person’s actuality can be sized up rides on any historical significance his undertakings might have.  Most people intend accomplishments that temporally transcend them, like upholding the legacy of their institution or perpetuating a family tradition.  Grandparents often live for the welfare of their progeny, monks for the good of an order, and movers for the success of their movement.  To see how historical importance adds to someone’s present moment we need only recall one of the features of the logic of nested moments we discussed earlier.  Their moments, we found, are understood as mutually inclusive.  

We can illustrate the importance of historical moment with any occasion understood by its participants to advance a momentous project.  Examples from the American Civil Rights Movement come to mind.  When Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke of his “dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character” and that “one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood,” he was not simply making a forecast about how our nation would look some day.  He was characterizing what the Civil Rights Movement (whose movers he was addressing) was in the act of bringing about.  He and those who heard him were aware of moving history toward that future at that occasion.  They were actively aware of being in the actualization of King’s dream; more to the point, they were the actualization of King’s dream.  They each had a share in the great moment of the occasion.  That, along with their incorporation into an interactive body of huge proportions, led them to regard the occasion as momentous.
When people get involved in movements of various kinds they often think of themselves as “standing on the shoulders of giants.”  Their forbearers opened up possibilities for the way they advance that undertaking, possibilities that allow for more momentous action on their part.  In King’s case his life work can be said to have hastened the passage of the Civil Rights bill, which greatly enhanced the intentional fulfillment of white people as well as black people.  He thus created more moment in many people’s lives than could have been actualized without his work.  His resolve determined the possibility of a more moment-enhancing ways of acting for us all.  So that margin of greater moment is reasonably credited to him; that is why we see him as a great man, a giant.

I have been arguing that it is reasonable to size people up personally by the relative hold their resolve has over their intentional life, by the moments of added accomplishment they achieve through the movement of others, and by the historical importance of the accomplishments they move resolutely to advance.  I have argued that the imaginative process of deliberation is formally akin to the relative judgments we make on all three axes of actualization, so, just as our deliberations purport to be rational, we purport to be rational in the sizing-up claims we make about persons.  
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