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Style is often immediately arresting. We can be drawn in by a gestalt sense of how
something is done or made long before we have much detailed understanding of
its more specific qualities. We just find that way of doing things attractive. In light
of the pull style exerts on us, we may overlook or even justify particular details
that we would otherwise consider faults. Considered in isolation, Bob Dylan, for
instance, does not have a very aesthetically pleasing voice. Still, that voice fits into
and supports the style of Dylan’s music in a way that a classically beautiful one
would not. Conversely, we can also be repulsed by style. A dislike for how something
is done may overshadow a genuine appreciation for what is—as I find to be the case
with theMy Chemical Romance version of Dylan’s “Desolation Row.”
Style is also ubiquitous as a category of assessment and appreciation. Regarding

individuals, we praise not only the styles of musicians, novelists, and sculptors, but
also the styles of athletes, politicians, and chefs. Some people, it seems, even have
their own personal style that distinguishes the manner in which they make their
way through the world. Muhammad Ali’s style was quick, clever, and proud. Lyndon
Johnson’s was blunt and domineering. Dolly Parton’s is ostentatious but friendly.
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How you feel about any of these individuals will typically have something to do
with whether you like their style.
We do not, however, only talk about the style of particular individuals. We also

consider style in our assessments of groups, communities, and even time peri-
ods—as when we say the Outlaw Country movement of the 1970s was characterized
by a deliberately unpolished approach to production or that early analytic philoso-
phy aimed to be less esoteric than other philosophical movements—and eras—as
in the loose-fitting clothes of 2000s youth fashion.
The aim of this paper is to advance a new theory of what a style is. I call this

the Agential Theory of Style, and I will be specifically concerned to argue that it is
preferable to the two other major theories of personal and artistic style on offer: the
Personality Theory and the Ideals Theory. However, considerations like the above also
suggest two general questions about style that we are likely to want answered. The
first is why it is that style matters to us. The second is whether, in all these different
contexts, we are really talking about the same thing.
A comprehensive answer to the former will be outside the scope of this paper.

What makes style compelling is likely to turn on the specifics of what it is, and so
the present work needs to be done first. For the sake of that, I will take for granted
several desiderata about style that any account needs to capture, some of which are
related to why and how style matters, e.g., that an artistic style is an achievement.
I hope doing so in the absence of a principled justification or explanation of the
significance of style is not too unreasonable, since for many people, style seems to
wear its significance on its sleeve.1

The latter I will address. The recent philosophical literature makes a distinction
between the style of individuals and the styles of groups or communities and is
primarily devoted to explaining the former. Still, this is also generally framed as a
subdivisionwithin a single concept, such that general and individual style are deeply
related. Unfortunately, neither major account of style does much to explain that con-
nection or to defend the unity of style in this respect. Fortunately, I think that the
Agential Theory does explain the unity of style. If I am right about this, then that it
does so is a core part of the argument for why it is the preferable account.
Let me briefly map the argument of the paper. I begin in §1 with an intuitive char-

acterization of style, according to which style is fundamentally adverbial, i.e., a way
of doing. I further argue that a style is a way of settling what is left undetermined
by general constraints of the activity. Drawing on the literature, I then differentiate
style from signature and make the important distinction between general style and

1. Among philosophers to whom its significance was obviously apparent we can count figures as distinct as
Nietzsche, who boldly asserted that “one thing is needful— to give style to one’s character” and Confucius; cf.
Nietzsche, The Gay Science: 290 and Graham (2006, p. 25-38)— drawing from Analects 1∶12, 10∶2, 13∶4, 15∶17,
15∶18, 17∶19 especially.
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individual style on the grounds that only the latter is psychologically real. The paper
focuses on a theory of individual style and its psychological reality from this point
until near the end of the paper.
In §2, I discuss the two major philosophical accounts of individual style. Both

claim that individual style is expressive of a fact about the possessor of that style.
The Personality Theory holds that individual style expresses the implied personality
of its possessor. In contrast, the Ideals Theory claims that what a style expresses
about the person who possesses it is not personality but rather their ideals. I argue
that both of these theories face major objections. Reflecting on insights from Nietz-
sche and Kendall Walton, I suggest that we should reorient our analysis of style so
that it focuses less on expression of facts about the possessor of a style and more
on their stylistic activity.
The Agential Theory of Style does this by grounding the possession of an individ-

ual style in the agency underwriting stylistic activity. The claim is that individual
style is realized in agency by a specific type of layered agential structure, which I use
C. Thi Nguyen’s recent work on layered agency to characterize. This structure helps
explain many of the important features of individual style, but it also promises a
more unified theory of style than is presently on offer. Avowedly, neither of the ex-
tant theories of individual style extend to general style. I conclude by suggesting,
however, that there is some reason to believe the Agential Theory can make sense of
both in the same terms and, in doing so, explicate the relationship between them.

§ I The Characteristics of Style

Style is the topic of this paper, and since I take it to be a very broad-ranging concept,
it is worth saying something about what I take style to be. This provides a starting
point as well as evidence for some descriptive claims that a philosophical theory of
style has to explain. Ideally, those will naturally or aptly fit with the gloss I am about
to give. Throughout the paper, I try to bring out that connection whenever doing so
does not distract from the larger project. However, what I say about the nature of
style in this section is not intended to be comprehensive. Many nuances are left up
to a full-blown theory of style for explanation. In support of these, I largely appeal
to our intuitive grasp of the concept.
Another reason for starting here is to address concerns about whether style is a

single or unified concept, i.e., the appropriate object of the philosophical theorizing
I and others subject it to. Although the unity of style as a concept is something
that the contemporary philosophical literature has largely taken for granted, I will
concede the possibility that there are multiple senses of “style” that bear only a
family resemblance to each other. However, I also think that there is a primary sense.
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I take it that is all we need, since this primary sense of style, which I will now attempt
to describe, is unified in subject matter. Moreover, it remains broad in scope, and I
think other theorists of style would agree that it is what they have been concerned
with.
In this “primary” sense, style describes particular ways of doing, creating, repre-

senting, and so on—generally with respect to an activity or artifact. It is one aspect
under which an activity or artifact can be viewed, and that aspect is fundamentally
“adverbial.” Philosophical authors are explicit that they conceive of style as what we
might call a “way of doing,” but there is also reason to think that this is the main
ordinary sense of the word.
Apart from the fact that linguistic intuitions support this, the adverbial concep-

tion of style is deeply rooted in the history of the word. In tracing the genealogy
of the concept, Ernst Gombrich points out that the Latin “stilus,” a writing instru-
ment, could also refer to an author’s manner of writing or speaking, especially in
connection to decorum, the capacity to choose words in terms of connotation and
pathos.23

Gombrich’s modern definition of style preserves the adverbial emphasis. Accord-
ing to that definition, style is “any distinctive, and therefore recognizable, way in
which an act is performed or an artifact made or ought to be performed and made.”4

A less erudite source, the Oxford English Dictionary, agrees. The OED lists style as “a
particular mode or form of skilled construction, execution, or production; the man-
ner in which a work of art is executed…”5 Both definitions characteristically relate
style to activity. Of course, we speak just as often about the styles of an artifact. In
general, artifacts inherit style from the activity that produces them. Although, we
will see shortly that this inheritance is not as straightforward as might be immedi-
ately thought.
Still, to just say that style is adverbial and involves “ways of doing” may seem

vague. One could think it ambiguous whether stylistic ways of doing include things
like formal properties or the conventions of a medium. Is a sonnet a style of poetry?
Is it part of the style of a slasher movie like “Friday the 13th” that Jason always kills
most of the teens? Or are these things not styles because they are just part of what
it is to belong to a certain type of poem or genre of movie?
There is also the issue of what Nelson Goodman calls signature. Signature is any

feature of a work that, by virtue of being characteristic or repeated, points to the

2. Gombrich (1968, p. 130-131).
3. Our word “style” is a direct descendant of “stilus” throughMiddle French. Gombrich (1968, p. 131) dates

the establishment of “style” as a term of art history to 1765 with the publication of J.J. Winckelmann’sHistory
of the Art of Antiquity cf. Winckelmann (2006).

4. Gombrich (1968, p. 129).
5.Oxford English Dictionary, “Style”.
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identity of the creator or performer of the work.6 Obviously, literal signatures are
included here. But many other properties of a work can aid in its attribution, and
it does not always seem right to call each an element of style. The type of paper
or paint used, the slight statistical favoring of some words, the clothes a musician
wears on stage—in some cases, these are clearly elements of style. However, they
are plausibly not so in others. I have been to concerts where it is clear that everything
on stage, from the inter-song banter to the outfits, is part of the show. At others, it
is clear that the band is just wearing whatever they happened to have on that day. In
that case, I am not inclined to say that their clothes are part of their artistic style.7

To address ambiguities like these, let me try to be more precise about how style
is adverbial. For this, I think it is helpful to make a rough distinction between two
other aspects of activities and artifacts: form and content. In the sense I have inmind,
“content” is whatever the activity or artifact substantively consists of. This makes
content a very general category with a great variety of ontological diversity. We can
talk about content with different emphases and at varying levels of abstraction.
For instance, we could be quite literal in saying that the content of a song is what

is instantiated in a particular and concrete performance of it. Then, no other perfor-
mance of the song will have the same content. We might be a bit less literal and
instead say that the content of the song is rather a specific arrangement of lyrics,
rhythm, and melody. If we want to be more inclusive, then we could see the content
of the song as the lyrics and music within a certain range of similarity.
My thought is not that wemust decide which level of abstraction content really ex-

ists at, but that there is a degree of flexibility here. This flexibility is a virtue because
it allows us to talk about content in a variety of different contexts, leaving emphasis
and abstraction to be determined as best suits each. However, I will be assuming a
minimal level of abstraction because the possibility of sharing content is important
for the points I want to make about style.
The “form” of something is the way it is structured or organized. Poetry provides

a helpful illustration because poems often exhibit especially clear structures. For
example, epic verse in Greek is written in dactylic hexameter—lines made up of six
units, each a specific pattern of syllables. So, part of the form of Homer’s Iliad is that
it is written in dactylic hexameter, while the content of The Iliad is what is written
about—the rage of Achilles, as the opening lines tell us.
The same distinction is less rigorous but still manifest in many other places. For

instance, competent speakers of a language are typically capable of saying the same
thing in a formal or informal register. An impressionist and a neoclassical painter

6. Goodman (1975, p. 807-9).
7. Though they could possibly be part of a general personal style.
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could both genuinely depict the same tree. Their depictions of the tree will differ,
also, from that tree in a work of pointillism.
Generally speaking, the form does not fully determine content. There are other

Greek epic poems besides The Iliad. Nor does content fully determine form—there
are prose narrations of the same events. So, making the distinction between form
and content allows us to see that there is a degree of freedom between what The
Iliad is about and how the poem is structured that has to be navigated in writing
the poem. The particular style of The Iliad consists in how Homer exercised that
freedom in navigating those dual constraints. In effect, I think that to say style is
adverbial—“a way of doing”—amounts to the idea that style describes the waywhat
something is about and how it is organized are resolved into the thing itself.
Sometimes, the space of possible resolutions is vast. In Raymond Queneau’s curi-

ous book, Exercises in Style, there are 99 retellings of a story with the same narrative
events in different styles.8 Still, it is worth emphasizing that style depends upon only
some degree of freedom. So, it is unproblematic that aspects of form and content
sometimes do determine one another more strictly.
Elements of form can constrict what it is possible to do. The rules of poker dictate

which combinations of cards can be played as hands. Conversely, certain content
might be better suited to some forms of representation or expression. Terza rima
would be poorly suited to a scholarly history of tort law. Likewise, some content
may even require specific forms of representation. For instance, many people of a
romantic bent have thought that love cannot be described or conveyed directly in
language.
Examining the constraints of form and content can settle ambiguities about style.

Since style describes how freedom is exercised under constraints, an element of form
or content that is required by the nature of the activity or, in some cases, the artifact
it aims to produce, will not be an element of style. So, what gets to count as an
element of style is relative to what is being done.
If one sets out to write a sonnet, the form of a sonnet is not part of the poem’s

style. But if one writes a novel, then the decision to include sonnets at points in
the narrative could be a stylistic choice. Nor is the merciless slaughter of victims a
stylistic element of “Friday the 13th” because slasher moviesmust have victims, but
the specific choices the makers of the filmmade about who is a victim, how they die,
and how that is shown to the viewer can be.
We can give a related response to the question of what differentiates signature

from style. When an identifying element of a work is part of how the creator or

8. Interestingly, Queneau’s book inspired the mathematician Philip Ording to write 99 Variations on a Proof,
which correspondingly proves the same theorem in 99 different ways. It would be interesting to think about
how the rigorous requirements of mathematics influence the possible exercises of style, but it is not something
I will focus on.
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performer of the work exercises the freedom left open by the nature of the activity,
then it could potentially be part of their style.When an element is identifying, but is
not an exercise of freedom in this sense, then it is disqualified. When an illustrator
only has access to one kind of paper, then no freedom is exercised. Consequently, no
stylistic choice is made. If a variety of different papers are available, then the choice
could be stylistic, though I will shortly describe how it could still fail to be.

General Style and Individual Style

Although the philosophical literature treats style as a unified concept, later authors
have followed RichardWollheim in distinguishing within it between styles ascribed
to groups, communities, or historical periods and the styles of particular agents.
Wollheim calls the former general style and the latter individual style.9

What drives this distinction is the general agreement that more is involved in the
possession of one’s own individual style than in participating in a shared general
style. One facet of this is that we often expect an individual’s style to reveal some-
thing about who they are. We have that expectation because an individual’s style is
their way of doing things. In our terms, an individual’s style is their way of exercis-
ing freedom under the constraints given by the activity they are engaged in. For the
style to really belong to them, they have to be committed to that way of exercising
it.
Just doing things someway isn’t enough for commitment. Aswe just saw, in some

cases that would only amount to signature. Even where what is characteristic or
repeated is a potential ground for style, one could still be indifferent about doing it
that way. I do not think we should consider that an element of style either. If it is
not a meaningful element of the activity for someone, then it isn’t really part of that
person’s way of doing the activity.
This conclusion leads us to another generally accepted claim. An individual does

not automatically have an individual style. Genuine engagement in an activity is pos-
sible without possession of individual style. That will be the case whenever anyone
fails to possess the right “thick” relationship to their manner of engagement in the
activity. The difficulty of attaining that relationship is part of why many writers on
style have considered it to be an achievement.
Individual style shapes and guides engagement in the relevant activity. Identity

or similarity between individual styles can’t be fully assessed from the outside. It re-
quires understanding how the style fits into the psychology of each. Consider Borges’

9.Wollheim (1987, p. 183-6). If there are genuine group agents, then individual style could also be the style
of such a group. We would add that general styles belong to communities lacking this unified agency.

7



Style, Constraint, & Agency

famous character Pierre Menard.10 Menard is a 19th-century writer who, without re-
ferring to the original work and from the standpoint of aman living several centuries
later, literally rewrites the text of Don Quixote. Do Menard and Cervántes possess
the same style? Arthur Danto argues that history influences stylistic possibilities
by situating the activity within a context that affects how the activity and one’s re-
lationship to it can be understood.11 I take him to be right about this, and it gives
the correct-seeming answer. Menard and Cervántes do not have the same individ-
ual style because they cannot have understood the activity of writing Don Quixote
in the same way. The Agential Theory of Style will ultimately give the same answer
because the differences in their understandings of the activity would be reflected in
the character of their agency.

Psychological Reality

Because of the special way individual style is connected to the individual who pos-
sesses it, it has received vastly more attention. The current two major theories of
style are explicitly theories of individual style. My alternative, the Agential Theory
of Style, aims to offer a unified account. If it is right that style is a relatively unified
concept, then I think this is a major point in its favor. In that case, we should ex-
pect a close relationship between general and individual style. However, to simplify
the following discussion, I want to restrict it to individual style. We will return to
general style afterward to make good on the above claim.
Wollheim argues that what is special about possession of an individual style is

that it is realized in the psychology of the possessor.12 This is the last major point
of common ground for theorists of style. It is not difficult to see why. What, other
than something in an individual’s psychology, could ground any thick sense of style
being their own? Theorists diverge over the details of how an individual style is psy-
chologically realized. Wollheim describes a tripartite model of realization involving
a schema, a collection of style rules, and a set of style dispositions.
A style schema is one’s formal representation of the activity. Wollheim describes

it as a framework that organizes the activity into categories.13 A schema for a sport
would psychologically represent the fundamental elements of that sport. However,
schemas do not always have to do so in the same way. For instance, one basketball
player may conceive of a field goal and a free throw as one element of basketball,
while another may think of them as two.

10. Borges (1941).
11. Danto (1991, p. 208). Carroll (1995) argues that Danto’s views on style in this respect are consistent with

his larger aesthetics, but some of what he says about style elsewhere is inconsistent.
12.Wollheim (1987, p. 189-191) refers to this as the psychological reality of individual style.
13.Wollheim (1987, p. 191-2).
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An agent operates with the categories given by the schema in accordance with a
set of style rules that provide cognitive behavioral guidance.14The guidance provided
can range from simple to quite complex, and second-order rules may be necessary
to resolve conflicts. However, the rules themselves are abstract. They are translated
into activity by the third part of the model—style dispositions.15 It is the style dis-
positions that really do the heavy lifting of psychological realization.

§ II Two Views of Stylistic Expression

The twomajor theories of individual style are both elaborations ofWollheim’s basic
picture. That picture, as proponents of those theories see it, is not so much wrong
as too vague. It is fairly permissive about which schema, rules, and dispositions are
appropriate grounds for style. Whatever restrictions there are come about as conse-
quences of which combinations of these can actually be realized in an individual’s
psychology. However, because an individual style holds out the promise of insights
into its possessor, one could think that not just any psychologically possible combi-
nation should count. Likely, some schema, rules, and dispositionswould not provide
insights like those characteristically expected of style. If that is right, then we need
to add a condition that psychological realization expresses something specific about
the individual. The disagreement between the two theories is about what must be
expressed.

The Personality View

The guiding thought of the Personality Theory of Style is encapsulated in Buffon’s
well-known remark that “style is the man himself.”16 According to the Personality
Theory, what an individual style expresses is a personality. The natural first thought
is that this should be the personality of the individual the style belongs to:

(P): Individual style expresses the personality of its possessor

Perhaps P resonateswith the experiences of some artists. InWhat Is Art?, Leo Tolstoy
claims that successful art conveys what the artist experienced during the process of
creation to the experiencer of that art.17Thatwould presumably include a sense of the
artist’s personality since that personality would influence the experience of creation.
Nonetheless, Jenifer Robinson, who has been the most prominent defender of the
Personality Theory, has raised a fatal objection against P.18

14.Wollheim (1987, p. 192-3).
15.Wollheim (1987, p. 193-4).
16. Buffon (1924, p. 286).
17. Tolstoy (1979, p. 36).
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Robinson observes that the personality visible in an artist’s style is frequently
opposed to the personality displayed outside of it.19 She illustrates this with the ex-
ample of Tolstoy.20 Tolstoy was allegedly a quarrelsome man in his personal life.21

Nonetheless, Anna Karenina and War & Peace appear to be written by a compas-
sionate and patient person. The simple personality view then has to say that Anna
Karenina is not written in Tolstoy’s individual style because his real personality is
not expressed by it. Of course, it is not plausible that Anna Karenina is not in Tol-
stoy’s style. So, Robinson proposes an amended version of the Personality Theory:22

(IP): Individual style expresses the implied personality of its possessor

As the name suggests, an implied personality is the personality that appears to be
expressed, whether it is that individual’s real personality. Robert Hopkins & Nick
Riggle have argued that the move from P to IP gives up the claim to psychologi-
cal reality because the implied personality may not be realized in the individual’s
psychology in any robust sense.23

While this point does press on whether IP speaks to the motivation for an expres-
sion condition, I disagree that IP undermines the psychological reality of individual
style. It’s right that amerely implied personality doesn’t exist in the individual’s psy-
chology in the robust way that their actual personality does. But the requirement is
only that the style be psychologically realized. The personality it appears to express
does not have to also be so long as the schema, rules, and dispositions that together
do the expressing are.
There are other problems with IP. It is questionable whether every stylistic qual-

ity is a quality of a possible personality. Some styles do not obviously imply any-
thing about the personality of their possessor. I sometimes find this to be the case
with purely instrumental music. Mozart’s compositions surely exhibit his individ-
ual style, but I would be unable to articulate much of an implied personality on
their basis.
Hopkins & Riggle also raise what I take as the most conclusive objection. They

point out that IP is poorly suited to explaining any limitations on which styles are
possible. IP only explains limitations imposed by an activity or an artistic medium
when they have to dowithwhich personalities it is capable of expressing. Although it

18. Robinson (1985). Robinson defends her view largely in the context of literature but endorses the claim
that it generalizes to other domains of style.

19. Robinson (1985, p. 233-37).
20. I have not seen anyone point out the irony of this.
21. Nothing turns on whether this is actually true since there are numerous other examples wemight appeal

to.
22. ibid.
23. Hopkins & Riggle (2021, p. 2-3).
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does not strictly entail it, IPmight naturally also seem to suggest that any mediums
or activities that are capable of expressing the same implied personality can be done
in the same style.24 So, if such limitations exist, then IP does not tell us about why
they do or how they work.
I agree with Hopkins & Riggle that there are limitations on style like this. It seems

possible to express an implied personality in mediums that are incapable of express-
ing the corresponding individual style. As they note, a narrative painting can’t really
live up to the style of Henry James. I think the implausibility worsens the wider we
vary the substrates. It is possible for a tennis player to imply through play an angry,
neurotic, and maladjusted personality. It seems wildly unlikely that tennis could be
played in the style of Dostoevsky’s Underground Man.25

The Ideals View

Robert Hopkins and Nick Riggle propose an alternative to the Personality Theory of
Style—the Ideals Theory:26

I: Individual style expresses the ideals of its possessor

According toHopkins and Riggle, ideals are action-guiding conceptions of excellence
with which one identifies.27 Though people generally endorse a range of ideals, only
those in the particular domain of a style are relevant to it. So, for instance, one’s
artistic style expresses only one’s artistic ideals.
Are ideals plausible grounds for individual style? That they are capable of the

necessary psychological realization might seem to be ensured by one necessarily
endorsing one’s ideals. However, it is worth pointing out that endorsement alone is
probably not sufficient for psychological reality. Someone could endorse ideals but
fail in general to be guided by those ideals. That is familiar as a case of weakness of
will. The ideal could fail to be action-guiding because it is straightforwardly difficult
to live up to or because other factors inhibit the translation of ideal into action. One
could consciously strive, for instance, to embody an ideal of impartiality but still
inadvertently be partial in their treatment of friends.
To have psychological reality, the ideals do actually need to be realized in dis-

positions that are typically action-guiding. Nonetheless, I don’t see any reason to
suppose ideals couldn’t be psychologically realized in that way. I am more skeptical

24. Hopkins & Riggle (2021, p. 10).
25. I refer here to the personal style of the character and not to the literary style ofNotes fromUnderground.
26. Hopkins & Riggle (2021, p. 3).
27. Riggle (2017) has argued independently that ideals are analogous to metaphors. He has also argued

that the specific ideal of aesthetic appreciation should be to develop a style (Riggle 2015a). Both of the pa-
pers suggest important implications for the character of ideals, such as that ideals are normative and indefinite,
which undoubtedly will have consequences regarding the substantive implications of the Ideals Theory. Unfor-
tunately, reasons of space prevent exploring these consequences.
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that we should think of style as necessarily expressing a conception of excellence.
I can give what I hope will be a compelling personal example. I am a relatively de-
cent chess player. I have played chess since I was a child, and, for several years, I
took lessons and regularly competed in tournaments. Plausibly, I have developed
enough conception of chess as an activity and of what that activity is about to have
an individual style of play.
In fact, I do think I have a style in which I play chess—but I do not think that style

matches my ideals of chess playing. Putting it plainly, when I play a serious game of
chess, the only ideal I really endorse is winning as decisively as possible.28 In such
games, winning is always what I am trying to do, and, if I were to try to improve my
chess playing, what I would do is try to improve my ability to win, whatever that
ended up looking like. I have also played enough chess to recognize that there are
characteristic ways in which I fail to live up to this ideal. I have a fairly aggressive
style of play, in the sense that I am often quick to trade pieces, tend to move my
queen and rooks into precarious positions near the centers of action, and attempt to
set ambitious traps for my opponent.
These tendencies are grounded in some stable elements of my psychology—I en-

joy making moves I see as bold or interesting and sometimes lose patience with the
process of determining whether it really is a good move and decide to just see what
happens. Since I am not indifferent or unthinking regarding these choices and their
outcomes, I think it is fair to say they genuinely are part of my individual style of
playing chess. Regardless, I am also aware that this style of play often conflicts with
my ability to win. I accept trades that later put me at a disadvantage, lose pieces
because I moved them into danger, and have traps I set backfire. I see these facts
as speaking decisively against my tendencies, so my style of play conflicts with my
ideal.
This example also brings out a separate but related point. I doubt that someone

must endorse their own individual style. I do not endorse some elements of how
I play chess. I am no longer invested enough in playing seriously to feel strongly
about that, but I can imagine someone who dislikes or even resents their individual
style. This could occur in a situation like mine, where the person remains deeply
invested in the activity, or it could occur when someone, after long experience with
one set of ideals, changes to another.
Consider a pianist who received a rigorous education in classical performance, dur-

ing which the pianist personally endorsed the ideals that guided that traditional
education, achieving both the relevant technical mastery and the capacity to work in

28. By “serious,” I preclude the sort of game I now play most often, which are games with someone who is
much less experienced, who I am trying to help improve, or in which there is some additional context outside
of the game that I prioritize, such as the other player having a good time.
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an individual style guided by these orthodox ideals. After many years of play, the
pianist then begins to lose confidence in those ideals. They start to seem narrow,
pretentious, and hollow. Nonetheless, years of training and habituation have hard-
ened the psychological hold of the original ideals such that it is impossible to put
this skepticism into practice. The endorsement of new ideals ends up amounting to
nothing in terms of motivating dispositions.
According to I, a case like the above should be impossible. Once the pianist gives

up the traditional ideals, they are no longer in possession of their old style—even
if they continue playing piano exactly as they had before and their piano playing is
underwritten by the same psychological schema, rules, and dispositions. But that
does not feel like the right answer, precisely because nothing about their way of
playing piano has changed. It would likewise feel wrong to say that they have a
new style, one governed by the new ideals, because those ideals have nothing to do
with how they actually play. Moreover, we don’t even need to reject our style’s value
to want to change it. There are musicians with a seemingly endless drive towards
reinvention—Neil Young, Taylor Swift, and Sturgill Simpson come to mind.
Another concern is I’s consequences for accidental or unintentional style. It is pos-

sible that someone could luck into the possession of an individual style without ever
having intended to develop one.29 Defenders of Imight respond that, although this
person did not intend to develop a style, they did intend to express their relevant ide-
als. They just happen to get style for free as a result. We can push the issue, though.
What about cases where the acquisition and expression of ideals is also accidental,
i.e., where what is being expressed is something at least partly unconscious? We
regularly attribute to people hidden motivations; we are especially inclined to do so
in criticism, even if we are not of an overly psychoanalytic bent. These unconscious
attitudes could largely resemble ideals, so they could shape apparently stylistic ac-
tivity in much the same way. If we accept that when ideals do so, it counts as style,
then why shouldn’t we also accept this for analogous unconscious attitudes?
Since Hopkins & Riggle allow for ideals to crystallize or change shape over time,

they might reply that ideals do not need to be known from the outset. Instead, one’s
ideals might only become concrete as the relevant project or activity progresses. The
trouble is that this makes the possession of individual style contingent on its psy-
chological grounds eventually becoming conscious as ideals, which simply relocates
the original issue. Suppose that the unconscious attitudes never complete the trans-
formation into ideals. I am not any less inclined to attribute style on their basis.
Moreover, it would only be sensible to require full awareness of ideals if we thought

29. Danto (1991, p. 208) objects to complete intentionalism about style on this basis. He describes style as
a history of often unconscious artistic development. Cf. Carroll (1995, p. 253-4) for a discussion regarding the
example of Charlie Chaplin.
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that their eventual articulation conferred style backward on the activities involved
in the ideals’ formation. Conceiving of individual style as future-contingent in this
way, however, alienates it from what actually exhibits that style in the present. It
also implausibly requires us to hold off judgments about individual style until we
can be sure the subject of those judgments is sufficiently self-aware.

An Alternative Approach

To find an alternative to these theories, I want to follow a hunch that expression is
not really the heart of style. I agree with Robinson, Hopkins, and Riggle that indi-
vidual style can be—and frequently is—expressive of revealing facts about a person.
My concern is that too much attention to that fact may have led philosophers to de-
velop accounts of style in the wrong direction. I find it helpful to frame this concern
around what Kendall Walton calls the CobblerModel.30 In the Cobbler Model, the ob-
ject of style exists apart from producing or creating that object. The Cobbler Model,
Walton argues, distorts our understanding because it emphasizes one perspective of
aesthetic appreciation over other relevant perspectives. In arts like theater or dance,
the activity of creation is itself a powerful aesthetic experience.31

Robinson, Hopkins, and Riggle are not really adherents of the Cobbler Model. Per-
sonality and ideals must be expressed by the activity of the dispositions that realize
individual style. Although we often infer the content of those dispositions from the
properties of finished products, that really matters only insofar as it affects what
has actually been expressed. Nonetheless, it seems to me that their emphasis on
expression may invite an analogous mistake.
If we see expressive meaning as the interesting part of style—as both theories

invite us to—then it is an easy step to seeing expressive meaning as like style’s
product. Because that product is public, the emphasis is placed on appreciation of
style from the perspective of a spectator. But that is not the only perspective on style
there is.
In a relevant passage, Nietzsche describes the privileging of the spectator as a

widespread philosophical error:

I wish only to underscore that Kant, like all philosophers, instead of envisaging the
aesthetic problem starting from the experiences of the artist (the one who creates),
thought about art and the beautiful from the viewpoint of the “spectator” and thus,
without it being noticed, got the “spectator” himself into the concept “beautiful.”32

30.Walton (1987, p. 74-81).
31. See also Nguyen (2020a) for similar points in the context of process vs. object art.
32. Nietzsche, GM III: 6.
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I want to remain ambivalent about how broadly right Nietzsche is. Here, I want only
to say that overemphasis on expressive meaning, to the extent that it leads us to
theorize style only from the perspective of spectators, leaves something out. The
Agential Theory of Style is my attempt to follow through on his suggestion to think
about aesthetic problems from the perspective of the one who creates.

§ III The Agential Theory of Style

To talk substantively about individual style from the perspective of the “creator,”
we need to talk about agency. The agential capacities of the creator and their exer-
cise are what guide the activity of creation. Moreover, because of the demanding
requirements possessing an individual style involves, there should be something
distinctive that realizes it in the agency of someone with an individual style.
Of course, this is just what Wollheim tried to describe with his tripartite model.

I would not object if anyone preferred to see the Agential Theory as a reworking of
that model rather than an entirely new theory. The same could be said of both the
Personality and Ideals Theories. Robinson, Hopkins, Riggle, and I are in agreement
that Wollheim is largely right, though in need of supplementation.
Our difference is that I think what needs to be supplemented is the account of

the relationship between psychological realization and activity. Unfortunately,Woll-
heim’s model is wanting in that respect. The entire burden of connecting individ-
ual style to activity is placed on the style dispositions, and the specifics of how
they behave are left open. Consequently, the Agential Theory aims to provide those
specifics.

Style in the Structure of Agency

We might first think that these specifics can be given in terms of ordinary means
and ends. Since the instrumental side of practical agency might appear most suited
to capturing the adverbial emphasis of style, let us first see whether individual style
could be realized in just the instrumental means the agent takes.
If style is to be realized only instrumentally, the means in question cannot be

means to any specifically stylistic aims. In line with what I said in §1, they then
have to be the means to ends given by the activity itself. Ends are “given” in this
sense if the agent does not count as engaging in the activity without adopting them.
Consequently, they are minimal, i.e., just the bare requirements to count as partic-
ipating, either as direct requirements of participation—scoring goals in soccer—or
as prerequisites to participation—picking paper to draw on.
At least for human agents, they will also be “given” to the agent by a psychologi-

cal representation. That representation provides a context in which the activity and
its elements are comprehensible as such to the agent. The role is analogous to that
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of Wollheim’s schema. However, the bare representation of the activity will not do
any organizing that represents a stylistic decision. In general, there is likely to be
some room for variation. But variations that stray too far from the public character
of the activity may cease to be representations of that activity. They become repre-
sentations of some other activity, which shifts the context in which individual style
is exhibited.
Now, a given style clearly rules out some actions, recommends others, leaves

some choices open, etc… That is what Wollheim meant to capture with style rules.
Here, they will specifically be rules that govern which means are taken in pursuit of
the generic ends of the activity. The style dispositions, then, become dispositions
to take means in accordance with these rules.
That is as far, I think, as a purely instrumental model can take us. It is not far

enough. First, means don’t adequately individuate styles. On the one hand, two
agents that employ the same means do not necessarily possess the same style. This
could be because one or both lack a style at all. A beginning violinist undeniably
takes some means to ends of violin playing but is unlikely to already have an indi-
vidual violin style. It could also be that while both have a style, this particular choice
of means is only stylistic for one of them. Choice of paper may be stylistic for one
illustrator and not for another.
On the other hand, two agents may take different means but still have identical in-

dividual styles. Suppose that the choice of paper is not stylistic for either illustrator.
So long as the elements that do contribute to their individual styles are the same,
then it’s hard to deny that both possess the same style. Identical means might also
contribute to different styles because of different historical contexts, as we saw with
Pierre Menard.
A second problem is that individual styles typically provide ends beyond the bare

ones given by the activity itself. A common further end for an individual style is
excellence. Individual style is an achievement on the part of its possessor, so, unsur-
prisingly, many styles aim not just at doing something, but at doing it well. Maybe
stylistic constraints of this sort can be represented as dispositions only to choose
means that lead to the more specific aims.
So, the master carpenter aims just to make a chair but takes only means that lead

to an excellent chair. It isn’t very plausible that this is the right description of the car-
penter’s agency. For one thing, carpenters will not always be in a position to know
which means will lead to excellence.33 Second, if excellence is not providing guid-
ance as an end, then we are forced to treat the disposition to choose only excellent
means as brute. The means aren’t chosen because they are excellent; the means the
carpenter is disposed to choose just happen to be excellent.

33. Though perhaps this was untrue for one well-known, allegedly divine carpenter.
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However, brute dispositions will have trouble explaining why individual styles
characteristically exhibit unity or are often perceived as a gestalt. Individual styles
are not usually random collections of elements. They stand together as a way of do-
ing an activity so that the style as a whole makes intelligible the individual elements
as members of it. However, endorsing one instrumental means results only in very
narrow consistency constraints on what other means one could take. All that must
be avoided are means that directly conflict with the endorsed one, and only in that
particular case. There is no requirement that one’s means have any kind of mutual
cohesiveness, which could explain style’s unity, and brute dispositions do nothing
to provide one.
Suppose instead that we tried to describe individual style just with respect to ends.

Then, differences in individual style would mirror differences in the relevant ends of
agents.We’ve just seen that this is sometimes true. Nonetheless, differences in ends
do not seem to track differences in style much better. Just sharing high-level ends
cannot be sufficient for sharing an individual style because taking different means
to those ends can drastically alter the character of the activity.
Individual styles do not only provide further ends. An individual stylemay also in-

volve conceiving of those ends in a particularway. Acquiring an individual style often
involves acquiring a distinctive psychological representation of the activity, moving
away from the neutral representation described above. Adapting an example from
Nelson Goodman, consider two biographers of the same individual.34 One biogra-
pher frames their narrative of the subject’s life around their personal relationships,
the other around their public career.
Even if both biographies overlap in the events they describe, we can imagine the

difference in emphasis amounting to a stylistic difference.We could further imagine
this as an explicit decision by each author to do justice to one aspect of the subject’s
life. But we can also imagine that no decision like that was made. Both could just
conceive of their task as to provide a true account of a life and an explanation of why
it went that way. The differences then reflect a different representation of the task
of biography in terms of what is more explanatory of the person, analogous to the
difference between a historian who conceives of history as driven by individuals and
a historian who sees it as driven by collective forces.
Moreover, ends do not on their own seem to provide enough guidance for an indi-

vidual style. Imagine you are the reader of an earlymanuscript ofKingLear.You know

34. Goodman (1975, p.801).
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Shakespeare is stylistically committed to the pursuit of honesty.35 Indeed, you recog-
nize it here: When Lear demands avowals of devotion from his daughters, Cordelia
is the only one to qualify her love. She is also the only one to really love him.
The details of what this reveals about love for human beings, however, are left

implicit. You interpret it as suggesting love that can be lived without deception de-
pends on the recognition of boundaries—limits on what love can demand are part of
what give its demands significance, and a loving relationship that refuses to own up
to its boundaries will be unstable. Suppose you suggest to Shakespeare that he have
Cordelia make this point explicitly. That is probably better, from the point of view
of attaining his end, since the audience will be more likely to grasp the message.
Nonetheless, we can easily imagine Shakespeare objecting. The problem isn’t that

this would necessarily turn out poorly. Exposition is not always the mark of a hack.
Melville devotes one of the best chapters ofMoby Dick to an explanation of the sym-
bolic importance of the whale’s white color.36 The objection is stylistic. That isn’t
how Shakespearewants to be honest, and the issue is that we don’t have any resource
presently to explain what guides Shakespeare to take a stand against this particular
manifestation of honesty.
Worse, taking a stand on matters like this feels like a major part of what an in-

dividual style does. While it is true that most of the time, a given individual style
will not determine only a single, unique action as suitable, it is also true that an
individual style must take some fairly definite stand on how even an abstract end
is to be promoted in a particular activity. If it didn’t, then individual styles would
frequently fail to be distinctive or to be unified by their consistency. But both are
typical properties of individual style.
So, neithermeans nor ends alone can describe the realization of individual style in

agency. Appealing to both, however, might allow us to articulate a structured hierar-
chy that overcomes these problems. A hierarchy of stylistic ends, the levels of which
instrumentally relate more general ends to more contextually specific ones and only
in stylistically acceptable ways, could be hoped to provide a satisfactorily concrete
level of agential guidance.
I want to argue that model is still inadequate because it still fails to capture the

core sense in which style is adverbial. Though the instrumental relationships be-
tween levels in the hierarchy tell us something about how the agent does things,
they do not really tell us about the agent’s “way of doing.” I described that way of
doing as an exercise of freedom, in the sense that it is how the agent settles what is
left up to them.

35. The honesty I am talking about is not the honesty of literal realism. Shakespeare shows no qualms in
employing the fantastical, unlikely, or idealized. Rather, it is an honesty that uses the tools of artistry to draw
attention to facets of ourselves and others that we often prefer not to look at.

36. Chapter 42, The Whiteness of the Whale.

18



The Agential Theory of Style

However, the means-ends model does not give us a way of representing in agency
the difference between what is left up to the agent in this way and what is not. We
can label ends and means as stylistic based on our external understanding of style,
but it would be much better if we could also distinguish them from the internal
perspective of agency. Otherwise, that distinction is apt to feel ad hoc.
The problem in the case of individual style is that the whole point of psychological

reality is to explain the special relationship someone has to their individual style. To
do that, we not only need to say in agential terms what is stylistic, but we further
need to distinguish possessing an individual style from working in a general one.
But on the above model, ends can be endorsed and means taken regardless of one’s
specific psychological relationship. If we try to address this by talking about what
motivates or underwrites them, we give up the ambition of a specifically agential
account of style. We are also likely to find ourselves again faced with the problems
of the Personality Theory and the Ideals Theory, because personality and ideals are
likely to offer many of the most plausible motivational explanations.
So, if means, ends, or a structure of related ends andmeans doesn’t realize individ-

ual style, what does? My suggestion is that it is instantiated in a different agential
structure. That structure captures the distinction between style, signature, and every-
thing else as well as the special relationship of possession by appealing to agential
layering.

Layered Agency as the Structure of Style

In his recentwork, C. Thi Nguyen explores the capacity of human agents to adopt lay-
ered structures in our agency.37 Drawing on that work, we can flesh out the Agential
Theory to avoid the problems discussed in the previous section. A layered agential
structure is capable of psychologically realizing individual style because it canmodel
the way an individual style takes a stand on the way an activity is to be done. Pos-
session of an individual style then amounts to one’s agency being structured in the
appropriately layered way. As the term itself suggests, it is natural to think about
that layering spatially. Indeed, that is frequently how Nguyen approaches it. How-
ever, I would like to introduce themechanics of agential layering byway of a different
analogy, which I think will better highlight the features we will make use of.
Think of our agency—as we have so far talked about it—on the model of a po-

litical community. The body politic is made up of activities, and the community is
populated by means and ends. The rational pursuit of the ends through activity is
the whole concern of the community. Inhabitants of the community are not equal—a
hierarchy of importance and authority exists that reflects the instrumental relation-
ships and the comparative value of final ends. Nonetheless, the community’s laws

37. Nguyen (2020b, p. 53-58).
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are the norms of agency, and their authority over everyone is absolute. The commu-
nity is also extremely litigious. Any inhabitant can be accused of making trouble
for the communal business at any point. The accusation must be promptly litigated,
and any violations of the law must be immediately rectified, on pain of practical irra-
tionality. The result is something like a constitutional oligarchy with a surveillance
state.
This general litigiousness starts to interfere with the community’s business. The

constant need to respond to potential indictments biases the community against
inhabitants that can’t justify themselves in direct, straightforward ways. But some-
times straightforward approaches don’t seem towork verywell, so it would be better
if the community didn’t always favor them.
For instance, a straightforward approach is inappropriate when it isn’t known at

the outset what the concrete achievement of an ultimate end would consist in or
when it is only partially known how to get there. The pursuit of happiness provides
an example. It is a familiar, if unfortunate, experience to imagine something as essen-
tial to our happiness only to find oneself less than content on attaining it.Many ends
involving a significant degree of learning are also like this. A young student aiming
one day to become a great philosopher will probably start out with a very indefinite
conception of philosophy and little knowledge of what makes it great. Things could
easily go awry if they pursue that aim directly, so that the student ends up in a cult
or becoming a psychologist. Better to start by finding a more straightforward goal
that looks reasonably like a step in the right direction. The ultimate goal can thereby
be pursued indirectly while avoiding unnecessary risk.
Our imaginary community responds to this problem by granting some important

ends a special aristocratic status. With it comes the prerogative that those in the
service of aristocratic ends are to be given some degree of indemnity against the
laws of agency. Those laws are still absolute in authority, but conformity to them is
now checked periodically, a spontaneous indictment only being possible when there
is strong evidence or when the circumstances are such as to warrant special scrutiny,
e.g., when their opportunity cost becomes obviously high.
With this Magna Carta-esque reform, the community looks less like a panopticon,

but it is still a robust oligarchy. The aristocratic ends are given a new privilege to
extend; the ends at the top of the political hierarchy do not transfer independent
authority downwards. Whenever there is an indication that their interests are con-
travened, that legal protection is revoked. However, it soon becomes clear that in
some cases the indirect pursuit of an end needs to be directed by a local autonomous
authority.
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Local autonomy can be necessary when an end is self-effacing, i.e., such that the
explicit focus on its pursuit undermines the ability to actually attain it.38 Again, a
classic example is happiness. Not only could someone fail to know what will make
them happy, but referring every decision to the standard of happiness is unlikely
to lead to it. The most plausible constituents of happiness, like love, friendship,
and meaningful projects, demand that their objects be treated non-instrumentally.
You cannot genuinely love someone primarily for the sake of your own happiness.39

Even if you could, the happiness love can deliver depends in practice on treating the
beloved as a locus of final value.
In many cases, the latter is the primary issue. Even where there is no logical in-

compatibility, the indirect promotion of an end could still be difficult or impossible
in practice unless the indirect activity is treated as having autonomous authority.
Nguyen’s favored example of games illustrates this. In general, there probably isn’t
a logical incompatibility between attending to our reasons for playing a game and
playing it, but often the value we can derive from game playing depends on our insu-
lating the activity from other aspects of our agency. We need to invest the rules and
actions of the game with significance. Yet, the absolute perspective of our general
agency is prone to make salient that the rules are made up and the actions of the
game are frequently trivial or even silly. Moreover, it isn’t just the self-effacing end
itself that may cause interference. We need to see our agency in playing the game
as separate from our agency outside it, or we might not be able to disregard our
compassion for a losing player, the urge to favor our friends, or become too deeply
invested in winning.
So, the community develops a new political institution, which empowers the in-

habitants of some political regions of the community (activities) to set up their own
government. Within that region, the new local government replaces the wider one.
Not only can a different social hierarchy be set up, but also a whole new code of law
enacted. The community-wide government monitors the situation in these regions
from the outside, influencing the flow of resources to them as well as their inter-
actions with the rest of the community. Because the ultimate justification for this
institution is the good of the community, there is a forceful presumption against
any interference in the internal affairs of these regions. Nonetheless, the broader
government retains the right to revoke autonomy when it comes to clearly and sig-
nificantly contravening the communal good. When that right is exercised, whether
the region continues to exist as a political unit will depend on the context of the
offense.

38. See Ferrero (2022a) & Ferrero (2022b) for an overview and discussion of the structure of diachronic
agency.

39. Cf. Sidgwick (Book I, Ch. IV, §2) on the Paradox of Hedonism.
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These autonomous regions are the analogue of agential layers. The point has been
to illuminate the sense inwhich agential layers are self-contained agential structures.
Submerging ourselves in an agential layer in order to play a game is like entering a
region of the community granted local autonomy. Agency within that region takes
on the character of the so-called “magic circle” of games, where only the rules, ends,
and strategies of the gamematter. The agent is capable of moving between inner and
outer layers by traveling back out of the region, thereby pausing or ending the game.
An outer layer of agency retains indirect authority over an inner layer by prompting
movement between layers; the wider community can make diplomatic requests to
autonomous regions in response to changes in circumstance, e.g., a well-adjusted
person will abandon Scrabble if one of their opponents has a heart attack. The outer
layer also sets the standards by which the value of the inner layer is to be assessed
from the outside. If submersion in an agential layer tends to causemore trouble than
it’s worth, then diplomatic relations break down. The region’s autonomous status,
i.e., the existence of the layer, is reviewed and possibly revoked—the outer layer of
agency ceases to endorse submersion in the inner layer and seeks to dismantle it.
If our Scrabble player is tempted to ignore the emergency to continue playing with
the other opponents, they may come to think Scrabble is too dangerous for them to
play.
Submersion in an agential layer manifests phenomenologically as absorption in

the activity of the layer. When we are absorbed in an activity, we pay less attention
or do not notice things outside of it. In general, layered agential structures are fluid
so that the agent can move both in and out of absorption in a given layer.40 The ease
of movement between layers is related to what Luca Ferrero calls the opacity of the
layer. More opacity means more resistance is encountered in moving between layers.
Phenomenologically, the opacity of a layer presents as the degree of absorption, i.e.,
the inertia possessed by the felt lack of concern or awareness.41

Some opacity is necessary to pull off agential layering. An inner layer with no
opacity would be no different from ordinary indirect agency. Still, too much opacity
undermines the point of agential layering. The world being what it is, it is always
possible that the layer will not function properly. Too much opacity can cause the
agent to miss signs of this visible from outside the layer. I was recently repairing a
felt shoe and became so absorbed in felting that I failed to notice the hole had gotten
bigger.42 Therefore, the degree of psychological opacity has to be finely balanced in
order for a layered agential structure to have the right level of fluidity. What level
of fluidity is right will depend upon the function of the layered structure. In some

40. Nguyen (2020b) discusses fluidity extensively in Ch. 2 and Ch. 3.
41. Ferrero (2021, p. 4-6).
42. Cf. ibid for a more detailed discussion of these dynamics.
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contexts, it may be important that we be able to oscillate between layers with ease.
In others, it may be critical to the point of the layer that it is difficult to step out of.
Drawing on the above, we are now in a position to articulate the Agential Theory

of Style in a way that I hope lives up to its motivations:

Agential Theory of Style: Individual style with respect to an activity is
realized psychologically by a layered agential structure in which the outer
layer instantiates the basic agential requirements of participation in the
activity and a nested inner layer instantiates the specific agential require-
ments of the style.

Realizing Individual Style

By appealing to the Agential Theory, we can now give a detailed account of howWoll-
heim’s schema, rules, and dispositions work to realize style in agency. The agential
structure described by the theory has two nested layers. The outer layer corresponds
to the activity generally, while the inner layer corresponds to the individual style.
The bare agential requirements realized in the outer layer are given by the agent’s
psychological representation of the activity. That representation needs to be neutral
in the same manner and for the same reasons as in our discussion of realizing style
instrumentally. However, here the outer layer we are referring to is not necessarily
the outermost layer of agency. For instance, in a game that requires submersion in
an agential layer to play, the layer reflecting the basic requirements of the activity
will itself be nested within general agency.
The development of an inner layer within this outer layer reflects the acquisition

of an individual style. So, to possess an individual style is to have a developed inner
layer of this sort. The inner layer realizes the stand an individual style takes on the
agent’s “way of doing” through further requirements on engagement in the activity.
The agent’s commitment to that style manifests in the opacity of the layer.
Developing an inner layer appropriate for style involves developing a new psycho-

logical representation of the activity, corresponding to the style schema, which is
now individual to the agent. How different the schema is from the neutral represen-
tationmay vary. One individual stylemay involve a very idiosyncratic understanding
of the basic organization of an activity, in which case the difference will be great. An-
other may impose further requirements on activity but with reference to essentially
the same organizational representation. I see no problem with the schema even be-
ing identical to the neutral representation since it can be a significant fact about an
individual style that it does not depart from the mainstream.
The new schema does not replace the previous representation of the activity gen-

erally. If it did, then anyone possessed of individual style would consequently see
their style as not just the best way of pursuing the activity, but the only possible
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way.43 The Agential Theory avoids this by retaining the old representation with re-
spect to agency while in the outer layer. When an agent works in their individual
style, they submerge themselves in the inner layer, where the new organizational
structure given by the schema is active.
The specifics of the style determine the agential character of this layer. That in-

cludes the specification of style-relative ends, which may either be newly stipulated
or ends carried over from the outer layer. Ends that are retained may change in their
importance relative to other ends, corresponding to the emphasis placed on it by the
style. However, the ends of the outer layer do not have to be ends in the inner layer,
which represents a style’s rejection of their significance or aptness.
The rules of a style may be manifested in the ends of the inner layer. The simplest

rules just stipulate ends. Rules that prohibit something might involve stipulating a
negative end. Coordinating rules, i.e., rules about what to do in cases where other
rules conflict, can be represented in the relative importance of the ends within the
inner layer.
Style rules could also characterize the local norms of agency in the inner layer,

which impose new instrumental requirements on the pursuit of ends. Some rules
could be articulated in either way. A prohibitive rule might stipulate a negative end,
or it might be articulated as a norm against certain actions. Whether a style rule is
realized as an end in the inner schema or as a norm is likely related to how central
it is to the style. This is a plausible consequence of the opacity of the inner layer,
which will cause violations of inner norms to simply not present themselves, while
submerged, as possibilities in deliberation. They become locally unthinkable, in the
sense described by Harry Frankfurt and Bernard Williams.44

For the most part, the role of the style dispositions in the agential theory is to
enact these rules and norms. As such, they are dispositions of the inner layer, in
the sense that they are sensitive to which agential layer is presently active. Most of
the dispositions associated with an individual style will then be primed to influence
action only while the agent is submerged in the inner layer. Still, there might be at
least one special type of style disposition that would belong to the outer layer.What
I have in mind are dispositions for the agent to activate the inner layer in certain
situations. It seems reasonable that as part of one’s commitment to a style, that
style may insist upon itself in practice. I take it that there is room for variation with
respect to how insistent a given individual style is, but there would be something
very odd about a style that didn’t at all predispose its possessor to its exercise.

43. This may be sometimes what underlies a certain kind of snobbery—one adopts unnecessary require-
ments as wide-scope agential constraints on an activity and so becomes unable to see anything that does not
meet them as genuinely that activity.

44. Frankfurt (1988, ch. 13) & Williams (1981, ch. 10).
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Another aspect of this commitment is that an individual style cannot be changed
or abandoned at will, as illustrated by the example of the disillusioned pianist. The
Agential Theory explains the stability of style partly by the difficulty of constructing
appropriate layers. Our reflections on game playing might have led to the thought
that setting up a layer should be easy, but agential layering in games is facilitated by
an already articulated set of rules as well as social practices that normalize treating
them as authoritative. Despite this, the experience of being unable to “get into” a
game is still commonplace. Much less is given at the outset in developing a style.
A more apt analogy, then, is designing a game rather than playing one. That anal-
ogy also goes some way towards underwriting why individual style presents as an
achievement.
Primarily, however, it appeals to the opacity of the inner layer, which provides

protection against the authority of the outer layer. Opacity can protect the layer even
when the agent is not initially submerged in it. If long habit makes it so that one
cannot help but be submerged in that layer during the relevant activity, judgments
of outer agency would then tend to lose authority just when they need to exert it in
order to effect change on the style.
Indeed, this mechanism fits the disillusioned pianist’s case well. But what about

the fact that a technically expert individual can choose not towork in their own style?
For example, the country singer Marty Robbins was very adept at impersonating
other country musicians for talk show appearances. I think this is usually best un-
derstood as a temporary suspension of stylistic commitments, which corresponds
to emergence from the inner layer of style. That explanation leaves the individual
style of Marty Robbins untouched but temporarily frees him from its constraints.
Of course, the opacity of the inner layermay imply that this should be difficult—at

least more difficult than Robbinsmakes it appear. I think the lack of difficulty should
be accounted for in one of two ways. First, the conditions that habitually trigger
submergence in an agential layer can be quite fine-grained. Consider an agent who
maintains separate agential layers for closely related variations of poker. So, Rob-
bins might not understand the activity of impersonation as overlapping sufficiently
with the general activity of playing music to trigger automatic submergence in the
stylistic layer. Second, the opacity of a layer might be selective, only restricting flu-
idity where that might threaten or undermine the layer.While playing a board game,
wemight find it easier to suspend layered agency in order to go get a snack or answer
a text message than if exiting the layer meant ending the game entirely.
Finally, the Agential Theory gives a neat explanation of one more typical feature

of style: unity. The elements of a style generally hang together cohesively. But that
is what we would expect on the agential theory because there is a limited degree of
dissonance that an agential layer can tolerate internally if that layer is to function.
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Contradictory or unclear norms can lead to agential paralysis. Ends must be compat-
ible enough that the opacity of the layer is not undermined by frustration intrinsic
to their pursuit. It probably helps if they are also related in content. Pursuing highly
unrelated ends might require changes in attention that make absorption difficult.
We also generally have an easier time caring about some norms and ends. For in-

stance, some games are bad games because they ask us to care about things that
we have difficulty regarding, even within an agential layer, as anything other than
pointless or rather dull.When it is easier for us to care, it is easier to engage in agen-
tial layering. That, together with the coherence of the layer, suggests why it is that
ideals and personality are so frequently involved in individual styles. It is easy to
care about our ideals or personality, and both are likely to be fairly unified in content.
So, the conciliatory suggestion is that personality and ideals are disproportionately
viable guides to acquiring an individual style.

Conclusion: Towards A General Theory of Style

I want to conclude now by making good on my promise to expand the Agential
Theory to general style, which will also allow us to examine how it treats signature.
Recall that a general style characterizes a group or community, such as a society,
historical period, or school. A general style may only be recognized retrospectively,
or it may be deliberately adopted. Unlike individual style, however, general styles
are not psychologically real. Which is to say that general style is not possessed by
an individual in the “thick” way an individual style is, not that a general style is
entirely unreflected in the psychology of someone acting in it. The latter would be
far too strong a claim, since it wouldmake the existence of products of general styles
miraculous.
My claim that the Agential Theory can give a unified account of style depends

on recognizing that general style and individual style often exist together in what
resembles a “style economy.” Sometimes, a general style may just refer to the com-
monalities among a collection of individual styles. If these are also fully isolated and
independent—by which I mean they do not influence the development of each other
or, as a collective, the development of future styles—then that style will mainly be of
critical or historical interest, and we get theoretical unity for free. In all other cases,
general and individual styles influence each other so that they change and come in
and out of existence in interconnected ways. In the right circumstances, the style
of an individual or individuals can come to define the features of a general style or
to drive innovation in a pre-existing one, while a general style may coalesce into an
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individual style if the agent internalizes it in a way that makes it their own. Inter-
vening positions are possible. An individual style may not supplant the general style
regarding the whole activity but only in some locality of it.
This is a too brief and very abstract description of what is in reality a very messy

process, but it does deliver the key insight. There is mutual exchange between the
two types of style, which results in a developmental dependence on each other. My
suspicion is that the history of this exchange for an activity will be almost the entire
history of style with respect to it. The Agential Theory explains how this exchange
is possible at the psychological level and thereby completes its unified account.
When a general style is not merely a collective designation for individual styles,

then there are or have been agents who employ that style but do not possess it. On
the Agential Theory, an agent may fail to possess a style individually in two ways.
The agent may not realize the style in an agential layer, or the agent may realize the
style in an insufficiently opaque layer. So, a general style may be realized either in
the non-layered agency governing an activity or in a relatively transparent agential
layer.
It is appropriate that general styles may be realized more broadly than individ-

ual styles, given that general style is a much broader category. It includes both the
styles of groups, like artistic academies, whose members learn from one another in
sustained dialogue, and the styles of historical movements, like the early develop-
ment of Rock N’ Roll in the 1950s, where connections between individuals are much
looser. Correspondingly, how a general style manifests in agency will depend on the
circumstances of the agent and the particular use that agent makes of it.
To illustrate, the fact that Rock N’ Roll could be compared to and differentiated

from a related earlier tradition, together with the increased prominence of a mass
entertainment culture in the United States, meant that Rock musicians in the 50s
would not have understood their way of playing music as the only way. Almost all
of them would have learned how to play in a different style. So, the stylistic require-
ments and values of Rock would be better suited to an agential layer. This doesn’t
need to involve much of a commitment. As long as that layer allows for a high level
of fluidity, it will be easy to play in other styles.
In contrast, if we consider the Delta style of Blues music that preceded early Rock

’N Roll, we find it developed by a relatively small network of musicians traveling a
performance circuit in the rural American South. Given the isolation of the region,
the difficulty of long-distance communication at that time, as well as the oppressive
social and economic conditions faced by themusicians, someof thesemusiciansmay
have understood the general style they and their peers worked in as the way Blues
was played in general. This style would be unlikely to be captured in an agential layer
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within the activity of playing the Blues. Instead, the style would be reflected in their
general agency with respect to Blues playing.
Importantly, it would be a mistake to think this has to reflect a dogmatism in

these musicians about their way of playing. More often, it would probably simply
be that they don’t know of any other way of engaging in the activity. The situation
here is fairly analogous to the case where the possible ways of realizing an end are
not fully known at the outset. In which case, we should see the style as an indirect
way of pursuing the ends of the activity. Then, the specific realizations of the Delta
style in non-layered agency are likely to still be insulated to a degree from the rest
of agency so as to facilitate this, and some innovation within the general style can
be accounted for when the methods of indirect pursuit are reassessed.
The “economic” exchange that drives the history of style occurs when an agent

working in a general style comes to meet the unmet conditions. They separate the
style from the activity as a whole by realizing it in an agential layer and commit to it
by making the agential layer opaque. Individual styles then contribute to the devel-
opment of general styles by being taught and serving as exemplars for inspiration
and imitation.
Our final loose end, signature, lies outside this process. For an individual style,

an identifying element of the activity is signature if it is not reflected in the agen-
tial standards of the inner layer, i.e., is not as such treated by the schema and rules.
Signature can be instrumental to the activity without meeting these requirements.
While paper is necessary for drawing, qualities of paper and their value might not
feature in the norms and ends of the layer realizing an individual style of drawing.
I think we get the right results when we generalize the idea: an identifying element
of an activity is signature if actions regarding it are not governed by the agential
standards of an individual style (in an opaque inner layer) or a general style (in in-
direct agency in an outer layer or in a transparent inner layer). The generalization
also provides a useful test in cases of general styles where this is difficult to deter-
mine because the style is non-layered and adopted for instrumental reasons. That
is, would the identifying element be signature if it were an individual style instead?
There is much more that could be said, both about this final proposal and the rest

of the paper. Therefore, I’ll wrap up by listing some of what I think bears further
thought. First, the role of indirect agency in some general styles. Second, a closer
survey of how well this expanded theory describes specific cases of general style.
Third, a more detailed comparison with the developmental history of styles than I
have been able to provide. In particular, it would be good to understand the place of
styles that range over many activities in such narratives. Fourth, and I think most
important, does the Agential Theory help us to understand the importance or value
of style?
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