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SUMMARY

G. E. M. A nscom be's work is seminal to action theory. Her major work in this 

area. Intention, first published in 1957, has been very influential in shaping the 

modern debate on issues such as the nature o f action, the status o f  folk psychology, 

the relation between reasons and causes and so on. Yet to my mind no major scholarly 

analysis o f her philosophy o f action has been thus far undertaken.

Anscombe, one o f W ittgenstein’s students, followed the style and method o f 

his later works. This method is opposed to traditional philosophical views about 

language, meaning, and mind, views that w'ere taken by W ittgenstein him self to be 

fully expressed in the Philosophical Investigations. So various aspects o f Anscom be’s 

‘W ittgensteinian’ method are initially examined, in particular its opposition to 

traditional “ inner” entities in the mind and causal accounts o f intention and intentional 

action.

With the stylistic and methodological underpinnings o f  Anscom be’s approach 

in place, the nature o f  her philosophy o f action and intention is more easily 

understood. The central theme is an opposition to traditional theories that take the 

meaning o f terms such as ‘intentional’, ‘intention’ and ‘expression o f  intention’ to lie 

in certain designated physical or mental entities such as “ inner” intentions, acts o f will 

or brain processes.

Anscombe's alternative is a ‘linguistic’ account, in which the meaning or ‘life’ 

o f our action concepts is seen to depend on their application in the ‘language gam e’. 

‘Intentional’ thus refers to a form o f  description o f  events as opposed to a natural 

phenomenon. Knowledge o f action is not seen to involve the observation o f inner 

entities but is instead characterised in terms o f its “direction” o f justification: for 

Anscombe. such “practical’’ knowledge is interpreted in terms o f desire viewed as 

final rather than as efficient causation. Anscombe thus goes beyond the later 

W ittgenstein's scattered remarks on action and provides a detailed, structured analysis 

o f action and intention. The resulting ‘conceptual dualism ’ and anti-reductionism in 

her account arguably formed the basis o f the modern debate on the status o f folk 

psychology and exerted a direct, though perhaps not fully appreciated, influence on 

key philosophers such as Daniel Dennett and Donald Davidson.
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CHAPTER 1: THE EVOLUTION OF ANSCOMBE’S APPROACH TO

PHILOSOPHY

I. A GENERAL COMPARISON BETWEEN WITTGENSTEIN AND ANSCOMBE  

1. Anscombe’s relation to Wittgenstein.

G. E. M. Aiiscombe was bom in 1919 in Limerick wiiere her father, a British army 

officer, was posted. As a youth siie read widely and was particularly impressed in her early to 

mid teenage years by a work called Natural Theology’ by a 19'*' centurv' Jesuit.' Not only did 

she find the theological content stimulating but the philosophical as well. She read this book 

with great enthusiasm and 'found it all convincing except for two things.’ One was the 

doctrine of Scienlia M edia  according to which God was capable o f  knowing what would 

happen //’such and such an event had occurred, even though it didn't. This she could not 

believe since she could not accept that 'there could be such a thing as what someone would 

have done if . . . ' ,  for example, "how someone would have spent his life had he not died as a 

child \-

Although she couldn't 'see how this stuff could be true’ and was indeed puzzled by it, it 

was ‘the other stumbling block that got [her] into philosophy.’  ̂ The Jesuit book contained an 

argument for the existence o f  a First Cause and a proof o f  a ‘principle o f  causality’ which 

entailed that ever)' occurrence must have a cause. The proof struck the young Anscombe as 

circular. She took this to be a mistake by the author and so reformulated the argument in 

order to improve it, at least to her own satisfaction. Each improved version satisfied her for a 

time but eventually she ‘tore them up when [she] found they were no good, and went around 

asking people why, if something had happened, they would be sure it had a cause.’ She found 

that no one had the answer to this and after ‘two or three years effort' she had produced five 

versions of the would-be-proof, each o f  which she found guilty o f  the same error. 

Anscombe's natural affinity toward and capacity for philosophical problems was also 

reflected in her interest in another central area o f  philosophy, perception. Anscombe became



M io o k ed ’ o n  th e  p ro b le m  o f  p e r c e p t io n  w i th o u t  r e a l i s i n g  th a t  h e r  p ro b le m  w a s  p h i lo s o p h ic a l .  

S h e  w a s  c o n v in c e d  th a t  sh e  s a w  o b je c t s ,  th a t  t h e  n o t io n  o f  a n  o b je c t  w a s  a  lo g ic a l ly  n e c e s s a r y  

c o m p o n e n t  o f  s e e in g .  H o w e v e r  o n c e  s h e  m o v e d  b e y o n d  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  o rd in a ry  a r t e f a c t s ,  

sh e  f o u n d  th a t  e v e n  c o n c e p t s  l ike  ’w o o d "  a n d  ‘sky" c o u l d  n o t  b e  so  in tu i t iv e ly  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  

th e  n o t io n  o f ' o b j e c t ' ,  a  d i s c o v e r y  t h a t  h ad  h e r  ' a m i d s h i p s ’ .

A n s c o m b e  g r a d u a t e d  I ro m  S y d e n h a m  C o l l e g e  a n d  e n t e r e d  O x f o r d  w h e r e  sh e  r e a d  M o d s  

a n d  G r e a t s  ^ c la s s ic s ,  in ic icn r  h is to rx  a n d  p h i l o s o p h y )  a t  St H u g h ' s  C o l l e g e ,  w h e r e  sh e .  l ike  

Pe te ;  U e a c l i  b ec a r i .e  a  c o n v e .1  to  C a th o l i c i s m .  T h e y  w e re  to  m a n y  .h r e e  y e a r s  la ter .  

A n s c o m b e ' s  p h i l o s o p m c a l  in te n s i ty  a n d  p e r p l e x i ty  a b o u t  i s s u e s  o f  p e r c e p t io n  r e m a in e d  v, :th 

h e r  t h r o u g h o u t  h e r  s tu d ie s  a t  O x f o r d :  ‘F o r  y e a r s  I w o u l d  s p e n d  t im e ,  in c a f e s ,  fo r  e x a m p l e ,  

s t a r in g  at o b je c t s  s a y i n g  to  m y s e l f ;  ‘ 1 s e e  a  p a c k e t  [ o f  c ig a r e t t e s ]  b u t  w h a t  d o  1 r e a l ly  s e e?  

H o w  c a n  I s a y  t h a t  1 s e e  a n y t h i n g  m o r e  th a n  a y e l lo w  e x p a n s e ? ’  ̂ P r io r  to  e n t r a n c e  to  

u n d e r g r a d u a te  p h i l o s o p h y ,  s h e  a t t e n d e d  H. H P r i c e ’s le c tu re s  o n  p e rc e p t io i i  a n d  

p h e n o m e n a l i s m  w h e r e  sh e  ' u s e d  s i t  t e a r in g  [her ]  g o ' '  n in to  li t t le  s t r ip s  b e c a u s e  [ sh e ]  w a n te d  

io  a r g u e  so m u c h  w ith  w h a t  h e  s a i d ' .  .AIthc'Ui>h s iie  fs i t  in a ;  r l iesc  l e c i u r e ' s  w e re  ' a l ’so lu te K  

a b o u t  th e  s t u f f '  o t  p e r c e p t io n ,  s h e  still fe l t  t r a p p e d  n y  p h e n o n e n a l i s m  a n a  h a te d  it. S h e  fc.iind 

it o f  li tt ic  u se  lo  m e r e ly  p o in t  o u i  d iO lc u I t i e s  mi . i i e o r ie s  o f  p c ' c e p t i o n  'T h e  s l r e n g th .  i!>e 

c e n t r a l  n e rv e  o f  f p h e n o m e n a l i s m ]  rcn ' .a in ed  a l i v e  a n d  r a g e d  a c h in g ly .

T h e  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  p a in  o n ly  b e g a n  to  s h o w  s ig n s  o f  s u b s id e n c e  u p o n  h e r  f i r s t  m e e t in g  

W i t tg e n s te in ,  w h o  h a d  r e s u m e d  l e c tu r in g  in C a m b r i d g e  in 19 44 .  It w a s  o n l y  o n  v i s i t i n g  h is  

c l a s s e s  in 1944  th a t  A n s c o m b e  saw  th e  n e rv e  b e in g  e x t r a c te d .

A n s c o n ib e  w a s  o n e  o f  'vV 'ittgenstein’s m o s t  e n th u s i a s t i c  s tu d e n ts .  H e r  e x c e p t io n a l  

p h i l o s o p h ic a l  a b i l i t i e s  im p r e s s e d  W ittgen '^ te ii i .  A n s c o n i h e  to o k  u p  a r e s e a r c h  f e l l o w s h ip  at 

S o m m e r v i l i a  C 'o i lcge .  O x f o r d ,  b u t  c o n u p u e d  to  a t t e n d  ru to r ia l s  w i th  W i t tg e n s t e i n  in 

v '^am biidge o n c e  a v /eek ,  in d ie  c o m p a n y  o f  a n o th e r  s tudeis t W .  a .  l i i j a b .  B y  th e  e n d  o f  th e  

y e a r  sh e  h ad  b e c o m e  o n e  o f  W i t tg e n s te in  s c lo s e s t  f r ie r .d s  a n d  t r u s te d  s tu d e n t s .  A l t h o u g h  

W i t tg e n s te in  g e n e r a l l y  dislike<1 a cad e .m ic  w o m e n ,  h e  m a d e  an  e .xeep t ion  fo r  A n s c o m b e .  

p e r h a p s  e x p la i n e d  b y  h is  r e f e r e n c e  to  h e r  a s  ' o l d  m a n ’ . ‘T h a n k  G o d  w e ’v e  g o t  r id  o f  a ll  th e



women!’ he once said to her at a lecture, on finding that no other female students were in 

attendance.’ ’̂

Anscombe remained in contact with Wittgenstein throughout his life. She paid visits to 

him on his trip to Ireland in the late 1940’s. She spent time with him when Wittgenstein 

visited Vienna -  she was already there trv ing to improve her German for the translation o f  his 

works. To a degree Anscombe also acted as his philosophical stimulus on these occasions, 

especially when Wittgenstein’s energies were low on account o f  health problems. Before he 

died in 1951, Wittgenstein named Anscombe one o f  the three executor’s o f  his literar>' estate 

and entrusted her with the task o f  translating his works. Translating such a difficult 

philosopher is no easy task and the highly acclaimed accomplishment o f  it reflects 

Anscombe’s philosophical power. Her translation o f  Philosophical Investigations has never 

been seen as a mere Innislalion as such, nor invited any attempt at a rival translation. Among 

other translations by Anscombe are Wittgenstein’s most valued works; Notebooks 1914-16, 

Remarks on the Philosophy o f Psychology’ Vol. 7, Zettel and his last work (hi Certainty.

Anscombe’s own philosophical investigations into psychological concepts are, as we 

shall see. explicitly W'ittgensteinian in form and content. I have this far prepared the way for 

approaching her work by filling in the necessary context and bringing out the central features 

o f  Wittgenstein’s views. 1 will now bring out the Wittgensteinian basis o f  Anscombe’s work 

in the philosophy of mind.

2. Anscom be’s W ittgensteinian perspective.

Modern philosophy of mind, especially in the last three decades, has seen a wide range 

o f  theories about mental phenomena. In the early 1960’s, behaviourism and the mind-brain 

identity theory seemed to start an avalanche o f  various attempted solutions to the problem o f  

the relation between the mental states and bodily/brain states. The aim was to provide a 

satisfactory theoiy  explaining continuity between our physical and mental vocabulary. The 

mind-brain identity theory, with its harsh reduction o f  first conscious-state types and then 

mental states in general to brain-state types, gave way to functionalism, which maintained an



Aristotelian form-matter sort o f  relation between mental and physical kinds. Various 

technical words were introduced to characterise ever more subtle conceptions o f  the sought- 

for relations; ‘Type-token distinction ', ‘non-rediictive m ateria lism ’, ‘surpervenience '.  All 

attempts seemed problematic, urging some to come up with deflationist theories such as 

epiphenomenalism and eliminative materialism. The 'm ind -body ' problem is still alive and 

active. There are lots o f  other areas o f  modern philosophy o f  mind that attract similar theories 

and attempts at explanations in physical terms -  mental causation, intentionality and 

consciousness. Again, in all o f  these, a similar preponderance o f  naturalistic theory is the 

order o f  the day.

Earlier in the twentieth centur>\ prior to A nscom be 's  work in the philosophy o f  mind, a 

very different atm osphere prevailed, mainly because the dominant theory o f  mind was 

Cartesian Dualism. Dualism had not only a strong hold on the minds o f  philosophers. It is fair 

to say that it had worked its way into western culture and into the ‘man in the streets ' way o f  

looking at issues about the mind. Anscombe, with Wittgenstein, is one o f  those philosophers 

who opposed this whole way o f  looking at philosophy and philosophy o f  mind. The approach 

to philosophy she opposed has since come back into fashion in certain areas in the philosophy 

o f  mind, for e.xample in discussions about the phenomenon  o f  the mental. To take another 

example, in the discussions about the nature o f  human action, the em phasis  will be on a 

critique o f  the mysterious 'ac ts  o f  w il l’ that seem to be central and need explaining. If the 

discussion is about intention, then some account o f  how to distinguish behaviour involving 

intention from mere physical behaviours is thought to be necessary. W hat one generally 

expects is that the piece o f  philosophy will be about things that can be seen, visualised or 

imagined -  either actual objects like the brain or ‘tang ib le ’ concepts like mental images.

The Wittgensteinian tradition, from which A nscom be works, began mainly in the 

transition period between the Tractcitus and the Philosophical hivestigations. The drive 

behind the change in W ittgenstein’s outlook was primarily negative. W ittgenstein  believed 

that the Tractaliis was the best attempt that could possiblv be made to cope with the problems 

o f  traditional philosophy. Once he began to notice flaws in its Logical A tomism, he was

4



disposed to question the way the problem s had been presented rather than the solutions, the 

whole set o f  presuppositions underlying the project itself, rather than the theories it produced.

rhis resulted in adopting an approach to philosophical issues involving a preconceived 

resistance to Platonic essentialism, Cartesian dualism, reductionism and even the theory of 

language and meaning upon which they rested. This explains a lot o f  the philosophical 

framework or viewpoint Anscombe adopts in her work. The consequences o f  these pre- 

investigative resistances are enormous. The whole paradigm o f  the Cartesian ‘inner’ drops 

out o f  the picture -  we are no longer allowed to talk o f  access to an inner soul and its private 

contents. In a related way, we cannot get our will-to-theorise off the ground because the 

objects (inner) we wish to understand by explanation can no longer even be properly defined.

This does not mean that we are forced to place our philosophical stalls ‘outside’ in the 

observed physical world. Rather, the analytical ground does not recognise an ontological 

distinction between the inner and the outer at all. We are allowed to talk o f  expressions, 

mental images and sensations, and about what people say and do. The two-world view is so 

much a part o f  our w ay o f  looking at things that we tend to assume that Anscombe, on pain of 

deflecting dualism, must be a materialist: that we must conceive o f  all that exists to be objects 

like rocks, brains and bones, to which the meanings o f  our mental vocabulary must be 

reduced. However, this crude behaviourism is as far from Anscombe’s outlook as Cartesian 

Dualism. For both would place her investigation in the business o f  theorising and explaining 

mental terms mechanistically or in terms o f  processes. There is no place for an account of the 

nature o\' things in Anscombe’s philosophical arena, where things are conceived o f  as objects 

or ideas or mixtures o f  both.

The danger associated with the concept of  the ‘inner’ is that it might be conceived as a 

place full o f  objects. Anscombe’s inquiries preclude a theoretical connotation to the term 

‘inner’ -  the ‘inner’ as a place, is absent from the philosophical starting point. Thus there is a 

shift in focus to what others would think o f  as ‘outside’ but might be better described as 

public. Language and behaviour is thus the predominant arena o f  Anscombe’s approach. 

Because theoretical explanation is not an option, analytical description o f  behaviour and



language-in-use is the central aim, with the ever-present awareness that the 

Cartesian/theoretical urge is continually wants to reassert itself throughout the process.

One might wonder whether to expect anything worthwhile from Anscombe's 

investigative standpoint. It says nothing about the world or phenomena, mental or otherwise 

that could count as information. It does not recognise a ‘mind’ and it offers no theories or 

explanations. This would be a mistake. What Anscombe is in the business o f  doing is 

describing our language to get clear about our mental terms and their linguistic form. She is 

continuing the Wittgensteinian project o f  clarifying the logical grammar or interweaving the 

fabric o f  our psychological words. Indeed this would seem like a very flat inquir>' if 

linguistic description were seen as describing our ordinaiy grammar and providing an 

itinerary o f  our ordinary' psychological word meanings, construed in terms o f  their 

designated objects. But the source of philosophical life and tension in Anscombe's work can 

only be appreciated if the Wittgensteinian use-view o f  language is first recognised as a 

starting point. Only then does a conflict arise between the description o f  how ordinary 

psychological language is used on the one hand and the philosophical use on the other. Only 

then is there a subject matter available that requires conceptual skill to navigate.

3. Positive and negative aims.

With the absence o f  an inner-world view o f  the reference o f  the language o f  psychology, 

the onus is on the description o f  the use of this part o f  language. In this way Anscombe’s 

philosophy o f  mind is purely  linguistic -  the notion o f  an object is philosophically neutral and 

all that is available are conflicting descriptions of word use and the related linguistic and 

behavioural patterns they are entrenched in. Hence positively, the aim is the correct 

description o f  a terrain o f  the use o f  a given psychological term, negatively it is constantly to 

stop and defeat a Cartesian or explanatoiy or essentialist or theoretical or referentialist 

approach, re-asserting itself Only then will the positive aim o f  clarification o f  psychological 

terms by appeal to ordinary language use be successful. Thus in her paper “The Intentionality 

o f  I^erception; a Grammatical Feature” . Anscombe attacks both representative realism and 

direct realism:
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In the philosophy o f  sense-perception there are two opposing positions. One says what we 

are immediately aware of in sensations is sense-impressions . . . The other, taken up 

nowadays by “ordinary language” philosophy, says that on the contrary we at any rate see 

objects . . . without any intermediaries . . .  I wish to say that both positions are wrong; that 

both misunderstand verbs of sense-perception, because verbs are intentional or essentially 

have an intentional object.^

A nscom be then supplies a list o f  ten sentences, each an exam ple expressing an aspect o f  the 

way the verb ‘see ’ is used. This exam ple shows the appeal to ordinary language use and how 

it is harnessed to rid mental terms o f  their philosophical misconceptions, thus aiding 

perspicuous representation o f  the term in question.

The critical or negative task o f  A nscom be’s philosophy o f  mind generally recognises 

three strains o f  pathology, in keeping with her Wittgensteinian roots: dualism, essentialism, 

and the appeal to explanatoiy  mental m echanisms or naturalistic processes. The opposition to 

Cartesianism is well expressed in her considerations about acts o f  w ill in Intention'.

I think the difficulty of this question that has lead some people to say that what one 

knows as intentional action is only the intention or possibly also the bodily movement; 

and that the rest is known by observation to be the re.uili. which was also willed in the 

intention. But this is a mad account; for the only sense 1 can give to ‘willing’ is that in 

which I might stare at something and will it to move.*

This shows clearly the Wittgensteinian tendency to expose the Cartesian interpretation in 

terms o f  an inner-outer picture. The inner Cartesian items, intention and volition are brought 

in to explain the resulting bodily movement. The priority o f  this philosophical/Cartesian 

interpretation is challenged by recollecting the way we use the word 'm o v e ’ in '1 move my 

arm ' and ‘I move the m atchbox’. In the one case vve are certainly not reporting on some 

(inner) process o f  which we are aware. In the latter case we are reporting but not about
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anything inner. The Cartesian inner-object view is also specifically opposed in Anscombe’s 

article ‘The First Person'^ where it is argued that the indirect reflexive or ‘I’, is not a 

refeiring term and in the paper "Events in the Mind’, Anscombe argues against the idea that 

reports of ' in ten tion , understanding, knowledge and belief must make mention o f  something 

“before one’s mind.”

Anscombe is not Just opposed to Cartesian analyses in her critical approach to mental 

terms -  all essentialist explanations are opposed. In Intention  she devotes a whole section to 

opposing an interpretation o f  the use o f  the phrase 'intentional action’ which aims at 

supplying it with a fi.xed referent -  any referent, be it Cartesian or physical -  in order to 

ground an understanding o f  it: “We do not add an>-1hing attaching to the action at the time it 

is done by describing it as intentional’." To call it intentional is to assign it to the class of  

intentional actions and so to indicate that we should consider the question ‘Why?’ relevant to 

it in the sense that I have described.’ Here, Anscombe is asserting an account o f  the meaning 

o f  ‘intentional action’ in terms o f  our adopting a certain sort o f  language and set o f  concepts, 

and opposing any physicalist, causalist. or essentialist attempt to define it by reference to a 

specific internal entity or process.

In a similar manner Anscombe, in defending intentional action as a form o f  description 

which we adopt for special purposes, resists reducing actions such as ‘Telephoning’, 

‘Talking’, ‘Hiring’, ’Standing for’ to kinds o f  behaviouristic (and so physicalistic) processes. 

These intentional descriptions ’Are all descriptions which go beyond physics.’ This shows 

how Anscombe’s philosophical standpoint precludes not merely Cartesianism but also any 

form o f  materialism or scientific reductionism. Rather ’one ought call [descriptions of 

intentional action] vital descriptions.’'" By ’vital’, Anscombe means that these types of 

descriptions involve beliefs and desires. An animal is said to be ’stalking’ or ‘running’ or 

‘jum ping’ whereas a stone is never described in this way. The former is a totally different 

form o f  description, involving the concepts o f  action, such as ‘want’ and ‘aim’. The language 

game surrounding the use o f  the phrase ’intentional action’ is in this respect autonomous, 

exhibiting a holistic detachment from what could lie 'beyond’ or ‘behind’ it as a limit -  either



matter or mental mechanism. The middle course between Cartesianism and reductive 

physicalism leaves only non-reduced behaviour and the language we choose to describe it 

adequately in view. The descriptions o f  w hat people do and say achieves autonomy o f  their 

own through the equation o f  meaning with use. This is related to the expressive account of  

first person present indicative psychological utterances, which also brings the meaning o f  

psychological terms away from the “ inner” and toward ‘behavioural’ interpretation.

4. Structure and Style.

The opposition to theory-building in any form also helps explain and shape the 

negative and positive aspects o f  Anscombe’s work in the philosophy o f  mind. The positive 

descriptive task follows naturally from the abandonment o f  any explanation in terms of 

mechanisms or processes and the negative critical task follows from attempts to resist the 

resurgence or continuity o f  theoretical explanation. The style and structure o f  her work in the 

philosophy o f  mind are shaped by the same forces. The traditional structure would proceed 

from the goal o f  theory and constructive argument -  a beginning, middle and end so to speak, 

with commentary' on the moves made throughout, with introduction and conclusion at the 

start and finish. This can't be the form Anscombe's writing takes. Rather, the structure is 

piecemeal and the progress incremental. This is reflected in her work in general in the 

philosophy o f  mind -  there is no one, nor could there he one that could express her 'theory  o f  

the mind’. For there is no such theory. I'here are only errors exposed and insights 

exemplified. I ’hus her investigations have taken the form o f  various individual papers and 

one piece-meal book; Intention. The works together do not form a tight body which could be 

assimilated into one accoimt o f  a specific aspect o f  the mental or a particular traditional 

problem and a fo rtiori into any overall picture. The aim is to clarify various central concepts 

o f  the psychological language game -  to provide a clear account o f  regions o f  grammar or 

linguistic use. This piecemeal approach is reflected in the lack o f  an air o f  finality' about 

individual papers. O f  course they are "finar in the sense that they have completed their 

argument, critical or otherwise, but there is still present a general sense o f  the descriptive
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which precludes argued conclusions, answers, ' ‘soluions" that amount to new knowledge 

about an aspect o f  mind. Thus, like Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations, there is a 

strong sense that her works are just tliat; investigaticns rather than theories or theorems or 

generalisations.

This is e.xpressed particularly in Intention. Like the Investigations, it is composed o f 

numbered sections and it would be a d ifficu lt task to tie them all together into one line o f 

reasoning, as they often seem to be se lf sufficient pieces o f conceptual investigation rather 

than parts o f a linear whole. There is little  agreement about what all the sections as a whole 

amount to among commentators, nor is there anythirg approaching a consensus as to what 

e.xact direction the line o f reasoning is moving at varicus stages.

The fact that Anscombe's writings are grammati.'al inquiries is not the only reason that 

they are piecemeal. The psychological language game is not set by precise margins. 

Psychological concepts are seen to bear a fam ih resemblance to one another. Strict 

definitions are ruled out -  physical or mental (irner ostensive defin ition) methods o f 

articulation are ruled out. Furthermore, since psychokgical concepts ha\ e the criteria o f  their 

use in verbal expression and behaviour, their specitlcetion w ill involve a degree o f  vagueness 

since behavioural criteria are d ifficu lt to specify exactly. Think o f the criteria for anger, 

construed in terms o f facial expression and body movtment. for example.

A good example o f much o f what has been said so far is found in the first few sections 

o f Intentiof! where Anscomhe exhibits her Wittgenste nian method, standpoint and style very 

clearly. You expect some kind o f  definition o f imention and perhaps some account o f 

intention as an *in-the-head' phenomenon plus an acccunt o f how it can be made to f it  in with 

the physical environment. Instead there is a faithful commitment to the use o f the term in 

ordinar> language. (Three uses or senses o f the family resemblance concept ‘ intention’ are 

provided). No priority is given to the use ‘ intention M’ith which' (one o f the senses) as 

opposed to its use in the expression o f intention and i:s use in describing action. Thus it goes 

against the grain in so far as one does not expect equtl status to be given to all o f  the uses o f 

the terms ‘ intention' , ‘ intentional', 'in tend '. This als3 reveals how Anscombe is continuing



the W ittgensteinian last of investigating the language game associated with a concept; how 

the concept o f  intent on is variously used in practice and the logical relations between these 

uses and other related o n c jp ts .  I 'he  grammatical investigation also necessitates a piecemeal 

multi-faceted investigaton since it is destined to split o f f  according to the different uses 

investigated.

A nscom be also idcptJ two further specifically W ittgensteinian m ethods in her inquiries 

into mental concepts: tie  idea o f  an imaginary conversation and the use o f  imaginative 

thought e.xperiments to expose verbal misconceptions. In the Philosophical Investigations 

most o f  the content takes tie form o f  the author conversing with an imaginary interlocuter. 

A nscom be at times use; a similar method, not involving an actual interlocuter but at least 

argum ents provided in tact question-answer form or “ W hat I would say” form. Thus in 

discussing the phenoneron  o f  lying about intentions, A nscom be says:

A lie however, is possibi; here; and if I lie, w'hat I say is a lie because of  something present 

not future. 1 might even te lying in saying I was going to do something, though I afterwards 

did it. The answer to 'Jiisis that a lie is an utterance contrary' to one’s mind, and one’s mind 

may be either an ojinon.or a mind to make something the case.' ’

in “The First Persor”, Amconibe uses a thought experim ent to  facilitate answ ering her 

question “ Is it really :rue tlat “ 1” is only not called a proper name because everyone uses it 

only to refer to himsef?" Sle proceeds: ‘Imagine a society in which everyone is labelled w ith 

two names. O ne appears oi their back and one at the top  o f  their chests, and these names, 

which their bearers cainM see, are various: “ B” to “Z ’" let us say. The other “A ” is stamped 

on the inside o f  theii w is t ; . ’ '  ̂ These imaginative thought experim ents are clearly adopted 

from the method o f  Witt^enjtein.



II. A COMPARATIVE SURVEY OF WITTGENSTEIN AND ANSCOM BE’S 

INQUIRIES INTO ACTION AND INTENTION

1. Introduction

The aim o f  the following section is to show the links between Anscombe and 

Wittgenstein and to set out various themes (which will be developed later) in their joint 

approach, it would be difficult to provide an interpretation o f  Anscombe’s account o f  action and 

intention without first show ing how it was influenced by Wittgenstein. In order to illustrate the 

link between Anscombe and Wittgenstein. I will point out the similarities and some differences 

between their approaches to action and intention. The similarities derive from the fact that 

Anscombe took her lead from Wittgenstein in examining the issues she did about intention, and 

she also adopted an approach that was similar to Wittgenstein’s in certain respects. The 

differences between the two derive primarily from the fact that Anscombe offered a much more 

developed account o f  intention than Wittgenstein, who characteristically only left us with 

certain remarks mainly in the Investigations but also in the Blue and Brown Books.

The general overlap between Anscombe and Wittgenstein’s approach to intention and 

action relate to the fact that Anscombe took up Wittgenstein’s remarks on the topic and 

developed them in Intention. Consequently, Anscombe and W'ittgenstein both examine much 

the same aspects o f  the “ language-game” for action and intention. (The concept o f  a language- 

game, as we shall see, is Wittgenstein’s. In the Philosophical Investigations he states that 

“ language-^a/7;6'" is "meant to bring into prominence the fact that the speaking  o f  language is 

part o f  an activity” '’ and that language games consist o f  “ language and the action into which it 

is woven” '^). In what follows, 1 will go through what I take to be the aspects o f  Anscombe's 

analysis o f  intention that are directly related to Wittgenstein’s investigation. In general, these 

similarities are variations on the core issues o f  private inner objects and the causation o f  action.



2. A  sh a red  “ lin gu is t ic” m eth od .

A n sc o m b e  adop ts  the  sa m e inves tiga tive  perspec tive  as  W ittgens te in  insofar  as she 

re jec ts  the  “ inne r-ou te r"  m ode l.  T h is  does  not rela te  spec if ica lly  to  her  ana lys is  o f  the language  

g a m e  for  in tention ,  but it is im portan t  to  m en tion  it at the  ou tse t  b ecause  it is an  im por tan t  

g en e ra l  s im ilari ty  in the ir  ap p roaches .  I do not c la im  tha t  A n s c o m b e  and W i t tg e n s te in 's  

m e th o d s  over lap  precisely. All I a im  to sh o w  here  is tha t  they  share  im portan t v ie w s  abou t  

lan g u ag e  and m e a n in g  tha t s ign if ican t ly  im pact on the ir  inquiries.

A n s c o m b e 's  e x a m in a t io n  o f  in tention  cen tres  on  language  u se rs  and  the ir  b eh a v io u r  

seen  from  the  “ex te rn a l” po in t  o f  v iew , and  she rejects  the  idea th a t  hu m a n  beings are  m a d e  o f  

an  inner m ental rea lm  and  an ou te r  physical body. T hus ,  in the  early  s tages  o f  her  ana ly s is  o f  

in ten tional ac tion ,  she exp lic i t ly  s tates tha t w ha t  she will look at is w ha t  “ a m an  ac tua lly  d o e s ” 

and  not into his m ind  in o rd e r  to  say w h a t  his in ten tions are. In o th e r  w ords ,  she  is tak ing  

se rious ly  o u r  ca p ac i ty  to  say w ha t  a person  is d o in g  ju s t  by  look ing  at the ir  bodily  m o v e m e n ts  

and  the  s ituation  they  are in. F o r  exam ple ,  i f  w e  no tice  a person  s it t ing  in a ca fe  w ri t in g  on  the 

p age  o f  a n ew sp a p e r  with  a ch e q u e red  grid  on it w e  can s ta te  \\ ith rea so n ab le  c o n f id e n ce  tha t  he 

is t i l l ing  ou t a  c ro ssw o rd  puzzle .

T here  is ev id en c e  o f  th is  approach  in the  w ri t ings  o f  W ittgenste in  too. T h is  is best 

illustrated  by  lis ting som e o f  his  rem arks  tha t bea r  sim ilari ty  to  A n s c o m b e 's  on th is  issue:

Do not ask yourself “how does it work w ith m eT ' Ask “what do I know about someone 

else?” ''

What is the purpose o f  telling someone that a time ago I had such-and-such a wish? -  

Look on the language-game as the prim ary  thing. And look on the feelings, etc., as you 

look on a way of  regarding the language-game, as interpretation.'**

Our mistake is to look for an explanation [of intention] w'here we ought to look at what 

happens as a 'proto-phenomenon'. That is, where we ought to have said: this language- 

gam e is played.''^



Many similar examples could be taken from Wittgenstein, but it is clear from these three that 

Anscombe followed a very' similar route to him in her investigative approach. Although 

interpretation o f  the later Wittgenstein is bound to be controversial, it seems to me that remarks 

like those above are similar to those made by Anscombe on the approach one is to adopt when it 

comes to e.xamining things in the area o f  “the mind.'’ This need not be any highly specific 

interpretation o f  Wittgensteinian method -  ail I want to suggest is that both Anscombe and 

Wittgenstein obviously want to avoid appeal to “ inner” private entities in their investigations. 

We can safely say that Wittgenstein urges us to examine language games rather than "entities” 

o f  some sort or other, and likewise, Anscombe wants to look to what people do and say in her 

investigation. This similarity could be summed up by saying that Anscombe shares with 

Wittgenstein a resistance to introspection construed as looking into a private psychological 

realm o f  mental entities that can supposedly somehow be grasped by an inner eye. 1 take this to 

be roughly part o f  a linguistic approach because rejecting such a view of the inner leads 

naturally to investigating the “outer” form o f  life -  to examining language-using human beings 

and their activities. (Although proceeding this way is not the only way o f  resisting an orthodox 

introspective approach; one could also develop e.g. a naturalistic program).

Another important dimension o f  Anscombe's linguistic approach is seen in her 

sustained inquiry into the nature of the act o f  asking questions about a person's intentions and 

actions. Anscombe tries to characterize intentional action events mainly by distinguishing them 

from physical events. But what she recognizes is ultimately a distinction in two types of 

language games as opposed to two different ty pes o f  phenomena linguistically represented. For 

this reason, she seizes on questions o f  the form “ W'hy did you do that ?” and attempts to 

characterise this "W hy?” in order to state clearly the region o f  language pertaining specifically 

to action and intention.

This way o f  approaching questions about actions and reasons is also found in remarks 

Wittgenstein makes in the Blue and Brown books and in the Investigations:
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The tribe [in this thought experiment] may, on the other hand, have a language which 

comprises ‘giving reasons’. N ow this game o f  giving the reason why one acts in a particular 

way does not involve finding the cause o f  one’s actions (by frequent observations o f  the 

conditions under which they arise).

The double use o f  the world “why”, asking for the cause and asking for the motive . . .gives 

rise to the confusion that a motive is a cause of  which were are immediately aware, a cause 

‘seen from the inside’, or a cause experienced.^'

W it tg e n s te in ’s inquir ies  into the  natu re  o f  reasons  for  a c t in g  focus  on  the language  g a m e  o f  

ask in g  for and g iv ing  reasons.  T h is  fu r the r  sh o w s  how  A n s c o m b e  and  W it tgens te in  share a 

b road ly  s im ila r  w ay  o f  ad d ress ing  th is  key  area  o f  in tention .

A fmal sim ila ri ty  and  qu ite  o b v io u s  aspec t  o f  the  “ l ingu is t ic” m e thod  tha t  A n sc o m b e  

shares  w ith W ittgenste in  is her  appeal  to  the idea tha t the  m e a n in g  o f  w o rd s  like “ in ten tion” and  

“ ac t io n ” is to be found  in the ir  use as opp o se d  to  a n y th in g  th e y  m ig h t  be  th o u g h t  to  signify. In 

particular,  they  share  a c o m m o n  opposit ion  to  the  idea tha t p sycho log ica l  w o rd s  get the ir  

m e an in g  by s ign ify ing  so m e  k ind  o f  psycho log ica l  sta te  o r  entity , I take th is  to  be a re la t ive ly  

u ncon trovers ia l  aspec t  o f  the  later W ittgenste in .  For e.xample, he  asks  "H o w  do w e refer  to  

sensa t ions?  . . . how d o es  a hum an  be in g  learn the  m e a n in g  o f  the n am es  o f  se n sa t io n s?  -  o f  the 

w ord  “ pa in” for e x a m p le .” "  He sugges ts  that the  verba l e x p re ss io n  o f  pain “ rep laces  cry ing and  

d o es  not desc r ibe  it.” He thus  rejects  ap p ro a ch es  tha t a t tem p t  to  ac co u n t  for the  m e a n in g  o f  the  

w ord  “ p a in ” by posit ing  (priva te )  s tates that the  w o rd  su p p o se d ly  nam es ,  and he p ro p o ses  tha t 

the  m e a n in g  o f  the  w o rd  pain is so m e th in g  tha t  is g rasp ed  th ro u g h  language  gam es .  He fo llow s 

such rem a rk s  w ith  the  c la im  th a t  “ k n o w in g ” an in ten tion  “ m e an s  th a t  the  ex p ress ion  o f  

uncertainty' is sense less .” " ’ in o th e r  w o rd s  he  is a rg u in g  tha t  k n o w in g  o n es  in ten tion  is not the  

sam e as k n o w in g  tha t e.g. the  bird above  is a herr ing  gull and  not a fu lm ar.  K n o w in g  ones  

intention  is not k n o w in g  tha t the re  is so m e th in g  “ th e re” th a t  w e  refer  to  eve ry  t im e  w e  utter 

rem arks  such  as “ M y intention  is to  c l im b  tha t hill to d a y ” o r  “ I in tend to  w in  th is  rac e .”
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3. Anscombe and W ittgenstein against “ inner” intentions.

The above account suggests a ver>' general similarity between the approaches adopted 

by Wittgenstein and Anscombe -  their shared resistance to reducing the inquiry to an 

investigation into psychological phenom ena  as opposed to the language surrounding our use of 

psychological words. However, there are more specific continuities in their respective 

treatments of intention that relate to the conclusions they arrive at about the nature o f  the 

language game for intention. There are roughly five basic overlaps in their treatments o f  this 

language game; (a) a rejection o f  the theory that the word “ intention” refers to an inner object; 

(b) a rejection o f  the view that knowledge o f  intention and action is a form o f  empirical 

knowledge; (c) a rejection o f  causal explanations o f  the concept o f  willing and o f  intention. I 

will outline (a) in the present section and go on to briefly discuss the other points in subsequent 

sections.

Wittgenstein’s remarks in the Investigations indicate that his aim is to bring into 

question the traditional idea that having an intention involves undergoing a special 

psychological process or observing any inner occurrence that the word "intention" refers to. His 

remarks from roughly §633-§660 cluster around the issue o f  recalling a past intention, 

specifically what is involved in trying to remember what one was going to do or say on a certain 

occasion in the past. For example, in §635 he remarks that remembering what one was going to 

say seems to involve something like reading “the darkness" -  recalling a few details seem to 

enable one to say what one was going to say. The account Wittgenstein seems to favour thus 

avoids reference to an intention as any kind o f  entity. In remembering an intention the inner 

experience o f  intending ' ‘seems to vanish” and instead one recalls “thoughts, feelings, 

movements, and also connexions with earlier situations'’""* Moreover, he urges us to consider the 

“natural expression o f  intention”"'̂  as when an animal tries to escape or a cat stalks a bird and to 

consider “the language game as \\\qprim ary  thing” .'*'

Anscombe also rejects the idea that tlie word "intention" refers to an inner object. In 

characterising the intention with which a person is going to do something, she does not appeal to
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any special experience, sensation, type of thought, or mental occurrence. She puts forward a 

criterion by which to tell when an intention is “present” in terms o f  a type o f  logical fit between 

an agent's expression o f  intention and his beliefs about his/her further actions. Again, this is 

connected to the remarks made by Wittgenstein quoted above -  for Anscombe a “m an’s 

intention in acting is not so private and interior a thing that he has absolute authority in saying 

what it is” because it is subject to certain logical constraints that other members o f  the speech 

community can apply in their inquiries.

In dealing with intentional action, Anscombe is vehement that the intentional aspect o f  

deliberate movements is not a property that the action description names. Thus in §19 she 

argues that we do not “add anything attaching to the action at the time it is done by describing it 

as intentional” . The word “ intentional” is not the name o f  a special feature o f  bodily movements 

that we apply on noticing that someone is doing such and such a thing. This argument is 

complicated and receives further treatment later (see chapter 3, part I). However, it is clear that 

Anscombe rejects the idea that an action could be called intentional in virtue of some inner state 

o f  mind of the agent while it is occurring.

Finally, Anscombe is seen to be clearly in line with Wittgenstein's rejection o f  “ inner” 

intentions in her account o f  expressions o f  intention. Her main point here is that when a person 

utters a statement such as “ I am going to the shops” , he is not verbally describing or 

representing an inner state o f  intention. For example, she argues that when one lies about their 

intentions they are not giving a false representation of what is in their mind: a lying intention is 

not “a false report o f  the contents o f  one’s mind, as when one lies in response to the quer>' “A 

penny for your thoughts”” .̂  ̂ If I am thinking “That is not funny” but say otherwise, then I am 

giving a false account of  my thoughts. However, if I lie about my intention o f  going to the shops 

there may have been no such thought about the shops or my going there to falsely “ represent” in 

the first place. I ma> have jumped up from the couch, grabbed my coat and opened the door 

w ith the image o f  a box of tea before my mind. As Anscombe says, “one's mind may be either 

an opinion, or a mind to make something the case”, and the latter type o f  “mind” does not lend 

itself well to the idea of being properly or improperly represented in language.
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This sketch demonstrates the key overlap between Wittgenstein and Anscom be in their 

investigations into the language game surrounding intention. Both agree that we are looking in 

the wrong place if we think we can illuminate the concept by exam ining the contents of  the 

inner mind as if  the word “ intention” were the label o f  a property, experience, or state. The next 

m ajor point o f  contact between their treatments I will discuss relates to the concept o f  mental 

causation.

4. Anscombe and W ittgenstein against empiricist accounts o f knowledge o f action and 

intention.

Wittgenstein makes several remarks in the Investigations against the idea that we know 

our intentional actions and/or our intentions in a m anner similar to the way we know what is 

happening in the world around us. The type o f  account o f  knowledge o f  action put forward by 

William Jam es or other empiricists like David Hume and John Locke is his target. In what 

follows, I will provide a short overview o f  this empiricist approach and trace W ittgenstein 's  

related critical remarks in the Investigations and A nscom be 's  similar remarks in Intention.

Empiricist intuitions about action and intention are clearly visible in John Locke 's  

Essay Concerning Human Understanding. He attempts to show "from experience” that it is the 

■‘uneasiness o f  desire” that determines voluntar> action. He argues that it is only when a person 

■‘feels uneasiness” in wanting something that his will is initiated:

If we inquire into the reason of what experience makes so evident in fact, and examine, 

why it is uneasiness alone operates on the will, and determines it in its choice, we shall 

tlnd that, we being capable but of one detemiination of the w ill to one action at once, the 

present uneasiness that we are under does naturally determine the will.'*

Locke thus provides a description o f  what seems to happen in voluntary action, and he arrives at 

the conclusion that certain special experiences are what define volition. Thus, he treats volition 

as a phenomenon that can be understood by observing what is going on in onese lf  during or



prior to tiie action. He makes tine assumption tiiat intentional actions are states tiiat can be 

known by examining them, and he suggests that obsei'vation o f  experience shows how they are 

the kinds of events tiiat involve bodily movement preceded by an uneasiness o f  desire. Although 

he rejects the idea o f  an actual occult power of the will, he does examine his own experiences 

and arrives at an empirical account of what is going on during voluntary acts: “volition is 

nothing but that particular determination of the mind, whereby, barely by a thought, the mind 

endeavours to give rise, continuation, or stop, to any action which it takes to be in its power.”"’ 

More importantly, in the absence o f  any distinct impression o f  a pow er  o f  will, he proceeds to 

explain will in terms o f  the consciously experienced antecedents to voluntary actions. Thus, 

although he sharply distinguishes between will and desire, he continually stresses that it is 

“uneasiness o f  the mind for want o f  some absent good” that determines the will and that this 

uneasiness is thus a form o f  desire. In other words, Locke's account o f  knowledge o f  action 

examines conscious experience to find that desires “determine” the will and thus presupposes 

that willing is the kind of phenomenon that can be in some sense understood through empirical 

observation. Similarly, Hume states that the will is “ the internal impression we feel and are

conscious of, when we know ing give rise to any new motion o f  our body, or new perception of

■ .'>0 our mmd .

William James’ account of voluntary action clearly embraces this approach too. In the 

Principles o f  Psychology he suggests that voluntarj actions can be characterized by examining 

what goes on in the mind at the time of acting -  that we can come to know the nature of action 

by observing what occurs in experience. Specifically, he argues that “a mental conception made 

up o f  memory-images o f  [previous sensations o f  movement]” defines “which specific act it 

is” .'̂ ' In other words, James maintains that the description we give to a certain action, such as 

“kicking a ball” or “moving a pawn” is something we know through a “mental conception” of 

previous sensations associated with such bodily movements. Thus, for example, he suggests that 

we know we are going downstairs through the idea o f  an end coupled with a series o f  guiding 

sensations which successively arise.’" Moreover, he argues for “the absolute need o f  guiding 

sensations o f  some kind for the successful carr> ing out o f  a concatenated series o f  movements” .
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Interestingly, he also suggests that in the absence o f  guiding sensations -  in cases \\here a 

patient has suffered neural damage for example -  the action “can still be guided by the sense of 

sight” .’'’ He still appeals to experiential knowledge to characterize what is involved in knowing 

actions that lack kinaesthetic feeling -  only it is ordinary empirical knowledge o f  what is going 

on in the world rather than what is going on in the mind.

Wittgenstein opposes this kind o f  empiricist account o f  the knowledge o f  action in the 

Investigatiofis. He seems to directly refer to James’ analysis in addressing the suggestion that 

my kinaesthetic sensations "advise me o f  the movement and position o f  my limbs’".’"' He 

presents certain criticisms o f  this idea and argues that “knowing” a voluntary movement only 

means “being able to describe it” in the same way that we can describe the direction from which 

a sound is coming w ithout appeal to sensations in our ears. His earlier discussion of what is 

involved in remembering a prior intention also shows a strong resistance to empiricist analyses. 

There he puts forward critical remarks directed at the theory that one has “a particular feeling, 

an inner experience” o f  intending that is recalled in the moment o f  remembering an intention. 

But it is noted that the inner experience here “seems to vanish” and that what is actually recalled 

in such situations are “thoughts, feelings, movements, and also connexions with earlier 

movements” rather than a specific inner sensation unique to the intention.’  ̂ Wittgenstein also 

offers specific remarks about voluntary action that resist the empiricist account. He states that 

voluntary' movement "is marked by the absence o f  surprise” in the sense that knowledge of 

action is not the kind o f  thing that involves witnessing something happening such that one could 

say “See, my arm is going up!” when raising it.’  ̂ In general, these remarks attack the idea that 

we know we have, for example, raised our arm by detecting a feeling, the latter being the 

“criterion” or "measure” o f  recognition.’^

Perhaps the most prominent feature o f  Anscombe’s analysis o f  intentional action is her 

resistance to this empirical account o f  the knowledge o f  action. She shares Wittgenstein’s 

opposition to the kinds o f  accounts put forward by philosophers like Locke and James. Without 

going into too much detail, her account could be described as one that rejects the idea that our 

intentional actions fall into the class o f  things that can be known by observation^'^ In fact, she
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delineates the very concept of  intentional action in terms o f  this “non-observational 

knowledge”, as we shall see. Ultimately, she shows that intentional actions are those that are 

subject to praciical knowledge but initially she characterizes intentional action as that which is 

subject to non-observational knowledge. She suggests that a person knows intentional actions 

without observation “because nothing shews him” what is happening during the action. I can 

raise my arm with my eyes closed, which suggests that we do not need to observe what is going 

on in the world to tell that such-and-such a voluntar\' action is going on. Even more importantly, 

we do not observe anything internal either at the time o f  acting that could tell us that an action 

o f  a certain description is going on. Throughout Intention Anscombe radically opposes the 

empiricist account despite intuitions that some form o f  observation or empirical awareness is 

needed to characterise a certain action as intentional. For example, she considers a case where 

someone meaning to paint a wall yellow without observation may in fact not be doing this at all 

because e.g. the paint was switched so that the wall turned out blue. An example like this brings 

into focus the intuition that observation is required in order to know  for certain the description 

o f  one's action. But she insists in response to this that a person can have both observational and  

non-observational knowledge o f  an action. Like Wittgenstein, who stressed the lack of surprise 

involved in raising one’s arm intentionally, she mentions that knowledge o f  intentional action is 

the kind of knowledge a person asked “Why are you ringing the bell?” would deny having when 

they respond “Good heavens! I didn't know 1 was ringing it!” .'̂ ’ In response to an analysis like 

that presented by James, she holds that knowledge o f  action “ is otherwise than with the e.xternal 

senses” because if someone says that their “ leg is bent when it is lying straight out, it would be 

wrong to say that [they] had mis-judged an inner kinaesthetic appearance as an appearance of 

his leg benf '.‘'° Anscombe battles to make sense o f  this latter idea throughout the second half of 

Intention and eventually resuscitates Aquinas’ account o f  knowledge o f  action -  practical 

knowledge -  to account for it. (We shall examine practical knowledge later, in chapter 4). Her 

characterisation o f  knowledge o f  action as a special practical form knowledge is the ultimate 

rejection o f  the empiricist model because it does not rely on the detection o f  anything in “ inner” 

or “outer” experience. Her critique o f  the empiricist theory o f  knowledge o f  action thus overlaps
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with W ittgenstein’s, also questioning the role o f  inner objects, observation, surprise, and other 

things associated with ordinary empirical knowledge in the investigation into intentional action.

5. Anscombe and W ittgenstein against “causal” accounts o f action and intention.

In characterising the concept o f  a "causal” theor> o f  action here I distinguish between a 

strong and a weak account. I see a strong causal theory o f  action as one where an intentional 

action is seen as something that can be explained in terms o f  actual causal com ponents o f  some 

kind -  perhaps physical or psychological states o f  some type. Below 1 will briefly show how 

this type o f  account occurs in the empiricist accounts o f  action 1 have ju s t  discussed. I 

characterize a weak causal account o f  intentional action as one that is committed to the view 

that intentional actions are typically subject to causal explanation -  in terms of, for example, 

folk psychological terms -  but which is not committed to the view that actions are the kinds o f  

phenom ena that can be explained in terms o f  actual physical or mental, causally efficacious, 

phenomena. That is, on my distinction, weak causal theories are neutral on the issue as to 

whether actions can be explained in ways that are anvthing like the way actual phenom ena in 

the world are explained -  by reference to powers o f  some kind that can be identified in causal 

sequences leading up to the end m ovem ent that is described as such-and-such an action. 1 find it 

useful to make this distinction because 1 see Anscom be as a philosopher who is opposed to  both 

kinds o f  causal theory for intentional action. Moreover, many m odern  philosophers who have 

adopted a similar stance to Anscom be in relation to intentional action could be referred to as 

anti-causalists insofar as they reject the strong causal account but at the same time can still be 

called causalists because they agree with the weak causal theory. (As we shall see later, Donald 

Davidson and Daniel Dennett are two philosophers who resist A nscom be’s anti-causlism for 

intentional action).

Locke seems to come close to putting forth a strong causal thesis when he characterises 

volition or "w ill ing’' as "‘an act o f  the mind directing its thought to  the  production o f  any action, 

thereby exerting its power to produce it.” ' '̂ Although he does not state in detail the nature o f  this 

process, and stresses that "pow ers” are not special faculties, he clearly uses mechanistic



language to explain willing and voluntary' action insofar as he refers to determining powers and 

acts o f  mind. In other words, Locke appears to have understood voluntary actions to be those 

actions that are in some way brought about by antecedent acts o f  will or mental acts. 

Interestingly, Locke seems to want to maintain an alternative thesis at the same time: that since 

on his account powers are relations it is the person that acts to bring about a voluntary action 

and not a distinct faculty. Yet he still retains the conflicting language o f  mechanism and 

causation in his account o f  willing.

Hume is similar to Locke in explaining volition only he is even more adamant that we 

should not talk o f  an actual pow er  o f  the will. His central reason for stating this is that when w e 

analyse our own experiences we do not actually detect any internal impressions o f  power. Thus, 

he criticises the view that there is anything like the “creative pow er” o f  the will, “ by which it 

raises from nothing a new idea, and with a kind o f  Fiat, imitates the om nipotence o f  the 

M aker’' . H o w e v e r ,  also like Locke, he seems to want to retain the idea that the motion o f  

bodily parts “ follow s the com m and o f  the w ill" and that this is “ a matter o f  com m on experience, 

like other natural events". H um e 's  language suggests that human beings supposedly bring about 

voluntaiy  bodily m ovem ents even though our idea o f  this power “ is not copied from any 

sentiment or consciousness o f  po\N er within ourselves” .'*’ He states that "the motion o f  our body 

follows upon the com m and o f  our will” '̂* and that volition “ is surely an act o f  the m ind” .''^

William James follows a line similar to Hume and Locke but tends to appeal more 

directly to causal language in his account o f  willing. Thus he states that movement “ is the 

natural immediate effect o f  feeling, irrespective o f  what the quality o f  the feeling may be. It is 

so in reflex action, it is so in emotional expression, it is so in voluntary life.” '*̂  He characterises 

certain decisions or determinations as things that com e from “within, and not from w ithout” .̂  ̂

Furthermore, he suggests that the "willing terminates w ith the prevalence o f  the [motive] idea; 

and whether the act then follows or not is a matter quite immaterial, so far as the willing itself 

goes” .'** He also mixes into this account some neurological explanation: “The m ovem ents which 

ensue are exclusively physiological phenomena, following according to physiological laws upon 

the neural events to which the idea corresponds” .'*'̂  Jam es’s account is thus couched in distinctly



causal terms, and his reports seem to go beyond what Hume and Locke will permit based on 

their empirical investigations. James openly defends the view that the mind actually brings 

about bodily movements by a mental //V;/ and that such mental phenomena like decisions and 

feelings o f  effort precede and give rise to voluntary- movement.

These accounts all suggest that willing involves a mental act o f  some kind, regardless of 

how it is to be defined or described. This causal approach is one o f  the main targets of  both 

Anscombe and Wittgenstein’s treatment o f  intentional action. Wittgenstein presents several 

criticisms o f  this idea that voluntary' actions are brought about by mental acts. He notes that 

when I raise my arm voluntarily 'T do not use any instrument to bring the movement about” and 

that my wish to do so "is not such an instrument either” . Thus, he attacks the idea that willing 

can be broken down into a series o f  mechanical-causal episodes that could be triggered by a 

mental state such as wishing. He also attacks the idea that an act o f  trying could be that which 

brings about intentional actions, stating that when I raise my arm ' i  do not usually try to raise 

it” . °̂ Wittgenstein makes several other remarks like these that attack the above type of causal 

account.

Anscombe's opposition to the view that intentional actions are brought about by mental 

acts operates at various levels, and that part o f  her analysis cannot be quickly summed up here. 

However, a few things can be pointed out to illustrate the similarity o f  her approach to 

Wittgenstein's on this issue. She distinguishes reasons and motives from both ordinary causes 

and what she calls mental causes, the latter being conscious mental states that we recall as 

having made us do such-and-such a thing like jum p back or sneeze or slam a door. In other 

words, Anscombe makes a definite, if not rough, distinction between intentional actions and 

those that are explained in either physical or mental causal terms.

IJke Wittgenstein, she also directly attacks the mechanistic account o f  willing, arguing 

that “ it is an error to try to push what is know n by being the content o f  intention back and back; 

first to the bodily movement, then perhaps to the contraction o f  the muscles, then to the attempt 

to do the thing, which comes right at the beginning” . This attempt to act that comes right at the 

beginning obviously refers to the kind o f  fiat mentioned in James’s account,^' and it would also
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apply to the mental acts that Locke and Hume seem to suggest give rise to voluntary acts. 

Moreover, Anscombe’s resistance to this causal/mechanistic account o f  willing and acting 

intentionally is also encapsulated in her maxim “1 do what happens” , a formula that de- 

emphasises explanation of what I do in terms o f  antecedent causal states because what gets done 

is seen to be coincident with what happens.

Closely related to this is Anscombe’s rejection o f  “belief-desire” accounts o f  intentional 

action. It seems to me that in driving a wedge between mental-cause explanation and reason- 

explanation, Anscombe simultaneously distinguishes between analysing intentional actions in 

terms o f  antecedent beliefs and desires on the one hand and analysing them in terms o f  reasons 

on the other. (Although her criticism is not directed at desire as such, but at the kind o f  approach 

that views desire as a prior state o f  the agent or as efficient causation giving rise to an 

intentional action. In fact, when Anscombe rejects causal accounts o f  intentional action, she 

targets efficient causation (causation in terms o f  prior states or events) and champions final 

causation). She criticises “the epistemology characteristic o f  Locke, and also o f  Hume”, which 

takes any "sort o f  wanting to be an internal impression” o f  some kind and which consequently 

take it that “a particular tickle or itch" could be the "point o f  doing anything whatsoever” . "̂ O f 

course, Anscombe does not want to bring in an extra mental phenomenon, the “ intention” , to 

explain intentional actions without appeal to beliefs and desires. Rather, her analysis recognises 

that the “area" o f  language surrounding intentional action is different to that surrounding belief- 

desire talk.

In closing this section, .it is worth pointing out how integrated and closely related these 

three types o f  criticism are in Anscombe and Wittgenstein’s accounts. To attack the idea that 

intention and intentional action can be analysed in terms o f  inner mental states is tightly linked 

to both the ideas that actions are not brought about by mental acts and the idea that what we 

know in intentional action is not some impression or process. In fact, in Anscombe’s case, 

problems w ith the mechanistic account o f  willing and the theoiy that action involves reference 

to mysterious inner states motivate and eventually give way to a preoccupation with arriving at 

an alternative to empiricist approaches to knowledge o f  action. This emphasis on the problem of
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knowledge o f  intentional action is one of the ways in which Anscombe's analysis differs from 

Wittgenstein's investigations. In what follows, I will sketch some o f  the differences between 

Anscombe and Wittgenstein s approaches to action and intention.

6. Some differences between Anscom be and W ittgenstein in their approaches to action and 

intention.

(a) Other philosophers

Anscombe shows a willingness to draw on other philosophers in her account o f  action. 

She explicitly mentions Hume, Locke and James in order to mark o ff  her own account from the 

type o f  analyses they offered. For example, she mentions how her account is unlike one that 

makes “the real object o f  willing just an idea, like William James".”  In her analysis o f  wanting 

she claims that the “absurd philosophy” surrounding this concept is connected to “the 

epistemology characteristic o f  Locke, and also o f  Hume” .''  ̂ In examining motives, she states 

that the “account o f  motive popularised by Professor Ryle does not appear satisfactory".^’̂ In the 

Invesligalions, Wittgenstein does not explicitly make references to other philosophers in his 

discussion o f  terms such as willing, intention and action. So we can see that Anscombe was 

more willing to explicitly contextualise her conclusions in the context of the philosophers she is 

challenging.

However, Anscombe does not only bring in other philosophers in negatively 

characterising her stance. She also develops her views on action and intention by drawing on 

certain philosophers, especially Aristotle and Aquinas. In providing her anti-empiricist account 

o f  practical knowledge and "trying to g e f ’ she provides a sustained account o f  Aristotle’s 

practical syllogism. She further develops her account o f  practical knowledge by appeal to 

Aquinas, who described practical know ledge as “the cause o f  what it understands” .'* Her use of 

other philosophers in discussing action is clearly seen in Three Philosophers, where she 

contrasts Aquinas and Hume’s views on action and desire:
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Now for Aquinas, will essentially consists, not in a peculiar quality of experience [which 

for Hume was an internal impression], but precisely in the peculiar sort o f  causality 

expressed by 'knowingly give rise to’. A vokmtary act takes place as the fulfilment of a 

tendency that arises from the agent's consideration of  the goal of the tendency.^’

A nscom be actively employed other philosophers and could be said to be offering a more 

traditional treatment o f  the concept o f  intention that Wittgenstein in this respect. While 

Wittgenstein had similar aims to Anscombe, he did not explicitly contrast his views to those 

offered by empiricists such as James, Locke and Hume. But in presenting her positive account 

A nscom be definitely breaks with Wittgenstein insofar as she tries to develop and extend her 

analysis through the frameworks o f  previous philosophers.

(b) .An analysis o f  intention.

fh is  leads on to another difference between A nscom be and W ittgenstein 's  approaches. 

Not only does Anscom be bring in more traditional philosophy, she goes beyond Wittgenstein in 

her attempt to provide a full analysis o f  the concept o f  intention.

While Wittgenstein provides certain remarks about intention, willing and action, 

Anscombe presents a fuller treatment. In the early part o f  Intention  she is at pains to provide a 

non-circular demarcation o f  the concept o f  intentional action. She tries to isolate the concept to 

be examined -  a move that is more typical o f  a traditional analysis that would seek initially to 

define what it is that is being studied. Although Anscom be does not argue that “ intentional” has 

an "essence” in the traditional sense, she does tr>' to “de fm e” it or mark it o f f  from other 

language games, such as those relating to the use o f  “ involuntary", “m otive” and “ mental 

cause” .

Anscom be also covers various aspects o f  intention in more detail than Wittgenstein, 

including topics such as the individuation o f  action, practical knowledge and the intention with 

which something is done. Her discussion is thus more com prehensive that W'ittgenstein’s. This 

is reflected in a further difference -  A nscom be 's  use o f  technical terms. There is no mention o f
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specialised terms such as knowledge without observation, mental causation and practical 

knowledge in W ittgenste in 's  investigation into the concepts o f  intention and action. This shows 

that A nscom be aimed to provide a more thorough conceptual map o f  intention that expanded on 

W ittgenstein’s pioneering remarks.

To the e.xtent that Anscom be presented an analysis o f  intention there is even a slight 

tension between her approach and W ittgenstein’s. A nscom be’s application o f  specialised terms 

suggests that she recognised a court o f  appeal beyond the language game itse lf  One could argue 

that for Wittgenstein the language game w as the primary thing. His remarks in the 

Investigations  were mainly critical of, for e.xample, the role o f  kinaesthetic sensation in willing 

or o f  orthodox expectations about what expressions o f  intention represent. However, in using 

psychological concepts like mental causation and non-observational knowledge to articulate the 

terms she is studying, Anscom be seems to accept that her topic can be analysed in a way that 

goes beyond the critical investigation o f  linguistic use. This is particularly evident in her 

concluding thesis that " intentional” has reference to "a form o f  description o f  events” .̂ * This 

remark captures som ething that Wittgenstein would surely have agreed with: that "intentional” 

does not mean what it does in virtue o f  some “ inner” extra state or process that accompanies 

certain bodily movements. However, there is no suggestion in the Investigations  that he would 

have tried to provide a formula like A nscom be has. This applies equally to A nscom be’s claim 

that "I do what happens” ’’  ̂ and that practical knowledge is “the cause o f  what it understands” ®̂ 

Similarly, her attempt to offer som e  explanation o f  why it is that certain things should be subject 

to the question “ W hy?” indicates that A nscom be was willing to e.xtend her account beyond the 

language game. While A nscom be does define “ intentional action in terms o f  language -  the 

special question ‘W h y ?’” '̂ -  she nonetheless is more inclined to subject this claim to further 

analysis beyond the language itself.

(c) Types o f  description

Although one may disagree with these e.xtra e lements A nscom be 's  inquiry adds to the 

W ittgenstein’s investigations into intention and action, her analysis does show clearly
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something that was not as obvious in the hivestigations. Wittgenstein did comment on the 

differences between, for example, “ I am going to take some pills” and “ I am going to be sick”, 

where the former is an expression o f  intention and the latter a prediction. However, it is one of 

the virtues of  Anscombe’s analysis that she makes it ver>' clear that our concepts for action and 

intention involve a different form o f  description than physical concepts. Thus, she states that 

“the description o f  something that goes on in the world as ‘building a house’ or ‘writing a 

sentence on a blackboard’ is a description employing concepts o f  human action”®̂ but that it is a 

mistake “to look for the fundamental description o f  what occurs -  such as the movements o f  

muscles or molecules -  and then think o f  intention as something, perhaps very complicated, 

which qualifies this” .̂  ̂ In other words, Anscombe's analysis o f  intention and action identifies 

the fact that our use o f  concepts such as “ intentional”, “voluntary”, and “want” follow different 

rules o f  application to "physical” concepts. In providing an analysis Intention  thus brought out 

more clearly a distinction that was perhaps not as obvious in the Investigations. This distinction, 

between “folk psychological concepts’' and “physical” concepts is obviously important as it has 

come to dominate discussions in the philosophy o f  mind and action ever since.
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CHAPTER 2: EXPRESSION OF INTENTION AND INTENTIONAL

ACTION

I. A C R IT IQ U E  O F  TH E  ‘ INNE R O B J E C T ’ V IE W  O F  E X P R E S S I O N S  O F  INTEN TION .

Anscom be tries to examine intention by first looking at one o f  its three main 

occurrences in tiie language: expressions o f  intention. Tiie traditional picture o f  expressions 

o f  intention is clouded by the assumption that the expression is a sign o f  an intention "in the 

m ind ',  that the language signifies what is inside the person at the time o f  utterance. Such a 

view o f  expressions o f  intention is suggestive o f  the 'ph ilosoph ica l’ errors Wittgenstein drew 

attention to in the Investigations. In particular, the meaning o f  the verbal expression is seen 

as a representation o f  a meaning artefact; a psychological state in this case; the intention. 

Similarly the rules for labelling objects are being applied to psychological terms in that 

'expression o f  intention' is taken to be the name o f  a thing or state, in the mind or brain.

This way o f  looking at expressions o f  intention is a 'dead end ' as far as A nscom be is 

concerned. A ’philosophical' investigation o f  this traditional kind into expressions o f  

intention tries to say what the expression is an expression o f  and this leads to the problems 

associated with introspective analysis:

. . . .  if we try to look for what [the expression of intention] is an expression of, we are 

likely to find ourselves in one or other o f  several dead ends, e.g.: psychological jargon 

about ‘drives’ and ‘sets’; reduction of intention to a species of desire, i.e. a kind of 

emotion; or irreducible intuition of the meaning o f i  intend’.'

Attempts to say what the expression signifies lead to theories o f  the nature o f  the ‘ intention’ 

and since the intention seems to be behind intentional actions, the temptation is to view 

intentions as things that ‘move ' the person to action, i.e. ‘d r ives’, ‘em otions’, or ‘desires’ . 

This is a very natural way o f  proceeding to examine an expression o f  intention. Intention is a 

‘psychological ' concept that must be exam ined ‘psychologically’, by trying to say what



'goes  on in the m ind’. W hen I express an intention to do something, such as go to the shops, 

the words seem to report a thought or feeling or drive to act to do so. If  I want to, goes the 

traditional storj',  1 can close m> eyes and ‘sense ' that this is the case to contlrm that there is 

indeed such a state o f  intention underly ing my expression. N ot surprisingly, Anscombe sides 

with W ittgenstein in resisting this type o f  investigation into expressions o f  intention:

W ittgenstein  has show n the impossibility  o f  answ ering  [the question ‘H ow  do you know  

you  have Just uttered an expression  o f  in ten tion?’] by say ing  'H e  recognizes h im se lf  as 

having, or as having had. an intention o f  g o ing  for a walk, o r  as having m eant the words 

as an expression  o f  in ten tion’. I f  this w ere  correct, there w ould  have to be room for the 

possibility  that he misrecognizes.  Further,  w hen we rem em ber  having m eant to do 

som eth ing , what m em ory  reveals as hav ing  gone  on in our consciousness  is a  few scanty 

items at most, which by no m eans add up to such an intention; or it simply prom pts  us to 

use the w ords  i  m eant to . . .’, w ithout even a mental picture o f  w hich  we ju d g e  the 

w ords  to be an appropria te  description."

If an intention was a ' th ing ' or state that we could ‘see ',  there would be room for error in 

saying what our intention is. As with physical objects, perception o f  which is prone to error, 

'in ten tions’ would  have to be the kinds o f  things that introspection could sometimes get 

wrong: ‘Oh I thought I w as going to the shop, but I was wrong. I was going to the shed .’ 

This is absurd, and yet seems a likely feature o f  the ‘inner object ' view o f  expressions o f  

intention. If intentions are the kind o f  things that are observed in the mind and then 

mentioned in reports, presumably such reports can misrepresent due to faulty observations. 

Also, the act o f  ‘ looking in on consc iousness’ reveals only a 'few scant\  items at most, 

which by no m eans adds up to an intention.’ This remark stems from W ittgenstein’s: ‘it is as 

if a snapshot o f  a scene had been taken, but only a few' scattered details o f  it were to be seen .

. . As if  I could read the darkness’.'̂  Actual observation provides nothing like clear cut 

‘ intentions' in the mind in the forms o f  desires o f  ‘drives’ or thoughts. W hen we describe a
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physical object, like a cup, we can point to its features -  ‘There is the handle, that is the rim’. 

If intentions were observed items of consciousness then presumably something  like this 

would have to go on in expressing them. But ‘scanty items’ and ‘darkness’ is all that is 

available to introspective description.

it is because o f  the poverty o f  such traditional approaches to examining expressions of 

intention that Anscombe goes back to the ‘linguistic drawing board’ so to speak, in order to 

take a clean look at the grammar o f  expressions o f  intention. What we find are two language 

games that look ver\ similar and which must be distinguished in order to arrive at an 

understanding of their meaning; expressions o f  intention and predictions. Taken at face 

value, expressions o f  intention are statements about the future. They say what is going to 

occur at a future date: ‘1 am going to the shops at lunch’, ‘I am going to win tomorrow'’. In 

this sense they are similar to predictions. Wittgenstein notes that there ‘is an evident kinship 

between these two language-games, and also a fundamental difference.’ He exemplifies this 

with an example: “ 'I am going to take two powders now, and in half-an-hour I shall be 

sick.’” Mentioning that you are to take two powders is an expression of intention, while ‘I 

am going to be sick’ is a prediction. The similarities are clear enough: both types of 

statement are about the future. But, as Wittgenstein continues, it 'explains nothing to say that 

in the first case I am the agent, in the second merely the observer. Or that in the first case I 

see the causal connexion from inside, in the second from outside.’  ̂ Trying to explain the 

difference between the two statements is more difficult because the usual, ‘philosophical’ 

intuitions are unsatisfactory: saying that the causal connection is seen ‘from the inside’ for 

expressions o f  intention is not helpful.

Anscombe adopts Wittgenstein’s remarks, also beginning with an example from the two 

different language games, and she also expands on the difficulties associated with Cartesian- 

styled attempts to explain the differences:
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. . . .  if I say i  am going to fail in this exam.’ and someone says "Surely you aren’t as 

bad at the subject as that’. I may make my meaning clear by explaining that I was 

expressing an intention, not giving an estimate o f  my chances.

if, however we ask in philosophy what the difference is between e.g. i  am 

going to be sick' as it would most usually be said, and I am going to take a walk’, as it 

would most usually be said, it is not illuminating to be told that one is a prediction and 

the other the expression o f  an intention. For we are really asking what each o f  these is.

Suppose it is said ‘A prediction is a statement about the future’. This suggests that an 

expression o f  intention is not. it is perhaps the description -  or expression -  o f  a present 

state o f  mind, a state which has the properties that characterise it as an intention. 

Presumably what these are has yet to be discovered. But then it becomes difficult to see 

why they should be essentially connected with the future, as the intention seems to be.

No one is likely to believe that it is an accident, a mere fact o f  psychology, that those 

states o f  mind which are intentions always have to do with the future, in the way that it is 

a fact o f  racial psychology, as one might say, that most o f  the earliest historical traditions 

concern heroic figures.^

An orthodox approach ob v iou sly  accepts that exp ression s o f  intention are ‘about the future’. 

A fter all, a person d oes state what is to be done at a future date in exp ressin g  an intention. 

But this is on ly  because the intention that the expression  d escrib es, accord ing to an orthodox  

v iew , is future directed in som e w ay. H ence A n sco m b e's  remark that on such a v iew , 

intentions w ould  have to be states o f  mind that "have to do w ith the future’ as a fact o f  

em pirical p sych o logy . Both the traditionalist and A n scom b e b eliev e  that w h ile  exp ression s  

o f  intention are future related, they are fundam entally d ifferent to pred ictions (or, m ore 

accurately, ‘estim ates’, for A nscom be). W hat A n scom b e rejects is the way  the d ifferen ce is 

explained  traditionally, by reference to intentions ‘in the m in d ’. T h is sets up a basic tension  

betw een A n sco m b e’s position  and the traditional position. T he traditional ‘p h ilosop h er’ w ill 

take it that an exp ression s o f  intention is essen tia lly  a descrip tions o f  ‘a present state o f



m ind ' that happens to be future-directed, while for Anscombe, expressions o f  intention are 

essentially future directed.

Anscom be adopts a ‘hint from W ittgenstein’;

. . .  we might then first define prediction in general in some such fashion, and then, 

among predictions, distinguish between commands, expressions of intention, estimates, 

pure prophecies, etc.^

This places expressions o f  intention firmly in the arena o f  statements about the future. The 

task now becom es that o f  explaining the difference between expressions o f  intention and 

estimates, both o f  which are basically descriptions o f  something future.

In trying to change our thinking about expressions o f  intention, Anscom be focuses on 

different aspects o f  the traditional view. The most important is the traditional idea that 

expressions o f  intention musl be essentially about present states o f  mind and not about the 

future. While a prediction o f  sunny weather for Saturday morning is criticised for being 

'fa lse ' ,  given that it rains all day Saturday, an expression o f  intention to put out the bins on 

Saturday cannot be criticised for being ‘fa lse’ if  the bins are never put out. It is not as if one 

can say 'H e  never put out the bins, so it was a ‘fa lse’ expression o f  intention.’ So according 

to traditional intuitions, the truth o f  an expression o f  intention d oesn ’t seem to depend for its 

validity on future states o f  affairs the way predictions or estimates do. This is obviously 

because in expressing an intention I appear to say som ething like, ‘My intention at present is 

to put out the b ins.’ W hether or not the bins get put out has no bearing on whether or not I 

actually ‘h ad ’ the intention I said I had. It might have been that I d id n ’t really want to put out 

the bins but said it anyw ay out o f  habit, even though I knew I might not get around to it. O r it 

may be that I d id  have that intention, in any case, it seems what actually happens afterward -  

whether or not the bins are put out -  has no bearing on the ‘tru th’ or ‘falsity’ o f  the 

expression o f  intention. The traditionalist interprets these observations as showing that the 

expression o f  intention is after all a description o f  an inner state o f  mind o f  the person
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expressing the intention. If  they were essentially about the future, as predictions are. then 

their truth or falsity would somehow depend on predicted outcom es -  but the truth or falsity 

o f  an expression o f  intention does not seem to be related to future outcomes. Anscom be 

tackles this interpretation and tries to show that it is mistaken:

[It is possible to lie about an intention] and if  I lie, w hat I say is a lie because o f  

som eth ing  present not future. I might even be lying in say ing  I was go ing  to  do 

som ething, though I afterw ards did it. The answ er  to this is that a lie is an utterance 

contrary  to o n e ’s mind, and o n e ’s mind may be either an opinion, or a m ind to  m ake 

som eth ing  the case. That a lie is an utterance contrary  to o n e ’s mind does not mean that 

it is a false report o f  the contents o f  o n e 's  mind, as w hen one lies in response  to the 

query  ’A penny for your  tho ug h ts ’.'

A n sco m b e 's  answer to the ‘philosopher’ is that ‘a lie is an utterance contrary to o n e ’s mind 

does not mean it a false report o f  the contents o f  o n e ’s m ind '.  The mistake, according to 

A nscom be, is to model the expression o f  intention on a statement o f  fact, as if  it were based 

on Mnner' evidence gained by looking inward to see what the intention is. If I say I am going 

to put the bins out before lunch while I d o n ’t actually intend to do so, this does not mean that 

there are certain mental items absent from 'm y  m in d ’ that I am pretending are there. In 

particular, it is not as if there must be a specific thought, som ehow  represented by the 

description ‘1 will put the bins out", at the time o f  utterance. There need be no such mental 

content -  I might have simply said M’m going to put the bins out before lunch’ and have had 

nothing 'go ing  on in my head’ so to speak, that I could actually report if  queried. After all, 

there are usually only a few ‘scanty items’ to be observed Mn consciousness’. But even if 

there were something that 1 recall went on ‘in my m in d ’ at the time I expressed the intention, 

this does not o f  course mean that it was an observed mental object.

W hat A nscom be offers here is a re-interpretation o f  the observed facts. O utcom es d o n ’t 

affect the truth or falsit>' o f  expressions o f  intention the w ay they do predictions, but this is
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not because expressions o f  intention are true or false descriptions o f  present mental states as 

opposed to descriptions o f  something future. To counter the view o f  ‘mind’ involved in this 

misinterpretation, Anscombe talks merely o f  a lying intention as being simply ‘contrary to 

one's m ind’. Being contrary to one’s mind does not mean it is a misrepresentation o f  mental 

content.

The question now is: what alternative analysis is Anscombe offering of a lying 

intention, if it is not a misrepresentation of inner items? Obviously she eliminates the 

Cartesian ‘inner’ out o f  the picture. But then what can ‘contrary to one’s mind’ mean if not 

involving a false report o f  mental content? Anscombe elaborates a little further on false 

expressions o f  intention with another example:

One might not have a ‘mind' to do something, distinguishable from uttering the words.

And then, as Quine once put it (at a philosophical meeting), one might do the thing ‘to 

make an honest proposition’ o f  what one had said. For if I don’t do what I said, what 1 

said was not true (though there might not be a question o f  my truthfulness in saying it.)

But the reason why Quine's remark is a joke is that this falsehood does not necessarily 

impugn what I said. In some cases the facts are, so to speak, impugned for not being in 

accordance with the words, rather than vice versa. This is sometimes so when I change 

my mind; but another case o f  it occurs when e.g. /  write som ething other than  /  think I 

am writing: as Theophrastus says (Magna moralia, 1189b 22), the mistake here is one of  

performance, not o f  Judgement.*

Quine's example is o f  someone w ho says they are going to do something they actually have 

no intention o f  doing. However, they later do the thing in order to make the original 

expression of intention ‘honest’. But although it appears honest in retrospect, given that the 

intended action was executed, the joke is that the expression was originally a lie, because the 

expressed intention didn’t ‘exist’ as such, at the time o f  utterance. Anscombe mentions this 

anecdote in order to illustrate what she takes to be an important observation: sometimes the 

■facts are, so to speak, impugned for not being in accordance with the words, rather than vice
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versa .' If I were to write something with my eyes closed and it turned out that there was no 

ini< in the pen, then according to A nscom be the mistai<e is not in the judgem ent but in the 

performance. That is, 1 can still give a description o f  my action as M am w riting’; but ju s t  

because it turns out that the facts d o n ’t match this does not mean that my expression o f  

intention was ‘fa lse’. So for an expression o f  intention to be contrary to o n e ’s mind is more a 

matter o f  it not suiting your actual desires at the time o f  utterance. So, contrary to traditional 

intuitions, a lying expression o f  intention is not a false report o f  mental 'con ten t’.

Apart from deflecting an ‘ inner intention’ view o f  expressions o f  intention based on the 

above types o f  e.xample, Anscom be exam ines other facets o f  the language gam e and its 

traditional misinterpretation. This involves bringing the meaning o f  ‘prediction’ and 

‘expression o f  intention' closer together -  then expressions o f  intention can be seen to be 

‘about the fu ture’ rather than about present inner states o f  mind:

. . . when a doctor says to a patient in the presence of  a nurse ‘Nurse will take you to the 

operating theatre", this may function both as an expression of his intention (if it is in it 

that his decision as to what shall happen gets expressed) and as an order, as well as being 

information to the patient; and it is this latter in spite o f  being in no sense an estimate of 

the future founded on evidence . . . This example shews that the indicative (descriptive. 

informator>) character is not the distinctive mark of 'predictions’ as opposed to 

'expressions of  intention’, as we might at first sight have been tempted to think.^

This exam ple is designed to deflate our tendency to radically distinguish between predictions 

and expressions o f  intention by show ing that the same statement can function as both. 

Holding them rigidly apart will disincline us to accept anything like W ittgenstein’s 

suggestion to make expressions o f  intention a type o f  ‘prediction’. Only a relatively weak 

claim is sought for here -  that in a certain light the tw o types o f  utterance can be seen to be 

quite similar.
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I'he tendency to view the intention as something ‘inner’ that is signified by the 

expression o f  intention is also diagnosed:

A command is essentially a sign (or symbol), whereas an intention can exist without a 

symbol; hence we speak of commands, not of the expression of commanding; but of the 

expression o/'intention. This is another reason for the very natural idea that in order to 

understand the expression of intention, we ought to consider something internal, i.e. 

what it is an expression o f  This consideration disinclines us to call it a prediction — i.e. a 

description of something future. Even though that is just what ‘I’ll do such-and-such’ 

actually looks like, and even though ‘1 intend to go for a walk but shall not go for a 

walk' does sound in some way contradictory.

An intention can ‘exist’ without its expression, whereas a com m and cannot. 1 might have a 

long standing intention to go to Paris and then one morning say ‘I’m going to Paris today’. 

This does not mean that the intention is some thing that has been ‘in the m ind ’ for a year or 

so before it is expressed in words. Expressions o f  intention are not the outward signs o f  inner 

objects. It is this latter view (the view that expressions o f  intention are descriptions o f  

presen t inner states o f  the mind) which disinclines us to call the expression a 'pred ic tion ' i.e. 

a description o f  something future. To emphasise the ‘future orien ted’ nature o f  expressions 

o f  intention, further persuasion is offered: ‘I intend to go for a walk but shall not go for a 

w a lk ’ sounds contradictory'. The reason it sounds contradictory is because it is central to the 

meaning o f  expressions o f  intention that they describe something future. If ‘I intend to go for 

a walk ' were a representation o f  an inner state that ju s t  so happens to be linked to the future, 

then there need be no hint o f  a contradiction. For if  the function o f  the expression o f  

intention were to depict inner states then the statement only am ounts to saying something 

like ‘An item in my mind is linked to going for a walk but I shall not go for a w a lk ’. One 

‘halt '  o f  the statement points out a mental state, the other a prediction, hence there is no
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room for a contradiction. But that the sta tem ent does  sound in some way contradictory seems 

to show that expressions o f  intention sh o u ld  be seen as types o f  prediction.

A nscom be’s main claim is that expressions o f  intention are predictions not based on 

evidence: they are not ‘inner directed ' but 'fu ture  d irec ted’ and yet they are not estimates. 

The traditional account would see them  as statements that are based on ‘inner' evidence. 

Thus, if  asked what I am thinking o f  doing, I might close my eyes and say, ‘In a minute I’m 

going to go the attic to get the dinner set and then to the dining ro o m ’, as i f  the e.xpression o f  

intention were a report on the contents o f  my mind. To provide a full alternative to this 

traditional view, Anscom be must account for expressions o f  intention being about the future 

and yet not based on evidence. This can seem mysterious from the traditional perspective -  

for once the ' inner conten t ' grounding the description o f  intention is taken from the picture, 

how are the remaining ‘statements about the future ' m ade? They seem to be ‘just uttered ', 

w ithout any basis.

In a sense, this is actually true o f  A n sco m b e 's  account. For as she later asks, regarding 

knowledge o f ' a n  intention';

. . . where is [my intentionj to be found? I mean: what is its vehicle? Is it formulated in 

words . . . ? . . . .  And if the intention has no vehicle that is guaranteed, then what is there 

left for it to be but a bombination in a vacuum? . . . .  One looks hopelessly for the 

different mode o f  conlemplaiive knowledge in acting, as if there were a very queer and 

special sort of seeing eye in the middle of  the acting.''

These remarks apply equally  to the traditional notion o f  expressing an intention and 

underline the extent to which A nscom be w ants to eliminate the ‘intention as a mental object ' 

from proceedings. There seems to be no w ay o f  understanding what kind o f  ‘th ing ' an 

intention could be, what its 'veh ic le '  might be and the notion o f  try ing to ‘o b se rv e ’ it is thus 

hopeless. Traditionally, know ing o n e 's  expressed intention is ' theoretical ' in so far as it
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invo lves  so m e  sort o f  ob jec t  m o n ito r in g ,  in the  sa m e w a y  th a t  o u te r  ob je c ts  a re  sub jec t  to  

theory  and  obse rva t ion  in sc ience.

F o r  A n sco m b e ,  in ex p re ss in g  an  in ten tion  I am  not,  as is trad i t iona l ly  held , repo r t ing  on 

an o b se rv e d  sta te  o f  co n sc io u sn e ss ,  an expe r ience .  T h e  ex p re ssed  in ten tion  is not a  fee ling , 

state , p ro ce ss  o r  set o f  im ages  th a t  is so m e h o w  m ir ro red  in th e  w o rd s  1 utter. T h e  val id ity  o f  

an ex p re ss io n  o f  in tention  is thus  a m a tte r  o f  felicity  ra the r  than  tru th  or  falsity. A n d  although  

A n s c o m b e  d o es  not exp l ic i t ly  say it, it is inev itab le  th a t  ex p re ss io n s  o f  in ten tion  be  ana lysed  

u l t im ate ly  as ty p e s  o f  ac ts  th em se lv es ;  as  fo rm s o f  l inguis tic  behav iou r .  E x p re ss io n s  o f  

in tention  thus  ‘in fo rm ’ no t by rep o r t in g  s ta tes  o f  a ffa irs  bu t by ind ica t ing  to  the  o b se rv e r  

w h a t  the  sub jec t  in tends or  is d isp o sed  to  do.

H o w ev er ,  A n sc o m b e  ad m its  tha t h e r  o w n  c la im  th a t  ex p re ss io n s  o f  in tention  are 

d esc r ip t io n s  o f  s o m e th in g  fu ture  tha t  are  not g ro u n d ed  on ev id en c e ,  does  lead to  m ystery .  It 

is for  th is  reason  tha t she  dec ides  to  m o v e  on and  ac c e p t  tha t the  ana ly s is  o f  ex p re ss io n s  o f  

in tention  ca n n o t  shed m uch  light on intention;

People do in fact give accounts o f  the future events in which they are some soil o f  

agents; they do not justify these accounts by producing reasons why they should be 

believed but. if at all. by a different sort o f  reason; and these accounts are ver>' often 

correct. This sort o f  account is called an expression o f  intention. It just does occur in 

human language. If the concept o f  Mntention’ is one 's  quarry, this enquiry has produced 

results which are indeed not false but rather mystifying. What is meant by ‘reason" here 

is obviously a fruitful line o f  enquiry; but I prefer to consider this first in connexion with 

the notion o f  intentional action.’’

T he  ex p lan a to ry  hole left w hen  m en ta l  o b je c ts  are  ex c lu d e d  from  the  an a ly s is  o f  ex p ress io n s  

o f  in ten tion  is to  be filled by a d if fe ren t  sort o f  e.Kplanation to  that o f  ex p lan a t io n  by 

ev idence:  exp lana t ion  in te rm s o f  rea sons  for  ac ting .  H o w e v e r  ‘reason  for  a c t in g ’ is 

so m e th in g  tha t A n sco m b e  only  th o ro u g h ly  exp lo re s  th ro u g h  the  an a ly s is  o f  in tentional
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action. The reason for the switch to action is that its full analysis necessarily involves some 

reference to bodily movements. An examination o f  expressions o f  intention as linguistic 

utterances is limited compared to an inquir>' into intentional action. For, as Anscombe says, 

the analysis o f  expressions o f  intention ends up with ‘results which are indeed not false but 

rather m ystifying '.  The role o f  the ‘inner’ has been minimised so that obviously cannot be 

appealed to. But the criteria o f  bodily m ovem ent and situational factors cannot be considered 

either in considering ju s t  linguistic expression. Consequently we are left with the 

‘m ysterious ' conclusion that expression o f  intention ‘ju s t  does occur in human language’: 

they are ‘ju s t  uttered’. Classifying these ‘m ysterious’ utterances requires understanding their 

basis in "reasons for acting’. But Anscom be makes the methodological move o f  analysing 

the latter through intentional action. Toward the end o f  In tent ion, A nscom be returns to 

expressions o f  intention and their relation to reasons for acting. By then the concept o f  

‘reason for ac ting’ has been analysed linguistically, as som ething that is marked by a certain 

form o f  the question ‘W hy?’ -  the one applied to intentional action.

II. ANSCOM BE’S DEMARCATION FO INTENTIONAL ACTION

1. The problem of distinguishing betw een ‘intentional’ and ‘involuntary’.

Having tried to e.xamine intention through one o f  its uses, ‘expressions o f  intention’, 

which did not yield a satisfactory result, Anscom be turns to ‘ intentional action’. It was 

argued that expressions o f  intention are not descriptions o f  intentions (as inner mental 

states). Similarly, with intentional action, the notion that the intention is som ething in the 

brain or the mind is excluded and a different methodological tack is taken:

. . . .  how do we tell someone's intentions? or: what kind of true statements about 

people's intentions can we certainly make, and how do we know that they are true?

Well, if you want to say at least some true things about a man’s intentions, you will have 

a strong chance of success if you mention what he actually did or was doing. . . the

44



greater number of  the things which you would say straight o ff  a man did or was doing, 

w'ill be things he intends . . .[It is traditionally thought that intentions are ‘in the mind’, 

so that] what physically takes place, i.e. what a man actually does, is the very last thing 

we need consider in our enquiry. Whereas I wish to say that it is the first.

Obviously this shifts the focus away from inner states to the ‘form o f  life’ o f  the phrase and 

so concept ‘intentional action’, to use a Wittgensleinian term. 1 say form o f  life, because 

Anscom be is taking the very meaning o f  intentional action to operate and be fully satisfied 

through an analysis o f  the concept in its actual use. The criteria for its application are fixed 

not in terms o f  ‘inner mental referents’, but in terms o f  "outer’ physical and linguistic 

activity. We can normally say with reasonable certainty what a person is doing ju s t  by 

looking at the m ovements o f  their bodies in a given context:

All 1 am here concerned to do is note the fact: we can simply say ‘Look at a man and say 

what he is doing’ -  i.e. say what would immediately come into your mind as a report to 

give someone who could not see him and who wanted to know what was to be seen in 

that place. In most cases you . . . will be reporting not merely what he is doing, but an 

intention o f  his -  namely, to do [such-and-such] a thing.'"'

Effectively, the concept ‘ intention’ is now, for the rest o f  Intention, to be exam ined through  

intentional action. It is through analysing the language o f  intentional action that we can learn 

the true meaning o f  intention.

Consequently, A nscom be 's  first major task in Intention is to mark out the language 

game for intentional action. This is similar to what a naturalistically inclined philosopher 

would do in trying to state the necessary' and sufficient conditions o f  intentional action, as, 

say, a certain type o f  neural activity preceding bodily movements, or type o f  physical 

disposition or ‘mental ' state. However. A nscom be’s m ethodology resists such routes, and 

confines her, in the spirit o f  the later Wittgenstein, to analysing the meaning o f  intentional
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action tiirough its linguistic use. This is the reason that her first step is to suggest that the 

basic indicator o f  intentional action in our language is a certain sense o f  the question 

‘W hy?’:

What distinguishes actions which are intentional from those which arc not? The 

answer that 1 shall suggest is that they are the actions to which a certain sense o f  the 

question ‘Why?’ is given application; the sense is o f  course that in which the answer, if 

positive, gives a reason for acting.'^

The ‘certain sense o f  the question ’W h y ? "  Anscom be is hoping to isolate is that which gives 

a reason for acting. This is one o f  two central types o f  ‘W h y ?’; the other being the ’W hy? ' 

that looks for causal explanation. Thus, for example, “W hy did the car  break d o w n ? ’ asks for 

a cause and 'W h y  did the driver start ye lling?’ looks for a reason. A n sco m b e 's  ‘linguistic’ 

distinction between reasons and causes (and hence between intentional actions and mere 

physical events) thus requires marking o f f  the ‘W hy?’ for intentional action explanation 

from the 'W h y ? '  for causal explanation.

Appealing to this special sense o f  ‘W hy?’ as the prime indicator o f  ’intentional 

ac t ion’ has the advantage o f  being the only reliable way o f ‘generalising" about intentional 

action (for the purposes o f  ‘dem arca tion’) without yielding to the 'p h i lo so p h er’s ' tendency to 

generalise. The ‘philosophical’ temptation to generalise might lead to suggestions such as 

‘Intentional actions are always caused by volitions’, Tntentional actions always involve 

intentions’, ‘Intentional actions always reduce to ‘desires’ and ‘beliefs’ . A nscom be rejects 

such generalisations throughout Intenlkm. Using ‘W hy?’ avoids the pitfalls o f  generalisation 

since it is not the name o f  a general class sharing such-and-such natural properties, but 

instead is a precondition  o f  the use o f  the concept ‘intentional ac t ion’. (A nscom be leaves the 

subtleties o f  her account o f  the application o f ‘W h y ?’ until section 46, by which time she has 

shed much more light on her view' o f  the nature o f  practical know ledge and intentional 

action).
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The attempt to isolate Mntentional’ proceeds by way o f  consideration o f  certain types o f  

answers to ‘Why?'. But rather than do this directly, Anscombe finds it convenient to do this 

indirectly, by isolating the answers that exclude this sense o f ‘W hy?’ first. That is, her aim is 

to mark off  the range o f  answers that indicate the action is />7Voluntary. Throughout this 

phase o f  In ten! ion there seem to be at least five types o f  answers Anscombe recognises 

which indicate involuntary' action:

(a) Answers that indicate complete lack o f  awareness o f  the behaviour in question, 

e.g. “ 1 was not aware I was doing that” .

(b) Answers that mention evidence, e.g. “The evidence reveals that my foot must 

have slipped on the greasy surface.”

(c) Answers that mention external causes, e.g. “ Fred pushed  me.”

(d) Answers that mention ‘involuntary', e.g. “My hand’s moving back from the fire 

was an inv oluntary' act o f  recoil.”

(e) Answers that give what Anscombe calls internal or ‘mental causes’, e.g. "The 

thought that I would be killed made me shudder.”

Answers o f  the kind found in ‘(d)’ and ‘(e)’ prove difficult to distinguish from answers 

indicating intentional action and are therefore subjected to extensive analysis. Answers of  

type ‘(a)’ are taken to be more or less a given in the characterisation o f  intentional action: if 

the described bodily movement is something the agent was completely unaware of, then it is 

obviously outside the arena o f ‘intentional’. A lack o f  agent awareness is indicated similarly 

by answers o f  the type ‘(b)’ and ‘(c)’, answers that suggest the agent is treating the bodily 

movement more like a physical event he is ignorant of, rather than an intentional action. In 

this section 1 will examine how Anscombe treats the problem posed by cases o f  type ‘(d)': 

answers o f  the type ‘It was involuntary’, leaving the analysis o f  type ‘(e)’ answers till the 

next section.
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2. Ansconibe’s distinction between involuntary actions and intentional action.

T he p ro b lem  w ith  a p p ly in g  ' I t  w as  in v o lu n ta ry ’ in o rd e r  to  exc lu d e  ‘ in ten t iona l’ is tha t  

it begs the  ques tion .  T o  use it to  aid  the  m a rk in g  o f t ' o f  in ten tiona l action  w o u ld  a m o u n t  to  

as se r t ing  so m e th in g  like: ‘A c t io n s  d o n e  for  a reason are  th o se  exc luded  by th o se  no t done  for  

a  reason  (i.e. inv o lu n ta ry  a c t io n s ) ’ . T o  avo id  a m ere ly  c i rcu la r  charac te r isa t ion  o f  intentional 

ac t ion ,  A n s c o m b e  has  to  re fo rm u la te  the  answ er ,  ‘ it w a s  in v o lu n ta ry ’ us ing  te rm s  tha t do  not 

d e p e n d  for  th e ir  m e a n in g  on ‘in v o lu n ta ry ’, ‘ in te n t io n a l’, ‘w a n t in g ’ etc. T h en  the  an sw e r  will 

s tand  ind e p en d e n t ly  o f  the co n c ep t  ‘ in te n t io n a l’ so to  speak ,  rende r ing  its use leg it im ate  in 

m a rk in g  out ‘ in te n t io n a l’ . T h is  is ac h ie v ed  by fo cu s in g  on a specif ic  type  o f  invoiuntar>' 

ac tion :

. . . .  how can I introduce 'It was involuntar>'’ as a form for rejecting the question 

■Why?’ in the special sense which 1 want to elucidate -  when the whole purpose o f  the 

elucidation is to give an account o f  the concept ‘intentional’? Obviously 1 cannot. There 

is however a class o f  the things that fall under the concept 'involuntary', which it is 

possible to introduce without begging any questions or assuming that we understand 

notions o f  the very type I am professing to investigate. [Examples such as 'The odd sort 

o f  jerk or jum p that one 's  whole body sometimes gives when one is falling asleep] 

belongs to this class, which is a class o f  bodily movements in a purely physical 

description. Other examples are tics, reflex kicks from the knee, the lift o f  the arm from 

one’s side after one has leaned heavily with it up against a wall.'^

I w ill refer  to  this  c la s s  o f  invo lun ta ry  ac t ions  as 'Invo lun tary '  actioiic ' f rom  h e re  on,  w h e re  

th e  subsc rip t  ‘c ’ re fers  to  ‘c a u s e ’ . 1 c h o o s e  this  title b ec au se  the  involun tary  ac t ions  o f  this  

c lass  are, as  A n s c o m b e  says, ' in  a pu re ly  physica l  d e s c r ip t io n ’ and  are  th e re fo re  su b je c t  to  

o rd inary ,  ‘p h y s ic a l ’ o r  phys io log ica l  causes .  T h is  c la ss  inc ludes  q u i te  s im p le  bod ily  

m o v e m e n ts  such  as re f lex  m o v e m e n ts  o r  th e  tw i tching o f  a f inger  o r  eye lid ,  and  the ir  cau se s  

a re  the physica l  c a u se s  tha t a p h y s io log is t  w o u ld  inves tiga te .  An inquiry into th e  ca u se  o f  a 

re f lex  kick  from  th e  knee  m ight show  tha t  specif ic  m u sc le  and  neuro log ica l  ac tiv i ty  are
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r espons ib le  for  ca u s in g  the  m o v e m en t ,  in o rd e r  to  re fo rm u la te  ‘ It w as  involuntaryc’ w ith o u t  

c i rcu la r  appeal  to  ac tion  concep ts ,  A n sc o m b e  in troduces  som e n ew  te rm ino logy :

What is required is to describe this class without using any notions like ‘intended’ or 

‘willed" or ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’. This can be done as follows: we first point out 

a particular class o f  things which are true o f  a man: namely the class o f  things which he 

knows without obsei-vation. E.g. a man usually knows the position o f  his limbs without 

observation. It is without observation because nothing shews him the position o f  his 

limbs: it is not as if he were going by a tingle in his knee, which is the sign that it is bent 

and not straight. Where we can speak o f  separately describable sensations, having which 

is in some sense our criterion for saying something, then we can speak o f  observing that 

thing: but that is generally not so when we know the position of  our limbs.

In ten t ional ac tions  are. fo r  A n sco m b e ,  m arked  by  a specia l agen t  a w a re n ess  tha t  does  not 

ap p ly  to  m ere  physica l  events .  W hile  o n e  b ec o m e s  aw a re  o f  a physio log ica l  m o v e m e n t  like 

those  in peris tals is  th rough  obse rva t ion  and expe r im en t ,  th is  is not the  case  w ith  in tentional 

ac tion  or  involuntary' actiouc. I f  I am  K in g  w ith  m y  eyes  shut in bed and  get a ne rv o u s  

sh u d d e r in g  o f  m y lim bs, \ know  tha t  th is  is h ap p e n in g  w ith o u t  h av ing  to  open  m y  ey e s  to 

look: I seem  to have ‘n o n -observa t iona l  k n o w le d g e ’ o f  th is  type  o f  invo lun tary  ac tion .  (T h e  

sam e appl ies  to in tentional ac tions: i f  I am  p lay ing  blind  m a n 's  b lu f f  it se em s  I do  not have  

to take o f f  m y blind  fold to  find out w h a t  I am  d o in g  i f  so m e o n e  asks).

As m en tioned ,  A n s c o m b e ’s ta sk  is e ffec tive ly  to re fo rm u la te  ‘ It w as  in v o lu n ta ry ’ 

w ithou t  using  te rm s like ‘ in v o lu n ta ry ’, ‘ in te n t io n a l’, etc. T h is  is w hy  n o n -o b se rv a t io n a l  

k n o w ledge  is in troduced:

But the class o f  things known without observation is also o f  special interest in this pail 

o f  our enquiry, because it makes it possible to describe the particular class o f  

"involuntary actions’ which I have so far indicated just by giving a few examples: [tics, 

reflex kicks etc.] Bodily movements like the peristaltic movement o f  the gut are
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involuntary; but these do not interest us, for a man does not know  his body is making  

them  excep t by observation, inference, etc.  The involuntary that interests us is restricted 

to the class o f  th ings known w ithout observation; as you w ould  know even with your 

eyes shut that you had k icked when the doc to r  tapped your knee, but cannot identify a 

sensation by which you know it.'*

Re-describing an involuntary actiouc as ‘A bodily movement known without observation’ is 

a first step to re-casting it in non-question begging terms. But a further concept is required if  

it is to be distinguished from the other type o f  involuntary action considered by Anscombe; 

‘higher level’ involuntary actions that are not subject merely to ‘ordinary’ or physiological 

causes (which w ill be discussed in the next section), but m ental causes:

N o w  am o ng  the th ings know n without observation must be included the causes 

o f  som e m ovem ents .  E.g. ‘W hy  did you ju m p  back suddenly like tha t? '  ‘The leap and 

loud bark o f  that crocodile  made me jum p". (1 am not saying I did not observe  the 

crocodile  barking; but I did not observe  that making  me ju m p .)  But in exam ples  [o f  

involuntary actions^] the cause o f  motion is know n only through observation.

7 his class o f  involuntary' actions [ involuntary a c t io n s j ,  then, is the class o f  m ov em en ts  

o f  the body, in a purely physical description, which are know n w ithout observation , and 

w here  there  is no such th ing as a cause know n without observation. (Thus my ju m p  

backw ards  at the leap and bark o f  the crocodile  does noi belong to this subclass  o f  

involuntary actions.) This subclass can be described without our first having clar if ied the 

concept ’ invo lun ta ry ’. To assign a m o vem en t to it will be to  reject the question ‘W h y ? ’ ''̂

The concepts o f  non-observational knowledge and mental causality enable A nscom be to 

capture the sense o f  ‘It was involuntaryc’ without using 'involuntary’, ‘wanting', 

‘ intentional', ‘accidental’ or other terms that would render her analysis circular, ‘ involuntary 

actiouc’ can now be safely referred to in a non-question begging way as. for e.xample, ‘The 

class o f  bodily movements that are known without observation but w hose cause is never
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known without observation’, hi this form, ‘It was invoiuntaryc’ can be used to  negatively 

characterise ‘intentional’ without begging the question. I will call the other form o f  

involuntary m ovem ents mentioned in the above quote, those subject to mental causality, as 

‘■nvoluntaiy actioomc’, where ‘m e ’ refers to ‘mental cause’. There are thus two main 

categories o f  involuntary action considered by Anscombe: those not subject to mental 

causality, involuntary actioUc, and those subject to mental causality, involuntary action,„c. 

Jum ping  back from the open mouth o f  a crocodile is an example o f  an involuntary action,nc 

because the cause o f  the bodily movem ent (the crocodile’s open mouth) is known without 

having to look for it: one knows 's traight o f f  what caused the jum p. K nowing the crocodile 

was there obviously involves observation, but knowing that it was what caused the ju m p  

does not: there was no need to conduct tests to check if  the open mouth was in fact the cause. 

In the case o f  involuntary actionSc, the cause is known only through observation, as in for 

example getting a shudder in the leg before sleeping. Here the cause is only known through 

physiological investigation: one would have to conduct an inquiry to say what the cause was. 

Involuntaiy actionSi- are ‘ lo\\ level’ m ovem ents o f  the body in the sense that they do not 

involve complicated psychological concepts such as ‘desire’, ‘feeling’ etc. But they are 

‘h igher’ than merely physical movements o f  the body such as the beating o f  the heart that 

aren’t even subject to non-observational knovv ledge.

The answer ‘It was involuntary’ has now been successfully reformulated into a non­

question begging form that avoids a merely circular characterisation o f  the form ‘It is not 

intentional if it is involuntary’. This can now be stated as ‘It is not intentional i f  it is in the 

class o f  bodily m ovem ents known without observation but whose cause is never known 

without observation.’ It is worth exploring the nature o f  the tw o key concepts used in this 

manoeuvre (non-observational knowledge and mental causality) in more detail, as they are 

central to A nscom be’s view o f  intention.



3. The nature o f non-observational knowledge and mental causality.

Non-observational knowledge, as noted by Roderick Chisholm, is really a theory 

neutral or ‘ linguistic’ characterisation o f  what is traditionally referred to as 'd irect access .’ A 

Cartesian may talk o f  having direct access to my intentions in the same way that 1 might 

have certain, direct knowledge o f  a hand that is held before my eyes, only the intention is ‘in 

the m ind ’ and not accessible to ordinary senses. A typical direct access account o f  

knowledge o f  an intentional action might propose that the intention is a ‘thing in the m ind’, 

that, as Anscom be remarks in section 45 o f  Intention, ‘the real object o f  willing is ju s t  an 

idea, like William Jam es’ believed. To say we have non-observational knowledge o f  an 

action is not positively to characterise this knowledge as any particular type o f  knowledge: 

A nscom be merely says what knowledge o f  action does not involve. For obvious reasons, she 

avoids providing a theoretical explanation o f  such knowledge, as would traditionally be 

requested.

That A nscom be does not provide a model of, for example, "internal perception ' may 

make her account seem unsatisfactorily mysterious. How can we have knowledge o f  

anything unless we use some know ledge acquiring apparatus -  our eyes, or some ‘inner 

sense '?  Flow' can Anscom be explain non-observational knowledge w ithout positing 

theoretical entities i.e. sensations, that serve to inform about bodily m ovem ents?  

A n sco m b e 's  view appears more grounded however when one is reminded o f  her remarks on 

kinaesthetic knowledge. N othing seems to slnnv us the position o f  our limbs; there often are 

no internal impressions or  sensations that could act as ‘inner gu ides ' to such knowledge. 

A n sco m b e 's  position approxim ates to W ittgenstein’s account o f  kinaesthetic sensation in the 

Investigations'.

‘'My kinaesthetic sensations advise me of the movement and position of  my limbs.”

I let my index finger make an easy pendulum movement of  small amplitude. I either

hardly feel it, or don’t feel it at all. Perhaps a little in the tip of the finger, as a slight



tension. (Not at ail in tlie joint.) And tliis sensation advises me of  tlie movement? -  for I 

can describe the movement exactly.

“ But after all. you m.ust feel it, otherwise you wouldn't know (without looking) how 

your finger was moving.” But “knowing’" only means: being able to describe it. -  I may 

be able to tell the direction from which a sound comes only because it affects one ear 

more strongly than the other, but I don't feel this in my ears; yet it has its effect; 1 know  

the direction from which the sound comes; for instance, I look in that direction.

We say that we know e.g. the direction a sound is coming from on the assumption that this 

must result from something we have recognised and detected -  a sensation in the ear. 

However, often there is no sueii sensation that we could separately recognise. It is not as if I 

could suddenly have a sensation in a silent room and say ‘I've just had that sensation you get 

when you know the direction a sound is coming from’. The same seems to apply to my 

moving my finger. 1 can sa> exactly what the relatively detailed motion is, even with my 

eyes closed, yet there are apparently no detectable ‘separate’ sensations o f  this movement, 

except for faint twinges. Similarly, for Anscombe, in the case o f  knowing the position o f  

one's  limbs, nothing seems to show  their position: it is not as if one goes by a tingle in the 

knee which is the sign that it is bent and not straight:

, . . you would know even with your eyes shut that you had kicked when the doctor tapped 

you knee, but cannot identify a sensation by which >ou know it. If you speak o f  ‘that 

sensation which one has in retlex kicking, when one 's  knee is tapped’, this is not like e.g.

"the sensation o f  going down in a lift’. For though one might say 'I thought 1 had given a 

retlex kick, when I hadn't m oved’ one w'ould never say e.g. ‘Being told startling news 

gives one that sensation’: the sensation is not separable, as the sensation ‘like going down 

in a life' is."'
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A lth o u g h  iion -observa tiona l  k n o w le d g e  is not based  on ev id en c e ,  it is still k n o w led g e  

because  it a l low s  for  poss ib le  e rro rs  in ju d g e m e n t :

I say however that we know  it and not merely can say  [the position o f  one’s limb], because 

there is a possibility o f  being right or wrong: there is point in speaking o f  knowledge only 

where a contrast exists between ‘he know s' and ‘he (merely) thinks he knows’."'

It w o u ld  not m ake  sense  for so m e o n e  to  say  'I  th ink  1 h ave  an itchy toe ,  a l th o u g h  I m ig h t  be 

w rong ;  it cou ld  be m y k n e e . '  W h e re a s  ' i f  so m e o n e  says  tha t his  leg is b en t  w h en  it is 

s tra igh t,  this  m ay be su rp r is in g  but is not pa r t icu la rly  o b s c u re . ’ T h u s  w e  ca n n o t  se n s ib ly  ta lk  

o f  k n o w in g  the  location  o f  a  sensa tion  but w e  can  ta lk  o f  k n o w in g  the  posit ion  o f  a  leg o r  a 

hand .

T h is  kind o f  k n o w led g e  rep resen ts  the  d iv id ing  line b e tw e en  m ere ly  p h y s io log ica l  

m o v e m e n ts  o f  the  body  and  m o v e m e n ts  tha t  co m e  u n d e r  th e  gene ra l  te rm  ‘a c t io n ’ 

( invo lun ta ry  or  in tentional) .  O n c e  the  level o f  desc r ip t ion  rises b ey o n d  tha t o f  m e re  physical  

e v e n ts  into ta lk  o f  at least involuntary  action^, the  c o n c e p t  o f  n o n -o b se rv a t io n a l  k n o w le d g e  

b eg in s  to  apply .  1 know  w ithou t  look ing  tha t  m y leg has  k icked  o u t  w h ile  ly ing  in bed ,  o r  

tha t m y f inger  is tw itch ing ,  in the  sam e w ay  tha t  1 k n o w  m y  legs are  c ro sse d  w h ile  s i t t ing  on 

a ch a i r  -  w ithou t  ch e ck in g  ‘in m y m in d ’ for  e v id e n c e  in the  form o f  s e n sa t io n s  tha t  th is  is the  

case . O f  course ,  as  is not su rp r is ing  g iven  A n s c o m b e ’s W i t tg e n s te in ian  lean ings ,  th is  is not 

taken  to  be  a stric t  gene ra lisa tion .  P sycho log ica l  c o n c ep ts  ex h ib i t  h e te ro g en e i ty .  S o m e t im e s  1 

m ig h t  tell the  posit ion  o f  a l im b by a ‘s e p a ra b le ’ sensa tion ,  as w h e n  1 h av e  been  le an in g  on 

m y  elbow  too  long  and  know by the  sha rp  pain  the re  th a t  it is s tuck  in su c h -a n d -su c h  a 

posit ion .  But in genera l  the re  is no  such  sh a rp  sensa t ion  at all,  a s  d e m o n s t r a te d  by 

W it tg e n s te in ’s e x a m p le  o f  m o v in g  a finger,  and  A n s c o m b e 's  o n e  o f  a re f lex  k ick ; w e  kn o w  

the  m o v e m en ts ,  but not by d e tec t in g  a k inaes the t ic  sensa tion .
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The concept o f  mental causality is also a special form o f  agent awareness: it is 

knowledge w ithout observation o f  the mental events associated with bringing about an action 

(be it an intentional action or an involuntary actionmc):

A 'mental cause’, of course need not be a mental event, i.e. a thought or feeling or image; 

it might be a knock on the door. But if it is not a mental event, it must be something 

perceived by the person affected -  e.g. the knock on the door must be heard -  so if in this 

sense anyone wishes to say it is always a mental event, I have no objection. A mental 

cause is what someone would describe if he were asked the specific question: what 

produced this action or thought or feeling on your part: what did you see or hear or feel, 

or what ideas or images cropped up in your mind, and led up to it?“’

It is important to note that A nscom be does not look upon a mental cause as ‘what causes' a 

m an 's  action, where ’what causes’ them is perhaps "then thought o f  as an event that brings 

the effect [the bodily movement] about.” Such a view o f  mental causality would perhaps see 

the causation here as involving "a kind o f  pushing in another m edium ” that "is o f  course 

completely obscure ."  Again, Anscom be is putting forth a theory neutral depiction o f  what, in 

a traditional account, would be the psychological causal antecedents -  mental states -  that 

give rise to a bodily movement. On such accounts, these mental states -  beliefs, desires, 

wants, decisions, feelings, wishes, etc. -  cause the bodily movem ent and might ultimately be 

construed as perhaps brain states or non-physical states o f  ‘the mind". In opposing such 

causal accounts, A nscom be’s approach to mental causality is basically ‘an ti-H um ean’:

Note that this sort of causality or sense o f ‘causality’ is so far from accommodating itself 

to Flume’s explanations that people who believe that Hume pretty well dealt with the 

topic of causality would entirely leave it out of their calculations; if their attention were 

drawn to it they might insist that the word 'cause' was inappropriate or was quite

55



equivocal. Or conceivably they might try to give a Humian account o f  the matter as far as 

concerned an outside observer’s recognition o f  the cause; but hardly the [subject’s].'"'

As ‘causes' that are known without observation, Anscombe's mental causes aren’t separate 

mental entities or properties that 'move' the body. In fact, for Anscombe, the meaning o f  

‘cause’ is linked to the fact that it occurs in our language in a variety o f  different ways, 

contrary to the ‘philosophical’ desire to acknowledge only one general type o f  causality. 

Anscombe mentions the heterogeneity o f  the word ‘cause’ in The Causation o f  Action:

. . . .  a general enquiry into the nature o f  a cause is rather like a general enquiry into the 

nature o f  a fac tor. We may be reminded o f  Aristotle’s four causes: he at least recognized 

some variety. But four is not enough. E.g. the door’s weight [as a cause o f  making it shut] 

does not belong under any o f  Aristotle’s four headings. We certainly need to remember 

often repeated warnings against using the expression "the  c a u s e ” We shall prefer 

expressions o f  the form ' f  because q" and "p because o f  .v." When the magnet pulled the 

door shut, the door shut because o f  the magnet, but possibly also because the wedge was 

removed and certainly also because o f  the way the hinges were seated.’^

This notion o f  an inquiry into ‘a cause' being like an inquiry into ‘a factor’ is relevant to 

Anscom be's use o f  ‘mental cause’ because it stresses that Anscombe is not adhering to a 

rigid ‘Humean’ styled account of cause and effect. In “Will and Emotion” the same message 

is clear:

[With respect to actions (involuntary or intentional) caused by anger, it] would be 

interesting to discuss the causality -  i.e. how many different types there are here. Lack o f  

space prevents this. But at least the effect is o f  a quite different kind from the cause: the 

effect is a voluntary action taking place no doubt at a definite time; the cause, a state
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which iaci\S a central core and the assignment of which to a definite time, though 

sometimes possible, is by no means necessary. There need by no answer to the question 

when one began to fear something, or when one stopped; though it may be certain that one 

did fear it at a certain given date, and that this had certain consequences, some of which 

can be called effects.'^

Clearly the causes mentioned here -  anger and fear -  are not causal in any Humean sense. 

They are not taken to require a fixed date or a ‘fixed co re ',  hence they deviate strongly from 

the normal conception o f  a cause as having necessary and sufficient conditions in terms o f  

time and place. Furthermore the cause (factor) here, anger, is nothing like the effect it brings 

about, for exam ple a bodily movement; there is no w ay o f  understanding anything like 

contiguity between cause and effect here.

Within the language gam e for action, the ch ie f  criterion o f  a mental cause is that it is 

■'what som eone would describe if he were asked the specific question: what produced this 

action or thought or feeling on your part; what did you see or hear or feel, or what ideas or 

images cropped up in your mind, and led up to it?" There are m any things that could be 

mentioned in saying w hat led up to an action; the slam m ing o f  a door, a thought, a memory, 

an image, a loud noise. Thus they need not be 'm en ta l '  in so far as they can be events in the 

environment that led to an action, but they must be perceived  by the agent -  mental causes 

are by definition always ktiown without observation. Obviously they cannot be unconscious 

states, for exam ple, neurological states that cause bodily m ovem ents w ithout the person 

being aware o f  them. They are what a person would report when asked ‘W hat made you 

move that w a y ? ’

Involuntary actionSc are subject to non-observational knowledge but their causes are 

not, making them distinct from intentional action (whose causes can be known without 

observation). But involuntaiy actions,„c share the credentials exhibited by intentional action -  

they are known without observation and also their causes are known without observation.
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Hence Anscom be has thus far only "h a lf  distinguished ‘ involuntary’ from ‘intentional'. The 

more difficult task o f  showing the difference between involuntary actions„,c and intentional 

actions is yet to be addressed.

4. Distinguishing between involuntary actions„,c and intentional actions by showing 

that mental causes aren’t reasons for acting.

The last in the line o f  answers listed above that exclude 'reason  for ac ting’ and ‘W hy?’ 

were those that mentioned mental causes. W'hen someone asks for a reason, the sense o f  their 

question 'W h y ? '  is such that they are not seeking merely the mention o f  certain perceived 

past events that the agent suggests led up to the bodily m ovem ent. For exam ple, if  someone 

is asked ‘W hy did you go up the ladder?’ the answ er might be ‘Let me see, 1 was thinking 

about dinner, then I rem em bered 1 had to get some chicken for dinner, then 1 went up the 

ladder.’ This would not enlighten the inquirer as to what the reason for going up the ladder 

was. An acceptable reason might have been ‘To paint the top w indow .' The  reason puts the 

bodily m ovem ent in a certain light that connects  up to motives, a im s intentions etc., while 

the mental cause, in m entioning ju s t  a past mental event, will not. To give an intentional 

explanation o f  behaviour is to cite "precursors"  o f  the behaviour (intentions, motives . . .) 

that wake sense o f  the behaviour. But to give a non-intentional explanation o f  behaviour, is 

to produce an antecedent cause (e.g. a feeling) o f  the behaviour that explains the occurrence 

o f  the behaviour (but does not map it onto “the m ind” (beliefs, desires, hopes etc.) o f  the 

agent. (This is not to say that intentional actions cannot be mentally caused, only that to give 

a reason is not to refer to a mental cause, for A nscombe). That mental causes exclude 

‘W hy?’ is seen in A nscom be’s remark in section 16:

Intentional actions, then are the ones to which the question ‘Why?’ is given application,

in a special sense which is so far explained as follows; the question has not that sense if
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the answer is evidence or states a cause including a mental cause; positively, the answer 

[states a reason for acting]."’

Traditionally  speaking, it m ight be thought that reasons are mental causes. The difference 

between for exam ple, gasping when a w indow slams, and sending for a taxi, is that the latter 

involves certain 'm enta l goings o n ’ that the former lacks. Mental processes, however 

conceived (as brain states or mental states), such as intentions, wants, desires etc. are what 

characterise 'send ing  for a tax i’ as intentional, according to a traditional approach. Thus if  a 

person were asked w hy they were sending for a taxi, they might answ er T am going to meet 

a friend at Merrion S quare’. This expresses an intention and might be thought, from a 

theoretical or traditional viewpoint, to be describing a mental state; an experienced intention 

to go to Merrion Square. But, as is clear from the above quote, A nscom be wants to say that 

reasons for acting are not mental causes, that the ‘W hy? ' for intentional action has not that 

sense if the answ er m entions a mental cause.

A nscom be must therefore show that typical reason-answers, such as those stating an 

intention or a motive, do not mention mental causes. She first tries to show that intentions 

with which som ething is done, are not mental causes. In the ‘contents ' section this is stated 

as follows: ‘Mental causes should be distinguished from . . . .  intentions with which the 

person ac ts .’ Just how Anscom be makes out the distinction between mental causes and 

intentions with which a person acts is then explained in section I 1:

Now one might think that when the question 'W hy?’ is answered by giving the intention 

with which a person acts -  for example by mentioning something future -  this is also a 

case of a mental cause. For couldn’t it be recast in the form: ‘Because I wanted . . . .’ or 

"Out of  a desire that . . .’? If a feeling of desire to eat apples affects me and I get up and 

go to a cupboard where I think there are some, 1 might answer the question what led to 

this action by mentioning the desire as having made me . . .etc. But it is not in all cases
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that ’I did so and so in order to . , can be back up by '\ felt a desire th a t . . I may e.g. 

simply hear a knock on the door and go downstairs to open it without experiencing any 

such desire. Or suppose I feel an upsurge of  spite against someone and destroy a 

message he has received so that he shall miss an appointment. If I describe this by saying 

M wanted to make him miss that appointment', this does not necessarily mean that I had 

the thought ‘If I do this, he will . . and that affected me with a desire o f  bringing it 

about, which led up to my doing so. This may have happened, but need not."*

A feeling o f  desire may make me spring up suddenly from my chair to go to the cupboard in 

order to get an apple. To explain my w alking to the cupboard , 1 m ight give a reason 

m entioning my intention; M am going to the cupboard in order to get an app le '.  But it seems 

this can be restated as ‘I had the desire for an apple and the thought “There is an apple in the 

cupboard’" .  This seem s to suggests that intentions are mental causes -  com binations o f  

beliefs and desires.

H ow ever A nscom be 's  point is that, although say. 'tr>'ing to get ' is obviously  central to 

the analysis o f  intentional action, this should not be thought o f  in causal terms. It is not as if 

giving an intention in a reason for acting is to give a mental cause. Generally, mental causes 

and intentions should be kept separate in our understanding o f  intentional action, for very 

often we cannot say '\ fe lt a desire that . . .' in backing up our action explanations. For 

example, if  a carpenter were fitting a kitchen and were stopped at various times in his 

proceedings and asked the intention with which he had Just done something, he would often 

be able to say straight o f f  But it would be no surprise if  he could not think o f  any mental 

states or perceptions that preceded what he was doing and that led up to him doing  so. He 

might lay a stack o f  p lanks on the floor without having felt any distinct desire to  do so, he 

may h am m er  a nail into a window, put on his gloves, plug in a drill, all w ithout having any 

distinct feelings o f  desire to do so, or wishes or decision-acts. Much o f  intentional action 

involves the e.xecution o f  intention like this, without involving any aw areness  o f  preceding
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mental causes. Hence, as far as Anscombe is concerned, we siiould strongly distinguish 

between mental causes and intentions.

But what about the intentional actions that do involve conscious beliefs and felt desires? 

In the case o f  going to the cupboard for an apple, the explanation in terms o f  mental causes ‘I 

had the thought "There 's  an apple in the cupboard" and felt a strong desire to get it’ does 

seem to capture the sense o f  'W hy?' required. That is, such a ‘mental cause’ explanation 

would seem to satisfy someone who wanted to know why 1 went to the cupboard. If a desire- 

belief pair does cause an intentional action, is it safe to say that Anscombe would allow that 

the intention is a mental cause? I think it would be a mistake to conclude this. After all, it 

must be remembered that for Anscombe: a) to state a mental cause is to exclude giving a 

reason for acting, and b) as quoted above, mental causes and intentions should he 

distinguished  even though ‘intentions with which’ may be expressed as ‘1 wanted to ’. It 

seems that when an intentional action is explained in terms of mental causes, the explanation 

is not giving a reason for acting in the sense that ‘Why?’ seeks. ‘Why?’ seeks a reason for 

acting: an expression o f  intention would satisfy this, but a report o f  a mental cause would 

not. For e.xample, in the case o f  going to get an apple, if I said ‘1 felt a strong desire for an 

apple' in response to ‘Why did you go to the cupboard?' this would not characterise the 

intention with which the action was executed. The inquirer would still not be fully satisfied 

as to the reason for acting. Typically they would ask a follow up question like ‘Do you mean 

that you thought there was an apple in the cupboard and you approached the cupboard in 

order to get it?’ Simply stating the mental cause would leave the reason for acting 

uncharacterised. This makes sense of Anscombe’s remark that stating a mental cause rejects 

the sense o f ‘W hy?’

O f course Anscombe does accept the necessity o f  talking about what is wanted and 

sought after in characterising intentional action. But the point seems to be that this is not to 

be construed in causal terms. Although ‘W'hy?’ can be recast in terms o f  mental causes (e.g. 

beliefs and desires), these mental causes do not ‘give’ the action its intentional character.
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After all, as Anscom be mentions, often such mental causes do not occur at all, even though 

the intentional nature o f  the action is fully accounted for. Relevant here is a remark in section 

36:

The wanting that interests us, however, is neither w ishing . . . nor the feeling o f  desire. .

.The primitive sign o f  wanting is tn ’ing lo gel. . . .Thus there are two features present in 

wanting; movement towards a thing and knowledge (or at least opinion) that the thing is 

there.''*

A little later, in section 40, Anscom be adds that:

We have long been familiar with the difficulties surrounding a philosophical elucidation 

o f  judgement, propositions, and truth; but I believe that it has not been much noticed in 

modern philosophy that comparable problems exist in connexion with ‘wanting’ and 

■good'. . . .

The cause o f  blindness to these problems seems to have been the epistemology 

characteristic o f  Locke, and also o f  Hume. Any sort o f  wanting would be an internal 

impression according to these philosophers.

The remarks shed light on A nscom be's claim that mention o f  a mental cause rejects the 

"Why?’ that looks for a reason for acting. ‘W anting’ is traditionally taken to involve causally  

efficacious desires that precede the bodily movem ent in intentional action. But Anscom be  

prefers to talk o f  wanting in terms o f  ‘trying to get’. This is consistent with the above 

observations that very often there are  no mental causes involved in action; w e just ‘do what 

we do' and can give reasons for these actions, often stating an actual intention or m otive, and 

yet there were no mental causes to report. (O f course, ‘mental cause’ as Anscom be uses it, is
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n ev e r  an ‘in ternal  im p re s s io n ' ,  s ince  it is kn o w n  w ith o u t  obse rva t ion ,  though  it is d is t inct 

from  ‘reason  fo r  acting").

H a v in g  sh o w n  th a t  a n s w e rs  m en tio n in g  in ten tions  a r e n ’t s ta t ing  m enta l  causes,  

A n sc o m b e  fu r th e r  se p ara te s  rea so n s  and  m ental causes  by sh o w in g  the  d is t inc t ion  be tw een  a 

m o tiv e  and  a m e n ta l  c a u se  (a m o tive  m igh t  trad i t iona l ly  be co n s id e red  to  be a reason for 

ac ting  tha t  is a lso  a cause):

. . .  a  very natural conception o f ‘motive’ is that it is what moves (the very word suggests 

that) -  glossed as ‘what causes" a man’s actions etc. And ‘what causes’ them is perhaps 

then thought o f  as an event that brings the effect about -  though how it does -  i.e. 

whether it should be thought o f  as a kind o f  pushing in another medium, or in some other 

way -  is o f  course completely obscure.’'

I h is is r e in fo rced  in sec tion  12:

When a man says what his motive was, speaking popularly, . . . .  he is not giving a 

‘mental cause’ in the sense that I have given to that phrase. . . .though [a person] may 

say that his motive was this or that one straight o f f  and without lying . . . yet a 

consideration o f  various things, which may include the mental causes, might possibly 

lead both him [and others to judge] . . . that his declaration o f  his own motive was false.

Motives may explain actions to us; but that is not to say that they ‘determine’, in the 

sense o f  causing actions. We do say: ‘His love o f  truth caused him to . . .’ and similar 

things, and no doubt such expressions help us to think that a motive must be what 

produces or brings about choice. But this means rather ‘He did this in that he loved the 

truth’; it interprets his action.’"
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Thus if  som eone asi<s a person why tiiey gave som eone sitting next to them h a lf  o f  their 

chocolate cake, the reason given might state a motive: ‘I did it out o f  generosity’ . This might 

be construed as a mental cause, as if  the generosity were a feeling that generated the action. 

How ever Anscom be reminds us that we could naturally see a distinction  between mental 

causes and motives in a case such as this if  the person 's  motive were questioned. We could 

say ‘W as it really generosity? W hat went on in your  mind when you were about to offer the 

piece o f  c ak e? ’ The person might respond ‘W'ell, I had the thought, 'T h i s  cake is fattening 

and bad for my teeth and then 1 had a strong feeling o f  guilt.’' The  offer is caused by a desire 

to avoid guilt feelings, rather than being m o ti \a ted  by generosity. W'hile a motive would 

show the action in a certain light, the mental causes state what m ade the person act, what led 

up to and issued in the action.

Mental causes are also to be distinguished from another kind o f  answ er that could 

function as a reason for action: mention o f  a backward looking motive'.

[What are referred to as] 'backward looking motives' are also distinguished from mental 

causes. Backward looking motives ‘differ from, say. love or curiosity or despair in Just 

this way: something that has happened. . .  is given as the ground of an action . . . that is 

good or bad for the person . . .  at whom it is aimed. . . . And if we wanted to explain e.g. 

revenge, we should say it was harming someone because he had done one some harm . . 

.Whereas saying that someone does something out of, say, ft-iendship cannot be 

explained in any such way. 1 will call revenge and gratitude and remorse and pity 

backward-looking motives, and contrast them w ith motive-in-general.”

Both backw ard-looking motive and mental causality involve m ention o f  som ething past. But 

they differ in that motives, being linked to intentions, wanting, a im s and so on are connected 

with the notions o f  good and harm, and so are normative, w hereas mental causes are not:
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If an action has to be thought o f  by the agent as doing good or harm o f  some sort, and 

the thing in the past as good or bad, in order for the thing in the past to be the reason 

for tiie action, then this reason shews not a mental cause but a motive. This will come 

out in the agent’s elaborations on his answer to the question ‘W hy?’ . .

If you could e.g. show that either the action for which [a person] has revenged 

himself . . .was quite harmless or was beneficial, he ceases to offer a reason, except 

prefaced by ‘I thought’. If it is a proposed revenge he either gives it up or changes his 

reason. No such discovery would affect an assertion o f  mental causality,^''

I f  so m e o n e  says  th e i r  reason  for  ac ting  w as  revenge  w hen  the ir  ac tion  benef i ts  the  recip ient ,  

the ir  ‘r e a so n '  is re jec ted .  But th is  is not so with  a m en ta l  cause .  F o r  e x a m p le ,  o n e  cou ld  not 

d ispu te  the  fac t tha t  the  con sc io u s  though t  ‘S qu irre ls  h ave  b u sh y  ta i l s '  o cc u rre d  p r io r  to 

look ing  for  a  natura l history', book. It cou ld  ju s t  as easily  have  been  the  th o u g h t  ‘Books  w ith  

red covers  are  c h a r m in g ' .  But w ith  rea sons  ‘the  fu ture  s ta te  o f  affa irs  m e n tio n e d  m ust  be 

such  tha t  w e  can  un d ers ta n d  the  a g e n t ' s  th ink ing  it will o r  m ay be b ro u g h t  a b o u t  by the  

ac tion  abou t  w h ich  he is being  q u e s t io n e d . '  A reason  for  ac tion  m u s t  ‘m ake  sense  o f  the 

a c t io n '  so to  speak .  The sam e app l ies  to  a b ack w ard  look ing  m o tive  as  o p p o se d  to  a m en ta l  

cause .  A m enta l  ca u se  d o e s n ’t have  to  ‘m ake  sense  o f  the  a c t io n ' ,  w h i le  a b ac k w ard  look ing  

m otive ,  w ith  its link to  go o d  and  harm , does.

To  sum  up so  far; I m en tio n e d  at the  ou tse t  tha t  A n sc o m b e  w as  t ry in g  to  rou g h ly  ou tl ine  

' t h e  area o f  in ten tiona l a c t io n ' .  H er ap p roach  w as  to  tr>', w ith o u t  b eg g in g  the  ques t ion ,  to  say  

firstly  w h ich  a n s w e rs  ex c lu d e  the  sense  o f  ‘W h y ? ’ as soc ia ted  w ith  ‘in te n t io n a l’ . T h e  tw o  

a n sw e rs  that requ ired  th e  m ost  ana lys is  w ere  ‘ It w as  in v o lu n ta ry ’ and  an sw e rs  tha t  m en tion  

m en ta l  causes.  ‘It w a s  in v o lu n ta ry '  w as  resta ted  in ac tion -neu tra l  te rm s ,  to  avoid  c ircu larity ,  

as  ‘ It w as  an ac tion  I knew  w ith o u t  obse rva t ion  but w h ich  1 cou ld  k n o w  the  ca u se  w ithou t  

o b se rv a t io n ' .  1 ca l le d  such  ac tions  invo lun tary  actions^,, b ecause  they  are  ‘p r im i t iv e ’ 

invo lun tary  ac t io n s  th a t  are sub jec t  to  physio log ica l  c a u se s  ra the r  than  m ental causes.  In 

o rd e r  to tack le  the  se co n d  type o f  answ er ,  one  m e n tio n in g  a m en ta l  cause ,  A n sc o m b e  had to
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show that reasons and mental causes are distinct. Mental causality was first introduced in 

terms o f  what she called a 'fu l l-b low n ' involuntary' action ,^ ( jumping back from seeing a 

face at the window), as opposed to a full-blown intentional action such as revenge, 

suggesting an opposition between ‘mental cause ’ and ‘reason’. But A nscom be’s main 

strategy was to consider typical ‘mental sta tes’ that would  traditionally be taken to explain 

intentional actions and would function in reasons for action, such as intentions, motives, and 

backward looking motives. Anscom be deals with these individually, showing how each 

should be distinguished from mental causes. This effectively separates ‘reason for acting’ 

from ‘mental cause’, hence supporting her claim that ‘W h y ?’ in its special sense 'had  not 

that sense if  the answ er is evidence or states a cause, including a mental cause.’ A nscom be 's  

remarks tend to capture the fact that intentional actions and the process o f  giving reasons for 

them, often, in practice, involve no reference or occurrence o f  mental causes. Thus 

A nscom be appears to have succeeded in marking off, in a non-circular way. the range o f  

answers that explain involuntary actions i.e. those excluding the ‘W hy?’ o f  intentional 

action.

So what is the range o f  answers indicating intentional action? What are the remaining 

positive  answers? As to be expected they are the answers that place the bodily movem ent in 

a context o f  motives, aims, wants, goals, intentions and so on;

Intentional actions, then, are the ones to which the question ‘Why?’ is given application, 

in a special sense which is so far explained as follows: [the question has that sense 

when] the answer may (a) simply mention past history, (h) give an interpretation of the 

action, or (c) the answer is already characterised as a reason for acting, i.e. as an answer 

to the question ‘Why?’ in the requisite sense; and in case (a) it is an answer to that 

question if the ideas of  good or harm are involved in its meaning as an answ'er; or again 

if further enquiry elicits that it is connected with ‘interpretative" motive or intention with 

which^^
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These types o f  answers obviously leave no room for involiintar>' actionSc, which cannot be 

explained at all without observation or physiological inquiry (e.g. a refle.K kick being 

explained by a neurological inquiry). N or  is there room for involuntary a c t i o n s , a s  there is 

no room for mental cause explanations here, i f  the answ er mentions something past, as in 

'( a ) ' ,  then the ideas o f  good and harm must be ‘involved in its meaning as an answ er’, which 

A nscom be has already shown does not occur in mental cause explanations o f  bodily 

movements. This completes A nscom be’s non-circular demarcation o f  intentional action.

A lthough the distinction between mental causes, causes, and evidence on the one hand 

and reasons, motives and intentions on the other, shows roughly the division A nscom be 

makes between involuntary and intentional actions, it must be said that there are certain 

overlaps between these concepts that must be made clear if A nscom be 's  notion o f  intentional 

action is to be soundly understood. I am thinking here in particular o f  the fact that intentional 

action is subject to mental causality on the one hand while 'W h y ? ' excludes mental causes 

on the other. Furthermore, for Anscombe, the distinction between mental causes and reasons 

often ’has no point.’ It is for this reason that I want to briefly exam ine what Anscom be refers 

to as the 'phenom enology  o f  intention*. What exactly is A nscom be 's  view o f  action as 

revealed through these opening sections and how does A nscom be see the relation between 

actions, reasons and mental causes in practice?

5. A n scom b e’s ‘phenom enology o f  in tention’: the relation betw een actions, reasons and  

m ental causes.

Getting straight the precise role that mental causalit> plays in A nscom be’s view o f  

intentional action is important. What is confusing are the following apparently  opposing 

remarks:
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"But intentional action s are not m arked o f f  ju st by b e in g  su bject to m ental c a u sa lity .’ *̂

‘Intentional actions, then, are the ones to which the question ‘Why?’ is given 

application, in a special sense which is so far explained as follows: the question has not 

that sense if the answer is evidence or states a cause, including a mental cause.

These remarks seem to be in tension in so far as the first seem s to say ‘Intentional actions are 

mentally caused ' and the second seems to say ’Intentional actions are not mentally caused’. 

If they turn out not to be contradictory, the remarks at least warrant a clear account o f  

precisely how mental causality functions in A nscom be 's  picture o f  intentional action. Is 

Anscom be giving a non-H um ean but nonetheless causal account o f  intentional action? That 

is, is A nscom be saying that intentional actions are a lw ays explicable in terms o f  mental 

causes? If this is the case then how can a mental cause effectively reject "W hy?' as stated in 

the second quote above?

As it turns out. these apparent tensions and confusions can be adequately e.xplained. 

Any temptation to see such tensions and contradictions in A n sc o m b e 's  account can, I think, 

be shown to follow from m aking a ’ph ilo soph icar  assumption. This occurs if  one is under 

the influence o f  entrenched ‘philosophical’ beliefs about intention. In this short section 1 will 

show the consistency o f  A n sco m b e 's  account and explain the precise relations between 

mental causality, intentional action and reasons.

Often a particular intentional action might look very similar, in term s o f  bodily 

movements, to an involuntar> movem ent, for exam ple naturally exhaling w ater  vapour on a 

freezing day versus deliberately doing so to show  someone that it really is cold ( ‘Look, if  I 

breathe out you can see my brea th ! ')  Both actions, one involuntary'c, the other intentional, 

look the same. So the difference is thought to be an 'ex tra '  mental property a ttaching to the 

physical m ovem ents  o f  the intentional action. In particular, three conventional 

‘philosophical ' expectations result from believing the secret source o f  intention to lie in such
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a natural ‘ex tra ’ property: (a) intentional action has an ‘essential na ture’, (h) that intentional 

action is a natural phenom enon to be explained by philosophical/psychological analysis and 

(c) the distinction between 'involuntary ’ and ‘intentional’ will be sharp and distinct (because 

the property will be either ‘there’ for intentional actions and ‘absen t’ in the case o f  

involuntary actions). Such ‘theoretical’ expectations are obviously anathema to a 

W ittgensteinian styled analysis such as A nscom be’s. However, it seems to me, even if one is 

vigilant against them, they can play a subtle role in misinterpreting her opening account o f  

the role mental causality plays in intentional action.

In conjunction with such ‘philosophical’ expectations, the first quote might be taken to 

suggest that if intentional actions are subject to  mental causes, then mental causality 

characterises them: they are bodily m ovem ents ‘caused in a certain w a y ’. The second quote, 

that the sense o f  ‘W h y ? ’ for intentional actions has not that sense ‘if  the answer is evidence 

or states a cause, including a mental cause ',  might lead to an opposing interpretation that is 

subject to the same ‘theoretical’ assumption: ‘Intentional actions are those that are not 

subject to mental causes. Involuntary actions„,c are mentally caused, intentional actions are 

not. ' Put crudely, traditional expectations about the ‘defin ing’ features o f  intentional action 

are based on rigid thinking: ‘what is the nature o f  intentional action, its essence; what 

properties apply and do not apply to it?' A mindset such as this will make it difficult to see 

how, if  at all. both quotes above are not contradictory-; for e ither Anscom be is giving a causal 

theory o f  action (non-Hum ean), or she is not.

However, the fact is that Anscom be is not giving a theoi'y at all: rather she is describing 

intentional action. W hat is found in describing intentional action is that mental causality 

applies in some cases and not in others. Mental causality and intentional action do not have a 

rigid relation. There are various examples where Anscom be shows that intentional actions 

are subject to mental causes. In Will and Emotion:
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The states o f  emotion [e.g. anger], whether or not they are states o f  actual excitation, 

undoubtedly cause both voluntary and involuntary actions. . . . Examples: 1 upset the 

coffee -  involuntarily -  because I was so angry; I abandoned a proposed outing because 

I was angry' - anger had taken away my inclination to make it; I wrote that letter because 

1 was angry -  i.e. anger inspired it. ’*

In The Causation o f  Action  the re  are s im ila r  e.xamples:

Not that the existence in a man o f  a belief, a desire, an aim. an intention, may not be 

causes o f  various things that later come about. Indeed they may, and the effect o f  an 

intention may even be an action in execution o f  that intention! E.g. suppose 1 have a 

standing intention o f  never talking to the Press. Why. someone asks, did 1 refuse to see 

the representative o f  Time magazine? -  and he is told o f  that long-standing resolution:

"It makes her reject such approaches without thinking about the particular case." This is 

'causal' because it says “ It makes here . . .": it derives the action from a previous state.

A nd the re  a re  a lso  ca se s  to  be foimd in Intention'.

Now one might think that when the question "Why?’ is answered by giving the intention 

with which a person acts -  for example by mentioning something future — this is also a 

case o f  a mental cause. For couldn’t it be recast in the form: "Because I wanted . . .’ or 

'Out o f  a desire t h a t . . .’? If a feeling o f  desire to eat apples affects me and I get up an go 

to a cupboard where I think there are some, I might answer the question what led to this 

action by mentioning the desire as having made me . . .etc.'*°

T h u s  A n s c o m b e  p ro v id es  ex a m p le s  c i t ing  as  ca u se s  o f  in ten tiona l  ac t io n s  d es ire s ,  beliefs ,

e m o t io n s  such  as an g e r ,  and  even  in ten tions .  M ental  c a u sa l i ty  does ap p ly  to  in ten tional
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ac tion  i f  the  des ires ,  beliefs  etc. are also  on tha t  occas ion  rea lized as occiirrent m ental s tates 

o r  ep iso d es .  B ut it w o u ld  be a mistai^e to  co n c lu d e  from  this ,  in f luenced  by essen tia l is t  

in tu itions,  tha t  fo r  A n sc o m b e  in ten tional ac t io n s  is, by its very  nature ,  a lw ays  sub jec t  to 

m en ta l  causa li ty .  A n sc o m b e  spec if ica lly  a im s  to  avo id  such genera lisa t ions .  T h is  is m ost  

c lea rly  e v id en t  in The C ausation o f  Action:

[A neurological/causal account] makes the assumption that the explanation o f  the 

coming about o f  actions by volition and intention is what thinkers o f  modern times call 

■causal’ explanation and that this is just one single sort o f  explanation. And similarly for 

reference to what someone believes, when this comes into explanation of  his action. . . .

The mistake is to think that the relation o f  being done intentionally, is a causal relation 

between act and intention. We see this to be a mistake if  we note that an intention does 

not have to be a distinct psychological state which exists either prior to or even 

contemporaneously with the intentional action whose intention it is...........

The teleology o f  conscious action is not to be explained as efficient causality by a

condition, or state, o f  desire. Remembering that that was "what I d i d  for,’ does not

have to involve remembering such a state. . . .

. . .  .it is one thing to say that a distinct and identifiable state o f  a human being, namely 

his having a certain intention, may cause various things to happen, even including the 

doing o f  what the intention was an intention to do; and quite another to say th a t /o r  an 

action to be done in fulfilment o f  a certain intention (which existed before the action) is 

eo ipso for it to be caused by that prior intention.*''

It is s im p ly  an  o b se rv e d  fact that som e  in ten tional ac t ions  are  m en ta l ly  c a u se d  and o the rs  are 

not. T h is  is a p h e n o m en o lo g ica l  ob se rv a t io n ,  a desc r ip t ion  o f  in tentional action. It is the 

theore tica l  a t t i tude ,  w ith its te n dency  tow ard essen tia l ism. tha t  leads to  the  te m p ta t ion  to see 

in tentional ac tion  as  be ing  either  sub jec t  to  m en ta l  causa lity  o r  not.  T h is  a t t i tude  w an ts  also 

to cast ‘m en ta l  c a u s e ’ as 'c a u s e '  and then a s s im ila te  in ten tional ac tion  to  so m e th in g  like the
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class o f  normal causal events (thus giving a ‘causal thesis ' proper) or to cast it as a unique 

‘uncaused ' class (thus radically opposing a causal thesis). But such essentialism is 

misplaced. In tact, as Anscom be suggests, these concepts show heterogeneity. Sometimes 

intentional action is subject to mental causality and som etim es it is not, but actual mental 

causality is strictly irrelevant to its status as an inlenlional action.

The important result o f  this observation is that since intentional action is not always subject 

to mental causality, a causal thesis cannot be attributed to  intentional action (i.e. a ‘mental 

cause’ thesis). M ore to the point, a ’belief-desire’ model o f  intentional action, where desires 

are literally mental causes, is mistaken. For the ‘teleology o f  conscious action is not to be 

explained as efficient causality by a condition, or state, o f  desire '.  A lthough w hat a person 

wants is o f  course essential to an understanding o f  intentional action, 'w an t in g ' is not to be 

reduced to mental causes. For A nscombe, this is a fact o f  what she refers to as the 

‘phenom enology  o f  intention’.

Generally  speaking, it is an important feature o f  A n sco m b e 's  view o f  intentional action 

that a reason for acting is not taken to be som ething that 'g o es  on in the m ind ' o f  the agent. 

Reasons d o n ’t explain the way causes do, be they ‘n o rm a l’ o r  mental causes. The 

explanation o f  intentional action is not a matter o f  beliefs and desires construed as mental 

causes. This is also seen in A n sco m b e 's  rem ark about her characterisation o f  the practical 

syllogism;

It has an absurd appearance when practical reasonings, and particularly when the 

particular units called practical syllogisms by modern commentators, are set out in full. .

. . .  if Aristotle’s account were supposed to describe actual mental processes, it would in 

general be quite absurd.

A ‘unit’, an individual practical syllogism, could  be taken as a reason and an act, where  the 

reason for acting is a belief  and a desire (corresponding to  the premises) and the act being
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something done (corresponding to the 'conclusion'). Thus Anscombe wants to distance her 

view o f  ‘reasons for acting’ from 'mental processes’. This is a recurring theme throughout 

Intention and one that arises in different contexts. Through investigating expressions of 

intention, an expression o f  intention (which could function as a reported reason for acting) is 

seen not to be a description o f  ‘something internal/psychological’ that is expressed, but 

rather as a ‘description o f  something future’. In her discussion o f  what is involved in 

individuating an intentional action, Anscombe confesses that her criterion o f  intention is in a 

sense a ‘criterion by thoughts’. But this is not to say that stating the intention in providing a 

reason for acting is to report ‘a thought’, the intention as an inner process or real mental 

event. Rather the intention characterising a bodily movement as intentional is analysed in 

terms o f  an ‘external answer’ to a question ‘Why?’ that is subject to a ‘sort o f  control of 

truthfulness’; as opposed to introspective verification. Anscombe wants in particular to avoid 

construing a report o f  a ‘reason for acting’ in terms o f  a report o f  a conscious experience, or 

in terms o f  a conscious thought or felt desire i.e. in terms o f  mental causality. For Anscombe, 

the 'reason’ is not a statement o f  something the person has consciously experienced, or 

‘recognised going on in his mind' that leads up to and ‘causes’ the action by means o f  some 

sort o f  psychic push.

Keeping this in mind helps explain how an intentional action caused by a conscious 

desire (a mental cause) can be explained by mentioning the desire, but that the action qua 

‘intentional’ is left untouched. Although a stated intention can be recast as ‘I had the desire 

to X. w ith the belief F ,  the reason and the stated mental causes (the belief and the desire) run 

parallel so to speak to the reason: mental cause and reasons are not reducible to one another. 

As Anscombe has said, the ‘Why?’ o f  intentional action had not that sense if the answer 

states a cause, including a mental cause.

The distinction between reasons and mental causes can also be seen from a slightly 

different point o f  view. As Anscombe uses it, ‘reason’ fits behaviour belying thought and 

deliberation, while ‘mental cause' fits with bodily movements that suggest mere reactions to
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conditions. For one is 'm a d e ’ to do involuntary' actions, while one executes intentional 

actions ‘in order to '  achieve some end. This is borne out in the initial contrast between 

jum p in g  back from the sight (mental event) o f  a crocodile  (a mentally causes involuntary 

action) and acting out o f  (the reason of) revenge (an intentional action that would likely not 

be mentally caused). The former is more like an instantaneous reaction (like the flame 

spurting when the match is struck), while the latter suggest forethought, planning, 

com m itm ent etc. Reasons and mental causes are at opposite ends o f  the scale so to speak, the 

former applying to ‘full b low n’ intentional actions, the latter more usually related with 'full 

b low n’ involuntary actions,„c-

But while reasons and mental causes are distinct, they are not sharply distinct. For as 

ju s t  mentioned, the criteria for an ac tions’ being ‘made to happen ’ and it being done 'in order 

to achieve some end ' are not them selves clearly distinct:

Roughly speaking -  if one were forced to go on with the distinction [between 

involuntary,„c and intentional action] -  the more the action is described as a mere 

response, the more inclined one would be to the word ‘cause'; while the more it is 

described as a response to something as having a significance that is dwelt on by the 

agent in his account, or as a response surrounded with thoughts and questions, the more 

inclined one would be to use the word ‘reason’. But in very many cases the distinction 

would have no point.

An e.xample o f  an action where the distinction between a mental cause and a reason has no 

point is ‘having hung o n e ’s hat on a peg because o n e 's  host said ‘Hang up your hat on that 

peg’. The action is response-like and yet ‘W h y ?’ applies to it. That is, it seems to be done for 

a reason, and yet it is also on this occasion som ething the person was ‘made to d o ' by a 

mental cause, in this case the hearing  o f  an order. Given that the action is response-like and
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at the same time reason-like, it can be said to he both mentally caused and done for a reason; 

the distinction is obscured but not undermined.

Anscombe’s ‘phenomenology o f  intention’ could be summed up with an example. 

Sometimes intentional actions are also subject to mental causes. If I were talking to someone 

and I hear the door creak shut in the breeze, I might suddenl> run to prevent it from closing. 

Such an intentional action is both ‘response-like’ and reason-driven; it was mentally caused 

in so far as I was ‘made’ to do it but also done “ for a good reason” . If the question ‘Why did 

you do that?’ were asked, I might, in giving my reason, mention the mental causes: ‘Well 1 

heard the door creak, I had a thought o f  being shut out and a feeling o f  fear, and then I bolted 

toward the door’. However this is an intentional action and not an involuntar)' actionmc 

because the question "Why?’ and answering it by giving a reason would clearly apply to it. 

However 'W hy?' would not be satisfied by merel> mentioning these mental causes as brute 

causes (i.e. without exhibiting them as the core of my reason for action). Mention o f  mental 

causes only states antecedent psychological events that led up to the action. The action is 

mentally caused, but by itself this does not bear on a statement o f  the reason for acting. The 

sense in which the action was intentional rests on the provision o f  a reason fo r  acting  and so 

might be explained as ‘I ran over in order to prevent myself from being locked out.’ This 

gives a reason for acting; in this case it states the intention with which the action was 

executed. O f course many intentional actions do not involve mental causes. For example, I 

might have been talking to the same person while forming an intention to close the door in 

case the v\ ind were to blow it shut. 1 excuse myself and calmly walk to the door with a door- 

jam in my hand which I put in place to hold the door open. If asked why I walked to the 

door, I would give a reason for acting; ‘To put a jam in the door’. But if asked about the 

appearance in my stream o f  consciousness of expressions o f  beliefs, desires, feelings, images 

etc. I might easily reply ‘There were no such events that I can recall, but I know why I did it 

all the same’. Although intentional actions are often not mentally caused, there is still a 

reason for acting, which is revealed in the appropriate response to the question ‘Why?’
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On the other hand, mental causes always apply to involuntary actionSmc- I f  I were in a 

room on my ow n at night and the door creaked I might jum p up w ith a fright. This would be 

an involuntary action„,c. It is response-like; 1 was ‘ made’ to Jump back by the mental causes 

o f hearing the creaking sound, and then perhaps th inking  o f  a burglar. A ll cases o f 

involuntary actions„K are explained by reference to actual mental events in this sense, while 

obviously ‘ reasons for acting’ have no place in such explanations.

Such e.xamples show that there are effectively three types o f  cases to keep in mind when 

considering the role mental causality plays in intentional action fo r Anscombe. (a) Full 

blown cases o f intentional action that are not mentally caused, for example placing the stop 

beneath the door to prevent it from closing in the breeze, {h) Cases where the intentional 

action is also mentally caused, such as running toward the door out o f  a strong fee ling  o f 

desire caused by the sudden realisation that it m ight close in the wind, (c) Borderline cases 

where the distinction between a mental cause and a reason coincide so that the important 

distinction is obscured. The behavioural/linguistic contexts Anscombe appeals to in making 

distinctions between psychological concepts are sometimes insufficient for providing clear 

distinctions. This is revealed in Anscombe's suggestion that the more an action looks 

‘ response-like', the more it is seen as involuntary. Some actions, such as being excited to 

march by hearing m ilita r\' music, cannot be clearly seen as ‘deliberate' or alternatively as 

‘ response-1 ike ’ , hence the distinction between reasons and mental causes is obscured. This 

reflects the heterogeneity o f  psychological concepts, as seen in the Investigations, and 

opposes essentialist tendencies to see intentional actions as clearly defined natural 

phenomena that are always subject to a specific causal history. That fo r Anscombe mental 

causality actually plays only an inessential and accidental role intentional actions is 

underlined by Anscombe’ s referral to it as being o f ‘ very' litt le ’ importance and ‘ not o f 

importance in itse lf.
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6. The characterisation o f intentional action and its role in Intention.

It might seem that these opening sections are unimportant to an understanding o f  

Intention  because all they do is provide a rather involved but necessary demarcation o f  

intentional action prior to the real analysis in subsequent sections. H ow ever this would be a 

mistake, as the way Anscom be characterises intentional action is a useful insight into the 

general account she is to give in Intention. Perhaps the ch ie f  point o f  interest is that 

intentional action as such is seen to be subject neither to ordinary ‘physical’ causes nor to 

mental causes. This serves to automatically oppose A nscom be’s account to causal theories o f  

action, reductionism and mentalism.

A nscom be’s anti-reductionism is in full view in The Causation o f  Action, where it is 

stated more explicitly than in Intention'.

W hen w e  consider  'the causation o f  action' w e  need to dec ide  w h ich  sort o f  enquiry w e  

are engaged  in. Is it the physio log ica l  investigation o f  voluntary m o v em en t?  I.e. do  w e  

want to kn ow  how- the human m echanism  works when , at a signal,  the hand pushes  a pen.  

or perhaps a door shut? It is an enorm ously  interesting enquiry. But that will  not be our 

enquiry into the causation o f  action where our interests are in the fo l lo w in g  sort o f  

question: What led to Jones' shutting the door  then? W e ascertain that he shut the door  in 

order to have a private conversation  with N. What history o f  action, i.e. dea lings  o f  Jones  

and N  with each other and with other people ,  o f  be l ie fs  and w ish es  and dec is ion s ,  led up to 

this action o f  shutting the door?'*'^

Obviously these remarks aim at showing the physiological account can not shed light on the 

nature o f  intentional action by giving an account in terms o f  mental causes -  only an account 

o f  action in terms o f  beliefs, wishes etc. can. But this point is even more relevant to full 

blown intentional actions. Shutting the door in order to have a private conversation is a 

reason for acting that cannot, argues Anscombe, be analysed in terms o f  brain states and
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muscle movements. Thus Anscombe's early insistence that intentional action is not 

characterised in terms o f  types o f  cause shows an early opposition to typical reductionist 

theories.

If ‘mentalism' is a position that wants to examine action in terms o f  mental states and 

processes then this is also excluded by Anscombe’s anti-causalist approach. For the 

intentionality o f  intentional action is not to be understood in terms o f  occurrent states such as 

desires. Intentional actions are characterised  only by a specific range o f  answers, namely 

reasons, to the question, ‘Why?’ and not by any reference to causes as such. Thus 

Anscombe’s Wittgensteinian account resists behaviourist, dualist, and materialist theoretical 

approaches, which, whether reductionist or not, typically characterise by reference to causes.

Finally it is worth noting that the opening characterisation o f  action, with its opposition 

to any characterisations o f  action, is reflected in the central features of the subsequent 

account given in Intention. This is seen most clearly in Anscombe's analysis o f  the 

knowledge and execution o f  action. Knowledge o f  action, or ‘practical knowledge’ does not 

involve knowledge o f  causally efficacious psychological processes. Nor does it necessarily 

involve reports o f  mental causes, such as occurrent consciously expressed beliefs and 

desires. For often we can state the reason for acting even though there were no m ental causes 

giving rise to the action. Consequently knowledge o f  action is given in terms o f  a schematic 

that captures an ‘externalist’ account o f  wanting; the practical syllogism, the conclusions of 

which are regarded as actions rather than deduced facts acknowledged by the agent. Nor are 

actions characterised as the result o f  volitions that cause bodily movements. Following 

Wittgenstein, Anscombe does not want to distinguish ‘willing’ from the ‘doing’ o f  the 

action, as if  the former were a separate psychological process. Anscombe’s total distance 

from a causal picture o f  intentional action again underlies this analysis o f  executed action. 

Although none o f  these facets of  Intention  can be discussed at length at present, it is 

significant that the opening process o f  characterising intentional action is very suggestive of 

the subsequent features o f  intentionality that Anscombe's analysis uncovers.
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111. ANSCO M BE’S NON-CAUSAL DEM ARCATION OF INTENTIONAL ACTION  

AND ITS PROBLEM S.

1. Introduction.

As we have seen, having failed to shed much light on intention through her inquiry 

into expressions o f  intention, Anscom be shifts her focus to the m ore promising area o f  

intentional action. She examines various aspects o f  intentional action and knowledge o f  

action throughout the remainder o f  the inquiry, but she begins by m apping the conceptual 

terrain associated with intentional action, em barking on a com plex strategy w hereby the 

concept o f  intentional action itself is delineated and characterised. At the end o f  this phase o f  

her analysis (roughly §4-§16) she concludes that the explanation o f  intentional action in 

terms o f  reasons is not a form o f  causal explanation. In what follows, 1 will explain how 

Anscom be distinguishes intentional action from other kinds o f  action (involuntar}- actions) 

and how she arrives at the view that reason explanation is not a form o f  causal explanation. 

Finally. I will isolate and critically discuss A nscom be’s argum ents for this latter position.

2. Anscom be’s W ittgensteinian approach to intentional action.

A nscom be’s methodological approach to the field o f  intentional action is generally 

Wittgensteinian. I have already discussed A n sco m b e 's  relation to Wittgenstein and his 

philosophy, but it is worth noting certain specific Wittgensteinian aspects o f  her approach to 

action because they are so central to her analysis o f  action.

An orthodox approach may try to mark out the concept ‘‘intentional action” by treating 

it as a kind o f  phenomenon that can be somehow observed by looking “ inward” into the 

mind or “outward” into physiology or bodily states. However, Anscom be adopts a more 

theory neutral stance and exam ines the language used to talk about action and the 

explanation o f  action. In particular, she avoids the assum ption that intention is a mental 

phenomenon that goes on “behind” intentional action. She claims that “ i f  you want to say at
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least some true things about a man's intentions, you will have a strong chance o f  success if 

you mention what he actually did or was doing” ."'’ In other words, the very first thing 

Anscombe wants to consider is what “physically takes place, i.e., what a man actually does” 

as opposed to what is going on “ in the mind” . I view this as broadly Wittgensteinian because 

it favours the scrutiny o f  language and behaviour as opposed to private mental phenomena 

accessed by introspection.

Having put in brackets the realm o f  the private or inner in her analysis o f  intentional 

action, Anscombe is thus left with the task o f  making grammatical distinctions between the 

various terms we use in our talk about action, the central one being the distinction between 

intentional and involuntary actions. She focuses on questions and answers. Intentional 

actions are those that are explained by giving reasons in response to the question “ Why did 

you do that?" As we shall see. Anscombe challenges the claim, defended by those supporting 

a causal view of intentional action, that when a person states a reason in response to this 

question they are giving a ty pe o f  causal e.xplanation.

3. The role o f mental causation and non-observational knowledge.

Anscombe chooses as her basic task the problem o f  try ing to provide a non-question- 

begging “definition” o f  two types o f  involuntar\' action, which I will characterise as 

involuntary actionpc (actions explained by physical causes) and involuntary action„K (actions 

explained by mental or psychological causes). Her strategy is to provide “stand-alone” 

characterisations o f  these two forms o f  involuntary action, such that they can be isolated 

without the support o f  terms such as “ involuntary” , “ impulsive”, “accidental” and so on. In 

doing so, she will have effectively (negatively) defined intentional action as the class of 

actions that are not involuntary, something she will be able to say if she has established an 

independent notion o f  “ involuntary ” . This may be a roundabout way o f  trying to distinguish 

between actions done for reasons and actions produced by causes, but Anscombe is faced 

with the difficult task o f  providing a rigorously non-circular account of  the distinction. 

Having said this, Anscombe’s main aim is clear: she wants to set two classes o f  actions
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(intentional and involuntar>) apart without using any concepts from either o f  those two 

classes to ground the distinction itself

To do this, she introduces the concepts o f  knowledge without observation and mental 

causation. Because these relate to  knowledge and causation respectively, their use to make 

out the distinction between involuntary' and intentional action does not threaten to lead to 

circularity -  they are “action-neutral” concepts, so to speak. Anscom be introduces non- 

observational knowledge as follows:

A man usually knows the position of his limbs without observation. It is without 

observation because nothing shews him the position of  his limbs; it is not as if he were 

going by a tingle in his knee, which is the sign that it is bent and not straight. Where w'e 

can speak of separately describable sensations, having which is in some sense our criteria 

for saying something, then we can speak of observing that thing; but that is generally not 

so when we know the position of  our limbs.

For Anscombe, we arrive at know ledge about the position o f  our limbs without the help o f  

any recognisable signal o f  any kind. For example, I may know that my left foot is crossed 

over my right foot. Flowever, although there may or may not be certain pressure sensations 

on the point o f  contact between my two feet, these sensations are not signals by which I 

know that my feet are crossed. This is because, usually, these sensations are not separable or 

recognisable over and above the context in which the limb movements occur. As Anscom be 

notes, “ If you speak o f  ‘that sensation which one has in reflex kicking, when o n e ’s knee is 

tapped’, this is not like e.g. ‘the sensation o f  going down in a l if t '” . We can imagine the 

sensation in the stomach associated with going down in a lift -  this is a separable sensation, 

which, if  it were artificially stimulated, could be recognised by the agent regardless o f  the 

conte.xt o f  its occurrence. Such a feeling would indicate that one was moving downward 

quickly; it would act as a sign by which one arrives at knowledge. However, one does not 

say “ I know my bodily position because I have that feeling you get when one leg is slightly
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bent and the other is com pletely  straight” . In relation to the non-observational knowledge o f  

the position o f  our limbs A n sco m b e 's  view parallels the kind o f  remarks Wittgenstein makes 

about kinaesthetic sensation:

I let m y index fm ger  m ake  an easy  pendulum  m o v e m e n t  o f  small amplitude. I either  

hardly feel it, or don't  feel it at all. Perhaps a little in the tip o f  the finger, as a slight 

tension. (N ot  at all in the jo in t) .  A nd this sensation  adv ise s  m e  o f  the m ovem ent?  -  for I 

can descr ibe  the m o v e m e n t  exactly .

“ But after all, y o u  m ust  feel it. o therw ise  y o u  w o u ld n ’t k n o w  (w ithout looking)  

h o w  your  f inger w as  m o v in g .” But ‘‘k n o w in g ” o n ly  m eans: be ing  able to describe it."’’

For Anscombe, non-observational know ledge is a different kind o f  knowledge to the 

knowledge we arrive at in our daily activities in the world. O ur know ledge o f  the world 

proceeds by observation -  we find out things by using our senses. However, non- 

observational knowledge is a special kind o f  knowledge that does not involve looking or 

checking in any way. Empiricists, such as Hume, were inclined to conceive o f  this strange 

knowledge we have o f  ourselves a long the same lines as the knowledge we have o f  the 

world. Thus, they supposed, along with Descartes, that the mind contains ideas and 

perceptions that could be observed by introspection. A nscom be eschews this appeal to the 

inner. She agrees that know ledge o f  our own minds is different to our knowledge o f  the 

world, but she rejects any fram ework that tries to understand it in terms o f  (inner) 

observation.

Non-observational know ledge is relevant to this part o f  A nscom be’s analysis because  it 

applies both to intentional and to certain involuntary actions. For e.xample, if  I w ere  asked 

what I am doing 1 might respond, without observation, that 1 am going to the shops. I do not 

stop to check w hat I am doing: I know' “ straight o f f ' ,  so to speak. Similarly, I know w ithout 

observation that my hand has recoiled from a hot stove w ithout my intending it or th a t  my 

eyelid is tw itching involuntarily.
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Mental causation is, for Anscom be, also a special kind o f  agent awareness that does not 

involve observation. Anscom be describes mental causation as follows:

A 'mental cause’, of course need not be a mental event, i.e. a thought or feeling 

or image; it might be a knock on the door. But if it is not a mental event, it must be

something perceived by the person affected -  e.g. the knock on the door must be heard -

so if in this sense anyone wishes to say it is always a mental event, I have no objection. A 

mental cause is what someone would describe if he were asked the specific question: 

what produced this action or thought or feeling on your part: what did you see or hear or 

feel, or what ideas or images cropped up in your mind, and led up to it?'*̂

The th ing a person mentions in explaining what led up to or gave rise to their action (be it 

involimtarvmc or intentional action) may be known without observation. For example, I may 

know w ithout observation that it w as a barking dog that led to my jum p in g  back in fright. O f  

course, 1 must observe the dog is before me by using my senses. H ow ever I do not make any 

observations or conduct any inquiries in order to arrive at the conclusion that the barking dog 

caused  me to jum p . 1 know that the barking dog caused me to ju m p  “straight o f f ’ or without 

observation. Furthermore, for Anscom be, a mental cause is what a person mentions when 

explaining w hat led up to, produced or gave rise to an action. A mental cause can be either

an internal or external event. I can say “A feeling o f  hope made me go for a walk this

m orning '’ or "T he  image o f  the sun setting led to my going hom e” . However, the thing 

mentioned, be it ‘‘inner” or “outer”, must be perceived  by the agent -  that is what brings it 

into the arena o f  agent awareness. In particular, a mental cause is qualifies it as the kind o f  

thing the agent knows (without observation) what it was that led to his bodily movement. 

However, the key factor in mental causation is that the thing mentioned, w hatever it may be, 

is known to be a cause  without having to observe that this is so.

A nscom be emphasises that the use o f  the w ord  cause here is not m eant to suggest 

anything like a Humean cause -  the kind o f  cause that is seen to exhibit a constant



conjunction with its effect and which may even be seen as that which transfers a kind o f  

force into its effect. Again, as with non-observational knowledge, she accepts the intuition 

that there are psychological causes, but she rejects any attempts to characterise it a long the 

lines o f  ordinary causation in the world. A mental cause and its effect are not to be seen as 

similar to cause-effect relations between e.g. a billiard balls giving rise to the motion o f  

another after contact. For Anscombe, this notion o f  a mental cause giving rise to a bodily 

movem ent by “a kind o f  pushing in another m edium ” is completely  obscure.'''^

Anscom be makes some remarks that shed light on this aspect o f  mental causation in her 

paper "Will and Em otion” , where, in relation to a state o f  fear causing one to act, she states 

that "the effect is a voluntary action taking place no doubt at a definite time; the cause, a 

state which lacks a central core . . .  is by no means necessary” .'*̂® As a mental cause, fear is a 

factor that we mention in explaining our actions sometimes. However, it is not like heat for 

example, which, when applied to water always makes the water evaporate such that one 

would be tempted to say that the causal connection between heat and evaporating water is 

necessarv.

I.ike non-observational knowledge, mental causation also applies both to certain 

intentional actions and to certain involuntar\ actions. A feeling o f  fear might cause me to 

deliberately climb a tree or it might cause me to ju m p  back involuntarily. I know  without 

observation that in each case, say, the sudden appearance o f  a bear was what caused me to 

act or react this way. Thus, mental causation can apply to both intentional and involuntary 

action.

4. R easons and causes: A n scom b e’s d istinction  betw een intentional and involuntary  

action.

Anscom be uses mental causation and non-observational know ledge to mark o f f  a 

certain class o f  involuntar> actions from intentional actions. As mentioned above, I call this 

class involuntary actionSpc (where “ pc” stands for physical cause) because it is the class o f  

involuntary m ovem ents that are characterised in purely physical terms and w hich  are
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explained by physical causes. As an exam ple o f  this type o f  involuntary action, A nscom be 

suggests the “odd sort o f  je rk  or ju m p  that o n e 's  whole body som etim es gives when one is 

falling asleep” . This is an involuntary action that is known without observation because we 

can say straight o f f  that it happened to us. However, the cause o f  this involuntary action is 

something that we cannot ascertain without consulting a book or by conducting certain 

experiments. In other words, we only know the cause o f  such an involuntary action by 

observation. H ence involuntary actionSpc are known without observation but their causes are 

not. However, inteutional actions, which are also known w ithout observation, are subject to 

mental causation. To use A nscom be’s example. I may know without observation that 1 am 

deliberately marching up and down but also know without observation that I am being 

caused or excited into doing this by the militaiy music in the background. For .Anscombe, it 

is jus t  a fact that intentional actions can som etim es be e.xplained by mental causes, even 

though mental-cause explanations do not capture their intentional nature. A nscom be has thus 

distinguished this class o f  involuntar\' actions (involuntary actionSpc) from intentional actions 

in a non-circular way. Adopting a purely phenomenological viewpoint, one can imagine 

onese lf  experiencing two types o f  bodily m ovem ents -  one a nervous shudder in bed, the 

other turning to sw itch o f f  the bedside lamp. The former is explained by physical causes, the 

latter by giving reasons. However, the m ovem ents themselves are the same kind o f  thing -  

bodily m ovem ents -  and so there is not much in them to appeal to in order to distinguish 

between them. N or can Anscombe simply apply "deliberate’' or "purposefu l” to one and 

"reactionary” o r  "unintentional” to another without going around in circles. However, the 

background psychological concepts o f  mental causation and non-observational knowledge 

can be used to make out the distinction because only non-observational knowledge applies to 

involuntary actioupc while both non-observational knowledge and mental causation apply to 

intentional action.

Anscom be then turns to make out the distinction between intentional action and 

involuntary action,„c- Involuntary a c t i o n s , a r e  involuntary actions the causes o f  which are 

known without observation. A nscom be gives as an example o f  involuntary' actioUmc jum ping



back in fright from a face at the window. These are more sophisticated involuntary actions 

than the nervous shudder one gets before falling asleep (involuntary actionspj because they 

fall within the arena o f  mental causation: as with intentional actions, we explain these 

involuntary using psychological concepts. This means that Anscombe is now faced with a 

problem because the special concepts of  mental causation and non-observational knowledge 

are not sufficient to make out this latest distinction. Both  intentional action and involuntary 

actionSmc are subject to mental causation and non-observational knowledge. Anscombe must 

therefore come up with fu rth er  criteria to mark o ff  involuntary' actionSmc from intentional 

actions. Her problem can be clarified by the use o f  an example. If I jum p backward in order 

to follow the rules o f  a game I am executing an intentional action. However, if 1 jump 

backward because of a loud noise 1 am subject to an involuntary a c t io n ,b e c a u s e  I know the 

cause without observation and the action is not intentional. What we have to distinguish 

between then are two bodily movements that are both explained in terms o f  concepts such as 

beliefs, feelings, desires, etc. Anscombe has run out o f  special technical concepts here and so 

it would seem that her attempts to mark o ff  "involuntary " from “ intentional" must come to a 

halt. In order to get around this problem she uses several strategies, which can be briefly 

listed as follows. Firstly, she tries to show that two key types o f  reason -  motive and 

intention -  cannot be mental causes. Secondly, she attempts to make out the distinction by 

appeal to differences in the bodily movements themselves by noting that involuntary actions 

are more response-like than intentional actions. Thirdly, she proposes that the ideas o f  good 

and harm are linked to intentional action but not involuntary action. She does not elaborate 

much on the last o f  these, so I will briefly discuss the first two.

Anscombe appeals to motives and intentions at this stage in order to emphasise that, 

although mental causes apply to both o f  these types o f  bodily movements (intentional and 

involuntarymc). only intentions and motives apply to intentional actions. In particular, 

intentions and motives are distinct from mental causes and so a difference does apply to the 

two types o f  bodily movements after all. Anscombe's argument for the claim that intentions 

should be distinguished from mental causes is that mental-cause explanations for intentional
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explanations are rarely requested and also that it is not in all cases that an actual mental 

cause is percei\ ed in cases o f  intentional action anyway: when asked to explain a deliberate 

action in terms o f  mental causes one might “shrug or say ‘I don’t know that there was any 

definite history o f  the kind you mean’, or Mt merely occurred to me . . Anscombe 

distinguishes motives from mental causes by noting that we may question someone’s motive 

behind an action by bringing to light certain mental causes associated with it. For example, a 

person may say that they helped a person out o f  kindness but reconsider this on recalling that 

they had a nasty' thought about the person at the time o f  acting. For Anscombe, a motive puts 

an action in a certain light; it interprets an action, whereas a mental cause is what we say led 

up to an action or made it occur.

Finally, Anscombe further points out that “the more the action is described as a mere 

response, the more inclined one would be to the use the word ‘cause’; while the more it is 

described as a response to something as having a  significance that is dwelt on by the agent in 

his account, or as a response surrounded with thoughts and questions, the more inclined one 

would be to use the word 'reason '” .

Although Anscombe does not recognise a clear-cut distinction between reasons and 

causes, she does strongly distinguish between them nonetheless. For Anscombe, to explain 

an action by gi\ ing a reason is not to explain it in terms o f  a cause. She stipulates that to state 

evidence is not to give a rea.son and, as I have shown above, she puts distance between 

mental causes and reasons too. Mental causes may apply to intentional actions but they are 

not the same as reason explanations. This position is summed up in her remark that an action 

is not intentional if the answer explaining it “ is evidence or states a cause, including a mental 

c a u s e " . S o  Anscombe's complex opening discussion arrives at the conclusion that 

intentional action is not to be explained causally; that reason explanation is not a form o f  

causal explanation.



5. Problem s with A nscom be’s account and how she might respond to “causalist” 

criticisms.

To some extent, Anscombe's account here is unnecessarily elaborate. After a 

sophisticated inquiry into the conceptual distinctions between ' ‘intentional” and 

“ involuntary”, it quickly introduces the ideas o f  “good” and “harm” to characterise 

intentional action. One feels that Anscombe could have made this move earlier, thereby 

distinguishing intentional actions as “normative” in nature at the outset. A similar point 

applies to her attempt to make out the distinction in terms o f  what might be called degree o f  

“ responsiveness” -  intentional actions are less response-like than involuntary actions. 

Arriving at this rather obvious and simple way o f  distinguishing between “ involuntary” and 

“ intentional" puts a question mark over the utility o f  the preceding convoluted attempts to 

distinguish intentional actions from involuntary actionSp^ and involuntarv actions,„c. 

Moreover, the fact that in the end mental causation and non-observational knowledge turn 

out to be insufficient to the task o f  marking off  intentional actions as a special class suggests 

that this elaborate way o f  going about the task may have been unnecessar).

In response to this, one could say that Anscombe is to be commended for being 

analytically rigorous -  she tries to make no assumptions (Cartesian or otherwise) at the ;

outset and so is faced with the task o f  building up her model from first principles. That is,
1

she has to begin by making non-circular conceptual distinctions in order to proceed whh her 

analysis. And it would seem that she does arrive at a non-question begging distinction 

between intentional actions and involuntary' actionSpc. Having said this, the causalist will still 

be inclined to object that she has by-passed the very point at issue because she restricts her 

account to making mere conceptual distinctions arrived at by observing what goes on at the 

level o f  conscious awareness. Specifically, one could object that Anscombe is guilty o f  a non 

sequitur here: she argues that reasons are not mental causes and proceeds to the conclusion 

that reasons are not causes in general. Moreover, one could object that Anscombe is not 

justified in claiming that reason explanation is not causal explanation because she has only



distinguished reasons from a specific class o f  causes (mental causes) rather than from causes 

in general.

It must be admitted that Anscom be does not really give specific argum ents in 

defence o f  the view that reason explanation is not causal explanation. Rather, she offers 

more o f  a linguistic/phenomenological description  o f  two types o f  bodily movem ents 

{Intentional and involuntary) and observes that there are certain distinctions in the way we 

use concepts to explain them, such as mental causes (beliefs, thoughts, feelings, etc.), and 

reasons (motives, intentions, etc.). Having said this, she still wants to claim that reason 

explanation is not causal explanation. For Anscombe, an action is not intentional if  it is 

explained in terms o f  a cause, be it mental or “ physical” . The basic problem with this 

approach, from the point o f  view o f  a causalist, is that it is merely  descriptive and 

phenomenological. There is nothing in A nscom be 's  account, which is limited to what is 

consciously experienced in action, that precludes the possibility o f  an intentional ac t ion 's  

being caused by a mental or physical state that lies below the threshold o f  awareness. 

Anscom be shows that there is a linguistic/experienced distinction between mental causes and 

reasons, but this is surely insufficient to Justify the claim that intentional action is non-causal 

in general. The causalist can still insist that reason explanation is a form o f  causal 

explanation but that reasons are the types o f  causes that cannot be elucidated at the level o f  

day-to-day awareness o f  our actions.

Daniel Dennett sums up this type o f  objection on behalf  o f  the causalist nicely in 

Content and Consciousness, where he states that an analysis such as A nscom be’s still leaves 

room for ""covert, internal events serving as the conditions o f  ascription [for intentional 

action]" and that it "says nothing about the possibility in principle o f  producing a scientific 

reduction o f  intentional expressions to extensional expressions about internal states” .̂ '’ This 

type o f  objection basically suggests that A nscom be is guilty' o f  a non sequitur: she makes 

certain (phenomenological) claims that distinguish mental causes from reasons but then goes 

on to say that in general reason explanation is not causal explanation. However, for Dennett, 

this overlooks the possibility that there might be another type o f  cause beside mental causes
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triggering intentional actions. It would seem that it is still possible that, even if  reasons and 

mental causes should be kept separate, a reason may still be some other kind o f  cause. Given 

that A nscom be’s account is typically an “anti-causal” one, it is important to exam ine how 

she might respond to this objection.

To some extent, such objections to A n scom be’s treatment here are premature because 

she has not yet fully accounted for the nature o f  intentional action. It is only toward the very' 

end o f  In tention  that she arrives at a full analysis o f  the concept, which is then presented in 

more fully anti-causalist terminology. However, the causalist will respond that this 

completed analysis is ju s t  a more developed version o f  the same type o f  account, one that is 

still guilty o f  an underlying non sequitur, one that m oves from specific talk about mental 

causes and reasons to the claim that reasons are not causes in general.

However, a general theme running through Intention  that is evident in these early 

sections and that does offer some opposition to the causalist on this issue relates to the way 

Anscom be generally characterises folk psychological concepts, including reasons, as being 

related in a "non-H um ean’' or non/causal w ay to their objects. A nscom be acknow ledges that 

mental causality is very "far from accom m odating  itself to H u m e 's  explanations", so much 

so that a traditionalist ' ‘might insist that the word ‘cause’ was inappropriate” .̂  ̂ To  explain an 

action in terms o f  mental causes (which apply to intentional actions as well as to involuntary 

actions) is not to explain it by reference to som ething that is regularly conjoined with and 

externally related to its object. For e.xample, I may give som eone money out o f  a long 

s tanding intention to help out friends that are short on cash (the intention, in this case, caused 

me to act this way). However, for A nscom be, this intention is not the kind o f  th ing that can 

be individuated independently o f  the action it explains. A traditional view o f  causal relation 

would recognise two independent entities interacting, but in this exam ple the intention seems 

to be internally or logically related to the action it explains. It w ould not make sense to ask 

“ How exactly did the intention produced this act o f  generosity” , where, to use A n sco m b e 's  

phrase, one has in mind a kind o f  “pushing in another m edium ” from intention to bodily 

movement. As already mentioned, this point is also made in “The Causation o f  A ction”,
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where Ansconibe states, in relation to the mental cause o f  fear, that “the effect is a voluntary 

action taking place no doubt at a defmite time [but that] the cause, a state which lacks a 

central core . . . though sometimes possible, is by no means necessary” . *̂ A nscom be then 

states that there “need be no answer to the question when one began to fear something, or 

when one stopped; though it may be certain that one did fear it at a certain given date, and 

that this had certain consequences, some o f  which can be called effects” .”  To cite a mental 

cause is to cite an explanatory/c/c/or rather than a fixed, independently identifiable state or 

event. Given that the traditional view o f  a causal relation requires that its relata be externally 

related, A nscom be’s account legislates against the causalist here. This type o f  point is further 

made later on in bilenlioii in A nscom be’s remarks about “w anting”, where she distinguishes 

it from distinct mental states such as feelings, desires, hopes and wishes.^*

At this stage, a causalist could still reply here that, once again, Anscom be fails to show 

that there may not still be certain causes producing intentional actions below the level o f  

conscious awareness. On D avidson 's  model, for example, reasons, mental causes and other 

folk-psychological terms can enter into normative relations, but. as token physical states they 

nonetheless enter into causal relations. So the same pattern is repeated: A nscom be 's  

phenomenological description o f  intentional action does not seem to be able to rule out the 

possibility that there are causes "beyond” this arena that do indeed causally generate 

intentional actions.

Having said this, it would seem that Anscom be still has yet a final stronger argum ent to 

put to the causalist, which occurs in her pivotal section 19 o f  Intention. 1 will discuss this 

argument in more detail in the next chapter, but it is worth mentioning in the current context. 

A causal theorist, as presently discussed, holds that when a person explains their action by 

giving a reason, they are giving a type o f  causal explanation. The argum ent in section 19 

tries to show that it is impossible to generate descriptions o f  the required causal antecedent to 

a given action that would enable one to sensibly say that it produced that specific action. For 

example, consider a person raising a glass to their lips. For Anscombe, no amount o f  scrutiny 

o f  the person at the m om ent they raise the glass -  in isolation from the context o f  his/her
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raising the glass -  could lead us to a description that hooks up with the intentional-action- 

description “raising a glass” . Descriptions of that person's muscles, brain states, or other 

neurological states will not be capable o f  generating the conceptual content required to arrive 

at a description that could function as an explanatory antecedent to “ raising a glass” .

1 think this kind o f  argument is related to a broader issue concerning the nature of 

mental states in general. Anscombe could be referred to as an externalist or contextualist 

about mental events, including intentional actions. As the argument in section in §19 

indicates, the required content o f  the antecedent causal description will always be inadequate 

because it will not be “ relevant to the wider context and further consequences” o f  the 

a c t i o n . S h e  also stresses this in "The Causation of Action”, where she states that “we 

cannot ascribe a belief [about, say] a bank’s opening hours, to someone not living in a world 

o f  banks and clocks. Indeed we are implicitly looking away from the individual and into his 

world if we ascribe any belief to him. This we don't have to do for the ascription o f  a brain 

state” .*'” For Anscombe then, the very meaning o f  a certain intentional action description is 

context-dependent. It will not be enough, as far as .Anscombe is concerned, for a causal 

theorist to say that the context o f  the bodily movement could be relevant while this 

movement is nonetheless characterised as the action it is by an internal bodily or mental 

state. This would be acceptable if the meaning o f  the action description could be traced to a 

context-independent state. To put it another way; it would make sense to talk o f  the cause of 

a bodily movement in its context but not to talk o f  the cause o f  a bodily-movement-in-its- 

coiitext, where the latter is all “one piece” so to speak.

So it seems that Anscombe offers more than a non sequitur based on observations about 

mental causation in her challenge to the view that reason explanation is a form o f  causal 

explanation. The argument in §19 does not merely make ordinary' experience-observations 

about mental causes and reasons, it provides more o f  a direct attack on the causalist by 

questioning the very possibility o f  generating context-independent explanatory descriptions 

for specific intentional actions, in this way, the argument functions as a source o f  validation 

to Anscombe's opening approach; if action descriptions are intrinsically context dependent
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(if  tiiey meaning  is context-related), then their full analysis must go through at the ordinary 

level that Anscombe has proceeded on. Having said this, her position does appear to reach 

beyond the specific debate about reasons and causes and into questions about the nature o f  

content ascription and mental events, which the causalist may find disagreeable. In any case, 

the argument in §19 is important to her case in Intention  and so I will provide a more 

detailed exposition of it in the next section.
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CHAPTER 3: THE ONTOLOGY OF ACTION

I. THE ANTI-REDUCTIONIST ARGUMENT IN SECTION 19.

1. The concept of a ‘meaning bearer’ for ‘intentional’.

Section 19 o f  Intention  offers an important argument for a kind o f  externalism for 

intentions. That is, it directly confronts traditional philosophy o f  mind that favours a causal 

or 'm en ta lis t’ view o f  intentions which take intentions to be states ‘inside’ the person’s head. 

The traditional accounts reduce the meaning o f  intentional action descriptions to an account 

in terms o f  internal states. The intention is seen as something observed by introspection, and 

so some sort o f  an image, thought or feeling. This inner state would play a causal role in 

bringing about the bodily movement associated with the intentional action. It was seen that 

‘an ti-m entalism ’ was an underlying feature o f  A nscom be’s analysis o f  expressions o f  

intention too. The expression o f  intention does not describe any ‘th ing’, rather it is 

something like A ustin’s performative utterance: its m eaning resides in the fact that it is a 

form o f  linguistic behaviour (akin to making a com m itm ent)  rather than its being a 

description o f  an inner state. The same applies to A nscom be’s demarcation o f ‘intentional’. 

For that was seen to resist in particular a causal account whereby actions are singled out in 

terms o f  special types o f  cau.ses, be they mental events or episodes or actual neurological 

states. Intentional action is instead marked by a special restricted sense o f  ‘W hy?’ in our 

language. Both the analysis o f  expressions o f  intention and intentional action favoured a 

‘contextual’ picture. For example, the validity o f  an expression o f  intention was viewed in 

terms o f  sincerity rather than truth or falsity. The circumstances o f  utterance, surrounding 

expressions o f  intention and action descriptions were taken to ground the meaning and 

truthfulness (sincerity) o f  the expression as opposed to some designated internal state the 

expression is supposed to describe. Seeking an answer to ‘W hy?’ for intentional actions is 

effectively appeal to a language user 's  intuition about certain purpose-revealing contextual 

criteria for intentional action: circumstances, bodily m ovements, facial expressions, and
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ges tu res  all con tr ibu te  to  o u r  be in g  ab le  to  say  ‘s tra igh t o f f  w h a t  a person  seem s to be doing.  

T h is  rou te  re jects  appeal  to  m en ta l  ‘ in te rna ls '  o f  any  sort.

U n like  p rev ious  sec t ions ,  section  19 is d irec tly  co n c e rn ed  with  a t tack ing  th is  notion  o f  

an internal ‘e x t r a ’ as  A n s o c m b e  ca lls  it, p rec ed in g  and  g iv in g  rise to  in tentional action . T h e  

po in t is to  a t tack  the  view tha t  in ten tions  are internal causa l  s ta tes o f  any  kind. T h e  argum en t  

c a n ' t  be  eas i ly  su m m a r ise d  so, fo r  the  p u rp o ses  o f  clar ity , 1 w ill have  to  sta te  it m ore  o r  less 

in full:

We do not add anything attaching to the action at the time it is done by describing it as 

intentional. To call it intentional is to assign it to the class o f  intentional actions and so to 

indicate that vve should consider the question ‘W hy?’ relevant to it in the sense that 1 

have described. . . .

That an action is not called 'intentional' in virtue o f  any extra feature which 

exists when it is performed, is clear form the following: Let us suppose that there is such 

a feature, and let us call it 7". Now the intentional character o f  the action cannot be 

asserted without giving the description under which it is intentional, since the same 

action can be intentional under one description and unintentional under another. It is 

however something actually done that is intentional, if  there is an intentional action at 

all. A man no doubt contracts certain muscles in picking up a hammer; but it would 

generally be false to call his contraction o f  muscles the intentional act that he performed.

This does not mean that his contraction o f  muscles was unintentional. Let us call it 

‘preintentional’. Are we to say that [what is labelled by the symbol] /, which is supposed 

to be the feature in virtue o f  which what he does is an intentional action, is something 

which accompanies a preintentional action, or movement o f  his body? If so. then the 

preintentional movement + / guarantees that an intentional action is performed: but 

which one? Clearly our symbol 7 '  must be interpreted as a description, or as having an 

internal relation to a description, o f  an action. But nothing about the man considered by 

himself in the moment o f  contracting his muscles, and nothing in the contraction o f  the 

muscles, can possibly determine the content o f  that description.'
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7 '  can  stand  for  any  internal m ental even t,  sucli as a  fee l in g  o r  an ex p e r ien c e  -  so m e th in g  

that w ou ld  typ ica l ly  be though t  to  coun t as an ‘in te n t io n ’. T h e  o r th o d o x  p ic ture  o f  d esc r ib in g  

an in ten tional ac tion  is tha t w hen  w e  see a person  m o v in g  say  her  hand , and  d esc r ib e  the  

m o v e m en t  as in tentional,  w e  take it tha t  this  ‘ in te n t io n a l’ qua l i ty  o f  the  m o v e m e n t  is a 

natural p roperty ,  an ‘e x t r a ’ tha t  a c c o m p a n ie s  the  en s u in g  m o v e m e n ts  th e m se lv es .  For  

exam ple ,  i f  I see  so m e o n e  ho lds  out the ir  hand  and  d ro p s  a ball o v er  a cliff,  1 w o u ld  d esc r ibe  

tiiis as an  in ten tional action . T h e  intention  m igh t be to  see  how' h igh  it b o u n ces ,  o r  to  ge t  rid 

of  it, or to  m ere ly  en jo y  the  path o f  its f l ight to  the  rocks  be low . T h is  w ou ld  be  d if fe ren t  to  a 

similar s ituation  w h ere  a person  w as  ho ld in g  the  ball o v e r  the  c l i f f  to  tease  the  ow'ner but it 

t i e n  slips acc iden ta l ly  from  the ir  hand. I w o u ld  d esc r ib e  th is  s ituation  as an  invo lun ta ry  

action, so m e th in g  the  person  d id n ’t m ean  to do, A trad i t iona l  w a y  o f  d is t in g u ish in g  these  

t.vo ac tions ,  ‘ in ten tiona lly  d ro p p in g ’ and ‘acc iden ta l ly  d r o p p in g ’ is by  appeal to  the ‘s ta te  o f  

r i in d ’ o f  the  person in each  case . It is d ifficu lt  to res is t  d e fe n d in g  the  v iew  that, w h e n  the  

person de l ibera te ly  d ropped  the  ball o v er  the  cliff, they  w e re  e x p e r ien c in g  a specia l 

‘ n te n t io n a l’ sta te  o f  m ind. P erhaps  they  had  a certain  m ental im age  o f  the  ball fall ing , o r  a 

s r o n g  des ire  for  it to  be lost on  the rocks  below  tha t w a s  ab sen t  w hen  it fell acc iden ta lly .  

F ence  the internal ‘e x t r a ’ that A n sc o m b e  w an ts  to  at tack . To  appeal  to  an ‘e x t r a ’ is to  ass ign  

i i ten tional ac tion  to  a natural class  tha t cou ld  be un d ers to o d  by p sycho log ica l  investiga tion  

cr by physio log ica l  o r  neuro log ica l  inquiries. W hen  so m e o n e  m o v e s  the ir  bo d y  w ith  intent, 

t ie  brain o r  m ind  cou ld  be e.xamined, perhaps,  to  try and  see w h a t  w as  h a p p e n in g  ‘ in the 

n i n d ’ at the sam e tim e. T hen  som e light could  be shed  on the n a tu re  o f  ‘ in te n t io n s ’, the 

psychological ‘ex t ra s '  beh ind  in tentional ac tion .  A n s c o m b e  a im s  to  sh o w  tha t  th is  p ic tu re  o f  

iitentional action , w ith  its appeal  to  m ental ‘e x t ra s ’, leads to  ab su rd i ty  and m u s t  be 

abandoned.

2 .4n argument against causal and reductionist theories o f intentional action.

T h e  a rg u m e n t  in section  19 bas ica lly  t rades  on there  be in g  an u n b r id g ea b le  gap 

b;tw een tw o  types  o f  descr ip tion ;  ac tion  d escr ip tions  on the  o n e  hand  and  ce r ta in  ty p e s  o f
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mental and physical descriptions on the other. Whenever I offer neurological descriptions or 

descriptions o f  psychological ‘internals’, I am not putting forward an action description. 

Thus, for example, to describe a person as ‘Purchasing dollars’ is a completely separate type 

o f  description to ’C-fibre 345 and 647 are firing', or ‘Micro muscle movements in the right 

shoulder and hand are occurring’. The same applies to descriptions o f  psychological states. 

The description ‘Purchasing dollars’ is a different type o f  description to ‘A mental image o f  

exchange rates has just occurred in the person’s mind’, or ‘The thought o f  a hot day in New 

York has just occurred’. Such e.xtra elements, be they psychological, neurological or 

physiological, fail to ‘hook up’ with or are ‘incommensurable’ with action descriptions. The 

general point is that to look in these psychological and physical areas for the nature o f  action 

is to look in the wrong place, because the meaning o f  such-and-such an action description 

operates at the higher level o f  the language game. But this only roughly indicates the nature 

o f  the argument. The actual argument requires more explaining.

Anscombe begins by introducing the notion o f  an action description. The same 

bodily movement can be ‘intentional under one description and unintentional under another'. 

If I throw a box o f  photographs into a bonfire, the action could conceivably be intentional 

under a number o f  descriptions: ‘Destroying memories',  ‘Getting rid o f  rubbish’, 

‘Vengefully hurting someone’s feelings', ‘Fuelling the fire’ etc. But usually only one o f  the 

descriptions would correctly describe the intentional action I am performing. What decides 

the correct action description is the fact that ‘to say that a man knows he is doing X, is to 

give a description o f  what he is doing under w hich he knows it.’ O f  course this special form 

o f  agent knowledge is not knowledge o f  a psychological process for Anscombe; it is non- 

observational knowledge, not knowledge o f  any observed thing. But the point is that 

intentional actions are intentional under a description that the agent can state if queried, a 

description which characterises the action as intentional. It would not make sense to say 

‘He’s trying to fuel the fire but he doesn’t know it’, without appeal to some theory o f  

unconscious action. It is the agent’s know ledge o f  what he is doing that fixes the intentional 

action; knowledge revealed in the description he states when queried.
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Having introduced the ‘ex tra ',  7 ‘, and the notion o f  action descriptions, A nscom be 

makes the following claim:

Clearly our symbol 7 ’ must be interpreted as a description, or as having an internal 

relation to a description, o f  an action. But nothing about the man considered by himself 

in the moment of contracting his muscles, and nothing in the contraction of the muscles, 

can possibly determine the content of that description; which therefore may be any one, 

if we are considering w hat can be determined about the man by himself in the moment."

To take an exam ple o f  an action: 1 might climb a c l if f  in order to stay healthy. If  a Cartesian 

or  a physicalist is asked to say what I am doing on the cliff, they will have to be able to come 

up with the description ‘Climbing to stay healthy'. But they can only do so by examination 

o f  their respective forms o f  ‘T", an extra feature. Since they are naturalistically inclined, they 

will consider the man ‘by h im se lf  in the m om ent’ -  they are committed to exam ining a 

specific internal state or process o f  the person. The description under which the action is 

intentional is 'C l im bing  to stay healthy '.  But a physiologist, for example, will be unable to 

generate this description because he will be limited to investigating certain micro-muscle 

m ovem ents (or pre-intentional m ovem ents as Anscom be calls them), chemical processes and 

even larger m ovem ents o f  muscles and bones. Ekit no amount o f  this ty pe o f  investigation 

will enable him to link his proposed "F, a muscle movement, say, to the description 

‘Clim bing to stay healthy’. The same would apply to a neurological inquiry; neurological 

states cannot generate concepts like ‘c lim bing’. N or  could any introspective investigation 

‘ into the inner m ind ' achieve this action description. For all that would be found there would 

be reports o f  certain experiences, images, feelings, thoughts etc. A Cartesian might reply ‘On 

the contrary, I could easily introspect the full description in the form o f  a thought, ‘1 am 

clim bing to stay healthy’, which I can observe and report’. Anscom be has repeatedly stressed 

that intentional actions are often executed in the absence o f  any occurrent thought such as ‘‘I 

am climbing to stay healthy” , even though that is the description under which the action is
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intentional. Introspection may reveal no thoughts at all, or thoughts completely unrelated to 

the reason for acting, such as 'These books are too tigh t' or I hope I remembered to bring my 

lunch'. Moreover, for Anscombe, the mental state or extra here, ' I \  would have to be an 

actual property o f  the human being considered in isolation from the surroundings and 

circumstances o f that human being, in the same way that solidity is a property o f  wood for 

example; a natural property. Then the introspected thought 'C lim bing to stay healthy’ , would 

have to be something the meaning o f  which has no reference to anything that is not to be 

found in 'the man by h im self', to anything outside the person. But, fo r Anscombe, the 

concept 'c lim b ing ' can only be understood by reference to what is outside the person -  the 

movements o f the limbs on the rock, the c l i f f  face, gestures o f the person and so on. A 

remark from Zeltel is relevant here:

What is voluntary is certain movements with their normal surroimding o f intention, 

learning, trying, acting. Movements o f which it makes sense to say that they are 

sometimes voluntary and sometimes involuntar}' are movements in a special 

surrounding.’

S im ilarly, Anscombe sees the meaning o f 'in tentional' to be a matter o f  the surroundings o f 

the bodily movement. In Philosophical Remarks Vol. 2. Wittgenstein also makes a remark 

that would deter any Cartesian attempt to generate actions descriptions from a psychological

. . . .  it is obviously not a matter o f having particular experiences while I utter the words.

That is, it would be wrong to say: "In the process o f uttering the word ‘Bank’ [in order to 

remind someone to go there] such and such a thing had to take place i f  it was really 

supposed to mean ihal."^
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in using the term 'B a n k ' ,  I do not do so via an internal guide, a unique type o f  experience 

that makes my intended utterance tha t utterance. In the present case, the meaning o f  

‘c lim bing’ could not be arrived at by introspecting ‘mental states ',  that when the person says 

‘I am c lim bing’ they know this by looking inward to an experience associated with the word 

"climbing’ that enables me to utter and mean that. The same applies to the action 

descriptions under which certain m ovem ents are called intentional. It is not as if  they are 

associated with their bodily m ovem ents  in virtue o f  some physical or psychological feature 

that could be scientifically investigated.

These thoughts are nicely grouped together in The C ausation o f  A ction , where 

A nscom be again considers the issue o f  whether or not intentional action descriptions can be 

reduced to physical or psychological theory descriptions. It is no use try ing to reduce beliefs, 

desires or intentions to brains states:

it is no doubt a difficult and intractable problem, but it is mere naivete after all to think 

that [there are] . . . brain-states corresponding to beliefs and desires. . . . But let us 

suppose a way of producing one of these states artificially, i.e. outside the circumstance 

in which the causal conditions occur 'naturally.' And now, consider the inference that if 

such a state has been so produced the subject is then in a state of t>elief that, say, "such- 

and-such a bank in -cester is open at 5.00 p.m. on Thursdays,’ though neither -cester nor 

banks nor clocks nor days of the week ever came into his life before, nor did he ever 

hear of them.

Nor [can we appeal to] any other state of the person, itere we may be tempted 

to revert to the discarded position: [that a mental state rather than a physical state could

act as the reductive ground for intentions] We take it that a state is supposed to be

something holding of its subject here and now. or over a period of time at which it holds: 

in particular, without reference to the history of  the thing whose state it is. . . . we cannot 

ascribe [for example] a belief . . . .  about the bank’s opening hours, to someone not 

living in a world of banks and clocks. Indeed we are implicitly looking away from the 

individual and into his world if we ascribe any belief to him.^
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This argument is very similar to that o f  section 19 in Intention. To say that intention could be 

ultimately reduced to certain states o f  a person is to reduce them to something in complete 

isolation from the context in which they are meaningful. If  I say T intend to go to the Bank 

after lunch ',  it is inconceivable, argues Anscombe, that the concept o f  a be lief  about a bank 

could be generated by a neurological o r  psychological inquiry. For presumably then it could 

be ‘m ad e ’ to occur in som eone 's  brain in a laboratory, even though they had never been in a 

bank etc. But there would be no guarantee that these rehearsed words would actually m ean  

anything to the person into whose head w e 'v e  inserted them. As a neurological, physical 

state, its identity conditions are completely satisfied by an examination o f  the person 

considered by themselves, as a body in isolation from its surroundings. But a belief, a desire 

or an action description cannot be understood apart from such surroundings. As Wittgenstein 

says in the Investiga tions  in relation to intention, it is ‘the w hole histoiy o f  the incident’ that 

I am ashamed o f  in being ashamed o f  a past intention, for the intention lies 'a lso  in what I 

d id ’ ’̂ -  my tone, the words, my stance, the setting, my movements, etc. .Anscombe is 

elaborating on this when she argues that the content o f  an action description could not 

possibly be determined by any ‘/ ' ,  for ‘nothing about the man considered by h im se lf  in the 

moment o f  contracting his m uscles’ could determine a description such as for example 

‘C lim bing the c lif f  face'.

Once this is accepted, there are absurd consequences that A nscom be wants to point out, 

calling for the abandonm ent o f  the traditional approach:

[If nothing about the man considered by himself at the time of acting can determine the

content of the action description, then the description may] be any one Then it is a

mere happy accident that an / relevant to the wider context and further consequences 

ever accompanies the preintentional movements in which a man performs a given 

intentional action. What makes it true that the man’s movement is one by which he 

performs such and such an action will have absolutely no bearing on the I that occurs.
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unless we suppose a mechanism by which an I appropriate to the situation is able to 

occur because o f  the man’s knowledge of the situation -  he guesses e.g. that his 

muscular contractions will result in his grasping the hammer and so the right /  occurs.

But that cannot very well be, since a man may very likel> not be so much as aware of his 

preintentional acts. Besides, we surely wanl /  to have some effect on what happens. Does 

he then notice that /  is followed often enough by its description’s coming true, and so 

summon up /? But that turns the summoning up of / into an intentional action itself, for 

which we shall have to look for a second I. Thus the assumption that some feature of the 

moment of acting, constitutes actions as intentional leads us into inextricable confusions, 

and we must give it up.’

Having ju s t  defended the view that reference to I  c an 't  generate action descriptions, 

A nscom be argues that it must only be an accident that 'an  1 relevant to the wider context and 

further consequences ever  accompanies the preintentional movem ents in which a man 

performs a given intentional action.’ A 'theore tica l’ approach has it that a preintentional 

movem ent + /  guarantees an intentional action. /  is the feature that is supposed to underlie 

the description under which it is called intentional, that makes it the action it is. But there is 

nothing about /  that can actually do this, meaning that when an intentional action does occur, 

the /  will merely 'tag  a long ' so to speak along w ith the bodily movement. For example if  the 

climber wants to get a little higher along the cliff  face and 'c lim bs to a higher ledge’, the /  

making it that action will only accidentally accom pany it. it will be an internal state that has 

no significant relation to the wider context o f  the bodily m ovem ent in its surroundings. As a 

natural state, /  is in a sense bland or neutral -  it does not reach out to the real, external 

meaning-giving context in which the bodily m ovem ent occurs.

This means that ‘what makes it true  that the m an ’s m ovem ent is one by which he 

performs . . .  an action will have absolutely no bearing on the /  that occurs’, because what 

makes it true are these complex circumstances o f  movement. Suppose it was suggested that a 

strong feeling o f  a desire to grasp was the /  that determined that an action be described as 

‘Grasping the h am m er’. We have already seen that any /, be it a feeling or otherwise, can ’t
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get ‘connect up” to bodily movements wider which such and such an action is the intentional 

action it is because there might, on most occasions, be no such occurrent conscious episode. 

It is a purely accidental accompaniment o f  the action. What makes it true that I am ‘grasping 

the hammer' must therefore be something that exists independently o f  any desire, for 

example, my crouching down to grip it, the opening o f  my hand, my looking toward the 

hammer, my saying ‘Here’s the hammer”, and so on. But this is totally unrelated to any 

separately individuated natural state inside my brain or ‘mind’.

Anscombe remarks that the traditionalist would thus be forced to ‘suppose a 

mechanism by which an /  appropriate to the situation is able to occur because [I guess] e.g. 

that the muscular contractions result in [my] grasping the hammer and so the right /  occurs.’ 

If the special feature a traditional theorist is relying on to characterise an action has no active 

role to play in determining the description under which a bodily movement is called 

intentional, then some mechanism would have to be incorporated into the theory . Anscombe 

suggests that /  might enter into proceedings on the back o f  the subject's  knowledge o f  his 

muscle movements and the situation in which they occur. This remark is suggestive o f  a 

‘phenomenalist's eye view” o f  action, whereby a point o f  awareness observes what is 

happening to its body in certain circumstances and makes a prediction based on this data 

that, for example, a 'hammer grasping’ movement is about to occur. This knowledge then 

somehow secures the necessary extra feature required to give the bodily movement its 

special ‘intentional’ nature. This is an obviously ridiculous scenario, but one which 

Anscombe is happy to depict since it seems a consequence o f  applying the rules for physical 

objects to the use o f  ‘intention” in the first place, for suggesting /  be the defining feature of  

an intentional action. But it is rejected anyway because in practice a person obviously does 

not have any awareness o f  his bodily movements. When 1 pick up a hammer I might be 

thinking about what I saw on television the night before rather than concentrating on my 

preintentional movements. We rarely, if ever, actually concentrate on our movements while 

going about doing the things we do in daily life.
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Anscom be then considers one last alternative defence o f  the traditional view: ‘Does he 

then notice that /  is followed often enough by its descrip tion’s coming true, and so summon 

up / ? ’ If there is no ‘natural’ way for /  to get a foothold, and no epistemic mechanism by 

which it enters into proceedings, then perhaps it is ‘summoned up ’ by the agent. The  idea o f  

sum m oning up some mental state in order to guarantee that the bodily m ovem ent ‘grasping 

the ham m er’ is identified as ‘a ham m er grasping action’ is also absurd. It is difficult to see 

how it could be a natural consequence o f  any theory about action. But it does unfold from 

A nscom be 's  account o f  the traditional approach. For if  this extra feature, /, cannot actively 

determine the appropriate action description, then some other drastic means o f  introducing it 

must be resorted to. Since /  is a natural feature o f  the human considered in isolation from its 

surroundings, it does not in any w ay  bear the mark o f  an action description. So the only 

remaining way A nscom be can imagine it playing an active role in determining the action as 

such-and-such an intentional action is if it is ‘sum m oned up ' by the agent. But the 

sum m oning up o f  an /  would itself be an intentional action which would in turn need another 

/  and so on ad infuiilum. Hence the notion that there is a natural mental or physical feature in 

virtue o f  w hich an action is intentional seems highly implausible and must be set aside.

A nscom be 's  alternative has it that the ‘only events to consider are intentional actions 

themselves, and to call an action intentional is to say it is intentional under some description 

that we give (or could give) o f  it.’ In other words we should not try to explain intentional 

action causally (or scientifically). Intentional action is not the kind o f  thing that can be 

theorised about in an attempt to see what it is and how it works. ‘Intentional’ is not a 

neurological or mysterious psychological propert}' that can be perhaps one day explained by 

science. For it is a mistake to look for 'the fundamental description o f  what occurs -  such as 

the m ovements o f  muscles or m olecules -  and then think o f  intention as something, perhaps 

very complicated, which qualifies th is ' .  When we think o f  ‘ intention’ as a noun in 

conjunction with an Augustinian view o f  language, we tend to think its meaning must derive 

from some kind o f  psychological ‘s tu f f  that the term designates. This tempts us to look into 

bodily m ovem ents in an attempt to try and find out what this special property is. But
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A n sco m b e 's  constant rem inder is tiiat the meaning o f  ‘ intention’, or any individual action 

description, cannot be reduced to such natural physical or mental properties. With such 

theoretical explanation excluded from the analysis o f  action, we can only meaningfully talk 

about bodily m ovem ents  under descriptions. The bodily m ovem ent and the description are 

inseparable for intentional action -  in giving action descriptions we can never consider the 

bodily m ovem ent in isolation from its circumstances. Once we talk about the bodily 

m ovem ent in isolation we are leaning toward physiological and neurological talk, which 

passes by intentional action, hi considering bodily m ovem ents  under a description, we 

remain at a level o f  description which necessarily incorporates their surroundings and 

circumstances; factors vital to the use o f  these terms in the language gam e and hence their 

meaning. For it is a mistake to say 'le t us consider this action by itself, and let us try to find 

in the action, or in the man h im se lf  at the m om ent o f  acting, the characteristic which makes 

the action intentional.'*^

3. Two accounts o f how action descriptions are generated.

In this section, Anscom be presents one o f  her first direct argum ents against the 

traditional approach to intention and action that is challenged in Intention. It follows her 

previous attempt to mark o f f  intentional action as a class that is not subject to causal 

explanation, and as I interpret it. it is designed specifically as a challenge to the view that 

actions can be characterized as intentional by appeal to their causal histories.

The argument itself is quite dense, but it can generally be seen as an attempt to show 

that a broadly Wittgensteinian way o f  characterizing an action as intentional, which says that 

it is actually the doing itself and its context o f  occurrence and nothing m ore that form s the 

basis for the ascription o f  intentional content, is preferable to a “causal” way, where the latter 

appeals to the causes that led up to the bodily movem ent, as a m eans o f  identifying its 

intentional character. A n scom be’s opening claim is that “the intentional character o f  the 

action cannot be asserted without giving the description under which it is intentional, since 

the same action can be intentional under one description and unintentional under another"’.
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At the same time, she proposes that “ it is however something that is actually done that is 

intentional, if there is an action at all’'. So her focus is on bodily movements and the 

descriptions that we apply to them, and her specific goal is to show that when we offer a 

description o f  a doing -  be it someone else’s or our own -  this description should not be seen 

as getting “a grip” on this movement in virtue o f  its antecedent causes.

This latter traditional causal approach can be seen in Hume’s Treatise on Human 

Nature, where Hume stated that “when we praise any actions, we regard only the motives 

that produced them, and consider the actions as signs or indications of certain principles in 

the mind and temper” .'̂  Here Hume is suggesting that deliberate actions are the kinds of 

doings that are produced by inner mental causes. On this view, the doings or “external” 

bodily movements are produced by antecedent m o\em ents in the mind. Such an account thus 

appeals to “extra" features at the time o f  occurrence o f  an observed bodily movement in 

order to characterise it as deliberate -  in order to say the bodily movement was an intentional 

one it "adds” to it certain prior psychological causes. Similarly, William James proposed that 

specific acts are defined by "a mental conception made up of memory-images o f  [previous 

sensations o f  movement]” . '” Such a position also appeals to previously occurring mental 

episodes or states in order to pick out the current bodily movement as such-and-such an 

intentional action. O f  course, this causal account may appeal to antecedent physical states 

too, as can be seen in Daniel Dennett's suggestion that “an adequate physical basis [for 

intentional content may] be found among the internal states and events o f  the organism” ." 

What I am calling the causal approach to intentional action can thus be summed up as the 

view that intentional actions are bodily movements that are captured in terms o f  either 

physical or mental causes (although Anscombe's anti-causal argument does not depend on 

whether the causal factors appeal to mental or physical elements, but the central element that 

a physicalist and mentalist conception o f  causation have in common). When Anscombe says 

that intentional actions are not called “ intentional” in virtue o f  any “extra” feature that 

attaches to the doing at the time o f  its occurrence she means that the doing itself is not to be 

qualified by prior causal factors.
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H ie  alternative, Wittgensteinian, approach that A nscom be is defending in section 19 is 

the view that it is actually the doing itself and its context o f  occurrence and nothing more 

that forms the basis for the ascription o f  intentional content. Various remarks Wittgenstein 

m ade about the will reflect this general view:

“Willing, if it is not to be a sort of wishing, must be the action itself. It cannot be allowed 

to stop anywhere short o f  the action.” If it is the action, then it is so in the ordinary sense 

of the word; so it is speaking, writing, walking, lifting a thing.'"

In the sense in which I can ever bring anything about (such as stomach-ache through over 

eating), I can also bring about an act o f  willing. In this sense I bring about the act of 

willing to swim by jumping into the water.

These remarks focus on the execution o f  intention, but they nonetheless show how 

Wittgenstein opposed the view that for bodily m ovem ents  to be willed is for them to be 

brought about by antecedent psychological states or wi 11-acts o f  the agent. Rather, a 

deliberate bodily m ovem ent is the act itself in its context o f  occurrence and not a bodily 

m ovem ent seen in the light o f  its causal precursors. Both Anscom be and the causalists 

observe the same proceedings -  certain bodily m ovem ents that are described as intentional. 

However, the causal ist goes beyond what is observed by interpreting it in terms o f  previous 

causes, be they mental or physical, where the latter are the “extras” A nscom be thinks should 

not be seen as grounding the ascription o f  intentional content.

The W ittgensteinian and causa! approaches that A nscom be is dealing with here can be 

clarified by an example, say, o f  a person swinging an axe to chop a piece o f  wood. From 

A n sco m b e 's  perspective the description “ He is sw inging an a.xe” is one that human beings 

ascribe in virtue o f  their noticing a certain form o f  events at the heart o f  which is a bodily 

movement. If  the axe moved because o f  a gust o f  w ind this form o f  description w ould  not be 

used. “The wind knocked the axe over” would be a description that characterises the event in
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term s o f  its antecedent causes. However, for Anscom be, tiie alternative form o f  description 

for human bodily movem ents involved in swinging an axe is o f  a different kind to that used 

for the movem ent o f  the axe by the wind. For Anscom be, it is an error to treat both forms o f  

description in the same way. However the causalist, while he or she will accept that the same 

a.xe-swinging event in such-and-such a context is the subject, will still treat it as a description 

that is ultimately analysable in terms o f  antecedent causes, be they physical or mental in 

nature.

4. A defence o f a W ittgenstein approach to action descriptions.

How does A nscom be proceed to strip aw ay the causal extras in question to leave only 

the doing and its surrounding c ircum stances as the basis for the use o f  intentional 

descriptions? She depicts the human bodily m ovem ents  involved in the action as certain 

muscle m ovem ents or "preintentional movements".' '^ She then calls the extra (causal) feature 

I and proposes that, on the view' she is criticising, the content o f  the intentional de.scription 

will have to be generated somehow by com bin ing  the preintentional m ovem ents  with /. In 

other words, on the causalist 's  story, the description "H e is swinging the axe” will have to be 

arrived at by adding certain e.xtra mental or physical states to the preintentional m ovem ents 

involved in moving the axe.

Her core response to this scenario is that "nothing about the man, considered by 

h im se lf  in the moment o f  contracting his muscles, and nothing in the contraction o f  the 

muscles, can possible determine the content o f  that description; which may therefore by any 

one, if  we are merely considering what can be determined about the man by h im se lf  at the 

m om ent.’"'  ̂ A causalist will want to say that, looking at a photograph o f  the man swinging 

the a.xe for example, "A t this moment, C-tlbre  6909” is bringing about the sw inging  o f  the 

axe” or '‘At this moment, his desire for warmth is bringing about the swinging o f  the axe". 

W hat this causalist approach tends to do, according to Anscom be, is to isolate the man from 

the conte.xt o f  his activity -  the axe, the log, and so on -  in an attempt to pick out the specific 

thing that is causing this bodily m ovem ent and supposedly thereby making it a  deliberate
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one. Typically the caiisalist takes seriously the fact that there are likely to be two different 

brain states respectively for an “axe slipping” movement and an “axe swinging” movement 

and tries to say that it is this difference in brain states that makes the latter a description of an 

intentional action. However. Anscombe. while accepting this neurological difference, 

proposes that these neurological factors are irrelevant to describing the action as intentional. 

Put another way, her point is that the description “He is swinging the axe” is one that human 

beings can apply in v irtue o f  w hat they observe the man doing and that the rules for the use 

o f  this form o f  language are limited to this particular setting. To then go beyond this frame of 

reference to look for what caused "the swinging o f  the axe” is an error. We can do this to 

look for what caused the movement o f  the axe be it by wind or muscle power, but not for 

what caused the swinging o f  the axe, where the latter notion gets its sense from the whole 

“scene” in which the bodiK movement occurred.

So far, her argument may look like it is question-begging, but it could be 

reconstructed in the following form in order to show that she is not merely asserting but 

arguing for this position:

1. The action’s being intentional depends, among other things, on something e.xternal to the 

agent, v iz. ”conte.\f’.

2. Any candidate causes o f  the action appealed to by the causalist, be they mental or 

physical, are not external to the agent.

3. Any candidate causes are not what the action’s being intentional depends on.

(We may note that the first premise is a commitment that we may naturally call externalist, 

and that it is on the basis o f  this principle that the argument against causalism goes through.)

5. A reply from the causal (heorist.

The causalist would be likely to reply that in principle we can generate the required 

content by consideration of. say, certain brain states For e.xample, as Dennett asks, “Could



there be a system o f  internal states or events, the extensional description o f  which could be 

upgraded into an Intentional descrip tion? '’*'’ In other words, Dennett considers it possible 

that we can, ultimately, generate descriptions like “ He is sw inging the axe” from descriptions 

o f  certain physiological and/or neurological states. This is an appealing position -  there does 

not seem to be anything in principle preventing scientists o f  the future from pinpointing 

certain neurological states and quickly arriving at the conclusion that, say, ju s t  before a 

person was shot he was swinging an axe. After all, it would seem that, as physical patterns 

that proceed or concurrently bring about doings, neurological states could function as inner 

blueprints for certain outer forms o f  behaviour. This would enable one to follow Dennett 

here, in an attempt to move from physical/neurological descriptions (Neural fibre 5601 is 

firing) to intentional descriptions (He is swinging the axe). Seen from this point o f  view, 

A nscom be’s argument would appear to be question begging after all because it merely states, 

without Justification, that nothing about the physical (or mental) state o f  the person can 

generate intentional descriptions.

It is difficult to evaluate this issue without getting immersed in the wide-ranging and 

complicated e.xternalism/internalism dispute that has progressed since Intention. However, 

Anscom be does offer a defence o f  her position against one like D ennett 's  in “The Causation 

o f  Action” :

Let us suppose a way of producing one of these brain states artificially, i.e. outside the 

circumstance in which the causal conditions occur 'naturally.” And now. consider the 

inference that if such a state has been so produced the subject is then in a state of belief 

that, say. 'such-and-such a bank in -cester is open at 5.00p.m. on Thursdays,’ though 

neither -cester nor banks nor clocks nor days of the week ever came into his life before, 

nor did he ever hear of them . . . Indeed we are implicitly looking aw m  from the 

individual and into his world if we ascribe any belief to him.'



This externalist argument, which is as close as Anscombe gets to defended a general 

commitment to externalism about the ascription o f  intentional content, can be applied to the 

above example o f  "He is swinging the axe” . In ascribing the intention to swing the axe, for 

Anscombe. we are looking away from the individual and not into his brain, muscles, neurons 

or “mind” . She suggests that if the causalist were right then we could produce the intention 

in the person even though the subject had never heard o f  axes or knew nothing of how to 

swing them. Presumably Anscombe thinks this seeming absurdity is permissible in the 

causalist’s account because the latter appeals to a physical “arrangement” o f  neurons that 

could be re-produced artificially, regardless o f  the subject's prior experiences.

The causalist could insist, in response to Anscombe’s argument, that this may sound 

absurd, but that it is plausible nonetheless. That is, the causalist could argue that although the 

subject would never have had experiences o f  axes or swinging them, he would have the 

intention to swing one if he were artificially stimulated in the right way. Furthermore, the 

intention to swing the axe may arguably be “accompanied” by the appropriate experiences so 

that the "whole" intention might be reproduced. The scientists would then be in a position to 

say that the subject, who is hooked up to certain wires and so on. actually intends to swing 

the axe.

Although this scenario does seem to have some plausibility, a fmal way o f  defending 

Anscombe against it could appeal to the fact that Anscombe's analysis is at least conducted 

in respect o f  the conditions in w hich our talk about actions arose. That is, her account resists 

the temptation to “go behind” linguistic usage and the conditions o f  intentional ascription by 

remaining within what might be called an “ intersubjective” setting. Descriptions such as 

“swinging an axe” or "throwing a stone” could be said to have “emerged” in discourse under 

conditions that, as Anscombe says, look away from the individual and see bodily movements 

within their overall situation. From this point o f  view, one could argue in defence of 

Anscombe, it does at least appear wrong-headed to search for the causal conditions of 

“actions”, where the latter are construed as the types o f  "things” that can be causally
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produced. But still, all in all, vviiat appears to be missing from A nscom be’s argum ent is some 

general defence o f  externalism with regard to the ascription o f  intentional content.

II. THE CO NCEPTUAL’ NATURE OF ‘INTENTIO NAL’.

L The argument for the ‘conceptual’ nature o f ‘intentional’ in section 20.

W hereas section 1 remarked on our tendency to treat intention as an equivocal concept 

based on seeing a strong distinction between intentional action and intentions for the future, 

section 20 m akes the assumption that this is the case but only in order to show that it leads to 

unacceptable conclusions. The aim is to show that intentional action cannot be a separate 

concept from intention such that they both have their own distinct meaning. They are both 

part o f  the one conceptual w eb or scheme.

It is helpful to contextualise section 20 in relation to A nscom be’s broader aims 

regarding the treatm ent o f  intention. For section 20 is not straightforwardly concerned 

simply with reiterating VNhat has been claimed in section 19, namely that ' in ten tional’ is not a 

separate ’extra" propert\ (though both sections are obviously two parts o f  one argument). 

While section 19 aimed to show that ' in tentional ' is not to be understood as a referring noun 

or the name o f  a property, section 20 tries to bring this line o f  thinking a step further. N ot 

only is the m eaning o f  'in ten tional ' not a matter o f  an ‘ex tra ’ psychological property, but its 

meaning actually depends on surrounding concepts in the language game, i.e. on a sort o f  

conceptual web. In other words, its meaningful application depends on a certain scheme o f  

concepts, each o f  which is a different use o f  the one concept ' in ten tion’. This amounts to 

saying that intentional action is internally related to expression o f  intention fo r  the future, 

intention 'w ith  w h ich \ intention sinipliciter, and so on; each are mutually dependent uses o f  

the one conceptual web surrounding the idea o f  an intention. A nscom be seems committed 

here to a kind o f  'm ean ing  ho lism ’ about the language o f  intention. The indi\ idual use o f  

'intentional ac t ion’ requires, for e.xample, an understanding o f  how to use ‘expression o f
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intention for the future '. It is not as if  the meanings o f  these terms could be separated out 

according to separately identifiable states or processes that they are supposed to signify. It is 

similarly noteworthy that these ‘holistically’ related concepts o f  intention are to be 

understood through grasping their rules for use which are taken to be conventional and 

beyond the authority o f  any individual language user. It is not as if an individual language 

user could grasp the meaning o f  intention by looking into the privacy o f  his mind to see what 

the referents o f  these concepts are. If the nature o f  evaporation were the issue, then an 

individual could exam ine the processes involved and put forward a valid hypothesis based on 

observed instances. But the nature o f  intention is not a matter o f  making similar observations 

o f  the 'm in d ' .  The meaning o f  this concept lies in socially evolved rules that have arisen 

through a history o f  com m unal activities. This aspect o f  A iiscom be 's  account merges w ith its 

meaning holism: we are dealing with a system o f  mutually dependent concepts subject to 

conventional and so communitarian rules o f  use, not separate concepts designating 

observable objects, states, or processes that could account for their meaning.

As with the argument in section 19, the argum ent in 20 also presents the traditional 

picture clearly in order to show up its inherent deficiencies. Anscombe begins with the 

following question and proposal:

Would intentional actions still have the characteristic ‘intentional’, if there were no such 

thing as expression o f  intention for the future, or as further intention in acting? I.e. is 

‘intentional" a characteristic of the actions that have it, which is formally independent of 

those other occurrences of  the concept of intention? To test this, I will make two rather 

curious suppositions: (a) Suppose that ‘intention’ only occurred as it occurs in 

‘intentional action’, and (b) suppose that the only answer to the question ‘Why are you 

X-ing?’, granted that the question is not refused application, were M just am, that’s all’.'*

The aim is to show that if intentional were independent, it would fall short o f  our normal 

concept o f  it. To bring out the characteristics ‘intentional’ w ould have, if it were form ally
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independen t  o f  the  o the r  occ u rre n ces  o f  the  concep t ,  it is im ag ined  tha t  the  fu tu re -d irec ted  

c o n c ep t  o f  intention  is ex c luded  from  use. T hus ,  i f  a sked ,  ‘W h y  you  are d o in g  s o m e th in g ’, 

the  a n s w e r  can n ev e r  sta te  an aim. A ga in ,  this  e c h o es  A n s c o m b e ’s ea r l ie r  r em arks  in section 

1 w h e re  it w as  m e n tio n e d  tha t w e  usua lly  th ink  ‘in te n t io n a r  is a separa te  con c ep t  b ecause  it 

can  o cc u r  w ithou t  be ing  re la ted  to  the  fu ture , w h erea s  in ten t ions  do seem  to  be  a lw ays  fu ture  

d irec ted .

' ( a y  su pposes  tha t  in tentional ac tion  is the  on ly  c o n c e p t  o f  intention:

This supposition, we might say, carries a suggestion that ‘intentional action’ means as it 

were 'intentious action’. That is to say. that an action's being intentional is rather like a

facial expression’s being sad Intention, on this interpretation o f  our supposition (a),

has become a style-characteristic o f  observable human proceedings.

T h e  g ro u n d s  for  say ing  a facial exp ress ion  is sad  are  bas ica lly  its ‘s h a p e ’ and  its context.  

T h u s  a dow n  turned  m outh  and  half-c losed  eye lids  m igh t  ind icate  sadness ,  e spec ia lly  i f  the 

person is s tand ing  o v er  a dead  pet, for e.xample, but such  g ro u n d s  are not en o u g h  to at tr ibu te  

a n y th in g  like in tentional action . In tentional ac tion  is m o re  than  a s ty le  charac ter is t ic  o f  

hu m a n  p roceed ings .  As A n sc o m b e  rem arks ,  such in ten tiona l  ac tion  w o u ld  be m ere ly  

■intentions ac t io n . ’ T h is  artificial no tion  o f  ‘in ten tions a c t io n ’ (i.e. w e  know  the  ac tion  is 

in tentional but not w h a t  the  p rec ise  in tention  is) is rem in isce n t  o f  a rem ark  A n sc o m b e  m akes  

in section  4 w hen  co n s id er in g  the  w ay  w e  can often say  ‘s tra igh t o f f  w ha t  a person  is do ing  

ju s t  by looking:

Not that this [capacity to describe other people’s actions intuitively] does not raise very 

interesting questions. See Philosophical Investigations, p. 59 {b)\ ‘I see a picture: it 

shows a man leaning on a stick and going up a steep path. How come? Couldn’t it look 

like that if he were sliding downhill in that position?”'*
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‘Intentions action ',  it seems to me. is limited to this kind o f  picture: we are aware o f  the 

m an 's  acting  purposely in a given context but that is all we are allowed to know -  there are 

no obvious intentions for the future, no further aims. If we imagined the man going up the 

hill were  a freeze frame in a silent film, then, when the film is set in motion again, we would 

be observing som ething like A nscom be 's  ’intentions ac tion’. I h e  man gives no account o f  

his m ovem ents with references to further intentions, and likewise, we have no awareness o f  

such further intentions -  they have been artificially eliminated from the language gam e on 

supposition (a). Our understanding o f  his action is now limited to his bodily movem ents in 

specific circumstances. For ju s t  as a smile is a smile in virtue o f  the physical configuration o f  

a face, so ‘intentions action’ becom es a matter o f  nothing more than the mere configuration 

o f  certain bodily m ovem ents  in a context.

The reason that ‘intentions action ' is inadequate as an image o r  account o f  our usual 

concept o f  intentional action is that with the latter, but not the former, the same bodily 

m ovem ents  can be intentional under one description and not under another. For exam ple my 

action (i.e. intentional behaviour) could be correctly described as 'S tand ing  at a bus s top’ but 

not ‘S tanding on a ten euro note ',  even though I am  standing on a tend euro  note. My action 

is not intentional under the latter description. There are num erous other intentions that could 

equally well be attributed here, such as ‘Building up the muscles in my legs’, ‘Testing my 

patience by waiting for a late bus’, ‘A ssum ing a civilian role while m onitoring a local crime 

ring ' etc. But this ‘m ulti-describabilitv’ cannot occur with ‘intentions ac tion’. ‘IntentionsC* V

action ' is like smiling, it shows on o n e 's  face, so to speak. It w ould  not make sense to  say it 

is smiling under one description and not under another. H ow ever the sam e physical/bodily 

m ovem ent can be intenlional under one description and not under another. So recognising an 

action as an ‘intentions action ' is obviously not sufficient to generate the required variety o f  

possible descriptions associated with intentional action proper. “The m ore” that is required is 

the context and background assumptions, by m eans o f  which we are able to divine the 

further  intentions with which something is done. Thus we cannot say ‘He is th row ing  the 

ball in order to show how to serve ' or ‘He is throwing the ball in o rder to warm up his



m uscles ',  or ‘He is throwing the ball with the aim o f  getting good at throw ing’, without 

know ing the context and background, without being able to say also “ H e’s playing tennis” or 

“ H e ’s simply warm ing  up” or “ H e’s practising throwing accurately” .

Supposition (h) also limits the use o f  intention to intentional action, but from a slightly 

different angle -  by imagining that answers to ‘W h y ?’ cannot mention further intentions in 

acting. The only answer to ‘W hy?‘ is ‘1 ju s t  am, tha t’s a ll’. But this situation would 

obviously allow nothing like a full-blown case o f  intentional action because ‘W h y ?’ could 

never really be answered in a way that explained the bodily movem ent as an intentional 

action; because it would make no use o f  context or especially, background assumptions:

. . . .  there would be no special sense of the question "Why?’ and no distinct concept of 

intentional action at all. That is to say it would no longer be possible to differentiate 

within the class of acts known without observation. . . . Thus on the present hypothesis

there would be no distinction between such things as starts and gasps and. quite

generally, voliinlary actions.’ '̂

In other words, w ithout clues (from context and background) to the intention fo r  the future, 

intentional action becomes ju s t  another form o f  bodily m ovem ent that is not explained in 

term s o f  reasons for acting.

A nscom be’s aim in defending a ‘scheme o f  concep ts’ view o f  intention is sum m ed up 

in her concluding remark that it ‘is natural to think that the difference [between intentional 

and unintentional action] is one that we can see in the things themselves. ' This reiterates the 

traditional them e she is directly opposing in sections 1, 19, 20 and 23. all o f  which confront 

the ‘philosophical" mistake o f  taking ‘intentional’ to be a discoverable psychological 

property. If it were  a psychological property then it would be identifiable independently o f

the other concepts o f  intention and so independently o f  context and background. For

example, if this property were a specific type o f  neurological activity in a defmite part o f  the 

brain, then ‘ intentional' could be specified in physical terms that would not require reference



to concepts like ‘expression o f  intention for the future' or "further intention in action,' The 

distinction between starts and gasps on the one hand, and intentional actions on the other, 

could then be made out in terms o f  the absence or presence o f  this special 

‘intentionalVneurological property. But perhaps the main concern o f  Intention is to show that 

this method o f  analysis is mistaken.

While the argument o f  section 20 attacks ‘mentalist' accounts o f  intentional action (that 

take ‘intentional’ to be a mental property), it seems also to be a useful argument for directly 

attacking strong hehuviourist accounts o f  intentional action. For ‘intentions action' is action 

construed only in terms o f  the present behaviour o f  the person. To be tapping a pen on a desk 

is just to be tapping a pen on a desk, it cannot be pretending to play the drums, or relating a 

tune to someone. Anscombe stresses that further ‘psychological’ concepts are required to 

characterise action over and above mere behaviour, i.e. concepts such as 'intention for the 

future’. But o f  course her analysis o f  these extra ‘mental' concepts such as intention for the 

future, are not construed as separate mental properties that a mind-body dualist would posit. 

1 hey are necessarv to characterise intentional action in so far as the\ lend a required level o f  

meaning that goes beyond the merely physical or behavioural. But this "level o f  meaning’ 

operates only through language use, with the application o f  terms like ‘intention with which’ 

and "expression of intention for the future' stripped of their referring roles in the language 

game but given meaning by seeing them in context, against a set o f  background assumptions 

and as part o f  a conceptual web.

A further interesting aspect o f  section 20 is that it seems to offer a much more forthright 

defence o f  the view that the meaning o f  ‘intention’ cannot be acquired through anything 

other than understanding the language game in which it plays a part. While in the 

Investigations Wittgenstein says that the language game is the "primar>' thing’, his 

investigation into the concept o f  intention mainly remarks on the role of  context and 

circumstance in the concepts’ application, as well as exposing the dangers of  treating it as 

referring to real states. While also stresses in section 20 that the concept is applied through a 

whole scheme o f  concepts. In other words she shows that the meaning o f  "intentional action’

120



is not Just a matter o f  behavioural and contextual criteria -  it requires a grasp o f  a whole set 

o f  inter-related uses o f  the concept. This seems a useful way o f  resisting any ‘behaviourist’ 

interpretation o f  Wittgenstein while at the same time stressing another dimension o f  giving 

the meaning o f  'in ten tion’ in the language game, one not found in the Investigations. While 

stressing the role o f  criteria as opposed to inner states as the conditions o f  application o f  

intention, as Wittgenstein does, Anscom be further insulates us from traditional error by 

show ing its use to depend on an interrelated scheme o f  concepts. In effect she introduces the 

concept o f  a ‘‘conceptual schem e” . N o m em ber o f  this conceptual scheme can contain the 

m eaning o f  intention by itself; intention can never be reduced to anything ‘ low er’ than or 

“ separate from” the scheme itse lf  Thus section 20 directly and explicitly defends the view 

that the conceptual scheme part o f  a language gam e for intention is bedrock. This is a much 

more developed defence than merely appealing to ‘o u te r ’ criteria in rejecting a referential 

account o f  the meaning o f  intention. It is not merely an “outer” versus ‘’inner” account, but a 

"w eb ” versus "isolated item” account.

III. TH E IN D IV ID U A T IO N  O F A C TIO N .

1. A com m on sense account o f  act individuation

The question o f  what intentional action in general is has already been addressed: it is 

the class o f  bodily movements to which the reason-seeking question ‘W h y ? ’ applies. 

However the question o f  what an individual action is has yet to be considered. Anscom be 

exam ines this problem o f  act individuation in sections 23-26. The problem is analysed in 

terms o f  a specific and by now quite famous example;

A man is pumping water into the cistern which supplies the drinking water of a house.

Someone has found a way of systematically contaminating the source with a deadly

cumulative poison whose effects are unnoticeable until they can no longer be cured. . .

The man’s arm is going up and down, up and down. . . . The moving arm is casting a
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shadow on a rockery where at one place and from position it produces a curious effect as 

if  a face were looking out o f  the rockery. Further, the pump makes a series o f  clicking 

noises, which are in fact beating out a noticeable rhythm.

. . . .  a re  th e re  four ac t ions  here ,  b ecause  w e  have  found  fo u r  d is t inc t  

desc r ip t ions  sa t is fy ing  o u r  co n d i t io n s ,  n am ely  m o v in g  his  a rm  up and  d o w n , 

o p e ra t in g  the  p u m p ,  r e p le n ish in g  the  w a te r  supply ,  an d  p o iso n in g  the 

in h a b i ta n ts? ’"

It is true  to say  o f  the  m an  tha t he is p o iso n in g  the inhab itan ts  and  a lso  t rue  to  say tha t  he is

r e p le n ish in g  the  w a te r  supply .  But d o es  th is  m ean  tha t  he d o es  tw o  th ings ,  o r  on ly  o n e?  H ow

is the  ac tion  to  be  in d iv id u a te d ?  It s e e m s  p laus ib le  to  say tha t  'p o i s o n in g  the  in h a b i ta n ts ’ and 

' r e p le n i sh in g  the  w a te r '  is to  do  tw o  th ings .  But it so u n d s  odd  i f  w e  ap p ly  th is  r e a so n in g  to  

all th e  co r rec t  d esc r ip t io n s  here , in w h ich  ca se  the re  are. fo u r  ac t io n s  to  cons ider .

A fte r  v a r ious  co n s id era t io n s ,  A n s c o m b e  prov ides her  a n s w e r  in sec tion  26;

The answer that we imagined to the question Why?' brings it out that the four 

descriptions from a series, A-B-C-D. in which each description is introduced as 

dependent on the previous one, though independent o f  the following one. . . if  we say 

there are four actions, we shall find that the only action  that B consists in here is A; and 

so on. Only more circumstances are required for A to be B than for A just to be A. And

far more circumstances for A to be D, than for A to be B. But these circumstances need

not include any particularly recent action o f  the man who is said to do A, B. C and D. In 

short, the only action o f  his that is in question is this one, A. For moving his arm up and 

down with this fingers round the pump handle is, in these circumstances, operating the 

pump; and, in these circumstances, it is replenishing the house water supply; and, in 

these circumstances, it is poisoning the household.

So there is one action with four descriptions, each dependent on wider 

circumstances, and each related to the next as description o f  means to end; w hich means
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that w e can speak equally  well o^four  corresponding  intentions, or o f  o m  intention -  the 

last te rm  that we have brought in in the series."^

So A nscom be's answ'er is that ‘there is one action with four descriptions’. The point o f  the 

present discussion is to explain this remark.

Perhaps the most important point about this account o f  action individuation com es from 

Under a  D escrip tion  where Anscom be states that she is not putting forth a theory:

As D avidson  has put it, all that he (or  I) m eant by speaking o f  m any different 

descrip tions o f  one action is, e.g., that the executioner o f  Charles I, having taken his 

head o f f  did not have to  add any fur ther perform ances , nam ely  o f  killing and  o f  

executing , to make his act one o f  kiUing and executing. W hat we meant, in short,  is 

som eth ing  that isn 't  a philosophical thesis  at all, and which no one denies. W hat is under 

dispute is w hether  to  speak o f  many different actions -  perhaps as m any  as there are 

(possib le?) dif ferent descriptions, perhaps few er than that in the c ircum stances w here  I 

(and D av idson)  speak o f  only one. For us the question "H o w  m any landings did the bird 

m ake? "  has a stra ightforward sense; now suppose  our answ er is “Just tw o” -  w hat we 

express in that way will (by others) have to  be characterized  differently, i f  landing on the 

tw ig  and  landing on the limed tw ig  are eo ipso d ifferent landings. O r -  in the case where 

I would  call them  the sam e landing -  will others call them the  same landing but not the 

same event or action? How many battles were fought at W aterloo  in 1815? There seems 

to  be not m uch doubt w ho is in the terminological difficulty here."'*

In saying that there is only one act with four descriptions, Anscom be is appealing to 

common sense, to what seem s ordinarily and obviously to be the case, if, for exam ple, I pull 

the lever o f  a crane which then opens its jaw s and drops a log onto the roof o f  a house it 

would be correct to say that I intentionally pulled the lever, opened the crane jaw s, dropped 

the log, smashed the roof, and destroyed the house. But all that it seem s I actually d id  was 

pull the lever. Pulling the lever is the only apparent action  o f  mine. In fact for Anscom be,
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this issue isn't  a theoretical issue at all. it is only one o f  deciding how to speak o f  actions. 

Should we speak o f  four actions or only one? it seems to deviate from the usual language 

game to speak of doing four things rather than one. In the case o f  the man pumping water we 

do say that he moved his arm up down while holding the pump, that he operated the pump, 

that he replenished the water supply, and poisoned the inhabitants but we do not say that he 

did four things. The only ‘doing’ here seems to be his act o f  moving his arm up and down. 

The intuition Anscombe is appealing to here is that action is closely connected to bodily 

movement, and in these examples there is only one bodily movement. The descriptions 

characterising the further aims do not require any further bodily movements. 'Swinging the 

racket'.  ‘Hitting the tennis ball', 'Serving an ace', ’Winning the game' are all correct 

descriptions o f  an action, but the only action  is my swinging the racket.

Anscombe's position is more clearly seen in the light o f  her remark that ‘there is one 

action with four descriptions, each dependent on wider circumstances'. In the case of the 

man pumping "moving his arm up and down with his fingers round the pump handle is, in 

these circumstance, operating the pump; and. in the circumstances o f  the water supply 

running low, it is replenishing the house water supply' and so on. All the descriptions refer 

to the same thing -  a bodily movement -  only the background considerations differ. The 

only difference between them is that they characterise this same act o f  moving an arm up and 

down in the light o f wider but differing circumstances. The action is the movement o f  the 

arm in relation to the pump handle but the other descriptions; 'pumping', ‘replenishing’, 

'poisoning' characterise the very same action in relation to a different set o f  background 

circumstances and considerations. Thus ‘poisoning the inhabitants' takes into account the 

water supply, its connection to the house, the inhabitants o f  the house and so on. while 

‘pumping' only considers the limited context o f  the pump handle itself moving up and down 

in conjunction w ith the flow o f  water through the pump. The various action descriptions do 

not pick out different acts, but only characterise the same act in different contexts. For 

Anscombe this account is a simple, common sense account that is free of the ‘philosophical’ 

difficulties arising from equating individual action descriptions with individual acts. This
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appeal to com m on sense is not argued for in the way one would argue for a theory, but it is 

clear from these considerations that A nscom be is tiying to show the conditions for ordinary 

use. Describing a person’s action is never a matter o f  pointing to an act-property; rather it is 

to characterise a bodily movement in the light o f  certain circumstances.

2. The role o f ‘under a description’ in act individuation.

Although A nscom be provides this com m on sense account, her main task in the 

discussion o f  act individuation is to expose traditional errors. 1 he main source o f  error arises 

through a misunderstanding o f  the meaning o f ‘description" and ‘ac tion’. The picture theory 

o f  meaning has it that a description is a word-representation o f  a state o f  affairs; thus a 

description depicts facts. An action description is then taken to describe a natural event, state 

or property, the action. Such a view o f  action description leads to various ways o f  

misinterpreting the remark that 'there  is only one action and four descrip tions’.

Perhaps the most general error here is the one that was the focus o f  section 19, that an 

action description designates a psychological property or state. Again, this error is addressed 

in Umler a D escription:

1 have on occasion stared dumbly when asked: “ If one action can have many 

descriptions, what is the action, which has all these descriptions?” The question seemed 

to be supposed to mean something, but I could not get hold of it. It ought to have struck 

me at once that here we were in “bare particular’’ country: whai is the subject, which has 

ail these predicates?"^

Section 19 attacked the general idea that an action is a natural property or “bare particular” 

o f  some kind that is designated by an action description. This was assumed in section 19 in a 

thought experiment, in order to show that it led to absurdities and must be abandoned. This 

error is even more tempting w hen it comes to action individuation. If one action is described 

in various different ways, then it seems natural to say that the descriptions all pick out the



same "bare particu lar’ . In so far as they are all describing the same action, they must be 

describing the same ‘ th ing ’ . For how can there be four descriptions and no-thing described? 

It is not enough to simply re-assert the conclusion o f section 19 here; that the descriptions 

cannot be describing a property because there is no such ‘extra’ feature in intentional action. 

For although this may be accepted, it m ight still seem odd that something can be described 

even though the descriptions don 't ‘ pick out’ anything. A clear account o f Anscombe’ s view 

o f act individuation thus requires an explanation o f  how she applies ‘description’ .

The main error once again stems from the Tractarian view o f meaning. An action 

description may seem like a picture o f an action-state but this is a result o f sticking to an 

overly rigid view o f  ‘description’ i.e. the one that is used for prim arily fo r physical object 

descriptions. Anscombe’ s alternative use is captured by the phrase ‘ under a description’ . To 

say that an action is intentional under a description is not to say that a description designates 

its ‘ intentional’ property. This is clearly seen in Under a Description'.

As some people have observed "under a description" is 'qua ', or A ris to tle 's  ' f ) ’ in 

modern dress. A ristotle  too observes that the phrase ‘ f| . . .’ belongs to the predicate, not 

to the subject (P rio r .-inalytics, 1, Chapter 38), There aren't such objects as an A  qua B. 

thought an A may, qua B, receive such-and-such a salary and, qua C, such-and-such a 

salary.

"Qua' does not designate the property o f  an object, rather it shows the object in a certain 

context and assuming certain background considerations. Hence it describes the object, but 

not by reference to any o f its features. In the case o f intentional action it is a bodily 

movement that is seen in the light o f various circumstances. The bodily movements 

associated with pumping w ater in the context o f the flow  o f  water, the house, the inhabitants 

and the poison thus constitute an act o f poisoning. To say the action or bodily movements 

linked to moving the pump handle are intentional under the description ‘ poisoning the 

inhabitants', is to show the event in the light o f these extended circumstances, fhe
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'in tentionality’ does not lie in the descrip tion’s designating an ‘intentional poisoning’ 

property or mental state, for \ ju a ' is predicative not attributive -  it does not attribute 

properties to the subject. To say that an action is intentional qua  replenishing water or qua 

poisoning, is not to say that it exhibits the properties ‘replenishing’ and ‘po isoning’. 

Similarly to say that a person’s action is intentional qua  ‘serving’ or  qua  ‘w inning the m atch ’ 

is to say that the person exhibits two different ‘serving’ and ‘w inn ing’ properties at two 

different times.

Another temptation, one also stem m ing from an overly rigid view o f  ‘descrip tion’, is to 

take the subject o f  the various descriptions to be the bodily movem ent i tse lf  As mentioned 

above, Anscom be remarks that the only action o f  the pumping man is A. For moving his arm 

up and down with his fingers around the pump handle is, in these circumstances, operating 

the pump and so on. But this makes it seem that the one action and four descriptions is 

actually the bodily m ovem ent described in four different ways. But the action is not to be 

identified simply with the bodily movement. Action descriptions depict an event in the light 

o f  certain circumstances; they show the bodily m ovem ent in a context. This explains 

A nscom be 's  important remark in Under a Description:

The proper answ er to “ W hat is the action , w h ich  has all th ese  d escr ip tion s?” is to g iv e

on e o f  the descrip tion s. A n y o n e , it d o es  not m atter w h ich; or perhaps it w ou ld  be better

to o ffer  a c h o ice , sa y in g  “T ake w h ich ev er  you  prefer” ."’

Description A has no priority over description D. Even though A mentions the bodily

movement, it also, like D, depicts the movem ent in a certain conte.xt -  it is not a

representation o f  a bodily state or position, it itself is an (intentional) action. Generally, for 

Anscombe, in our awareness o f  other hum ans and their actions, and so in our talk, we never 

isolate or focus on a specific bodily movem ent as such. We always encounter humans as

agents and so as performers o f  (intentional) actions. We never “ see” them as bare “bodily
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movers” . So we only use "action talk” on them and never (except when doing phiios)phy) 

‘‘bodily movement talk” .

Anscombe’s account of  action description also strongly opposes reductionisni. Ihis is 

why Anscombe asks in section 23 not only, ‘is there one action with four descriptions cr four 

actions?’, but, ’is there any description which is the description o f  an intentional action, 

given that the intentional action occurs?’ Again this has its origin in section 19, which ended 

with the statement that it is ‘a mistake to look for the fundamental description of what occurs 

-  such as the movements o f  muscles or inolecules -  and then think o f  intention as something, 

perhaps very complicated, which qualifies this.’ In proposing that the correct use of 

‘description’ is captured by Aristotle’s 'qua ', action descriptions do not pick out 'intentional’ 

properties. But this amounts to saying that there is no such thing as the description of the 

intentional action. Action descriptions cannot be whittled down, so to speak, to a set o f 

descriptions designating the ‘ultimate’ properties o f  the action, for they are not attributive. In 

so far as action descriptions do not designate particulars, such as bodily movements, 

molecular movements, intentional properties, psychological states and so on, there can be no 

‘ultimate description’ o f  an action, to which all others reduce. An  individual action is not 

something that could ever be teased out by an empirical or philosophical/scientific 

investigation. No description in the A-D means-end series has priority over the others. No 

description is the description to which all the others reduce. Even though the most basic 

action description. A, mentions the bodily movement, it does not go so far back as to just 

state the movement o f  the body, the arm, or even the muscle movements. To do so, would be 

to go beyond the descriptions under which the action is intentional.

In so far as action descriptions do not designate action properties, the pumping, 

replenishing, and poisoning are not identical descriptions in any sense that could be captured 

by Leibniz’ Law. While moving the arm up and down is pumping and is replenishing and is 

poisoning, these descriptions are not the kind o f  identity propositions that would apply to a 

physical object (e.g. for an apple ‘the green object on the table’ is 'the 50g object on the 

table’). Again, Anscombe mentions this in Under a Description:



If I say e.g., “ In this position moving the queen is dehvering mate”, 1 am not uttering an 

identity statement but characterizing a type of move as a mating move. If N did move so 

and someone says that his then act of moving the queen was his act of mating, this is a 

rather stilted way of taltcing; but the obvious thing for him to mean is that it was the 

mating move of the game. Once again, this is predicative; we should not be led by the 

definite article to speak (yet) o f  an identity proposition.'*

The ’is' o f  identity here serves to characterise  the one action in two different ways rather 

than to identify two different properties o f  the one subject. This also relates to the argument 

in section 19. An action description does not designate a property. So for A nscom be four 

different action descriptions d on 't  describe four different properties, all o f  which apply to the 

same subject. Again, individual actions are not reducible to specific descriptions: they are 

characterised equally by their various descriptions, each o f  which depicts the bodily 

movem ent in relation to an enlarging field o f  circumstances. Action descriptions form a 

means-end series. This series consists o f  an ordered set o f  intentions, A-D in the case o f  the 

man pum ping poison. The intention with which  A is done is B, with which B is done is C and 

so on. Thus the arm is moved up and down while gripping the pump in order to pump water. 

The water is pumped in order to replenish the water supply and so on. This is the result o f  

A nscom be 's  investigation into action individuation. But the main thrust o f  her analysis is 

critical in so far as it tries to combat certain widespread ‘philosophical’ errors. Treating 

action descriptions as fact-pictures leads to attempts to reduce action descriptions to 

descriptions o f  physiological, neurological or molecular states, as if the action were 

som ething that could be represented by such descriptions.

3. A n sco m b e’s basic position on the individuation o f  action.

In sections 23 to 26 Anscombe considers the issue o f  how to characterise an individual 

action. Thus far she has provided a characterisation o f  intentional action in general as that to
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which the question "W hy?” applies, and she has presented what I have discussed earlier as 

an argument against the view that intentional action is the kind o f  “thing” that is brought 

about by causes (the argument in section 19). Now, however, Anscombe is interested in 

trying to distinguish between one particular action and another. For example, I might step off 

the last step of a stairs and immediately turn a corner at the foot o f  the stairs. The question of 

how' to distinguish precisely between these two actions (if, indeed the are two) -  to give the 

conditions distinguishing one from the other -  is the problem o f  the individuation o f  action. 

Or, to take a more relevant example, I might perform what appear to be two actions at once 

that could be described as "Putting coins into the machine” and "Paying for my ticket". The 

problem o f  individuation o f  action considers how we are to distinguish between these two.

With regard to this last example, there are broadly two kinds o f  answers to the problem 

o f  how to individuate the actions in question. One kind o f  response holds that there are two 

individual actions corresponding to the two descriptions "Putting coins into the machine” 

and "Paying for my ticket". The other kind o f  response proposes that there is only one action 

and two descriptions, where the descriptions are just two different ways o f  picking out the 

same "thing” . Generally speaking, Anscombe's account is in agreement with this latter 

approach. Her example o f  the man pumping poison into a house is well known. In relation to 

this case she poses the problem o f  individuation o f  action as follows:

. . .  are there four actions here, because we have found four distinct descriptions satisfying 

our conditions, namely moving his arm up and down, operating the pump, replenishing 

the water supply, and poisoning the inhabitants?'’

Then, a few sections later, she characterises this series o f  descriptions generally as forming a 

series A-B-C-D in which each description is introduced as dependent on the previous one. 

She draws the following conclusions:
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. . .  if we sa>' tiiere are four actions, we shall find that the only action  that B consists in 

here is A; and so on. Only more circumstances are required for A to be B than for A just 

to be A. And far more circumstances for A to be D. than for A to be B, But these 

circumstances need  not include any particular recent action o f  the man who is said to do 

A, B, C and D. in short, the only action o f  his that is in question is this one, A. For 

moving his arm up and down with his fingers round the pump is, in thee circumstances, 

operating the pump; and, in these circumstances, it is replenishing the house water 

supply; and, in these circumstances, it is poisoning the household.

Anscombe’s reason for concluding that there is only one action to speak o f  seems to be that 

the only niovenieut that occurs is the man's arm moving up and down. Within the whole 

scheme o f  an action, including its surrounding context, the focus is normally on a specific 

bodily movement. However, for Anscombe, this legislates against the view that there are 

fo u r  actions because, for each description, the man’s movement is the same. Moreover, the 

descriptions themselves are distinct not in virtue o f  their designating different movements of  

the man, but in virtue of their picking out the same movement in the light o f  different 

circumstances corresponding to his further intentions in acting. Thus C takes into account the 

water and its supply to the house, but D extends further into the environment and includes 

the inhabitants o f  the house. However, the movement at the “centre” o f  these action 

descriptions remains the same. So for Anscombe there is one action and four descriptions.

4. Anscombe and Davidson on action identity'.

The kind o f  account that Anscombe proposes thus bears this similarity to Donald 

Davidson's. In his essay “Actions, Reasons, and Causes” Davidson provides the following 

example:

1 flip the switch, turn on the light, and illuminate the room. Unbeknownst to me I also 

alert a prowler to the fact that I am home. Mere I do not do four things, but only one, o f  

which four descriptions have been given.’'



Furthermore, A nscom be herse lf  recognises the similarity between her own view anJ that o f  

Davidson:

As Davidson has put it, all that he (or I) meant by speaking of many different descriptions 

of  one action is, e.g., that the executioner of  Charles 1, having taken his head o ff  did rot 

have to add any further performances, namely of killing and executing, to make his act 

one of killing and executing.'^’

So it is clear that Davidson and A nscom be are united in their opposition to the view that, in 

such cases, there are as many different actions as there are descriptions.

However, it is important to point out here that A n sco m b e 's  account is sigrificantly 

different to D av idson 's  nonetheless. There is a general difference in their understanding o f  

the ontology o f  action. Davidson allows that intentional actions can be characterised in terms 

o f  their causes but Anscom be denies this. D avidson’s account extends into his anomalous 

monism, in which token mental states are identified with token physical states. Anscombe 

rejects this view, holding instead that there is a semantic gap between physical talk and 

mental talk. 1 he specific difference in their accounts o f  individuation reflects these broader 

dissimilarities. D av idson 's  system allows for an explanation  o f  the relation between an 

action description and the "th ing” described. That is, he can provide a theoretical account o f  

what the identical thing is under each o f  the four descriptions. This is because he allows that 

individual events can be individuated in terms o f  their causes. He states in his essay “The 

Individuation o f  Events” that events “are identical if  and only if  they have exactly the same 

causes and e f f e c t s " . T h u s ,  for Davidson, it would seem that an occurrent action can be 

singled out in terms o f  its causes and effects. Davidson has an account o f  what the individual 

action is. Ultimately, it is a physical event that can be located within the causal nexus.

Anscom be tends to distance her account from the problem o f  saying what the “same X ” 

is that is being identified in the four descriptions. She indicates this in her paper “ U nder a



Description", wiiere she states that she “on occasion stared dumbly when asked; ‘If one 

action can have many descriptions, what is the action, which has all these descriptions?’”'̂ '* 

In the same paper she also states that when she uses the term “under a description” she is not 

employing it in order to pick out a subject. She prefers to view this term as being the same as 

Aristotle’s qua'. "There aren't such objects as an A qua B, though an A may, qua B, receive 

such-and-such a salary” . A human being may be a lawyer, but to describe him/her as a 

lawyer is not to describe something else that is over and above the human being. Finally, her 

stance can be summed up by her claim that the “proper answer to “What is the action, which 

has all these descriptions?” is to give one o f  the descriptions [in the series A-D]” .'̂  ̂ In other 

words, Anscombe is happy to simply state an action description when asked “What is the 

action?” So she is not providing a theoretical explanation o f  how action descriptions 

designate their “objects” . While Davidson does seems to be in a position to say what the 

action that has all the descriptions is -  an event that can be singled out in the causal nexus -  

Anscombe actively resists the burden o f  explanation.

5. A problem for Anscom be’s account of ‘the same action’.

One could criticise Anscombe on this point. After all, if something is being described 

(an action) then surely somQ-thing must be the object o f  the descriptions in question. 

Otherwise, Anscombe's account would seem to suffer from an ontological blind-spot, so to 

speak -  action descriptions do occur, but not in virtue o f  any thing described.

This is a problem for Anscombe that Julia Annas identifies in her 1976 paper 

“ Davidson and Anscombe on ‘The Same Action’” . Annas suggests that Anscombe can get 

around the problem o f  making sense o f  “the same w hatT' question by simply providing 

another action description, because her account focuses on means-end  cases. However she 

argues that the same problem arises nonetheless for Anscombe when isolated actions are 

considered outside the context o f  deliberate means-end behaviour: “ In a case where it is 

claimed that we have the same action intentional under one description but not under 

anotner, there is no means-end chain involved, and so there is not the same way o f  making



sense o f  the ‘ same whatT  question” .A n n a s  maintains that we can happily respond :o the 

question "W hat is the action that has the descriptions A-D?”  by saying “ it is a means to B”  

or “ it is a means to C”  or “ it is a means to D” . We can do this and avoid the problem of ever 

having to get down to the issue o f what it is that is underlying the descriptions in question. 

However, in the case o f pushing a table (the description under which the action is 

intentional) and making a ruck in the carpet (a description under which the acton is 

unintentional), we cannot substitute one description for another w ithout quickly arriving at 

the need for an account o f what " i f  is that is being described. So for Annas the onus s still 

on Anscombe to come up w ith some theoretical explanation o f what the thing being 

described is. Even i f  Anscombe does adopt a quietist, anti-theoretical approach here, her 

opponents w ill s till want some thesis about what is ultimately being individuated.

I th ink there are two basic ways that one could tr> to defend Anscombe against this 

criticism. Either one could try to show that there is some “ thing”  being described for 

Anscombe after all, only it is not exp lic itly  pointed out in Intention or in her other essays. Or 

one could tr \ to elaborate and expand on her quietism -  that is, one could tr> to show that in 

fact there is no real burden o f explanation on Anscombe owing to certain other significant 

aspects o f her account o f intentional action in general. In the remainder o f  this section I w ill 

b rie fly try to show how' both avenues may be available to Anscombe.

A  candidate “ referent”  or individuated thing for Anscombe's account is a bodily 

movement under a description. To say that an action description “ refers”  to a bodily 

movement under a description is not to say that a bodily movement is being described in the 

sense that a physical movement is being picked out and labelled. The “ th ing”  being picked 

out is a relational property in that it is a bodily movement in a context. This is not the bodily 

movement picked out by Davidson, which cun be adequately characterised in terms o f  its 

causal relations. Rather, it is a bodily movement seen in connection with the circumstances 

in which it was executed. However, this context in which the bodily movement is picked out 

w ill not take into consideration the physical states o f  the body and its causal relations w ith 

the environment. Action descriptions are used by human beings to pick out certain bodily
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movements in specific circumstances -  to describe pumping or replenishing supplies or 

poisoning. This way o f  looking at the “thing described” in Anscombe’s account also fits in 

well with the anti-causalism about intentional actions she defends. In Davidson’s account it 

makes sense to say that an intentional action can be caused, indeed he offers a causal account 

o f  what an intentional action is and this allows him to argue that an individual intentional 

action -  a bodily movement -  can be defined in terms o f  its place in the causal nexus. For 

Anscombe, however, it makes no sense to say that an intentional action can be defined in 

terms o f  its causes because a-bodily-movement-in-a-context can’t be caused as such. The 

latter refers to the whole scene, so to speak, and not just an isolated bodily movement 

distinct from but “ in” a context or set o f  circumstances. So there is something that Anscoinbe 

could say is “designated” by action descriptions. But these are not separate bodily 

movements in a physical context, nor are they intrinsic, non-relational properties. They are 

bodily movements under a description, where the latter puts the bodily movement in the light 

o f  certain circumstances that are recognised by ordinary language users.

The other line of defence that may be available to Anscombe seeks to support her in her 

reluctance to offer any theoretical underpinning for her account o f  action description. Annas 

thinks that this is not an option for a defender o f  Anscombe. She suggests that, while 

Anscombe can avoid the onus o f  explanation by limiting her analysis to means-end cases, the 

problem still arises for Anscombe nonetheless. However, Annas does not consider other 

aspects of Anscombe’s analysis that may bear on this issue. I will close this section by 

briefly considering two such factors in her account that 1 think help show why her position 

may satisfactorily and legitimately do without an account o f  w hat the “same thing described” 

is: the role of “Why?” and her analy sis o f  “ intentional” as a form o f  description o f  events.

Anscombe states that “the description o f  something as a human action could not occur 

prior to the existence o f  the question ‘Why?’, simply as a kind of utterance by which we 

were then obscurely prompted to address the question” . ’’ She is suggesting that intentional 

action cannot be seen as anything distinct that could be observed using the senses. We may 

observe a bodily movement with our senses, but to recognise a bodily-movement-in-a-



context as “poisoning the inhabitants” we have to be human beings: language using creatures 

that have come to be able make sense o f  such movements. We just so happen to be able to 

pick out certain patterns o f  events involving human bodily movements. Anscombe compares 

recognising an action with recognising a pattern o f  chalk marks on a board as a sentence. We 

observe certain chalk marks with our senses, but our senses play no part in helping us to 

understand that it is a sentence. Sentences have come with us as part o f  our linguistic 

heritage as language using creatures, as have intentional action descriptions. This perspective 

on action tends to provide background support for Anscombe's view that action descriptions 

refer to bodily movements in a context -  the ordinary' context in w hich the use o f  “ Why?” 

occurs rather than the physical or physiological conte.xt.

Anscombe’s claim that “ intentional" has reference to a form o f  description of events 

also helps to make more sense of her failing to provide a theoretical account of what is 

designated by action descriptions. In section 47 she says that such descriptions may be called 

"vital" because they “go beyond physics".’* She states that a “dog's curled tail might have 

something stuck in it. but that o f  itself would not make us speak o f  the dog as holding the 

object with its tail; but if he has taken between his teeth and kept there some moderate-sized 

object, he is holding i f .  This perspective insists that intentional actions are not the kind of 

“thing” that can be analyzed physically. So an attempt to single out an individual action in 

terms o f  the phy sical conditions o f  its occurrence or by reference to a bodily movement seen 

as a physical event is excluded from consideration. For Anscombe, the bodily movement is 

seen in relation to a context, but this context consists o f  the circumstances that language 

users recognize rather than the physical nexus in which the bodily movement occurs. So 

attempts to individuate actions, for Anscombe, need make no theoretical inquiries as to the 

nature o f  what action descriptions supposedly pick out.

A critic may not agree with either of these two factors in Anscombe’s analysis. 

However, these aspects of  her approach do bolster her treatment o f  the individuation o f  

action because they emphasise that there is no place for description-independent actions in 

her overall account. Whether one agrees with them or not, they at least show that
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A nscom be’s non-theoretical approach to individuation is enmeshed in a broader framework 

that, if  taken seriously, lessens the pressure to come up with the requested theoretical 

explanations.

IV. THE CONCEPT OF ‘AN INTENTION’.

A nscom be 's  turn to the analysis o f  intentional action was born out o f  a d isbelief in the 

benefits o f  exploring ‘intention’ by introspection, as if  intentions were inner psychological 

accom panim ents to action. The m eaning o f ‘ intention’ is to be found through its use in the 

language game for intentional action. Sections 19 and 20 attempt to dismantle faith in 

‘intentional extras’; items designated by action descriptions. While these sections attack the 

traditional notion o f  an ‘inner intention’ in action, Anscom be also attempts to replace it with 

an alternative criterion o f  intention. I f ‘intentions’ a ren’t mental ‘ex tras’ then what are they? 

Sections 22, 25, and 27 all emphasise  that the ‘presence’ o f  an intention is to be construed in 

terms o f  ‘outer ' criteria. As with expressions o f  intention, statements o f  intention are subject 

to the criteria o\'truthfulness (or sincerity) rather than verification.

Again, Anscom be takes as her lead various remarks made by Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein 

says in the Investigations p. 217 that the ‘intention with which  one acts does not 

‘accom pany’ the action any more than the thought ‘accom panies’ speech. Similarly in The 

Philosophical Remarks Vol. 1, 599, he writes that ” 1 intend’" is "never a description.’ And in 

Zettel, 44, he remarks that ‘Intention is neither an emotion, a mood, nor yet a sensation or 

image. It is not a state o f  consciousness. It does not have genuine duration .’ It is in the light 

o f  thoughts such as these, which are systematically supported from sections 19-27, that 

Anscom be puts forward her account o f  what it is to ‘h ave’ an intention.

Earlier sections provided a linguistic criterion for intentional action. Section 22 also 

suggests a criterion for the intention with which som ething is done. The ‘ intention with 

w hich ' an action is executed is one that the action is a means to achieving. For example, I 

descend the stairs in order to answ er the door, having heard the doorbell ringing; I shut the 

w indow in order to block out the draft. In m any cases, if asked about my intention, I will
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mention sometiiing future, for Mf the a description o f  some future state o f  affairs makes sense 

ju s t  by itself as an answ er to the question [Why?], then it is an expression o f  intention.’ If 

som eone asi<s me why I am rehearsing a speech I might answer ‘Tomorrow is debating d a y ’. 

Such an answ er simply mentions som ething future and obviously characterises the intention 

with which I am now' acting. But not all s tatements about the future will suffice to indicate 

my intention. If  asked why I am rehearsing the speech I might reply: ‘Next w eek  Tim w ill be 

in Tasm ania .’ This answ er mentions som ething future but fails to characterise the intention 

with which I am rehearsing the speech. Such answers require ‘filling in' if  they are to be o f

any help in characterising the intention with which I now act. T im ’s being in Tasmania

m eans I have to stand in for him at the debate in which case I must rehearse the speech in 

order to prepare for a debate. 1 he intention with which an action is executed and the action 

itself  must be related in a special way if  they are to make sense together: this is a condition 

o f  the presence o f  an ‘ intention with w h ich ’.

A nscom be sum m arises this special relation w ith a ‘general fo rm ula’:

. . .  we must have an idea how a state o f  affairs Q is a stage in proceedings in which the

action P is an earlier stage, if we are to be able to say that we do P so that 0- All that is

necessary to understand is that to say, in one form or another: 'But Q won't happen, 

even if you do P’, or 'but it will happen whether you do P or not' is, in some way. to 

contradict the intention.

If  I say I am doing P so that Q but 1 know  that P cannot conceivably bring about Q, then Q  is 

not an intention with which I do P. This criterion o f  intention avoids referring to private 

mental objects. To see w hether or not they fit in with the beliefs, desires and activities o f  the 

person professing to have them, intentions are subject to tests o f  rationality.

A man’s intention in acting is not so private and interior a thing that he has absolute 

authority in saying what it is - as he has absolute authority in saying what he dreamt. (If
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what a man says he dreamed does not make sense, that doesn’t mean that his saying he 

dreamed it does not make sense.)‘*°

A person can say  what their intention is. This act o f  saying what the intention is isn’t a 

description o f  an interior state. It does not involve looking inward to see what is present in 

the mind and then deciding whether o r  not to reveal it to an interrogator. In so far as a person 

can say what their intention is, it is subject to a criterion o f  truthfulness. As earlier sections 

have shown, the action, the intention, the act o f  will, or whatever mental accom panim ent one 

might cite to explain intentional action is not a ‘th ing know n’ at all. Intentions are not objects 

that are distinct from the activities o f  the person. If they were, then contrary to the 

conclusions o f  section 20, intentions could, like physical states, be ‘identified’ apart from the 

other uses o f  intention. A stated intention is only meaningful to the extent that it coheres w ith 

related expressions o f  intention, belief, desire and other intentional attitudes and other 

intentional actions. Such restraints give some authority to the interrogator in saying what a 

person 's  intentions are. This is A nscom be 's  preferred view o f  what it means to say someone 

'h as ' an intention. In so far as they can say  what it is, it is subject to certain constraints o f  

rationality and coherence and consistency.

In section 25, more reasons for rejecting the theorv' that intentions are ‘inner’ are 

suggested:

. . .  the notion of  the interior movement tends to have the most unfortunately absurd 

consequences. For after all we can form intentions; now if intention is an interior 

movement, it would appear that we can choose to have a certain intention and not 

another. . . . The idea that one can determine one’s intentions by making . . .  a little 

speech to oneself is obvious bosh.'*'

We talk o f ' f o r m in g  the intention to X ’. If the intention were a mental com ponent o f  some 

kind then 'fo rm in g ’ it would involve actively creating it, as one would a physical object. But
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because one cannot use o n e 's  limbs and hands to form something in the mind, it is supposed 

instead that for intention a kind o f  psychic act is involved whereby one says ‘I hereby mean 

to X ’. This absurd result derives from viewing the word 'in ten tion ’ as a nam e o f  an object. 

Thus ‘form ing an in tention’ is thought o f  as ‘forming a (mental) o b jec t’.

Anscom be adm its  that in a way her proposed criterion for an intention is a ‘criterion by 

though ts’:

. . .  it may appear that I have supplied something just like the interior movement, which a 

man can make what he likes: but (perhaps out o f  an attachment to ‘verificationism’) 

preferred an external answer (actual or hypothetical) which a man can equally make 

what he likes -  at least within the range of moderately plausible answers. O f course I 

must mean that the tniihful answer is, or would be. one or the other.

A nscom be rejects the view that the intention is some thing the agent alone can see. But her 

own version might, at first sight, seem to leave her with a similar ditTiculty -  the intention 

looks as if  it is ‘private’ because the agent can still lie about his intention w ithout any fear o f  

detection: the intention still seems to be som ething only the agent can ‘see ’, so to speak.

However there are still ways o f  telling w hether or not a person has the intention they 

say they do. for ‘there can be a certain am ount o f  control o f  the truthfulness o f  the answ er’. 

Checking  the truthfulness involves much the same principle as m entioned above. The point 

is to see if the professed intention makes sense o r  fits w ith the a g en t’s activities, reasons and 

expressions o f  intention, beliefs, etc. If  I say 1 am going cam ping  and leave the house with 

nothing but a briefcase, then an observer has reason to believe that is not really my intention 

because my present actions do not ‘f it’ it. I would  be expected to be leaving the house with a 

tent, a backpack, som e food, a map etc. My present action is expected to be a conceivable  

means to the achievem ent o f  my stated intention, o f  going camping.

However, after many questions and answ ers the observer may still not be able to make 

up his mind about w hether or not I actually  intend to go camping. The test o f  tru thfulness for
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thoughts  and intentions has its limits. In the case o f  the man pumping poisoned water, there 

‘is a point at which only what the man h im self  says is a sign; and here there is room for 

m uch dispute and fine diagnosis o f  his genuineness.’ Anscom be admits that a person’s 

intention is to some extent ‘undetectable’ from an observer’s point o f  view', but again not 

because it is a private object, rather because only the agent has “the complete story” . This is 

reminiscent o f  an earlier remark that a lie’s being an utterance contrary to o ne’s mind “does 

not mean that it is a false report o f  the contents o f  o ne’s mind, as when one lies in response 

to the query ‘A penny for your thoughts’” .̂  ̂ In giving a lying expression o f  intention I am 

not misrepresenting a private object. Although an interrogator may sometimes be unable to 

say w hat a person 's  intention is, this only shows that sometimes the criteria o f  truthfulness 

are insufficient. The danger here is to make the ‘philosophical’ mistake o f  using a ‘concealed 

object ' m etaphor to explain this.

In section 27 Anscombe continues to focus on the “intention’ with the question ‘Is there 

ever a place for the interior act o f  intention?' Characterising an intention in terms o f  ‘outer ' 

criteria tends to negate the role o f  a person’s "interior acts o f  intention’. But do the latter ever 

play a significant role in describing an action? This section concludes the phase o f  the 

monograph that has attacked the idea that an action de.scription gets its meaning or ‘life’ by 

pointing to an internal mental state (sections 19-26 in particular). Once the notion o f  an inner 

intention-state has been systematically attacked, Anscom be still wants to ask one last 

question o f  ‘ inner intentions’, to see if  there is ever any role the concept could play in 

characterising an action description. The answer is that they do. This is shown with an 

example;

We can imagine an intention which is a purely interior matter nevertheless changing the 

whole character of things. A contemptuous thought might enter a man’s mind so that he 

meant his polite and affectionate behaviour to someone on a particular occasion only 

ironically, without there being any outward sign o f  this . . . Let us suppose that the 

thought in his mind [while embracing] is ‘you silly little twit!’ Now here . . .  it is not
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enough that these words should occur to him. He has to mean them. This shews once 

more, that you cannot tai^e any performance (even an interior performance) as itself an 

act of intention; for if you describe a performance, the fact that it has taken place is not a 

proof of intention; words for example may occur in somebody’s mind without his 

meaning them. So intention is never a performance in the mind, though in some matters 

a performance in the mind which is seriously meant may make a difference to the correct 

account of the man’s action -  e.g. in embracing someone. But the matters in question are 

necessarily ones in which outward acts are ‘significant’ in some way. "̂*

This account repeats some o f  the conclusions made in earlier sections about the role o f  

mental causality in intentional action. Section 1 1 concluded that intentions are never mental 

causes. Something similar is being stated here -  an intention is never a performance in the 

mind such as a thought like ‘you silly little twitM’ That thought may pop into the mind ju s t  

as one was about to embrace an acquaintance, accompanied by perhaps a momentary feeling 

o f  loathing. This may have had no precedent and might have disappeared as quickly as it 

arose, without any further resentful feelings -  it may have no outward signs. The thought is 

thus something that ‘cropped up ' in the mind prior to the intentional action; and so can be a 

cause, in this case a mental cause. For it is something you would mention in describing what 

were the mental causes that led up to and issued in the intentional action (though often there 

are none, as was show n in the previous analysis o f  intentional action).

As a mere mental cause, the thought does not alter the action description. For the 

thought that you left the cooker on, or a feeling o f  being flushed might ju s t  as easily have 

occurred prior to or during the embrace and this would not have changed the fact that the 

action was a well meant act o f  affection. But if the momentary' thought ‘You silly little tw it! ’ 

is seriously m eant then the action is no longer an innocent embrace. Then the act o f  

em bracing is meant only ironically. So an interior act that is meant, an ‘unde tec tab le’ 

thought, can change the whole quality o f  the action. In that sense it is part o f  the context or
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scenario .  B ut it is im portan t  to  stress tha t the  in te n t io n 's  ‘ invisibility" is s im p ly  a lim ita tion 

o f  the c r iter ia  o f  t ru th fu lness  and  not co n seq u e n ce  o f  its pr ivacy.

F inally ,  it is w orth  no t ing  tha t ‘a d d in g '  m e a n in g  to  th e  o ccu rren t  th o u g h t  ‘Y o u  silly 

little tw i t ! ’ is no t  to  add  an ex tra  exper ience .  It is not as i f  a person  in the  s a m e  s ituation  w ho  

had th e  th o u g h t  w ith o u t  m e a n in g  it lacked a ‘m e a n in g -e x p e r ie n c e ’ w h e n  the  though t  

occurred .  A n s c o m b e  se em s to  a l lo w  here tha t an inne r  p e r fo rm a n c e  in the  m ind  tha t is 

se rious ly  m e a n t  is an ‘ac t  o f  in ten t ion ’ . T h is  m ay look like she is fa ll ing  into  C artes ian  ways.  

For if  an o b se rv e r  has  no  w ay  o f  say ing  w h e th e r  or not th e  th o u g h t  is the re  w h en  it is ‘th e re ’, 

then m u s t  not its ex is te n ce  be a m a tte r  o f  w h a t  is inner and  pr iva te?  But ‘ inner  pe r fo rm an ce  

in the  m in d ’ is not like ‘ex p e r ien c e  in m ental s p a c e ’ and  ‘b e in g  m e a n in g f u l ’ is not an extra 

type o f  ex p e r ie n c e  either .  Flence the  c o n c lu d in g  rem a rk  tha t  in such  ca se s  ‘ou tw ard  ac ts  are 

necessarily  ' s ig n i f i c a n t ’ in so m e w a y ' .  T h e  ‘n e c e s s i ty ’ o f  ou tw ard  ac ts  to  the  m e a n in g  o f  a 

given in ten tion  is so m e th in g  A n sc o m b e  has  argued  for  m o s t  d irec tly  in section  20, w h ere  it 

w as c la im ed  th a t  the  m e a n in g  o f  in tentional ac tion  w as  n ecessa r i ly  bou n d  to  tha t o f  in tention 

for the  fu ture  and  ‘ intention  w ith  w h ich ' .
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C H A P T E R  4: T H E  P R O B L E M  O F  K N O W L E D G E  O F  A C T IO N

I. THE PROBLEM OF KNOW LEDGE OF ACTION: TRADITIONAL ACCOUNTS  

OF ‘W ILLING ’.

1. Summary o f  the results of  the preceding analysis o f  intentional action.

Section 28 signals the beginning of a new investigation into the nature o f  non- 

observational knowledge. Perhaps the basic feature o f  intentional action noted early on in 

Intention  is that it is subject to this special kind o f  knowledge. But the primary' conclusion o f  

the discussions prior to section 28 is that the 'intention’ is not a ‘thing’, a state, process, 

cause or e.xperience. So to know one’s intentional action or one’s intention is not to know 

any ‘thing’. A complete analysis o f  intentional action and intention thus requires a thorough 

examination of this result: that know ledge of action is not observational knowledge o f  any 

components, states, events, episodes or objects. This is the task o f  the remainder o f  Intention., 

to provide a detailed analysis of  non-observational knowledge in practical action. Given that 

this is the start o f  a new direction in Intention I will firstly provide a short summary o f  the 

investigation to date, before entering into the analysis o f  practical knowledge.

Discussion prior to section 28 focused primarily on the meaning o f  ‘intention in 

action’ and 'expression o f  intention for the future’. The initial analysis o f  intentional action 

stressed that neither intentions nor motives are mental causes, and that a reason-seeking 

‘Why?’ is rejected by mention o f  a mental cause, and finally that intentional action is open to 

non-observational knowledge. So right from the beginning there is a recognition o f  two 

central aspects o f  intentional action: (a) intention and intentional action do not involve a 

special inner ‘intentional’ component and (b) knowledge o f  action does not involve 

awareness o f  such a special component. The discussion up as far as section 28 focused on 

‘(a)’. Thus expressions of intention are not reports o f  inner states of  the mind that can be true
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or false, because there are no such inner intentions. They are assimilated to types o f 

‘predictions’ or, rather, commitments; ‘ statements' about the future that are not based on 

evidence and which cannot therefore be said to be true or false. Rather they are e.xpressions 

that are subject to a criterion o f  truthfulness, as sincerity and appropriateness..

The ‘ intention’ itse lf was also examined. It is seen not to be an object that could be 

identified by observation. It is not an inner state observable by introspection, nor is it 

something that could be discerned and e.xamined by neuroscience, hi keeping with the 

remarks made in the analysis o f intentional action, the intention is not a mental cause -  it is 

not something in experience that could be reported by the person when asked what led up to 

and gave rise to the action. As with expressions o f intention, the criterion for the ‘ presence’ 

o f  intention is again a matter o f the conditions o f truthfulness (sincerity and appropriateness) 

rather than those o f truth or falsity. To say that a person ‘ has’ an intention is not to say that 

they have private awareness o f  something 'in ’ the mind. Outer criteria play a crucial role in 

talking o f someone’ s ‘having' an intention. Reports o f intention are subject to certain criteria 

o f rationality -  they must make sense against the background o f  surrounding actions and 

expressions o f intention.

To describe an action as intentional was seen not to involve reference to any special 

‘ intentional’ property either. Section 19 attacked the feasibility o f  this traditional thesis. 

Action descriptions do not represent action states or ‘ intentional’ properties. Section 20 

emphasised that the meaning o f the various uses o f intention is not a matter o f reference to 

meaning artefacts as in the case o f physical object descriptions, but instead involves an 

understanding o f a scheme or web o f  concepts. Intentional action descriptions involve a 

certain context o f application and set o f background assumptions that involve not only 

observed behavioural circumstances and linguistic utterances as well as previous attitudes 

and actions, but also an understanding o f  further intention, expression o f intention and 

‘ intention w ith w hich ’ .

Continuing this attack on an intentional ‘ extra’ , it was seen that an individual action 

is not a particular ‘ intentional' object. An intentional action may be intentional under various
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descriptions and any o f  these descriptions can characterise it equally well. There is no such 

thing as the  or even the foundational description o f  an individual action because individual 

actions are not states, processes or properties that could be precisely located and defined. In 

the same way that the 'intention with w h ich ’ and expressions o f  intention are subject to the 

outer criteria o f  truthfulness, individual action descriptions are ordinarily grounded in a 

widening field o f  circumstances and background assum ptions that corresponds to a means- 

end series. These surrounding circumstance and assum ptions are what characterise the 

action under its various descriptions. It is not as if an individual action were some-thing 

‘inner" that could be located in isolation from the context o f  the bodily movement.

So the discussion up as far as section 28 focuses on a w hole myriad o f  errors that can 

arise from a misunderstanding o f  intention. Applying the rules for physical objects to the use 

o f  intention and intentional action leads to mistakes about w hat individual actions are, what 

the 'defin ition ' o f  intentional action is, what expressions o f  intention are, the meaning o f  

action descriptions, the nature o f  intentions sim pliciter  and so on. These are all aspects o f  the 

traditional theory o f  action that exhibit a m isunderstanding o f  the rules for the use o f  

'in tention ' and stem basically from the fundament error o f  assuming that ‘intention’ is the 

name o f  some state or property.

2. K nowledge o f  action and traditional tlieories o f  ‘the w il l ’.

The discussion o f  knowledge o f  action is taken up in section 28. Traditional theories 

recognise that we know our actions without having to  make any empirical inquiries -  

knowledge o f  action is different from know ledge o f  facts about the world. But this is thought 

tc be because what is known is not ‘ou te r’ but ‘inner’. Knowledge o f  action is taken to be 

knowledge by observation, but it is different from scientific knowledge in that the object is 

private and known by direct access. Anscom be has argued against the traditional contention 

that intention is an inner state or property o f  the mind. So w hile she accepts that we do have 

a special knowledge o f  action, it cannot be analysed in term s o f  observation o f  inner objects.
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Thus Anscombe’s analysis o f  action faces a distinct problem that is characterised in section 

29 :

The difficulty however is this: What can [for example opening the window] be except 

making such-and-such movements with such-and-such a result? And in that case what 

can know ing  one is opening the window be except knowing that that is taking place?

Now if there are two ways o f  knowing here, one o f  which I call knowledge o f  one’s 

intentional action and the other which I call knowledge by observation o f  what takes 

place, then must there not be two objects o f  knowledge? How can one speak o f  two 

different knowledges o f  exactly  the same thing?'

The problem in talking about knowledge without observation of one’s intentional action is 

that to know something is happening requires that it is happening but when one’s eyes are 

closed there seems to be no way o f  knowing this. So know ledge w ithout observation doesn’t 

seem to be know ledge at all. For example, if I were blindfolded and asked to arrange some 

coins in the shape o f  a square I might say that I am arranging coins in a square but an 

observer could easily say "No you 're  not -  that’s a triangle’. So it seems I don 't  in fact know 

what I am doing after all. Knowledge without observation seems to allow one to ‘know’ 

what is false, in which case it is not knowledge at all. But Anscombe insists that there is an 

important sense in which I know my action without observation and that it shows important 

differences to empirical knowledge:

Say I go over to the window and open it. Someone who hears me moving calls out:

What are you doing making that noise? I reply 'Opening the window’. I have called such 

a statement knowledge all along; and precisely because in such cases what I say is true -  

I do open the window; and that means that the window is getting opened by the 

movements o f  the body out o f  whose mouth those words come. But I don’t say the 

words like this: "Let me see, what is this body bringing about? Ah yes! the opening o f
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the window’. Or even iii<e this’ Let me see, what are my movements bringing about?

The opening of the window’."

Anscombe returns to this fact again and again throughout Intention. It does sound strange to 

call something knowledge when it doesn’t necessarily reflect the facts. Nonetheless we do 

want to say that it is a kind of knowledge. If, with eyes closed, 1 write my name on a sheet o f  

paper 1 will get it right nine times out o f  ten. If someone asks me what 1 am doing I am 

utterly convinced that 1 know what 1 am doing even though I cannot see what is happening, 

b  the same way that we do not have to look to see the position o f  our limbs, we do not have 

to check to see what is happening to our bodies when someone asks us what it is we are 

doing. Thus it would be absurd to actually check one's body in opening a window in order to 

investigate w hat is happening when someone asks about what you are doing.

Maintaining that one has special knowledge o f  action that doesn’t require empirical 

investigation o f  one's bodily movements would not be that controversial if one allowed that 

the observations were directed inside, or that the awareness was of brain states or 

eKperiences o f  some kind. At least then the knowledge o f  action would have an object other 

tl an the bodily movement. But Anscombe cannot allow that there be such an extra object 

that is known in action. It has been the whole point o f  the analysis to date to exclude this 

traditional belief in 'rea l’ intentions, whatever their shape or form may be. This means that 

Anscombe is committed to a type o f  knowledge that is literally not knowledge o f  any-thing. 

It is the aim o f  subsequent sections to flesh out and explore the nature o f  this type of 

knowledge. This is effectively a defence o f  her positive account o f  intentional action; to 

account for knowledge o f  action without reference to any known ‘intentional’ features 

completes the analysis. But before this discussion gets under way Anscombe digresses with 

tv/o short but important discussions. The first o f  these, which I will now examine, is an 

analysis o f  the nature o f  an executed action; o f  willing and volition.

For Anscombe, the theory' o f  knowledge o f  action gives rise to the theoiy o f  volition. If 

doing something involves knowledge o f  an internal property that cannot be understood



through the examination o f  bodily movements, then an executed intention supposedly 

involves non-observational awareness o f  a ‘willed intention’. But Anscom be thinks this a 

‘mad account":

. . . for the only sense I can give to ‘willing’ is that in which 1 might stare at something 

and will it to move. People sometimes say that one can get one’s arm to move by an act 

of will but not a matchbox; but if they mean 'Will a matchbox to move and it won’t ’, the 

answer is ‘If I will my arm to move that way, it won’t’, and if they mean ‘1 can move my 

arm but not the matchbox' the answer is that I can move the matchbox -  nothing easier. ’

This relates to remarks Wittgenstein made in the Investigations, §613. ‘W illing’ as 

A nscom be uses it here is reminiscent o f  W ittgenstein 's  notion o f  an ‘immediate non-causal 

bringing abou t’. For willing som ething to move by staring at it seems to be much the same 

thing -  a kind o f  direct sum m oning up o f  the desired event, as if  the sum m oning up were not 

caused by anything else. It is as if willing on this account were a form o f  concentration on a 

body part that results in its directly rising. But A nscom be has repeatedly stated that 

intentional action is not characterised by any type o f  experience. We often raise an ann  

without having any preceding thoughts, feelings or intentions in doing so. W'e simply raise it. 

A description o f  an intentional action characterises a bodily movem ent as such and such an 

action in the context o f  certain related circumstances. All that actually occurs are ‘do ings’: 

the notion o f  a separate form o f  mental focusing, ‘w ill ing’, is an erroneous philosophical 

thesis. Such a thesis treats as plausible the claim that one can 't  will a matchbox to move. 

But, from A nscom be’s position, this latter claim is simply nonsense. It is not as if  w illing an 

arm or a foot to move involved anything like trying to ‘w il l’ a m atchbox to move. There is 

no such extra experience attaching to the bodily m ovem ent that characterises it as intentional 

‘from the inside': there is ju s t  the doing itself. Hence there is really no such thing as ‘w ill ing’ 

an arm to move: there are only events where we do raise our arms. Similarly, the only sense

152



vve can give to ‘willing a matchbox to m ove’ is an event where we ju s t  move it by taking 

hold o f  it.

A nother ‘false avenue o f  escape’ from the problem o f  non-observational knowledge o f  

action is ‘to say that I really ‘d o ’ in the intentional sense whatever I think I am doing. ' This 

remark refers to a prevalent aspect o f  the Jamesian account o f  willing. For example in the 

P rincip les o f  P sychology  he writes o f  an idea (a ‘m otive’ idea), being the thing which is right 

at the beginning o f  the causal chain in e.xecuting an intention:

One sees how the immediate point of application of the volitional effort lies 

exclusively within the mental world. The whole drama is a mental drama. The whole 

difficulty is a mental difficulty, a difficulty with an object of our thought. . .  is an idea to 

which our will applies itself. .

This is later summed up in the following manner:

I’o sum it all up in a word, the terminus o f  the psychological process in volition, the 

point to which the will is directly applied, is always an idea.~

This remark obviously e.xemplifies the kind o f  view A nscom be attacked in the above 

discussion o f  willing a m atchbox to move. It also illustrates the present ‘avenue o f  escape’ 

too. Clearly. James takes ‘do ing’ to be a matter o f  what i th ink I am doing. For once the 

motive idea has occurred, what is brought about thereafter is som ething ‘outside the m ind ’, a 

matter for the ‘executive ganglia’. And, more importantly, the act o f  will is equally valid, 

regardless o f  whether or not the intended result is brought about. Thus, for e.xample, the 

occuirence o f  the motive idea o f  moving my hand is a complete will-act.

A nscom be notes that it is such a view that led the early Wittgenstein to conclude 

ironically that “1 am com pletely powerless:
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E.g. if 1 think I am moving my toe, but it is not actually moving, then 1 am ‘moving my 

toe’ in a certain sense, and as for what happens of course I haven't any control over that 

except in an accidental sense. The essential thing is just what has going on in me. and if 

what happens coincides with what 1 ‘do’ in the sphere of intentions, that is just a grace of 

fate.''

This is also reminiscent o f  a remark m ade by Wittgenstein in the Investigations abo it the 

view that willing is merely an experience -  ‘It comes when it comes, and I cannot bring it 

abou t’.’ For example if  1 attend very closely to what is happening when I raise m} little 

finger it seems as if I wait for a few seconds then, perhaps accompanied by a thought o f  

raising the finger, it is raised. The wiil-act thus appears to be a kind o f  experience that 

‘com es when it co m es’. If  it comes when it comes, then there is no control over it, as if  one 

were ‘completely pow erless’ to bring it about.

Anscom be attacks this empiricist concept o f  willing directly by questioning the 

ontological status o f  this ‘motive idea': what is its vehicle? Is it formulated in words? The 

conclusion is that it could only be a ‘bombination in a vacuum '. Little critical detail is 

provided to support this claim in the present section. But this is not necessary since most o f  

the previous sections have focused on ridiculing precisely this kind o f  internal ‘ intentional 

ex tra ’ that accom panies a bodily m ovem ent in intentional action. Section 19 in panicular 

offered a direct attack against this empiricist-causal theoiA. The current strategy however is 

to bring ‘w ill ing’ back to its ordinary use. 'W ill ing ' to go to the park is ju s t  going to the 

park. ‘W illing’ to write is ju s t  writing. There is no ‘extra ' experience, no mysterious 

‘bringing abou t ',  causal or otherwise, that pre-dates the intentional bodily movement. Such a 

v iew  is in keeping w ith the whole them e o f  previous investigations in Intention. The aim has 

been to emphasise  that the application o f  ‘ intention’ and ‘intentional action’ is not 

determined by real states that could be discovered by empirical or scientific investigation.

Section 30 is directly linked to the above discussion. Here the challenge o f  directly 

attacking the Jamesian ‘motive idea' conception o f  willing is addressed;
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. . .  I will produce an example which shews that it is an error to try to push what is 

known by being the content o f  intention back and back; first to the bodily movement, 

then perhaps to the contraction o f  the muscles, then to the attempt to do the thing, which 

comes right at the beginning. The only descriptions that I clearly know o f  what I am 

doing may be o f  something that is at a distance from me.**

A n sc o m b e  w a n ts  to  d e fend  a s im ila r  a rg u m e n t  here  to the  o ne  in section  19. In sec tion  19 the  

a rg u m e n t  op p o se d  a ‘re fe ren t ia l’ v iew  o f  ac tion  desc r ip tions ,  w h e re b y  th e y  m ean  w h a t  they  

do in v ir tue  o f  an ex tra  fea tu re  a t tac h in g  to  the  bod ily  m o v e m e n t  at the  t im e o f  the  

con trac tion  o f  the m usc les .  T h e  a rg u m e n t  in section  30 is s im ila r,  on ly  it is spec if ica lly  

ta i lo red  to  opp o se d  the  above  J a m es ian  causa l  acco u n t  o f  in ten tional ac tion ,  w h e re  the  initial 

ca u se  o f  the  bodily  m o v e m e n t  is taken  to  be a m o tive  idea or  ‘the a t tem p t  to  do  the  th in g ’ 

tha t c o m e s  r ight at the  beg in n in g  o f  the  cha in  o f  causes.  A ga in ,  as with  section  19, this  

a rg u m e n t  cou ld  be d irec ted  at an y  type o f  ph ilosoph ica l  theor>' tha t in troduces  specia l 

c o m p o n e n ts  in o f fe r ing  its ex p lan a t io n  o f  action . It is natura l for  e x a m p le  to  v iew  ac tion  as a 

m a tte r  fo r  neuro log ica l  ana lys is  -  the  bodily  m o v e m e n t  can  be traced  back  and  back from  the  

m o v e m e n ts  o f  the l im bs to  m u sc le  m o v e m en ts ,  to  spinal activity' and  then  to  the  initial cause  

in the  fo rm  o f  a neu ro log ica l  event.

H o w ev er ,  for  A n sc o m b e  the  ‘m e c h a n ic s ’ o f  in tentional ac tion  do  not involve an y  such 

in ternal tr iggers  tha t p roduce  m o v e m en ts .  As with  the  d iscuss ion  o f  the  ind iv idua tion  o f  

ac tion ,  w h e re  individual ac tions  w e re  seen no t to  be reduc ib le  to  specif ic  desc r ip t ions  o f  

in ternal s tates,  the  e m p h a s is  is aga in  on try ing  to sh o w  tha t  the  m e a n in g  o f  a w il led  ac tion  is 

d e p e n d e n t  on a behav iou ra l  con tex t  and  b ac k g ro u n d  a s su m p tio n s ;  ex e c u te d  in ten tions  are 

a lw a y s  ‘un d er  a d es c r ip t io n ’. T h e  trad i t ional ac co u n t  sees  the  act o f  wi l l  to  be so m e th in g  

in d e p en d e n t  o f  the  fu rthe r  co n d i t io n s  in w hich  the  bod ily  m o v e m e n t  takes  place:
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Someone might express the view I reject by saying: Consider the sentence M am pushing 

the boat out'. Here, the only part o f  the sentence which really expresses the known 

action in this intentional action is ‘I am pushing’. The words 'the boat’ express an 

opinion on an object which 1 take to be just in front o f  me; and that is verified by the 

senses, i.e. it is a matter o f  observation. The word 'ou t’ expresses intention with which I 

am pushing because it expresses an opinion as to an effect o f  my pushing in these 

circumstances, which opinion is accompanied by a desire on my part. And this must be 

the model for analysing every description o f  an intentional action.’

This ‘model for analysing every description o f  an intentional action’ is the opposite o f  the 

thesis A nscom be has been defending throughout Intention. For Anscombe. M am pushing the 

boat ou t '  is a description under which the action is intentional. The m eaning o f  the 

description given to the bodily m ovem ent necessarily incorporates the things the body is 

interfering with. It is in the light o f  these circumstantial elements, plus some background 

assumptions, that the movem ent is characterised as the action it is. If the agent were  asked 

what they were doing. thc> would reply that they were pushing the boat out -  that is the 

description the agent knows without observation. But the ‘philosophical ' or empiricist thesis 

has it that M am pushing’ is the known action and the rest is open to further discover} . M am 

pushing’ merely describes the movem ent o f  the body in isolation from the context o f  the 

movement. Such a view slides back toward all the pitfalls A nscom be has been warning 

against. It suggests that part o f  the ‘action’ must therefore include an internal particular that 

can be identified independently o f  its surroundings, an internal will-act that gives shape and 

direction to the bodily movem ent, making it one o f  “ pushing the boat out” . It breaks the 

action down into phases o f  a causal process -  the action occurs first in the mind, an intention 

and act o f  will, then in the body which then causally interacts with w hatever object is known 

by observation to be before it. in this case the boat.

It is interesting that the ‘intention with w h ich ’ is given a causal role also, in the form 

o f  a desire-belief pair. The intention with which the pushing action is executed is to m ove the
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object (i.e. the boat) ‘out' away from the body. But this state o f  intention is reduced to an 

'opinion as to an effect o f  my pushing in theses circumstances’ which is 'accompanied by a 

desire on my part'. Although Anscombe would obviously not deny that action is a ‘sentient’ 

affair, involving awareness and motivation, her position avoids reducing intention to beliefs 

and desires in this sense. As far back as section 1 1 it was clearly stated that ‘the intention 

with which’ is never a mental cause. The discussion o f  what Anscombe refers to as the 

‘phenomenology o f  intention’ revealed that for Anscombe ‘desire’, as a mental cause, is not 

what characterises intentional action. For often there is no such felt desire in action and even 

if there were, it would not show the action in its ‘intentional’ light: for to mention a mental 

cause is to reject the relevant reason-seeking sense o f  ‘W hy?’. But the view Anscombe is 

rejecting has it that ‘ever\’ description o f  an intentional action' must be analysed in this way, 

as if all intentional actions involved experienced beliefs + felt desires which, as mental 

causes, constituted the intention and so give rise to as well as causally e.xplain the ensuing 

action.

Anscombe offers an ‘e.xample to refute such a view’:

C a n  I d e l ib e ra te ly  lo w e r  m y  a rm  at th e  sp e e d  at w h ic h  it w o u ld  fa ll?  I sh o u ld  t'ind it 

d i f t lc u l t  to m a k e  th a t  the  tit le  u n d e r  w h ic h  I ac ted .  B u t  s u p p o s e  [a p h y s io lo g is t ]  . . . f ixes 

u p  a m e c h a n i sm  in w h ic h  s o m e th in g  in m o t io n  can  b e  k e p t  level i f  I h o ld  a h a n d le  and  

e x e c u te  a  p u m p in g  m o v e m e n t  w i th  m y  a rm  a n d  on the  d o w n w a r d  s t ro k e  lo w e r  it at the  

ra te  at w h ic h  it w o u ld  fall. N o w  m y  in s t ru c t io n  is: K e e p  it leve l ,  a n d  w i th  a  bit o f  

p ra c t ic e  I learn  to  d o  so. M y  a c c o u n t  o f  w h a t  I am  d o in g  is th a t  I am  k e e p in g  th e  th in g  

level;  I d o n ’t c o n s id e r  the  m o v e m e n t  o f  m y  a rm  a t  all. I a in  a b le  to  g iv e  a  m u c h  m o re  

e x a c t  a c c o u n t  o f  w h a t  I am  d o in g  at a d is ta n c e  th an  o f  w h a t  m y  a rm  is d o in g .  So  m y  

k e e p in g  the  th in g  level is n o t  a t  all  s o m e th in g  w h ic h  1 c a lc u la te  as the  e f fe c t  o f  w h a t  I 

rea l ly  an d  im m e d ia te ly  am  d o in g ,  a n d  th e re fo re  d i rec t ly  k n o w  in m y  ‘k n o w l e d g e  o f  m y  

o w n  a c t io n ’. In g e n e ra l ,  a s  A r is to t le  says ,  o n e  d o e s  n o t  d e l ib e ra te  a b o u t  an  a c q u i re d  skill;  

the  d esc r ip t io n  o f  w h a t  o n e  is d o in g ,  w h ic h  o n e  c o m p le te ly  u n d e r s ta n d s ,  is at a  d is ta n c e  

f ro m  the  de ta i ls  o f  o n e ’s m o v e m e n ts ,  w h ic h  o n e  d o e s  no t  c o n s id e r  at a l l . " ’



This thought experiment derives from the Investigations^ §626, where Wittgenstein 

addresses the issue o f  guiding kinaesthetic sensation in bodily m ovem ent and position: 

“ W hen I touch this object with a stick I have the sensation o f  touching in the tip o f  the stick, 

not in the hand that holds it.” The concluding remark to that inquiry is ' ‘What are  you now 

feeling in the fingers that hold the probe?” to which the reply is “ I d o n 't  know  -  1 feel 

something hard and rough over there". The point is that what is know n in this action is not a 

feeling in the hands and fingers. As mentioned above, Jam es had it that ‘the willing 

terminates in the motive idea’. This is part o f  a w ider empiricist tradition. Hobbes took the 

known action to be what A nscom be would refer to as a mental cause: ‘Will . . .  is the last 

Appetite in D elibera ting '."  Locke stated that ‘volition or  willing is an act o f  the mind 

directing its thought to the production o f  any action, and thereby exerting its power to 

produce it.’ '" For Anscom be however, an intentional action is a lw ays under a description and 

this description characterises the action in terms o f  what is 'a t  a d is tance ' from the subject. It 

is in this respect that the previous remarks about tr>ing to will a m atchbox to move make no 

sense. For this makes it seem as if  executing an intention is a matter o f  some internal 

focusing o f  the mind on its object, as if the known intention in acting were som ething at the 

back o f  a causal chain leading out to the m ovem ent o f  the object in the environment. But in 

fact the language game reveals only that our talk o f  willing such-and-such is limited to talk 

o f  doing in such-and-such circumstances. In serving a tennis ball 1 do not give the action 

description ‘Mentally focusing on my limbs and shoulders to move in order to contact the 

ball with the racket’. Rather, I m ight describe my action as ‘Serving for the m atch '.  I f l  was 

pressed about my actions by an observant child, for example, it m ight be revealed that the 

most ‘basic’ action that I could be said to intend is the m ovem ent o f  my arm w hile  holding 

the racket. But even this w ould  be a bodily m ovem ent under a description rather than a 

description o f  ju s t  the m ovem ent o f  a part o f  my body, yet a lone a description o f  some 

internal ‘will-act '.  Most o f  our actions do seem to involve such ‘d istant’ descriptions -  

walking down the stairs, reaching for a book on the top shelf, g rabbing the pepper mill -
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such ever>day actions usually involve little or no awareness o f  our bodily movements. We 

execute our intentions often without there being any inner occurrences either, such as desires 

conceived as the causes o f  the movements o f  our limbs. To say that such mechanically 

related processes are involved in executing intentions is to deviate from the usual rules o f  use 

and to try to interpret and explain the language in terms o f  a philosophical theory. But, for 

Anscombe. such theories lead to absurdity' and, as in this case, unsupported hypotheses about 

will-acts, causal chains, desires, and mental causes.

Anscombe’s own formula for executed intention is M do  what happens'. She admits that 

‘everyone who heard this formula found it extremely paradoxical and obscure’. This formula 

is an intuitive characterisation o f  what Anscombe takes to be true o f  executed intentions. 

What is known in executing an intention, for example ‘opening the window’, is known both 

observationally and non-observationally. But one problem with the formula is that it seem 

obvious that one can’t contldently say T do what happens’ because often what one ‘does' 

turns out not to be the same as what 'happens':

Someone without eyes may go on writing with a pen that has no more ink in it; or may 

not realise he is going over the edge of the paper on to the table or overwriting lines 

already written.'’’

But this seems to lead Anscombe into a dilemma, i f  what is known in the action without 

observation, say ‘Writing my name on a sheet o f  paper’ is nut what is happening (because 

the pen has run out of ink) then either (a) it is knowledge by introspection o f  something other 

than what is happening to pen and paper -  knowledge o f  special inner occurrences or (b) it is 

not knowledge at all because it turned out to be false. Obviously Anscombe rejects ‘(a)’ 

outright. But she is not in a position to then accept ‘(b)’ because she insists that non- 

observational knowledge o f  what is done is knowledge:
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In practice o f  course what I write will very lii<ely not go on being very legible if  I don’t 

use iny eyes; but isn’t the role o f  all our observation-knowledge in knowing what we are 

doing like the role o f  the eyes in producing successful writing? That is to say, once given 

that we have knowledge or opinion about the matter in which we perform intentional 

actions, our observation is merely an aid, as the eyes are an aid in writing.'^

O n e  o b s ta c le  to  ac ce p t in g  an y th in g  like A n s c o m b e ’s posit ion  w o u ld  be an unw itt ing  

ac ce p ta n c e  o f  an "inner-outer" m ode l o f  k n o w in g  an ex e c u te d  in tention .  T h is  w o u ld  liken the 

ac t in g  agen t w ith  his ey e s  c lo sed  to  so m e o n e  in a  room  p u ll in g  levers  and  p ress ing  knobs  

tha t lead to ev e n ts  bey o n d  the  door. O p e n in g  the eyes  w o u ld  then  be like o p en in g  the  d o o r  

and  g o in g  ou t to  check  w h a t  has  hap p e n ed .  P rio r  to  o p e n in g  the  d o o r  the re  w as  no 

k n o w le d g e  o f  w h a t  w a s  h ap p e n in g  b ec au se  this  cou ld  not be  ob se rv e d .  But the re  w as  

know  ledge o f  w h a t  w as  g o in g  on inside the  room , b eh ind  the  door .  T h e re  the  agen t  could  

look at his  o w n  m o v e m e n ts  and  ac tions .  T h e s e  ac tiv i ties  inside  the  room  are  a n a lo g o u s  to  the  

m en ta l  o cc u r re n ces  ‘ins ide  the  m in d '  tha t go  on separa te ly  from  the  h ap p e n in g s  ‘o u ts id e ’ . 

( O f  cou rse ,  im ag in ing  these  ac tiv i t ie s  b eh ind  the  d o o r  is iron ica lly  to  im ag ine  actual 

in ten tional ac t io n s  -  bod ily  m o v e m e n ts  u n d e r  a descr ip tion ;  tha t  se e m s  to  be as c lo se  as  w e 

can  get to  fo rm u la t in g  inner m en ta l  occu rrences ) .  T h is  m is tak e n  sc en a r io  is ex h a u s t iv e  -  

the re  are  on ly  tw o  poss ib le  types  o f  kn o w led g e .  T h e re  is k n o w le d g e  o f  w h a t  is g o in g  on 

‘ in s ide '  the  m ind  or  k n o w le d g e  o f  w h a t  is go in g  on  ‘o u ts id e '  the  m ind. Both  t> pes  o f  

k n o w le d g e  are  o b se rva t iona l  and  both  y ie ld  th e ir  ow n  separa te  facts .  T h e re  is no  ro o m  for  a  

m id d le  posit ion  o f  n o n -o b serv a t io n a l  k n o w le d g e  i.e. k n o w le d g e  in ferred  from  e v id e n c e  in 

the  fo rm  o f  s tates, causes ,  p rocesses  etc., be  th e y  inner  o r  ou ter.

T h e  te m p ta t io n  to  s im ply  d is reg a rd  n o n -o b serv a t io n a l  k n o w le d g e  as no  ty p e  o f  

k n o w le d g e  at all is so m e th in g  A n s c o m b e  th in k s  sh o u ld  be  resis ted .  A fte r  all,  it w o u ld  be 

absu rd  to  ch eck  hand  m o v e m e n ts  to  see i f  w ri t ing  is occu rr ing .  A nd  ye t  the re  are n o  inner 

s igns  tha t tell us tha t  the  h an d w r i t in g  is g e t t in g  done . It is not as  i f  th e re  are k inaes the tic  

sensa t ions  in the  f inger  tha t  enab le  us to  d irec t  its m o v e m en t ,  o r  fee l ings  o f  p ressu re  on the
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skin from pressing on the pen. As Wittgenstein remarked in the Investigations, knowing 

without looking that my index finger is moving means only ‘being able to describe it.’ It is 

knowledge, but not knowledge derived from detecting previously noted sensations. The same 

ability applies to the position of limbs. I know that my hands are behind my head and that 

my legs are crossed at the ankles, even though my eyes are closed. But 1 don’t know this by 

saying to myself ‘Let’s see. Is there that ‘crossed-ankle feeling’ or the sensation o f  having 

my hands resting on the back o f  my head?’ For Anscombe, you could say it is by knowing 

the language game and so having the ability to correctly characterise the action that we know 

our intentional actions w ithout observation. It is the expectation o f  theoretical explanation, o f  

causal hypotheses and fact-based knowledge that accounts for the fact that ‘I do what 

happens'' sounds ‘paradoxical and obscure’. But Anscombe takes this non-observational 

knowledge o f  action as crucial to an understanding o f  intentional action and so devotes the 

remainder o f  Intention  to its elucidation.

II. A POSSIBLE SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM OF KNOWLEDGE OF 

ACTION: THE EPISTEMIC PRIORITY OF DESIRE

1. Knowledge of action and knowledge of commands: a comparison.

The critique o f  traditional theories of  volition arose from an attempt to understand non- 

observational knowledge o f  intentional action. Anscombe diagnosed volitional theories as 

misled attempts to explain the fact that we can know an action in two or more different ways. 

The conclusion was that being able to give a description o f  one's action without observing 

bodily movements was not due to our observing psychological causes as the empiricist 

maintains. But the apparent fact that there is knowledge o f  intentional action that does not 

involve observation still needs to be analysed. Having introduced the problem in section 28 

and dealt with these ‘false avenues o f  escape’ in 29 and 30 (the accounts o f  ‘volition’), 

Anscombe suggests two possible solutions in sections 31 and 32.
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The proposal in 31 is not that important to the analysis o f  non-observational knowledge 

o f  action because it is found not to offer a solution. But it is interesting in that it sheds light 

on A nscom be’s conception o f  intentional action. The aim is to  try and account for non- 

observational knowledge in action by clarifying the fact that it appears not to be concerned 

with what is the case, neither with psychological nor non-psychoiogical states o f  affairs. In 

writing som ething on a page I know what I am doing w ithout appeal to facts, without 

‘observ ing’ either guiding sensations or m ovem ents o f  the hand and arm. A nscom be’s 

a ttempted solution involves e.xamining the contradiction o f  a statement o f  intention:

. . . .  let us ask: What is the contradictory of a description of one’s own intentional 

action? Is it ‘You aren't, in fact’? -  E.g. ‘You aren't replenishing the house water 

supply, because the water is running out of  a hole in the pipe’? I suggest that it is not.'^

Focusing on the contradiction o f  a statement o f  intention forces us to attend to the conditions 

o f  its ‘tru th ' or ‘falsity’, thus giving us an insight into its meaning. It might seem natural to 

say that the contradiction o f  a s tatement o f  the m an 's  pumping w ater  into the house is ‘No 

you are not -  there is a hole in the pipe." Here, the apparent contradiction lies in the fact that 

there being a hole in the pipe seems to  falsify the statement that water is getting pum ped into 

the house. But A nscom be has previously insisted that what is known in action is not 

anything that can be observed. I might be told by a training instructor to make certain arm 

and leg m ovem ents with my eyes closed. Once the m ovem ents have been made, I can  say 

with great confidence the exact positions o f  my limbs if asked: ‘M y right knee is raised to 

hip height, my left arm is parallel to the f loor’ etc. And yet I seem to know this w ithou t being 

aware o f  any clues or evidence whatsoever. This is why A nscom be suggests that the above 

statement does not contradict the report o f  intentional action -  the contradictory s ta tem ent 

mentions an observed state o f  affairs, while making a statement about an intentional action 

does not appeal to states o f  affairs for its justification, as A nscom be has argued.
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A nscom be illustrates her claim about the statement o f  intention by com paring it to the 

contradictor}' o f  a command. The example is an anecdote about a soldier who responds to a 

doctor 's  com m and  to clench his teeth by taking them out and saying 'Y ou  clench th e m ’, it is 

a complicated exam ple and needs to be fully quoted:

Now the statement ‘The water is running out of a pipe round the corner’ stands in the 

same relation to the statement ‘i’m replenishing the house water-supply’ as does ‘My 

teeth are false' to the order ‘Clench your teeth’; and so the statement (on grounds of 

observation) ‘You are not replenishing the house water-supply' stands in the same 

relation to the description of intentional action i  am replenishing the house water- 

supply’, as does the well-founded prediction ‘This man isn't going to clench his teeth, 

since they are false’ to the order ‘Clench your teeth’. And just as the contradiction of the 

order: ‘Clench your teeth’ is not ‘The man. as is clear from the following evidence, is 

not going to do any clenching of teeth, at least of the sort you mean’, but "Do not clench 

your teeth’, so the contradiction of T m  replenishing the house water-supply’ is not ‘You 

aren't since there is a hole in the pipe’, but ’Oh, no, you aren't' said by someone who 

thereupon sets out e.g. to make a hole in the pipe with a pick-axe. And similarly, if a 

person says ‘I am going to bed at midnight' the contradiction of this is not: ‘You won't, 

for you never keep such resolutions' but ‘You won't, for I am going to stop you’.'^

This e.xample is convoluted but A nscom be 's  strategy seems clear. The com m and is not 

contradicted by stating contradictory facts, but a contrary com m and. Similarly, the 

expression o f  intention is contradicted by the facts but by a contrar>' expression o f  intention. 

This analysis respects the fact that expressions o f  intention a ren 't  estimates that could be 

contradicted by statements o f  fact, as a weather prediction could be, for example. As was 

mentioned earlier, expressions o f  intention are seen to be something like A ustin ’s 

performative speech acts and as such are not true or false. Hence ‘contradiction’ here is 

being used lightly. For opposing ‘I am going to bed at m idnight’ is \\2LrA\y fa lsified  by ‘You 

w on 't ,  for I am going to stop y ou .’
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Anscom be formulated intention in action as ‘I do wiiat happens'. But this is not to say 

that doings are happenings, since obviously they are at opposite ends o f  the scale 

( ‘happenings ' being more appropriate to involuntary/ actions like sneezes). ‘Doings’ are 

bodily m ovem ents under a description. So to contradict an action description is to state an 

opposing ‘bodily m ovem ent under a description '.  The picture for contrar>' action 

descriptions is more like two people opposing one another rather than one person’s actions 

being rendered futile by inhibiting conditions. If intentional action were known by 

observation then action descriptions would be contradicted by contrary evidence. An action 

description known by observation would be an absurdity such as ‘My body is now going to 

bed ',  contradicted by ‘N o its not. its going into the ba th room ’. In such a case the facts would 

contradict the action description. That the action description is, as shown by comparison with 

com m ands, actually contradicted by an opposing action description, is A nscom be 's  way o f  

try ing to clarify non-observational know ledge in action.

But the ‘parallelism ceases . . . ju s t  where we begin to speak o f  know ledge ' because the 

‘order is not a piece o f  know ledge ' v\hile the action description is:

So the parallelism is interesting and illuminates the periphery of the problem, it fails at

the centre and leaves that in the darkness that we have found ourselves in.'"

As mentioned in section 2, com m ands and expressions o f  intention are similar in that they 

both concern ‘what it would be good to m ake happen with a view to an objective’. This is 

due to the fact that both involve intention. But although it is a ‘prediction’ as Anscom be 

defines it. a com m and is not an expression o f  intention but is instead ‘a description o f  an 

action cast in a special form ’. Although a com m and is usually given with some intention or 

other, it is not a piece o f  knowledge in the w ay that an action description is. So som ething o f  

the nature o f  intention in action and its relation to observed facts is revealed by this analysis 

but nothing interesting em erges about the nature o f  non-observational knowledge.
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2. Knowledge of action characterised: the priority o f desire in acting.

Section 32 is important since it puts tiie rest o f  the investigation into non-observational 

i^nowiedge o f  action on the right footing and does constitute a satisfactory basis for the its 

elucidation. Anscombe illustrates the proposed solution to the problem o f  knowledge o f  

action with an example:

Let us consider a man go ing  round a  town with a shopping  list in his hand. N o w  it is 

c lear that the relation o f  this list to the th ings he actually  buys is one and the same 

w hether  his wife gave him the list or it is his ow n list; and that there  is a  different 

relation when a list is m ade by a detective following him about. If  he made the list itself, 

it was an expression o f  intention; if  his wife gave it to him, it has the role o f  an order.

W hat then is the identical relation to w hat happens, in the order  and the intention, which 

is not shared by the record? It is precisely this: i f  the list and the th ings that the man 

actually buys do not agree, and if this and this alone constitutes a m istake, then the 

mistake is not in the list but in the m a n ’s perform ance  ( i f  his wife were to say: ‘Look, it 

says butter and you have bought m argarine’, he w ould  hardK reply: ‘W hat a mistake! we 

must put that right" and a lter  the w ord on the list to 'm arga r ine ') ;  w hereas i f  the 

de tec tive’s record and what the man actually buys do not agree, then the mistake is in the 

record.'*

This example is similar to the one o f  opening the window. In that case the opening o f  the 

vindow  seemed to be known in two different ways. One way involved observation o f  the 

bodily movements in the opening o f  the window, the other knowledge o f  the opening o f  the 

vindow without the use o f  the eyes -  non-observational know ledge . Anscom be’s conviction  

then was that the knowledge without observation was still knowledge even though it might 

ba 'knowledge' o f  what is not the case because what is actually occurring might not be the 

ojening o f  the window -  a shutter might have been accidentally opened instead, for 

example. Such an example seems vulnerable to a sceptical argument directed at the 'non- 

ODservational know ledge'.  The sceptic could reply that this ‘non-observational k now ledge'
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o f  action is beginning to iooi< very lii<e directly accessed information in Cartesian ‘mental 

space’. For if it is not knowledge o f  anything that is going on in the world that could be 

observed w ith the eyes, then it seems it must be knowledge o f  a private object in the mind. 

The only alternative to holding this drastic thesis would be to say that there is really no such 

thing as non-observational knowledge o f  action. How can it be knowledge if it is compatible 

v/ith getting the facts wrong? However, the above example seems to lend Anscombe’s 

position more support. Rather than just appealing to the intuition that we do have knowledge 

o f  action other than by observation o f  inner or outer states, this example suggests that we talk 

as if there were such knowledge too -  the language game seems to imply a commitment to it. 

Rather than just focusing on the fact that there are two ways o f  knowing the one action, one 

as a vokmtar} act, the other as a mere bodily event, this example shows further that the 

concept o f  error is used in two different ways depending on whether we are talking about 

know ledge o f  events or knowledge o f  action.

Whereas in previous examples the two different types o f  know ledge were considered 

from the point o f  view o f  the subject (such as knowledge o f  limb position), in this example 

the knowledge by observation is attributed to an onlooker, the detective. This produces a 

greater sense of contrast between the two types o f  know ledge. While the shopper knows the 

action in two different ways, the detective only knows it by observation. Whether the 

shopping list represents the wife 's command or the husband’s expression o f  intention, failure 

to pick out the items according to it amounts to an error o f  perform ance. This is because 

both the command and the expression o f  intention involve intention. This is not a theory, but 

a remark on what we actually say in practice. Thus Anscombe is appealing to what is true of 

the language game, rather than putting forward a hypothesis. After all, no hypothesis or 

theoretical explanation could be provided for know ledge o f ‘no-thing’ i.e. the action known 

without observation o f  anything. But a con'ect description o f  our language use reveals that 

we do use ‘mistake’ in more than one straightforward way: ‘Look, it says butter and you 

have bought margarine’ -  the reply would hardly be ‘What a mistake! we must put that right’ 

said while altering the word on the list to ‘margarine’.
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The detective is observing events or happenings and writing them down. If he 

records what he sees incorrectly, then the error results from a w rong observation and it is his 

judgem en t that it is in error in so far as it fails to match up to the state o f  affairs in the world. 

It is a ‘m is-recording’ o f  observed events and its error is in the detective’s ‘though t’ because 

it fails accurately to represent the observation. If the detective thinks ‘Beans, he’s putting 

beans in his basket ' and it is really a tin o f  peas, then the error lies in the detec tive’s 

judgem ent.  But ‘m istake’ is used differently when we talk about it in relation to the sub jec t 's  

own know ledge or awareness o f  what is occurring -  his non-observational knowledge o f  his 

shopping activities. If the sliopper is asked ‘What are you doing right no w ?’ he will not have 

to check his body or look around to see where he is, or make inferences as to the best 

explanation o f  what is happening to him. Rather he says immediately ‘Picking out butter’. If  

it is then pointed out to him that he has put margarine in the shopping basket he will say 

som ething like ‘Oh. I meant to get butter!’ But the mistake is nothing like the kind o f  

mistake that the detective made. The detective’s mistake is a mistake in observation and his 

failure is a failure o f  judgem ent. The shopper mistook 'P ick ing  out m argarine’ for ‘Picking 

out butter '.  He did not say 'I could have sworn 1 was observing my hand grabbing the butter 

and dropping it into this basket but what it actually grabbed was the m argarine!’ The mistake 

therefore does not seem to be a mistake in judgement or  observation. Put another way, the 

'though t '  com ponent is prior to the event in intentional action -  'P ick ing  out butter’ is the 

action description the agent would give if asked what he was doing, regardless o f  what is 

happening in the world. But with the detective’s judgem en t the state o f  affairs is ‘prior’ and 

the detective’s thought comes afterward in an attempt to mirror the facts with accurate 

observation. Our language reveals this. We ju s t  do use ‘m istake’ in this way when we talk o f  

actions and we ju s t  do say straight o f f  and without checking or observing what it is w e  are 

involved in doing.

Given that nothing like an empiricist or introspection account will do, as seen in 

sections 29 and 30, there is no explanator>' route available to account for this feature o f  

know ledge o f  intentional action. There are no motive ideas, and usually no mental causes, no
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feelings o f  innervation, nor ‘inner' processes tiiat could explain how we know what we are 

doing without observing our bodies. And the knowledge is obviously  not empirical 

observational knowledge. So A nscom be suggests we talk o f  a new type o f  knowledge 

altogether:

Can it be that there is something that modem philosophy has blankly misunderstood: 

namely what ancient and medieval philosophers meant by practical knowledge! 

Certainly in modem philosophy we have an incorrigibly contemplative conception of 

knowledge. Knowledge must be something that is judged as such by being in accordance 

with the facts. The facts, reality, are prior, and dictate what is to be said, if it is 

knowledge. And this is the explanation of the utter darkness in which we found 

ourselves. For if there are two know ledges -  one by observation, the other in intention -  

then it looks as if there must be two objects of knowledge; but if one says the objects are 

the same, one looks hopelessly for the different mode o f  contemplative knowledge in 

acting, as if there were a very queer and special sort o f  seeing eye in the middle of  the

19acting .

In suggesting a new type o f  knowledge, Anscom be resists the tendency to generalise about 

knowledge -  to suppose there is only one  type o f  knowledge. This traditional ‘theore tica l’ 

paradigm for knowledge recognises facts, evidence and observation. W hen applied to action 

and intention it leads to a theoretical account o f  the ‘ inner". The intention and act o f  will 

become the observed states or objects o f  knowledge. Anscom be accepts that we do know  our 

actions ‘d irectly’. However, in refusing to analyse it in a traditional ‘observational’ way, the 

notion o f  a different type o f  non-theoretical know ledge is introduced.

Generally, knowledge could be classified according to the following types, som e o f  

which capture A nscom be’s stance on knowledge o f  action and intention:

K nowing of.

(i) “ I was acquainted with Harold Brown."

K nowing that:
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(i) Knowledge by observation -  e.g. “ 1 know there’s a cat on the mat” .

(ii) Knowledge o f  facts -  e.g. “ I know Dublin is the capital o f  Ireland” .

Knowing how.

(i) Knowing how to do something -  e.g. ‘M know how' to boil an egg” .

(ii) Knowing how to correctly characterise something -  e.g. “ I know that this is called a 

‘spindle’.

Knowing why.

(i) Giving the reason for an action -  e.g. “ 1 know you did it out o f  jealousy” .

(ii) Giving the cause o f  an event -  e.g. “ It caught fire because she lit a match” .

Anscombe’s position eschews knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by 

observation for action. In knowing our actions we are not acquainted with inner objects, nor 

do we observe intention ‘in the mind’. But we do know how to characterise our actions as 

coming under such and such a description and similarly, we can give reasons for our actions 

in the absence of any occurrent mental states.

Nonetheless, we find it very difficult to even think o f  knowledge beyond the 

'theoretical' paradigm in which thought must correspond to the facts. Knowledge, it seems, 

must be knowledge o/'something noted, observed or recognised -  it must involve an eye, 

even if it is an odd 'inner' eye. If we can know what our bodies are doing without using our 

eyes then there must be a special mode o f  observation operating in its place. This seems ver> 

mysterious if we adhere to the theoretical analogues. It seems as if Anscombe is saying that 

knowledge o f  action involves something like standing behind a screen in a dark room and 

listing o ff  all the things behind it to the bewilderment o f  surprised onlookers. On such a 

reading, practical knowledge becomes a form o f  clairvoyance. The clairvoyant eye can 

somehow tell what the bodily movements while the eyes are closed. This seems an 

appropriate parallel to the earlier notion that willing involves a kind of telekinetic mental 

power. You can 'see ’ the body with your eyes closed by clairvoyance and move it by 

telekinesis. Such are the outlandish conclusions drawn from trying to force a theoretical 

framework on what is for Anscombe just a plain fact o f  action as revealed through the use of
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language. In fact Anscombe could be said to be simply pioviding an accurate description  o f  

action and its language as opposed to the interpretation given to it by philosophers. In this 

respect practical knowledge is the result simply o f  an accurate ‘phenomenology o f  action’ as 

Anscombe refers to it. Such an accurate description o f  action reveals that there are no 

experiences, causes or inner observables involved. We know our actions but not in the same 

way that we know facts and there are no grounds for explaining this capacity in theoretical 

terms. The introduction o f  practical knowledge is a significant step forward in Anscombe's 

analysis o f  the knowledge o f  action. She is now' set to subject it to detailed analysis by 

switching to an examination o f  Aristotle's practical syllogism.
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III. A PROBLEM  W ITH ANSCO M BE’S ACCOUNT OF PRACTICAL  

KNOW LEDGE

L ‘Direction o f fit’ revisited: a problem with practical knowledge.

We liave seen that A nscom be has introduced practical knowledge as a way o f  solving 

the problem o f  there being tw o ways o f  knowing intentional action. A nscom be suggested 

that in the case of, for example, opening a w indow a person can know that this is happening 

either by observ ing  their own bodily m ovem ents or by saying "‘straight o f f ’ what they are 

doing without using their senses :

Say 1 go over to the window and open it. Someone who hears me moving calls out: What 

are you doing making that noise? 1 reply "Opening the window'.  1 have called such a 

statement knowledge all along. . . . This difficulty however is this: What can opening the 

window be except making such-and-such movements with such-and-such a result? And in 

that case what can know ing  one is opening the window be except knowing that that is 

taking place? Now if  there are two o f  know'ing here, one o f  which I call knowledge 

o f  one's intentional action and the other o f  which I call knowledge by observation o f  what 

takes place, then must there not be two objects o f  knowledge?'®

I can open the window with my eyes shut and yet still say with confidence that that is what I 

a n  doing. If  I had a m om entary  memory' loss and forgot what it was that 1 was doing 1 may 

look at my hands gripping the window and conclude that that was what I was doing. So it 

n a k e s  sense to say that 1 can know my action in hvo  ways: both observationally and non- 

cbservationally. This produces a problem for Anscombe. We would  usually be inclined to 

siy that if there are two ways o f  knowing something then there must be tw o things known. 

For example, 1 might observe my hand in a mirror and arrive at the knowledge that it is 

rnoving by looking at its reflection, or alternatively 1 could arrive at the same knowledge by 

looking at it directly. I seem to be able to arrive at knowledge about my hand in two ways.



But in such a case we naturally say that this is because there are two objects known or that 

two “things" are being observed -  my hand and its reflection. Similarly, if I can know an 

intentional action in two ways then the immediate suggestion is that there are two things 

known.

However, Anscombe argues that this is an unacceptable line o f  reasoning when it 

comes to knowledge o f  intentional action: what is known in two ways is exactly the same 

thing” For “what can knowing one is opening the window be except knowing that that is 

taking place?”"' In other words, Anscombe rejects the idea that there are two objects known 

in the case o f  opening a window intentionally. This move ties in with her argument in section 

19, where she claimed that in describing an action as intentional we are not referring to some 

"extra” element beyond the bodily movement under a description. I may know an action in 

two ways but this does not mean that there are two objects known. O f  course, one traditional 

response to this problem would be to say that there are two objects known: the bodily 

movement and the action or the intention seen from the “ inside” . On this view I can observe 

my bodily movements using my sense and I can observe the “ inner" movements using 

introspection. However, Anscombe insists that there is only one thing known here -  that I am 

opening the window.

The specific problem for Anscombe now however, is how there can be two 

knowledges o f  exactly the same thing. To take my own example above, it is as if we must 

now explain how it is that I can know that my hand is moving in two ways but without the 

help o f  the reflection as an object o f  knowledge. As Anscombe says, “this is difficult" and it 

is what has led some to re-introduce an extra object nonetheless; “this question has led some 

people to say that what one knows as intentional action is only the intention . . and that the 

rest is known by observation to be the result, which was also willed in the intention” .'" But 

Anscombe, having rejected this route, is still left with the problem o f  explaining the nature of 

this other mode o f  knowledge, this non-observational mode o f  knowing that the window is 

getting opened. How can I know that my hand is moving in two ways if I am not somehow 

accessing two objects o f  knowledge?
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in answering this question. A nscom be aims to avoid the solution that says there is a 

mysterious, introspective form o f  knowing:

For if there are two knowledges -  one by observation, the other in intention -  then it 

looks as if there must be two objects of knowledge; but if one says the objects are the 

same, one looks hopelessly for the different mode o f  contemplative knowledge in acting, 

as if there were a very queer and special sort of seeing eye in the middle of acting."'’

A nscom be’s specific aim is to avoid the solution that says there is a mysterious, introspective 

means o f  knowing an action, a “different mode o f  contemplative know ledge” . Implicit in 

such a mysterious mode o f  know ledge is the view that there are other things known in action 

-  as a contemplative mode o f  know ing it is derived from the facts and the facts in question, 

which are not facts about the body, are likely to be facts about the “ m ind” . However at this 

.stage, having rejected any appeal to extra objects o f  knowledge for intentional action. 

A nscom be is really concerned to simply avoid introducing a different mysterious form o f  

observational knowledge to accom pany ordinaiy  observational knowledge o f  o ne’s body in 

action, in short, she aims to provide an account o f  non-observational knowledge o f  action 

that does not involve checking or observing facts o f  any kind -  a different tiiode o f  knowing 

altogether.

A nscom be 's  response constitutes one o f  the lasting achievements o f  hitetition. She 

introduces the notion o f  what has com e to be known as the direction  o f  f i t  between an agen t’s 

knowledge and the world, in the case o f  factual be lief  the be lie f  itself must “ fit” the world: it 

is justified insofar as it accurately reflects the state o f  affairs it is about. However for 

Anscombe, the primary cognitive element in action -  desire -  is not said to be validated 

insofar as it maps correctly onto the world. Rather, it is the other w ay around. W e try to 

satisfy our desires by getting the world to “ tit” them. Thus, for example, wanting to grow an 

oak tree involves buying seed, sewing it, watering it and so on: it involves bringing about a
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state o f  affairs in line with desire. So A nscom be proposed that knowledge o f  intentional 

action, which involves desire, exhibits a reversed direction o f  fit to speculative or theoretical 

knowledge.

A nscom be’s appeal to the "direction o f  f i f ’ does appear to provide A nscom be with a 

meaningful w ay o f  contrasting know ledge o f  intentional action with knowledge o f  the world. 

Her solution at least achieves its aim o f  accounting for how we can have two ways o f  

knowing the same intentional action without postulating that there are tw o modes o f  

contemplative  knowledge; practical knowledge has a reversed direction o f  fit to that o f  

contemplative knowledge. Belief, which must accord to the facts, is justif ied  if it fits the 

world. Desire, which must accord with an agen t 's  aim, is “justif ied" if  the world fits it.

However, there is a difficulty with this account o f  knowledge o f  intentional action 

that A nscom be herse lf  acknowledges. Since practical knowledge is not knowledge “ in 

accordance with the facts" it would seem that one can have practical know ledge o f  what is 

not the case:

[T]he following example will very likely have occurred to the reader: 'Known without 

observation’ may very well be a justifiable formula for knowledge of the position and 

movements of  one's limbs, but you have spoken of  all intentional action as falling under 

this concept. Now it may be e.g. that one paints a wall yellow, meaning to do so. But is it 

reasonable to say that one 'knows without observation' that one is painting a wall 

yellow?’”'*

A nscom be comes back to this issue repeatedly in Intention. If  I am blindfolded when 

painting the wall yellow and som eone asks me what I am doing  I will say “ Painting the wall 

ye llow ” . However, they may have changed the paint without my know ing  so that 1 am 

actually painting the wall blue. For Anscom be, the action itself is characterised by the 

description the agent gives to it. If the agent says “ I am painting the wall ye llow ” then that is 

what he is doing, but this seems w rong because the wall is actually being painted blue. Thus,
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there is a serious tension in her account: it may seem plausible to say that what a person 

intends to  do is what they are doing, but if what they say they are doing is not actually 

getting done then we would be inclined to say that their description o f  their action is 

incorrect.

In response to this problem, Anscom be appeals to the notion o f  direction o f  fit again. In 

particular, she insists that if there is a mistake here it is in the performance and not in the 

judgm ent. So, although my bodily m ovem ents do not result in yellow paint being applied to 

the wall, my assertion that that is what i am doing still holds. Thus, she claims that, “to use 

Theophrastus ' expression again, the mistake is not one o f  judgm en t but o f  performance. That 

is, we do not say: W hat you said  was a mistake, because it was supposed to describe what 

you did and did not describe it, but: What you did  was a mistake, because it was not in 

accordance with what you said. . . . there is a discrepancy between the language and that o f  

which the language is a description. But the discrepancy does not impute a fault to the 

language -  but to the event.”"' A nscom be 's  analysis captures something that seems to be true 

o f  action in every day life here. A person could ask me what I am doing at any given moment 

and I could usually say "straight off" without having to check my bodily movements: 

“ Paying for a taxi” , "buttering bread” , “going upstairs” and so on. If I were blindfolded in all 

these cases I would presumably give the same report: that is what I am doing. Nonetheless, 

an observer, noting my mistakes, would  be inclined to say I am not doing these things.

2. A dilemma for Anscom be’s account o f practical knowledge.

Against Anscombe, one line o f  criticism flatly rejects the view that the description 

“painting the wall yellow ” by the person painting the wall blue is an accurate description o f  

the action. Instead it is suggested that the best that can be said here is that the person is trying 

to paint the wall yellow but that he is failing to do so. On this reading, A nscom be’s account 

can avoid mystery by changing the description “painting the wall ye llow ” to "trying to paint 

the wall yellow” , thereby allowing that the person can state their intended action in a way 

that is compatible with possible error in performance. Introducing the notion o f  try ing here
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seems plausible. We usually apply "try ing” in situations where there is a reasonable 

possibility o f  failure to execute an intention. Thus it would seem appropriate to describe the 

blindfolded painter as som eone who is trying to paint the wall yellow. After ail, A nscom be’s 

account appears to leave no room for distinguishing between what a person says they are 

doing and what they are trying to do in face o f  possible failure to execute their intention.

Furthermore, as suggested by L. D. Houlgate, A nscom be 's  account faces another 

problem in that “the distinction [between mistake in judgm ent and mistake in performance], 

left unanaiyzed, may be extremely m isleading in that the reader may believe that the notion 

o f  mistake in performance excludes error o f  ju d g m en t” .’® He suggests instead that “on the 

contrary we cannot even speak o f  ‘mistake" unless we can pick out som e occurrence o f  

judgm enta l error” .’’

The problems facing A nscom be 's  account o f  practical knowledge could be 

characterised in the fonn  o f  a dilemma. On the one hand, she wants to avoid saying that 

knowledge o f  intentional action is arrived at by observation o f  the body, or at least, that 

avoids being reduced to speculative knowledge. As she notes, "I d o n 't  say the words like 

this: 'L e t  me see, what is this body bringing about?  Ah yes! the opening o f  the w indow '.  Or 

even like this ‘Let me see, what are my m ovem ents bringing about? The opening o f  the 

window".'*  This way o f  talking does sound very artificial and it fails to capture the 

privileged status the agent has in giving reports o f  his intentional actions. On the other hand, 

A nscom be 's  suggestion that my intentional action is the action I say it is regardless o f  what 

is actually happening seem s unsatisfactory too. It appears to dissociate the agen t’s intention 

from what is actually occurring to the extent that it becomes the “bombination in a 

vacuum ” ."'’ A nscom be has being attacking. I ’he action seems to be disconnected from the 

environm ent to such an extent that it exists “ purely within the sphere o f  the m ind” . °̂ On a 

s trong reading, her account appears to accept that a person 's  action is getting done regardless 

o f  w hat is happening in the world. Consequently, it seems that her position is in danger o f  

individuating actions in terms o f  mental states or experiences after all.
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Com m enta tors  have picked up on the threat for A nscom be here. Timotiiy Cleveland 

suggests that the “distinction [between practical and speculative knowledge] is certainly 

meaningful, but identifying practical knowledge with knowledge o f  the action without 

observation only m akes one think misleadingly o f  o n e ’s body in acting as ‘the material one 

is working o n '. . . . This talk clearly conjures up the Cartesian ‘ghost in the m achine .’’̂ ' 

Similarly, Richard Moran states that “ Anscom be needs the difference between ‘w hat I d o ’ 

and ‘what happens’ in order that ‘practical know ledge’, which is said to be non- 

observational, not devolve into a kind o f  speculative knowledge o f  events, or a “very queer 

and special kind o f  seeing eye in the middle o f  acting” ?" And Rosalind Hursthouse notes that 

it might appear that “ in making knowledge non-speculative A nscom be has rendered it 

miraculous” .’'’ Indeed, it is difficult to make sense o f  the idea that I could know that I am 

painting the wall yellow  without being able to see what it is that I am doing, without 

restricting intention to the mental realm, without reintroducing psychological observables 

that can be detected “ inside” . What A nscom be needs to achieve then, is a description o f  

knowledge o f  intentional action that is not derived from the objects known (i.e. is not 

speculative) and yet that can resist alternative accounts that insist in reintroducing the “extra” 

things known such as tr>ings that she has resisted. So one must ask “ What exactly does 

A nscom be 's  account achieve and has it got the resources available to resist a return to the 

view that there are after all ‘two things know n '?"

3. Practical knowledge as a broad formula.

Initially one could defend Anscom be against the reintroduction o f  mental elements such 

as tryings by insisting that we can really only talk o f  t iy ing  in certain cases where, for 

example, effort is required. Thus, it would be absurd to say “ I tried to walk out the door and I 

tried to open the gate and I tried to turn left” . However, one could still respond here by 

saying that in the case o f  e.g. painting the wall yellow, where the agent is blindfolded, there 

was a possibility o f  error and that it m 'o d I cI  be vei-\ natural to describe the person as trying to
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paint the wall yellow, even though Anscom be would want to say that a correct description o f  

their action is “painting the wall ye llow ” .

Perhaps the best w ay for Anscom be to respond to this d ilemma is to emphasise  the 

broader aspects o f  her account o f  practical knowledge. She urges us to overcome a generally 

‘"observational” approach to knowledge o f  action. In defence o f  her approach one could say 

that the critic is drawn to analyse the problem by seeking some “observational” m ode o f  

seeing and that the “ m ystery” they attribute to her treatment o f  examples such as that o f  

painting the wall yellow arise specifically out o f  this traditional expectation. In other words, 

the real achievem ent o f  her account may perhaps be found by resisting a fram ew ork that 

views know ledge in observational/non-observational terms and that looks more to her claim 

that practical know ledge is, for example, the “cause o f  what it understands” :

[WJhere (a) the description of an event is of a type to be formally the description of an 

executed intention [and] (b) the event is actually the execution of an executed intention 

(by our criteria) then the account given by Aquinas of the nature of  practical knowledge 

holds: Practical knowledge is 'the cause of what it understands', unlike "speculative" 

knowledge, which ‘is derived from the objects known.

Anscom be pits this formula against analyses that view knowledge o f  action in term s o f  

psychological “extras” . In em phasising that an action is the cause o f  what it understands, 

Anscom be is effectively saying that it is impossible to characterise an individual action at ail 

without reference to the description the agent gives to it.

Moreover, as we have seen, the general account o f  the individuation o f  an action 

provided by A nscom be precludes singling out actions in terms o f  psychological antecedents 

to bodily m ovem ents  such as tryings. In this sense, the exam ple o f  painting the wall yellow 

is one that is perhaps unfair to Anscombe. For the action to be said to occur in this case 

requires that the result must be achieved. As an alternative exam ple one could ask me w hat I 

was doing last May and I might reply “ Building a house” . The house may never have
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actually been built because the project failed and yet the description 1 give o f  my action is 

correct. I 'he  point here is that on such an example it seems more appropriate to say that what 

I was actually doing  was building a house, even though the building o f  the house did not 

occur in the world, that is, even though the intended result did not come about. A nscom be’s 

account seems better able to analyse such cases. As Anscom be states, the view that she is 

opposing holds that "what one knows in action is only the intention . . . and that the rest is 

known by observation to be the re.sull, which w'as also willed in the intention” .̂  ̂ But in the 

example o f  building the house it is less easy to split o n e 's  knowledge o f  the action up into 

■‘intention known in action" and “ intended result” because the building o f  the house did not 

come about.

Although the actual result o f  an action may be stipulated as necessary for being the 

action it is, it need  not be so stipulated, in which case the identity o f  the action need not 

depend on the result. This would be in accord with A nscom be’s view that individuation does 

not depend on the individuation o f  the event but on how it is described.

If such an account were properly developed it would have to show how Anscom be 

hopes to avoid the objection that practical knowledge can be o f  that which is not the case by 

showing that the result is not part o f  what Tm actually doing, as in the case o f  building a 

house. O f  course this project would not be an easy one because it would involve 

distinguishing e.g. “ Painting the wall ye llow ” from “ Painting the wall a colour one desires, 

namely yellow ” . But is must be admitted that developing such an account would be a 

difficult task because once one excludes the result o f  the action the notion o f  a trying 

automatically suggests itse lf

In fact, an opponent o f  Anscombe could insist that introducing “trying” to the case 

o f  building a house is exactly the right route to take. Thus I tried  to build a house but failed 

to do so. On such a reading, what I know is that 1 was try ing to build a house. The “ m istake” 

in performance o f  the house 's  not com ing about disqualifies the description “ Building a 

house” . Although the application o f  “trying” here does seem very natural, Anscom be might 

still argue that usually there is nothing in my experience that would license the use o f  “try”
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here. W hat /  was doing was building a house. If I had a broken leg and a broken arm I would 

definitely describe my behaviour as "trying to build a house" but as it was I had no grounds 

to describe my action as such. This line o f  reasoning tries to resist the v iew that there is any 

mental “extra" thing known in intentional action, regardless o f  whether it is characterised as 

“ inner” or not. That is, A nscom be may suggest that the action is what it is in virtue  o f  the 

description the agent gives it and that in many cases that description does not involve the use 

o f  "try ” .

This tends to bring us back to the difficulties A nscom be faced earlier against the 

causalist. She may want to claim that “ intentional” cannot be characterised in terms o f  

mental causes because there is nothing in our experience that would lead us to that 

conclusion. The causalist can reply that there may nonetheless be causal factors grounding 

the action that are not available to ordinary awareness. Similarly, a critic may say that what 

is known in an action is an act o f  trying, only that these are pro-attitudes that are not 

explicitly available to ordinary conscious experience.

In the end, what might be said in support o f  A nscom be 's  achievem ent in her analysis 

o f  practical knowledge is that it provides a persuasively systematic and com prehensive 

alternative framework in which to analyze knowledge o f  intentional action without recourse 

to mental or physical "extras” o f  any kind. For Anscombe, if  there are insufficient m eans in 

experience to ground the ascription o f  mental or physical terms then a radically “ non- 

observational” perspective might seem to be a more appropriate option; a stance from which 

knowledge o f  intentional action is not characterisable in terms o f  different " th ings” known, 

but instead in terms o f  a different “direction” o f  justification. A nscom be adds weight to this 

w ay o f  looking at knowledge o f  action in her suggestions that “many o f  our descriptions o f  

events effected by human beings ave fo rm a lly  descriptions o f  executed intentions” ’̂* and that 

w ithout practical knowledge “what happens does not com e under the description -  execution 

o f  intentions -  whose characteristics w e have been investigating” .’’ Similarly, the even 

broader aspects o f  her analysis may be said to add further authenticity to her account. In 

particular, her suggestion that "the description o f  something as a human action could  not
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occur prior to the existence o f  the question 'W h y ? ' ,  simply as a kind o f  utterance by which 

we were then  obscurely prompted to address the question” tries to articulate the conditions 

under which the application o f  our concepts for intentional action arose. On this view, 

“ intentional” has reference to li form  o f  description o f  events” , which fits well with the claim 

that practical knowledge does not pick out anything separate from certain bodily m ovem ents 

under descriptions the agents gives to them.
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C H A P T E R  5: A N SC O M B E  ON PR ACTICA L K N O W LED G E AND THE

PR ACTICA L SY LLO G ISM

I. AN ‘EXTERNALIST’ ACCOUNT OF WANTING.

1. The role of desire in the syllogism.

The result o f  section 32 was that it discovered a new aspect o f  the difference 

between knowledge o f  action and empirical knowledge, in putting items into his shopping 

basket the shopper was acting intentionally, but unlike the detec tive’s observational 

knowledge o f  proceedings, the shopper’s knowledge o f  w hat he was doing was erroneous 

when the bodily movem ent failed to 'm a tc h ’ his action description rather than the other way 

around. If  someone asked what he was doing he would say, without having to observe 

anything, that he was picking up item X. But if he actually grabbed item Y, this failure to 

execute the intention seems to lie with the action rather than with the description he gives to 

it, as if  ‘what is k n o w n ’ is intact regardless o f  what goes on in the physical world. The 

cognitive factor in action seems to be prior to the bodily m ovem ent -  we ju s t  do give it 

priority. What is unique about knowledge o f  action seems to lie in this ‘upside dow n ' 

cognitive role -  knowledge o f  the world gives priority to the facts; theoretical propositions 

must look to the facts to discover whether or not they are true or false. Rut in action the facts 

are subservient to the non-observationally known description the agent gives to his action: 

the bodily m ovem ents must then match the description in order to be ‘t ru e ’ or ‘fa lse’.

I h i s  observation points to a solution to the problem presented in section 29, the 

difficulty o f  accounting for tw o ‘know ledges’ o f ‘opening the w ind o w ’ without recourse to 

inner objects or will-acts. The shopping man knows by observation that his hand is gripping 

such-and-such an item but in nearly every case he could also say what is being picked up and 

put in the basket with his eyes closed. This knowledge can now be characterised without talk 

o f  inner volitions because it is seen to exhibit this peculiar quality o f  reversed direction o f  fit;
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Anscom be suggests tliat perhaps it is a different kind  o f  knowledge altogether, one that 

d oesn ’t 'o b se rv e ’ objects.

The syllogism is methodologically  convenient for Anscom be because it is neutral 

regarding the ‘inner' and the ‘ou te r’, illustrating the cognitive ‘goings on ’ associated with 

action in terms o f  language. Thus, for example, if a cat is seen stalking a bird, the practical 

know ledge it has can be expressed in schematic form as ‘ It perceives a bird and desires to 

catch it'. This way o f  approaching knowledge o f  action is methodologically consistent with 

the investigation into the ontology o f  intention in previous sections o f  Intention. There, it 

was held that we can often simply look at a person and say what it is they are doing ‘straight 

o f f  and without questioning them, such that we need not ‘look into the m ind’ when 

inquiring about intention.

But in general, Anscom be turns to the syllogism in order to expose traditional errors in 

thinking about the nature o f ‘practical’ knowledge. In so far as practical knowledge involves 

a different direction o f  fit to theoretical knowledge it is a different kind  o f  knowledge. 

Practical knowledge is not ‘know ledge’ in the traditional sense. W hen a creature acts in 

accordance with its wants and desires, its behaviour is ‘norm ative’; the cognitive dimension 

o f  his or her activity is such that the world must be made to ‘m atch ’ those wants and desires. 

Consequently , the practical syllogism is not to be seen as a form o f  p roo f  reasoning, which 

concludes with new knowledge in the traditional sense; it is not a demonstration'.

. . . [The s>llogism] is commonly supposed to be ordinary reasoning . . .  By ‘ordinary 

reasoning' I mean the only reasoning ordinarily considered in philosophy: reasoning 

towards the truth of a proposition, which is supposedly shewn to be true by the premises.

. . . Everyone takes the practical syllogism to be a proof -■ granted the premises -  o f  a 

conclusion.'

But this form does not properly apply to the practical syllogism, according to Anscombe. 

The action is the ‘conclusion’ w hose 'point is shown by the premises, which are now, so to 

speak, on active service.’" Crucially, the first premise o f  the practical syllogism is something
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wanted. It is this feature o f  practical reasoning that makes it completely different to ordinary 

theoretical or 'p ro o f  reasoning and is also the basis o f  the fact that practical knowledge 

seems to exhibit a different ‘direction o f  fit’ to empirical know ledge. Without the element o f  

‘wanting’, no action would follow from practical reasoning. I could rehearse a syllogism in a 

given situation, say about buying a jumper that would suit me very well, without actually 

doing anything to get it. given that i don’t have any desire to do so. According to Anscombe, 

tr\'ing to generate actions from syllogisms without including this key element o f  desiring or 

wanting can only lead to the supposition o f  ‘insane’ first premises. Thus, if a person sees 

some dry food the conclusion ‘1 will eat this dry food' could only be generated by supposing 

as a first premise ‘Ever>' human being needs to eat all the dry food he ever sees’.'̂  To 

guarantee an action in a proof syllogism, the first premise must apply to all situations, 

rendering the premise ridiculous. Thus, for Anscombe, failure to recognise the role desire 

plays in practical reasoning thus leaves the traditional ‘philosophical’ account o f  the 

syllogism in a bad way -  either an action does not follow (because there is no desire to act) 

or an action does follow (but onl> from an ‘insane’ first premise).

2. A ttacking belief-desire in ternalism .

The danger now however is that ‘wanting’ will be misconstrued, perhaps out o f  a 

preference for empiricism, to be merely an internal state o f  desire. So sections 36-39 are 

effectively a critique of an internalist account o f  ‘wanting’. Various misconceptions 

converge here. If the concepts o f  ‘\\anting’ are considered to be a kind o f  internal state or 

experience, this will lead to a mechanistic, causal account o f  perception in acting. But for 

Anscombe the wanting associated with intentional action is not a matter o f  mere beliefs and 

desires. Even if it were, beliefs are not ‘inner’, nor are they ‘states’. O f  course they can be 

experienced and causal but only as reported mental causes, which aren’t observed processes 

but things known non-observationally that are often taken to lead up to action. Similar 

misconceptions were noted in the Investigations in relation to willing. Various ‘causal’ 

candidates were noted there too. as the antecedents o f  intentional action, such as ‘trying’.
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'd e c id in g ' ,  ‘w is h in g '  and  so on: "W il l in g ,  i f  it is not to  be  a sort o f  w ish ing ,  m u s t  be  the 

ac tion  i t s e l f  It ca n n o t  be a l low ed  to  stop  a n y w h e re  short o f  the  ac t ion .”"' A lthough  

W ittgenste in  d o e s  not identify  w il l ing  with  bare bod ily  m o v e m en ts ,  he  here  no tes  that 

w il l in g  is not to  be though t  o f  a kind o f  'c a u se  in the  h e a d ’ o f  v o lun ta ry  m o v e m en t .  

A n s c o m b e ’s pos i t ion  ab o u t  practica l k n o w le d g e  is s im ila r  to  th is  and  m irro rs  her  p rev ious  

W ittgens te in ian  ana ly s is  o f 'w i l l i n g ' .  T h e  first tw o  p rem ises  o f  the  sy llog ism  are  proper ly  

in te rpre ted  as a m o u n t in g  to the  'w a n t '  o f  the  c rea tu re  in its pu rsu it  o f  the  des ired  object.  But 

‘w a n t in g ’ ca n n o t  be b roken  do w n  into p h ases  o f  a causa l  c l ia in  lead ing  p erh ap s  from  pho ton  

em iss io n s  in o b je c ts  to  the  eyes,  to  the  nerves and  brain. N o r  can these  physio log ica l/b ra in  

o c c u r re n ces  be  s im u lta n eo u s ly  w itnessed  ' f ro m  the  in s id e '  as  p sycho log ica l  states. In 

p a r t icu la r  ‘d e s i re '  as a real m en ta l  sta te  is no t  the  inst igator  o f  in tentional ac tion .

D efen d in g  ‘w a n t in g ’ aga in s t  an in ternalis t /causa lis t  read ing  invo lves  f irs tly  sh o w in g  

that it d oes  not invo lve  a kind o f  internal state o f  blind  y ea rn in g ;  one  tha t  can o cc u r  in a 

person rega rd le ss  o f  the  kind  o f  ob jec t  it is co n n ec ted  to  and  rega rd le ss  o f  w h e th e r  the  person 

ac tua lly  d oes  an y th in g  to  acqu ire  the ob ject.  In o the r  w ords ,  it is not a fee ling  o f  des ire  o r  an 

idle w ish. T o  asser t  th is  w o u ld  be to  return  to  a ' th e o re t ic a l '  vers ion  o f  the  sy llog ism , one 

w h ere  the  p rem ises  are  no longer  'o n  ac tive  se rv ic e ' .  But the  'w a n t in g '  o f  in tentional action  

does  not involve such  d isc o n n ec ted  causa l states in the  p e r s o n 's  m ind  or  brain;

it is a familiar doctrine that people can want anything; that is. that in ‘A wants X ’ ‘X ’ 

ranges over all describable objects or states o f  affairs. . . . F^erhaps the familiar doctrine I 

have mentioned can be made correct by being restricted to wishing. The most primitive 

expression o f  wishing is e.g. ‘Ah, if only . . . ! ’ -  if only . . .  the sun would blow up, or I 

could hold the moon in the palm o f  my hand. . .’

'Wanting ' may o f  course be applied to the prick of  desire at the thought or sight o f  an 

object, even though a man then does nothing towards getting the object, [but] the more 

the thing is envisaged as a likelihood [the more it is like] hope.
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The wanting that interests us, however is neither wishing nor hoping nor the 

feeling of  desire, and cannot be said to exist in a man w'ho does nothing towards getting 

what he wants.^

The philosophical misinterpretation o f ’w anting ' has it that it is an internal state that occurs 

in the person and w hose  identity conditions can be given independently o f  any external 

factors i.e. the object o f  wanting. Bringing the concept back to its ordinary use involves 

assem bling a couple o f  reminders. "W anting’ is neither 'des ir ing ’ nor ‘w ish ing’ nor 'h o p in g ’. 

Show ing  the gram m ar o f  these latter concepts is enough to dissociate them from ‘w anting’. 

The mere feeling o f  desire was not enough to demarcate intentional action since answers 

stating mental causes e.xclude the 'W h y ? '  o f  ‘intentional’. ‘W h y ? ’, on the other hand, is 

capable  o f  m arking o f f  intentional action in so far as it shows the order in the chaos o f  bodily 

m ovem ents  in various causal relations to the environment. Similarly ‘the prick o f  desire’ is 

not "wanting’ because it is unrelated to actually doing anything -  the object is not conceived 

o f  as a wanted object in a way that is connected up with intentional action. ‘W ishing’ and 

'h o p in g '  have completely  different conditions o f  application too. O ne could never intend to 

hold the m oon in o n e ’s hand, l o talk that way would be to play the language gam e wrong, so 

to speak. That language game is only suited to wishing. Such ‘w ish in g ’ or ‘hop ing’ does not 

occur in intentional action. In opening a book in order to read 1 do not hope or  wish it to 

open. N o r  may 1 even have a specific felt desire for it to be open. 1 might ju s t  come into the 

room, sit down at the chair and open the book without so much as a thought. Looking to 

these mental causes will not uncover the nature o f  intentional action.

The conditions for the use and meaning o f  'w an t in g ’ are rather given in terms o f  

'ex te rn a l’ criteria:

The primitive sign of wanting is trying to gei\ which of course can only be ascribed to 

creatures endowed with sensation. Thus it is not mere movement or strctching out 

towards something, but this on the pan of a creature that can be said to know the thing.

188



On the other hand know ledge itself cannot be described independently o f  volition; the 

ascription o f  sensible know ledge and o f  volition go together. . . .  A modern 

Psam m etichiis, influenced by epistem ologists. might have a child cared for by people  

w hose instructions were to make no sign to the child in dealing, w'ith it, but frequently to 

utter the names o f  the objects and properties w hich they judged to be within its 

perceptual fields, with a view  to finding out which were the very first things or 

properties that humans learned to name. But e.g. the identification served by colour- 

names is in fact not primarily that o f  colours, but o f  objects by means o f  colours; and 

thus, too, the prime mark o f  colour-discrim ination is doing things with objects -  fetching  

them, carrying them, placing them -  according to their colours. Thus the possession o f  

sensible discrimination and that o f  volition are inseparable; one cannot describe a 

creature as having the power o f  sensation without also describing it as doing things in 

accordance with perceived sensible differences.®

This quote show s the extent to which Anscom be is excluding desires and other mental 

causes from the demarcation o f  wanting. The very conditions o f  use for 'w an ting ’ exclude 

them; the proper meaning o f 'w a n t in g ' ,  like ‘ intentional’ cannot be understood by appeal to 

separate mental states ’ in' the person. To say ‘P is endowed with sensation’ is to say that it is 

the kind o f  thing or creature that tries to get. It w ould literally make no sense to ascribe 

'w an t in g ' to som ething that one could not tiy to get. On the other hand, trying to get cannot 

be characterised as a mere physical process as would be seen in the am oeba for example. The 

creature must know the object in order for it to be seen as trying to get. But ’kno w ’ here 

'canno t be described independently o f  volition’. To say that an infant knows how to 

discriminate certain colours is not to say that it has learned to corroborate certain mental 

pictures o f  the colours with the coloured object. This is reminiscent o f  W ittgenstein’s remark 

in the first section o f  the Investigations, whereby a person uses the word ‘red’ by m atching it 

w ith a sample from a colour index. If something like this were going on in the infants head 

then it could 'b e  described independently o f  volition’ as an inner process. But ' the  prime



mark o f  colour-discrimination' is being able to do things with objects -  fetching, carrying, 

and placing them.

The same applies to wanting. The mark o f  wanting is Irying to get. Applying the 

concept to a dog trying to get meat thus presupposes certain activities 'that reach beyond 

what the animal is now doing'. If the meat is on the other side o f  the door the dog w ill try to 

get it by ‘scratching violently round the edges o f  the door and snuffling along the bottom of 

it and so on.' Such are the conditions for the application o f  ‘wanting". To say that the dog 

believes there is meat there and desires it is not to posit two mental states that e.xplain the 

activity ‘from the inside out'.  Nor is it as if a human being try ing to get something feels a 

prick o f  desire in conjunction with a perception of the object and thereby concludes what to 

do; practical knowledge doesn't involve recognition o f  internal states that indicate to the 

agent a course o f  action. ‘Wanting’ involves two features: ‘some kind o f  action or movement 

which (the agent at least supposes) is o f  use towards something, and the idea o f  the thing.’ 

Thus we have ipso facto  attributed a ‘want o f  insulin’ to Fred if we see him rummaging 

through the drawer where he keeps his insulin before taking out a syringe: these movements 

in their normal setting show ‘the primitive sign o f  wanting’, i.e. trying to get. O f  course this 

does not mean that Anscombe is giving a behaviourist account o f  the meaning o f ‘wanting'. 

The want is not being identified with bodily movements or dispositions to do such-and-such 

under certain conditions. Rather the use o f  the concept, its source o f  meaning, is naturally 

limited to these conditions o f  application -  ‘doings' in their natural setting. It would be a 

‘philosophical’ error to deviate from these rules o f  use by looking for the equivalent o f  the 

primitive sign o f  wanting elsewhere e.g. in ‘experience’ or the brain. As Anscombe 

remarked above, the capacity to distinguish colours cannot be attributed to a creature that 

cannot do things w ith coloured objects. Similarly, it makes no sense to say a person wants X, 

i.e. knows or is aware o f  and desires X, without him exhibiting the capacities that would be 

involved in try ing to get X.

With this criterion o f  wanting in place, Anscombe further elaborates it in two ways: 

firstly by show ing that the ‘presence' o f  a want is conditioned by a test for truthfulness rather

190



than by any MnternaP identity conditions for mental states and secondly by introducing the 

notion o f  a desirability characterisation  in the first premise o f  the syllogism. Tests for the 

truthfulness o f  a want arc similar to those for the intention for the future considered earlier:

But is not anything wantable, or at least any perhaps attainable thing? It will be 

instructive to anyone who thinks this to approach someone and say: ‘I want a saucer of 

mud’ or M want a twig of mountain ash’. He is likely to be asked what for; to which let 

him reply that he does not want i t /o r  anything, he just wants it. It is likely that the other 

will then perceive that a philosophical example is all that is in question, and will pursue 

the matter no further; but supposing that he did not realise this, and yet did not dismiss 

our man as a dull babbling loon, would he not try to find out in what aspect the objects 

desired is desirable?

A nscom be returns to the question i s  not anything w antab le? ' often in this part o f  the 

discussion because it is an implication o f  the traditional account o f  wanting that is not easily 

removed. It stems from the view that a desire is either a blind want or an internal state. A 

creature that feels a blind desire for object X could supposedly ju s t  as easily feel it for Y -  

the relation between the desire and the object would be e.xternal, whereas Anscom be stresses 

that it is internal. The same applies to a causal theoiy o f  perception in wanting. A ‘brain state 

o f  desire" could presumably be causally related to any object that happened to be in the 

agen t 's  environment, including a saucer o f  mud or a twig o f  mountain ash. in so far as the 

relation between desire and object is e.xternal. it does not matter what the object is. But for 

Anscom be this way o f  talking could only belong to a ‘philosophicaP example, or a ‘babbling 

loon’. [Reining in this traditional idea involves showing that what a person wants is subject to 

certain conditions that must be justified  in the w ider context o f  the person’s further aims and 

actions.

The suggestion that the relation between desire and object is internal is consolidated 

w ith the introduction o f  a clesirahilit}’ characterisation. The desirability characterisation is
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the premise o f  a syllogism that can no longer be subjected to the question ‘W hat do you want 

that fo r? ’ because the want is characterised in such a way that it is self-evidently desirable, 

such that further questions would be pointless:

‘(I)  Any farmer with a farm like mine could do with a cow of such-and-such qualities 

(2) e.g. a Jersey.’ Now here there is no room for di further question “What do you want 

‘what you could do with’ for?” That is to say, the premise now given has characterised 

the thing wanted as desirable.*

The desirability characterisation is really the ‘linguistic’ counterpart o f  ‘desire’ . It is not 

committed to internal states o f  desire. It is notable that the object o f  desire must be 

characterised as such by the agent, hence it cannot be reduced to a mental or physical state;

To say T merely want this' without any characterisation is to deprive the word of sense; 

if [the person] insists on ‘having' the thing, we want to know what ‘having’ amounts to.®

Knowing what ‘hav ing’ amounts to involves being given a satisfactory explanation o f  what 

is desirable about the desired object. But the agent is the authority on the desirability o f  the 

object since the object is valuable only under a  descrip tion . The object o f  wanting is thus 

‘agent-relative’ and cannot be characterised ‘externally’ as merely a physical object in a 

causal relation to a ‘m en ta l’ or neurological state o f  the agent.

3. Anscombe’s defence of an ‘externalist’ account of wanting.

Sections 40-42 continue this line o f  investigation but specifically emphasise 

external ism for 'w an t in g ’ and internal relations between wanting and the object o f  wanting;

The conceptual connexion between ‘wanting’ (in the sense which w'e have isolated, for 

of  course we are not speaking of the ‘1 want’ o f  a child who screams for something) and
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'g o o d '  can be com pared  to the conceptual connexion betw een " judgem ent’ and ‘t ru th ’.

Truth is the object o f  judg em en t ,  and good  the object o f  wanting; it does not follow from 

this either that every th ing  judged  m ust be true, or that everyth ing w anted  m ust be good. .

 the notion o f ‘g o o d ’ that has to be introduced in an account o f  w anting  is not that

o f  w hat is really good but o f  what the agent conceives to be good; w hat the agent wants 

would  have to be characterisable  by h i m , . . . Whereas w hen we are explain ing truth as a 

predicate o f  judgem ents ,  propositions, or thoughts, we have to  speak o f  a relation to 

w hat is really so, not ju s t  o f  what seem s so to the ju d g in g  m ind . '°

A g a in  th e  p o in t  h e r e  is to  s h o w  th a t  th e  re la t io n  b e tw e e n  w a n t i n g  a n d  its o b je c t  is no t  

e x te r n a l .  F o r  e x a m p l e  it is n o t  a  c a u s a l  re la t io n ,  th e  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  w h ic h  c a n  be  

c h a r a c t e r i s e d  in d e p e n d e n t ly  o f  o n e  a n o th e r .  T h e  r e la t io n  c a n n o t  b e  c h a r a c t e r i s e d  a s  o n e  

b e tw e e n  a  p h y s i c a l  o b j e c t  a n d  th e  h u m a n  b o d y ,  n o r  c a n  it b e  se e n  a s  a c a u s a l  r e la t io n  

b e tw e e n  in n e r  p s y c h o l o g ic a l  c o m p o n e n t s  a n d  p h y s i c a l  o b je c t s .

A n s c o m b e  b l a m e s  t r a d i t io n a l  m i s c o n c e p t io n s  a b o u t  th e  re la t io n  b e tw e e n  'w a n t i n g ’ a n d  

' g o o d '  on  th e  e m p i r i c i s t  t r ad i t io n ;

The cause o f  b lindness to these prob lem s seem s to have been the epis tem ology 

characteristic  o f  Locke, and also o f  Hume. Any sort o f  w anting  w ould  be an internal 

impression accord ing  to those philosophers.

[In relation to ‘p leasu re’, for example, they] w ere say ing  that som eth ing  which 

they thought o f  as like a particular tickle or itch w as quite obviously  the point o f  doing 

anything w 'hatsoever. ''

L.ike th e  c ry  o f  th e  b a b y  t h a t  w a n t s  s o m e th i n g ,  ‘p l e a s u r e ’, a s  an  in te rn a l  im p re s s io n ,  b e c o m e s  

a  s ta te  w i th o u t  c o n te n t  so  to  s p e a k ,  a  ‘b l i n d ’ e l e m e n t  th a t  o n ly  e x p la i n s  d o i n g  a n d  w a n t i n g
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mechanistically. This is why Anscombe’s analysis o f  practical reasoning would ‘in general 

be quite absurd' if it 'were supposed to describe actual mental processes.’

It is helpful to conclude this section o f  Intention with a brief summary. The initial 

reason for investigating the practical syllogism was in an attempt to explain the fact that 

there are seemingly ‘two knowledges’ o f  the same action, such as opening a window -  one 

by observation and the other without observation. This then led to the suggestion that the 

reversal o f  the direction o f  fit exhibited by knowledge o f  intentional action indicated that 

there is such a thing as practical “knowledge”, a totally different kind o f  knowledge to 

factual knowledge. The point o f  exploring the syllogism was to illustrate this form o f  

knowledge with its reversed direction of fit. This reversal was seen to be due o f  course to the 

fact that desire plays a central role in the ‘cognitive’ dimension o f  intentional action. Desire 

functions so as to get the world to correspond to its dictates whereas factual beliefs must 

match the world in order to be correct. Thus the first task was to re-interpret the syllogism so 

as to show that 'wanting ' played a necessary role in the first premise. In its demonstrative 

form, the syllogism fails to illustrate actual action, showing instead mere premises and 

conclusions about what one ought to do,

Putting the ‘want’ back into the syllogism is the first step in illustrating the reversal o f  

‘direction o f  fit’ exhibited by agent-knowledge o f  intentional action. But another danger 

immediately arose -  that o f  taking the want to be an internal impression o f  desire. This 

would be to revert to an unacceptable explanation o f  the 'two-knowledges’ problem - the 

explanation that involves ‘a ver>' queer and special sort o f  seeing eye in the middle o f  

acting'.

The proper characterisation o f  ‘wanting’ and hence practical knowledge is one marked 

by trying to get desired objects rather than by inner states o f  desire. Moreover ‘wanting’ 

cannot be reduced to ‘contentless’ pricks or feelings o f  desire, wishes, hopes or any other 

kind o f  internal impression or psychological cause. The concept can only be applied to 

behaviour-in-a-context and the relation between the want and the thing wanted is internal. 

The posited internal relation prevents a reductive characterisation o f  ‘want' to inner desires
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or  even  brain s ta tes  b ec au se  it e f fec t ive ly  m ean s  tha t  the  w an t  ca n n o t  be  iden tif ied  

independen t ly  o f  the  th in g  w an te d ,  the  ob je c t  un d er  a desc r ip t ion  g iven  to  it by  the  agen t.  So 

A n sc o m b e  in terpre ts  the prac tica l sy llog ism  to show  the  co g n i t iv e  ‘g o in g s  o n ’ in in ten tional 

ac tion  and  the  result  o f  her  ana ly s is  is an il lustration o f  the  cited reversa l  o f  ep is te m ic  

priority w ith o u t  appeal  to  specia l inner  m en ta l  co m p o n en ts .  It is in th is  sense  tha t  A n s c o m b e  

is a H um ea n  ab o u t  m o tiva t ion  -  des ire ,  w ith  its reve rsed  d irec tion  o f  fit, is cen tra l  to  an 

acco u n t  o f  k n o w le d g e  o f  in ten tional ac tion . But the  des ire  is con s tru e d  ex te rna l ly  as  a  w a n t  

and  is no t  so m e th in g  tha t  can  be broken  up into p sycho log ica l  s ta tes  o f  b e l ie f  and  des ire .  N o t  

on ly  w ou ld  this  be p h en o m e n o lo g ic a l ly  inaccura te  (as w a s  seen in ea r l ie r  sec t ions  ab o u t  the  

role o f  m ental ca u se s  in ch a rac te r is in g  ‘reason  for a c t in g ') ,  but it w o u ld  rep rese n t  o f  m isuse  

o f  the  con c ep t  o f  ‘w a n t ’, the  cond it ions  fo r  the  app l ica t ion  o f  w h ich  d e m a n d  ac tiv i t ie s  

ind icative  o f  tr> ing.

Vloreover, the  an t i - in te rna lis t  accoun t  o f  ‘w a n t in g '  he lps  p roper ly  ch a rac te r ise  the 

" reve rsed  d irec tion  o f  f it"  a spec t  o f  k n o w led g e  o f  action . It e m p h a s i s e s  the 

n o rm at ive /p re sc r ip t ive  nature  o f  ac ting  a c co rd in g  to  des ire s  and  beliefs.  A c t ing  ac c o rd in g  to 

beliefs and des ires  is n o rm at ive  in tha t the  po in t is to  get the  w orld  to  tit  th o se  b e l ie fs  and  

des ires  ra the r  than  v ice  versa.

A lso, fo r  A n sco m b e ,  th is  ana ly s is  o f  the  sy llog ism  has  the  co n s e q u e n c e  th a t  ac t io n s  can 

m e an in g fu l ly  be ca lled  ‘t ru e '  o r  ‘f a ls e ’. An ac tion  is true  w hen  its cogn i t ive  co n te n t  (a  w an t)  

and the  sta te  o f  a ffa irs  it rela tes  to ’m atch  u p ' .  H ence  the  co n c lu s io n  in “T h o u g h t  and  A ction  

in Aristo tle":

The notion o f  truth or fa lsehood in action would quite generally be countered by the 

objection that "true” and "false” are senseless predicates as applied to what is done. I f  I 

am right there is philosophy to the contrary in Aristotle. And if. as I should maintain, the 

idea o f  the description under which  what is done is integral to the notion o f  an action, 

then these predicates apply to actions strictly and properly, and not merely by an 

extension and in a way that ought to be explained away.'"



There is ‘philosophy to the contrar> ' in Aristotle because he, like Anscombe, recognises that 

the starting point in action is the th ing wanted. An action is thus ‘true’ if  it succeeds in 

acquiring the thing wanted i.e. if  the desired state o f  affairs turns out to ‘m atch’ it;

It is practical truth when the judgements involved in the formation of the ‘choice’ 

leading to the action are all true; but the practical truth is not the truth o f  those 

jiidgemenis. For it is clearly that ‘truth in agreement with right desire’ d>.ri0eia 6|ioXoya)^

Exouoa ir) ope^sitri 6p0r| (1139a 30), which is spoken of as the good working (eu), o f  the 

work (spyov). of practical intelligence. That is brought about — i.e. made true -  by action 

(since the description of  what he does is made true by his doing it), provided that a man 

forms and executes a good ’choice’.'^

W hen the concept o f  an action under a description is added to the practical ‘tru th ’ or ‘falsity’ 

o f  desire in action, the reversed direction o f  tit for knowledge o f  intentional action am ounts 

to the 'm a tch '  or ‘m ism atch’ between an aclioii descrip tion  and the intended state o f  affairs. 

I'hus for Anscombe, ‘tru e ’ and ‘fa lse’ rightly apply to actions, albeit in virtue o f  a reversed 

direction o f  fit. The analysis o f  the syllogism puts A nscom be in a position to confidently  talk 

o f  ‘practical know ledge’ and to integrate it into her previous remarks about the ontology o f  

intentional action, som ething she does in the closing sections o f  In tention, which 1 will 

exam ine next.
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II. PRACTICAL KNOLW EDGE AND THE NATURE OF ACTION DESCRIPTION

L Practical knowledge as the ‘cause o f wliat it understands.’

In its com m itm ent to tiie view tiiat the meaning o f  our taii< about actions lies in the use 

o f  the concepts and not in any designated special meaning bodies, Intention  has attacked the 

traditional approach to action at every jo in t.  Expressions o f  intention a ren 't  descriptions o f  

inner states, 'intentional ac tion’ is not a form o f  m ovem ent that involves a special property; a 

neurological state, a ‘m en ta l’ state, a Platonic form, an experience, a quality o f  

consciousness or any other special feature that a philosopher might try to describe. The 

e.xecution o f  intention does not involve a volition, an inner act o f  will that triggers the bodily 

movem ent and which can be traced back and back through the l imb-movements, to the 

nervous system and brain and then perhaps to the mental act o f  willing itself. Actions d o n ’t 

begin with ‘motive ideas’. The object o f  a willed action is a lways ‘at a distance from the 

person '.  There is no such thing as the  description o f  an individual action. Individual actions 

c a n 't  be reduced to specific descriptions the way a specific physical object in principle can. 

If an individual action were a brain state or a unique psychological property then perhaps it 

could be. but the m eaning o f  ‘C lean ing’ or ‘Hitting’ or ‘Robbing’ or ‘Saying ' cannot be 

captured through a search for specific referents with such-and-such identity conditions. 

Similarly, knowing what 1 am doing does not involve introspective awareness o f  an 

‘intention'. The test for the ‘presence’ o f  an intention is given in terms o f  the tru thfulness  o f  

a person 's  expressions o f  intention, statements o f  present intentions, aims and so on, in their 

contexts o f  utterance. N or  is it phenomenologically  accurate to say that intentional action is 

always a matter o f  ‘b e l ie f  and ‘desire’ or even mental causality in general. Sometimes 

actions do not involve such experienced ‘causes’.

Similarly, according to Anscombe, practical knowledge is nothing like ‘theoretical’ 

knowledge, as might traditionally have been thought. A correct account o f  the use o f  

“ practical knowledge” emphasises its difference  to normal, observational, theoretical 

knowledge. Practical knowledge and the practical syllogism are prescriptive in the sense that
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t h e y  s e e k  to  g e t  tl ie  w o r l d  to  ti t  w i th  th e  w a n t s  o f  t h e  a g e n t .  In t h i s  s e n s e  ‘w a n t i n g ’ is 

c o n s t r u e d  in t e r m s  o f ‘t r y i n g  to  g e t ' ;  s u c h  th a t  th e  ‘n o r m a t i v e '  a s p e c t s  o f  a c t i n g  a c c o r d i n g  to  

d e s i r e s  a r e  c le a r ly  s e e n .  D e s i r e s  a n d  b e l i e f s  in a c t i n g  a re  n o t  t a k e n  to  b e  in n e r  e p i s o d e s  th a t  

c o u l d  b e  a n a ly s e d  in i s o la t io n  f r o m  th e  m e a n i n g - g i v in g  c o n te x t  o f  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  in w h ic h  

t h e  b o d i ly  m o v e m e n t s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  in te n t io n a l  a c t io n  o c c u r .

T h e  c lo s in g  s e c t io n s  r e p r e s e n t  a  s y n th e s i s  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e s e  r e s u l t s  in to  a  r ich  

i l lu s t r a t io n  o f  a  f o r m u l a  p r o v i d e d  by  T h o m a s  A q u in a s :  “ p ra c t ic a l  k n o w l e d g e  is th e  c a u s e  o f  

w h a t  it u n d e r s t a n d s . ”  I h i s  i l lu s t r a t io n  d e r iv e s  p a r t ly  f r o m  s o m e  c o n c l u d i n g  r e m a r k s  

A n s c o m b e  m a k e s  a b o u t  w h a t  m ig h t  b e  c a l l e d  th e  ’a u t o n o m o u s '  o r  ‘c o n v e n t i o n a l '  n a tu r e  o f  

a c t i o n  d e s c r ip t i o n ;

But w ho says that w hat is go ing  on is the building o f  a house, o r  w rit ing  '! am a fool '  on 

the b lackboard?  W e all do. o f  course, but w hy do we? W e notice  m any  changes and 

m ovem en ts  in the w orld  without g iv ing  any com parab le  account o f  them. Fhe tree waves 

in the wind; the m o v em en ts  o f  its leaves are ju s t  as minute as the m o vem en ts  o f  my hand 

w hen 1 write on a b lackboard , but we have no description o f  a p icked-out set o f  

m ovem en ts  or a p icked-out appearance  o f  the tree rem otely  resem bling  "She wrote “ I am 

a fool” on the b lack b o a rd ’.

O f  course  we have special interest in hum an actions: but M-hat is it that we have a special 

interest here? It is not that we have a special interest in the m ov em en t  o f  these molecules 

-  namely, the ones in a hum an  being; o r  even the m ovem en ts  o f  certain bodies -  namely 

human ones. The descrip tion  o f  what we are interested in is a  type o f  descrip tion  that 

w ould  not exist i f  ou r  question  ’W h y ? ’ did not. It is not that certain th ings, namely 

m ovem ents  o f  hum ans , are for som e undiscovered reason sub jec t  to the question  ‘W hy ?’

So too, it is not ju s t  that certain appearances o f  chalk, on b lackboard  are subject to the 

question ’W hat does it s a y ? ’ It is o f  a w ord or sentence that w e ask ’W hat does it say? ';  

and the description o f  som eth ing  as a w ord  o r  a sentence at all cou ld  not o ccur  prior to 

the fact that w ords o r  sentences have meaning. So the descrip tion  o f  som eth ing  as a 

hum an action could  not o ccur  prior to the exis tence o f  the quest ion  ’W h y ? ’, s im ply  as a
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kind of utterance by which we were then obscurely prompted to address the question.

This was why I did not attempt in §19 to say why certain things should be subject to this

question.'^

Action descrip tions do not describe states o f  the person, as has been extensively argued, but, 

as the "externalist’ account o f  ‘w an ting’ underlined, their application does involve certain 

picked out sets o f  movements; bodily m ovem ents in certain conditions. But this phenomenon 

o f  asking 'W h y  did you do that?’ is unlike the curiosity we have about things we come 

across in the physical world. For example, a child might lift up a rock by the beach and say 

‘Oh look! W hat is that?' and receive the answer ‘A crab’. But in so far as intentional actions 

aren’t ‘th ings’, we do not ‘d iscover’ them in this way and then become curious about them. 

A different kind o f  curiosity occurs for intentional action, in keeping with the fact that a 

different kind o f  explanation is required (an explanation in terms o f  reasons). W'e could 

never say for example, “ Look at this -  w hat is it? An action''! W h a t’s 'an  ac tion’?” . Looking 

through binoculars at a jockey  in a race, for example, who periodically counts to four on the 

fingers o f  his left hand would prompt us to ask: “W hy is he doing that?” But the action, 

unlike the crab beneath the rock, is already ‘recognised’ as an action, and the type o f  

explanation is a reason explanation rather than a causal or naturalistic one. The “ realm” in 

which intentional explanation is applied is not the realm o f  physical objects, and the ‘W hy?’ 

for intentional actions is not a ‘causal’ one that seeks to alleviate curiosity about physical 

processes and properties.

2. The ‘autonom y’ o f action description.

A nother way o f  putting this is to say that the picked-out patterns relating to the 

application o f  action descriptions are immanent/y meaningful. The meaning o f  the pattern o f  

chalk on the blackboard is immanent in the sense that its meaning is ‘in’ the pattern itself and 

is not obtained by appeal to something beyond or behind it. The picked out pattern o f  human
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m ovem ents is thus subjected to ‘W hy?’ in the same w ay that the sentence on the blackboard 

is subjected to ‘What does it say? ' The immanent m ean ing  o f  a proposition was likened to a 

genre-picture in the Investiga tions  as opposed to the ‘portra it’ analogy o f  the T racta tu s’s 

picture theory o f  meaning;

If we compare a proposition to a picture, we must think whether we are comparing it to a 

portrait. . .  or to a genre-picture.. . .

When I look at a genre-picture, it ‘tells’ me something, even though I don’t 

believe (imagine) for a moment that the people I see in it really exist, or that there have 

really been people in that situation. But suppose 1 ask: "''What does it tell me. then?”

I should like to say “What the picture tells me is itself” That is, its telling me something 

consists in its own structure, in its own lines and contours.'^

The point here is that a proposition is not to  be seen as som ething that is meaningful in virtue 

o f  representing reality, such that its m eaningfulness lies in its degree o f  isomorphism with 

the facts. A portrait is similarly judged  on its ability to accurately  depict its subject. But the 

m eaning o f  a genre picture is ‘in’ its own lines and contours. A nscom be seems to have the 

same thing in mind when she mentions the way in which ‘words or  sentences have m eaning.’ 

The marks on the blackboard are not such that ‘W'hat does it say? ’ could occur prior to our 

recognising it as a sentence in the first place -  the m eaning  is ‘in ’ the lines and contours o f  

the chalk marks. Similarly with the ‘p icked-out’ bodily m ovem ents  associated with 

intentional action -  these patterns are intrinsically meaningful to us so ‘W hy?’ operates at 

this level and does not seek causal explanation. M ore importantly, if  the meaning o f  a 

picked-out set o f  m ovem ents is ‘in’ the pattern itself, it is not ‘in ’ anything else. So action 

descriptions d o n ’t apply to any ‘e.xtra’ thing in or beyond the bodily m ovement. In this sense 

we cannot step ‘ou ts ide’ the relation between an action and its description. Thus our 

concepts for talk o f  actions cannot be justified  by appeal to a higher standard o f  meaning,
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such as causal explanation. The only explanation  we can give o f  our action concepts is the 

way in which they are used.

In describing actions we employ action concepts. But to apply a concept is not to match 

an inner thought or ‘sense' to an outer state via language. As Wittgenstein states in the 

Investigations p. 230, ‘[Let one] imagine certain very general facts o f  nature to be different 

from what we are used to, and the formation of concepts different from the usual ones will 

become intelligible to him . . .’. Concepts are not to be seen as internal impressions but rather 

words that we use to pick out certain patterns o f  experience according to our interest:

W hy do w e say that the m ovem ent o f  the pum p handle up and dow n is part o f  the  

process w hereb y  th ose  p eop le  cea se  to m ove about? It is part o f  a causal chain  w h ich  

ends w ith that h o u seh o ld 's  gettin g  p o ison ed . . . . o n ly  b ecause it interests us w ou ld  w e  

even  con sid er  [it in the m idst o f | an infin ity  o f  other crossroad s b esid es the death o f  

these peop le . A s  W ittgenstein  says ‘C o n cep ts lead us to  m ake in v estiga tion s, are the 

expression  o f  our interest, and direct our interest."’

An action concept then, such as ‘digging' picks out a certain pattern o f  events according to 

our interest. Concept formation is not to be seen as the occurrence o f  a ‘sense’ or thought in 

the mind that designates a state o f  the world and which can be applied in language. The 

action concepts we have are thus to an extent dependent on our form o f  life. Hence the 

remark in Zettel 387 that if a society in which pain was shameful ‘an education quite 

different from ours might also be a foundation for quite different concepts. For here life 

would run on differently. -  What interests us would not interest them.'

So Anscombe has arrived at a point where action concepts are seen to be autonomous -  

the formation o f  action concepts is not something to be broken down by a psychology of 

perception, no more than the ‘Why?’ o f  intentional action could be analysed by science 

either. The resulting view o f  intentional action is the direct opposite o f  one held by the 

empiricist tradition. Actions are not seen to start from the inside in the form of a volition;
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actions aren’t types o f  natural phenom ena accom panying bodily movements. In particular, an 

intentional action is not som ething marked out by an observable cause or by evidence. 

Action descriptions apply concepts that express our interest in certain picked out patterns o f  

events. Thus one o f  A nscom be’s concluding theses is that there ‘are many descriptions o f  

happenings which are directly dependent on our possessing the fo rm  o f  description o f  

intentional action .’ Descriptions o f  things that go on in the world such as ‘c limbing a tree ’, 

‘building a bridge’, ‘playing chess ’, ‘sw im m ing’, all em ploy the concepts o f  human action 

and these concepts involve a certain fo rm  o f  description  o f  events. The form o f  action 

description involves features that are different to mere descriptions o f  natural states such as 

rock types or the reflection o f  light. It explains m ovem ent in terms o f  sensation and appetite; 

the ch ie f  elements involved in ‘trying to get '.  Such w anting is accounted for in terms o f  

reasons for acting and not causes. We explain intentional action m ovem ents using a special 

form o f ‘because’ and ‘in order to". The action concepts do not apply to causal mechanisms, 

natural properties or states. They express our interest in certain picked-out sets o f  

m ovem ents that are intrinsically meaningful to us. So we could never ‘come across’ an 

action in the way we could com e across a new t>pe o f  enzym e and similarly the ‘W hy?’ o f  

intentional action is thus different to the ‘W hy? ' o f  scientific explanation:

[Action descriptions] go beyond physics: one might call them vital descriptions. A dog’s 

curled tail might have something stuck in it, but that o f  itself would not make us speak of 

the dog as holding the object with its tail; but if he has taken between his teeth and kept 

there some moderate-sized object, he is holding it.'^

It is easy to overlook the fact that action descriptions such as telephoning, crouching, 

greeting, intruding, offending, dropping and so on, are dependent on a form o f  description 

and to slip into thinking that the ‘intentional' is applied in virtue o f  some ‘ex tra ’ feature. 

Sometimes actions fail to get executed so we assume that som ething must have ‘gone o n ’ in 

the mind anyway, an intention. We try' to explain the difference between so m eo n e 's  dropping
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som eth ing  unintentionally and someone dropping it on purpose by saying that the latter must 

have had a ‘psychological extra ' involved; for the bodily m ovem ents in both actions are very 

alike. If 'w e  concentrate on small sections o f  action’ we tend to think o f  action-execution 

mechanistically, in terms o f  causal processes that begin with inner intentions or volitions. 

These are the misinterpretations o f  intention that Anscom be has been fighting against 

throughout Intention.

A nscom be concludes her investigation into intentional action by contrasting her view 

with the traditional causal/empiricist theory by aligning it with the account given by 

Aquinas:

Practical knowledge is "the cause of  what it understands’, unlike ‘speculative’ 

knowledge, which ‘is derived from the objects known'. This means more than that 

practical knowledge is observed to be a necessary condition of the production of  various 

results; or that an idea of  doing such-and-such in such-and-such ways is such a 

condition. It means that without it what happens does not come under the description -  

execution of intentions -  whose characteristics we have been investigating.'*

A nscom be 's  aim in likening her account to that o f  Aquinas is to underline how practical 

know ledge is a genuine form o f  knowledge that is different to demonstrative knowledge and 

that the ‘causation ' involved in intentional action is also genuine, even though it does not 

involve mental or physical causation. The 'causa tion’ here is not ‘real’ causation such that it 

could be said to bring about or ‘push’ a body into m ovement. It is not as if  the desire was 

really ‘there’ in the agen t’s mind or brain and then subsequently triggered the bodily 

movement. The ‘causation’ A nscom be is talking about here only makes sense from a 

‘normative point o f  v iew ' so to speak. It is not that the agent must have the ‘idea o f  doing 

such and such’ (for that was repeatedly seen to often be absent in intentional action). Rather, 

practical knowledge is dependent on an intentional form o f  description that Intention  has 

been analysing.
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We can see the way Aiiscom be view s ‘cause' in ‘cause o f  what it understands’ in her 

comparison o f  Aquinas and Hume in Three Philosophers:

N o w  for A quinas, will essentially  consists , not in a peculiar  quality o f  experience 

[which, for H um e was an internal impression], but precisely in the peculiar  sort o f  

causality expressed by ‘know ingly  give rise to ’. A voluntary act takes p lace as the 

fulfilment o f  a tendency  that arises from the ag en t’s consideration  o f  the goal o f  the 

tendency. . . .

In a way, voluntary  causality  is causalitj '  par excellence. The tendenc ies  o f  

natural agents  like stones are not accom pan ied  by, let a lone their  proceed ing  from, any 

apprehension by the agent o f  the goal o f  the tendency; in an im als  such apprehension  is 

indeed inchoate, but they do not apprehend  their actions as m eans to goal. An agent is 

m aster (Dominus) o f  its ow n action in so far as the tendency to action proceeds from an 

apprehension both o f  the goal and o f  the action as a  possib le  m eans to the goal.  A quinas 

holds that non-volun tary  causality  and tendency is a lw ays derivative and subordinate  to 

the voluntary; he illustrates the nature o f  this subordination  by the arrow  that flies 

accord ing  to its ow n w ay o f  m ov ing  to  a goal determined by the archer, and by the adze 

that cuts w ood naturally and shapes a bed because the carpen ter so wields it . '’’

‘Knowingly giving rise to' is practical knowledge which is causality ^par excellence'. It is 

contrasted with empirical knowledge o f  internal states or Hume’s internal impressions. For 

Anscom be there are no internal intentions and so know ledge o f  action is non-observational. 

But it is more than just non-observational: it is contrasted with the traditional model o f  

theoretical knowledge in virtue o f  its having a reversed order o f  ‘fit’ -  the mistake is in the 

performance rather than the description. So practical knowledge is a ‘real’ species o f  

causality in its own right, according to Anscom be. This is not mental causality o f  course. For 

‘W hy?’ is rejected by answers mentioning mental causes such as thoughts, feelings o f  desire, 

w ishes etc. Practical knowledge is the cause o f  what it understands in so far as an action  

description occurs prior to the executed action and cliaracterises the action as the action it is.
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As Aquinas remari<s in Disputations, ‘Tiie practical mind causes things, and therefore is their 

measure. But the theoretical mind is receptive; it is, as it were, modulated and measured by 

t h i n g s . T h u s ,  for example, "knowingly giving rise to” the action o f  buying water, because 

I was thirsty and needed a drink is pre-"knowing” the correct description o f  the bodily 

m ovem ents o f  crossing the road and going to the shop, because I “authored” the bodily 

m ovem ents as a means to getting water. But it is a strange sense o f  knowing like saying “ I 

know what I said because I said it’ .

In a sense, A nscom be’s previous investigations in Intention  lead up to this 

characterisation o f  practical knowledge as the “cause” o f  what it understands. All prior 

investigations into individual actions; willing, intention for the future, intentional action in 

general, and so on. aimed at reversing the traditional tendency to analyse the m eaning o f  

intention in terms o f  some ‘extra ',  be it a brain state, impression, experience, or private state 

o f  consciousness. The result is that intention has been turned 'inside out ' so to speak. The 

mark o f  wanting is trying to get; intentional action descriptions apply to m ovem ents  under a 

description and do not 'describe ' ansthing, the application o f  action concepts is autonomous, 

and individual intentional actions are dependent on a form o f  description. In fact, argues 

Anscombe, ‘a great many o f  our descriptions o f  events are form ally  descriptions o f  executed 

intentions’; a purely 'concep tua l’ matter as opposed to  one involving the observation and 

isolation o f  real states."' The resulting perspective on the use o f  intentional action concepts is 

thus clear and perspicuous and free o f  any puzzling metaphysical hindrances. This facilitates 

the analysis o f  practical knowledge because there is no longer any foothold  for the concepts 

o f  inner cause, private impressions and experiences, or brain states that could justify  a 

theoretical model o f  knowledge o f  action. Once these ‘philosophical’ features have been 

completely eliminated from sight so to speak, there is simply no room for a form o f  

knowledge that is 'derived from the objects know n ';  speculative knowledge can have no 

place in such a scheme. If  someone describes their action as 'sn ipp ing  a rose stem ' and we 

have no ‘explanatory' access’ to their neurological firings, muscle states, or mental images, 

then this knowledge, if it is to be knowledge at all. is seen to be none other than the ‘cause o f
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what it understands'. It is seen to be a genuine form o f  causality and yet causality that does 

not involve anything like physical cause-effect chains; 'causality’ from ‘a normative 

perspective’.

It is only from this perspective that the apparent mysteries and confusions surrounding 

the concept o f  practical knowledge can be dealt with. One might protest ‘There can be no 

such thing as knowledge o f  what cannot be observed, nor knowledge o f  anything that is not 

derived from objects’. But as Anscombe remarked at the start o f  section 33; ‘The notion o f  

‘practical knowledge’ can only be understood if we first understand ‘practical reasoning’. 

Anscombe’s ‘externalist’ re-interpretation o f  the practical syllogism, along with her previous 

attacks on the concept o f  an ‘intentional extra’, finalise the required perspicuous 

representation o f  the correct use o f  intention. This provides the required ‘component-free’ 

perspective from which to appreciate the possibility o f  practical knowledge as the cause of 

what it understands. Hence the archer determines what he’s firing at (even if his shot is 

wayward) and the carpenter determines what it is he has made (even if his job is 

unsatisfactory). But ‘detennines’ here is not to be taken lightly, as something that could be 

phased out in favour o f  a reductionist’s description o f  proceedings. Nor can practical 

knowledge be rejected as a form o f  knowledge at all. For ‘the rare exception is for a man's 

performance in its more immediate descriptions not to be what he s u p p o s e s .A l th o u g h  our 

action descriptions are not in accord with what actually gets performed, this is not to say we 

have not got knowledge o f  our action but rather that we sometimes get it wrong, which 

seems to be a condition o f  any type o f  knowledge. Furthermore, ‘it is the agent’s knowledge 

o f  what he is doing that gives the descriptions under which what is going on is the execution 

o f  an intention'.^’ The agent's knowledge; practical knowledge, is the ver>' conceptual 

ground upon which such-and-such an action is the action it is.
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C H A P T E R  6: T H E  L E G A C Y  O F  INTENTION:  P E R S P E C T IV E S  A N D

I N F L U E N C E S

1. Between Eliminativism and Cartesianism.

Having now closely examined Intention  and other works by Anscombe on the 

philosophy o f  action it is possible to consider her philosophy of action critically. 

Anscombe's ontology o f  action seems a good place to start since her main opposition is to 

traditional ‘entity' views o f  intention.

One danger that her account faces is that o f  being caught between eliminativism on the 

one hand and a form o f  Cartesianism on the other. I  his may seem surprising since 

Anscombe aims above seem to want to give preference to a more ’ordinary’ approach to the 

meaning o f  action concepts, as opposed to the more ‘philosophical’ or “metaphorical” 

accounts that are traditionally given. But there is a strong sense in which her account can 

seem ‘merely’ linguistic and I think this is reflected in the onslaught o f  causal theories of 

action that have followed Intention. The response has been to see the value in Intention in its 

mapping out o f  the conceptual terrain for action but to reject its anti-causalism. 

Consequentl) many o f  Anscombe's ideas have been put to use in more materialistic or 

causal accounts, such as those given be Davidson and Dennett -  attempts to ‘bridge the gap’ 

between action talk and physical talk.

One reason for taking her account to be eliminativist is seen in her account o f  knowledge 

of action. To know an action is not to know any 'thing'. Non-observational knowledge of 

action requires neither awareness o f  the body or awareness o f  the ‘mind’ or at least items in 

'the mind’. Anscombe achieves this avoidance o f  ‘mental stuff talk’ by characterising 

knowledge o f  action according to a unique aspect o f  Justification about action descriptions; 

tiat they involve what 1 have referred to as a reversal o f  ‘direction o f  fit’. This avoids 

accounting for what is traditionally referred to as ‘direct access’ in terms o f  observed inner 

ftates. What is usually taken to be the process o f  know ing one’s own action in an attempt to
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get a desired good seems to become nothing more than a human being trying to get what is 

wanted in relation in the context o f  certain circumstances and certain background 

assumptions. Anscombe would say that her account o f  the syllogism does not apply to mere 

organisms ‘stretching out’ toward something or other, but creatures that can be said to know 

what it is they want -  creatures endowed with not only knowledge and belief but also 

sensation and appetite. But again, it is difficult to see how ‘knowing’ what is sought and 

wanted could be anything like the usual version involving what might be called genuine 

mental awareness. Rather, Anscombe seems to lean toward mere ascription o f  mental 

concepts to observed bodies in certain conditions. Something like this is seen in her account 

o f  what it is to have ‘an intention’. Traditionally this is taken to mean one is in a certain 

disposition to act, or that the intention is a cause that can explain their ensuing action. But 

Anscombe seems to limit the meaning o f  ‘intention’ to nothing more than the conditions o f  

its ascription. This is reflected in her account o f  the conditions o f  ‘verification’ for the 

‘presence’ o f  an intention:

All that is necessary to understand is that to say, in one form or another: 'But Q won't

happen, even if you do P', or 'but it will happen whether you do P or not' is. in some

way, to contradict the intention.'

In order to avoid saying that the intention is something that can be specified neurologically, 

or even by looking inside one’s own head, Anscombe seems to rid the concept o f  its normal 

‘life’ so to speak. Not only is this ‘life’ thought to reside in some form o f  psychological state, 

but at least a causally efficacious state; one that can explain what made the person act the 

way they did in a way that hooks up with ‘genuine’ causal explanation.

Having said this, Anscombe does not fall back into a completely ‘third person view’. 

Her account seems to provide a strong role for the first person perspective since her 

characterisation o f  knowledge o f  action and hence her account o f  what it is to ‘know’ an 

intention give priority to the agent’s desires and action descriptions as opposed to
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neurological states or physical dispositions o f  the body. Having said this, given that a subject 

that "knows'' her intentions never actually blow s  anything, never observes or notes any 

‘thing' in action, it would seem that this account o f  first person awareness is quite ‘empty’ of 

meaning, especially from the point o f  view o f  a causalist or one more inclined to genuine 

psychological explanation in terms o f  causally efficacious mental states or properties. The 

notion o f  an action description provided by the agent is thus seen to be little more than the 

type o f  thing captured in the above quoted formula: an utterance that can be subjected to 

further questions by an inquirer in order to test its ‘rational context’ for its ‘presence’, where 

‘the thing present’ (the intention) might as well be nothing.

One way Anscombe could oppose such criticisms is to say that it ju s t is a fact o f  

experience that often nothing is observed in action, so that there is no point in criticising her 

account by saying that it fails to do justice to the ‘reality’ o f  mental states such as beliefs, 

desires, wishes and so on: we know our actions without observation. Furthermore, it might 

be said in defence o f  Anscombe here, that intentional concepts are definitely ‘real’, not only 

in the sense that we use them in the language game, but that from the ‘intentional picture of 

the world' they are a valid conceptual kind. Anscombe’s defence of the claim that 

‘intentional’ is a form of description, and her sustained attack on Cartesian or 

‘physical/mental extra' views of intentional concepts also emphasises how intentional 

concepts have an intrinsic currency that is not answerable to any kind o f  naturalism.

But it might be further objected that the concept o f  non-observational knowledge is 

problematic for Anscombe too. It is designed to avoid the pitfalls o f  empiricism -  mention o f  

‘inner’ states o f  experience that bring about bodily movements. Anscombe compares it to the 

way we know the position o f  our limbs without relying on kinaesthetic sensation. We do not 

check where our feet are by sensing the appropriate ‘foot position feeling’ in the way we 

would know that, for example, we have an injured tlnger by the intense pain in it. But the 

problem for Anscombe is that, although it might rule out ‘knowing by inner sensation’, the 

concept o f  non-observational knowledge does not seem definitely to rule out the possibility 

tnat knowledge o f  action is not in some other sense inferential knowledge. For example.
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‘inferential' could be applied to subliminal neurological messages associated with certain 

bodily movements, or perhaps vve deduce the position o f  our limbs by making certain 

calculations -  I am sitting in a chair so my feet are bound to be on the floor. Similarly, a case 

could be made for holding that mental causes do always bring about actions. Although 

Anscombe says that a strong feeling o f  desire is rarely present to explain one's action, it 

might be the case that a much fainter feeling o f  desire ahvays accompanies intentional 

action. Thus my wanting to pick up a pen may not be readily explicable in terms o f  an 

irresistible desire to do so, but if this may have been because the desire to do so was at a low 

level o f  awareness. So there seem to be fairly good grounds for rejecting Anscombe's claim 

that usually nothing is observed or inferred in our knowledge o f  action.

In eschew ing physicalist and causalist accounts o f  action, Anscombe has to account for 

our use o f  action concepts using these psychological concepts, such as mental causality and 

non-observational knowledge. This seems to put her account in danger then o f  swinging in 

the opposite direction, away from eliminativism toward a form o f  Cartesianism. While it 

would be silly to tr\ and say that Anscombe is a Cartesian, given that hitefilion so obviously 

attacks Cartesian approaches, there are grounds for concluding that what she says can only 

amount to a form o f  Cartesianism. This is evident in her analysis o f  error in action. For 

Anscombe, a mistake in action is an error in performance rather than in judgement. Thus if 1 

decide to tie my laces with my eyes closed and end up tying them the wrong way, the 

mistake is in the performance, for Anscombe. This amounts to saying that I knew  what it was 

I was doing before 1 did it, even though what I did turned out to be contrary to the my action 

description. Consequently it seems that describing my action and describing what actually 

happened (what 1 actually ‘did’) are different. But if it is not ‘know ledge o f  what happened’ 

i.e. a bodily movement, then surely, the traditionalist would argue, it is knowledge of 

something that was ‘sensed’ inside.

In fact, such a critic might point out that Anscombe does seem at times to veer toward 

this kind o f  talk about ‘inner’ intentions. Thus in talking about the role o f ‘inner intentions’ 

in action she remarks that:
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. . . intention is never a performance in the mind, though in some matters a performance 

ill the mind which is seriously meant may make a difference to the correct account of the 

man’s action -  e.g. in embracing someone. But the matters in question are necessarily 

ones in which outward acts are ‘significant’ in some way.'

I'liis last remark, the critic might say, is not a ver>' confident assertion about the role o f  

outward acts in providing an understanding o f  a person’s action. And the claim that ‘a 

performance in the mind which is seriously meant' seems to play into the hands o f  the 

Cartesian. But again, in defence o f  Anscombe, she does not deny the reality o f  mental 

events, such as thoughts, feelings, memories and so on. Thus the occurrence o f  a thought 

while ‘affectionately’ em bracing som eone such as 'This person is aw fu l’ alters the action 

description, even though there are no outward signs o f  hostilit\ '. The absence o f  the 

appropriate ‘performance in the mind" (such as T like this person), precludes the act from 

being described as genuinely affectionate. But ‘performance in the m ind ’ need not mean 

'occurrence in mental space '. We can say what our occurrent thoughts or intentions are, 

Anscom be might argue, but we d o n ’t know  what they are, in the sense o f ’recognising’ them 

by introspection.

Anscom be would flatly reject being labelled either a Cartesian or an Eliminativist. For 

Anscombe the nature o f  intention and our understanding o f  the knowledge o f  intention can 

only be understood from the vantage point o f  a certain account o f  meaning. ‘Intentional’ 

doesn 't  mean what it does in virtue o f  any object or state or special form o f  consciousness. 

And it is most likely that A nscom be would assert that an overly ‘referential’ view o f  

language along with a desire for theoretical explanation and generalisation is what blinds one 

to the actual meaning o f  our action language. And it must be admitted that A nscom be’s 

account o f  practical knowledge as the cause o f  what it understands can be intelligibly 

accounted for without recourse to ‘inner’ items when it is seen in the light o f  the wider 

perspective she adopts -  the ‘form o f  life' perspective. Thus while the usual ‘anti-causal’



arguments against a causal view o f  action refer to tiie fact that reasons are normative and are 

subject to logical rather than ‘physical’ relations, Anscombe’s account goes much further 

that this by try ing to alter our perception o f  the way action concepts mean. This is why her 

account of  practical knowledge as the cause o f  what it understands can make sense without 

appeal to inner items -  there is simply ‘no room’ for such things once a certain position on 

the nature and meaning o f  action concepts is adopted.

2. The role o f the syllogism and the autonomy o f action description.

Anscombe claims that it is necessary to e.xplore the practical syllogism in order to 

understand the nature o f  practical knowledge, that is, o f  our “knowledge” o f  our actions. But 

the concluding formula is that practical knowledge is the ‘cause of what it understands’. It is 

not clear why the practical syllogism has to be invoked in order to understand this formula, 

especially since Aquinas obviously held the concept without the need o f  any elaborate 

analysis o f  the syllogism. For Aquinas, knowledge o f  action is the cause o f  certain things 

simply in virtue o f  the fact that for example, the arrow arrives at its destination because there 

was a human description o f  that aim ‘behind it' so to speak. So it might seem that 

Anscombe's lengthy excursion into the syllogism is unnecessary.

I think this criticism misses the role Anscombe wants her interpretation o f  the syllogism 

to play. Her aim is to reverse a certain kind o f  thiukitig that surrounds our usual concept of 

knowledge o f  action. This o f  course it the approach that views all knowledge as ‘theoretical 

knowledge’; knowledge as the relation between judgement and fact. It would be difficult to 

provide a plausible analysis o f  ‘Practical knowledge is the cause o f  what it understands’ 

without it being quickly thought to imply some form o f  Cartesianism if a lot o f 'f i l l in g  in’ 

were not provided to make the formula intelligible. So the role o f  the syllogism for 

Anscombe is therapeutic -  it aims to alter our understanding o f  the meaning o f ‘knowledge 

o f  action' thereby excising the problematic ‘inner-component’ view. Opposing an ‘inner 

belief-desire" view and replacing it with an ‘externalist’ account o f  wanting helps to alter our 

view o f  intentional action and to see the genuine significance o f  the ‘reversal’ involved in the
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justification o f  normative over descriptive perspectives. Practical knowledge is the ‘cause of 

what it understands’; and this form o f  ‘causality’ is ‘real’, especially when the tendency to 

think in terms o f  ‘inner’ intentions and desires, and ‘observational knowledge’ has been 

removed.

Having said this, there is a further problem with the role o f  the syllogism in Intention', it 

tends to focus only on means-end action. The syllogism considers practical activities that 

involve several actions all related as means to ends in the pursuit o f  a certain end point; a 

desired goal. Thus, while it is effective in clarifying the order o f  reasons in tasks such as 

building a house or preparing a meal, it passes by ‘one oft ' examples that are done for no 

particular reasons and also cases where one fails to execute an intention. Thus 'missing limb’ 

cases are not touched on by the analysis o f  the syllogism. (Indeed it sounds very strange to 

say that a person who has no arm is raising his arm -  an apparent consequence of 

Anscombe’s contention that what is known is the action, regardless o f  mistakes in 

performance). If I were to throw a stone into a lake without any particular reason, then this 

t>pe o f  action would not be accounted for in terms o f  a means-end order o f  reasons. While 

we would have non-observational knowledge o f  such an action, according to Anscombe, this 

cannot be analysed as ‘the cause of what it understands’ because we have not got practical 

know ledge o f  it. But such examples seem more amenable to a causal analysis then, since, in 

the absence o f  any reason for acting they might better be explained as arising from certain 

mental causes such as ‘whims’ or ‘urges'. But again, in Anscombe’s defence, she does focus 

deliberately on what is true o f  intentional action in general. In our everyday activities there 

usually are no mental causes behind our intentional actions. Most o f  our actions, however 

disorganised or offhand usually do involve a means-end order, even simple actions like 

pulling a fork from a drawer or opening a book. Furthermore, isolated actions like throwing a 

stone into a lake 'for no particular reason’ still conform to the form o f  description Anscombe 

has elucidated, since the reason-seeking ‘Why?’ still applies to them.

However, it might still be argued that the concluding thesis o f  Intention, that 

intentional' has reference to a form o f  description o f  events, is not really argued for by
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Anscombe. She tends to rely more on the critical sections that aimed to show that in the 

absence o f  any ‘ex tra’ element for ‘intentional’, we should more or less yield to the 

conclusion that its meaning is purely a matter o f  the application o f  a certain conceptual form 

that is directed by our interests and assumptions. One argum ent is that, if  we limit ourselves 

to ’small sections o f  m ovem ent’ we will be likely to think that ‘intentional’ is an extra. 

Presumably this is because we then miss that the application o f  intention is apparently 

dependent on a w ider context o f  bodily m ovem ents against a background rather than ju s t  the 

body itse lf  But this does not show, the critic might argue, that the application o f  

‘intentional’ is not a matter o f  picking out certain m echanisms, or causal patterns, such as 

neurological and muscle states. Similarly, A nscom be argues that we tend ‘not to notice’ that 

'in ten tional’ has reference to a form o f  description o f  events because 'it is perfectly possible 

for some o f  these descriptions to be o f  what is done unintentionally."'^ The reasoning here is 

that we tend to think actions done unintentionally, such as offending someone by 

accidentally stepping in front o f  them, are unintentional because they lack the mental 

property ‘intentional*. But again, the critic might say. this does not actually work as an 

argument. A causalist would still be inclined to take it that a certain causal role is 'ab sen t '  in 

the case o f  accidentally offending som eone that is ' th e re ’ when the act o f  offence is 

intentional. This is suggestive o f  a general prt'»blem for a strategy such as A nscom be’s -  that, 

given the ‘ linguistic’ nature o f  her position, it is difficult to justify  by appeal to the kind o f  

arguments the causalist could produce, but instead depends on a form o f  persuasion deriving 

from polemic and reiteration o f  the intuitive plausibility o f  the ‘ linguistic’ alternative.

Anscombe, however, might reply that her remarks are  effective. Focusing on small 

sections o f  m ovem ent does encourage a ‘m echanis tic’ viewpoint. But when whole actions 

are considered, such as crossing the road or travelling to London, their meaning is not so 

easily seen in terms o f  states or m echanisms, volitions or ‘ inner’ intentions. The context and 

sequence o f  movem ent takes on a definite importance to the extent that there seem to be 

grounds for speaking o f  a different type o f  description to physical or mechanistic description 

altogether.
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Similarly, offending someone by accidentally stepping on their toe, for example, is not a 

'toe stepping movement minus the inner intention’, where the intention is something ‘in the 

head’. Anscombe’s claim that such descriptions o f  involuntary actions are dependent on the 

form o f  description for intentional action seems sound, especially in the light o f  her 

impressive attack on caiisalist and empiricist accounts o f  action throughout Intention. It is 

also interesting that ‘offending someone’ seems to depend on the person offended, to an 

extent. Thus eating food with one’s fingers might offend a dinner host from one culture and 

not another. Here the description of the guest’s action ‘offending the host’ seems to be 

obviously dependent on circumstances that go beyond the agent’s action. It is difficult to see 

such an action as something going on in the mind or brain o f  the guest when the action 

description seems so evidently to depend on ‘external’ factors, such as the cultural beliefs of  

the host, in this case.

II. THE INFLUENCE OF IN T E N T IO N .

1. Anscombe and Dennett.

Insight into Intention is deepened beyond a straightforward interpretation by 

showing the way in which it has inlluenced subsequent philosophy o f  action since it was first 

published in 1957. The best way to observe the influence o f  Anscombe’s philosophy of 

action is the see the obvious ‘presence’ it has in the schemes developed by the major modern 

action theorists. In the present discussion 1 will show how it has influenced programs put 

forward by Daniel Dennett and Donald Davidson. Both o f  these philosophers have distinct 

philosophies o f  action and they show ver> strong similarities to the kind o f  account put 

forward in Intention. Furthermore, both Davidson and Dennett have actually stated in 

various places that their theories of action were largely influenced by Intention. Both 

theories of action share w ith Anscombe the presupposition that there seem to be two kinds of 

concepts -  those for action descriptions and those for physical descriptions. This is an 

obvious trait o f  the account given by Anscombe: for action descriptions ‘go beyond physics’, 

are ‘vital’, and involve their own ‘form of description’. Also, both philosophies o f  action to
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be discussed iiere recognise tiiis ‘conceptual dualism' to the extent that their action theories 

are developed in response to the explanatory' gap it represents.

O f  the few works that most influenced his early thinking, Dennett remarks that 

‘Anscombe’s In ten tio if was one o f  them. This is clearly evident in the book he says 

'remains the foundation o f  everything [he has] done since then'; Content and Consciousness, 

first published in 1969.^ There he describes his program as one that tries to find a middle 

ground between two extreme reactions to what he calls the ‘Intentionalist thesis o f 

irreducibility’ (the thesis that intentional phenomena are irreducible to physical 

phenomena).^ One reaction is to do away with intentional phenomena completely, in favour 

o f  a behavioural account o f  action and mind, under the assumption that ‘Intentional idioms 

cannot be made to t1t into the going framework o f  science’.̂  For Dennett, this strategy fails 

because, for example, in describing an animals food-finding behaviour there ‘is no room for 

‘know’ or ‘believe' or ‘hunt for' in the officially circumscribed language o f  behaviourism'. ' 

The alternative is ‘an Intentional science o f  behaviour’ that would characterise ‘the events of 

its domain in fully Intentional terms' and its programme ‘would be to relate actions, beliefs, 

desires, intentions, rather than the supposedly 'pure ' events o f  the behaviourists.'** Dennett 

sees Anscombe as being one o f  the philosophers who falls toward this ‘phenomenological’ 

extreme in putting forward a conceptual ‘science' o f  intention. The hallmark o f  this 

approach, and a central feature o f  Intention, as far as Dennett is concerned, is that they 

explain action in ‘non-Humean' terms:

So the ‘because’ of Intentional explanations steadfastly resists treatment as a causal 

‘because’; we must explain A’s intentional action X by saying A did X because he 

intended to do X. and this intention cannot be given the independent characterization it 

needs to be a proper cause.’

The notion of an ‘independent characterisation’ o f ‘the intention’ was seen to play a central 

role in Anscombe’s account. One o f  the theses it repeatedly proposed was that intentional



action could not be explained in terms o f  psychological antecedents, particularly empirically 

observable ‘inner ' states o f  mind or brain. A person’s intention to go to the park pond down 

the road on Saturda> morning cannot be characterised as a separate state ‘in ’ the person for 

Anscom be. The m eaning o f  that intention is dependent on there being ju s t  that park, on that 

road, with that pond and so on: the situation o f  the person ‘having’ that intention is necessary 

to its characterisation. Similarly the explanation o f  an action cannot be given in te rm s o f  a 

separate ‘internal’ cause. This was seen in sections 19 and 20 o f  Intention, where it was 

argued that an ' in ten tional’ cannot even be meaningfully u.sed without a further 

understanding o f  'intention with w h ich \  ‘expression o f  intention’, ‘intention for the fu ture’ 

and so on; ‘in tention’ operates in a ‘schem e’ o f  concepts.

Dennett takes it that A nscom be’s program tries to analyse intention even though it 

cannot be reduced to a physical analysis. But the major drawback o f  this approach for 

Dennett is that it means that our psychological concepts can never be really explained  in any 

satisfactory way;

. . . Animal behaviour is generally appropriate to the environmental circumstances in 

which it occurs, and it is this ability to match behaviour to environment that the 

behaviourist tries to analyse by finding sequences o f  events that can be subsumed under 

general causal laws.

For intentional explanation on the other hand, the fact that one event (as Intentionally 

characterzied) is followed in an appropriate way by another is not even contingent, and 

hence not subject to explanation. The intention to raise one’s arm would not be the 

intention to raise one’s arm if it were not followed, barring interference, with raising 

one’s arm, so the question of w'hy one follows the other is superfluous.'”

This aspect o f  A nscom be’s account is most clearly seen in her claim that an intentional 

action is the individual action that it is in virtue o f  the description given to it by the agent. 

Painting a white ‘X ‘ on a window pane is making it more visible -  and not an act o f  

decoration or vandalism -  because making the window pane more visible is w hat 1 wanted to
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achieve. The only hope o f  arriving at a scientifically respectable Im v  explaining this event 

would involve focusing on the bodily m ovem ents in relation to the physical situation. But 

this would fail to characterise the action', it w ould miss intentions, beliefs, desires etc. So for 

Dennett an 'In tentional science ' cannot produce any scientifically respectable explanations 

o f  intention.

Dennett rejects both o f  these w ays o f  approaching intention and action. Thus he sides 

with A nscom be in her rejection o f  a behaviourist analysis o f  intention. But he also rejects 

A nscom be’s program because it is an attempt to understand intention w ithout any attempt to 

further ground it in physical science. 7'he middle path he takes em erges from a ‘loophole’:

The weak place in the argument is the open-endedness of the arguments that no 

extensional reduction of Intentional sentences is possible. The arguments all hinged on 

the lack of  theoretically reliable overt behavioural clues for the ascription of  Intentional 

expressions, but this leaves room for covert, internal events serving as the conditions of 

ascription. . . .

fhe task of avoiding the dilemma of Intentionality is the task of getting from motion and 

matter to content and purpose -  and back."

Dennett thus introduces his well known account o f  the various ‘s tances’ -  the ‘intentional’, 

the 'd e s ig n '  and the ‘physical’ stances to illustrate how this can be achieved. Dennett, like 

A nscom be, rejects talk o f ‘rea l’ desires or inner intentions. To say that a person is cycling a 

bicycle is not to say that they have certain beliefs and desires ‘in ' their  minds. Thus the use 

o f ‘b e l ie f ,  'd e s ire ' ,  ‘ intention’ is really a matter o f  ascribing these concepts  to other people 

for the purpose o f  explaining their behaviour. Dennett thus puts forward w hat he describes as 

a 'functionalis t '  account o f  c o n t e n t . A n s c o m b e  holds som ething similar to this: belief  and 

desire ascription is not a matter o f  labelling designated physical or mental entities. Rather, 

the ‘life’ or meaning o f  these concepts is found in the conditions o f  their application -  

‘intentional’ is applied to certain ‘picked out patterns o f  even ts’ that are o f  interest to us.
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H ow ever  A nscom be would not go on to say that beliefs and desires can be ascribed to other 

‘functioning ' systems such as hearts and blood cells. For A nscombe, our intentional concepts 

are incommensurable with natural or physical concepts. For (i) Only humans have concerns, 

interests, etc., regarding the future and (ii) Only hum ans have “ language gam es” that can 

generate  “conceptual kinds” that encom pass “viewing behaviour in the light o f  goals and 

against a background assumptions o f  rationality etc ”

Dennett does want to talk o f  beliefs and desires as applying to physiological 

systems, hence his ‘design stance ': ‘’any  attributions o f  function necessarily invoke 

optimality  or rationality assumptions, the attributions o f  intentionality that depend on them 

are interpretations o f  phenom ena '. '^  This is the central point o f  divergence between Dennett 

and Anscombe. While both accept that there is a gap between action language and physical 

language, A nscom be thinks the gap cannot be bridged while Dennett thinks it can. (As 

Anscom be remarks in The Causation o f  Action: ‘N o way o f  filling [the gap] up, whether 

with brain-states or (the fanciful) supposed correlates o f  expressions o f  Cartesian 

cogitationes. will fill it up with intentions, beliefs, wants, aims, volitions, or des ires’).'^ 

Given that the use o f  psychological concepts used to explain action is merely a matter o f  

ascription-in-functional-explanation for Dennett, there is no difference in kind between the 

three levels o f  explanation. Hence the transition from 'in ten tional ' to ‘design’ to ‘physica l’ 

explanation; from ’action’ functionality, to ‘physiological’ functionality, to ‘physica l’ 

functionality.

Although they differ crucially on the problem o f  the ‘g ap ’ between action concepts and 

physical concepts, there are many illuminating similarities between Dennett and A nscom be’s 

accounts that show the extent to which Dennett was influenced by Intention. Their attitude 

toward the ontology o f  action is basically very similar -  both prefer a theory neutral stance. 

In characterising intentional action, A nscom be remarks that ‘there are many descriptions o f  

happenings which are directly dependent on our possessing the form  o f  description o f  

intentional actions' and that 'in ten tional ' has reference to a fo rm  o f  description o f  events .’ ’  ̂

In avoiding 'inner '  or 'ou te r '  mental or physical characterisations o f ‘intentional", A nscom be
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recognises descriptions o f  'happenings' and events that are distinguished in terms o f  their 

respective 'forms'.  Dennett describes his own perspective in similar terms:

. . . I’ll provide [a slogan for my ‘ontological’ perspective]: “Once you’ve explained 

everything that happens, you’ve explained everything.” Now is this behaviorism? No. if 

it were, then all physiologists, meteorologists, geologists, chemists, and physicists would 

be behaviorists, too, for they take it for granted that once they have explained all that 

happens regarding their phenomena, the job  is finished. This view could with more 

justice be called phenomenology! The original use o f  the term “phenomenology” was to 

mark the cataloguing o f  everything that happened regarding some phenomenon, such as 

a disease, or a type o f  weather, or some other salient source o f  puzzlement in nature, as a 

useful preamble to attempting to explain the catalogued phenomena. . .

So my heterophenomenology is nothing more nor less than old-fashioned 

phenomenology applied to people (primarily) instead o f  tuberculosis or hurricanes: it 

provides a theory-neutral, objective catalogue o f  what happens -  the phenomena to be 

explained. . . . What alternative is there? There is only one that I can see: the view that 

there are subjective phenomena beyond the reach o f  any heterophenomenology.

Obviously neither Dennett nor Anscombe are phenomenoiogists in any traditional sense. But 

it is clear that in their shared opposition to realism about ‘mental' phenomena that they 

prefer to talk o f  happenings and events. In the same way that Anscombe aimed to provide an 

accurate description o f  the use o f  intention and intentional action, Dennett tends to seek a 

‘theory-neutral, objective catalogue o f  what happens.’ O f  course, although both share 

opposition to real Cartesian styled internal states, Anscombe does not deny the reality o f  

internal phenomenal states such as thoughts and feelings. She denies they are the referents of  

our intentional terms. Intentional terms form part o f  a different “ language game”, where the 

criteria for applying such terms is not purely descriptive at all but interpretative of bodily 

movements in the light o f  interests, context, assumptions and so on.



Dennett's more recent focus on ‘real patterns' is also in part owing to Intention. It is a 

testament to the depth, insight and modernity o f  Intention that this feature o f  Dennett’s 

program has its roots in that work. As was seen in chapter 4, Anscombe expanded on 

Wittgenstein's assertion that concepts (including action concepts) express and direct out 

interest, it was in this sense that the reason-seeking ‘Why?’ found its apphcation -  not as the 

‘Why?’ o f  empirical inquiry, but one the application o f  which presupposes the recognition o f  

action ‘patterns’ in the flow o f  events. In the same way that the meaning o f  a genre-picture 

or pencil marks forming a sentence is ‘immanent’ or ' in ’ the lines themselves, actions are 

similarly noticed picked out patterns o f  events to which the reason-seeking ‘Why?’ applies. 

Such a perspective precludes attempts to view language as a mediator between systems o f  

inner signs and outer states, such that the whole 'process’ o f  action description could be 

accessed by an independent observer, a scientist for example. For Anscombe, the application 

o f  action concepts is ‘autonomous'.  Dennett notes how this aspect o f  Intention  occurs in his 

account in the Intentional Stance:

1 claim that tlie intentional stance provides a vantage point for discerning similarly 

useful patterns. These patterns are objective -  they are there to be detected -  but from 

our point o f  view they are not oiil there entirely independent o f  us. since they are 

patterns composed partly o f  our own “subjective” reactions to what is out there; they are 

the patterns made to order for our narcissistic concerns (Atkins 1986). It is easy for us, 

constituted as we are. to perceive the patterns that are visible from the intentional stance 

— and only from that stance.'^

In a footnote relating to this section, Dennet remarks:

•Anscombe spoke darkly o f  '‘an order which is there whenever actions are done with 

intentions” (1957, p. 80) but did not say where in the world this order was to be 

discerned. In the brain? In behavior? For years I could not make sense o f  this, but now 1 

see what she may have intended and why she was so coy in her descriptions (and



location) of the order, it is as hard to say where the intentional order is as it is to say

where the intentional patterns are in the Life world. If you ‘‘look af’ the world in the

right way, the patterns are obvious. If you look at (or describe) the world in any other 

way, they are, in general, invivible.'*

Saying that the patterns are 'made to order for our narcissistic concerns’ is similar to saying 

how ‘W hy?’ is the expression o f  our interest in certain recognised ‘action patterns’ o f  events: 

concepts direct and express our interest. Similarly, that the patterns’ ‘existence’ seems to 

depend on ‘looking a t’ the world in the right way parallels Anscombe’s remark that ‘the 

description o f  something as a human action could not occur prior to the existence o f  the 

question ‘Why?’, simply as a kind o f  utterance by which we were then obscurely prompted 

to address the question’.'^ The patterns aren 't ‘fixed’ states of the world that could be

discovered, examined and then subjected to curious attempts at explanation. Intentional

actions are not things that are discovered in the way that galaxies or new species o f  fish are.

Dennett also shares many o f  Anscombe’s basic views on the specifics of  intentional 

action, following her demarcation o f ‘intentional’ in Content and Consciousness-. "The class 

o f  intentional actions has now been characterized as the class o f  motions under particular 

descriptions o f  which the actor has practical knowledge and for w hich he is prepared to offer 

r e a s o n s . D e n n e t t  accepts this general formula for intentional action but as mentioned 

above, the general direction he takes is much different to Anscombe’s. Anscombe’s account 

represents on overly ‘Intentionalist’ stance as far as Dennett is concerned because it fails to 

confront the problem o f  try ing to bridge the gap between explanation o f  action and physical 

explanation. Perhaps one o f  the underlying reasons for the difference between Anscombe 

and Dennett lies in a difference in methodological starting points. Although Dennett is 

similar to Anscombe in that he adopts a common sense perspective on events, he is more 

committed to the ‘scientific starting point’ than Anscombe seems to be:
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So from the outset I worked from the "third-person’ point o f  view’ of  science, and tootc 

my task to be building -  or rather sketching the outlines of -- a physical structure that 

could be seen to accomplish the puzzling legerdemain of the mind.“'

This is obviously different to A nscom bc 's  decision to focus on ‘the sort o f  things you would 

say in a law court if  you were a witness and were asked what a man was doing when you 

saw h im ';  that is, to investigate ‘what a man actually does ' rather than to look ‘into the 

sphere o f  the m ind ’.“  Dennett seems to have been leaning toward giving priority to physical 

explanation all along, whereas Anscombe, perhaps being more concerned with the language 

o f  intention as used in its natural setting, seems to accept that her analysis can go through at 

that level, without it having to then measure up to science. In general A nscom be is a lways a 

ty pe o f  externalist, but one that transcends mere behaviour and context (or behaviourism) to 

take in convention  (the background assumptions). Dennett, on the other hand, when he gets 

down to the "physical stance" is an internalist.

A nscom be 's  account represents a series o f  ‘blocks’ to getting from the intentional 

stance to the physical stance via the design stance as far as Dennett is concerned. If 

A nscom be were right and the ‘g ap ’ could not be tilled with anything from physiological to 

neurological explanations, then D ennett 's  attempt to give our psychological descriptions a 

scientific underlay effectively fails. Thus there are a num ber o f  points o f  disagreement 

between the two accounts. Perhaps the most obvious one is that the concept o f  a ‘s tance’ 

could not operate in A nscom be 's  program. A nscom be would reject talk o f  cells, engines and 

other systems exhibiting design as having prepositional attitudes. This is not a problem for 

Dennett because he thinks that there is no difference in principle between ascribing a desire 

to a human being and to say a w'ashing machine. Both ‘d o ’ things in order to achieve certain 

results -  to apply beliefs and desires to either is to take up the intentional stance. As the 

functional operations o f  a system get more detailed, such as the workings o f  the nucleus o f  a 

cell, we can slip into talking o f  its behaviour in terms o f  design w ithout thereby negating the 

observations made from the intentional stance. This process continues until physical
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explanations are arrived at from the physical stance. For Dennett then, concepts apply 

literally to patterns o f  events and there is nothing over and above those events grounding 

their application. It m ight seem A nscom be’s account should also have room for such 

transition between levels o f  description. After all, A nscom be held that ascribing action 

concepts is a matter o f  certain 'p icked  out patterns o f  events ':  w hat difference is there 

betw een one set o f  picked out events (an act o f  w aving for help) and another (the m ovem ents 

o f  a clock hand)? It m ight seem that the difference lies in the fact that the human rea lly  has 

beliefs and desires while  the clock does not. But no sense o f  the ‘reality ’ o f  beliefs and 

desires can be obtained here, by appeal perhaps to some psychological ‘s tu f f  in A nscom be 's  

account, be it ‘m en ta l’ o r  ‘physical’ . So in what sense does A n sco m b e’s account represent a 

block to Dennett 's  desired transition via the design stance?

I take it that A nscom be would block Dennett 's  attempted transitions between levels o f  

description because, as mentioned above, she takes it that there is ’no w ay o f  tilling up ’ the 

gap between talk o f  intentions, beliefs and desires on the one hand and purely physical 

descriptions on the other. 1 he primary reason for this w ould seem to be the various factors 

surrounding the fact that A nscom be prioritises agQnX-knowledge\

The primitive sign of wanting is H ying to  get: which of course can only be 

ascribed to creatures endowed with sensation. Tims it is not mere movement or 

stretching towards something, but this on the part of a creature that can be said to know 

the thing. . . .

The primitive sign of wanting is tryin g  to  get: in saying this, we describe the 

movement o f  an animal in terms that reach beyond what the animal is now doing. [For 

example a dog snuffles and scratches in trying to get meatl. Thus there are two features 

present in wanting; movement towards the thing and knowledge (or at leas opinion) that 

the thing is there. When we consider human action, though it is a great deal more 

complicated, the same features are present when what is wanted is something that 

already exists: such as a particular Jersey cow. which is presumed to be on sale in the 

Fierefored market, or a particular woman desired in marriage.'^
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Obviously Anscombe can’ t explain this knowledge as know ledge o f a Cartesian mental state 

or an observed entity like a brain state, or a 'motive idea’ . The knowledge o f what a creature 

wants is not knowledge o f  a kind o f 's tu f f  that operates over and above or ‘ in ’ the bodily 

movements it makes in trying to acquire its object. But this does not automatically put the 

characterisation o f  the described intentional action on a footing w ith Dennet’ s account. For 

Dennett seems unable (nor does he wish) to distinguish between for example ‘ mere 

movement or stretching toward something' and ‘ try ing to get an acknowledged good’ . Thus 

a camera can ‘ try to get’ a picture by opening its shutter, moving its lens etc. and a person 

can ‘ tr>' to get’ the same image by sketching it. Anscombe would surely not accept this way 

o f talking -  but how does she 'make irreducible’ action descriptions then, in a way that 

resists translation into ‘ design stance’ descriptions?

The answer is that the description the agent gives to his action is what distinguishes the 

action as the action it is. So to go bevond this description is to lose sight o f  the action 

altogether. The agent's description is epistemically ‘ prior’ to the bodily movement, such that 

the action is characterised according to that prior description. This is one way then in which 

the level o f  description for actions is ‘ cut o f f  to one side o f the ‘ gap" for Anscombe, such 

that they cannot be easily translated into ‘ design stance’ descriptions. Furthermore, for 

Anscombe, unlike Dennett, action descriptions do not refer in any singular way but are 

generated by certain conditions (interests, context, background conditions and so on). Also, 

action descriptions are “ intentional”  (and so not purely descriptions in the extensional sense).

It is also a feature o f Dennett's account that macro/action descriptions are ultimately 

m icro/neurological descriptions. But for Anscombe these descriptions could never be the 

same. For as was directly argued in section 19 o f Intention, there is nothing about the person 

considered by him self at the time o f acting in isolation from his surroundings that could 

determine an action description. That is, no amount o f physiological observation could ever 

lead to an understanding o f what such-and-such an action is. While both Dennett and 

Anscombe are opposed to 'internal causal extra’ s’ being the object o f action descriptions.
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A nscom be avoids attempts to descend into talk o f  neurological function, even if this is only 

in terms o f ‘functional pattern '. An examination o f  muscle or neural micro patterns could not 

yield the desired action description for Anscombe. But this is not so for Dennett, whose 

account allows for movem ent between ‘pattern levels’. 7'his difference between the two 

accounts is seen in the way Dennett treats an example given by Anscom be in section 27 o f  

Intention:

Let us suppose that the thought in [a person's mind] is ‘you silly little twit!’ [while 

embracing someone]. Now here too, it is not enough that these words should occur to 

him. He has to mean them. . . [Thus] in some matters a performance in the mind which is 

seriously meant may make a difference to the correct account of  the man’s action -  e.g. 

in embracing someone. But the matters in question are necessarily ones in which 

outward acts are 'significant' in some way."'’

The point o f  the exam ple is to show that sometimes in the absence o f  ’outer criteria’ a 

thought can totally change the interpretation o f  an intentional action. Still 'ou tw ard  acts are 

significant' in some w ay because for Anscom be meaning  ‘You silly little tw it! ' is not a 

matter o f  ‘meaning experiences’ or brain activities or other internal processes. But Dennett 

easily m oves into talking o f  the ‘internal perform ance' from the ‘m icro’ perspective o f  the 

design stance;

There is an internal difference, quite clearly, between just saying 'you silly little twit!’ 

and meaning it. but this difference is not itself a perfonnance. The difference must 

depend on what the function is on the part of the brain that produces this message in 

awareness. If the message is produced in the course of  the brain’s maintaining a 

particular antagonistic state, if the production of this message is caused by some neural 

activity that, say, brings into play stored information on the shortcomings of the ‘silly 

little twit’, then the ‘thought is meant.'. . . The neural mechanism that produces the 

message 'you silly little twit’, . . . can have, virtually no other effect on behaviour or

228



neural state than the production of the words. The activity involved does not influence or 

mesh with any other activity.

Dennett allows that the internal performance can be characterised at a sub-level o f  

description in terms o f  brain states. But he avoids identifying the inner performance with a 

property  ‘in ’ the brain by talking o f  neural patterns that are contextualised in terms o f  wider 

neurological functional patterns such that the pattern for ‘You silly little tw it! ’ is caused by 

other neural activity associated with relevant ‘stored inform ation’ about the twit in question. 

But for A nscombe, this brain state is ju s t  another physical pattern that has nothing to do with 

the thought and thus is unrelated to the characterisation o f  the action. This is seen in her 

remarks about brain patterns in “The Causation o f  Action.” If  a ‘belief  about banks’ could be 

characterised in terms o f  neural patterns, then an artificially produced neurological pattern 

(produced outside the causal conditions that occur 'na tu ra l ly ’) would supposedly produce in 

the person the required ‘a belief  about banks’. Then the inference would be:

. . . that if such a state has been so produced the subject is then in a state of belief that, 

say, "such-and-such a bank in --cester is open at 5.00 p.m. on Thursdays,’ though neither 

-cester nor banks nor clocks nor days of the week ever came into his life before, nor did 

he ever hear of them. The absurdity of  the inference brings it out that even on the initial 

supposition -  which there is no evidence for anyway -  the brain-state is not a sufficient 

condition for the belief'^

Anscom be is committed to the view that the meaning o f  action descriptions must remain 

'h igher u p ’ than those produced from the design stance -  to imagine a person actually having 

the belief  about banks purely on the basis o f  isolated, artificially induced neurological states 

is absurd. I think this opposition between Dennett and A nscom be could com e down to 

differences in the underlying accounts o f  linguistic meaning. For example. A nscom be takes 

it that attributing the capacity to an infant to use colour words is marked by an ability to do
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th ings with coloured objects. The child can use words like ‘red ' and ‘purple’ when its 

dealings with red and purple objects involves activities such as ‘fetching them, carrying 

them, placing them -a c c o rd in g  to their colours’."' Similarly with beliefs about banks, the 

person must be thought to  have had actual dealings with them in order to ‘have ' a be lief 

about them. In other words the ‘language gam e ' is the primary source o f  linguistic meaning 

for Anscombe, while this would not seem to be so with Dennett who, perhaps out o f  

scientific leanings, allows that psychological descriptions can be replaced by descriptions o f  

‘sub-patterns’ .

It is also important for Dennett, unlike Anscom be, to hold that reasons can be causes. If 

an explanation o f  an action is given in terms o f  reasons it will have to be possible to recast 

this description in terms o f ‘sub-level’ pattern descriptions for Dennett. But these ‘sub-level’ 

patterns will be observed from the design stance where more purely functional descriptions 

are given in causal terms or in terms o f  mechanism: "Thus not only is it the case that when I 

do something for a reason, what I do is caused, but what makes a reason my rea l reason for 

doing something is that the events o f  information processing which cause what I do have 

am ong them an event w ith the content o f  my real reason” .'^ This m eans that Dennett is led to 

oppose A nscom be’s supposition that intentional actions a ren 't  caused;

[In the case of intentional actions] would it not be better to say that I have inferential 

knowledge that at least certain sorts o f  causes were absent? That is, [in intentionally 

knocking over the coffee] I know I did not feel anyone bump my arm, I know that I am 

not an epileptic, and I know moreover that I Just had the malicious thought: ‘Let’s make 

a mess o f  Smith’s carpet.

To give a reason in response to ‘W hy? ' for Anscom be is not to give a cause. But Dennett 

w ants to make room for intentional actions being explained by causes because this allows for 

‘transition’ between ‘intentional' and ‘design’ levels o f  pattern description. This transition is 

blocked for Anscom be because the meaning o f ‘ intentional’ is ‘concep tua l’ and the relation
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between an action and its description is not external (and not causal) but internal -  an 

intention cannot be separately individuated as if it were a ‘detachable’ precursor o f  a bodily 

movement.

Overall then, Dennett’s system is seen to be an attempt to take some o f  the results o f  

In ten tion  and develop them in a way that is consistent with a preference for ‘physical science 

and the third-person point o f  v iew ’. °̂ Dennett wants above all to bridge the gap, to get from 

psychological descriptions to physical descriptions. He shares many presuppositions with 

Anscom be and avoids trying to relate action descriptions to physical or mental properties o f  

any kind. This is achieved by limiting the analysis, like Anscombe, to ‘picked out patterns o f  

even ts’. Unlike Anscom be however, Dennett extends the notion o f  a pattern from bodily 

m ovem ents  in a context (intentional actions) to the sub-patterns o f  systems exhibiting mere 

physiological design. In a sense, this puts the onus on A nscom be to say why her ‘action 

patterns ' are any different to micro physical patterns; to justify  her claim that the ‘gap' 

cannot be filled between psychological and physical descriptions, it seems that A nscom be’s 

account could never construe intentional action descriptions in purely functional or causal 

terms since this would omit what is crucial to their status as actions -  the special type o f  

agent aw areness associated with them as opposed to other events. For A nscombe, actions are 

events subject to practical knowledge, those exhibiting a reversal o f ‘fit’. A mere sub-system 

could never involve this form o f  awareness. Furthermore the meaning o f  an action 

description is revealed through its use for Anscombe, and the use o f  the concept operates in 

the form o f  life rather than at the sub-levels o f  functional design. But regardless o f  the 

various d ifferences and similarities between the two accounts, it is evident that Intention  and 

A n sco m b e 's  account o f  action in general has largely influenced one o f  the major modern 

theories o f  our folk-psychological concepts.

Although I have said here that A nscom be has influenced Dennett, one could 

question how this can be possible in light o f  the fact that A nscom be is so opposed to any 

cau.sal accounts o f  intentional action. It would seem that either A nscom be’s rejection o f  any 

causal account o f  intentional action is not crucial to her theor\' o f  action, in which case it



may survive in a modified form in Dennett's account, or Anscombe's rejection o f  any causal 

account of  intentional action is crucial to her theor> o f  action, in w hich case it is difficult to 

see how Anscombe could have influenced them.

The answer to this problem is that Anscombe’s account does not survive as it is in 

Iiitenlion in Dennett's account but that Intention  still counts as influence on his theory 

nonetheless. In what follows, I will show' how Anscombe's anti-causalism is essential to her 

account and how it differs from Dennett’s causal thesis. I will then go on to consider whether 

Anscombe’s approach is inadequate in light o f  Dennett’s attempt to substantially revise it.

Anscombe’s anti-causalism is essential to her overall account o f  intentional action. 

As a reminder, we can see her strong anti-causalism in various remarks she makes in 

Intention. She sets up her analysis early on in Intention  in anti-causalist terms when she 

characterises intentional action as that which is subject to a special sense o f  “ Why?” that is 

not answered by stating evidence or "a cause, including a mental cause” .’̂ ' Thus, for 

Anscombe, intentional action cannot be e.xplained as intentional by providing, for example, 

certain facts about a person's physiological or neurological states prior to or during an 

action. This would be to provide a causal explanation o f  their physical movements, but it 

would not explain their action as intentional. However for Anscombe, moving into the realm 

o f  psychological concepts for intentional explanation will not necessarily provide the 

resources for intentional explanation either. We may explain an action in terms o f  desires, 

thoughts, or feelings and other types o f  m ental causes but for Anscombe this will not capture 

the intentional nature o f  the action in question. So if I am walking across the room to open 

the fridge this action as “ intentional” cannot be captured, for Anscombe, by describing what 

is going on in my brain while i am acting. Nor can an investigation into my muscles capture 

what it is that I am intentionally doing. However, if a person were to ask me “Why are you 

doing that?” and I said that a feeling o f  hunger gripped me this would not adequately depict 

the action as intentional because it would be explaining it by mentioning something that 

went on in my mind the led up to it, but would not put the action in an intentional context, so 

to speak. In order to do this I would have to give a reason for acting and for Anscombe
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reasons are neither causes nor mental causes. As part o f  our folk psychological vocabulary, 

"in tentional” is not a concept that can be analysed causally. M ental-cause explanations may 

be given at the same lime as a reason-explanation and yet it is only the latter that captures its 

intentional nature. I might say “ 1 recall a feeling o f  hunger com ing over me ju s t  before I got 

up from the chair to walk over to the fridge” and yet, when pressed, I could also say that I 

went to the fridge in order to get some food so that 1 would not have an em pty stomach for 

an important meeting. A nscom be 's  anti-causalism about intentional action is strong -  

legitimate mental-cause explanations may be given in conjunction with reason-explanations 

and yet they completely pass by the intentional aspect o f  the action in question.

This perspective is introduced without argument in the early stages o f  Intention. 

However, A nscom be strengthens this anti-causalism even further soon after this by 

presenting what she took to be a general argum ent against any form o f  causalism for 

intentional action. As we have seen, her argument in section 19 concluded that it will "be a 

mistake to look for the  fundamental description o f  what occurs -  such as the m ovem ents o f  

muscles or molecules -  and then think o f  intention as something, perhaps very complicated, 

which qualities this.”^' Rather, she states, the “only events to consider are intentional actions 

themselves, and to call an action intentional is to say it is intentional under some description 

that w e  give (or could give) o f  it” .’̂ ’ So for Anscombe, what legislates against attempts to 

characterise intentional actions causally is that their individuation is fundamentally linked to 

the descriptions we give to them. "W alking over to the fridge” describes a human m ovem ent 

in a unique way that passes by other kinds o f  mental and especially physical forms o f  

description. She argued for this conclusion by challenging the causalist to generate the 

required action description from considerations o f  the bodily m ovem ent in isolation from the 

context in which this description is usually applied. She suggested that “ nothing about [a 

person] considered by h im self  in the moment o f  contracting his muscles, and nothing in the 

contraction o f  the muscles, can possibly determine the content o f  [a] description” such as 

“ W alking over to the fridge” . The use o f  descriptions like these for intentional actions cannot



be analysed by appeal to such causal or physical factors and so the whole causal approach 

must be abandoned.

We can further see the importance and extent o f  Anscombe’s anti-causalism when we 

consider what she later says in her positive account o f  the concept “ intentional” . She states 

that “there are many descriptions o f  happenings which are directly dependent on our 

possessing the /or/;; o f  description o f  intentional actions” and that “the term ‘intentional’ has 

reference to a form  o f  description o f  events [the nature o f  which] is displayed by the results 

o f  our inquiries into the question ‘Why?’” .̂  ̂ It is noticeable that Anscombe does not 

characterise "intentional” in terms o f  observable ‘‘e.Ktras” accompanying or preceeding an 

intentional description, such as neurological or physiological states. The description 

"Walking over to the fridge” does not get its meaning by designating any special states or 

processes. Instead, it is dependent on possessing the ability to apply a certain form  o f  

description o f  events, one that appeals to "in order to” or a certain sense of “because” . In 

providing descriptions o f  intentional movements, human beings are describing events using a 

special vocabulary, but the application o f  this form o f  description cannot be e.xplained by 

appeal to any "extras" such as “the firing o f  neural fibre 678b” or “the movement o f  

acetylcholine esterase over such-and-such a synaptic gap” .

Finally, the significance o f  Anscombe’s general anti-causalism is reflected in her 

account of knowledge o f  action. Her suggestion that knowledge o f  action is non- 

observational and practical Cm her special sense) stands in radical opposition to any account 

seeking to formulate what is known in action to be something over and above the description 

given to the action by the agent. Thus, she states m her account o f  “willing” that “ it is an 

error to tr\' to push what is known by being the content o f  intention back and back; first to 

the bodily movement, then perhaps to the contraction o f  the muscles, then to the attempt to 

do the thing, which comes right at the beginning. The only description that I clearly know of 

what I am doing may be o f  something that is at a distance from me” .'̂ ’̂ What is known in 

action, for Anscombe, is not any “extra’' mental element that somehow sets the causal 

sequence leading up to an intentional movement in operation. My knowing that I am walking
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over to the fridge is not a conclusion I arrive at by observing myself doing what I am doing 

from ' ‘the inside” -  by noting that a certain mental event or act o f  will has come about in my 

■‘mind" that subsequently leads up to my arms and legs moving. Anscombe’s own example is 

■‘I am pushing the boat out'’. She argues that it is wrong to conclude that "the only part o f  the 

sentence which really expresses the known action in this intentional action is ‘I am pushing” 

[where] the word ‘out’ expresses the intention with which I am pushing because it expresses 

an opinion as to an effect o f  my pushing in these circumstances . . . which opinion is 

accompanied by a desire on my part” . ’* The point here is that in explaining our knowledge of 

action we should not look to mental elements that are taken to play a causal role in bringing 

about the bodily movement that is described as intentional, as if the thing known in action 

were something that lay right at the beginning o f  the causal chain in question. Moreover, 

since “the only description that I clearly know o f  what 1 am doing may be o f  something that 

is at a distance from me”, what I actually know is a bodily movement in a certain context -  

something that the anti-causal argument o f  section 19 tried to prove.

Finally, this anti-causal aspect o f  Anscombe's account o f  knowledge o f  action is seen in 

her central formulation of practical knowledge as involving a different direction o f  fit to 

theoretical knowledge. What Anscombe effectively provides by introducing this notion of 

direction o f  tit is a framew ork for characterising know ledge o f  action that does not require 

reference to observable causal extras in action. If the orthodox model for knowledge w'ere 

applied to knowledge o f  action then the search for "the thing known in action” would be 

reintroduced. By singling out actions in terms of their unique mode o f  “justification” -  

whereby desires are satisfied by getting the world to fit them -  Anscombe further insulates 

her account o f  action and intention from the causal approach she is attacking.

There is no doubt that Dennett opposes Anscombe’s anti-causalism. in fact, his account 

represents a reversal o f  many o f  the key anti-causal moves that Anscombe makes in 

Intention. The heart o f  his resistance to Anscombe’s anti-causal analysis lies with the basic 

way he responds to her view that concepts like intention and intentional cannot be picked out 

by appeal to physical terms. Thus he states early on in Content and Consciousness that



Anscombe's "Intentionality thesis” gives a “sharp set o f  teeth” to "the old. ill-envisaged 

dogma that the mind cannot be caged in physical theory” . '̂ In particular, he argues that the 

weak place in an approach such as Anscombe’s is “the open-endedness o f  the arguments that 

no extensional reduction o f  Intentional sentences is possible” , in other words, Dennett 

automatically rejects the central component of Anscombe's non-causal thesis -  that 

intentional (action) descriptions cannot be reduced to equivalent extensional descriptions. 

For Dennett, it is possible in principle to find e.g. neurological descriptions that correspond 

to descriptions such as “ 1 am pushing the boat out” or “ 1 am walking to the fridge” . 

Specifically, he proposes that an approach such as Anscombe's hinges on “the lack o f  

theoretically reliable overt behavioural clues for the ascription o f  Intentional expressions, but 

[that] this leaves room for covert, internal events serving as the conditions o f  ascription” .̂ * 

This is the fundamental point o f  departure for Dennett from Anscombe's treatment of 

intention and intentional action. In fact Dennett provides a somewhat systematic dismantling 

o f  Anscombe's sophisticated analysis o f  the various aspects o f  “ intention" and "intentional", 

reversing each element o f  her account to airive in the end at a well worked out causal theory'.

This opposition between Dennett and Anscombe on the issue o f  causation in action can 

be seen clearly in his comments on Anscombe's remarks about expressions o f  intention. 

Anscombe argued in Intention  that expressions o f  intention are not reports o f  inner states o f  

mind and that in uttering an expression o f  intention we are not thereby stating facts about 

what is observed in the mind. Hence her remark that expressing a lying intention “does not 

mean that it is a false report o f  the contents o f  one’s mind, as when one lies in response to 

the query ‘A penny for your thoughts’” . ’’* So Anscombe does not seek to explain how we can 

know our intentions -  there is no burden o f  explanation here because there is no process 

going on that needs to be explained. Dennett picks up on this aspect o f  her account but 

asserts that if “we are unsatisfied -  as I think we must be -  with an early end to explanation 

here, namely that introspective reports just are infallible, we must abandon the personal level 

and ask a different question: how can introspective utterances be so related to certain internal 

conditions that they can be viewed as error-free indications o f  these internal conditions?”



That is, Dennett directly rejects Anscombe's claim that expressions o f  intention do not 

represent internal signs. While he agrees with Anscombe that a return to mysterious inner 

entities is no way to proceed, he nonetheless insists that expressions o f  intention are 

representative o f  inner states that play a causal role in bringing about intentional actions.

More significantly, Dennett's “causal” response to Anscombe’s model rejects her 

reading o f  practical knowledge. Not only is he unhappy with Anscombe's proposal that we 

can only claim that we “can say” what our intentions are (as opposed to explaining this 

knowledge), he rejects her assertion that our knowledge o f  action is non-observational. 

Anscombe claimed that I have non-observational knowledge o f  for example, the mental 

cause o f  a crocodile's bark making me jump backwards in fright. The force o f  this point is 

that we do not arrive at knowledge o f  our mental causes by sensing or detecting any 

intermediate clues -  we literally have knowledge without observation o f  mental causes. 

Dennett contends that Anscombe is wTong here; that our knowledge is actually inferred in a 

special sense. He states that "I know I did not think to myself, just before the crocodile 

barked. ‘I think I’ll Just jump back for the fun o f  it', and I know I am not afflicted with some 

malad> that makes me jump everv now an then. So I conclude (consciously or 

subconsciously) that it was the sight o f  the barking, leaping crocodile that made me jump. . .

. But I do not have non-iiiferential or immediate knowledge o f  the cause o f  my j ump” . S o  

Dennett thinks that we do actuall} perform a kind o f  inference in order to arrive at the 

knowledge that the action was mentally caused by the crocodile. So Dennett's claim that 

"know ledge o f  causes and reasons is inferential” and that my knowledge o f  reasons and 

causes has a “mediated evidential status”"̂ ' flies directly against Anscombe's central proposal 

that our capacity to explain intentional action in terms o f  reasons is something that cannot be 

analysed by appeal to the model o f  theoretical knowledge. A similar difference on this issue 

can be seen in Dennett's reading of Anscombe's remark that having a sudden thought such 

as “You silly little twit!” changes what a person's action means even though there are no 

overt behavioural clues that could indicate the hidden (perhaps sarcastic) nature of an act o f  

greeting someone. Dennett is happy to suggest that “the difference [the thought “You silly



little tw it!” makes] must depend on what the function is o f  the part o f  the brain that produces 

this message in awareness” /* He argues that " i f  the production o f  this message is caused by 

some neural activity that, say, brings into play stored information on the shortcomings o f  the 

‘silly little tw it ',  then the ‘thought is m e a n t '” .'’'̂  Thus, there is a constant tendency in 

D ennett 's  treatment to appeal to inner neurological elements in order to ground the 

application o f  concepts such as practical knowledge, intention, and intentional action.

Dennett also presents a reversed causal reading o f  A nscom be’s account o f  willing. As 

we saw, A nscom be rejects the account o f  willing that sees it in terms o f  “ inner” causes. 

Dennett accepts this, but he nonetheless holds that this phenom enon can be explained 

causally by appeal to neurological states;

The view of neural activity so far developed provides a plausible if sketchy explanation 

of this phenomenon. Roughly, in order for the brain to initiate the activity of  getting up. 

its input must be such that it outweighs, say, the pleasure of just lying in bed. the 

influence of stored information to the effect that getting out o f  bed is unpleasant, the input 

to the effect that the body is still tired, and so forth.

So Dennett takes very seriously the causal/neurological background to our aw areness o f  

intentional actions, whereas A nscom be actively denies the significance o f  such factors to the 

analysis o f  our intentional talk.

Dennett thus responds to A n sco m b e 's  anti-causalism with a persistent attempt to hook 

up our use o f  intentional concepts to our neurological concepts. The core difference between 

A nscom be’s anti-causalist and D ennett 's  causalist account is that A n sco m b e 's  analysis 

“breaks o f f ’ at the level o f  conscious experience and only considers the conditions for the 

ascription o f  intentional content at this level. Consequently , she arrives at a strong form o f  

anti-causalism. Dennett however, while accepting that we cannot go beyond what is given in 

experience by appealing to mysterious inner entities, argues that we should dig deeper for 

causal explanation by bringing in more respectable inner items -  neurological states. This is
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the general difference between A nscom be and Dennett and it lies at the centre o f  the 

opposite  direction Dennett tai<es from A nscon ibe 's  non-caiisalist account;

The task [at hand] is the task of somehow getting from motion and matter to content and 

purpose -  and back. If it could be established that there were conceptually trustworthy 

formulations roughly of the form ‘physical state S has the significance (or means, or has the 

content) that p ' one would be well on the way to a solution to the problem/^

Thus, there is a tension in my suggestion that Anscom be has influenced Dennett here: if, as I 

have been maintaining, A nscom be 's  account is thoroughly anti-causaiist, then how  can it 

have influenced D ennett’s obviously causalist alternative account? I think the answ er lies in 

this last point -  Dennett took from A nscom be’s In ten tion  a certain conceptual analysis o f  

intentional action which held that there is an unbridgeable gap between intentional talk and 

causal talk. Anscombe, in characterising intentional action in non-causal terms and in 

a rguing throughout Intention  against any appeal to extra causal e lements in describing 

willing, wanting, know ing o n e 's  intention, and so on, moved the analysis o f  action in such a 

direction that left no room for the explanation  o f  our folk psychological concepts. Fler view 

is in keeping with the quietism o f  the later Wittgenstein because it is more concerned with 

describing language games and elucidating the meaning o f  our psychological terms than it is 

with providing any kind o f  causal explanation o f  them. However, Dennett, rejecting this 

conclusion, tends to dismantle much o f  the work that A nscom be has done. The influence o f  

Intention  on Dennett then lies in its presenting to him a form o f  analysis o f  folk 

psychological terms that he finds radically unsatisfactory. It is through his dealings with 

A nscom be’s analysis that he carves out his own. As we have seen, he methodically addresses 

the main jo in ts  o f  the framework A nscom be developed and replaced her anti-causalist 

proposals with causalist interpretations of, for e.xample, "having  an intention” , “know ing on 

intention’", "expressing an intention” , "willing an intention” , and so on.
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So the influence o f  Intention on Dennett’s program is primarily negative -  it presents a 

certain framework which Dennett responds to by thoroughly recasting it in causalist terms. It 

is thus a question as to why Anscombe did not recognise the apparent shortcomings o f  her 

program: why would Dennett (and, as we shall see, Davidson too) respond to her framework 

by reversing its direction and reinterpreting it in causalist terms?

As already noted, one prominent move Anscombe made early on in Intention was to 

distinguish between reasons and mental causes, then going on to construe intentional action 

in generally non-causal terms. However, it was seen that the causalist could claim that 

Anscombe is guilty o f  a non-seqiiitiir here, because she proceeds from claims about 

causation at the level o f  ordinaiy awareness -  mental causation -  to rule causation out of  

intentional explanation completely. That is, she appears to argue that because mental 

causation cannot capture the nature o f  "intentional” no form o f  causation can do so. As has 

been made clear, Dennett flatly rejects this argument and proceeds to appeal to neurological 

causes to ground the ascription o f  intentional content.

Perhaps the best support .Anscombe provides, in light o f  the inadequacy o f  this non- 

sequiti/r, is her argument from section 19. Anscombe may have taken this argument to be a 

strong one against the causalist. After all, i f  one cannot generate the required 

neurological/physiological descriptions from a consideration o f  the person in isolation o f  the 

context o f their movements at the time o f  acting, then it would seem that the gap Dennett is 

trying to close cannot be closed. Dennett rejects this move by Anscombe, insisting that one 

can arrive at neurological descriptions for distinct actions. However, one might ask, in 

defence o f  Anscombe, how exactly the two forms o f  description -  “ intentional” and 

“neurological” can hook up. This problem is rather like the old problem o f  interactionism for 

Descartes' account o f  the relation between mind and body: there seems to be no way to 

conceive o f  how non-spatial mental substance could get a “grip” on physical substance. 

Similarly, one could question the causalist approach by asking how a description such as “ P 

is kicking the ball” could  have any meaningful connection with "P 's  neural fibre C-654 is
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firing” , other than the fact that both the action and the neural firing may '‘occur” 

simultaneously.

This leads onto a broader issue about the identity conditions for mental states such as 

intentional actions, beliefs, desires and so on. Unlike Dennett, Anscombe maintains that 

nothing ' ‘inside” the person can actually form the basis for the meaning o f  certain 

psychological concepts. It is for this reason that she takes the inquiry into intentional 

concepts to be a completely different kind o f  inquiry to the analysis o f  physical concepts. 

Hence her claim that action descriptions “go beyond physics” and are “vital” .''  ̂ She argues 

that the “mistake is to think that the relation being done intentionally, is a causal relation 

between act and intention."*’ Similarly, she states that when “we consider ‘the causation o f  

action’ we need to decide which sort o f  enquiry we are engaged in. Is it the physiological 

investigation o f  voluntar>' movement? I. e. do we want to know how the human mechanism 

works when, at a signal, the hand pushes the pen, or perhaps the door shut? . . . [T]hat will 

not be our inquin,” ."***

Dennett, on the other hand, maintains that since the outset he “worked from the ‘third- 

person point o f  view' o f  science, and took [his] task to be building -  or rather sketching the 

outlines o f  -  a physical structure that could be seen to accomplish the puzzling legerdemain 

o f  the mind” .̂  ̂ So it is obvious that there are large meta-issues involved in such a dispute 

between Dennett and Anscombe on this issue. While the causalists may have a point that 

Anscombe's early move in Intention is a non-sequitw , Anscombe could be seen to have at 

least placed some burden of explanation on them to come up with an accurate explanation of 

the way both the physical and the intentional modes o f  description are supposed to “hook 

up” . Having said this, Anscombe’s approach could be said to be unsatisfactory in that it 

shirks any responsibility for providing a proper explanation  o f  this highly important field of 

concepts.

In closing, it is worthwhile considering whether Anscombe has had any positive  impact 

on Dennett's philosophy. I think that insofar Dennett formed his account as a response to
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A n sco m b e 's  his system certainly bears some o f  its characteristics. I am thinking here mainly 

o f  his emphasis  on what he calls the "‘intentional stance” :

“ I claim that the intentional stance provides a vantage point for discerning similarly 

useful patterns. These patterns are objective -  they are there to be detected -  but from our 

point of view they are not out there entirely independent of us, since they are patterns 

composed partly o f  our own "subjective" reactions to what is out there; they are the 

patterns made to order for our narcissistic concerns (Atkins 1986). It is easy for us, 

constituted as we are, to perceive the patterns that are visible fi'om the intentional stance -  

and only from that stance” . '̂’

This shows how D ennett 's  system incorporates the kind o f  conclusions A nscom be arrived at. 

A nscom be stated that intentional actions are ‘’m ovem ents with a normal role in the sensitive, 

and therefore appetitive, life o f  animals . . .  a great many o f  our descriptions o f  events 

affected by human beings axe form ally  descriptions o f  executed intention".^' Both A nscom be 

and Dennett look upon the human capacity to utter intentional action descriptions as 

involving an ability to pick out certain patterns o f  events. Furthermore, both see this capacity 

to be "‘wired in” to our interests and concerns. For Anscombe, ""Why?” is an expression o f  

our interest that is tied in to our ability to pick out certain patterns o f  events. Dennett 

encapsulates this aspect o f  A nscom be’s account as an ""intentional s tance” . Flowever, while 

Anscom be contends that this “stance” must remain insulated from the physical stance, 

Dennett tries to properly relate it to the physical stance, ultimately linking intentional 

descriptions in neurological descriptions.

Thus, the problem posed by the difference between Anscom be and Dennett on the issue 

o f  causation o f  action need not prove particularly problematic for my claim that A nscom be 

had a considerable impact on the kind o f  theor\' Dennett presented. Dennett took 

A nscom be’s analysis and brought it in a different (causalist) direction. So A n sco m b e 's  

analysis o f  intentional action does not hold in his account. However, D ennett 's  theoi"y may
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not have turned out the way it did unless he had studied Intention  as thoroughly as he did. 

Furthermore, there are still some signs o f  A n scom be’s account active in Dennett’s, 

particularly the acknow ledgem ent o f  their being two “m odes” o f  description -  intentional 

and physical -  and his attempt to further articulate this in terms o f  the “ intentional” and 

“physical” stances. In short, we could say that A nscom be influenced Dennett by providing 

him with the means to develop a causal account o f  action and folk psychology that 

maintained many o f  the key structural elements o f  A nscom be’s pioneering analysis. 

Although they arrived at conflicting conclusions, their systems bear significant similarities. 

In the next section I will show how Davidson also took A nscom be’s fram ew ork and moved 

in the opposite  “causal” direction. Davidson also tried to explain how the tw o forms o f  

description — intentional and physical — could be made to hook up. Although he too insisted 

that intentional explanation was a form o f  causal explanation, we will see how  his approach 

was also to some extent influenced by In tention  in a similar way to Dennett’s. To sum up 

then, we could say that In tention  was highly influential not because it inspired many lasting 

"linguistic" accounts o f  our intentional concepts. On the contrary, following D avidson 's  

investigations, it ultimately led to a wave o f  theorising that went in the opposite, “causal” 

direction. However, this is not to say that In tention  had no impact. As I have argued here, it 

was instrumental in bringing about the types o f  (causal) accounts presented by Dennett and 

Davidson, who worked largely within the framework In ten tion  made available to them.

2. Ansconibe and Davidson.

Donald D avidson’s account is similarly influenced by A nscom be’s Intention. Again, the 

aim o f  D avidson 's  program is the same as D ennett 's  -  to deal with the ‘g a p ’ between 

‘psychological’ and ‘physical’ talk, but the result is quite different. In a sense, Davidson 

takes from Anscom be basically the same thing Dennett did. W hile Dennett recognised that 

In tention  focused on happenings, or patterns o f  events as opposed to ontological ‘extras’, 

much o f  D avidson 's  thinking on action was triggered by A nscom be’s notion o f  action ‘under 

a description '. This is similar to Dennett because the concept o f  an action ‘under a
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description’ amounts to talking o f  bodily movements in such-and-such circumstances. Thus 

both Dennett and Davidson recognise a shift to talk about events, bodily movements and 

utterances as opposed to traditional ‘inner' mental states.

In his Essays on Actiofi and Events, Davidson remarks that Intention is a writing he 

‘admired', given that it too tried to make sense o f  statements like "Action a  is intentional 

under description d ' I t  is this element o f  an action under a description that lies at the 

bottom o f  Anscom be’s influence on Davidson's philosophy o f  action:

. . .  I read Ansconibe’s Intention  and Hampshire’s Thought and  Action', this led me back 

to Wittgenstein and to some o f  those in his thrall. . . .

Anscombe had claimed that if  a man poisons the water supply by pouring the contents o f  

a bucket into a reservoir with the intention o f  killing the inhabitants o f  a town, then he 

performs just one action, though "under different descriptions” (‘’He poured the contents 

o f  the pail into a reservoir", "He poisoned the water”, etc.). 1 thought this was right. But 

what was the entity described in different ways? An action, o f  course; but where were 

the definite descriptions which picked it out? It was only after I had seen how to 

introduce events into the logical form o f  sentences that I realized that sentences like "He 

poisoned the water” don 't  contain a definite description o f  an action. Events are in this 

particular case introduced through existential quantification. . . . This analysis explicitly 

introduces an ontology o f  events, it shows how various characterisations o f  events can 

be enumerated, and how the transitive and intransitive uses o f  certain verbs are related 

(thus " X  poisoned y” becomes “x did something that caused y to be poisoned”).

This shows how Davidson’s attempts to make full sense o f  Anscom be’s analysis o f  an action 

‘under a description’ leads him to construe actions as events. This then forms the basis for 

his claim that actions are causally related, in so far as relations between events are causal. So 

the influence o f  Intention  on the development o f  Davidson’s program is unquestionably 

significant. There are also other siinilarities to Anscom be’s approach to action. Like
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A n sco m b e’s, his analysis o f  propositionai attitudes, partly no doubt ow ing to the above 

mentioned influences, resisted an Mnner quality’ approach:

[There is] no good reason to suppose that having a propositionai attitude requires an 

entity which the mind entertains or grasps. Having an attitude is just being in a certain 

state; its is a modification of a person. There need not be any ‘object’ in or before the 

mind for the person to be thinking, doubting, intending or calculating. . . There are no 

such things as weights or temperatures; “This box weighs 9 pounds’ relates the box to a

number on the pound scale, but the number is an abstract object unknown to the box.’"'

V iew ing  a propositionai attitudes as a ‘modification o f  a person’ is in keeping with the 

approach that avoids theory-loaded presuppositions about the 'des igna tions’ o f  psychological 

concepts and so on, and so favours instead theory neutral talk o f  events, m ovem ents and 

utterances. This is similar to D ennett’s methodological maxim ‘Once y o u ’ve explained 

everything that happens, yo u 'v e  explained everything.

Another similarity between A nscom be and Davidson involved their understandings 

o f  the application o f  action concepts. In so far as Davidson was putting forward a causal 

account o f  action in his Essays on Action and Events, he was aware o f  the philosophical 

opposition from ‘W ittgenstein ian’ treatments o f  action and so respected their intuitions that 

talk about actions could not be reduced to physical talk. Relevant here is the fact that, for 

Anscom be, action descriptions are ‘au tonom ous’ or ‘conventional’. In so far as the meaning 

o f  a pattern o f  events (bodily m ovem ents  in a context) is immanent, ‘W hy?’ is not

‘em pirica l’ -  it does not try to understand properties or processes. This meant that the

application o f  action concepts could not be understood from the ‘ou ts ide’, as i f  action 

concepts formed a closed system o f  signs that could be scientifically examined. Davidson 

account o f  ‘radical translation’ involves a very similar view o f  action concept application:
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. . . .  There is no further court of appeal, no impersonal objective standard against which 

to measure our won best Judgements of the rational . . .

It makes no sense to speak of comparing, or coming to agree on, ultim.ate common 

standards of rationality, since it is our own standards in each case to which we must turn 

in interpreting others. This should not be thought of  as a failure o f  objectivity, but rather 

as the point at which ‘questions come to an end’. . . How we measure physical quantities 

is decided intersubjectively. We cannot in the same way go behind our own ultimate 

norms of rationality in interpreting others.

This account given by Davidson o f  the autonomy o f  action descriptions could stand as a 

good account o f  the reasons why A nscom be’s "W hy?’ could not be explained in Inleution 

until she had elucidated the notion o f  practical knowledge and intentional action. In so far as 

an action is not an internal property or an 'externaP neurological state for Anscombe, our 

inquiries into actions and our capacity to describe actions is not something that can be 

'exp la ined ’ from an ‘impersonal objective standard '.

This relates to a similar feature o f  D avidson 's  system that is foinid to some extent in 

hilen/ion: the ‘holism o f  the m enta l’ as Davidson calls it. Although A nscom be does not use 

the term, it is clear that she recognises that the concepts associated with intention form an 

inter-related scheme, such that ‘a n ’ intention could not be seen to be the separable causal 

antecedent o f  a bodily movement. Hence her argument in section 20 that ‘intentional’ 

necessarily depends for its meaning on the use o f  ‘expression o f  intention for the fu ture’ and 

‘intention with w h ich ’. Likewise, Davidson acknowledges that ‘mental events . . . cannot 

exist in isolation. Individual beliefs, intentions, doubts and desires ow e their identities in part 

to their position in a large network o f  further attitudes’. T h u s ,  like Dennett, Davidson also 

recognises the ‘g ap ’ portrayed in Intention  between psychological and physical talk. 

A nscom be mentioned how the m ovem ents o f  intentional actions are not m ovem ents  o f  

‘m olecules’ or even human bodies. Similarly for Davidson, action descriptions ‘resist 

capture in the nomological net o f  physical theory’ .̂ *
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Both Davidson and Ansconibe are also alike in another aspect, namely in regard to their 

accounts o f  act individuation; although an action can be intentional under various 

descriptions, an action is really only ever a single m ovem ent or event. The various intended 

results o f  a certain action o f  moving a pump handle for example, such as poisoning the water 

supply and killing the inhabitants o f  the house, are not actions themselves -  there is only one 

action under various descriptions. For Davidson, our ‘primitive actions, the ones we do not 

do by doing som ething else, mere movem ents o f  the body -  these are all the actions there 

are. We never do more than move our bodies: the rest is up to nature.'^’ Although Anscombe 

would  not describe an individual action as ultimately a mere m ovement o f  the body (since 

actions are always ‘at a distance ' from the agent), she does share this picture o f  act 

individuation with Davidson; “As Davidson has put it, all that he (or I) meant by speaking 

o f  many different descriptions o f  the one action is, e.g. that the executioner o f  Charles I, 

having taken his head off. did not have to add any further performances.

However, even though there are these similarities, D av idson 's  account o f  action is o f  

course different to A nscom be 's .  Like Dennett, Davidson aims to find a way o f  bridging the 

gap between action concepts and physical concepts. He tries to find a way o f  com bining the 

intuitions in works like Intention  with the com m on sense belief  that reasons are causes, 

hence connecting action talk with causal talk. A nscom be takes it that intentional actions are 

those done for a reason and that this is marked out by 'W h y ? '  Davidson also takes the mark 

o f  intentional action to be that it is subject to reason explanation. But reasons for Davidson 

are belief-desirc pairs construed as the causes o f  actions. Thus his paper “ Actions, Reasons, 

and Causes" opens with the claim that he wants ‘to defend the ancient -  and com m onsense -  

position that rationalization [i.e. giving reason explanations o f  actions] is a species o f  causal 

explanation’. He then adds that the defence "requires some redeployment, but it does not 

seem necessary to abandon the position, as has been urged by many recent writers .’ '̂ For 

Davidson, redeployment o f  the ancient and com m onsense  causal account o f  action involves 

rendering it compatible with the then new anti-causalist position springing mainly from the 

Wittgensteinians. Thus, in the case o f  giving desire-belief  explanations o f  actions, Davidson
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claims that the belief and desire as the causes o f  the action are what characterises the action. 

This m eans that at least the account o f  action given in Essays on Actions and Events 

gravitates toward the "causaP account o f  Aristotle 's  syllogism that Anscombe argued against 

in Intention.

D avidson’s anom alous monism is at the heart o f  his earlier attempts to accept a dualism 

o f  concepts while at the same time being a materialistic monist: the acceptance o f  token- 

token identity over type-type identity allows him to bridge the gap while remaining faithful 

to A nscom be’s Wittgensteinian convictions that action concepts are wholly distinct from 

physical concepts, in the same way that Anscom be depicted the application o f  action 

descriptions to be autonom ous (not subject to a set o f  rules that could be contained or

explained from ‘the outside ') ,  Davidson accepts this too. But he tries to simultaneously

satisfy his ‘com m onsense ' conviction that action explanation is causal explanation by 

making action-talk the same as physical causal talk:

Mental events are. in my view, physical (which is not, of course, to say that they are not

mental). This thesis follows from ceitain premises, all of which I think are true:

1. All mental events are physical events. . . .

2. If two events are related as cause and effect, there is a strict law under which they may

be subsumed. . . .

3. There are no strict psychophysical laws.^“

The result is that a reduction o f  psychological laws to physical laws is ruled out along with 

reduction o f  mental-type predicates to physical predicates. Although his view is causal and 

he does accept token-token identity theory, he is closer to A nscom be than Dennett in that he 

recognises a gap between action concepts and physical concepts that precludes any 

meaningful connection between mental and physical t jp e  terms.
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D avidson’s program also endorses the holism o f  psychological concepts. As relations 

between events, reasons (beliefs and desires) and the actions they explain are causally 

related, but their psychological descriptions are still logically related. Thus Davidson can 

accept, along with Anscombe, that the concept ‘intentional' would be meaningless without 

the concept o f  intention for the future or ‘intention with w h ich ’, without having to accept 

that the meaning o f  ‘intentional’ is limited to the relations between concepts. For a token 

action description is a token physical event and as an event is involved in physical, causal 

relations. For Davidson, truly causal explanation only occurs at the deterministic physical 

level. While we say “ She d id  that because she believed  so and so” , the belief  does not 

literally cause the movement. Thus Davidson, like Anscombe, does not want to say that there 

are mental processes causing bodily movements; while there are token-token identities 

between mental and physical events, there are no type-type identities. So it is not as if  beliefs 

and desires are types o f  mental event that bring about bodily m ovements. Thus, even though 

Davidson is opposed to Anscombe, in that he endorses a com m on sense o r  traditional 

’causal’ view o f  action, his account is actually quite close to A n scom be’s.

The same applies to A nscom be 's  ‘externalist ' account o f  wanting. In avoiding an ‘inner 

cause ' view o f ‘tiy ing to ge t ',  Anscombe effectively rendered the relation between a reason 

and its action intcusional. As Anscom be remarks:

Bonum est muliiplex: good is inultiform, and all that is required for our concept of 

'wanting’ is that a man should see what he wants under the aspect o f  some good. . [That] 

some desirability characterisation is required does not have the least tendency to shew 

that any is endowed w'ith some kind of necessity in relation to wanting.®^

The thing wanted in action is not something that can be analysed using physical concepts. A 

piece o f  metal eight inches long weighing a hundred grams with one sharp edge may be 

something i want, but not as such, rather I want it as a ‘kn ife’ to cut my food with. And that 

is not all I may want it for -  I may want it as a ‘screw driver’ or a ‘lever’ or a ‘w eapon’. For
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Anscombe, ‘an object is not what what is aimed at /.v; the description under which it is aimed 

at is that under which it is called  the o b j e c t .S im i l a r ly ,  for Davidson, the relation between 

a reason and an action may be intensional. given that it is described in action-terms. But it 

can also be described as a physical relation between events, given the token-token identity 

involved, thus ensuring that it can be depicted causally, in general Davidson’s anomalous 

monism is quite close to Anscombe’s account in Intention  in so far as it generates 

“ intentional descriptions” in a normative way (assuming rationality and coherence) and XhaX 

normative talk can never be reduced to non-normative scientific descriptions.

So this brief description o f  Davidson’s account o f  action clearly shows the influence of 

Intention. Both Dennett and Davidson have directly adopted some o f  the key concepts from 

Anscombe’s philosophy o f  action. Both schemes share a basic awareness o f  the conceptual 

dualism that Intention suggested and both developed systems to try and cope with the ‘gap’ 

that this implied between folk psychological vocabulary and physical vocabulary. Unlike 

Anscombe, both Dennett and Davidson seem to lean strongly toward what Dennett refers to 

as the ‘physical sciences and the third-person point o f  view’ which leaves them unsatisfied 

with the thought that our psychological concepts remain completely insulated from physical 

theory. Both theories reflect and oppose Anscombe’s treatment o f  action concepts in 

different ways. Dennett notices the role o f  bodily movements 'under a description' and the 

autonomy o f  action description suggested in Intention. But he departs from Anscombe in his 

rendering action descriptions nothing more than functional patterns that can ultimately be 

reduced to exactly similar though more minute physical state patterns. Davidson also adopts 

the notion o f  an action ‘under a description’, but applies it in such a way that his account 

turns out to be much more Anscombean than Dennett's, even if it directly opposes Intention 

in so far as it is committed to the common sense view that reasons are causes. Given the 

extent o f  the influence o f  these two philosophical systems, it is safe to say that Intention 

exerts a perhaps hitherto unnoticed degree o f  suay  in framing the modern debate about 

action and the status o f  folk psychology.
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