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SUMMARY

G. E. M. Anscombe’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 of action, the status of folk psychology,
the relation between reasons and causes and so on. Yet to my mind no major scholarly
analysis of her philosophy of action has been thus far undertaken.

Anscombe, one of Wittgenstein’s students, followed the style and method of
his later works. This method is opposed to traditional philosophical views about
language, meaning, and mind, views that were taken by Wittgenstein himself to be
fully expressed in the Philosophical Investigations. So various aspects of Anscombe’s
*Wittgensteinian® method are initially examined, in particular its opposition to
traditional “inner” entities in the mind and causal accounts of intention and intentional
action.

With the stylistic and methodological underpinnings of Anscombe’s approach
in place, the nature of her philosophy of action and intention is more easily
understood. The central theme is an opposition to traditional theories that take the
meaning of terms such as ‘intentional’, ‘intention” and ‘expression of intention’ to lie
in certain designated physical or mental entities such as “inner” intentions, acts of will
or brain processes.

Anscombe’s alternative is a ‘linguistic’ account, in which the meaning or ‘life’
of our action concepts is seen to depend on their application in the ‘language game’.
‘Intentional” thus refers to a form of description of events as opposed to a natural
phenomenon. Knowledge of action is not seen to involve the observation of inner
entities but is instead characterised in terms of its “direction” of justification: for
Anscombe, such “practical” knowledge is interpreted in terms of desire viewed as
final rather than as efficient causation. Anscombe thus goes beyond the later
Wittgenstein’s scattered remarks on action and provides a detailed, structured analysis
of action and intention. The resulting ‘conceptual dualism” and anti-reductionism in
her account arguably formed the basis of the modern debate on the status of 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. Anscombe was born in 1919 in Limerick where her father, a British army
officer, was posted. As a youth she read widely and was particularly impressed in her early to
mid teenage years by a work called Natural Theology by a 19" century 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 Scientia Media according to which God was capable of knowing what would
happen if 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 of a First Cause and a proof of a “principle of causality’ which
entailed that every 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, it 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 of which she found guilty of the same error.
Anscombe’s natural affinity toward and capacity for philosophical problems was also

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




‘hooked” on the problem of perception without realising that her problem was philosophical.
She was convinced that she saw objects, that the notion of an object was a logically necessary
component of seeing. However once she moved beyond consideration of ordinary artefacts,
she found that even concepts like *wood™ and “sky’ could not be sc intuitively associated with
the notion of “object’, a discovery that had her “amidships’.

Anscombe graduated from Sydenham College and entered Oxford where she read Mods
and Greats (classies, uncient history and philosophy) at St Hugh's Coliege, where she. like
Peter Geacli becanie a convert to Catholicism. They werc to marry iliree years later.
Anscombe’s philosopnical intensity and perplexity about issues of perception remained with
her throughout her studies at Oxford: “For years | would spend time, in cafes, for example.
staring at objects saying to myself: ‘I see a packet [of cigarettes] but what do [ really see?
How can | say that | see anything more than a yellow expanse?”* Prior to entrance to
undergraduate philosophy, she attended H. H Frice’s lectures on perception and
phenomenalisim where she “used sit tearing [{her! gowsn into little strips because |she) wanted
{0 argue so much with what he said’. Although she feit that these tecwre’s were "abisolutely

about the stuft” ot perception, she still felt trapped by phenomenalism ana hated 1. She forind
it of hitie use w merely point our difficuities ‘n Jiwories of pecception. “The strength, ihe
central nerve of [phenomenatism] remrained alive and raged achingly.”

The philosophical pain only began to show signs of subsidence upon her first meeting
Wittgenstein, who had resumed lecturing in Cambridge in 1944. It was only on visiting his

classes in 1944 that Anscombe saw the nerve being extracted.

Anscombe was one of Wittgenstein’s most enthusiastic students. Her exceptional

philosophical abilities impressed Wittgenstein. Anscombe took up a research fellowship a
Sommerville College. Oxtord, but continued to atend tutortals with Wittgenstein in
Cambridge once 1 weel, in the company of ancther student W AL Hijab. By the end of the
year she had become one of Wittgenstein's closest friends and trusted students. Although
Wittgenstein generally disliked academic women. he made an exception for Anscombe.

perhaps explained by his reference to her as ‘old man’. “Thank God we’ve got rid of all the

(8]



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 trying to improve her German for the translation of his
works. To a degree Anscombe also acted as his philosophical stimulus on these occasions,
especially when Wittgenstein’s energies were low on account of health problems. Before he
died in 1951, Wittgenstein named Anscombe one of the three executor’s of his literary estate
and entrusted her with the task of translating his works. Translating such a difficult
philosopher is no easy task and the highly acclaimed accomplishment of it reflects
Anscombe’s philosophical power. Her translation of Philosophical Investigations has never
been seen as a mere translation 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 of Psychology Vol. 1, Zettel and his last work On Certainty.

Anscombe’s own philosophical investigations into psychological concepts are, as we
shall see, explicitly Wittgensteinian in form and content. | have this far prepared the way for
approaching her work by filling in the necessary context and bringing out the central features
of Wittgenstein’s views. | will now bring out the Wittgensteinian basis of Anscombe’s work

in the philosophy of mind.

2.  Anscombe’s Wittgensteinian perspective.

Modern philosophy of mind, especially in the last three decades, has seen a wide range
of theories about mental phenomena. In the early 1960°s, behaviourism and the mind-brain
identity theory seemed to start an avalanche of various attempted solutions to the problem of
the relation between the mental states and bodily/brain states. The aim was to provide a
satisfactory theory explaining continuity between our physical and mental vocabulary. The
mind-brain identity theory, with its harsh reduction of first conscious-state types and then

mental states in general to brain-state types, gave way to functionalism, which maintained an
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Aristotelian form-matter sort of relation between mental and physical kinds. Various
technical words were introduced to characterise ever more subtle conceptions of the sought-
for relations; “Type-token distinction’, ‘non-reductive materialism’, ‘surpervenience’. All
attempts seemed problematic, urging some to come up with deflationist theories such as
epiphenomenalism and eliminative materialism. The *mind-body” problem is still alive and
active. There are lots of other areas of modern philosophy of mind that attract similar theories
and attempts at explanations in physical terms — mental causation, intentionality and
consciousness. Again, in all of these, a similar preponderance of naturalistic theory is the
order of the day.

Earlier in the twentieth century, prior to Anscombe’s work in the philosophy of mind, a
very different atmosphere prevailed. mainly because the dominant theory of mind was
Cartesian Dualism. Dualism had not only a strong hold on the minds of philosophers. It is fair
to say that it had worked its way into western culture and into the ‘man in the streets” way of
looking at issues about the mind. Anscombe, with Wittgenstein, is one of those philosophers
who opposed this whole way of looking at philosophy and philosophy of mind. The approach
to philosophy she opposed has since come back into fashion in certain areas in the philosophy
of mind, for example in discussions about the phenomenon of the mental. To take another
example, in the discussions about the nature of human action, the emphasis will be on a
critique of the mysterious “acts of will” that seem to be central and need explaining. If the
discussion is about intention, then some account of how to distinguish behaviour involving
intention from mere physical behaviours is thought to be necessary. What one generally
expects is that the piece of philosophy will be about things that can be seen, visualised or
imagined — either actual objects like the brain or “tangible’ concepts like mental images.

The Wittgensteinian tradition, from which Anscombe works, began mainly in the
transition period between the Tractatus and the Philosopnical Investigations. The drive
behind the change in Wittgenstein’s outlook was primarily negative. Wittgenstein believed
that the 7ractatus was the best attempt that could possibly be made to cope with the problems

of traditional philosophy. Once he began to notice flaws in its Logical Atomism, he was




disposed to question the way the problems had been presented rather than the solutions, the
whole set of presuppositions underlying the project itself, rather than the theories it produced.

This 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 of the philosophical
framework or viewpoint Anscombe adopts in her work. The consequences of these pre-
investigative resistances are enormous. The whole paradigm of the Cartesian “inner’ drops
out of the picture — we are no longer allowed to talk of 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 of expressions,
mental images and sensations, and about what people say and do. The two-world view is so
much a part of our way of looking at things that we tend to assume that Anscombe, on pain of
deflecting dualism, must be a materialist: that we must conceive of all that exists to be objects
like rocks, brains and bones, to which the meanings of 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 of theorising and explaining
mental terms mechanistically or in terms of processes. There is no place for an account of the
nature of things in Anscombe’s philosophical arena, where things are conceived of as objects
or ideas or mixtures of both.

The danger associated with the concept of the “inner’ is that it might be conceived as a
place full of 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 of as ‘outside” but might be better described as
public. Language and behaviour is thus the predominant arena of Anscombe’s approach.

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

W




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 of doing is
describing our language to get clear about our mental terms and their linguistic form. She is
continuing the Wittgensteinian project of clarifying the logical grammar or interweaving the
fabric of our psychological words. Indeed this would seem like a very flat inquiry if
linguistic description were seen as describing our ordinary grammar and providing an
itinerary of our ordinary psychological word meanings, construed in terms of their
designated objects. But the source of philosophical life and tension in Anscombe’s work can
only be appreciated if the Wittgensteinian use-view of language is first recognised as a
starting point. Only then does a conflict arise between the description of 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 of an inner-world view of the reference of the language of psychology,
the onus is on the description of the use of this part of language. In this way Anscombe’s
philosophy of mind is purely linguistic — the notion of 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 of a terrain of the use of a given psychological term, negatively it is constantly to
stop and defeat a Cartesian or explanatory or essentialist or theoretical or referentialist
approach, re-asserting itself. Only then wil! the positive aim of clarification of psychological
terms by appeal to ordinary language use be successful. Thus in her paper “The Intentionality
of Perception: a Grammatical Feature”, Anscombe attacks both representative realism and

direct realism:
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In the philosophy of 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 . . . | 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.”

Anscombe then supplies a list of ten sentences, each an example expressing an aspect of the
way the verb ‘see” is used. This example shows the appeal to ordinary language use and how
it is harnessed to rid mental terms of their philosophical misconceptions, thus aiding
perspicuous representation of the term in question.

The critical or negative task of Anscombe’s philosophy of mind generally recognises
three strains of pathology, in keeping with her Wittgensteinian roots: dualism, essentialism,
and the appeal to explanatory mental mechanisms or naturalistic processes. The opposition to

Cartesianism is well expressed in her considerations about acts of will in Intention:

| 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 resu/t, which was also willed in the
intention. But this is a mad account; for the only sense I 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 of an inner-outer picture. The inner Cartesian items, intention and volition are brought
in to explain the resulting bodily movement. The priority of this philosophical/Cartesian
interpretation is challenged by recollecting the way we use the word ‘move’ in ‘I move my
arm’ and ‘I move the matchbox’. In the one case we are certainly not reporting on some

(inner) process of which we are aware. In the latter case we are reporting but not about



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
referring term and in the paper “Events in the Mind’, Anscombe argues against the idea that
reports of “intention, understanding, knowledge and belief must make mention of 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 of the use of the phrase ‘intentional action” which aims at
supplying it with a fixed referent — any referent, be it Cartesian or physical — in order to
ground an understanding of it: “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 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 of the meaning
of “intentional action” in terms of our adopting a certain sort of language and set of 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 of description
which we adopt for special purposes, resists reducing actions such as “Telephoning’,
‘Talking’, “Hiring’, “Standing for" to kinds of 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 of materialism or scientific reductionism. Rather “one ought call [descriptions of
intentional action] vital descriptions.”!2 By ‘vital’, Anscombe means that these types of
descriptions involve beliefs and desires. An animal is said to be “stalking” or ‘running’ or
‘jumping” whereas a stone is never described in this way. The former is a totally different
form of description, involving the concepts of action, such as “want’ and “aim’. The language
game surrounding the use of 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 of what people do and say achieves autonomy of their
own through the equation of meaning with use. This is related to the expressive account of
first person present indicative psychological utterances, which also brings the meaning of

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 of Anscombe’s work in the philosophy of mind. The positive
descriptive task follows naturally from the abandonment of any explanation in terms of
mechanisms or processes and the negative critical task follows from attempts to resist the
resurgence or continuity of theoretical explanation. The style and structure of her work in the
philosophy of mind are shaped by the same forces. The traditional structure would proceed
from the goal of 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 of mind — there is no one, nor could there be one that could express her ‘theory of
the mind’. For there is no such theory. There are only errors exposed and insights
exemplified. Thus her investigations have taken the form of various individual papers and
one piece-meal book: /ntention. The works together do not form a tight body which could be
assimilated into one account of a specific aspect of the mental or a particular traditional
problem and « fortiori into any overall picture. The aim is to clarify various central concepts
of the psychological language game — to provide a clear account of regions of grammar or
linguistic use. This piecemeal approach is reflected in the lack of an air of finality about
individual papers. Of course they are “final’ in the sense that they have completed their

argument, critical or otherwise, but there is still present a general sense of the descriptive



which precludes argued conclusions, answers, “soluions” that amount to new knowledge
about an aspect of mind. Thus, like Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, there is a
strong sense that her works are just that: investigaticns rather than theories or theorems or
generalisations.

This is expressed particularly in Intention. Like the Investigations, it is composed of
numbered sections and it would be a difficult task to tie them all together into one line of
reasoning, as they often seem to be self sufficient pizces of conceptual investigation rather
than parts of 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
exact direction the line of reasoning is moving at varicus stages.

The fact that Anscombe’s writings are grammatizal 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 family resemblance to one another. Strict
definitions are ruled out — physical or mental (irner ostensive definition) methods of
articulation are ruled out. Furthermore, since psycholcgical concepts have the criteria of their
use in verbal expression and behaviour, their specification will involve a degree of vagueness
since behavioural criteria are difficult to specify exactly. Think of the criteria for anger.
construed in terms of facial expression and body movement. for example.

A good example of much of what has been said so far is found in the first few sections
of Intention where Anscombe exhibits her Wittgenste nian method. standpoint and style very
clearly. You expect some kind of definition of iniention and perhaps some account of
intention as an “in-the-head” phenomenon plus an acccunt of how it can be made to fit in with
the physical environment. Instead there is a faithful commitment to the use of the term in
ordinary language. (Three uses or senses of the family resemblance concept “intention’ are
provided). No priority is given to the use ‘intention with which® (one of the senses) as
opposed to its use in the expression of intention and its use in describing action. Thus it goes
against the grain in so far as one does not expect equel status to be given to all of the uses of

the terms “intention” , “intentional’, “intend’. This als> reveals how Anscombe is continuing




the Wittgensteinian task of investigating the language game associated with a concept; how
the concept of intenton is variously used in practice and the logical relations between these
uses and other related concepts. The grammatical investigation also necessitates a piecemeal
multi-faceted investizaton since it is destined to split off according to the different uses
investigated.

Anscombe also adcpts two further specifically Wittgensteinian methods in her inquiries
into mental concepts: tie idea of an imaginary conversation and the use of imaginative
thought experiments to ex>ose verbal misconceptions. In the Philosophical Investigations
most of the content takes tie form of the author conversing with an imaginary interlocuter.
Anscombe at times uses a similar method, not involving an actual interlocuter but at least
arguments provided in ract question-answer form or “What | would say” form. Thus in

discussing the phenomeronof lying about intentions, Anscombe says:

A lie however, is pos:ibl: here; and if I lie, what I say is a lie because of something present
not future. I mighteven te lying in saying I was going to do something, though I afterwards
did it. The answerto thisis that a lie is an utterance contrary to one’s mind, and one’s mind
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may be either an osinon,or a mind to make something the case.

In “The First Persor”, Amscombe uses a thought experiment to facilitate answering her
question “Is it really crue that “I”" is only not called a proper name because everyone uses it
only to refer to himse f?” Ske proceeds: ‘Imagine a society in which everyone is labelled with
two names. One appears or their back and one at the top of their chests, and these names,
which their bearers cennot see, are various: “B” to “Z” let us say. The other “A” is stamped
on the inside of their wist;.”"" These imaginative thought experiments are clearly adopted

from the method of Wittgenstein.



II. A COMPARATIVE SURVEY OF WITTGENSTEIN AND ANSCOMBE’S

INQUIRIES INTO ACTION AND INTENTION

1. Introduction

The aim of 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 difticult to provide an interpretation of Anscombe’s account of action and
intention without first showing how it was influenced by Wittgenstein. In order to illustrate the
link between Anscombe and Wittgenstein, [ 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 of intention than Wittgenstein, who characteristically only left us with
certain remarks mainly in the /nvestigations 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 Wittgenstein both examine much
the same aspects of the “language-game™ for action and intention. (The concept of a language-
game, as we shall see, is Wittgenstein’s. In the Philosophical Investigations he states that
“language-game™ is “meant to bring into prominence the fact that the speaking of language is
part of an activity”'" and that language games consist of “language and the action into which it
is woven™'®). In what follows, I will go through what I take to be the aspects of Anscombe’s
analysis of intention that are directly related to Wittgenstein’s investigation. In general, these

similarities are variations on the core issues of private inner objects and the causation of action.
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2. A shared “linguistic” method.

Anscombe adopts the same investigative perspective as Wittgenstein insofar as she
rejects the “inner-outer” model. This does not relate specifically to her analysis of the language
game for intention, but it is important to mention it at the outset because it is an important
general similarity in their approaches. I do not claim that Anscombe and Wittgenstein's
methods overlap precisely. All I aim to show here is that they share important views about
language and meaning that significantly impact on their inquiries.

Anscombe’s examination of intention centres on language users and their behaviour
seen from the “external” point of view, and she rejects the idea that human beings are made of
an inner mental realm and an outer physical body. Thus, in the early stages of her analysis of
intentional action, she explicitly states that what she will look at is what “a man actually does”
and not into his mind in order to say what his intentions are. In other words, she is taking
seriously our capacity to say what a person is doing just by looking at their bodily movements
and the situation they are in. For example, if we notice a person sitting in a café writing on the
page of a newspaper with a chequered grid on it we can state with reasonable confidence that he
is filling out a crossword puzzle.

There is evidence of this approach in the writings of Wittgenstein too. This is best

illustrated by listing some of his remarks that bear similarity to Anscombe’s on this issue:

Do not ask yourself “how does it work with me?”” Ask “what do I know about someone

else?”"’
What is the purpose of telling someone that a time ago | had such-and-such a wish? —

Look on the language-game as the primary thing. And look on the feelings, etc., as you
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look on a way of regarding the language-game, as interpretation.'

Our mistake is to look for an explanation [of intention] where we ought to look at what
happens as a ‘proto-phenomenon’. That is, where we ought to have said: this language-
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game 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 of 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 examining things in the area of “the mind.” This need not be any highly specific
interpretation of Wittgensteinian method — all 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”
of 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 of mental entities that can supposedly somehow be grasped by an inner eye. | take this to
be roughly part of a linguistic approach because rejecting such a view of the inner leads
naturally to investigating the “outer” form of life — to examining language-using human beings
and their activities. (Although proceeding this way is not the only way of resisting an orthodox
introspective approach: one could also develop e.g. a naturalistic program).

Another important dimension of Anscombe’s linguistic approach is seen in her
sustained inquiry into the nature of the act of 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 types of phenomena linguistically represented. For
this reason, she seizes on questions of the form “Why did you do that ?” and attempts to
characterise this “Why?” in order to state clearly the region of language pertaining specifically
to action and intention.

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

Wittgenstein makes in the Blue and Brown books and in the /nvestigations:




The tribe [in this thought experiment] may, on the other hand, have a language which

comprises ‘giving reasons’. Now this game of giving the reason why one acts in a particular
way does not involve finding the cause of one’s actions (by frequent observations of the

conditions under which they arise).”

The double use of 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
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‘seen from the inside’, or a cause experienced.”’

Wittgenstein’s inquiries into the nature of reasons for acting focus on the language game of
asking for and giving reasons. This further shows how Anscombe and Wittgenstein share a
broadly similar way of addressing this key area of intention.

A final similarity and quite obvious aspect of the “linguistic” method that Anscombe
shares with Wittgenstein is her appeal to the idea that the meaning of words like “intention” and
“action” is to be found in their use as opposed to anything they might be thought to signify. In
particular, they share a common opposition to the idea that psychological words get their
meaning by signifying some kind of psychological state or entity. | take this to be a relatively
uncontroversial aspect of the later Wittgenstein. For example, he asks “How do we refer to
sensations? . . . how does a human being learn the meaning of the names of sensations? — of the
word “pain” for example.”” He suggests that the verbal expression of pain “replaces crying and
does not describe it.” He thus rejects approaches that attempt to account for the meaning of the
word “pain” by positing (private) states that the word supposedly names, and he proposes that
the meaning of the word pain is something that is grasped through language games. He follows
such remarks with the claim that “knowing™ an intention “means that the expression of
uncertainty is senseless.”” In dther words he is arguing that knowing ones intention is not the
same as knowing that e.g. the bird above is a herring gull and not a fulmar. Knowing ones
intention is not knowing that there is something “there” that we refer to every time we utter

remarks such as “My intention is to climb that hill today” or *I intend to win this race.”




3. Anscombe and Wittgenstein against “inner” intentions.

The above account suggests a very general similarity between the approaches adopted
by Wittgenstein and Anscombe — their shared resistance to reducing the inquiry to an
investigation into psychological phenomena 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 of the
language game for intention. There are roughly five basic overlaps in their treatments of this
language game: (a) a rejection of the theory that the word “intention™ refers to an inner object;
(b) a rejection of the view that knowledge of intention and action is a form of empirical
knowledge: (c) a rejection of causal explanations of the concept of willing and of 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 /nvestigations 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 of 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 of entity. In remembering an intention the inner
experience of 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 of intention™ as when an animal tries to escape or a cat stalks a bird and to
consider “the language game as the primary thing”.*

Anscombe also rejects the idea that the 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

16 |

e e .. |




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 of a type of logical fit between
an agent’s expression of intention and his beliefs about his/her further actions. Again, this is
connected to the remarks made by Wittgenstein quoted above — for Anscombe a “man’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 of the speech
community can apply in their inquiries.

In dealing with intentional action, Anscombe is vehement that the intentional aspect of
deliberate movements is not a property that the action description names. Thus in §19 she
argues that we do not “add anyt.hing attaching to the action at the time it is done by describing it
as intentional”. The word “intentional™ is not the name of a special feature of 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
of mind of the agent while it is occurring.

Finally, Anscombe is seen to be clearly in line with Wittgenstein’s rejection of “inner”
intentions in her account of expressions of 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 of 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 of the contents of one’s mind, as when one lies in response to the query “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 of 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 may have jumped up from the couch, grabbed my coat and opened the door
with the image of 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 of “mind” does not lend

itself well to the idea of being properly or improperly represented in language.



This sketch demonstrates the key overlap between Wittgenstein and Anscombe 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 examining the contents of the
inner mind as if the word “intention” were the label of a property, experience, or state. The next
major point of contact between their treatments I will discuss relates to the concept of mental

causation.

4. Anscombe and Wittgenstein against empiricist accounts of knowledge of action and
intention.

Wittgenstein makes several remarks in the /nvestigations against the idea that we know
our intentional actions and/or our intentions in a manner similar to the way we know what is
happening in the world around us. The type of account of knowledge of action put forward by
William James or other empiricists like David Hume and John Locke is his target. In what
follows, 1 will provide a short overview of this empiricist approach and trace Wittgenstein's
related critical remarks in the /nvestigations and Anscombe’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 of desire” that determines voluntary 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
find that, we being capable but of one determination of the will to one action at once, the
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present uneasiness that we are under does naturally determine the will.”

Locke thus provides a description of 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 oneself during or




prior to the action. He makes the assumption that intentional actions are states that can be

known by examining them, and he suggests that observation of experience shows how they are
the kinds of events that involve bodily movement preceded by an uneasiness of desire. Although
he rejects the idea of 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 of any distinct impression of a power of will, he proceeds to
explain will in terms of the consciously experienced antecedents to voluntary actions. Thus,
although he sharply distinguishes between will and desire, he continually stresses that it is
“uneasiness of the mind for want of some absent good” that determines the will and that this
uneasiness is thus a form of desire. In other words, Locke’s account of knowledge of 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 knowing give rise to any new motion of our body, or new perception of
our mind”.*"’

William James® account of voluntary action clearly embraces this approach too. In the
Principles of Psychology he suggests that voluntary 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 of memory-images of [previous sensations of 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 of an end coupled with a series of guiding
sensations which successively arise.”> Moreover, he argues for “the absolute need of guiding

sensations of some kind for the successful carrying out of a concatenated series of movements™.




Interestingly, he also suggests that in the absence of guiding sensations — in cases where 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 of what is going
on in the world rather than what is going on in the mind.

Wittgenstein opposes this kind of empiricist account of the knowledge of action in the
Investigations. He seems to directly refer to James’ analysis in addressing the suggestion that
my kinaesthetic sensations “advise me of the movement and position of my limbs”.*' He
presents certain criticisms of 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 without 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” of intending that is recalled in the moment of 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 of surprise™ in the sense that knowledge of
action is not the kind of 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” of recognition.’’

Perhaps the most prominent feature of Anscombe’s analysis of intentional action is her
resistance to this empirical account of the knowledge of action. She shares Wittgenstein’s
opposition to the kinds of 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 of things that can be known by observation.” In fact, she
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delineates the very concept of intentional action in terms of this “non-observational
knowledge™, as we shall see. Ultimately, she shows that intentional actions are those that are
subject to practical 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 voluntary action is going on. Even more importantly,
we do not observe anything internal either at the time of acting that could tell us that an action
of a certain description is going on. Throughout /ntention Anscombe radically opposes the
empiricist account despite intu.itions that some form of 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
of one’s action. But she insists in response to this that a person can have both observational and
non-observational knowledge of an action. Like Wittgenstein, who stressed the lack of surprise
involved in raising one’s arm intentionally, she mentions that knowledge of 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 / was ringing it!”.”’ In response to an analysis like
that presented by James, she holds that knowledge of action “is otherwise than with the external
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 bent™."” Anscombe battles to make sense of this latter idea throughout the second half of
Intention and eventually resuscitates Aquinas’ account of knowledge of action — practical
knowledge — to account for it. (We shall examine practical knowledge later, in chapter 4). Her
characterisation of knowledge of action as a special practical form knowledge is the ultimate
rejection of the empiricist model because it does not rely on the detection of anything in “inner”

or “outer” experience. Her critique of the empiricist theory of knowledge of action thus overlaps




with Wittgenstein’s, also questioning the role of inner objects, observation, surprise, and other

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

5. Anscombe and Wittgenstein against “causal” accounts of action and intention.

In characterising the concept of a “causal” theory of action here 1 distinguish between a
strong and a weak account. | see a strong causal theory of action as one where an intentional
action is seen as something that can be explained in terms of actual causal components of some
kind — perhaps physical or psychological states of some type. Below I will briefly show how
this type of account occurs in the empiricist accounts of action | have just discussed. I
characterize a weak causal account of 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 of
phenomena that can be explained in terms of 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 anything like the way actual phenomena in
the world are explained — by reference to powers of some kind that can be identified in causal
sequences leading up to the end movement that is described as such-and-such an action. I find it
useful to make this distinction because I see Anscombe as a philosopher who is opposed to both
kinds of causal theory for intentional action. Moreover, many modern philosophers who have
adopted a similar stance to Anscombe 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 Anscombe’s anti-causlism for
intentional action).

Locke seems to come close to putting forth a strong causal thesis when he characterises
volition or “willing” as “an act of the mind directing its thought to the production of any action,
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thereby exerting its power to produce it.”" Although he does not state in detail the nature of this

process, and stresses that “powers” are not special faculties, he clearly uses mechanistic
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language to explain willing and voluntary action insofar as he refers to determining powers and

acts of 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 of 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 of mechanism and
causation in his account of willing.

Hume is similar to Locke in explaining volition only he is even more adamant that we
should not talk of an actual power of the will. His central reason for stating this is that when we
analyse our own experiences we do not actually detect any internal impressions of power. Thus,
he criticises the view that there is anything like the “creative power” of the will, “by which it
raises from nothing a new idea, and with a kind of Fiat, imitates the omnipotence of the
Maker”."” However, also like Locke, he seems to want to retain the idea that the motion of
bodily parts “follows the command of the will”” and that this is “a matter of common experience,
like other natural events™. Humé's language suggests that human beings supposedly bring about
voluntary bodily movements even though our idea of this power “is not copied from any
sentiment or consciousness of power within ourselves™.*’ He states that “the motion of our body
follows upon the command of our will”** and that volition “is surely an act of the mind”.*’

William James follows a line similar to Hume and Locke but tends to appeal more
directly to causal language in his account of willing. Thus he states that movement “is the
natural immediate effect of feeling, irrespective of what the quality of 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 come from “within, and not from without™."’
Furthermore, he suggests that the “willing terminates with the prevalence of 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 movements which
ensue are exclusively physiological phenomena, following according to physiological laws upon
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the neural events to which the idea corresponds™."” James’s account is thus couched in distinctly
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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 fiar and that such mental phenomena like decisions and
feelings of effort precede and give rise to voluntary movement.

These accounts all suggest that willing involves a mental act of some kind, regardless of
how it is to be defined or described. This causal approach is one of the main targets of both
Anscombe and Wittgenstein’s treatment of intentional action. Wittgenstein presents several
criticisms of this idea that voluntary actions are brought about by mental acts. He notes that
when I raise my arm voluntarily “I 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 of mechanical-causal episodes that could be triggered by a
mental state such as wishing. He also attacks the idea that an act of trying could be that which
brings about intentional actions, stating that when I raise my arm “I do not usually 7y 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 of her analysis cannot be quickly summed up here.
However, a few things can be pointed out to illustrate the similarity of 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 jump 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.

Like Wittgenstein, she also directly attacks the mechanistic account of willing, arguing
that “it is an error to try to push what is known by being the content of intention back and back:
first to the bodily movement, then perhaps to the contraction of 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 of fiat mentioned in James’s account,” and it would also




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 of willing and acting
intentionally is also encapsulated in her maxim “I do what happens”, a formula that de-
emphasises explanation of what I do in terms of antecedent causal states because what gets done
is seen to be coincident with what happens.

Closely related to this is Anscombe’s rejection of “belief-desire™ accounts of 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 of antecedent beliefs and desires on the one hand and analysing them in terms of reasons
on the other. (Although her criticism is not directed at desire as such, but at the kind of approach
that views desire as a prior étate of the agent or as efficient causation giving rise to an
intentional action. In fact, when Anscombe rejects causal accounts of intentional action, she
targets efficient causation (causation in terms of prior states or events) and champions final
causation). She criticises “the epistemology characteristic of Locke, and also of Hume”, which
takes any “sort of wanting to be an internal impression” of some kind and which consequently
take it that “a particular tickle or itch™ could be the “point of doing anything whatsoever”.”> Of
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™ of 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 of criticism are in Anscombe and Wittgenstein’s accounts. To attack the idea that
intention and intentional action can be analysed in terms of 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 with the mechanistic account of willing and the theory 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 of action. This emphasis on the problem of
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knowledge of intentional action is one of the ways in which Anscombe’s analysis differs from

Wittgenstein’s investigations. In what follows. I will sketch some of the differences between

Anscombe and Wittgenstein’s approaches to action and intention.

6. Some differences between Anscombe and Wittgenstein in their approaches to action and
intention.
(a) Other philosophers

Anscombe shows a willingness to draw on other philosophers in her account of action.
She explicitly mentions Hume, vLocke and James in order to mark off her own account from the
type of analyses they offered. For example, she mentions how her account is unlike one that
makes “the real object of willing just an idea. like William James™.”” In her analysis of wanting
she claims that the “absurd philosophy” surrounding this concept is connected to “the
epistemology characteristic of Locke, and also of Hume™.”* In examining motives, she states
that the “account of motive popularised by Professor Ryle does not appear satisfactory”.”” In the
Investigations, Wittgenstein does not explicitly make references to other philosophers in his
discussion of 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
of practical knowledge and “trying to get” she provides a sustained account of Aristotle’s
practical syllogism. She further develops her account of practical knowledge by appeal to
Aquinas, who described practical knowledge as “the cause of 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:




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 of causality
expressed by ‘knowingly give rise to’. A voluntary act takes place as the fulfilment of a

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

Anscombe actively employed other philosophers and could be said to be offering a more
traditional treatment of the concept of 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
Anscombe definitely breaks with Wittgenstein insofar as she tries to develop and extend her

analysis through the frameworks of previous philosophers.

(b) An analysis of intention.

This leads on to another difference between Anscombe and Wittgenstein’s approaches.
Not only does Anscombe bring in more traditional philosophy. she goes beyond Wittgenstein in
her attempt to provide a full analysis of the concept of intention.

While Wittgenstein provides certain remarks about intention, willing and action,
Anscombe presents a fuller treatment. In the early part of /ntention she is at pains to provide a
non-circular demarcation of the concept of intentional action. She tries to isolate the concept to
be examined — a move that is more typical of a traditional analysis that would seek initially to
define what it is that is being studied. Although Anscombe does not argue that “intentional” has
an “essence” in the traditional sense, she does try to “define” it or mark it off from other
language games, such as those relating to the use of “involuntary”, “motive” and “mental
cause”.

Anscombe also covers various aspects of intention in more detail than Wittgenstein,
including topics such as the individuation of action, practical knowledge and the intention with
which something is done. Her discussion is thus more comprehensive that Wittgenstein’s. This

is reflected in a further difference — Anscombe’s use of technical terms. There is no mention of




specialised terms such as knowledge without observation, mental causation and practical
knowledge in Wittgenstein’s investigation into the concepts of intention and action. This shows
that Anscombe aimed to provide a more thorough conceptual map of intention that expanded on
Wittgenstein’s pioneering remarks.

To the extent that Anscombe presented an analysis of intention there is even a slight
tension between her approach and Wittgenstein’s. Anscombe’s application of specialised terms
suggests that she recognised a court of appeal beyond the language game itself. One could argue
that for Wittgenstein the language game was the primary thing. His remarks in the
Investigations were mainly critical of, for example, the role of kinaesthetic sensation in willing
or of orthodox expectations about what expressions of intention represent. However, in using
psychological concepts like mental causation and non-observational knowledge to articulate the
terms she is studying, Anscombe seems to accept that her topic can be analysed in a way that
goes beyond the critical investigation of linguistic use. This is particularly evident in her
concluding thesis that “intentional” has reference to “a form of description of events”.”® This
remark captures something that Wittgenstein would surely have agreed with: that “intentional”
does not mean what it does in virtue of some “inner” extra state or process that accompanies
certain bodily movements. However, there is no suggestion in the /nvestigations that he would
have tried to provide a formula like Anscombe has. This applies equally to Anscombe’s claim
that “I do what happens™ and that practical knowledge is “the cause of what it understands™®’
Similarly, her attempt to offer some explanation of why it is that certain things should be subject
to the question “Why?” indicates that Anscombe was willing to extend her account beyond the
language game. While Anscombe does define “intentional action in terms of language — the
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special question “Why?"™"" — she nonetheless is more inclined to subject this claim to further

analysis beyond the language itself.

(c) Types of description
Although one may disagree with these extra elements Anscombe’s inquiry adds to the

Wittgenstein’s investigations into intention and action, her analysis does show clearly
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something that was not as obvious in the /nvestigations. 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 of intention and the latter a prediction. However, it is one of
the virtues of Anscombe’s analysis that she makes it very clear that our concepts for action and
intention involve a different form of description than physical concepts. Thus, she states that
“the description of something that goes on in the world as ‘building a house’ or ‘writing a
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sentence on a blackboard” is a description employing concepts of human action™ " but that it is a
mistake “to look for the fundamental description of what occurs — such as the movements of
muscles or molecules — and then think of intention as something, perhaps very complicated,
which qualifies this™." In other words, Anscombe’s analysis of intention and action identifies
the fact that our use of concepts such as “intentional”, “voluntary”, and “want” follow different
rules of application to “physical™ concepts. In providing an analysis Intention thus brought out
more clearly a distinction that was perhaps not as obvious in the /nvestigations. This distinction,
between “folk psychological concepts™ and “physical” concepts is obviously important as it has

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

ACTION

I. A CRITIQUE OF THE ‘INNER OBJECT’ VIEW OF EXPRESSIONS OF INTENTION.

Anscombe tries to examine intention by first looking at one of its three main
occurrences in the language: expressions of intention. The traditional picture of expressions
of intention is clouded by the assumption that the expression is a sign of an intention “in the
mind’, that the language signifies what is inside the person at the time of utterance. Such a
view of expressions of intention is suggestive of the ‘philosophical’ errors Wittgenstein drew
attention to in the /nvestigations. In particular, the meaning of the verbal expression is seen
as a representation of 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 of intention’ is taken to be the name of a thing or state, in the mind or brain.

This way of looking at expressions of intention is a “dead end’ as far as Anscombe is
concerned. A ‘philosophical’ investigation of this traditional kind into expressions of
intention tries to say what the expression is an expression of 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 of 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 of ‘I intend”.'

Attempts to say what the expression signifies lead to theories of the nature of 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. “drives’, ‘emotions’, or “desires’.
This is a very natural way of proceeding to examine an expression of intention. Intention is a

‘psychological’ concept that must be examined “psychologically’, by trying to say what
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‘goes on in the mind’. When 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 story, I can close my eyes and “sense’ that this is the case to contirm that there is
indeed such a state of intention underlying my expression. Not surprisingly, Anscombe sides

with Wittgenstein in resisting this type of investigation into expressions of intention:

Wittgenstein has shown the impossibility of answering [the question ‘How do you know
you have just uttered an expression of intention?’] by saying “He recognizes himself as
having, or as having had, an intention of going for a walk, or as having meant the words
as an expression of intention’. If this were correct, there would have to be room for the
possibility that he misrecognizes. Further, when we remember having meant to do
something, what memory reveals as having gone on in our consciousness is a few scanty

items at most, which by no means add up to such an intention: or it simply prompts us to

s

use the words ‘I meant to . . .”, without even a mental picture of which we judge the

words to be an appropriate description.’

If an intention was a ‘thing” or state that we could “see’, there would be room for error in
saying what our intention is. As with physical objects, perception of which is prone to error,
‘intentions’ would have to be the kinds of things that introspection could sometimes get
wrong: “Oh I thought I was going to the shop., but I was wrong. | was going to the shed.’
This is absurd, and yet seems a likely feature of the “inner object” view of expressions of
intention. If intentions are the kind of things that are observed in the mind and then
mentioned in reports, presumably such reports can misrepresent due to faulty observations.
Also, the act of ‘looking in on consciousness’ reveals only a ‘few scanty items at most,
which by no means adds up to an intention.” This remark stems from Wittgenstein’s: “It is as
if a snapshot of a scene had been taken, but only a few scattered details of 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 of desires of “drives’ or thoughts. When we describe a




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 of the poverty of 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 of expressions of intention. What we find are two language
games that look very similar and which must be distinguished in order to arrive at an
understanding of their meaning: expressions of intention and predictions. Taken at face
value, expressions of intention are statements about the future. They say what is going to
occur at a future date: ‘I 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 |
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 of 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:



. 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’, | may make my meaning clear by explaining that I was
expressing an intention, not giving an estimate of 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 | 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 of an intention. For we are really asking what each of these is.
Suppose it is said ‘A prediction is a statement about the future’. This suggests that an
expression of intention is not. It is perhaps the description — or expression — of a present
state of 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 of psychology, that those
states of mind which are intentions always have to do with the future, in the way that it is
a fact of racial psychology, as one might say, that most of the earliest historical traditions

concern heroic figures.”

An orthodox approach obviously accepts that expressions of intention are ‘about the future’.
After all, a person does state what is to be done at a future date in expressing an intention.
But this is only because the intention that the expression describes, according to an orthodox
view, is future directed in some way. Hence Anscombe’s remark that on such a view,
intentions would have to be states of mind that “have to do with the future” as a fact of
empirical psychology. Both the traditionalist and Anscombe believe that while expressions
of intention are future related, they are fundamentally different to predictions (or, more
accurately, “estimates’, for Anscombe). What Anscombe rejects is the way the difference is
explained traditionally, by reference to intentions ‘in the mind’. This sets up a basic tension

between Anscombe’s position and the traditional position. The traditional “philosopher’ will

take it that an expressions of intention is essentially a descriptions of ‘a present state of




mind’ that happens to be future-directed, while for Anscombe, expressions of intention are
essentially future directed.

Anscombe adopts a ‘hint from Wittgenstein’:

. 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 of intention firmly in the arena of statements about the future. The
task now becomes that of explaining the difference between expressions of intention and
estimates, both of which are basically descriptions of something future.

In trying to change our thinking about expressions of intention, Anscombe focuses on
different aspects of the traditional view. The most important is the traditional idea that
expressions of intention must be essentially about present states of mind and not about the
future. While a prediction of sunny weather for Saturday morning is criticised for being
“false’, given that it rains all day Saturday, an expression of intention to put out the bins on
Saturday cannot be criticised for being “false” if the bins are never put out. It is not as if one
can say "He never put out the bins, so it was a “false” expression of intention.” So according
to traditional intuitions, the truth of an expression of intention doesn’t seem to depend for its
validity on future states of affairs the way predictions or estimates do. This is obviously
because in expressing an intention I appear to say something like, “My intention at present is
to put out the bins.” Whether or not the bins get put out has no bearing on whether or not I
actually “had’ the intention [ said I had. It might have been that I didn’t really want to put out
the bins but said it anyway out of habit, even though I knew I might not get around to it. Or it
may be that I did 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 ‘truth’ or ‘falsity’ of the
expression of intention. The traditionalist interprets these observations as showing that the

expression of intention is after all a description of an inner state of mind of the person




expressing the intention. If they were essentially about the future, as predictions are, then
their truth or falsity would somehow depend on predicted outcomes — but the truth or falsity
of an expression of intention does not seem to be related to future outcomes. Anscombe

tackles this interpretation and tries to show that it is mistaken:

[It is possible to lie about an intention] and if I lie, what I say is a lie because of
something present not future. I might even be lying in saying | was going to do
something, though I afterwards did it. The answer to this is that a lie is an utterance
contrary to one’s mind, and one’s mind may be either an opinion, or a mind to make
something the case. That a lie is an utterance contrary to one’s mind does not mean that
it is a false report of the contents of one’s mind, as when one lies in response to the

query ‘A penny for your thoughts’.”

Anscombe’s answer to the “philosopher” is that “a lie is an utterance contrary to one’s mind
does not mean it a false report of the contents of one’s mind’. The mistake, according to
Anscombe, is to model the expression of intention on a statement of fact. as if it were based
on “inner’ evidence gained by looking inward to see what the intention is. If I say [ am going
to put the bins out before lunch while I don’t actually intend to do so. this does not mean that
there are certain mental items absent from "my mind’ that I am pretending are there. In
particular, it is not as if there must be a specific thought, somehow represented by the
description ‘I will put the bins out’, at the time of utterance. There need be no such mental
content — I might have simply said "I'm going to put the bins out before lunch” and have had
nothing “going 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 ‘in consciousness’. But even if
there were something that I recall went on ‘in my mind’ at the time I expressed the intention,
this does not of course mean that it was an observed mental object.

What Anscombe offers here is a re-interpretation of the observed facts. Outcomes don’t

affect the truth or falsity of expressions of intention the way they do predictions, but this is




not because expressions of intention are true or false descriptions of present mental states as
opposed to descriptions of something future. To counter the view of ‘mind’ involved in this
misinterpretation, Anscombe talks merely of a lying intention as being simply ‘contrary to
one’s mind’. Being contrary to one’s mind does not mean it is a misrepresentation of 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 of the picture. But then what can ‘contrary to one’s mind’ mean if not
involving a false report of mental content? Anscombe elaborates a little further on false

expressions of 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’ of what one had said. For if [ don’t do what I said, what |
said was not true (though there might not be a question of my truthfulness in saying it.)
But the reason why Quine’s remark is a joke is that this falsehood does not necessarily
impugn what | 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 of it occurs when e.g. / write something other than I think I
am writing: as Theophrastus says (Magna moralia, 1189b 22), the mistake here is one of

. - 8
performance, not of judgement.

Quine’s example is of someone who says they are going to do something they actually have
no intention of 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 of 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 1 were to write something with my eyes closed and it turned out that there was no

ink in the pen, then according to Anscombe the mistake is not in the judgement but in the
performance. That is, I can still give a description of my action as ‘| am writing’: but just
because it turns out that the facts don’t match this does not mean that my expression of
intention was ‘false’. So for an expression of intention to be contrary to one’s mind is more a
matter of it not suiting your actual desires at the time of utterance. So, contrary to traditional
intuitions, a lying expression of intention is not a false report of mental “content’.

Apart from deflecting an “inner intention” view of expressions of intention based on the
above types of example, Anscombe examines other facets of the language game and its
traditional misinterpretation. This involves bringing the meaning of ‘prediction’ and
‘expression of intention” closer together — then expressions of intention can be seen to be

‘about the future’ rather than about present inner states of 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 of being in no sense an estimate of
the future founded on evidence . . . This example shews that the indicative (descriptive,
informatory) 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 example is designed to deflate our tendency to radically distinguish between predictions
and expressions of intention by showing that the same statement can function as both.
Holding them rigidly apart will disincline us to accept anything like Wittgenstein’s
suggestion to make expressions of intention a type of ‘prediction’. Only a relatively weak

claim is sought for here — that in a certain light the two types of utterance can be seen to be

quite similar.




The tendency to view the intention as something ‘inner’ that is signified by the

expression of 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 of 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 of. 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 ‘I intend to go for a walk but shall not go for a

R y . I
walk’ does sound in some way contradictory. '’

An intention can ‘exist’ without its expression, whereas a command cannot. | 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 mind’ for a year or
so before it is expressed in words. Expressions of intention are not the outward signs of inner
objects. It is this latter view (the view that expressions of intention are descriptions of
present inner states of the mind) which disinclines us to call the expression a “prediction’ i.e.
a description of something future. To emphasise the “future oriented’ nature of expressions
of intention, further persuasion is offered: ‘I intend to go for a walk but shall not go for a
walk’ sounds contradictory. The reason it sounds contradictory is because it is central to the
meaning of expressions of intention that they describe something future. If I intend to go for
a walk” were a representation of an inner state that just so happens to be linked to the future,
then there need be no hint of a contradiction. For if the function of the expression of
intention were to depict inner states then the statement only amounts to saying something
like “An item in my mind is linked to going for a walk but I shall not go for a walk’. One

‘half” of 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 statement does sound in some way contradictory seems
to show that expressions of intention should be seen as types of prediction.

Anscombe’s main claim is that expressions of intention are predictions not based on
evidence: they are not ‘inner directed” but “future directed” 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 of doing, I might close my eyes and say, “In a minute [’'m
going to go the attic to get the dinner set and then to the dining room’, as if the expression of
intention were a report on the contents of my mind. To provide a full alternative to this
traditional view, Anscombe must account for expressions of intention being about the future
and yet not based on evidence. This can seem mysterious from the traditional perspective —
for once the “inner content” grounding the description of intention is taken from the picture,
how are the remaining ‘statements about the future’ made? They seem to be “just uttered’,
without any basis.

In a sense, this is actually true of Anscombe’s account. For as she later asks, regarding

knowledge of “an intention:

.. where is [my intention] to be found? I mean: what is its vehicle? Is it formulated in

words ... ?2....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 of contemplative knowledge in acting, as if there were a very queer and
) &g g

special sort of seeing eye in the middle of the acting."'

These remarks apply equally to the traditional notion of expressing an intention and
underline the extent to which Anscombe wants to eliminate the “intention as a mental object’
from proceedings. There seems to be no way of understanding what kind of ‘thing’ an
intention could be, what its “vehicle” might be and the notion of trying to “observe’ it is thus

hopeless. Traditionally, knowing one’s expressed intention is ‘theoretical” in so far as it




involves some sort of object monitoring, in the same way that outer objects are subject to
theory and observation in science.

For Anscombe, in expressing an intention I am not, as is traditionally held, reporting on
an observed state of consciousness, an experience. The expressed intention is not a feeling,
state, process or set of images that is somehow mirrored in the words I utter. The validity of
an expression of intention is thus a matter of felicity rather than truth or falsity. And although
Anscombe does not explicitly say it, it is inevitable that expressions of intention be analysed
ultimately as types of acts themselves; as forms of linguistic behaviour. Expressions of
intention thus “inform” not by reporting states of affairs but by indicating to the observer
what the subject intends or is disposed to do.

However, Anscombe admits that her own claim that expressions of intention are
descriptions of something future that are not grounded on evidence, does lead to mystery. It
is for this reason that she decides to move on and accept that the analysis of expressions of

intention cannot shed much light on intention:

People do in fact give accounts of the future events in which they are some sort of
agents; they do not justify these accounts by producing reasons why they should be
believed but, if at all, by a different sort of reason; and these accounts are very often
correct. This sort of account is called an expression of intention. It just does occur in
human language. If the concept of “intention’ 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 of enquiry; but I prefer to consider this first in connexion with

the notion of intentional action."

The explanatory hole left when mental objects are excluded from the analysis of expressions
of intention is to be filled by a different sort of explanation to that of explanation by
evidence: explanation in terms of reasons for acting. However ‘reason for acting’ is

something that Anscombe only thoroughly explores through the analysis of intentional
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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 of expressions of intention as linguistic
utterances is limited compared to an inquiry into intentional action. For, as Anscombe says,
the analysis of expressions of intention ends up with ‘results which are indeed not false but
rather mystifying’. The role of the “inner’ has been minimised so that obviously cannot be
appealed to. But the criteria of bodily movement and situational factors cannot be considered
either in considering just linguistic expression. Consequently we are left with the
‘mysterious’ conclusion that expression of intention ‘just does occur in human language’:
they are “just uttered’. Classifying these “mysterious” utterances requires understanding their
basis in ‘reasons for acting’. But Anscombe makes the methodological move of analysing
the latter through intentional action. Toward the end of /ntention, Anscombe returns to
expressions of intention and their relation to reasons for acting. By then the concept of
‘reason for acting” has been analysed linguistically, as something that is marked by a certain

form of the question “Why?” — the one applied to intentional action.
1. ANSCOMBE’S DEMARCATION FO INTENTIONAL ACTION

1. The problem of distinguishing between ‘intentional’ and ‘involuntary’.

Having tried to examine intention through one of its uses, “expressions of intention’,
which did not yield a satisfactory result, Anscombe turns to ‘intentional action’. It was
argued that expressions of intention are not descriptions of intentions (as inner mental
states). Similarly, with intentional action, the notion that the intention is something 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
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greater number of the things which you would say straight off a man did or was doing,
will 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 | wish to say that it is the first."”

Obviously this shifts the focus away from inner states to the “form of life” of the phrase and
so concept ‘intentional action’, to use a Wittgensteinian term. 1 say form of life, because
Anscombe is taking the very meaning of intentional action to operate and be fully satisfied
through an analysis of the concept in its actual use. The criteria for its application are fixed
not in terms of ‘“inner mental referents’, but in terms of “outer’ physical and linguistic
activity. We can normally say with reasonable certainty what a person is doing just by

looking at the movements of their bodies in a given context:

All T 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
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intention of his — namely, to do [such-and-such] a thing.

Effectively, the concept “intention’ is now, for the rest of Intention, to be examined through
intentional action. It is through analysing the language of intentional action that we can learn
the true meaning of intention.

Consequently, Anscombe’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 of intentional action, as,
say, a certain type of neural activity preceding bodily movements, or type of physical
disposition or “mental” state. However. Anscombe’s methodology resists such routes, and

confines her, in the spirit of the later Wittgenstein. to analysing the meaning of intentional
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action through its linguistic use. This is the reason that her first step is to suggest that the

basic indicator of intentional action in our language is a certain sense of the question

‘Why?’:

What distinguishes actions which are intentional from those which are not? The
answer that I shall suggest is that they are the actions to which a certain sense of the
question “Why?” is given application; the sense is of course that in which the answer, if
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positive, gives a reason for acting.

The “certain sense of the question *“Why?"* Anscombe is hoping to isolate is that which gives
a reason for acting. This is one of two central types of “Why?’: the other being the “Why?”
that looks for causal explanation. Thus, for example, “Why did the car break down? asks for
a cause and “Why did the driver start yelling?” looks for a reason. Anscombe’s ‘linguistic’
distinction between reasons and causes (and hence between intentional actions and mere
physical events) thus requires marking off the “Why?" for intentional action explanation
from the “Why?" for causal explanation.

Appealing to this special sense of “Why?" as the prime indicator of ‘intentional
action” has the advantage of being the only reliable way of “generalising’ about intentional
action (for the purposes of “demarcation’) without yielding to the “philosopher’s’ tendency to
generalise. The “philosophical’ temptation to generalise might lead to suggestions such as
‘Intentional actions are always caused by volitions’, “Intentional actions always involve
intentions’, ‘Intentional actions always reduce to ‘desires’ and ‘beliefs’. Anscombe rejects
such generalisations throughout /ntention. Using *Why? avoids the pitfalls of generalisation
since it is not the name of a general class sharing such-and-such natural properties, but
instead is a precondition of the use of the concept “intentional action’. (Anscombe leaves the
subtleties of her account of the application of “Why?" until section 46, by which time she has
shed much more light on her view of the nature of practical knowledge and intentional

action).
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The attempt to isolate “intentional’ proceeds by way of consideration of certain types of
answers to “Why?". But rather than do this directly., Anscombe finds it convenient to do this
indirectly, by isolating the answers that exc/ude this sense of “Why?” first. That is, her aim is
to mark off the range of answers that indicate the action is /nvoluntary. Throughout this
phase of Intention there seem to be at least five types of answers Anscombe recognises

which indicate involuntary action:

(a) Answers that iﬁdicate complete lack of awareness of the behaviour in question,
e.g. “I was not aware | 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 involuntary act of 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 of 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 of intentional action: if
the described bodily movement is something the agent was completely unaware of, then it is
obviously outside the arena of “intentional’. A lack of agent awareness is indicated similarly
by answers of 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 of type “(d)’:
answers of the type ‘It was involuntary’, leaving the analysis of type “(e)” answers till the

next section.
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2. Anscombe’s distinction between involuntary actions and intentional action.

The problem with applying It was involuntary” in order to exclude ‘intentional’ is that
it begs the question. To use it to aid the marking oft of intentional action would amount to
asserting something like: *Actions done for a reason are those excluded by those not done for
a reason (i.e. involuntary actions)’. To avoid a merely circular characterisation of intentional
action, Anscombe has to reformulate the answer, ‘It was involuntary’ using terms that do not
depend for their meaning on “involuntary’, “intentional’, “wanting’ etc. Then the answer will
stand independently of the concept “intentional” so to speak, rendering its use legitimate in
marking out “intentional’. This is achieved by focusing on a specific type of involuntary

action:

.. .. how can I introduce ‘It was involuntary’ as a form for rejecting the question
‘Why?” in the special sense which I want to elucidate — when the whole purpose of the
elucidation is to give an account of the concept ‘intentional’? Obviously I cannot. There
is however a class of the things that fall under the concept ‘“involuntary’, which it is
possible to introduce without begging any questions or assuming that we understand
notions of the very type | am professing to investigate. [Examples such as ‘The odd sort
of jerk or jump that one’s whole body sometimes gives when one is falling asleep]
belongs to this class, which is a class of bodily movements in a purely physical
description. Other examples are tics, reflex kicks from the knee, the lift of the arm from

one’s side after one has leaned heavily with it up against a wall.'®

I will refer to this class of involuntary actions as “Involuntary action.” from here on, where
the subscript ‘¢’ refers to “cause’. 1 choose this title because the involuntary actions of this
class are, as Anscombe says, “in a purely physical description’ and are therefore subject to
ordinary, ‘physical’ or physiological causes. This class includes quite simple bodily
movements such as reflex movements or the twitching of a finger or eyelid, and their causes

are the physical causes that a physiologist would investigate. An inquiry into the cause of a

reflex kick from the knee might show that specific muscle and neurological activity are




responsible for causing the movement. In order to reformulate °It was involuntary,” without

circular appeal to action concepts, Anscombe introduces some new terminology:

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 of things which are true of a man: namely the class of things which he
knows without observation. E.g. 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 we can speak of separately describable sensations, having which
is in some sense our criterion for saying something, then we can speak of observing that
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thing; but that is generally not so when we know the position of our limbs.'

Intentional actions are. for Anscombe, marked by a special agent awareness that does not
apply to mere physical events. While one becomes aware of a physiological movement like
those in peristalsis through observation and experiment, this is not the case with intentional
action or involuntary action.. If I am lying with my eyes shut in bed and get a nervous

shuddering of my limbs, | know that this is happening without having to open my eyes to

look: I seem to have ‘non-observational knowledge’ of this type of involuntary action. (The
same applies to intentional actions: if I am playing blind man’s bluff it seems I do not have
to take off my blind fold to find out what I am doing if someone asks).

As mentioned, Anscombe’s task is effectively to reformulate ‘It was involuntary’
without using terms like ‘involuntary’, ‘intentional’, etc. This is why non-observational

knowledge is introduced:

But the class of things known without observation is also of special interest in this part
of our enquiry, because it makes it possible to describe the particular class of
‘involuntary actions” which I have so far indicated just by giving a few examples: [tics,

reflex kicks etc.] Bodily movements like the peristaltic movement of 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 except by observation, inference, etc. The involuntary that interests us is restricted
to the class of things known without observation: as you would know even with your
eyes shut that you had kicked when the doctor tapped your knee, but cannot identify a

sensation by which you know it."®

Re-describing an involuntary action, 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 of involuntary action considered by Anscombe;
‘higher level” involuntary actions that are not subject merely to “ordinary” or physiological

causes (which will be discussed in the next section), but mental causes:

Now among the things known without observation must be included the causes
of some movements. E.g. “Why did you jump back suddenly like that?” “The leap and
loud bark of that crocodile made me jump’. (I am not saying | did not observe the
crocodile barking; but | did not observe that making me jump.) But in examples [of
involuntary actions.] the cause of motion is known on/y through observation.

This class of involuntary actions [involuntary actions,], then, is the class of movements
of the body, in a purely physical description, which are known without observation, and
where there is no such thing as a cause known without observation. (Thus my jump
backwards at the leap and bark of the crocodile does not belong to this subclass of
involuntary actions.) This subclass can be described without our first having clarified the

concept “involuntary’. To assign a movement to it will be to reject the question *Why?’"”

The concepts of non-observational knowledge and mental causality enable Anscombe to
capture the sense of ‘It was involuntary,” without using ‘involuntary’, ‘wanting’,
‘intentional’, “accidental” or other terms that would render her analysis circular. “Involuntary

action.” can now be safely referred to in a non-question begging way as. for example, ‘The

class of bodily movements that are known without observation but whose cause is never
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known without observation’. In this form, ‘It was involuntary.” can be used to negatively
characterise ‘intentional” without begging the question. I will call the other form of
involuntary movements mentioned in the above quote, those subject to mental causality, as
‘involuntary action,,.’, where ‘mc’ refers to “mental cause’. There are thus two main
categories of involuntary action considered by Anscombe: those not subject to mental
causality, involuntary action,, and those subject to mental causality, involuntary action,.
Jumping back from the open mouth of a crocodile is an example of an involuntary action,,
because the cause of the bodily movement (the crocodile’s open mouth) is known without
having to look for it: one knows “straight off” what caused the jump. Knowing the crocodile
was there obviously involves observation, but knowing that it was what caused the jump
does not: there was no need to conduct tests to check if the open mouth was in fact the cause.
In the case of involuntary actions,, 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.
Involuntary actions. are “low level” movements of the body in the sense that they do not
involve complicated psychological concepts such as “desire’, “feeling’ etc. But they are
‘higher’ than merely physical movements of the body such as the beating of the heart that
aren’t even subject to non-observational knowledge.

The answer “It was involuntary’ has now been successfully reformulated into a non-
question begging form that avoids a merely circular characterisation of the form ‘It is not
intentional if it is involuntary’. This can now be stated as ‘It is not intentional if it is in the
class of bodily movements known without observation but whose cause is never known
without observation.” It is worth exploring the nature of the two key concepts used in this
manoeuvre (non-observational knowledge and mental causality) in more detail, as they are

central to Anscombe’s view of intention.
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3. The nature of non-observational knowledge and mental causality.

Non-observational knowledge. as noted by Roderick Chisholm, is really a theory
neutral or “linguistic’ characterisation ot what is traditionally referred to as “direct access.” A
Cartesian may talk of having direct access to my intentions in the same way that [ might
have certain, direct knowledge of a hand that is held before my eyes, only the intention is ‘in
the mind’ and not accessible to ordinary senses. A typical direct access account of
knowledge of an intentional action might propose that the intention is a ‘thing in the mind’,
that, as Anscombe remarks in section 45 of Intention, “the real object of willing is just an
idea, like William James™ believed. To say we have non-observational knowledge of an
action is not positively to characterise this knowledge as any particular type of knowledge:
Anscombe merely says what knowledge of action does not involve. For obvious reasons, she
avoids providing a theoretical explanation of such knowledge. as would traditionally be

requested.

That Anscombe does not provide a model of, for example, “internal perception” may
make her account seem unsatisfactorily mysterious. How can we have knowledge of
anything unless we use some knowledge acquiring apparatus — our eyes, or some ‘inner
sense’? How can Anscombe explain non-observational knowledge without positing
theoretical entities i.e. sensations, that serve to inform about bodily movements?
Anscombe’s view appears more grounded however when one is reminded of her remarks on
kinaesthetic knowledge. Nothing seems to s#ow us the position of our limbs; there often are
no internal impressions or sensations that could act as ‘inner guides’ to such knowledge.
Anscombe’s position approximates to Wittgenstein’s account of 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. 1 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 all in the joint.) And this sensation advises me of the movement? — for I

can describe the movement exactly.

“But after all, you must 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: | 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 such sensation that we could separately recognise. It is not as if |
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. I can say exactly what the relatively detailed motion is, even with my
eyes closed. yet there are apparently no detectable ‘separate’ sensations of this movement,
except for faint twinges. Similarly, for Anscombe, in the case of knowing the position of
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 you know it. If you speak of “that
sensation which one has in reflex kicking, when one’s knee is tapped’, this is not like e.g.
‘the sensation of going down in a lift’. For though one might say ‘I thought I had given a
reflex kick, when ] hadn’t moved’ one would never say e.g. ‘Being told startling news
gives one that sensation’: the sensation is not separable, as the sensation ‘like going down
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in a life” is.
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Although non-observational knowledge is not based on evidence, it is still knowledge

because it allows for possible errors in judgement:

I say however that we know it and not merely can say [the position of one’s limb], because

there is a possibility of being right or wrong: there is point in speaking of knowledge only

22

where a contrast exists between “he knows™ and ‘he (merely) thinks he knows’.

It would not make sense for someone to say ‘I think I have an itchy toe, although I might be
wrong; it could be my knee.” Whereas “if someone says that his leg is bent when it is
straight, this may be surprising but is not particularly obscure.” Thus we cannot sensibly talk
of knowing the location of a sensation but we can talk of knowing the position of a leg or a

hand.

This kind of knowledge represents the dividing line between merely physiological
movements of the body and movements that come under the general term ‘action’
(involuntary or intentional). Once the level of description rises beyond that of mere physical
events into talk of at least involuntary action., the concept of non-observational knowledge
begins to apply. I know without looking that my leg has kicked out while lying in bed, or
that my finger is twitching, in the same way that [ know my legs are crossed while sitting on
a chair — without checking “in my mind” for evidence in the form of sensations that this is the
case. Of course, as is not surprising given Anscombe’s Wittgensteinian leanings, this is not
taken to be a strict generalisation. Psychological concepts exhibit heterogeneity. Sometimes |
might tell the position of a Jimb by a “separable’ sensation, as when | have been leaning on
my elbow too long and know by the sharp pain there that it is stuck in such-and-such a
position. But in general there is no such sharp sensation at all, as demonstrated by

Wittgenstein’s example of moving a finger, and Anscombe’s one of a reflex kick; we know

the movements. but not by detecting a kinaesthetic sensation.




The concept of mental causality is also a special form of agent awareness: it is
knowledge without observation of the mental events associated with bringing about an action

(be it an intentional action or an involuntary action,,.):

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, | 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,

5 . . . Rk
or what ideas or images cropped up in your mind, and led up to it?

It is important to note that Anscombe does not look upon a mental cause as “what causes’ a
man’s action, where “what causes’ them is perhaps “then thought of as an event that brings
the effect [the bodily movement] about.” Such a view of mental causality would perhaps see
the causation here as involving “a kind of pushing in another medium™ that “is of course
completely obscure.” Again, Anscombe is putting forth a theory neutral depiction of 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 movement and might ultimately be
construed as perhaps brain states or non-physical states of ‘the mind’. In opposing such

causal accounts, Anscombe’s approach to mental causality is basically “anti-Humean’:

Note that this sort of causality or sense of ‘causality’ is so far from accommodating itseltf
to Hume’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
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equivocal. Or conceivably they might try to give a Humian account of the matter as far as

concerned an outside observer’s recognition of 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 of
‘cause’ is linked to the fact that it occurs in our language in a variety of different ways,
contrary to the ‘philosophical” desire to acknowledge only one general type of causality.

Anscombe mentions the heterogeneity of the word “cause’ in The Causation of Action:

... a general enquiry into the nature of a cause is rather like a general enquiry into the
nature of a factor. We may be reminded of Aristotle’s four causes: he at least recognized
some variety. But four is not enough. E.g. the door’s weight [as a cause of making it shut]
does not belong under any of Aristotle’s four headings. We certainly need to remember

ften repeated warnings against using the expression “the cause.” We shall prefer
expressions of the form “p because ¢ and “p because of x.” When the magnet pulled the
door shut, the door shut because of the magnet, but possibly also because the wedge was
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removed and certainly also because of the way the hinges were seated.”

This notion of an inquiry into ‘a cause’ being like an inquiry into “a factor’ is relevant to
Anscombe’s use of ‘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 of
space prevents this. But at least the effect is of 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 lacks 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 core’, hence they deviate strongly from
the normal conception of a cause as having necessary and sufficient conditions in terms of
time and place. Furthermore the cause (factor) here, anger, is nothing like the effect it brings
about, for example a bodily movement; there is no way of understanding anything like

contiguity between cause and effect here.

Within the language game for action, the chief criterion of a mental cause is that it 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?”" There are many things that could be
mentioned in saying what led up to an action: the slamming of a door, a thought, a memory,
an image, a loud noise. Thus they need not be “mental” in so far as they can be events in the
environment that led to an éction, but they must be perceived by the agent — mental causes
are by definition always known without observation. Obviously they cannot be unconscious
states, for example, neurological states that cause bodily movements without the person
being aware of them. They are what a person would report when asked “What made you

move that way?’

Involuntary actions, 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 involuntary actions,, 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 Anscombe has thus far only “half” distinguished ‘involuntary’ from “intentional’. The

more difficult task of showing the difference between involuntary actions,, and intentional

actions is yet to be addressed.

4. Distinguishing between involuntary actions,. and intentional actions by showing

that mental causes aren’t reasons for acting.

The last in the line of answers listed above that exclude “reason for acting” and “Why?”
were those that mentioned mental causes. When someone asks for a reason, the sense of their
question “Why?" is such that they are not seeking merely the mention of certain perceived
past events that the agent suggests led up to the bodily movement. For example, if someone
is asked “Why did you go up the ladder?” the answer might be ‘Let me see, | was thinking
about dinner, then | remembered I had to get some chicken for dinner, then I 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 window.” The reason puts the
bodily movement in a certain light that connects up to motives, aims intentions etc., while
the mental cause, in mentioning just a past mental event. will not. To give an intentional
explanation of behaviour is to cite “precursors™ of the behaviour (intentions, motives . . .)
that make sense of the behaviour. But to give a non-intentional explanation of behaviour, is
to produce an antecedent cause (e.g. a feeling) of the behaviour that explains the occurrence
of the behaviour (but does not map it onto “the mind™ (beliefs, desires, hopes etc.) of 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 Anscombe). That mental causes exclude

*Why?” is seen in Anscombe’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




the answer is evidence or states a cause including a mental cause; positively, the answer

s 127
[states a reason for acting].

Traditionally speaking, it might be thought that reasons are mental causes. The difference
between for example, gasping when a window slams, and sending for a taxi, is that the latter
involves certain ‘mental goings on’ that the former lacks. Mental processes, however
conceived (as brain states or mental states). such as intentions, wants, desires etc. are what
characterise “sending for a taxi’ as intentional, according to a traditional approach. Thus if a
person were asked why they were sending for a taxi, they might answer ‘I am going to meet
a friend at Merrion Square’. 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, Anscombe wants to say that
reasons for acting are not mental causes, that the “Why?” for intentional action has not that

sense if the answer mentions a mental cause.

Anscombe 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 something 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 acts.” Just how Anscombe makes out the distinction between mental causes and

intentions with which a person acts is then explained in section 11:

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 of a mental cause. For couldn’t it be recast in the form: ‘Because | 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, I 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 °I fe/t a desire that . . ., I may e.g.

simply hear a knock on the door and go downstairs to open it without experiencing any
such desire. Or suppose | feel an upsurge of spite against someone and destroy a
message he has received so that he shall miss an appointment. If | describe this by saying
‘I 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 of bringing it

about, which led up to my doing so. This may have happened, but need not.”*

A feeling of desire may make me spring up suddenly from my chair to go to the cupboard in
order to get an apple. To explain my walking to the cupboard, I might give a reason
mentioning my intention: ‘I am going to the cupboard in order to get an apple’. 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 seems to suggests that intentions are mental causes — combinations of

beliefs and desires.

However Anscombe’s point is that, although say. “trying to get’ is obviously central to
the analysis of intentional action, this should not be thought of 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 of intentional action, for very
often we cannot say °l felt 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 off. But it would be no surprise if he could not think of any mental
states or perceptions that preceded what he was doing and that led up to him doing so. He
might lay a stack of planks on the floor without having felt any distinct desire to do so, he
may hammer a nail into a window, put on his gloves, plug in a drill, all without having any

distinct feelings of desire to do so, or wishes or decision-acts. Much of intentional action

involves the execution of intention like this, without involving any awareness of preceding




mental causes. Hence, as far as Anscombe is concerned, we should strongly distinguish

between mental causes and intentions.

But what about the intentional actions that do involve conscious beliefs and felt desires?
In the case of going to the cupboard for an apple, the explanation in terms of 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 of “Why?" required. That is, such a ‘mental cause’ explanation
would seem to satisfy someone who wanted to know why I 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? 1 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 be
distinguished even though ‘intentions with which® may be expressed as ‘I 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 of intention would satisfy this, but a report of a mental cause would
not. For example, in the case of going to get an apple, if I said ‘I 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 folldw 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 of “Why?”

Of course Anscombe does accept the necessity of 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 “Why?” can be recast in terms of mental causes (e.g.

beliefs and desires), these mental causes do not ‘give’ the action its intentional character.

61




After all, as Anscombe mentions, often such mental causes do not occur at all, even though
the intentional nature of the action is fully accounted for. Relevant here is a remark in section

36:

The wanting that interests us, however, is neither wishing . . . nor the feeling of desire. .
.The primitive sign of wanting is trying to get. . . .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, Anscombe adds that:

We have long been familiar with the difficulties surrounding a philosophical elucidation
of 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 of blindness to these problems seems to have been the epistemology
characteristic of Locke, and also of Hume. Any sort of wanting would be an internal

" . . . 30
impression according to these philosophers.™

The remarks shed light on Anscombe’s claim that mention of a mental cause rejects the
*Why?” that looks for a reason for acting. “Wanting” is traditionally taken to involve causally
efficacious desires that precede the bodily movement in intentional action. But Anscombe
prefers to talk of wanting in terms of “trying to get’. This is consistent with the above
observations that very often there are no mental causes involved in action; we just ‘do what
we do” and can give reasons for these actions, often stating an actual intention or motive, and

yet there were no mental causes to report. (Of course, ‘mental cause” as Anscombe uses it, is




never an ‘internal impression’, since it is known without observation, though it is distinct

from ‘reason for acting’).

Having shown that answers mentioning intentions aren’t stating mental causes,
Anscombe further separates reasons and mental causes by showing the distinction between a
motive and a mental cause (a motive might traditionally be considered to be a reason for

acting that is also a cause):

.. a very natural conception of “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 of as an event that brings the effect about — though how it does — i.e.
whether it should be thought of as a kind of pushing in another medium, or in some other

way — is of course completely obscure.”’

This is reinforced in section 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 off and without lying . . . yet a

consideration of various things, which may include the mental causes, might possibly

lead both him [and others to judge] . . . that his declaration of his own motive was false.

Motives may explain actions to us; but that is not to say that they ‘determine’, in the
sense of causing actions. We do say: ‘His love of 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.™




Thus if someone asks a person why they gave someone sitting next to them half of their

chocolate cake. the reason given might state a motive: ‘I did it out of generosity’. This might
be construed as a mental cause, as if the generosity were a feeling that generated the action.
However Anscombe 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 “Was it really generosity? What went on in your mind when you were about to offer the
piece of cake?” The person might respond *Well, I had the thought, “This cake is fattening
and bad for my teeth and then I had a strong feeling of guilt.” The offer is caused by a desire
to avoid guilt feelings, rather than being motivated by generosity. While a motive would
show the action in a certain light, the mental causes state what made the person act, what led

up to and issued in the action.

Mental causes are also to be distinguished from another kind of answer that could

function as a reason for action: mention of a hackward 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, friendship cannot be
explained in any such way. I will call revenge and gratitude and remorse and pity

backward-looking motives, and contrast them with motive-in-general.”

Both backward-looking motive and mental causality involve mention of something past. But

they differ in that motives. being linked to intentions, wanting, aims and so on are connected

with the notions of good and harm, and so are normative, whereas mental causes are not:




If an action has to be thought of by the agent as doing good or harm of 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 the 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 “Why?" . .

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 of mental causality.™

If someone says their reason for acting was revenge when their action benefits the recipient,
their ‘reason’ is rejected. But this is not so with a mental cause. For example, one could not
dispute the fact that the conscious thought “Squirrels have bushy tails’ occurred prior to
looking for a natural history. book. It could just as easily have been the thought ‘Books with
red covers are charming’. But with reasons ‘the future state of affairs mentioned must be
such that we can understand the agent’s thinking it will or may be brought about by the
action about which he is being questioned.” A reason for action must ‘make sense of the
action” so to speak. The same applies to a backward looking motive as opposed to a mental
cause. A mental cause doesn’t have to “make sense of the action’, while a backward looking

motive, with its link to good and harm, does.

To sum up so far: | mentioned at the outset that Anscombe was trying to roughly outline
‘the area of intentional action’. Her approach was to try, without begging the question, to say
firstly which answers exclude the sense of “Why?" associated with “intentional’. The two
answers that required the most analysis were ‘It was involuntary’ and answers that mention
mental causes. ‘It was involuntary’ was restated in action-neutral terms, to avoid circularity,
as ‘It was an action | knew without observation but which I could know the cause without
observation’. 1 called such actions involuntary actions, because they are ‘primitive’
involuntary actions that are subject to physiological causes rather than mental causes. In

order to tackle the second type of answer, one mentioning a mental cause, Anscombe had to




show that reasons and mental causes are distinct. Mental causality was first introduced in

terms of what she called a “full-blown’ 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 Anscombe’s main
strategy was to consider typical ‘mental states’ that would traditionally be taken to explain
intentional actions and would function in reasons for action, such as intentions, motives, and
backward looking motives. Anscombe 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 “Why?" in its special sense “had not
that sense if the answer is evidence or states a cause, including a mental cause.” Anscombe’s
remarks tend to capture the fact that intentional actions and the process of giving reasons for
them, often, in practice, involve no reference or occurrence of mental causes. Thus
Anscombe appears to have succeeded in marking off, in a non-circular way, the range of
answers that explain involuntary actions i.e. those excluding the “Why?" of intentional

action.

So what is the range of answers indicating intentional action? What are the remaining
positive answers? As to be expected they are the answers that place the bodily movement in

a context of 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 (@) simply mention past history, (b) give an interpretation of the
action, or (¢) 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 () it is an answer to that
question if the ideas of good or harm are involved in its meaning as an answer; or again
if further enquiry elicits that it is connected with ‘interpretative’ motive or intention with

which.”
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These types of answers obviously leave no room for involuntary actions., which cannot be
explained at all without observation or physiological inquiry (e.g. a reflex kick being
explained by a neurological inquiry). Nor is there room for involuntary actions,, as there is
no room for mental cause explanations here. If the answer mentions something past, as in
‘(a)’, then the ideas of good and harm must be “involved in its meaning as an answer’, which
Anscombe has already shown does not occur in mental cause explanations of bodily

movements. This completes Anscombe’s non-circular demarcation of intentional action.

Although the distinction between mental causes, causes, and evidence on the one hand
and reasons, motives and intentions on the other, shows roughly the division Anscombe
makes between involuntary and inientional actions, it must be said that there are certain
overlaps between these concepts that must be made clear if Anscombe’s notion of intentional
action is to be soundly understood. I am thinking here in particular of the fact that intentional
action is subject to mental causality on the one hand while “Why?" 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 [ want to briefly examine what Anscombe refers
to as the “phenomenology of intention’. What exactly is Anscombe’s view of action as
revealed through these opening sections and how does Anscombe see the relation between

actions, reasons and mental causes in practice?

5. Anscombe’s ‘phenomenology of intention’: the relation between actions, reasons and

mental causes.

Getting straight the precise role that mental causality plays in Anscombe’s view of
intentional action is important. What is confusing are the following apparently opposing

remarks:
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‘But intentional actions are not marked off just by being subject to mental causality.”*

‘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

o . . . . 537
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 seems 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 of
precisely how mental causality functions in Anscombe’s picture of intentional action. Is
Anscombe giving a non-Humean but nonetheless causal account of intentional action? That
is. is Anscombe saying that intentional actions are always explicable in terms of mental
causes? If this is the case then how can a mental cause effectively reject “Why?’ as stated in

the second quote above?

As it turns out, these apparent tensions and confusions can be adequately explained.
Any temptation to see such tensions and contradictions in Anscombe’s account can, | think,
be shown to follow from making a “philosophical” assumption. This occurs if one is under
the influence of entrenched “philosophical” beliefs about intention. In this short section [ will
show the consistency of Anscombe’s account and explain the precise relations between

mental causality, intentional action and reasons.

Often a particular intentional action might look very similar, in terms of bodily
movements, to an involuntary movement, for example naturally exhaling water 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 breath!”) Both actions, one involuntary,, the other intentional,
look the same. So the difference is thought to be an “extra’ mental property attaching to the

physical movements of the intentional action. In particular, three conventional

‘philosophical” expectations result from believing the secret source of intention to lie in such




a natural “extra’ property: («) intentional action has an “essential nature’, (b) that intentional
action is a natural phenomenon to be explained by philosophical/psychological analysis and
(¢) the distinction between “involuntary” and “intentional” will be sharp and distinct (because
the property will be either “there’ for intentional actions and ‘absent’ in the case of
involuntary actions). Such ‘theoretical’ expectations are obviously anathema to a
Wittgensteinian styled analysis such as Anscombe’s. However, it seems to me, even if one is
vigilant against them, they can play a subtle role in misinterpreting her opening account of

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 movements ‘caused in a certain way’. The second quote,
that the sense of “Why?” 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,,. are mentally caused, intentional actions are
not.” Put crudely, traditional expectations about the “defining’ features of intentional action
are based on rigid thinking: “what is the nature of 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 either Anscombe is giving a causal

theory of action (non-Humean), or she is not.

However, the fact is that Anscombe is not giving a theory at all: rather she is describing
intentional action. What 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 Anscombe shows that intentional actions

are subject to mental causes. In Will and Emotion:
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The states of emotion [e.g. anger], whether or not they are states of actual excitation,

undoubtedly cause both voluntary and involuntary actions. . . . Examples: | 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

I was angry — i.e. anger inspired it.’®
In The Causation of Action there are similar examples:

Not that the existence in a man of a belief, a desire, an aim, an intention, may not be
causes of various things that later come about. Indeed they may. and the effect of an
intention may even be an action in execution of that intention! E.g. suppose I have a
standing intention of never talking to the Press. Why, someone asks, did I refuse to see
the representative of 7ime magazine? — and he is told of 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.”
And there are also cases to be found in /ntention:

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 of a mental cause. For couldn’t it be recast in the form: “Because | wanted . . .” or |
‘Out of a desire that . . .”? If a feeling of desire to eat apples affects me and I get up an go ‘
to a cupboard where | think there are some, | might answer the question what led to this |

. . . . . 40
action by mentioning the desire as having made me . . .etc.*

Thus Anscombe provides examples citing as causes of intentional actions desires, beliefs,

emotions such as anger, and even intentions. Mental causality does apply to intentional




action if the desires, beliefs etc. are a/so on that occasion realized as occurrent mental states
or episodes. But it would be a mistake to conclude from this, influenced by essentialist
intuitions, that for Anscombe intentional actions is, by its very nature, always subject to
mental causality. Anscombe specifically aims to avoid such generalisations. This is most

clearly evident in 7The Causation of Action:

[A neurological/causal account] makes the assumption that the explanation of the
coming about of actions by volition and intention is what thinkers of modern times call
‘causal’ explanation and that this is just one single sort of 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 of being done intentionally, is a causali 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 of conscious action is not to be explained as efficient causality by a
condition, or state, of desire. Remembering that thar was “what 1 did _ for,” does not

have to involve remembering such a state. . . .

. .it is one thing to say that a distinct and identifiable state of a human being, namely
his having a certain intention, may cause various things to happen, even including the
doing of what the intention was an intention to do; and quite another to say that for an
action to be done in fulfilment of a certain intention (which existed before the action) is

eo ipso for it to be caused. by that prior intention.*'

It is simply an observed fact that some intentional actions are mentally caused and others are
not. This is a phenomenological observation, a description of intentional action. It is the
theoretical attitude, with its tendency toward essentialism, that leads to the temptation to see
intentional action as being either subject to mental causality or not. This attitude wants also

to cast “mental cause’ as “cause’ and then assimilate intentional action to something like the
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class of 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 fact, as Anscombe suggests, these concepts show heterogeneity. Sometimes
intentional action is subject to mental causality and sometimes it is not, but actual mental

causality is strictly irrelevant to its status as an intentional action.

The important result of 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). More to the point, a “belief-desire’ model of intentional action, where desires
are literally mental causes, is mistaken. For the ‘teleology of conscious action is not to be
explained as efficient causality by a condition, or state, of desire’. Although what a person
wants is of course essential to an understanding of intentional action, ‘wanting’ is not to be
reduced to mental causes. For Anscombe, this is a fact of what she refers to as the

‘phenomenology of intention’.

Generally speaking, it is an important feature of Anscombe’s view of intentional action
that a reason for acting is not taken to be something that *goes on in the mind” of the agent.
Reasons don’t explain the way causes do, be they ‘normal’ or mental causes. The
explanation of intentional action is not a matter of beliefs and desires construed as mental
causes. This is also seen in Anscombe’s remark about her characterisation of 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




something done (corresponding to the “conclusion”). Thus Anscombe wants to distance her
view of ‘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 of intention (which could function as a reported reason for acting) is
seen not to be a description of ‘something internal/psychological’ that is expressed, but
rather as a “description of something future’. In her discussion of what is involved in
individuating an intentional action, Anscombe confesses that her criterion of 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 of an ‘external answer’ to a question “Why?" that is subject to a ‘sort of control of
truthfulness’; as opposed to introspective verification. Anscombe wants in particular to avoid
construing a report of a ‘reason for acting’ in terms of a report of a conscious experience, or
in terms of a conscious thought or felt desire i.e. in terms of mental causality. For Anscombe,
the ‘reason’ is not a statement of something the person has consciously experienced, or
‘recognised going on in his mind” that leads up to and “causes’ the action by means of some

sort of psychic push.

Keeping this in mind Eelps 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, with the belief ¥°, 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?’ of 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 of 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 ‘made’ to do involuntary actions, while one executes intentional

actions ‘in order to” achieve some end. This is borne out in the initial contrast between
jumping back from the sight (mental event) of a crocodile (a mentally causes involuntary
action) and acting out of (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,
commitment etc. Reasons and mental causes are at opposite ends of the scale so to speak, the
former applying to “full blown” intentional actions, the latter more usually related with “full

blown” involuntary actions,c.

But while reasons and mental causes are distinct, they are not sharply distinct. For as
just mentioned, the criteria for an actions’ being “made to happen’ and it being done “in order

to achieve some end’ are not themselves clearly distinct:

Roughly speaking — if one were forced to go on with the distinction [between
involuntary,,. 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

s o 43
would have no point.

An example of an action where the distinction between a mental cause and a reason has no
point is “having hung one’s hat on a peg because one’s host said “Hang up your hat on that
peg’. The action is response-like and yet “Why?” applies to it. That is, it seems to be done for
a reason, and yet it is also on this occasion something the person was ‘made to do’ by a

mental cause, in this case the hearing of 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 be both mentally caused and done for a reason;

the distinction is obscured but not undermined.

Anscombe’s ‘phenomenology of intention” could be summed up with an example.
Sometimes intentional actions are also subject to mental causes. If [ were talking to someone
and [ hear the door creak shut in the breeze, I might suddenly 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 [ 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
heard the door creak, I had a thought of being shut out and a feeling of fear, and then I bolted
toward the door’. However this is an intentional action and not an involuntary action,,
because the question “Why?* and answering it by giving a reason would clearly apply to it.
However “Why?" would not be satisfied by merely mentioning these mental causes as brute
causes (i.e. without exhibiting them as the core of my reason for action). Mention of mental
causes only states antecedeht psychological events that led up to the action. The action is
mentally caused, but by itself this does not bear on a statement of the reason for acting. The
sense in which the action was intentional rests on the provision of a reason for 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. Of course many intentional actions do not involve mental causes. For example, |
might have been talking to the same person while forming an intention to close the door in
case the wind were to blow it shut. I 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 of consciousness of expressions of beliefs, desires, feelings, images
etc. I might easily reply “There were no such events that I can recall, but [ know why 1 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 actions,,.. If | were in a

room on my own at night and the door creaked I might jump up with a fright. This would be
an involuntary action,. It is response-like; I was ‘made” to jump back by the mental causes
of hearing the creaking sound, and then perhaps thinking of a burglar. All cases of
involuntary actions,,. are explained by reference to actual mental events in this sense, while

obviously ‘reasons for acting” have no place in such explanations.

Such examples show that there are effectively three types of cases to keep in mind when
considering the role mental causality plays in intentional action for Anscombe. (¢) Full
blown cases of intentional action that are not mentally caused, for example placing the stop
beneath the door to prevent it from closing in the breeze. (b) Cases where the intentional
action is also mentally caused, such as running toward the door out of a strong feeling of
desire caused by the sudden realisation that it might close in the wind. (¢) 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 military music, cannot be clearly seen as ‘deliberate’ or alternatively as
‘response-like’, hence the distinction between reasons and mental causes is obscured. This
reflects the heterogeneity of psychological concepts, as seen in the [nvestigations, and
opposes essentialist tendencies to see intentional actions as clearly defined natural
phenomena that are always subject to a specific causal history. That for Anscombe mental
causality actually plays only an inessential and accidental role intentional actions is
underlined by Anscombe’s referral to it as being of “very little’ importance and “not of

importance in itself’.
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6. The characterisation of intentional action and its role in Intention.

It might seem that these opening sections are unimportant to an understanding of
Intention because all they do is provide a rather involved but necessary demarcation of
intentional action prior to the real analysis in subsequent sections. However this would be a
mistake, as the way Anscombe characterises intentional action is a useful insight into the
general account she is to give in [ntention. Perhaps the chief point of 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 Anscombe’s account to causal theories of

action, reductionism and mentalism.

Anscombe’s anti-reductionism is in full view in The Causation of Action, where it is

stated more explicitly than in /ntention:

When we consider ‘the causation of action’ we need to decide which sort of enquiry we
are engaged in. s it the physiological investigation of voluntary movement? l.e. do we
want to know how the human mechanism works when, at a signal, the hand pushes a pen,
or perhaps a door shut? It is an enormously interesting enquiry. But that will not be our
enquiry into the causation of action where our interests are in the following sort of
question: What led to Jones’ shutting the door then? We ascertain that he shut the door in
order to have a private conversation with N. What history of action, i.e. dealings of Jones
and N with each other and with other people, of beliefs and wishes and decisions, led up to

this action of shutting the door?**

Obviously these remarks aim at showing the physiological account can not shed light on the
nature of intentional action by giving an account in terms of mental causes — only an account
of action in terms of 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 of brain states and
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muscle movements. Thus Anscombe’s early insistence that intentional action is not

characterised in terms of types of cause shows an early opposition to typical reductionist

theories.

If “mentalism’ is a position that wants to examine action in terms of mental states and
processes then this is also excluded by Anscombe’s anti-causalist approach. For the
intentionality of intentional action is not to be understood in terms of occurrent states such as
desires. Intentional actions are characterised only by a specific range of 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 of action, with its opposition
to any characterisations of action, is reflected in the central features of the subsequent
account given in [ntention. This is seen most clearly in Anscombe’s analysis of the
knowledge and execution of action. Knowledge of action, or “practical knowledge’ does not
involve knowledge of causally efficacious psychological processes. Nor does it necessarily
involve reports of mental causes, such as occurrent consciously expressed beliefs and
desires. For often we can state the reason for acting even though there were no mental causes
giving rise to the action. Consequently knowledge of action is given in terms of a schematic
that captures an “externalist” account of 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 of volitions that cause bodily movements. Following
Wittgenstein, Anscombe does not want to distinguish “willing” from the ‘doing’ of the
action, as if the former were a separate psychological process. Anscombe’s total distance
from a causal picture of intentional action again underlies this analysis of executed action.
Although none of these facets of Intention can be discussed at length at present, it is
significant that the opening process of characterising intentional action is very suggestive of

the subsequent features of intentionality that Anscombe’s analysis uncovers.
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I1I. ANSCOMBE’S NON-CAUSAL DEMARCATION OF INTENTIONAL ACTION

AND ITS PROBLEMS.

1. Introduction.

As we have seen, having failed to shed much light on intention through her inquiry
into expressions of intention, Anscombe shifts her focus to the more promising area of
intentional action. She examines various aspects of intentional action and knowledge of
action throughout the remainder of the inquiry, but she begins by mapping the conceptual
terrain associated with intentional action, embarking on a complex strategy whereby the
concept of intentional action itself is delineated and characterised. At the end of this phase of
her analysis (roughly §4-§16) she concludes that the explanation of intentional action in
terms of reasons is not a form of causal explanation. In what follows, I will explain how
Anscombe distinguishes intentional action from other kinds of action (involuntary actions)
and how she arrives at the view that reason explanation is not a form of causal explanation.

Finally, I will isolate and critically discuss Anscombe’s arguments for this latter position.

2. Anscombe’s Wittgensteinian approach to intentional action.

Anscombe’s methodological approach to the field of intentional action is generally
Wittgensteinian. | have already discussed Anscombe’s relation to Wittgenstein and his
philosophy, but it is worth noting certain specific Wittgensteinian aspects of her approach to
action because they are so central to her analysis of action.

An orthodox approach may try to mark out the concept “intentional action” by treating
it as a kind of phenomenon that can be somehow observed by looking “inward™ into the
mind or “outward” into physiology or bodily states. However, Anscombe adopts a more
theory neutral stance and examines the /language used to talk about action and the
explanation of action. In particular, she avoids the assumption that intention is a mental

phenomenon that goes on “behind™ intentional action. She claims that “if you want to say at
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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”." 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 of language and behaviour as opposed to private mental phenomena
accessed by introspection.

Having put in brackets the realm of the private or inner in her analysis of intentional
action, Anscombe is thus left with the task of 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 type of causal explanation.

3. The role of mental causation and non-observational knowledge.

Anscombe chooses as her basic task the problem of trying to provide a non-question-
begging “definition” of two types of involuntary action, which | will characterise as
involuntary action, (actions explained by physical causes) and involuntary action,,. (actions
explained by mental or psychological causes). Her strategy is to provide “stand-alone”
characterisations of these two forms of involuntary action, such that they can be isolated
without the support of 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 of “involuntary”. This may be a roundabout way of trying to distinguish
between actions done for reasons and actions produced by causes, but Anscombe is faced

with the difficult task of providing a rigorously non-circular account of the distinction.

Having said this, Anscombe’s main aim is clear: she wants to set two classes of actions
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(intentional and involuntary) apart without using any concepts from either of those two
classes to ground the distinction itself.

To do this, she introduces the concepts of 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. Anscombe 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 we
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

. - : 4
so when we know the position of our limbs.*

For Anscombe, we arrive at knowledge about the position of our limbs without the help of
any recognisable signal of any kind. For example, | may know that my left foot is crossed
over my right foot. However, although there may or may not be certain pressure sensations
on the point of 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 Anscombe
notes, “If you speak of “that sensation which one has in reflex kicking, when one’s knee is
tapped’, this is not like e.g ‘the sensation of going down in a lift’”. 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 of the
context of 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 completely straight™. In relation to the non-observational knowledge of
the position of our limbs Anscombe’s view parallels the kind of remarks Wittgenstein makes

about kinaesthetic sensation:

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 all in the‘joint). And this sensation advises me of the movement? — for |
can describe the movement exactly.

“But after all, you must feel it, otherwise you wouldn’t know (without looking)
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how your finger was moving.” But “knowing” only means: being able to describe it."

For Anscombe, non-observational knowledge is a different kind of knowledge to the
knowledge we arrive at in our daily activities in the world. Our knowledge of the world
proceeds by observation — we find out things by using our senses. However. non-
observational knowledge is a special kind of knowledge that does not involve looking or
checking in any way. Empiricists, such as Hume, were inclined to conceive of this strange
knowledge we have of ourselves along the same lines as the knowledge we have of the
world. Thus, they supposed. along with Descartes, that the mind contains ideas and
perceptions that could be observed by introspection. Anscombe eschews this appeal to the
inner. She agrees that knowledge of our own minds is different to our knowledge of the
world, but she rejects any framework that tries to understand it in terms of (inner)
observation.

Non-observational knowledge is relevant to this part of Anscombe’s analysis because it
applies both to intentional and to certain involuntary actions. For example, if | were asked
what I am doing I might respond, without observation, that [ am going to the shops. I do not
stop to check what I am doing: | know “straight oft™, so to speak. Similarly, I know without
observation that my hand has recoiled from a hot stove without my intending it or that my

eyelid is twitching involuntarily.




Mental causation is, for Anscombe, also a special kind of agent awareness that does not

involve observation. Anscombe 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, [ 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 thing a person mentions in explaining what led up to or gave rise to their action (be it
involuntary,,. or intentional action) may be known without observation. For example, I may
know without observation that it was a barking dog that led to my jumping back in fright. Of
course, I must observe the dog is before me by using my senses. However [ do not make any
observations or conduct any inquiries in order to arrive at the conclusion that the barking dog
caused me to jump. [ know that the barking dog caused me to jump “straight off”” or without
observation. Furthermore, for Anscombe, a mental cause is what a person mentions when
explaining what led up to, produced or gave rise to an action. A mental cause can be either
an internal or external event. | can say “A feeling of hope made me go for a walk this
morning” or “The image of the sun setting led to my going home”. However, the thing
mentioned, be it “inner” or “outer”, must be perceived by the agent — that is what brings it
into the arena of agent awareness. In particular, a mental cause is qualifies it as the kind of
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, whatever it may be,
is known to be @ cause without having to observe that this is so.

Anscombe emphasises that the use of the word cause here is not meant to suggest

anything like a Humean cause — the kind of cause that is seen to exhibit a constant




conjunction with its effect and which may even be seen as that which transfers a kind of

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 along the
lines of 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 of
another after contact. For Anscombe, this notion of a mental cause giving rise to a bodily
movement by “a kind of pushing in another medium” is completely obscure.*

Anscombe makes some remarks that shed light on this aspect of mental causation in her
paper “Will and Emotion™, where, in relation to a state of 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
necessary.

Like non-observational knowledge, mental causation also applies both to certain
intentional actions and to certain involuntary actions. A feeling of fear might cause me to
deliberately climb a tree or it might cause me to jump back involuntarily. I know without
observation that in each case, say, the sudden appearance of a bear was what caused me to
act or react this way. Thus, mental causation can apply to both intentional and involuntary

action.

4. Reasons and causes: Anscombe’s distinction between intentional and involuntary
action.

Anscombe uses mental causation and non-observational knowledge to mark off a
certain class of involuntary actions from intentional actions. As mentioned above, I call this

class involuntary actions,. (Where “pc” stands for physical cause) because it is the class of

involuntary movements that are characterised in purely physical terms and which are




explained by physical causes. As an example of this type of involuntary action, Anscombe
suggests the “odd sort of jerk or jump that one’s whole body sometimes gives when one is
falling asleep™. This is an involuntary action that is known without observation because we
can say straight off that it happened to us. However, the cause of 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 of such an involuntary action by
observation. Hence involuntary actions,. are known without observation but their causes are
not. However, intentional actions, which are also known without observation, are subject to
mental causation. To use Anscombe’s example, | may know without observation that I am
deliberately marching up and down but also know without observation that I am being
caused or excited into doing this by the military music in the background. For Anscombe, it
is just a fact that intentional actions can sometimes be explained by mental causes, even
though mental-cause explanations do not capture their intentional nature. Anscombe has thus
distinguished this class of involuntary actions (involuntary actions,.) from intentional actions
in a non-circular way. Addpting a purely phenomenological viewpoint, one can imagine
oneself experiencing two types of bodily movements — one a nervous shudder in bed, the
other turning to switch off the bedside lamp. The former is explained by physical causes, the
latter by giving reasons. However, the movements themselves are the same kind of thing —
bodily movements — and so there is not much in them to appeal to in order to distinguish
between them. Nor can Anscombe simply apply “deliberate™ or “purposeful” to one and
“reactionary” or “unintentional” to another without going around in circles. However, the
background psychological concepts of mental causation and non-observational knowledge
can be used to make out the distinction because only non-observational knowledge applies to
involuntary action,. while both non-observational knowledge and mental causation apply to
intentional action.

Anscombe then turns to make out the distinction between intentional action and
involuntary action,,. Involuntary actions,,. are involuntary actions the causes of which are

known without observation. Anscombe gives as an example of involuntary action,,. jumping




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 actions,.) because they
fall within the arena of mental causation: as with intentional actions, we expiain 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. Borh intentional action and involuntary
actions,,. are subject to mental causation and non-observational knowledge. Anscombe must
therefore come up with further criteria to mark off involuntary actions,,. from intentional
actions. Her problem can be clarified by the use of an example. If I jump backward in order
to follow the rules of a game | am executing an intentional action. However, if | jump
backward because of a loud noise | am subject to an involuntary action,,. because 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 of concepts such as
beliefs, feelings, desires, etc. Anscombe has run out of special technical concepts here and so
it would seem that her attempts to mark off “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 of 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 of good
and harm are linked to intentional action but not involuntary action. She does not elaborate
much on the last of these, so | 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 of these types of bodily movements (intentional and
involuntary,,.), 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 of 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 perceived in cases of intentional action anyway: when asked to explain a deliberate
action in terms of mental causes one might “shrug or say ‘I don’t know that there was any
definite history of the kind you mean’, or ‘It 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 of kindness but reconsider this on recalling that
they had a nasty thought about the person at the time of 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 giving a reason is not to explain it in terms of a cause. She stipulates that to state
evidence is not to give a reason and, as | 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
cause”.” So 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 of

causal explanation.
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5. Problems with Anscombe’s account and how she might respond to “causalist”

criticisms.

To some extent, Anscombe’s account here 1s unnecessarily elaborate. After a
sophisticated inquiry into the conceptual distinctions between “intentional” and
“involuntary”, it quickly introduces the ideas of “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 of what might be called degree of
“responsiveness” — intentional actions are less response-like than involuntary actions.
Arriving at this rather obvious and simple way of distinguishing between “involuntary” and
“intentional”™ puts a question mark over the utility of the preceding convoluted attempts to
distinguish intentional actions from involuntary actions,. and involuntary actions,.
Moreover, the fact that in the end mental causation and non-observational knowledge turn
out to be insufficient to the task of marking off intentional actions as a special class suggests
that this elaborate way of going about the task may have been unnecessary.

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 of building up her model from first principles. That is,
she has to begin by making non-circular conceptual distinctions in order to proceed with her
analysis. And it would seem that she does arrive at a non-question begging distinction
between intentional actions and involuntary actions,.. 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 of conscious awareness. Specifically, one could object that Anscombe is guilty of 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
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distinguished reasons from a specific class of causes (mental causes) rather than from causes

in general.

It must be admitted that Anscombe does not really give specific arguments in
defence of the view that reason explanation is not causal explanation. Rather, she offers
more of a linguistic/phenomenological description of two types of bodily movements
(intentional and involuntary) and observes that there are certain distinctions in the way we
use concepts to explain the;n. 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 of a cause, be it mental or “physical”. The basic problem with this
approach, from the point of view of a causalist, is that it is merely descriptive and
phenomenological. There is nothing in Anscombe’s account, which is limited to what is
consciously experienced in action, that precludes the possibility of an intentional action’s
being caused by a mental or physical state that lies below the threshold of awareness.
Anscombe 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 of causal
explanation but that reasons are the types of causes that cannot be elucidated at the level of
day-to-day awareness of our actions.

Daniel Dennett sums up this type of objection on behalf of the causalist nicely in
Content and Consciousness, where he states that an analysis such as Anscombe’s still leaves
room for “covert, internal events serving as the conditions of ascription [for intentional
action]” and that it ““says nothing about the possibility in principle of producing a scientific
reduction of intentional expressions to extensional expressions about internal states”.* This
type of objection basically suggests that Anscombe is guilty of 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 of cause beside mental causes

89




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 of cause. Given
that Anscombe’s account is typically an “anti-causal” one, it is important to examine how
she might respond to this objection.

To some extent, such objections to Anscombe’s treatment here are premature because
she has not yet fully accounted for the nature of intentional action. It is only toward the very
end of Intention that she arrives at a full analysis of the concept, which is then presented in
more fully anti-causalist terminology. However, the causalist will respond that this
completed analysis is just a more developed version of the same type of account, one that is
still guilty of an underlying non sequitur, one that moves 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
Anscombe generally characterises folk psychological concepts, including reasons, as being
related in a “non-Humean™ or non/causal way to their objects. Anscombe acknowledges that
mental causality is very “far from accommodating itself to Hume’s explanations™, so much
so that a traditionalist “might insist that the word ‘cause’ was inappropriate™.” To explain an
action in terms of mental causes (which apply to intentional actions as well as to involuntary
actions) is not to explain it by reference to something that is regularly conjoined with and
externally related to its object. For example, I may give someone money out of a long
standing intention to help out friends that are short on cash (the intention, in this case, caused
me to act this way). However, for Anscombe, this intention is not the kind of thing that can
be individuated independently of the action it explains. A traditional view of causal relation
would recognise two independent entities interacting, but in this example the intention seems
to be internally or logically related to the action it explains. It would not make sense to ask
“How exactly did the intention produced this act of generosity”, where, to use Anscombe’s
phrase, one has in mind a kind of “pushing in another medium” from intention to bodily

movement. As already mentioned, this point is also made in “The Causation of Action”,
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where Anscombe states, in relation to the mental cause of fear, that “the effect is a voluntary
action taking place no doubt at a definite time [but that] the cause, a state which lacks a
central core . . . though sometimes possible, is by no means necessary”.”® Anscombe 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 of which can be called effects”.”” To cite a mental
cause is to cite an explanatory factor rather than a fixed, independently identifiable state or
event. Given that the traditional view of a causal relation requires that its relata be externally
related, Anscombe’s account legislates against the causalist here. This type of point is further
made later on in /ntention in Anscombe’s remarks about “wanting”, where she distinguishes
it from distinct mental states such as feelings, desires, hopeé and wishes.™

At this stage, a causalist could still reply here that, once again, Anscombe fails to show
that there may not still be certain causes producing intentional actions below the level of
conscious awareness. On Davidson’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: Anscombe’s
phenomenological description of 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 Anscombe still has yet a final stronger argument to
put to the causalist, which occurs in her pivotal section 19 of Intention. | 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 of causal explanation. The argument in section 19
tries to show that it is impossible to generate descriptions of 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 of scrutiny

of the person at the moment they raise the glass — in isolation from the context of 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 of generating the conceptual content required to arrive
at a description that could function as an explanatory antecedent to “raising a glass™.

I think this kind of 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 of the antecedent causal description will always be inadequate
because it will not be “relevant to the wider context and further consequences™ of the
action.”” She 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
of 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 of a brain
state”.”’ For Anscombe then, the very meaning of 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 of 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 of the action description could be traced to a
context-independent state. To put it another way: it would make sense to talk of the cause of
a bodily movement in its context but not to talk of the cause of a bodily-movement-in-its-
context, 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 of causal
explanation. The argument in §19 does not merely make ordinary experience-observations
about mental causes and reasons. It provides more of a direct attack on the causalist by
questioning the very possibility of generating context-independent explanatory descriptions
for specific intentional actions. In this way, the argument functions as a source of validation

to Anscombe’s opening approach: if action descriptions are intrinsically context dependent




(if they 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 of
content ascription and mental events, which the causalist may find disagreeable. In any case,
the argument in §19 is important to her case in /ntention 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 of Intention offers an important argument for a kind of externalism for
intentions. That is, it directly confronts traditional philosophy of mind that favours a causal
or ‘mentalist” view of intentions which take intentions to be states “inside’ the person’s head.
The traditional accounts reduce the meaning of intentional action descriptions to an account
in terms of internal states. The intention is seen as somethiﬁg observed by introspection, and
so some sort of 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
‘anti-mentalism’ was an underlying feature of Anscombe’s analysis of expressions of
intention too. The expression of intention does not describe any ‘thing’, rather it is
something like Austin’s performative utterance: its meaning resides in the fact that it is a
form of linguistic behaviour (akin to making a commitment) rather than its being a
description of an inner state. The same applies to Anscombe’s demarcation of “intentional’.
For that was seen to resist in particular a causal account whereby actions are singled out in
terms of special types of causes, be they mental events or episodes or actual neurological
states. Intentional action is instead marked by a special restricted vsense of “Why?” in our
language. Both the analysis of expressions of intention and intentional action favoured a
‘contextual” picture. For example, the validity of an expression of intention was viewed in
terms of sincerity rather than truth or falsity. The circumstances of utterance, surrounding
expressions of intention and action descriptions were taken to ground the meaning and
truthfulness (sincerity) of the expression as opposed to some designated internal state the
expression is supposed to describe. Seeking an answer to “Why?" for intentional actions is
effectively appeal to a language user’s intuition about certain purpose-revealing contextual

criteria for intentional action: circumstances, bodily movements, facial expressions, and
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gestures all contribute to our being able to say “straight off” what a person seems to be doing.

This route rejects appeal to mental “internals’ of any sort.

Unlike previous sections, section 19 is directly concerned with attacking this notion of
an internal ‘extra’ as Ansocmbe calls it, preceding and giving rise to intentional action. The
point is to attack the view that intentions are internal causal states of any kind. The argument
can’t be easily summarised so, for the purposes of clarity, I will have to state it more or 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 of intentional actions and so to

£}

indicate that we should consider the question “Why?’ relevant to it in the sense that |
have described. . . .

That an action is not called ‘intentional” in virtue of 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 */’. Now the intentional character of 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 of muscles the intentional act that he performed.
This does not mean that his contraction of 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 of which what he does is an intentional action, is something
which accompanies a preintentional action, or movement of 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, of 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.'
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‘I’ can stand for any internal mental event, such as a feeling or an experience — something
that would typically be thought to count as an “intention’. The orthodox picture of describing
&n intentional action is that when we see a person moving say her hand, and describe the
movement as intentional, we take it that this ‘intentional’ quality of the movement is a
natural property, an ‘extra’ that accompanies the ensuing movements themselves. For
example, if [ see someone holds out their hand and drops a ball over a cliff, [ would describe
this as an intentional action. The intention might be to see how high it bounces, or to get rid
of it, or to merely enjoy the path of its flight to the rocks below. This would be different to a
similar situation where a person was holding the ball over the cliff to tease the owner but it
tien slips accidentally from their hand. I would describe this situation as an involuntary
ection, something the person didn’t mean to do. A traditional way of distinguishing these
two actions, “intentionally dropping” and “accidentally dropping’ is by appeal to the ‘state of
nind” of the person in each case. It is difficult to resist defending the view that, when the
rerson deliberately dropped the ball over the cliff, they were experiencing a special
“ntentional” state of mind. Perhaps they had a certain mental image of the ball falling, or a
srong desire for it to be lost on the rocks below that was absent when it fell accidentally.
Hence the internal “extra” that Anscombe wants to attack. To appeal to an ‘extra’ is to assign
iitentional action to a naturél class that could be understood by psychological investigation
a by physiological or neurological inquiries. When someone moves their body with intent,
tie brain or mind could be examined, perhaps, to try and see what was happening ‘in the
nind” at the same time. Then some light could be shed on the nature of ‘intentions’, the
pychological “extras’ behind intentional action. Anscombe aims to show that this picture of
iitentional action, with its appeal to mental ‘extras’, leads to absurdity and must be

aandoned.

2 An argument against causal and reductionist theories of intentional action.
The argument in section 19 basically trades on there being an unbridgeable gap

bitween two types of description: action descriptions on the one hand and certain types of
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mental and physical descriptions on the other. Whenever I offer neurological descriptions or
descriptions of 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
of 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 of psychological states.
The description “Purchasing dollars’ is a different type of description to *A mental image of
exchange rates has just occurred in the person’s mind’, or “The thought of a hot day in New
York has just occurred’. Such extra 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 of action
is to look in the wrong place, because the meaning of such-and-such an action description
operates at the higher level of the language game. But this only roughly indicates the nature

of the argument. The actual argument requires more explaining.

Anscombe begins by introducing the notion of an action description. The same
bodily movement can be “intentional under one description and unintentional under another’.
If I throw a box of photographs into a bonfire, the action could conceivably be intentional
under a number of descriptions: ‘Destroying memories’, “Getting rid of rubbish’,
“Vengefully hurting someone’s feelings’, ‘Fuelling the fire’ etc. But usually only one of 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 of what he is doing under which he knows it.” Of course this special form
of agent knowledge is not knowledge of a psychological process for Anscombe; it is non-
observational knowledge, not knowledge of any observed thing. But the point is that
intentional actions are inten.tional 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 of
unconscious action. It is the agent’s knowledge of 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 “extra’, /", and the notion of action descriptions, Anscombe

makes the following claim:

Clearly our symbol /> must be interpreted as a description, or as having an internal
relation to a description, of 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 what can be determined about the man by himself in the moment.”

To take an example of an action: I might climb a cliff 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
of their respective forms of /", an extra feature. Since they are naturalistically inclined, they
will consider the man ‘by himself in the moment’ — they are committed to examining a
specific internal state or process of the person. The description under which the action is
intentional is “Climbing 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
movements (or pre-intentional movements as Anscombe calls them), chemical processes and
even larger movements of muscles and bones. But no amount of this type of investigation
will enable him to link his proposed */°, a muscle movement, say, to the description
‘Climbing to stay healthy’. The same would apply to a neurological inquiry; neurological
states cannot generate concepts like “climbing’. Nor could any introspective investigation
‘into the inner mind” achieve this action description. For all that would be found there would
be reports of certain experiences, images, feelings, thoughts etc. A Cartesian might reply “‘On
the contrary, | could easily introspect the full description in the form of a thought, ‘I am
climbing to stay healthy’, which I can observe and report’. Anscombe has repeatedly stressed
that intentional actions are often executed in the absence of 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 tight™ or I hope I remembered to bring my
lunch’. Moreover, for Anscombe, the mental state or extra here, /", would have to be an
actual property of the human being considered in isolation from the surroundings and
circumstances of that human being, in the same way that solidity is a property of wood for
example; a natural property. Then the introspected thought “‘Climbing to stay healthy’, would
have to be something the meaning of which has no reference to anything that is not to be
found in ‘the man by himself’, to anything outside the person. But, for Anscombe, the
concept “climbing’ can only be understood by reference to what is outside the person — the
movements of the limbs on the rock, the cliff face, gestures of the person and so on. A

remark from Zettel is relevant here:

What is voluntary is certain movements with their normal surrounding of intention,
learning, trying, acting. Movements of which it makes sense to say that they are
sometimes voluntary and sometimes involuntary are movements in a special

surrounding.”

Similarly, Anscombe sees the meaning of “intentional’ to be a matter of the surroundings of
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

Y

... .itis obviously not a matter of having particular experiences while I utter the words.
That is, it would be wrong to say: “In the process of uttering the word ‘Bank’ [in order to
remind someone to go there] such and such a thing had to take place if it was really

supposed to mean that.”
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In using the term “Bank’, I do not do so via an internal guide, a unique type of experience
that makes my intended utterance that utterance. In the present case, the meaning of
‘climbing’ could not be arrived at by introspecting “mental states’, that when the person says
‘I am climbing’ 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 movements are called intentional. It is not as if they are
associated with their bodily movements in virtue of some physical or psychological feature
that could be scientifically investigated.

These thoughts are nicely grouped together in The Causation of Action, where
Anscombe again considers the issue of whether or not intentional action descriptions can be
reduced to physical or psychological theory descriptions. It is no use trying 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 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.

Nor [can we appeal to] any other state of the person. Here 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.”




This argument is very similar to that of section 19 in Intention. To say that intention could be
ultimately reduced to certain states of a person is to reduce them to something in complete
isolation from the context in which they are meaningful. If [ say ‘I intend to go to the Bank
after lunch’, it is inconceivable, argues Anscombe, that the concept of a belief about a bank
could be generated by a neurological or psychological inquiry. For presumably then it could
be ‘made’ to occur in someone’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 mean
anything to the person into whose head we’ve inserted them. As a neurological, physical
state, its identity conditions are completely satisfied by an examination of 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 /nvestigations in relation to intention, it is ‘the whole history of the incident’ that
[ am ashamed of in being ashamed of a past intention, for the intention lies “a/so in what I
did’® — my tone, the words, my stance, the setting, my movements, etc. Anscombe is
elaborating on this when she argues that the content of an action description could not
possibly be determined by any “/°, for ‘nothing about the man considered by himself in the
moment of contracting his muscles’ could determine a description such as for example
‘Climbing the cliff face’.

Once this is accepted, there are absurd consequences that Anscombe wants to point out,

calling for the abandonment of 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, . ... Thenitisa
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 s7ue that the man’s movement is one by which he

performs such and such an action will have absolutely no bearing on the / that occurs,
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unless we suppose a mechanism by which an / appropriate to the situation is able to
occur because of 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 likely not be so much as aware of his
preintentional acts. Besides, we surely want / 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 /. 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 just defended the view that reference to / can’t generate action descriptions,
Anscombe argues that it must only be an accident that *an 7 relevant to the wider context and
further consequences ever accompanies the preimention‘al movements in which a man
performs a given intentional action.” A ‘theoretical’ approach has it that a preintentional
movement + / 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 7 will merely ‘tag along” so to speak along with the bodily movement. For example if the
climber wants to get a little higher along the cliff face and “climbs to a higher ledge’, the /
making it that action will only accidentally accompany it. It will be an internal state that has
no significant relation to the wider context of the bodily movement 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 movement occurs.

This means that “what makes it z7ue that the man’s movement 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 of movement. Suppose it was suggested that a
strong feeling of a desire to grasp was the / that determined that an action be described as

*Grasping the hammer’. We have already seen that any /, be it a feeling or otherwise, can’t




get ‘connect up’ to bodily movements under 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 of the action. What makes it true that I am “grasping
the hammer’ must therefore be something that exists independently of any desire, for
example, my crouching down to grip it, the opening of 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 7 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 of the subject’s knowledge of his
muscle movements and the situation in which they occur. This remark is suggestive of a
‘phenomenalist’s eye view’ of action, whereby a point of 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 of applying the rules for physical
objects to the use of “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 of his bodily movements. When I pick up a hammer [ 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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Anscombe then considers one last alternative defence of the traditional view: ‘Does he
then notice that / is followed often enough by its description’s coming true, and so summon
up I?° 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 of
summoning up some mental state in order to guarantee that the bodily movement ‘grasping
the hammer’ is identified as ‘a hammer grasping action’ is also absurd. It is difficult to see
how it could be a natural consequence of any theory about action. But it does unfold from
Anscombe’s account of the traditional approach. For if this extra feature, /, cannot actively
determine the appropriate action description, then some other drastic means of introducing it
must be resorted to. Since / is a natural feature of the human considered in isolation from its
surroundings, it does not in any way bear the mark of an action description. So the only
remaining way Anscombe can imagine it playing an active role in determining the action as
such-and-such an intentional action is if it is ‘summoned up’ by the agent. But the
summoning up of an / would itself be an intentional action which would in turn need another
I and so on ad infinitum. Hence the notion that there is a natural mental or physical feature in
virtue of which an action is intentional seems highly implausible and must be set aside.

Anscombe’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) of it.” In other words we should not try to explain intentional
action causally (or scientifically). Intentional action is not the kind of 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 property that can be perhaps one day explained by
science. For it is a mistake to look for “the fundamental description of what occurs — such as
the movements of muscles or molecules — and then think of intention as something, perhaps
very complicated, which qualifies this’. When we think of ‘intention’ as a noun in
conjunction with an Augustinian view of language, we tend to think its meaning must derive
from some kind of psychological “stuff” that the term designates. This tempts us to look into

bodily movements in an attempt to try and find out what this special property is. But
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Anscombe’s constant reminder is that the meaning of “intention’, or any individual action

description, cannot be reduced to such natural physical or mental properties. With such
theoretical explanation excluded from the analysis of action, we can only meaningfully taik
about bodily movements under descriptions. The bodily movement and the description are
inseparable for intentional action — in giving action descriptions we can never consider the
bodily movement in isolation from its circumstances. Once we talk about the bodily
movement in isolation we are leaning toward physiological and neurological talk, which
passes by intentional action. In considering bodily movements under a description, we
remain at a level of description which necessarily incorporates their surroundings and
circumstances; factors vital to the use of these terms in the language game and hence their
meaning. For it is a mistake to say ‘let us consider this action by itself, and let us try to find
in the action, or in the man himself at the moment of acting, the characteristic which makes

. & . +8
the action intentional.

3. Two accounts of how action descriptions are generated.

In this section, Anscombe presents one of her first direct arguments against the
traditional approach to intention and action that is challenged in /ntention. It follows her
previous attempt to mark off intentional action as a class that is not subject to causal
explanation, and as [ 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 of characterizing an action as intentional, which says that
it is actually the doing itself and its context of occurrence and nothing more that forms the
basis for the ascription of intentional content, is preferable to a “causal” way, where the latter
appeals to the causes that led up to the bodily movement, as a means of identifying its
intentional character. Anscombe’s opening claim is that “the intentional character of 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”.




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 of 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 of 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 movements in the mind. Such an account thus
appeals to “extra” features at the time of occurrence of 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 of [previous
sensations of 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. Of 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 of the organism™."
What | 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 of 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 of causation have in common). When Anscombe says
that intentional actions are not called “intentional” in virtue of any “extra” feature that
attaches to the doing at the time of its occurrence she means that the doing itself is not to be

qualified by prior causal factors.
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The alternative, Wittgensteinian, approach that Anscombe is defending in section 19 is

the view that it is actually the doing itself and its context of occurrence and nothing more
that forms the basis for the ascription of intentional content. Various remarks Wittgenstein

made 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 of 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), | can also bring about an act of willing. In this sense | bring about the act of

willing to swim by jumping into the water."

These remarks focus on the execution of intention, but they nonetheless show how
Wittgenstein opposed the view that for bodily movements to be willed is for them to be
brought about by antecedent psychological states or will-acts of the agent. Rather, a
deliberate bodily movement is the act itself in its context of occurrence and not a bodily
movement seen in the light of its causal precursors. Both Anscombe and the causalists
observe the same proceedings — certain bodily movements that are described as intentional.
However, the causalist goes beyond what is observed by interpreting it in terms of previous
causes, be they mental or physical, where the latter are the “extras” Anscombe thinks should
not be seen as grounding the ascription of intentional content.

The Wittgensteinian and causal approaches that Anscombe is dealing with here can be
clarified by an example, say, of a person swinging an axe to chop a piece of wood. From
Anscombe’s perspective the description “He is swinging an axe” is one that human beings
ascribe in virtue of their noticing a certain form of events at the heart of which is a bodily
movement. If the axe moved because of a gust of wind this form of description would not be

used. “The wind knocked the axe over” would be a description that characterises the event in
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terms of its antecedent causes. However, for Anscombe, the alternative form of description
for human bodily movements involved in swinging an axe is of a different kind to that used
for the movement of the axe by the wind. For Anscombe, it is an error to treat both forms of
description in the same way.. However the causalist, while he or she will accept that the same
axe-swinging event in such-and-such a context is the subject, will still treat it as a description
that is ultimately analysable in terms of antecedent causes, be they physical or mental in

nature.

4. A defence of a Wittgenstein approach to action descriptions.

How does Anscombe proceed to strip away the causal extras in question to leave only
the doing and its surrounding circumstances as the basis for the use of intentional
descriptions? She depicts the human bodily movements involved in the action as certain
muscle movements or “preintentional movements™."" She then calls the extra (causal) feature
[ and proposes that, on the view she is criticising, the content of the intentional description
will have to be generated somehow by combining the preintentional movements with /. In
other words, on the causalist’s story, the description “He is swinging the axe™ will have to be
arrived at by adding certain extra mental or physical states to the preintentional movements
involved in moving the axe.

Her core response to this scenario is that “nothing about the man, considered by
himself in the moment of contracting his muscles, and nothing in the contraction of the
muscles, can possible determine the content of that description: which may therefore by any
one, if we are merely considering what can be determined about the man by himself at the
moment.”"” A causalist will want to say that, looking at a photograph of the man swinging
the axe for example, “At this moment, C-fibre 6909 is bringing about the swinging of the
axe” or “At this moment, his desire for warmth is bringing about the swinging of the axe™.
What this causalist approach tends to do, according to Anscombe, is to isolate the man from
the context of his activity — the axe, the log, and so on — in an attempt to pick out the specific

thing that is causing this bodily movement and supposedly thereby making it a deliberate
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one. Typically the causalist 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 virtue of what they observe the man doing and that the rules for the use
of this form of language are limited to this particular setting. To then go beyond this frame of
reference to look for what caused “the swinging of the axe™ is an error. We can do this to
look for what caused the movement of the axe be it by wind or muscle power, but not for
what caused the swinging of the axe, where the latter notion gets its sense from the whole
“scene” in which the bodily 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 external to the
agent, viz. “context”.

2. Any candidate causes of 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 of this principle that the argument against causalism goes through.)

5. A reply from the causal theorist.
The causalist would be likely to reply that in principle we can generate the required

content by consideration of, say, certain brain states. For example, as Dennett asks, “Could




there be a system of internal states or events, the extensional description of which could be

upgraded into an Intentional description?”'’

In other words, Dennett considers it possible
that we can, ultimately, generate descriptions like “He is swinging the axe™ from descriptions
of certain physiological and/or neurological states. This is an appealing position — there does
not seem to be anything in principle preventing scientists of the future from pinpointing
certain neurological states and quickly arriving at the conclusion that, say, just 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, neurologivcal states could function as inner
blueprints for certain outer forms of 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 of view,
Anscombe’s argument would appear to be question begging after all because it merely states,
without justification, that nothing about the physical (or mental) state of the person can
generate intentional descriptions.

It is difficult to evaluate this issue without getting immersed in the wide-ranging and
complicated externalism/internalism dispute that has progressed since /ntention. However,
Anscombe does offer a defence of her position against one like Dennett’s in “The Causation

of Action™:

Let us suppose a way of producing one of these brain states artificially, i.e. outside the
circumstance in which tlAwe 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 away from the

individual and into his world if we ascribe zav belief to him.'




This externalist argument, which is as close as Anscombe gets to defended a general

commitment to externalism about the ascription of intentional content, can be applied to the
above example of “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 of 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™ of neurons that
could be re-produced artificially, regardless of 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 of 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 final way of defending
Anscombe against it could appeal to the fact that Anscombe’s analysis is at least conducted
in respect of the conditions in which our talk about actions arose. That is, her account resists
the temptation to “go behind™ linguistic usage and the conditions of 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 of 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 of “things” that can be causally
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produced. But still, all in all, what appears to be missing from Anscombe’s argument is some

general defence of externalism with regard to the ascription of intentional content.

II. THE ‘CONCEPTUAL’ NATURE OF ‘INTENTIONAL’.

1. The argument for the ‘conceptual’ nature of ‘intentional’ in section 20.

Whereas 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 makes 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 of the one conceptual web or scheme.

It is helpful to contextualise section 20 in relation to Anscombe’s broader aims
regarding the treatment of intention. For section 20 is not straightforwardly concerned
simply with reiterating what has been claimed in section 19, namely that “intentional” is not a
separate “extra’ property (though both sections are obviously two parts of one argument).
While section 19 aimed to show that “intentional’ is not to be understood as a referring noun
or the name of a property, section 20 tries to bring this line of thinking a step further. Not
only is the meaning of “intentional’ not a matter of an “extra’ psychological property, but its
meaning actually depends on surrounding concepts in the language game, i.e. on a sort of
conceptual web. In other words, its meaningful application depends on a certain scheme of
concepts, each of which is a different use of the one concept “intention’. This amounts to
saying that intentional action is internally related to expression of intention for the future,
intention “with which’, intention simpliciter, and so on: each are mutually dependent uses of
the one conceptual web surrounding the idea of an intention. Anscombe seems committed
here to a kind of ‘meaning holism’ about the language of intention. The individual use of

‘intentional action” requires, for example, an understanding of how to use ‘expression of




intention for the future’. It is not as if the meanings of 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 of intention are to be
understood through graspin.g their rules for use which are taken to be conventional and
beyond the authority of any individual language user. It is not as if an individual language
user could grasp the meaning of intention by looking into the privacy of his mind to see what
the referents of these concepts are. If the nature of evaporation were the issue, then an
individual could examine the processes involved and put forward a valid hypothesis based on
observed instances. But the nature of intention is not a matter of making similar observations
of the ‘mind’. The meaning of this concept lies in socially evolved rules that have arisen
through a history of communal activities. This aspect of Anscombe’s account merges with its
meaning holism: we are dealing with a system of mutually dependent concepts subject to
conventional and so communitarian rules of use, not separate concepts designating
observable objects, states, or processes that could account for their meaning.

As with the argument in section 19, the argument 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 of intention for the future, or as further intention in acting? l.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 ‘I just am, that’s all’."®

The aim is to show that if intentional were independent, it would fall short of our normal

concept of it. To bring out the characteristics ‘intentional’ would have, if it were formally




independent of the other occurrences of the concept, it is imagined that the future-directed
concept of intention is excluded from use. Thus, if asked, “Why you are doing something’,
the answer can never state an aim. Again, this echoes Anscoinbe’s earlier remarks in section
| where it was mentioned that we usually think “intentional’ is a separate concept because it
can occur without being related to the future, whereas intentions do seem to be always future
directed.

‘(a)’ supposes that intentional action is the only concept of 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 of our supposition (a),

has become a style-characteristic of observable human proceedings."’

The grounds for saying a facial expression is sad are basically its ‘shape’ and its context.
Thus a down turned mouth and half-closed eyelids might indicate sadness, especially if the
person is standing over a dead pet, for example, but such grounds are not enough to attribute
anything like intentional action. Intentional action is more than a style characteristic of
human proceedings. As Anscombe remarks, such intentional action would be merely
‘intentious action.” This artificial notion of ‘intentious action’ (i.e. we know the action is
intentional but not what the precise intention is) is reminiscent of a remark Anscombe makes
in section 4 when considering the way we can often say “straight off” what a person is doing

just 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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‘Intentious action’, it seems to me, is limited to this kind of picture: we are aware of the

man’s acting purposely in a given context but that is a// 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 something like Anscombe’s “intentious action’. The man gives no account of
his movements with references to further intentions, and likewise, we have no awareness of
such further intentions — they have been artificially eliminated from the language game on
supposition («). Our understanding of his action is now limited to his bodily movements in
specific circumstances. For just as a smile is a smile in virtue of the physical configuration of
a face, so ‘intentious action’ becomes a matter of nothing more than the mere configuration
of certain bodily movements in a context.

The reason that “intentious action’ is inadequate as an image or account of our usual
concept of intentional action is that with the latter, but not the former, the same bodily
movements can be intentional under one description and not under another. For example my
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