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 CONCLUSION 

I have addressed two issues in the philosophy of action: Wittgenstein�s question 

how to understand the distinction between actions and mere happenings, and Davidson�s 

challenge to give an account of the explanatory relation between reasons and actions.  I 

have followed an old-fashioned strategy in answering the first question, seeking clues to 

the answer not by searching for the conditions that render actions actions (thought of as 

reasons or intentions on the intentionalist approach) but rather by searching for the 

conditions that render mere happenings mere happenings (defeating conditions like 

spasms, coma, sleep, handicap, etc.).  More systematically, I have argued that a 

performance is an action just in case there is some description under which it would have 

been reasonableA to expect of the agent that he perform it (Chapters III-V have explained 

the special sense assigned to the technical terms invoked).  In Chapter VI, I have shown 

that the proposed account captures all the cases captured by the intentionalist view, and 

straightforwardly excludes cases of basic wayward causal chains from qualifying as 

actions.  Moreover, it is able to qualify some unintentional omissions as actions.  In this 

way, the nonintentionalist view I have sketched gives an account of our conduct, 

including our agentive voice and silence. 

The concept that figures crucially in the answer to the first question is the concept 

of a normative expectation.  In Chapter I, I have suggested that, contrary to first 

impressions, that concept is not unrelated to the way in which we explain actions.  In fact, 

I have shown that the concept of normative expectation may be thought to play just the 

double role that the concept of intention has been thought to play on the intentionalist 

account.  For the concept of intention is usually thought to be important in answering 

both of the above questions.  Insofar as the idea of a performance being intentional under 

a description presupposes some concept of intention, it figures in the intentionalist 

answer to the question what actions are.  It also plays a role in the causalist answer to the 

question how reasons, intentions, etc., relate to actions, viz. causally.  The concept of 
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normative expectation figures not only in the answer to the first question, but also in the 

answer to the second question. 

In Chapter VII, I have argued that we can think of reasons as justifying the 

normative expectations on which the agent acts.  I have sketched a selectional model of 

what it means to say that an agent acts on one expectation rather than another (acts for 

one reason rather than another).  The model relies on, among others, causal relations but 

not on the causal relation between the reason or the expectation and the action.  I have 

suggested that it illuminates what we mean when we suppose that there is a �causal� 

relation between the reason and the action. 

In Chapter VII, I have also argued that the selectional model allows us to 

understand how it is possible for an agent to act on another person�s expectation of him.  

I have also shown that there is no reason, internal to that model, to suppose that the 

agent�s acting on another person�s desire must be mediated by her acting on her own 

desire that is suitably related to that person�s desire.  In Chapter I, I have demonstrated 

that many external arguments also fail to establish this conclusion.  I have thus defended 

the position of explanatory nonindividualism, whose distinctive claim is that aside from 

being sometimes moved by our desire to satisfy another person�s desire, we are also 

sometimes moved by that person�s desire without thereby being moved by our desire to 

satisfy that person�s desire. 

I should emphasize, as I have been doing throughout, that though the answers to 

the two questions, the problem of action and the problem of the explanatory force of 

reasons, sound common notes (both employ the notion of normative expectation, for 

example), they are really different answers to different questions.  The question of how to 

explain an action is a question about which of the normative expectations, to which the 

agent is actually held, has been operative in the agent�s acting.  The question of whether a 

performance is an action depends on whether or not it would be reasonableA to expect the 

performance of the agent under some description.  The answer to the second question is 

independent of any actual expectations to which the agent is held. 

The theme that reverberates in the answers to both questions, however, is the need 

to look to the social nature of our agency.  The answer to Wittgenstein�s question appeals 

to a social criterion of what it would be reasonableA for us to expect of the agent.  
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Whether or not the agent�s performance lives up to the standard is largely a question of 

whether or not untoward circumstances (defeating conditions) have interfered.  The focus 

is thus removed from the agent�s inner life, from the practical reasoning in which she is 

sometimes involved, and shifts toward the way in which her performance affects the 

social fabric of normative expectations.  An agent�s habitual, unreflective, spontaneous 

actions as well as unintentional omissions intuitively require no mental involvement on 

the agent�s part, and yet they do form a part of the agent�s conduct, they can affect others 

in ways which would be agentively traceable to the agent.  Likewise the selectional 

nonindividualist answer to Davidson�s challenge opens a new way of looking at the 

interactions between others and the agent.  In allowing for the possibility that the agent 

acts on another�s desire directly as it were, without acting on her own desire (though, as 

we saw, still acting on some of her beliefs), the account shows vividly that our being 

embedded in the network of social expectations does not necessarily leave the agent cold, 

but can move her to action. 


	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	INTRODUCTION
	Action as a Unit of Conduct
	Two Main Problems
	A Preview

	CHAPTER I.
	IS EXPLANATORY INDIVIDUALISM CONCEPTUALLY NECESSARY?
	Individualism vs. Nonindividualism about Action Explanations
	A Variety of Folk-Psychological Action Explanations
	Normative and Explanatory Individualism

	Individualism, Nonindividualism and Evolution
	Arguments for Explanatory Individualism
	Internal States and Individual Action
	The Argument from Breakdown Cases
	The Argument from Smith’s Theory of Desire
	The Problem of Mere Happenings
	Explanatory Individualism: Innocent Pro-Attitudes
	The Common-Sense of Nonindividualism

	Normative Individualism
	
	
	
	(





	CHAPTER II.
	THE CHALLENGE OF HART’S THEORY OF ACTION
	Two Kinds of Action Theories
	H.L.A.€Hart’s Theory of Action
	The Fundamental Problem: The Concept of Action is Prior to the Concept of Responsibility
	Against Ascriptivism
	
	
	
	( (





	CHAPTER III.
	PRACTICAL RESPONSIBILITY I: NORMATIVE EXPECTATIONS
	Normative vs.  Descriptive (Predictive) Expectations
	
	
	Sanctions are to be understood very liberally.  Negative sanctions in particular ought to include the reactive emotions Wallace speaks about.  Being susceptible to feeling guilt, resentment or indignation are all forms of being disposed to sanction onese
	Robert Brandom� argues extensively that to understand normative attitudes in terms of sanctions, one must not attempt to reduce normative attitudes to people’s (or communities’) behavioral dispositions to sanction.  Rather, any understanding of normative
	It may be worthwhile pointing out that it is not uncharacteristic for philosophers writing on responsibility to focus on negative sanctions.  While the availability of the negative side is crucial for an account of action, for it will ultimately allow us
	Another point about the characterization of normative expectations deserves a mention.  We have seen in Chapter I how M.  Smith used the idea of direction-of-fit to define desires.  It will be instructive to consider the difference between these characte



	Normative Expectations
	
	
	I will primarily speak of individual people as holding each other to expectations.  However, there is no barrier to thinking that other social agents can hold each other to expectations.  One state may expect of another state that it not be invaded.  A f
	It is also possible to expect something of oneself, in fact many expectations are reflexive or self-directed.  The concept of a reflexive expectation is indeed a very close kin to the concept of intention.  Usually, when I have a prior intention to do so
	The that-clause in the expectation specifies the description under which the act is expected of ( by (.  Its occurrence is thus not transparent.  What is expected is never a concrete particular performance but rather a type.  So, it does not follow that



	Fulfilling Normative Expectations: Actions and Performances
	Moral vs. Practical Normative Expectations
	‘It is (would be) reasonable to expect of ( that ( (’
	
	
	
	( ( (





	CHAPTER IV.
	PRACTICAL RESPONSIBILITY II: TWO CONCEPTS OF REASONABLENESS
	Two Concepts of Reasonableness
	ReasonablenessA
	ReasonablenessN (Legitimacy) of Expectations

	Reasonableness as an External Standard
	Reasonableness, Conflict and Contrary Expectations
	ReasonablenessA, ReasonablenessN and Conflict
	ReasonablenessA, ReasonablenessN and Contrary Expectations
	
	
	( ( ( (





	CHAPTER V.
	PRACTICAL RESPONSIBILITY III:
	REASONABLEA NORMATIVE EXPECTATIONS
	When Are Normative Expectations Prima Facie ReasonableA?
	Prima Facie ReasonablenessA
	Systematic Correlations

	Defeating Conditions
	Defeating Conditions Proper
	Counterdefeating Conditions
	The Fundamental Problem and the Evolution of Defeating Conditions
	Are Defeating Conditions Causes?

	Some Objections
	Are Desires Defeating Conditions?
	Defeating Conditions and Frankfurt-Type Cases
	Unintentional Omissions

	Defeating Defeating Conditions
	
	Some  Desires Render Expectations UnreasonableA, Others do Not.  I have already answered one of the objections set out at the end of the last section.  I have shown that sometimes when a person unintentionally omits to do something it would be still reas
	
	( ( ( ( (





	CHAPTER VI.
	ACTIONS, OMISSIONS, AND MERE HAPPENINGS
	A Preview
	What Has Been Done: Two Senses of the Question
	What Has Been Done?
	Doings and Tasks
	What Would Be ReasonablyA Expected of the Agent?
	“He did it though it was unreasonableA to expect it of him”
	Butler’s Problem

	Actions and Mere Happenings
	Positive Actions
	When the Agent Acts Intentionally: Intended and Unintended (but Foreseen) Intentional Doings.�  It is appropriate to begin with intentional performances where the agent acts on some prior intention since they have been paradigmatic to the intentionalist
	When the Agent Acts Unintentionally.  Alongside things we do intentionally, there are many things we do unintentionally.  When Oedipus married Jocasta, he did not know she was his mother: he unintentionally married his mother.  These cases can be handled
	Spontaneous Actions.  One of the virtues of the account proposed thus far is that it makes a clear division between two questions, the question of what actions are and the question of how they are explained (I address it in Chapter VII).  While similar c

	Omissions
	Mere Happenings
	Spasms.  When a spasm causes my arm to rise, which hits the lamp causing it to break, it may appear as if I am raising my arm, as if I am breaking the lamp.  My performance does not qualify as action, for none of these descriptions of the performance qua
	Physical Compulsion.  Suppose that a person is physically forced to sign a document by another.  As long as the force applied is overwhelming, it would be unreasonableA to expect of the person that she sign the document (the expectation would be systemat
	Coercion.  Aside from physically forcing a person to sign a document, one might coerce her to do so.  One might threaten her life if she does not sign the document.  In fact, a superficial application of our account could present this as an objection.  F
	When Nature Does Not Cooperate.  Finally, let us consider some examples of defeating conditions that do make it unreasonableA to expect a performance of the agent under some description, but not under sufficiently many descriptions (i.e. all those true o


	Wayward Causal Chains
	
	When the Agent Can No Longer Stop the Course of the Action… Consider the action of taking a step down (but any action would do).  No untoward circumstances make the expectation that the agent take a step down unreasonableA.  However, just before the agen
	
	( ( ( ( ( (





	CHAPTER VII.
	SELECTIONAL FORCE OF REASONS
	Davidson’s Challenge
	Selectional Explanations
	Reasons as Selectional Criteria
	An Agent as a Selectional System
	A Preliminary Example
	Two Further Examples
	Acting for a Reason
	Acting for One Reason rather than Another
	Reasons as Selectional Criteria Rather than Generating Causes?
	Summary

	Explanatory Nonindividualism Again
	Acting on Another Person’s Expectation of the Agent: Internalized and Non˚Internalized Norms
	Acting on Another Person’s rather than One’s Own Expectation
	Explanatory Individualism vs. Explanatory Nonindividualism
	Our Explanatory Practices
	Final Remarks on Explanatory Individualism

	Two Further Problems
	The Problem of Spontaneity: Why do We Act at All?
	The Problem of Congruence
	Functional Explanation in Interpersonal Contexts.  In interpersonal contexts, where the reasons in question justify expectations that one person has of another, a different kind of explanation why agents by and large fulfill the expectations placed on th
	Skill and Learning.  This brings us to the contingent fact about us that we are capable of developing skills and learning how to respond to many stimuli, some of which might be reasons.  Why we are capable of learning is  beyond the scope of a philosophi
	Some Causes May be Reasons.  While I do not believe that we have sufficient reason for thinking of reasons as causes in general, still this is no reason to deny that in some cases, our reliability in response to reasons might be accounted for by the fact
	Difficulty of task.  Paradigmatically, we are reliable rather than semi-reliable in performing simple bodily actions: raising one’s arm, walking, jumping, turning around, and so on.  What is true about such actions in general is the fact that they have r


	Objections
	Reasons Cause the Agent to Select the Action
	Reasons Always Cause Actions Done for a Reason
	The Account Is Secretly Individualist
	The Account does Not Refute Explanatory Individualism
	
	
	( ( ( ( ( ( (





	CONCLUSION
	The Asymmetry Thesis
	
	Frankfurt-Type Cases  purport to illustrate that there are situations where we would hold the agent responsible despite the fact that he could not have done otherwise.  Consider the following case: Jones decides to kill the mayor of the town.  He carries
	Fischer’s Cases of Omissions.  Here is a case of an omission for which, Fischer suggests, the agent is not responsible.  Jones does not have any fancy mechanism in his brain.  He is strolling along the beach when he sees a child struggling in the water.


	The Reconstruction of the Two Types of Cases
	
	Frankfurt’s Cases. Does the presence of the counterfactual intervener render it unreasonableA to expect of Jones that he kill the mayor? One might think that it does.  After all, given the presence of the counterfactual intervener it is determined that t
	Fischer’s Cases of Omissions have a different structure.  Here the potential defeating condition with respect to the expectation to save the child, the presence of the sharks, does not counterfactually depend on the agent’s decision.  It is a condition t


	Frankfurt-Type Omissions and Fischer-Type Actions
	
	Frankfurt-Type Omissions.  Let me begin by illustrating an example of omission that exactly parallels the structure of Frankfurt-type actions.�
	Fischer-Type Actions.  It is in general more easy to describe a Fischer-type omission than action but perhaps the following example will bring the point home. It does not involve a counterfactual intervener.  Smith wants to switch on the light.  He press


	Final Remarks

	APPENDIX B.
	ACTION AS A PERFORMANCE INTENTIONAL UNDER A DESCRIPTION
	A Methodological Prelude
	Ramifications of a Non-Reductive (NE) Reading of (I)
	Circularity or Inadequacy of a Reductive Reading of (I)
	Why abandon (I)?


