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ABSTRACT

This is a study that traverses the boundaries of three main

a

branches of philosophical inouiry; The Philosophy of Action; The
Philosophy.og Mind and The Philosophy of Education. It represents an
attempt to underst;nd what might be called "The Problem of Action" and

to demonstrate its significance for“tho theory and practice of education,

As such, it has two main purposes. The first, is to examine Sympathetically,
yet critically, aunumber of«}ecent attempts by philosophers to explain

the difference between human actions (the things persont do) and mere

’

bodily movements or physiological occurrences (the things that happen to
them), i.e., to come to grips with the problem of action. In conducting

this investigation, particular attention was paid to the work of three
i}

Contemporary philosophers who have achieved- corrsiderable prominence in
. :

the newly emerging realm of Action Theory or The Philosophy of Action;:

. . »
Namely, A.I. Melden, H.L.A. Hart, and Richard Taylor. The views of

these writers are outlined and discussed in some detaii, and in doing

~

so tﬁe attempt is made to critically evaluate their respective theories

of action. The second purpose of this study is to show that the
|
Philosophy of Action, or philosophical inquiry into human ac&ion, can

contribute a great deal to and stands to gain a great deal from attempts
: 1

to come to terms with some of the more persistent problems that confront

educatlonal theory and practlce In this connection, special attention

3

is paid not only to ®ertain fundamental problems of concern to educational

14

‘theory and research but also to some of the more pressing practical '
problems that come up in connection with educational policy making,
: \ .

evaluation and testing, counselling, teacher evaluation and the day—-to-

day activities of practicing teacher. '
»
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM OF ACTTON

Few if any of our concepts are_more familiar to ds than are those

of behaviour and action. We use them in a wide variety of contexts to
do a great many_gifférent and importaéﬁ jobs. Yet, despite tﬂeir
familiarity, despite their significance in our thought. and our commu-
nication @bout a broad spectrum of human affairs, a little reflection '
shows theﬁ to be very slippery and surprisingly difficult to pin down.
Of course, this state of affairs, far from being unusual, is typical.of
most philosophical problems. Often, in stepping back.frgm the commén—
place and familiar and subjecting_it to carefui and ggitical‘scrutiny,
one finds that notions which, in the no;mal course of eveqps, tend to
be regarded és-straight;forward and unpgoblematic turn éut,-on cloger
inspection, to be illusive and deeply perplexing. 1In some:cages, how-
ever, it is unnecessary to go to any great lengths in order to appre-
éiate that all is not so clear-cut and unproblematic as would first
appear. In the case of '"behaviour' and “action}, for example, various
surface signs betray thé ﬁreéence of deeper difficulties. Among the
more obvious of these symptoms are the vagueness and ambiguity that
typicélly accompanies the use of these terms in ordinary discourse. In

short, familiar though they may well be, 'behaviour' and 'action' are

often employed in such a way that their meaning is far from clear.




But, you may very well wouder, why should the confusion and lack

of clarity apparent on the surface, and the underlying difficulties it

’

reflects, be of even the slightest interest to_anyone, save perhaps
- ‘ o . - N

the pedantic? Why, you may ask, should we pay“any more attention to

the muddles and perplexities surrounding, the'y

—
~

4

f 'action' and

'behaviour' ‘than to those(atcending tﬁ§f¢§é of 'Fire', 'foot',
e BN SN NN ! ’

NS

L
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"friend', 'fruit', or of legions of otherﬁcqﬁcepts, which nlay impor-
N 4 T

. RS N\

.~ N

tant roles in our day to day cbmmgrce with other persons? Now, of
icqurse, the point raised by these questions is weli taken. They
remind us that such issues can be seen as "genuine" problems only in
certain contexts, or only in the light of certain purposes, and that
in order to recognize them as probleﬁs of a certain sort more needs to
be said about this context or these aims and purposes. Bearing these
COnsiderations in mind, I would-reply to theseﬂquestions by pointing
out that, in the context of any serious attempt tg develop more ade- ]
quate ways éf un&erstanding human beings as persons, the vagueness and
. ambiguity normally associated witﬁ '"behaviour' and 'aétion"looms as a
formidable, indeed I should say"insuperable',.ogstacle to our efforts
to realize this kind of understanding.

Let ge briefly ekplain whyvthis is so. To begin with, hqman
beings can be understood both as material, or physicaL, objects and as
persons. When  they as conceived as material objects, human beings can
be thought of as being of a certain height, as having a certain mass or
weight, as.having a particular colouration, and so on. These proper—
ties, and others, are qualities they- share with other physical objects.

On the other hand, what is distinctive of human bgings regardéd as

i)
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persons ié the fact that they are conscious beihgs. And,«as conscious
beings Ehey can be said to have a mind, or to posséss mental qualities.
In otherjwords, physical objects including sticks and stones ~- unlike
creatures with minds -=—— cannot form or possess concepés, are incapable
of believing, knowing or thinking, lack the capacity for having desires
aﬁd emotions, are incapable of experiencing pleasure or pain, and can-
not enter inpo social relatioﬁships with others, etc. Now, it ié a
matter of very considerable concern to me, and to a good man other per-
sons besides, that, alghough we have, Quring the past féwhdecades, taken
at least modest stfides in t%e direction of iﬁcreasing our.knowledge of
human beings qua physical objects, the same canngf be said of our eﬁdea-
Vours/to expand our understanding of human beings qua persons. in point
of fact, the sad truth of Fhe matte; is that er accomplishments in

A}

this latter domain come off as very'meagre by contrast!
‘.

"My is this so? How is this wgrrisome disparity to be accounted
for? An important, indeed a funaamen;al, part of an& such explanation
must bentied‘;; with the ways fh which we seek tolunderstaﬁd those
qualities distinctive of human beings as pe;éons. But;‘consider for a
amoment ; how do we strive to gain access to whgt'persons thiék, feel or
desire, t~ wh: 1is ”on‘theif‘mind" or to what they "have in min&“, or,

 indeed, t. -+ha. sorts of perssn they ére? Here, I think the natural
and correct reply is that we learn about these‘things primarily
through what théy do; that is to say, through their actions and their
behaviour. In short, an understanding of action and behaviour are
absolutely essential to understanding'human beingé as persnné both in

general, and in particular instarces. Or to put the point somewhat

differently, behaviour and action are the master keys we use in trying



to unlock the door (or doors) leading to the mental 1if of human
beings. Consequently, if our keys are poorly conceived and crudely
fashianed we can expect to meet with sizable diffiéult}es in trying to
gain access to what lies beyond the threshold. But if we can begin to
refashion our keys or replacé them with better ones then our prospects
of opening the door will surely'improve. What I am suggesting, in
other words, 1s that in many respects our present grasp of the notions
+ :
of action and behaviour resembles a very primitive, key. The conceptual
confusion th;t currently surrounds these terms serves, only to obscure

and impede, rather than clarify and enhance, our thinking and communi-

cation in this domain. Nevertheless, if we can remove some of this

\

confusion and achieve a better understénding of action and behaviour,
it is very likely that we can improve our knowledge and understanding
of human beings as persons.

This explains why 'action' and 'behaviour' #re of particular
concern to me and why, too, I am persuaded that we can furtﬁe; our
understanding of persons by holding these notions'up for systematic
philosophical scrutiny. N

| Phiiosophy or philosophical thinking can Aelp in refashiéning
‘the key. For it is an activity eibressly concerned Qith improving our
understanding of issues of this sort through' the analysis, clarifica-
tion and éritical examination of our fug&amental ways of thinking
about them. That is to say, when ﬁhilosophy is conceived of not as a
’
distinctive body of knowledge but, instead, as an activity or form of

inquiry -- viz., doing philasophy — it can be characterized by its

special concern with anaiyzing and clarifwing key concepts, with



unearthing and examining unreco.ni od assamptions, and with expligat ny
; ; . _

and evaluating various types of judgeme. (s topether with the grounds on

which they rest. Thus, [t 1s apoinst (his cackground and with Vicws.

‘

to sharpqning our grasp of the important 1 at troublesome notions of

. ¢ - o : : . ' '
'action"™ and 'behaviour' that I want to “iy to discover how they are

related, and whether, and on what ba%l‘, we m15hL begin to dlstln5u1sh
between them. 7o this end I plan to con}vntrnte. pretty much exclu-

sively, on the work recently done bv philosophers in the field vari-

N

ously described as "action theory", "the philosophy of action" or
"the theory of human action". My purpose 1s to’examine sympathetic—

ally, vyet critically, their views en a number of importan; {ssues

]

having to do with human action to see: hether they may be of assistance,

in our attempts at coming to grips with the' concepts of action and"

I3

behaviour.

. . .
f

Clarity on this subjeét’is, as I have dlrcady intimated; not a

luxury we can do without. Nor is it problem of 1nterest only to

4

philosophers.' Rather it is a matter of fundamenti importance to ghe
activities of persons engaged 1n a wide variety of pursults bo;h
theoretical and practicaf. .+ Obviously, behav10ur and actlon nré
concepts which flgure promlnently in the work of" _those who, llke

anthropologists, historians, linguists, phllosophers, psychologlsts

and sociologists, as well as persons having a scholarly inte jrest 1n
economics, politics and the law, are in different ways striving to
achieve a better theoretical»understanding of human behaviourﬁ And,

as a philosopher of education, they concern me because of the central

role they play not only in certain newly emerging but-also in a;numbér



of morcvlong—standing topics of dehate in the realms of educational
theory and research. Furthermore, I am convinced that a vicher appre-—
ciation of the way in which 'behaviour' and 'action} function in the
context of various practical activities cannot but be of considerablg
benefit to those having other than "purely theoretical" reasons for
wanting to understand the things perséns do — particularly, those
whose respopsibilities lie within the field of education.

Education is the enterprise with which I am most familiar. And
in this realm the notions of action and behaviour are employed
extensively by researchers occupieq with matters of such vital and
continuing interest as the study of teaching and learning. They
figure prominently in the shaping of educational-policy. They play
an important part in moral as well as in other forms of values
education. And, more recently, they have began to play increasingly.
visible roles in such activities as; tessing and. evaluation,
counsélling, the evaluation of teachers and their teaching, and in
a host of related areas. Furthermore, Qwing to thé prominence .
they havé achieved in these other spheic¢s of “endeavour, these concepts .
now enjoy a high profile in the activities{gf those whose task it is

N

to prepare prospective teachers to assume their duties on the {iring
line, in -c¢noc : and othér educational settings.} Finally’, and perhaps
most iﬁp 'tatiiYA 'behaviour' and taction' are con:2pts that can come
to play ver 1ir ortant parts in the work of practicing teachers;
especially, those seeking to better their understanding of their
dealings with those they are striving to educate. In the éoncluding

‘ . .
chapter of this essay I will outline some of the reasons why an



appreciation of "the problem of uction”,»as I shall call it, might
stand to benefit people with such diverse committments to matters
educational.

At this point, I want to lay some of the groundwork for what is
to follow in the chapters to come. To begin with, T will introduce the
problem of action by showing how it arises ip ordinary language. Next,
I waﬁt to indicate five main areas within bhilosophy itself where the
topic-of action is a matter of special concern. After having des-
cribed, in quite general terms, the range of questions that have tended
to occupy philosophers in the sphere of action, I shall try to'explain
somewhat more precisely the kinds of questions i propose to address in
this inqgiry. And, finally, to conclude this phase of the discussion,

-

I will attempt to ﬁrovide a brief, introductory sketch of my explora-

fiBﬁE\ef\EEE\Eiifepts of 'behaviour' and 'action' in Chapters II to
VI. \ :

" How, then, has the "problem of actioﬁ" come to be a problem in
ordinary language? It stems partly from the fact that ordin;fy liter-
ate (Eng;ish) speech recognizes a variety of interrelated senses of
the termsv'behaviour' and 'action' (as well as 'act'). A brief look

into the Concise Oxford Dictionary reveals something of this variety.

When they are used as nouns we find:
. .

'act' - thing donel, deed ...;
- process of doing, operation;
decree passed by a legislative body;
- main division of a play; etc.
'action' - 1. exertion of energy or influence;

thing done, act;

(in drama) a series of events rerresented;
mode of acting, management of a bodyv;
legal process; .

engagement between troops.

QDU WRN = DN W N
. . . .
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'"bohaviour' = 1. deportment, manners;
2. moral conduct;
3. treatment shown to or towards others;
4. way in which a ship, machine or substance
works; etc. ‘
By contrast, when th > terms are used as verbs we discover the fol-

lowing entries: ’

‘act' — 1. carry out ...;
) 2 personate (character in a play or in life);
3. perform actions, behave;
4 perform special functions; etc.
'behave' — 1. conduct oneself, act, conduct oneself with
‘propriety; ' )
2. show good manners;
3. work ..., having good, bad manners or con-
duct.

And, obviously, this list is far from exhaustive of .the uses to which

these terms are put in ordinary conversation.

In this study, .my primary concern with 'act' or 'action', and

with 'behave' and 'behaviouf', has to do with the sense in which these
tegms are employed to signify or connote; as nouns, things done, deeds
or the process of doing; and, as verbs, the doing or performiﬁg of
actions. More particularly, I shall restrict my attention to those
circumstancés in which they are used to refer to the things persons do
'or to the things done by human beings. The matter of whether God (or
Satan), animals, plants or even forces or machines, do things in this
sénse (as interesting as each of these questions might very well be)
are issues I do not'plan to address in this inquiry. And, finally, I
shall further limit my examination of these terms to their use in sit-

uations in which they are applied to human beings as individuals, rat-—

her than as aggrégates, collectivites or groups. In other words, for

A



the purposes of the present discussion, I shall ignore the role they
play in such contexts as "The behaviour of the crowd suddenly became
more unruly' or 'The subcommittee acted on behalf of the parent com-
mittee', and so on. In short, T am interested in the concepts of
action and behaviour oniy as they are used in talking about human
beings one at a\time, as it were.

So fdr then, especially in the light of the strictures I ﬁqve
already imposed (somewhat arbitrarily, perhaps), it might have beéun to
look as if there really is no Suchlthing as "the brob%gm of action'" 'to
which I have been alluding. After all, 0.E.D. does suggest that 'ac-
tion' and 'behaviour"are very nearly}synonymous. Both seem to signi-
fy, in at leaét one of their standard senses, the doing of something or
the performing of an action. So, whaﬁ could possibly be thé problem?

In order to bring the issue into sharper focus, more needs to be
said about the concept of behaviour. Admittedly, according to past
usage, there seems to be no real cause for concern. However, of late
and owing to the‘ever increasing influence of a doctrine, or, better,
a whole series‘of doctrines, loosely described as "behaviourism",
these waters havé been muddied considerably; especially, though by no
means exclusively, in the provinces of psychology and education. The
upshot of these developments is that 'behéviour', as it has come to be
used, is sbmetimes employed to pick out not only actions, activities
" and performénces, but also such things as ref lexes, emotional reac-
tions, cognitive and perceptual pfocesses, various sorts of subcutan-
eous goings on, as well as things like dreaming and hystéria.

Clearly, then, current usage, particularly in North America, has gone a



good @ay towards sundering the formerly intimate conncction between
'act' and 'action', on the one hand, and 'behaviour', on the other.
Therefore, in very general terms, the problem with which I am
coécerned mAy be stated as follows: Is everything that currently falls
under the rubric of behaviour (including: bodily movements like eye-
blinks, kﬁee—jerks and nervous twitches; physiological processes like
digestion, perspiration or respiraﬁion;”and other goings on such as
coughing, dreaming, énd hallucinating) properly classifiable as
. Something a person may be said to.do or an action they may be said to
perform? Or, are there, by contrast, certain kinds of happenings
taking place in the human organism (say, the actions persons perform)
which, because they happen to be unique in some fundamental respect,
it would be misleading, or possibly even wrong, to include under this
new.and inflated concept of behaviour -- thereby, treating them as
being on a par‘with some of these other events or processes? Let me
now approach the problem from a sligh£iy «ifferent angle by putting it
in more concrete terms. This may help to further clarify the issue.
Suppose that, while riding as passengers in an automobile, we happen
to notice the driver's right leg moving in a certain way. We can ima-
gine at least four, §omewﬁat different, circumstances in which such a
movement might oceur. Would there be any difference in the way we
would be prepared t; classify ahd/attempt to account for what takes
place %f we haq reasoﬁ to believe that thevmovement occurred either;
(1) as éireflei (He bumped his knee on the steering column), or (2)

intentionally (he was just learniné to drive), or (3) out of habit (he

was a very experienced driver), or (4) while the driver was asleep
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(maybe he is so familiar with the route he thinks he can "drive it in
his sleep")? Notice, now, that in each of thesg-situations we could
be dealing with a movement that is photographically identical with the
movements taking place in each of the others. And it is against such
a background that I am interesteq in discovering whether incidents such
as these are éufficiehtiy alike to justify our placing them under the
same undifferentiatéd concept éf behaviour, or whether, instead, Lhey
are sufficiently distinctive that we are warranted in classifying at
least some of them as movements of fundamentally‘different kinds. 1In
other words, are all of these movements to be regarded as items of the
driver's behaviour, i.e. aé things he does? Or must we attempt to
mark off those of his moveménts which represent actions he performs
from those which are not behaviours of this type?

Surely, there do seem to be some rathergmarked differences
between physiological happenings like the circulation.of the bldod, or
movements:like knee-jerks, on the one hand, and matters of human
action, on the othe;. But perhaps these differences are merely super-
ficial. At any rate, this, in rather broad terms, provides some idea
of how it is that the problem of action has come to be a "problem". in
Bur ordinary discou:se about human gffairs.

Hdman action has, for a variety of reasons, long been a subject
of concern to philosophers. Aristotle; for example, in his Ethica
Nicomachea is interested in the concept because he believes that it is
only for their-actions (rather than,fof their eyeiblinks and sneezes)
that persons can be held morally responsible and, thus, be regarded. as

E

being deserving of praise or blame, punishment or reward. Later on,

7



others, including Thomas Reid and John Stuart Mill also addressed them-
selves to questions having to do with the nature of human action. And,
more recently, various philosophers have dealt with the subject, most
'notably in the contexg 6f the léngstanding dispute on the topic of

- .
Free Will QS.-Dgterminism. Nevertheless, T think it:is fair to say
that, with fewqexceptions,'ﬁhilosophérs have tended to take the concept

. ~

of action pretty much for granted. And, when they have shown some
interest in itﬁ,this interest has almost invariabiy been of an instru-
mental kind. That is, the study of action has typically been seen

°

primarily as a mTans of gaining insight into somé other and, apparent-—
1y, more pressing philosophical problem,’for instance, freedom of the
will, or the grounds for moral responsibility, and so on. (¢t fate,
however, all of this has changed rather drématically. During the past
twenty years or so there has been an enormous upsurge of interest among
philosophers in the topic of human action. Muéh of this rekindled
interest.can; I believe, be traced to the increased popularity of the
sdcial sciences (particularly psycpology) during this century and to
the influence of Wittgenstein who put the problem iﬁ%yery specific
terms when he urged us to consider the difference between_my raising
my arm and my arms rising. Are we to say tha% both are on a par when
1

cbnsidered as things one does, as mere movements, as reflexes or as
physicinadial happenings?. Or must we distinguish sharply between them?

b this Tecenﬁ flﬁrry of philosophgcal activity in the realm
of a .ic 7 has tended to be centered around five distinct, though
intimat. . ..ed. sorts of ;‘oblems or questions. To begin with

there are . . ce cerning 0~ nature of human action. These are

U
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conceptual questions, such as "What is a human action', '"What cap
persons do?}. Or, to phrase them a bit more explicitly, '"Whar does it
'mean to say that a person performed an action?' and 'What dogs it mean
to say that a person can perform an action?'. Another variation on' the
first of these is the question I have raised; namely, "What, {f any-
thing, is distinctive of those forms ofAhuman béhaviour that are
actions?',

Issues or problems of the second kind derive from the philosophy
of science and have'mainly to do with the nature of explanation. 'low
are human actions to pe explained?’, 'Can we invoke the conceptual
framework and methodologlcal pPrinciples of physics or, perhaps, biology
in order to account for human actions?', 'Or, by contrast, must we rely
on the concepts of intention, motive or reasons and S0 on, wnich seem
totally alien to the physical Sciences, in order'tovgive an adeduate
account of the things persons do?', and so on, are some of the funda-

:

mental problems thart arise in this sphere. Furthermore, we can also

many living systems -~ can, likewisé, be employed to say why human
beings behave as they do.

fhe third category of issues or problems are- those of a meta-
phy81cal variety. Thi;‘category includes the question of whether
human agents are the same sort of thing as physical objécts. There
are ontological questions about ‘whether thére are such things as

. €Vents or actions at all. And, there is the problem of whether human

actions can be caused. If the answer té the latter is affirmative, we

sia
o



face the.furthér problem of.dctcrmining whether agents or events are
causes of actions. Normally, it onevtakes the position that actions
can be caused by events then this 1is thought to lead very directly to
theé Free-Wili Problem. If, on the other hand, the person or agent,
who 15 a thing, as distinct from an event, does thc-causing, the pro-
blem of Free-will is thought to disapbear.

Fourth, there are epistemological problems. 'Can we po sn%d to
know that we perform actiong?’ is one important question concerning our
knowledge of actions. A second huestion, which follows very directly
from a positive answer to the first, ig "Is it by‘observntion or infer-
eénce that we know of our actions?', And, by the same token we can
inquire, in relation to our eXperience of other persons, 'How do we
know, if atvall, that others perform actions?"', There 1is yet another,
Very important, set of questions falling under this rather broad

heading, on which little, if any, work has been done térdate ~~ possi-

Sophical inquiry alone. Instead, it may be necessary to'engage in
other forms of inquiry, or to appeal to somelof the findings of the
various social sciences as well,in order to come to grips with them.
Some of the questions belonging to thig hybrid species might bé; '"What
must a person know in qrder to perform an actioq?', '"Are there impor-
tant differences in the kinds of knowledge involved in performing ac—r
tions of various types?', 'Would it be Plausible, or even possible, to
‘distinguish between actions accérding to their simplicity or complexity

by appeal to the kinds (or perhaps "levels') of knowledge involved ip

performing them?', 'Are the ways in which people learn to perform



actions pretty much the same irréspective Qf what they are learning to
do, or do they differ markedly depending, among other things, upon the
kinds of knowledge that may be required in order to perform an action
of a certain sort?'. Now, as I have already suggested,_th¢ 1nttcr,‘
series o& problems represents a significant departure ffom the more
traditional sorts of questions typically addressed by philosopliers
interested in the (relationship between knowledge or knowing, on the
one hand, and action, on the other. Indeed; it seems likely that any
serious attempt to answer them wi%l involve cgtting across the bound-
aries of a number of disciplines, dincluding philosophy, psychology and
sociology. Moreover, it seems plausible to suggest éhat a collabora-
tive approach to these problems, drawing upon the expertise resident
in a variety of relevant disciplines, offers.far more promise of
yielding significant insights not only into these but alsosinto a Very
broad range of éroblems concerning human behaviour than do the ingular
and fragmented.approaches that currently typify the.activities of
those in these disciplineg.1

And, finally, the fifth category of questions: has to do with

problems Both of an ethical and of a meta-ethical kind. Questions

included under this heading might be, 'Is it an action or its

1One recent and notable exception to this tendency is reflected

in the preliminary work of a small group of philosophers and psycholo-
gists who are tentatively exploring regions of overlap between the two
disciplines in ronnection with such topics as; human action, cognitive
development ¢ .  nterpersonal understanding. Cf. T. Mischel (ed.),
Human Action: Conceptual and Empirical Issues (New York: Academic
Press, 1969); T. Mischel (ed.), Cognitive Development and Epistemoclogy
(New York: Academic Press, 1971); and T. Mischel (ed.), Understanding
Other Persons (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1974).
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consequences thét we deem to be good or bad?', 'What does it mean to
say that a person is responsible for his actions (or for_the conse~
quences’iof his actions)?', and, 'Under what circumstances are we
Justified iﬁ holding persons responsible for what have done and in
judging them to be deserving of praise or blame, reward or punish-
ment?','and so on.

This very brief .sketch ﬁfovides ﬁo more than a very general \
overview of the main varieties of problem that have tended to concern
philosophers working'in‘the field of action theory. Ciearly; the
concepfual questions concerning Qhe nature of human action are the
moé; basic or fundamental kinds of questions within this domain. By
this I mean simply that unless and until we are clear about what an
actign is, we_sﬂéll be unable to do anything approaching an adequate

[

job of answering such other questions as: 'Can human actions be ex-
p ‘

plained with?n the conceptual scheme of Physics?', 'Are actions caused
by events or by persons', 'How, if at all, do we know that other
people perform actions?', and 'Is it our actions or their conseQuenGes
that are good or bad?'. 1In other words, the sorts of answers we give
to explanatory, metaphysical, epistemological, together with ethical
and meta-ethical questions about actiom all hinge, in the final
analysis, on the logically prior questiéns concerning the concept of
human action.

. By now it will be evident that the problem I propose to address
in this inquiry is conceptuél. That is, in asking 'What is an ac—

tion?', 'What is the nature of human action?', or 'What does it mean

to say of someone that they have performed an action?', I am interested

*
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in becoming clearer about what we mean, or what it is ﬁossihfc for us
to mean, by the term 'action'. I am concerned not simply with what
people ordinarily mean when they talk about action or make use of var-
ious action concepts -— though, I think there is much we can learn by
attending to the way in which these concepts function in our everyday
commerce with other persons -— but also with what it is possible for ué
to ﬁeaé\within the context of some more systematic attempt at under-
standing the things persons do. Of late, there has béen.a tendency
among certain groups of philosophers to suppose that ordinary usage
represents the last court of appeal when it comes to dealingiwith pro- -
glems of this kind. And to some extent this is understandabie given
the assumption that has long been popular in certaiq{dcher quarters,A
for example among tough-minded behaviourists, that the<0ﬁly'proper
(viz., fscientific”) way to talk about hgman behaviour is in terms
belonging to the language of stimuliﬂ;nd responses - a ianguage bearing
no discernible relationship to the experiences of those whose beﬁavioﬁr
it is invoked to e#plain. Unfortunately, both of these‘Views.are
reactionary., And both are extreme._ Yét, each embodies something of
value; Consequently, I think it important that we at least remain

open to the possibility of developing an account of action that, at
once, reflects both tﬁe concern for clarity and coherence inherent in
the behaviourists yearning fgr scientific respectability, and the<€5h—
cern for the way in which persons ordinarily see themselves which -
prompts the ordinary language philosopher to invoke eberyday déagg as
the ultimate court of appeal. In other words? in suggesting that I

f

also have an interest in what it is possible for us to mean by human



action and a variety of pelatcd concepts, [ want simply to leave open
the possibility that, through this sort of inquiry, we might well begin
Eo gain the sort of 1nsight that will allow us to satisfy both of
these concerns, while at the same time, enabling us to avoid the limit~
ations associaged with a blanket endorsement of one position or the
oﬁher.' It is this type of perspective that T plan to adopt in discuss-
iné ghe theories of aclion to be considered in the chapters that follow.

Let me now fill in some of the background that appearé common Lo
the theories I haye chosen to examine. This will help to provide a
framework within which we shall be able to draw some useful comparisons
between importanﬁ features of these’views, and it will also afford some
insight into why certain philosophers have elected to tackle the pro-
blem in the way they have. And, in addition, it should assist in
further clarifying the nature of the problem itself.

To begin with, it will have been noted that in discussing the °*
problem of action I have phrgsed it in two soﬁewhat different ways.
On the one hand, I have asked "What does it mean to say of someone that
they have performed an action?', :nd Bh'the other, 'What, if any, is
the diﬁference betwéen an action and other forms;of.human beEaViour?'.
As the discussion unfolds, it will become increasingly clear tﬁat the
positions we will be examining can be seen as attempts to answer one
or the other, and in éome cases both, of these questiéns. Indeed, the
two Yersions are very nearly equivalent, in theysense that each is .
posed with the same end in view; namely, that of sharpgning our gr$sp

of the concept of action. Nevertheless, of the two, thé?squndpié the

e

. N :\'/
more instructive, because it alerts us to the kinds of presuppositions
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that typically inform and direct Lﬁrnl}lfimw: of this kind.  Aund by .
securing some insight into certain of these presuppositions, we perin
access to a common, though tacit, framework within which a sood mdny,\ 9
writers on the topic of~action,‘includiﬁg those to be considered here, o
scem to be working.
: S <
What then are some of the primary‘assumptjpns that oormally
underpin these accounts? Perhapg, the- best way to bring them to the
surface is by regonstructing the kind of reasoning that would lead to
someones posing the problem in this form -—— viz., 'What is the differ—
ence between an action and other forms of human behaviowr?'.  Tn the
first placc; it is taken for granted that there is indeced something
special or peculiar about the things persons do. Secondly, it is
assumed that.the way to bring out their uniquedess is by setting
human_actions in cogﬁrgst to other things. And, here an important
qQuestion arises; with what sorts of "things" can we most informatively
contrast actions?” In feply to this question, it is quite natural to
suppose that the items bes# suited for this task are theose having the
most in commén witﬁ Ehe phings peoble do. Interestingly, however,
while a good many philosophers appear to adopt tﬁis modus operandi,
they differ considerébly émong oné anothef as to the items‘they are

In-lined to regard as being most closely akin to actions. Some seem

to favour physiological processes like the beating of one's heart;

. others, muscular reflexes like ‘thc rising of one's arm; others, per-
b N * p

ceptual processes including seeing and hearing; others have sought to
e N - - . s
contrast action with thought; and still others have set .action in con-

trast to certain lapses from social convention, such as a married

‘_ | | | )
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mans making a pass at a choir boy or a tutors crawling around the room

sniftfing while listening to an undergraduate ¢ssay.  Now, at first

glance, it is hard to see what members of this variegated collection of.,

happenings might have in common with ome another, to say nothing of
their affinities with actions. This seems to present something of a
problem. TFor this state of affairs could easily be seen as eroding any
basis whatever for drawing illuminating comparisons betwecen particular
items in the collection (e.g. muscular reflexes and perceptual pro;
cesses), or between é%eories seeking to single out and distinguish
action from certain other members of this group. In other words, per-
haps these happenings differ so radically amoﬂg one another as to
resist any attempt whatever at comparison. Must we, therefore, surfenf

der, from the very outset, all hope of achieving these goals? Or can

this problem be overcome? Everything here depends on what one is in-

terested in learning from such an inquiry and on whether we can find a

suitable basis for making these comparisons. On the first count, since

I am interested in acquifing some insight into what it is possible for

" us to mean, as well as what we actually do mean, by these concepts (as

well as how they might be related) I see this kind of undertaking as

vital. But is it possible to bring it off? Is there available to us

some basis on-which wgmmight begin to make the relevant éomparisons,
and thereby to solve ;Ais part of the problem? Here again I think the
reply must be in the affirmative. Indeed, I suggest that it is
ordinary usage that proyides this type of project with its foothold.
Contemporary usage, it will be recalled, ‘has come to treat

'behaviour' in a very open-handed way. Nowadays it is used in various



conLe;ts tb refer not oﬁly to actions, activ’ ' ies and performances but
.also to memory, perceptual processes, refl;xes, physiological happen-
ings, emotional reactions, dreaming and hysteria. Conéequcntly, it \
seems plausible to propose that we might wc]l'beg{n to get clcgrer
about the concept of action by contrasting actions with any, or perhaps
all, of the happenings that currently fall under thé rubric of behav-
iour. And, of course, by taking this tack we put ourselves in 5 posi-
tion to explore the full range of contrasts pﬁilosophers have seen fit
to draw between actions and these other sorts of happening, and to do
so against a common background.

Let me try to explicate and refine the contemporary notion of
behavibur in such a way as to further clarify the problem of action and
thus establish a useful point of departure for considering, first in
summary and later in more detail, a number of theories that philoso~
phers have proposed in trying to come to grips with Et. What, ghen, do
all of the items currently catalogued under the heading of behaviour
have in common? As an opening gambit? it might be suggested that all
of them represent changes or processes involving human beings. Now if
we understand 'behaviour' in this way, the problem of actiq% becomes
one of trying td determine whether there are any differences of a fun-
damental kind between those changes involviné human beings that are
their doings, or actions, and those changes that arc . . But clearly
this will not do. For I think it will be conceded tuut the concept of
a change or process involving a human being is far from a odel of

cfa;ity. It is far too broad. Would we, for example, be prepared to

countenance such happenings as an erruption on the surface of a distant



star or the rotation of the earth -- changes that might weil involve a
great many human beings, or only one —— as items of human bchuviour?w
I think not. One waf of getting around this difficulty would be to
suggest that what is common to those changes or processes we want to
call behaviour is that they take place, or go on, in human beings or in
the human organism. Indeed,we might carry matters a step further and
propose that all human behaviour involves physioiogical proéessos.
When 'behaviour' is interpreted in this way, t@é problem of action
amounts to attempting to ascertain whether thege-is anything distinc-
tive;about the physiological processes associéted with human actions.
In other words, the task is to discover whegger the physiological
changes or processes involved iA actions ux{fer in any fundamental
respect from those involved in other forms/bf human behaviour.
Against.this background, I now turn to the| task of summarizing my
expiorations in Chapters II = VI,

In this study I have chgsen to focu‘ my attention primarily on
the work of three prominent and influential writers in the field of
human.action; namely, A.I. Melden, Richard Taylor and H L.A. ‘Hart I-
have done this for a number of reasons. Eirst, because tﬁe views they
offer up for consideration ha?e at one tim% or another attracted a
sizable following within philosophy. 1In the second place, each of
~these writers approaches.the problem of act%on from a different per-
‘spective and, in consequence, has come to very different conclusions
abqut the nature human action. And thirdly, and perhaps mést irpori—

antly, is the fact that, although ‘the views they propound and some of

the arguments they advance in defense of these views may not be



entirely of their own creation (of course, much of what they do have
to say in this connection is original), their work in this field —-
especially, the thorough and painstaking manner in which they have
sought to elaborate and clarify their respectivé‘positions, combined
with the clarity and vigour with which they have déveloped and extended
the arguments used to support them — has significantly enhanced our
understanding and épprgciation of the importance of this problem area.

In Chaéter IT, I introduce the subject by considering the work
éf A.i. Melden. His views, as I remarked earlier, h;ve exerted a con—
siderable influence‘in the domain of action theory. ﬁow because, in

‘ i

developing his account of action, Melden addresses most of the major
issues in this domain, "and also be;agse his own argument proceeds
through a ﬁumBer of stages, my examination of his position.will be the
focus of the next three chapters. In Chapter II, my main purpose is to
scrutinize the first phasé of Melden's account where he explores the
similarities aﬁd differences between simple actions, ordinary bodily
movements and matters of physiological happening, and considers various
ways 1in which we might distinguish between them. Now, although it is’
matter of some difficulty to get clear about what he is claiming in
this context, one plausible way of reading him is as suggestiﬁg that
there are two varietie; of physiological happening; namely, simpie

actions, on the one hand, and "mere" or "pure bodily movements', on the

other. When I perform a simple action, such as raising my arm, this
involves a bodily movement consisting of a variety of electro-chemical,
muscular and other physiological processes.” And when my arm rises

L] - - ,

similar sorts of physiological processes occur. Nevertheless, Melden

r
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maintains that my ralsing my arm is a simblo action; whereas, the
rising of my arm is a "mere" bodily movement. In short, he secems to be
saying that there is an important difference between actions (or
sfmple actions) and "mere'" bodily movements or physiological happen-—
ings. At one point, Melden has put the matter in this way, "When I
perform an action, there is some bodily movement that occurs, but not
every bodily movement counts as an action — ...". From wﬁat he says
he?e, it 1s quite clear that he is raising the problem of action. On
his.analysis, the éroblem, which involves marking off bodily movcmenté
that are, from bodily movements that are not, actions, stems froh the
fact ‘that there is a logical gulf between the language we use in
speaking about human actions and the ianguage we émploy in talking
about mere bodily movements — a gulf Meiden regards as precisely para-
1llel the gap in moral philosophy between 'Is' and 'Ought'. 1In other
words, juSp as in moral philésopﬁy we treat talk about what is the
case as logically independent féém talk about what ought to be the
case, s°. too, in the theory of action we must distinguish sharply
between the scheme of concepts w; employ in talking about bodily
movements and the one we use in talking about actions. Accordingly,

’ Meldeﬁ\ﬁhinks that any attempt to bridge this gap involves some sort
of mistake -- a "cétegqry mistake" (to borrow Ryle's terminology) or
one of confounding fundamentally different logical'typesﬂ He then

wields this distinctijon in criticizing theories of the sort espoused

not only by most:behaviourists but also by certain Neo-Cartesian

v 3

2A.I: Melden, 'Action,' in D.F. Gustafson (ed.), Essays in
Philosophical Psychology (Garden City, N.J.: Doubleday, 1964), p. 58.
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philosophers (in particular, advocates of one version of the theory of
?

volitions) who have argued that the supposed gap can be bridged, §lbeit
i
in somewhat different ways.

It must be admitted that Melden does:make out a fairly strong
prime facie case for holding that my raising my arm differs radically
from my arms rising; aftér allywe do seem to describe them differently.
Neverthéiess, in concluding the discussion of this aspect of his
account,.I point out that a number of crucial doubts still linger. The
first has to do with the }act that, although he draws attention to what
appears to be a genuine distinction between mere bodily movements (or
physiological happenings) and human actions;3 he has done little either
to explicate its basis or to explain why there should be one. Indeed,
talk about a gap of this kind ipso facto rules out the possibility of
any such accounting. That is, to mainpaiﬁ, as Melden does, that
actions and bodily movements are separatgﬁ?by a lqg%cal gulf of Fhis
éort is tantamognt to saying that there just*is a difference — and

!

that is all there is to it! In short, the distinction is assigned the

v

status of a brute fact. The second main difficulty in this phase of

3I now have grave reservations about the tentability of this
particular line of argument. To begin with, it is not at all clear
- whether the gap in question is one between actions and bodily move-
ments or, by contrast, between the types of language we employ in des-
cribing or referring to them. And, secondly, if we assume that the -
distinction Melden has in mind is actually a distinction between two
schemes of concepts or, perhaps, two language games, it is difficult
to understand how one might move from this fact -— if it be oné — to
a conclusion about the status of the events we use this language to
refer to. Indeed, it can be argued that if some sort of fallacy is s
involved in all of this, a far more plausible candidate is to be loca-
ted in Melden's move from talk about the logical properties of the
language or concepts we use in describing or referring to human events
to conclusions concerning the prbperties of these events themselves.
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Melden's analysis has to do with his further muddving of these waters

by introducing, or at feast appearing-po introduce,ianothcr distinc-
tion; this time bet&een doings and actions or, perhgps, between doings
and simple actions. But because this, too, is left unexpliined the
whole problem is further obscured. 1In consequence, I conclude my dis-
W

cussion of this phase of Melden'é inquiry by suggesting that, while
he does alert us to the possibility of thgre being an important dis—
tinction between simple actions and bodily movements, or physiological
~happenings, he”has, to that stage at any rate, offered no clear indic-
ation of how this might he effected.

In Chapter III, I continue my examination of Melden's efforts to

e 3

develop and defend a distinction between "the things one does'" and
"the things that happen to one.'l — a.distinction he seems prepared to
treat as equivalent to the one between ”simﬁle actions aﬁd mege bodily
movements".4 In this chapter, I outline wh;tbhas coPe to be known as
"the logical éonnection argument". This {is aﬁ argUmént, developed by
Meldeﬁ himsélf, meént to show that theories of human action thch seek
to account f9r the distinctiveness of actions by appeal to the faect
that the& are caused by prior mental events, i.e., acts of will or
Volitions, are fundamentally mistaken. Although his‘iﬁmediate targets

are the theories propounded by certain Neo-Cartesian philosophers,

especially H.A. Pritchard, it is pfetty clear that Melden is out to

VAI'no longer am so confident about the possibilities for this
project. Indeed, I am now inclined to think that any attempt to
identify actions with "things’one does", and bodily movements with
"things that happen to one", when what 1is envisaged is some simple
grammatical criterion for marking off doings from happenings, is doomed
to failure.



demolish any -analysis which treats an action as a consequence of aftte-
cedent goings on. In other words, he scems incliied to treat it as a
general indictment of theories which attempt to explain phe uniqueness
of actions by appeal to a special order of causes. ie argues that the
connection between an action on the one hand, and an act of will or a.
volition on the other, is logical, and so cannot be causal. Interest-
ingly, this is the first point at which we encounter Melden‘criticizing
a position that grants his basic point; namely,hthat actions (or
doings?) and mere bodily movements (happeninés?) are events of funda-
mentally different kinds. And, it is also during this‘phase of thé
discussion that he beg;ns to give‘us some idea of how he thinks 'the
difference between actions and bodily.movements is to be explained.
According to Melden (and here he is in the comaany\of‘a Humbgr
of other -philosophers, including R.S. Petérs and Peter Winch), what is

'

distinctive about human behaviour. that counts as action is the fact

that it is governed by rules. Action occurs, in his words, "... in

the context of practices in which rules are’ obeyed, criteria employed, .

(and) policies ... observed — ...".° Thus, for example, the driver

who raises his arm when he approaches an intersection may be said to

be performing an action, i.q., signalling a turn, because his behaviour

>

1s governed by a certain rule of the road, which, in turn, is embedded

with in a wider framework or context, of social conveﬁtions, policies
and practices. At this stage, I indicate that I still harbour a num-

.ber of rather serious misgivings dbout this account of the difference

between actions and mere bodily happenings. In thé first place, if,

5Melden, op. eit., p. 73.
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with Melden, we assume that in order to perform an action a person
)

must follow or obey some rule or other, then we shall find ourselves

,

hard pressed to distinguish between someone 's raising their arm just

because they feel like it and their arms rising as a result of a ner-

vous impulse. Neither represent instances of rule following on a par

with what the driver does in signalling. Are we to saysthereforey that

they are nothing more than mere bodily movements or physiological

happenings? The general point I make concerning this version of the

e e

rule following model of action is that it places "uch emphasis on
the conventional or ceremon%al‘aspects of.ﬁuman be n - A second,
and to my mind, much more important difficulty with = ™me L textual
Theory of Action" (as I also describe it)‘is ;th it ds ‘-avyg ot with

vagueness., Rules are all the rage these 'days, éspecially i rh

social sciences. Psycholinguists uséfthem‘in attempting to accoui. for
the knowledge speakers have éf their native language. Sociologists

and anthropologis;s make much of thé“role played by‘rules in a very
broad range of human soéial behaviour. Yet, to return to Melden's
analysis, one finés that in his case, just as in the§g others, very
little has been done to address such fundamental:éhd important issues

as; the kinds 6f ;ules he ﬁas in mind, what makes rules 'social' in
his sense, the wa;-(or ways) in which rules enter into and influence
actions or, indegd, what is iﬁvolved in following_or obeying a rule.
As a result, in Chapter IV I set out to examine the "contextual
doctrine" invfufther depth. 1In stressiﬁg the role of rules in our

actions, proponents of this view tend to trace the roots of our

Ahumanity back to the social arena. For it is there, they maintain,
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that we, learn to become distinctively human beings. Heavy emphasis is

placed by Melden and the others on the learning of language and other

"uniquely social skills" in circumstances governed by rules and roles.

In reference to this attempt to account for the social character of
!
|

i

rules a number of points are made. The first, is that, while we may
readily admit that persons begin, as it were, by acquiring social
qualities, there is no. reason to suppose that all of the qualities
they ultimately come to maﬁifest, including many of the actions they
perform, must necessarily be governed by des or'conventions. Crea-
tive persons, or those who merely close he door because they happen
to feel like it, behave in the absence or in ignorance of rules -- at
least the kinds of rules that appear to be of so much concern to
ﬁelden and other contextualists. Are we then to say that, because
their behaviour occurs independently of social rules;Ait must be
tieated on a par with a knee-jerk. I maintaiﬁ that_it is not. The
second ;nd more important poinf to be made .in conﬁection with this
account of the distinctioﬁ Between actions and bodily movements is that
it appeafs'viciously circular. That isito say, if to follow or obey
a rule is to perform an action then the notion of rule-following can-
not be invoked in the anal&sis of action. I conélude the chapter by
arguing that, these additional explanations notwithstanding, the
contextualists proposal will not suffiée for distinguishing action
and bodily movements. |
Chapter V is taken up with a concept of action formulated. by

Professor ‘H.L.A. Hart from what may be called a legal point of view.

Hart's position is similar to the'Contextualists' in that he,



likewise, believes that social rules, 1in particular, "accepted rules
of conduct'yplay aﬁ essentiai role in our understanding of human action.
Beyond this, however, the two théorieé of action differ rather drama-
tically. To begin with, Hart contends that many of the difficultices
besetting both tréditiopal and.contemporary treatments of the nature
of. human action spring from the common, but erroneous, assumption that
> | | )
action is a descriptive concept. On Hart's view, by contrast, action
and related .concepts are more éppropriately understood as being
analogous to certain types concepts employed in lggal discodfse. For
Hart, action is what he terms "an ascriptive concept”. He writes,

-

"The sentence 'I did it'. 'you did it', 'he did it' are, 1 suggest,

l

primarily utterances with which we confess or admit liability, make
accusations, or ascribe responsibility; ...".6 Hence, for example,
when we say of someone that 'He hit her', then, according to Hart,.we
are not, at least not primarily, describing what has gone on. On the
contrary, té say 'He hit her' or, more éeneraliy, 'Hé.did X' is to
ascribe or assign liability or‘responsibility to the person named as
subject for what has transpired.

Moreover, Hart maintains that action concepts are analogous to
legal-conceﬁts in another importqﬁt and interesting respect. That is,
like their legal counterparts, action cohcepts are, according to Hart,
defeasible. By this he means that a claim like 'he hit her' may be

_reduced or over-ridden completely -- viz., defeated, if it can be

~shown that he did so accidentally, inadvertently, by mistake, in self

”
-

6 L iy . .

H.L.A. Hart, 'The Ascription of Responsibility and Rights,' in
A. Flew (ed.), Logic and Language (First and Second Series) (New York:
Doubleday, 1964), p. 167. Emphasis in original. '




" defense, under great provocation, or that anv one of an indefinite |ist

»

of exceptions, or extentuating'circumstanceg, obtained at the time.
Thus, Hart also seems to think that there is an essential differ-
ence between actions and bodily movements s;mpliciter. From his point
of view, the aifference is té be accounted for by the fact that
hu%an actions, as distinct from the meré bodily movements persons
sometimes undergo, are the sorts of thingsifor which persons may be
ascribed ngponsibility. I begin my criﬁiqué of Hart's posit%on by
pointing out that it is not at all clear what he hag in mindhwhen he
ﬁtalks about responsibility. The Problem here goes back to one;of the
key issues raised in our earlier discussion of certain important

Ethical and Meta-ethical questions about actions; namely, what does it

mean to say of someone that they are responsible for an action? As’ it

Ve

i

functions in much of our discdurse about human action, 'responsibility'’
has both descriptive and evaluative uses. thch of thése does Hart
have in mind when he asserts that to say -'He did it' is primarily to
ascribe responsibility to a person for something done? The more
plausible reading of his proposal is, T suggest, ‘the one which derives
from interpreting 'responsibility' in its evaluative segnse. In .other
words, to say that someone is responsible for an action in this sense
is to say that he i; liable or accountable for what fakes place. Now
if we understana his ﬁroposal in.this‘yay, Hart seems to belciéiming
that our actions are just thoée bodily movements for which one ?s held
responsible or brought-to account. Thus, it seems that if we are to
follow Hart, we must assume that, in éetting up, having my morning

coffee and reading. the newspaper, for example, I cannot be said to have
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perfor%ed an action, unless something untoward, such as my scalding my
wife by spilling the coffee, takes place. Onughe other hand, it also
seems to follow from this analysis that were- qomeone to bring me to

.
account for the rising of my Qrm, perhéps because they believe me,%o
be making a public spectacle of myselﬁt then that ﬁovement would count
.hs an action I perform. In short, my’ééint is that it seems to bhe a
mistake to try to exelicate the diffegeﬁce‘b5£ween my raising my arm
“and my arms rising by appealing to my accountability for the movement
in the one case but not,in the other. fndeed; itican be argued that
the cdncept of responsibility Hare ealls upon in his analysis already
presupposes the concept of action -- in which case the entife enter-
prise insself—defeating. Finally, I‘draw attention to the fact that
neither Melden or Harep appear to entertain the possibility that some
of the actions performed by human agents are actions which involve no
bodily movements. This T suspect is an immediate consequence of the
fact that both seek to elucidategphe diffe:ence between action and
non-action not so much from the active and internal perspective .of the
agencleeﬁfrom the relativeiy passive and external point of view of the
spectator.

Chapter VI is devoted to the examination of the position of
Richard Taylor. ‘who maintains that the dlfference between by raising my
arm and my arFs rising is to be found, not in the circumstances sur-
rounding the movement, nor in the conventions under which it ma? fall
but rather in the source of ancestry ef what takes place. When my arm

goes up we can account for that bodily happening by tracing it back to

an event or perhaps a ries of events. This is efficient causation.

v
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In contrast, when [ raise my arm the source or cause of the rovement

is an agent, who is an object or a thing (a pOrSQﬂ), not an event.,
~This, Taylor maintains, is fina; or Agent Causation.
But the notion of an objects standing in a o@usnl relationship
to an event is surely very obscure. What does it mean to o say Lh&t an
agent causes an event?  Taylor's reply to this quuston is to say that
the concept of agency or agent causation cannot be informatively ‘
analyzed in terms of anything more basic -- it is a fundamental cate-
gory. We can, nevertheless, gO on to say some illuminating things
about my role as agent in reference to my actions. "Every man",
'
Taylor writes, "seems sometimes to know, within himself - ... which
mofions and changes in his body are within his immediate.control and
which are not”;7 In other words, he seems to belicve that 'being an
' &
agent of an eyent', and 'knowing what events are under, one's immediate
control' are synonymous expressions, ard so one cannot yield a basisg
or ground for the other. But this should not be taken to mean that
this analjsis cannot be justified. Rather, what is required is a
justification of a different kind. According; to Taylor the basis or
justif@cation for the Theory or Agency is primarily intuitive -- viz.,

grounded one's experience as an active agent, not as a passive ‘specta-

»

tor to the human scene.! Or to put it somewhat differently, for Taylor
the crucial difference between a bodily movement that is an action
and a bodily movement that is not, is to be located within the per-

spective of the agent.

3
/.

7 ' 7
' R. Taylor, Action and Purpose (Englewoéd Cliffs: Prentice-Hall,
1966), p. 87. R



In" concluding this inquiry in Chapt: VII, 1 have outlined what
T take to be the relevance of the kinds of issues that fall under the
rubrics of "the philosophy of action" or "action theory" for the theory
and practice of education. My aims in this chapter are threcfold.
First, I have tri- ' to show that there are vital, yet so far virtually
undeveloped, connections between action gheory, on the onQ-hnnd, and
educational theory and practice on the other. Second, I have attempted
to show that there are broad areas of educational concern that can be
Cfruitfully explored from the perspgctive of action theory. And,
finally, T have sought to draw attention to particular problem areas

within education in which I think research of this sort needs to be

conducted.



CHAPTER "II

SIMPLE ACTIONS, BODILY MOVEMENTS

AND PHYSIOLOGICAL HAPPENINGS

I sﬂall begin my inquiry into the concept of human action by
examining a series of accounts which seek quite directly to deal with
the problem of action as it was posed by Wittgenstein. Not only do the
philosophers whose views I shall be discussing in the next three
chapters‘share with Wittgenstein a general philosophical perépectiye,
one sometimes referred to by the misleading epithet "ordinary language
philosophy'", but they also appear to endorse some of his views concern-
in&Dthe nature of language and its role in human activities. Some
‘commentators have characterized this way of treating questions about
human action as "contextual", in order to draw attention to a feature
distinctive of this type ofraccount; namely; the idea that, over aﬁd
above: the behaviour itsélf, one must also take into consideration the
circumstances or context in whiéh the behaviour occurs if one is to
provide an adéquate analysis of the concept of action. s

Briefly, and by way of introduction, let me try to be a bit" more
explicit about what this view involves. Defenders of a contextualist

account of human action generally take the position that when a person
: -

performs an action —— for example, when a driver signals a turn (by /
raising his arm) -- we must, in order to properly describe what tran-

spires, focus attention not-only on the various bodily movements that
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occur but also upon the norms, rules and standards which enLu; into

and in important respects guide the performance in question. Accord-

ingly, when a driver signals a turn, certain norms or rules, e.g.,

rules of the road, traffic regulations, and so on, form an important

part of the context in which the action is performed. 1In other words,
N

inasmuch as these norms, rules, etc., are inextricably bound up with

what tﬁe driver does in signalling, reference to them as well as to

ché movements of his body is crucial in any adequate accounting of what

he is engaged in doing. ‘

In examining this theory, I want to pay particular attention to

that version of it that has been painstakingly developed and defended

1
tby A.I. Melden. Nevertheless, as the discussion progresses I shall

also have ogcasion to consider, :' cugh in much less detail, the views
of R.S. Peters and Peter Winch who, along with Melden, may be seen to

share a number of fundamental ideas concerning the nature of actions.

1In examlnlng Melden's position I will draw in large measure on
his principal work in this area Free Action (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1961), although his paper 'Actlon ' in D.F. Gustafson
(ed.), Essays.in Philosophical Psychology (New York: Doubleday Anchor
Books, 1964), pp. 58-76, is very helpful in clearing up some of the
puzzles in the longer work.

2It is my intention here neither to minimize nor to obscure the
differences in the views of R.S. Peters, The Concept of Motivation
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958); P. Winch, The Idea of a

Social Science (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958) and Melden.

Owing to the differing concerns with which each man approaches
questions having to do with bﬁman behaviour there are, to be sure,
significant differences among them. Nevertheless, it would seem fair
to say that, in virtue of the shared notions of rule fol]nw1nb, context,
and so on, as they relate to human conduct,’ they may be grouped ‘under
the title of "contextual accounts of action"
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%elden's inquiry into human action unfolds in two separate
though closely velated stages. During the first stage, he goes to

considerable lengths in 'trying to detcrmine whether and on what basis

we might distinguish the actions performed by persons from other

events taking place within the human organism. And, in the second
phase, he engages in a detailed examination of the ways in which we
ordinarily talk about the.actions we perform in our everyday dealings
with one another. The aim here is to show that norms or rules have a
very important role to play when it somes to distinguisﬁing actions
from other events occurring in persons. My plan, is to examine as
fully as pqssible in the épace available both aspects‘of Melden's
work. In taking this tack, I shall try to counterbalance a tendency
prevalent in much of the contemporary literature on action. This is
the tendency, displayed by a number of éommentators, to dwell exclu-
sively on one or the other éf thesé parts of Melden's account, ra
-ther than viewing them as idterfelated elements of a largef enter¥l
prise. The point of approaching matters in this fashion is to try to
gain a clearer and more comprehensive understanding of what Melden is
up to so that in the end we shall be in a better'position to deEermine
its merits.

In the present chapter I shall restrict my attention to the
initial.phase of Melden's theorizing; namely, his explorations of the
need and poséible basis for a distinction between actions and other
events which comprise the history of a person. Now, because he has
gone agout this- important job in so thordugh—going a manner I ﬁhink it

essential that we try to get clear about his conclusions.

£y



Unfortunately, however, as will become evident as we proceed, this is
no simple task. Consequently, a good deal of the discussion in this
chapter will be taken up with the business of trying to sort out just
what Melden has to say- concerning this distinction. This will help to
set the stage for the ensuing discussion of the importance of conven-
tions, norms and rules in our discourse about human actions. )

Melden construes Wittgenstéin's now famous query, "What is left
over if I subtract the fact that my}arm éoes up from the fact that I
raise my,arm?",3 as a request for an account of the difference
between matters of bodily or physiélogical happening and matters of
human action. The rising of one's arm, it is suggested, is to be
reéarded as something that happens in or to me, whereas, my raising my
arm is something I méy be said to do.

How is Melden's view of the distinction (or distinctions) be-
EWéen~bodily or physiological happenings and actions, éna/or between
the things persons do and the things that happen to them, to be under-

stood? And, upon what is the distinction based? "We can become clearer

: 3L.Wittgenstgin Philosophica]'Invg§tigations (Oxford: Blackwell,
1953), #621, p. léle. A
4 , - . . M.
Melden, Free Action, p. 9. A similar distinction is proposed
by Peters, The Concept of "Motivation, pp. 9-12. Reters maintains that
actions are things that one does, and are to be antrasted with those
items of human behaviour which are merely "goings on' in the individ-
ual. In his words, "a genuine action is the act of doing something as
opposed tv suffering something", p. 12. The basis for Peters' distinc-
tion is the view that human actions do not admit of sufficient explan-
ation in terms of causal laws; whereas happenings can be sufficiently
explained in terms of cause and effect.




about how he might attempt to answer these questions if), first, we
consider some of the preliminary explorations th;t have lead him to

put the probleﬁ in these terms. Let us begin by looking-at.un

example similar to one Melden himself has used in this connection. A
connoisseur, call him Mr. C., is attending an auction of fine paintings.
At some time during the proceedings, say at 5:48 p.m., our man of
refined tastes mékes a bid én one of the paintings offered up for sale.
We might further assume that he does so by nodding his head. Of.

course it is likely that since his arrival at the.auction he has per-

formed very many other actions, some of which might be characterized =~

in a general way as"examining the paintings', 'renewing olq acquaint-
ances', 'scrufinizing the bidding', and so on. Iﬁ any Fagé; by
singling out one actioT from among the many he has-performéa we can
bring to light these features Melden considers pertinent to the dis—v
tinction betweep "doing" and "happening". And, finally, we might
suppose, that on recognizing the gesture made by Mr. C., the ahctioneer
says something‘to the effect that, "We now have an offer of guch—;nd—
such on the Van Gogh".

Melden begins by noting that episodes of the sort outlined above
can be described in at lgas; three different ways. First, we might
say that, 'At precisély 5:48 p.m. Mr. C. made a bid of such-and-
such an amount on the Van Gogh'. Secondly, in response to the question

{

"How did Mr. C. make the bid?' a reply characterizing what transpired
may take the form 'He made a bid on the paintiﬁg by ?odding his.head'
-— this is how it was done. Or to put it in more general terms,

Melden thinks that whenever someone performs an action descriable as,
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say, 'making an offer on a painting', he also does something which may

be described in another way, for example, as 'nodding one's head'. So

it is with many other performances of a similar sort. lere are some
additional illustrations: taking an oath by raising one's right hand

and repeating the appropriate form of words, acknowledging His Majesty
by bowing in a certain way, signalling a tﬁrn by raising an arm and
so on. In each of these cases, the model one does X by doing Y,
where 'X' and 'Y' are not synonymous expressions, seems appropriate
for describing what has taken placé. Furthermore, Melden suggests,
there is yet a third way in which we may describe what went on in the
art auction at this particular time. Whenever one nods qne's head,
certain muscles located iq the‘neck contract while others relax in
such a way that the head is successively elevated and lowered. Conse-
quently? it might also be said that 'At such-and-such a time certain
muscle movements occurred' -— this is how Mr. C.'s head gets nodded.
In sHort, the point here is that it seems possible to describe
what took place on that occasion by saying that 'Mr. C. made a bid on
the Van Gogh', or that 'Mr. C. nodded his head', or, again, that
'Certain muscle movements in Mr. C.'s neck occurred'. Now, assuming
ﬁhat what took place at 5:48 p.m. can be described in these ways, a
number of important questions arise. To begin with, 'Can these
accounts be regarded as different descriptions of the same happening?'.

Or, are they to be treated as descriptions of distinct happenings?
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llow many actions do these sentences record?”’  And, finally, how do
Melden's answers to these questions help to throw light or his distinc-
tion between 'doings' and "happenings'.

Let us begin by considering Melden's view of the relationship
between the events picked out by the first pair of sentences, viz.,
by 'Mr. C. made a bid on the Van Gogh' and 'He nodded his head'. It
is his contention that, although they are not synonymous, these éen—
tencés are-related in the sense that the latter makes it clear how the

former was done. That is, the expression 'by nodding his head' informs

| .
us how Mr. C. made his bid on the painting. Furthermore, it would also

appeéar that wefé we to inquire "What did Mr. C. do on the occasion in
question?’ either the reply that 'He nodded his head' or that 'He made
a bid on the painting' would be an appropriate answer to our question.
Both tell us what thg agent did. ?ut how many things did Mr. C. do?
How many actions did he perform during this episode? 1In rgplying to
this sort of question Melden appears £¢. have taken 'the line tppt it is
~ implausible to suppose that, in episodes such as these, there is more
than one occurrence. For one does not nod one's head in order to make

a bid, in the way one qiimbs a ladder in order to replace a light bulb.

5Ibid., pp. 19-20. The problems to which Melden has drawn atten-
tion here, i.e., of whether a single action can be described in many
“different ways and of when actions are the same and when different, are
issues which have generated a good deal of discussion and controversey
of late in the literature on action. For a sampling of this discussion
see D. Davidson, 'The Individuation of Events,' in N. Rescher, et. al.
(eds.), Essays in Honor of Carl G. Hempel (Dor drecht: D. Reidel, 1969)
and ‘A. Goldman, J.J. Thompson 2nd 1. Thalberg, 'The Individuation of
Action,' Journal of Philosophy, Vol. LXVIII (1971), pp. 761-87.

6Free Action, pp. 20-21.
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In the latter case at least two distinct things are done, one of them
‘ i

being done as a prerequisite to the doing of the other. Bv contrast,
when Mr. C. makes a bid on the Van Gogh by nodding his head, it seems

sensible to suppose that there is only one thing that he does. And, as
a result, it seems reasonable . to conclude that, for Melden at least,

the relation between the events picked out by these two expressiens is

one of identity. ‘
If next we turn to examine the relationsﬁip between 'nodding one's
head' and 'the occurrence of cerfain muscular movépents', there may be
a temptation to const?ﬁe it on the same model as that bgt?gen the first
pair of descriptions. Thét is, as*an instance of doing X by doing Y.
After allyit does seem evident that whenever one nods one'§ hégd it is

also the case that various muscle-movements take place. Can we then
: . A

say that the model of someones doing X by doing Y is apr te in

«

these circumstances and, in consequence, that the relati o between

these sentences, and the ‘events to which they refer, is the same ag

4

that between the first pair? At this stage, it becomes clear that in

order to answer these questions we must first come to terms with a

more fundamental issue; namely, the question of whether or not the

expression 'such-and-such muscle movements occurring' is a-description

of something that a person may be said to do.

It can be seen that an important upéhot of these preliminary
explofations is to raise, in one form at’least, what I have referred
to in the Introduction as "The Problem of Action", O; the basis of the

discussion thus far, the problem, as Melden initially conceives of it,

appears, to be one of determining whether the occurrence of certain

o

o~
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muscle movements is to be counted as something a person does. He

subsequently goes on to cast the net more widely in observing that;
Whenever 1 do anything, something happens, but since
indefinitely manyy things happen when I do anvthing, only

some of which are relevant to my doing, the happening in
question must be further delimited.

Howgis this remark to be understood? One way of interpreting it,“it
seems, is as suggesting that the sentence 'Such-and-such muscle move-
ments took place' is not a description of a "doing"; it is, by con-
trast, report of a "happeniﬁg”.' In other words, it may be understood
as asserting that to say a certain muscle movement todk place is
mefely to sax;that éomething happened in or to a person. As chh, it
carries with i; no implNcation that such movements are thiqgs one'dbes.
And, from fhis it would follow that the model of an agent; doing X by
doing Y is inapplicable to épisodes of the sort recordeé-by the second
pair of descriptions. Nevertheless, as we shall sce in a moment,
there are other ways in which this comment can be interpreted.
\‘ 5 Y

Clearly then the purport of Melden's claim is not as clear and
straight forward as one would hope. Yet, because it is central to his *
view’not only of the distinction between doing aﬁd happening but also
of ‘the problem of action it bears closer scrutiny. One of the things
Melden seems to be saying is that while certain of the things that
happen when a person does something are, in some éense, "relevant' to
that doing, there remain others that are not. At this juncture; it is

appropriate to ask, 'In what does this "relevance" consist?'. Or to

put it another way, how are we to distinguish between those happenings

7'Ibid., PP. 22-23.
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which are ané(ghose which are not relevant to things done by human

agents? This is an important question. And it serves to rveveal an

important ambiguity in Melden's position. In order to throw this pro-
blem into shafper relief let us consider another example. Suppose
that, whilst [ am seated at my desk, I do something, such as reach [br
my pen. And let us further assume that in the course of doing so the
change in my pocket jingles, my glasses slip forward on my nose, the
chair upon which I am sitting ''groans', and so on. Here many things
happen when 1T reach for my pen. Are such things as the jingling of

the change, the movement of my glasses or the groaning of my chair

N

the sorts of happening Melden has in mind when he speaks of happenings
that may or may not be relevant to my doing? Surely these are among

the sorts of thing that can and very often do happen when a pérson

~

does something.
i

But this does not seem to bé what Melden means. Instead, his

primary concern in this context seems to have more to do with happen-

-

ings of the kind involved in our original example. If we examine the

v

three descriptions generated in connection with that episode 1t seems

reasonably clear that they are used to record events taking place in
, wge
t..c human organism. On the other hand, the things that happen as I

of
redch for my pen,.e.g., the groaning of my chair, are things which

occur "in the world" (beyond the boundaries of my skin, as it were) as
a result of my doing; Presumably, it is foruthis reason, or sdmething

"exter-—

like this kind of reason, that Melden is prepared to disregard
LN . B
nal happenings'' when he talks about happenings that are and happenings

that are not relevant to the things one does. So, it would seem- that

~
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when he speaks of happenings he is actually referring to events
taking place "within" thg person who is performing the action.

Having gotten.a little clearer about Melden's notion of a hap- ]
peningywe are in a better position to see what is involved when he
contrasts the things persons do with the things that happen to them.
From_what has been said thus far, it appears that for Melden the
problem is one of sepapating doings from other kinds of happing taking
place within the human Qrgaﬁism. Additional support for this way of
understanding bis is provided‘by his ciaim that,

A very great number of physiological events take place,

happen, get done whqp one raises one's arm; but it net only

makes sense to ask whether these are things one does, it is

in fact questionable that this is the case. If so, we cannot

identify what happens, gets done, with what a person does.8
Here it seems evident that e contrast Melden is interested in deve-
loping is one between doings and physiological happenings, as Aistinct
from the kinds of "ekternal" happenings in which an agent's doings may
issue. .

Assﬁming that there‘égevimportant differences between physioiégi—
cal happeningé and the things one‘does, it now becomes essential to
understand whaﬁ, on the present view of things, these differences
amount to. How, in other words, or on.what basié, are we to mark off
the things we do from those things that merely happen to us? On this
matter,vMelden takes the position tha? our talk about human.dbiﬁgs dif-
fers in fundamental or radical ways from our.falk about physiological

happenings, including the observable movements of our limbs, the

blinkings of eyes, the movements of lips and so on. That w2 cannot

8Ibid., p. 56. |
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identify these two types of talk, or forms of discourse, is, Melden
believes, indicative of the existence of a gap between matters of
paysiological happening and matters of -human doing that is)st;ictly
analogous to the logical gulf ;n moral philosopﬁ;tgetween 'Is' and

"Ought'. Now if Melden is right about this,,iﬁ“wdgld seem that he

would also wish to maintain that talk about physioiogical happenings

is ipso facto irrelevant to talk about the things persons do. Yet, ]
theré are occasions on which he seems reluctant to drive the wedge
this,deebly. That is to say, there are, as we shall see, times when

Melden talks as if physiological happenings are in some sense "part of'"

]

the things persons do. Or, to put it more precisely, Melden sometimes
conveys the impression that the language we use in talking about hap-
penings is under certain circumstances somehow "germane" to the lang-
uage we employ in our4talk about doings. o k

At this stage, we have béforé us a rather rough sketch of Melden's
view of the distinction between the things one does and the things that
happen to‘bdé. However, in reference to a taék of the complexity of
the pre.- ¢ one, much still remains to b; sorted out if we are to come
up with a reasonably clear and coherent picture of Melden's position.
To’this end we shall need to become a good deal clearer about his
distinction between ”d&ings" and "happenings', since, as I have‘pre—
viously remarked, some confusion concerning this matter still lingers.

. - A

With this in mind, I want first to examine his arguments against certain
attempts to bfidg? this gulf. And, secondly, I would like to consider
a point made by some of his critics tﬂat it is not at all clear that

Melden does in fact identify the things persons do and actions; a

o
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point which, if well founded, raiscs serious doubts about the relevance

L7 o ST

of a distinction between doings and happenings tc o problem of ac-
j

tion. By looking into these matters further, perhaps enough light can
be shed on these difficulties that at least some of them can be dis-

pelled. -

The fact that people have tried in various ways to bridge the
gap between doings and happenings is, Melden believes, symptomatic of
the kind of conceptual confusion that has tended to surround Lhese

notions. From among these attempts he has singled out two of the more

'prominent ones as being of special interest. On the one hand, there
|

\is a view of those (principally, certain physiologists and behaviour-
\ - )
listically inclined psychologists committed to very simple-minded

\ : R '

forms of empiricism) who assume that it is possible to give a complete

iccdunt of any and all bodily happenings in terms of physiologicnl
‘\ Ve

cguses. And, on the other, he is concerned with a view propounded. by
|

certain Neo-Cartesian philosophers (presumably including Prichandg) to
the effect that bodily @ovements,_considefed by themselves, cannot be

described as actions performed by an agent. Nevertheless,

| .
movements are preceded and caused by a certain type of mental event,
|

ile., by an act of will or a volition, then, accofding to this view,

if such

! i,
we are entitled to construe the bodily movement as an action. It is

in a similar vein that some physiologists and psychologists have

-argued that when a person performs an action, for example nodding -

one's head, the bodily movement is the caysal corsequence of some

S . | | /
H.A. Prichard, 'Acting, Willing and Desiring,' in A.R. White

(ed.), The Philosophy of Action (London: Oxford University Press,
1968), p. 65.




antecedent and interior dbing in which the agent engages, such as moving
one's muscles. In short, both accounts are based on the assumption
that actions are distinguishable from physiological happenings in vir-
"tue of the fact that the former, unlike the latter, are brought about
by a certain kind of cause; namely, by someqhing the agent doeé.

Melden raises some rather serious.objections to these particular
efforts at spanning the.conceptual gulf. Againégﬁthis version of the
theory of volitiqns, he argues that the event described as ny ﬁodding

my head is not' the<effect of some prior mental cause such as my

willing my head to nod. The reason for rejecting this supposition is,
v -]

-

he argues, that mental.events, including acts of volition or willings,
are not related to actions as cause to effect; rather the connection

. - 10 L
between them is a logical one. Moreover to seek,” by combining a
bodily happening with a mental qéuse (albeit a mental event construed

as a-doing) to transform a happening such as the nodding of my head

into the action characterized'as my nodding my head is again funda-

-

mentally mistaken. For here the suggestion’is that one causes one's
. - ’
head” to nod by performing a willing; thus by citing the antecedent-

event which brought about my heads nodding we explain the occurrence

1
'

in question. But, wifat “is it that we have thereby explained? According

to Melden, it is merely the fact that one's head nods; not that one

nods one's head.. Consequently, if we succeed in explaining anything

at all by such a move,-we have, so Melden maintains, explained only
\ .

10 " ' .
For a more detailed discussion and defense of this claim see

Free Action particularly chapters VIII and IX. I do not. intend to

pursue the details of:the argument here since I am merely seeking to
bring out the character’ of the dispute in order to further illuminate

Melden's attémpt to distinguish between doings and happenings.

-



a bodily happening and not an action performed by an agent. Hence, he
concludes that, on the volitional theory the gap between action and
happening remains untouched.
The step taken by those sﬁpporting the physiological version of
the thesis in question involves the presumption that one nods one's
|
head by contracting one's muscles -- this is how one does it. Accord-
)
ingly, it would also seem to follow that one contracts one's muscles,
stimulates certain centres in the brain, effc ts the firing of certain
néurons, and so on: in precisely the same fashion as one switches on
the tape recorder by depressing a certain button, places thé transmis-

sicn in reverse by manipulating the gear shift lever, etc. As such,

it appears as if one must know some physiology in order to be aware or

-

recognize that by contracting this’muscle in such a way I may succe%ﬁ,
in causing my head to‘nod, just as one must know something of the
workings of tape recorders and automobiles in order that one might
succeed in getting them to operate in the ways described above. At
this point, Melden maiﬁtains, the analogy breaks down and reveals thé
error in this proposal. Surely one needs no prior knowledge of, or
tfaining‘in, physiology in order to move one's limbs, we simply nod
our heads, raise our arms, wiggle our toes and so on without manipul-
ating anf intervening devices. And, more importantly, one does not
nod one's head by moving certain muscles. On the contrary, it is by
nodding one's head that one moves certain muscles! V in other
words, the ‘causal seduence needs to be reversed.» Accounts, such as.

those just considered, which seek to relate doings (either nental or

phys’ .ogical) to happenings as cause to effect, provide a picture of
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human actions as if they were the result of the manipulation, by the
agent, of certain internal levers and pulley§ -- a picture which, to
say the least, is characterized by a number of rather misleading and
unfortunate distortions.

In any event, the main reason for looking at these attempts to
bridge the conceptual gap has/been to seek to make out more clearly
Melden's distinction between doings and happenings and to determine
hdw it bears upon his analysis of human action. What has been accom-
plisheé;thus far? 1In the first place, it is worth noting that Melden
is concerned to discredit the volitional theofy and‘those physiological
or psychological accounts of actions committed to the notion that in
cases of human action, doings in Whicﬁ agent himself engages intervene
in the course of physiological events and cause some bodily move-
ment.l; Here, then, it seems that Melden is claiming that the rela-
tionship, whatever it is, between doings and physiological happenings is
nov causal. However, this makes his view of the relationship between bodily
movement= and physiological happenings is‘even less clear. Neverthe-
less, in concluding his critique of the doing intervenes in physiology
aﬁaly§i§ of action he does remark that, " ... there is undoubtedly a
difference between a matter of physiological happening apd a Eodiiy
movement that 1is correctly describable as something done by the »
‘agent”.lz This ambiguous comment brings us face to face with a central

difficulty in this phase of his analysis. It has to do with the scope G

of the terms 'action', 'bodily movement' and 'doing' and the manner in

'

Yipid., p. s7. \

12Ibid.



which they are to be distinguished from each other, and in turn from

'physiological happenings'. The lack of clarity surrounding Melden's

talk about these matters, has led to his positions being interpreted

in a number of quite different and incompatible

this is that his view has become beclouded by a

ways. The upshot of

number of perplexities

which, if one is to make some sense of his position, must be resolved.

1

-

One way in which this statement might quite reasonably be under-

stood is as suggesting that there is an important distinction between

: , .13, ,
actions and the things one does. Macklin 1s one observer who be-

7

lieves that Melden's comments lend themselves readily to such an inter- -

Pretation. On her view, he can be understood as maintaining that

bodily movements, as distinct from physiological happenings (e.g.,

"muscular contractions and interior bodily events"), may be regar.ded

as things that one does.14 Assuming that this is what Melden does

N

have in mind, then the relation between the thingé done by persons and

their actions is, indeed, unclear. It may be that only some of the

things one does can be construed as actions, the remainder of one's

]

S

doings consisting in the execution of "mere bodily movements". A

second interpretation, also proposed by Macklin,

is that Melden can be

taken to be claiming that everything one does is to be counted as an

action. In support of this view she draws

that,

“ion to his assertion

3Ruth Macklin, 'Doing and Happening,' The Review of Metaphysics,

XXII (1968), p. 249.

Yoryid.) pp. 249-50,
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1t should be clear now that not every physiological happening
in the chain of causes that issue in the motion of one's arm
is a case of something done. For only in very special circum-
stances can such a happening be described as an action.l?

If one supposes, along wiph Macklin, that his remarks are intended to
explicate the connection between doings and actions, then this latter
comment would seem to imply that actions are the only things a person
may legitimately be said to do:

bn this way of looking at things, the nature of the relationship,

if ény, between doings or actions, on the one hand, and bodily move-
mentsvor physiological happenings, on the other, ;emains something of
a mystery. In any case, owing to the variety of_interpretations to
which Melden's views seemingly admit, she has concluded that, on the
face of it, his account is, ' ... open to the charge of inconsistency
ér, at least, lack of clarity on this point".

; There is, it can reédiiy be acknowledged, a certain amount of
obséurity associated with Mel?en's talk about actions, doings, bodily
movements, physiological happenings and éo on. And, it can also bel
agreed that there seem to be important problems in his analysis. Wh;t
is not so clear, howgver, is that the remarks upon which Macklin has
focused attention afe problemaiic for the reasons she suggests. In-
deed, as 1 shall argue a little later, there is anothef way of looking
at Melden's views on this subject in virtue of which some of Mécﬁiin's
.points loose a.good deal éf their force. With this end in view, I want

now to consider a special case of the sort to which Melden alludes in

his comments.

15Melden, op. cit., p- 64. |

l6Macklin, op. cit., pp. 249-50.



By a "special case" or "special clrcumstances', Melden is referring

to those perhaps infrequent occésions on which something one does might
be described as 'causing a happening in or to the agent himself'.
Suppose, for example, that I am sitting in a cinema in such a position
that thecirculation of blood in one of my legs is inhibited and that,
as a result, my leg '"goes to sleep". At some point, having tired of
the discomfort of feeling ”piné and needles", T ﬁay decide to cross
my "sleeping" leg over my othér one. In order to accomplish tﬁfg
result, instead of simply raising my leg in such-and-such a way, I
may lift the dormant 1limb by using my arms. And, following the execu-
tion of a number of simple manoeuvres, I achieve the desired effect.
In this context the bodily happening, i.e., causing certain muscles
to move, can quite correctly be regarded as something I do. Since by
performing various operations with my érms and hands (e.g., lifting,
pulling, etc.,) I managed to cause my leg "and certain muscles in my
oS .
leg to move. In other words, in‘zircumstances such as these, it éeeﬁs
perfectly in order to describe what took place by saying 'I moved cer-
tain muscles (in my leg) by raising my arm' -- this tells us how it
was done. Thus, in answer to the question, 'What did you do?', I
;ould quite properly iespond by saying either that 'I raised my arm'
or that 'I moved my leg'. From what has been said thus far, it now
becomes clearer why Melden might be prepared to declare that this in-
cident is special in certain key respects, and why, toot one of
Macklin's interpretations of his position may lack some of the .

plausibility she has claimed for it.

If one examines the context in which these problematical comments

\
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are made it .seems to me that a good case can be made out for claiming
that Melden's primary concern in this part of his account liecs with
things persons do, as it were, directly or immediately. On the other
hand, the special case in which I may be said to move certain muscles
by raising my arm is an instance of something that is done indirectly.
What T am suggesting, then, is that it is circumstances of this sort
that Melden has in mind wgen he says that it is only in special cir-
cumstances that the movement of one's muscles or certain other physio-
logical happenings can be described as something done by an agent. In
normal circumstances, by contrast such physiological occurrences would
be considered as things that happen to one.
Let us examine this matter a little moré cloself: To begin
with, it should be evident that there are important differences between —
this type of si@ﬁation in which a person may be said to do X By doing |
%, and those of the sort typified by a connoisseurs making a bid on a
painting by nodding his head. Prior to this, it will be recalled,
Melden's discussion has centered on doings such the raising of an
arm, the nodding of one's head, the lifting of a leg and so on. From
this,it seems to me eminently reasopable to conclude that his primary .
concern is with what might be termed "simple doings" ér, to use

Melden's words, ”thiﬁgs immediately done by usf.l7 On the other hand,

when he speaks of spgcial circumstances he quite clearly has episodes

A

;7Melden's conception of 'things immediately done by us' is simi-
lar to that developed by A.C. Danto. 'Basic Actions,' in A.R. White
(ed.), The Philosophy of Action (London: Oxford University Press,

. 1968), pp. 44-46, when he speaks of 'basic actions'. According to
Danto, a basic ‘action is an action such that, " ... a man performing
one does not cause it by performing $Some other action that stands to °
it as cause to effect'". (p. 46)
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of a very different sort in mind. 1If I move certain muscles in my leg
by raising my arm then I may be said to have moved certain muscles,
But. in situations of this éort, I do not move those muscles directly
or immediately; rather I do so only indirectly by doing something else
first, such as raising an arm. Theretore what Serves to make episodes
like these special and thus set them off fromthose in which a dr1ver~
signals a turn by ralslng dn arm, or a connoisseur makes a bid on a
painting by nodding his head, is the fact 'X' and 'Y' are not descrip-
tions of the same event. To be more ptecise, the sentences '] raised
my arm' and 'I moved my leg', as they are used in connectlon with the
Present example, do not describe the Same event in the way that 'Mrt C.
nodded his head' and "Mr. C. made a bid on the painting', as uéed in
the context of the first example, do describe one and the same event.
In other words, unlike the case in which someone nods their head so as
to make a bid, what we have here is a situation in which I raise my

arm in order to move my leg, which Suggests that it is a more "complex
doiqg” or perhaps, that it is an episode comprised of distinct doings ¢
Or-at least distinct events. In short, the special case acquires its
uniqueness in virtue of its being set in contrast to the spécies of
doing which has been the Principal object of Melden's analyses thus far,
namely, "simple doings'. . this wéx the special case is best con-
strued not on the model of an arm raising; but rathet as beiﬁg more
closely parallel to, thoughk. not on precisely the same footing as, a
case of someone's climbing a %adder to replace a lightbulb, where at
least two things are being done by the agent.

Thus, I would maintain that Melden ‘ig addressing himse]f in the remarks
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in question, not as Macklin suggests, to the probiem of the relation-
ship between doings and actions, but., instead, to the separation of
action and happening. In short, ghe thesis being advanced seems
rather to be that happénings in or to a person can under speg;al cir-
cumstances be regarded as something one does; although they are not
things he does directly or immediately in the way that he raises an
arm. Accordingly, wheﬁ certaia "unusual" or extraordinary conditions
obtain, éxpressions such as 'I moved certain muscles' or 'l caused
certain muscles to move' may be construed as‘desgriptions of something
a person does. On the other hand, in normal circumstances, we should
be prepared to regard talk about mere muscle or limb movements etc.,
as talk about_whgc happens to a person, viz., aBout physiological
happenings. ‘But, and this is the point.ﬁhat needs to be underlined
here, frgm the fact that under certain conditions persons may be des-
cribed as causing certain movements in their limbs or muscles, or as
moving those limbs or muscles, and the fact we are prepared to treat
such descriptions as accounts of things persons do (even though they
seem quite clearly to make reference-to physiological happenings), we
should not be lead to conclude that some of the things persons do are
not actions, £ut, rather, the exécution of mere bodily movements. Tor
to take this line would commit us to the view Melden has been at pains
to criticize; namely, the view that the events described by!' sentences
like 'I moved the muscles in my leg' or 'l caused the muscles in my
leg to move, on the one hand, and by Eentenées such as.'The mﬁscles in

my leg'mbved', on the other, are on precisely the same footing with

respect to their status as happenings, and that they differ only in
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that the former represents a doiny whereas the latter dues not. Against

this account, T have been arguing that Melden is best understood as

.

claiming that while 'I raise my leg' and 'I cause my leg to rise' may
be said to refer to thinés I do or, equivalently, to my actions, ¢they
cannot be treated as picking out doings of the.same sort; and, further-
more, that in neither case are the:events thus described-go be assimi-
lated to a mere physiological happening or bodily movement, such as

the movement of my leg when this is brought on by some internal

physiological happening.

To see Melden's comments about special cases in this light,

v

therefore, is to recognize that they are concerned with 'the status of

happenings like “the movements of muscles or limbs when they are brought

i
)

about by something a person does. As a result, we can now regard the

o

main issue as being that of determining whether the muscular and 1imb
movements that do occur in these circumstances are to be counted as

something that one does or something that happens to one. Moreover,

-

given this rendering of Melden's position it seems quite plausible to

.

suppose that he does in fact treat the notions of action and of things
one does as equivalent. But having said this, "I should hasten to point

out that we do not by making this move eliminaté the perplexities Y ¥,

~
<&

about which Macklin has spoken. Rather, at best, we manage only to

<

relocgte them.

Let me now begin to explicate in more detail what. is involved in
"the second approach to inte;preting Melden's misleading remark.that
" ...‘there is undoubtedly a difference between a matter of physiologi—‘

cal happening and a bodily movement that is correctly describable as



something done by the agent', and rhe bearing of this interpretation
on his accoun? of the problem of acfion. The plausibility ot this
alternative reading depends on our adopting the view that his comment
is addressed to the distinction between, actions (doings) and bodily
movements, and nﬁt, as previously suggested, to the relationship
between actions and the things done by persons; On the basis of this

assumption, we can interpret Melden as holding that some, though not

-allys bodilas i) s may be characterized as things one does, or as
P '\ 3

L it follows that there are certain other sorts

. o .
actions..
.% M y

ngbad y s which cannot be numbered among the actions per-
S L i ’ 9 .
formed 'BY the™: Seei™from this perspective, the genesis of the

k4 ° .
has arisen in connection with this aspect of Melden's

confusion thét
‘discussion is to be found in his ~mployment oﬁ the concept:of a

bodily movement; particularly in his view of the relation of bodily
movements to actions. Iq what follows, I shall try to show why I think
this represents a much more plausiblé way of understanding Melden's
%ssértions, mainly on the ground that they are more consistent with
what else he has to say on this topic.

Once again let us begin by Eonsidering an ekample. Here we need
not appeal to a situation involving a "complex doing', a case involving
a simple doing wili suffice. 1In particular, we might return to and
focus once more on my plight as a theatre goer who is in a state of
physical discomfort as a result nf having been seated in certain posi;
tion for a prolonged period. This timé, however, let us imagine that,

rather than engaging in the more complicated sorts of acrobatics out-

lined in the original example, I decide on a simpler strategy for

58
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<

alleviating my sutfering. And having done so [ may forthwith raise

one leg and place it over the other. Now it was noted, at the outset-/lﬁ\\\\

=

of this account, that whenever I raise my leg, or perfoim any other

action of this sort, T move certain muscles. Nevertheless, to say that

I move those muscles by raising my leg is not, Melden would wish to

mainﬁain, to say that the physiological'happening characterized as a

muscle ﬁovement is the causal consequence of yet another physiofogical

event described as the rising of the leg. Under these circumstances,

by contrast, the expression 'one moves certain muscles\Ly moving one's

leg', can be construed as a description of a matter of human action.

In other words, 'l raise my leg' and 'I move certain muscles' are both

reports of things that, in the present example, one may be said to do.

'"The movement of certain muscles causes the elevaiion of the legx/on

the other hand; is to be understood as a report of a matter of physio~

logy or a mere happening. Here, as previodsly, we are again confronted
.

with the gap about which Melden has spoken. In this illustration,

the vital contrast is between the Iocutions 'my moving my leg' and

'my legs moving' which, it is said, belong to two distinct%ye forms

of discourse; those df action and happening respectively. And it is

for this reason that he maintains the two expressioné cannot be

identified.

The main object in this aspect of"the inquiry has been to bring’
to light additional considerations which, in my view, lend support to
the coﬁtentio? that the difficulty in making sense of Melden's position
is one of getting clear about the way in which actions and bodily

movements are to be distinguished. To summarize the argument thus far;

-
Al VeV



» ments of other kinds. On this analysis, simple actions, which include

I have been maintaining that Melden takes the position that only

actions may be counted as things persons do. In defense of this inter-
pretation I have tried to show that his primary purpose %n the first

part of Free Action has been to mark off simple actions from hodily move-
armraisiﬁgs, hea ' noddings{vfag liftings and so on, are things one does
immediately or;ggyaight—off without having to do something else first

in order to‘bring them about.‘“Mere bodily happeniﬁés or movements, by
contrast, are describable in such terms as 'the rising of an arm', 'the
elevation of a leg' and are ﬁot’things oné aoes. Rather they are

nothing more than the effects of certain internal physiological happen-

_ings. In opposition to this view, Macklin has argued that there is

another and equally plau§ible way of interpreting Melden's position,
according to which he may be undérs}ood as claiming that some of the
things a persén doeé are his actions while others consist merely in
the execution of bodily movements. From this she has gone on to
conclude that, in virtue of the fact that this way of construing his
remarks gives rise to two alternative and incompatible accounts of his
position, what is most in.heed of unraveling is his view of th%'
relation between doings and actions.

In contrast, it has been my contention that this latter inter-
pretation lacks the plausibility Macklin has claimed for it, and that
this can be shown by a careful examinatiod of the particular context
within which‘these controversial statements occur as well as of other
commehtsybg §ub§equently goes on to make on this saﬁe topic. To put

the matter briefly, since in the first portion of the book Melden's

)
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main interest is giving an account of thiings one does immediate ly or
directly, such as raising one's arm, he has treated as "special
cases', ”thoseithings one does', as it were, ”indireétly". . An example
of a speCiJT‘case, viz., of soﬁething done indirectly, would .be my
causing my left arm to rise by raising it with my right. Under ti#sc
circumstances, I'may be said to cause certain muscles (in my left arm)

N

to contract and certain others to relax; but not immedidtely. That is
IW . - . L

to say, I do this only by doing something else first, viz., by raising

my right arm. And, this I think is precisely the point on which

Macklin has been lead astray. For instead of recognizing that Melden

considers sentences like 'I cause certain muscles to move' or 'I cause

my arm to rise' as descriptions of extraordinary ca%es, she has con-
N ' ,

’

strued.. fshem as accounts of something one does, which is, nevertheless,

.only the execution of a mere bodily movement and not a matter of human
? . : E

action. But, this, as I have been at pains to point out, is a mistake.
It is of course true that, in special circumstances like these, a mere
bodily movement or a physiological.happening does take place; but it

is.not the only thlng that happens. I also perform an action which

R Fay

brings this movement abQut”-- I raise my arml So, special cases can-
not be regarded as being on a par with cases in whlch what takes place
is the execution of a mere bodily movementinnbﬁlﬂjung else. \It would

{
s
be much less misleading to view special cases as episodes in which a

‘.

person sodes something immediately, i.e., performs a simple action,
which in turn causes anciiier and distinct movement in his body tc
occur. Here at least two separdle events take place, not just one as

Macklin seems to suppose.’

.

6l



In short, if I am right about this, there is, on Melden's

analysis, nothing that one does directly that is not an action. And,

even in special circumstances, expressions like "causing one's arm to

K

rise' are quitc properly considered as descriptions of an action per-

. ~,
formed by an agent. Melden's position on this aspect of the problem - '

-1s perhaps best summed up when he says that, "In raising my arm T am

performing an action .... But the elevation of .£he arm -- the rising

s

of the arm -~ is one thing, the doing or the action of raising the arm

. .y . 18 : o
1s something’else again". v . o

t

e
At this stage of the discussion I would like to underscore the

fact that I have not been arguing that Melden's analysis is correct,

or even that it is clear. Rather it has merely been my conte: n
- - .

_that the issue which gives rise to the confusion pointed out’ by Macklln

. ,
is quite dlfferent than the -~ :1.. aas 1dekt1f1ed On my view, the

* : A/
lack of cilarity surrounding, ind the resulting difficulty in making

.sense of; this portion of his iccommc derlveq prlm%}lly from Melden $

employment of the concept of a bodily movement To be more precise,

.since prime facie at least, there appear to be only two distingt cate-

gorles‘of event under consideration, namely, "bodily (or physical)

P

actions" and "physiological" or “'bodily happeni%gs”, the problem here

is primerily one of determining where-in the overall scneme”of things

<

- . . o

the notion'of a bodily movement is to be located.

Fortunately, we have now arrlved at a polnt 1n the anestlgatlon

'l'ﬁhere ‘we can begin to try to fit bodily movements into the conceptual

puzzle with which we have been deallng _MWhat thznt on Meldenfs‘way of

-

o -

18Melden; op. cit.:~p. 66.

\
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looking at these matters, is the nature of the relation .nip, on the one
hand, between bodily (or physiological) happenings and bodlly movements,
and, on the other, between bodily movements and the things persons do?
Althouéh Melden's comments on this subject are often difficult to pia\¥\__//
down, there are a» number of occasicns on whieh he does say things that
provide.some ins ght into the way in which I might answer these ques-
tions. Hence, by piecing some Of his more r- Alihg observations toget~

her ?ith what we have [earned about his position thus far, I shall try

s

to forgc‘from this what I take to be ‘the most pla051hle.}endering ot

hlS views on thls crucial 1ssue.

‘\

i
Y

To begin with, it will be recalled from our discussion of hat
hioppened when the connoisseur made his bid on the painting that a given

o

-event can be described in many different ways. In making this point in

‘reference to signallinglMelden makes a remarks that affords some
' N
significant clues about the sort of answer he would give to our ques-

“ o .
“tion. In this connection, he says: ¥

~+» it is true that when, in normal circumstances, my arm rises
as I signal, the rising of the arm is also describable as my
action of raising my arm. What we can say, therefore, is that
the meve - of the muscles causes the bod4ly happenlng which
is in som sense involved in the action of raising the arm.l9

s

Now if we interpret this claim in the light of what has recently been

said, it would seem reasonable to conclude that Melden's misleading o

.talk about "a bodily movement . that is correctly descrlbable as something

done by the agent ‘can be understood as, 1mply1ng that bodlly happenlngs,

g

-er, alternatlv ly and equivalently, bodlly movements are events which in

the appropr&ate c1rcumstances can also be considered as actions performed
. \d . -
~ .

..

9Ibid., pd 73. oo



by a human agent. Consequently, so far as this part of the puzzle isg
concerned, it appears that a more plausible reading of Melden's posi-
tién is as holding that some bodily movements or happenings may be

characterized as things persons do, while certain others. may not.

Additional support " r thi.. -nterpretation can be found in his claim
that: ' O iy
O
N o -.A\ A
When I perforrn tion, there is some bodily movegﬁﬁ;§$hat._ﬁo
occurs, but not every bodilylmovpment counts as an ac®ién ....°

And, again, the same point is implicit in his assertion that:
There is a difference between my arm rising and my raising my
arm, between my muscles moving and my moving my muscles -- o %g;%
in short, between a bodily movement or happening and an action.“ !

Thus, it seems pretty clear that for Melden bodily movements are

of two sorts; on the one hand, there are those which one "in some

sense involved in" human actions and, on the other, there ave those >

/“

which amé%nt to mere bodily or physiological happenings and ndth%?g 9
more, Mofeover, it must also be stressed that when the is§Qe*is set !
out in these terms, the supbosed further distinction between bodily or
physiologiqal happenings and bodily movements. collapses. 1In other

words, Melden for hisg purposes seems‘ﬂyite'conCent tc treat physio-
"'i‘ .

, s »
logical happenings. and those bodily movements which are not in some

B s
S

sense involved in actions as being on a .par with each other. By this
I mean simply that he seems pPrepared to consign bodily movements, like’
. the rising of an arm, and physiological occurrences, -'such as a move-

ment of a muscle,to the domain of happehings;and to contrast both

4

‘20Melden, 'Action " p. 58.

21
p. 475.

Melden, 'Willing,‘ Philosophical Review, Vol. 69 (1960),




sharply with the things one does or with human actions.

Now that we have succeededlin clarifying the nature and scope of

N

the problem which occupies Melden throughout the first part of his
argument in Free Action,.we can begin to focus our attention more
directly on the heart of the matter. Nevertheless, it should also be
pointed out that the excursion on which we embarked in an effort to
reach this' end has.been valuable for at least two additioqal reasons.
In the first place, it has heiped to furnish a backgrbund against
which we may strive to gain a beéler‘understanding of the views
Melden goes on to develop in the second ph?se of his argument. ~"And,
secondly, it has drawn attention to some of the hidden complexities
and subtleties involved in our ordinary tdlk about Ehg,c;énts‘which
comprise the history of persons. 1In the past, many of those Qho
have concerned themselves in one way or another with the stﬁd§»;f,f
human behaviour have taken them for granted and, as a result, have
Tidden rougnshod over them,'présuﬁably on the assumption that iittle

A

could be learned through subjecting thisbkind?bf talk to serious and
careful scrutiny. However,'Meldgn's analysis serves to kindle very
importént doub;s.concgrning any account of human behaviour which pur-
ports to ignore these matters entirely. At any rate, the principal
task that lies before us is one of determiniﬂg how and on what basis
human actions are to be distinguished from bodily movements of the
sort that are not ”iq some sense involved in" the doings of persons.
And, as a first step we need to discover what is involved in Melden's*

view of this distinction,

. 4 [
In rejecting the thesis that, in cases of actions, doings --

-~
. o
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either mental or physiological -- stand to bodily movements as cause

'

to effect, Melden is attacking a theory, or, better, a species of
theory, which seeks to furnish one sort of answer to this questidn.

And it seems to me that Melden. is quite right in suggesting that these
proposals do embody serious contusions. For to say that an action is

a bodily movement, say the rising of the arm, which has as its cause
some other‘doing in which the agent has antecedently engaged; is of no
help whatsoever, by reason of the fact that the notlon of action (or
dOLng) is already presug?gsedxln the analysis. In other words, such aﬂ
proposal merely amounts to the claim that an action is a bodily~move—
menq plus an action. And any attempt to.analyze 'action' along these
lines is clearly circular. Furthermore, if, for the moment at least,
ﬁe'essume with Melden that there is a gap between doing and physiologi-
cal happening we should be unable to make sense of a physiologically

e

induced doing, since on this wview this kind of talk is logically inco-

@ﬁhefent. In short, this version. of the doing -- causes —-- happening

hd

theory of action is untendable precisely because of its t?ability to
provide a coherent account of actions. At the same time, however, it
must also be emphasized that while these arguments do show these parti-
cular attempts to‘analyze 'action' to be unsatisfactorx they are not
sufficient to rule out any attempt to explain the difference between

actions and physiological happenings in terms of causes. Ia other
. g

words, Turther arguments are required if it is to be maintained that

it 15,\1n prlntlple, 1mposslble to separate the things one does from

1
o

e
. the things that happen to one by appeal to the kind of causes involved

in btlngiqg abéut,eyents of each type.

CERPEN

R
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' In concluding the discussion of’this phasce of Melden's account,

a number of further points need to be made. To begin with, if we are

i

to become clearer about what is involved in his distinction between

matters of human action and matters of physiological happening we-need

to become clearer about what he has in mind when he speaks of the

existence of a logical
we noticed earlier, he
moral philosophy there
in the sense that talk

entailed by talk about

gulf between actions and happenings. NOQ, as

seems to want

to maintain that, just as in

is said to be a gap between 'Is' and 'Ought',

about what 1is

what ought to

the case neither entails nor is

be the case, so too im the theory

of action there is a similar gulf between physiological happenings and

human doings. Obviously if Melden iéwright about this, then we must

treat actions and physiological happenings as belonging to fundament-

ally different sategories.

And, as a result, any attempt to explicate

action by appeal to physiological happenings or vice-versa would

invelve a fallacy. But here an %Tportant‘difficulty arises. Because,
X X ‘

/

from what he has to say about tﬁk@@distinctiom it is not at all clear

K22

as to what Melden's gulf is a gulf between. That is, he sbmeﬁimeé

talks as if t%ere are fundamental differences between the kind of

language we employ in describing and expldining actions and the kind

we use in speaking about pﬁysiologieal happenings. According to this

.view, in other words, we use one set of concepts in talking about "the

things that persons do and another,radically different, set to talk

about what happens to them.

Yet, on other occasions, he seems to adopt

the position that the'distinction has less to do with the language we

employ to refer to events than it does with the events to which the

6/
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language refers, From fhis,perspective, the gap b etween actions and
happening 1s to be chalked up to the fact that actionsland happenings
are events with radically different properties. And, gh still othe
Occasions, he seems to want to put the two views together and malntaip
that because there is a gulf between the language of action and the
language of phy51ology there must be a correspondlng gulf between
actlons and physiological happenings, Hence, from what hag been gsaid
\thus far, it seems that at the very least Melden's stand on these
v, ‘ .
;atters is ambiguous, and at worst, it contains a.serious fallacy. 1In

short, this kind of ambiguity is a matter that must be borne in mind

4S our examination of Melden's po«ition pProceeds.

the thlngs persons do w1th their actlons For this, too, may lead to

PR

serious confusions or dlffleulties of other kinds. Now, it will be
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as paradigm cases of human action circumstances in which 4 person may
be said to do X by d01ng Y, where 'X' and ’Y' are non- synonymous des-
crlptive expressions. Clearly it has to be acknowledged that his
analysis, which appears to equate doing and action, proceeds smoothly
eaough so long as we confine our attention to cases like those‘in which
one signala a turn by raising an arm, or makes a bid on a painting by
‘nodding one's head., Yet, the moment we depart from examples of this

type we begin to encaunter difflculbies. We saw, for example, that'the

his arf must be treated as an extraofdinary or special case. And the

reason why episodes of this species must be accorded such status

-
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e
within this particular framework is now clearer. Tt is simply that,
although the descriptions 'Smith moved his (quiescent) legs by raising
his arm' and "Mr. C. bid on the Van Gogh by nodding his head' can be
cast in the form of person P does X by doing Y, it is quite plain that
the expressions describe or refer to episodes of very different s;rts.
That is, the expressions which may be substituted for X in the formula
can be seen to play very diffegent roles in each description. In the
latter case, it seems sensible to éuppose that what 'Mr. C. made a bid
on the Van Gogh' describes or refers to may be regarded both as some-
thing he does and an -action-of his. On the:ot@er hand, 'Smith moves
his leg' or\’Smith causes the movement of hig.(dormant) leg' seems to
pick out an event which, while it may, without doing serious violence
to the language, be characterized a something he does, surely cannot
be regarded as an action of his. If this is 50, then there seems to
|
be s;me sort of gap between the things persons do and their actions.
Melden seems to recognize that’thé}e is a problem herg and

attempts to overcome it not only claiming that C&%&S like these are

"special", but also by hinting at what appears to be a distinction

between simple and complex doings or, perhaps, actions.

Z%Iq Free Actdon, p. 66 ff. Melden speaks of actions such as
raising one's arm as the exercise of a primitive ability. Presumably,
at least on one interpretation of this sort of talk, the exercise of a
primitive ability can be said to issue in a primitive (or, perhaps,
"simple?") action. At the same time, he seems to want to contrast these
abilities and their exercises with abilities and performances which in
some way depend on the primitive, for example, opening a docked door.
The latter might very well be regarded as derivative (or perhaps,
"complex?") abilities and actions -- at least on one reading of these
and associated remarks. '
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But these moves are at best cosmetic. Thoy‘scrve, temporally, to hide
and thus to postpone consideration of the underlying issues.

‘ One such difficulty stems from Melden's reliance on the model of
someone's doing X by doing Y in analyzing episodes in which it seems
plausible to suppose that someone has performed an action. The diffi-
culty here is that it is not at all clear what is to count as something
idone by a person. Consider the following %xamples: "I wake up', 'I
yawn', 'The light was turned on by me', 'I cough', 'Some ;ater is
swallowed by me', 'I shiver', 'I fall asleep'. Cdan these be treated

as descriptions of things I do? And, furthermore, how are we (0 decide
in each particular case? What emerges from considerations such as
theée is a recognition of the fact that the concept of a doing is an.
extremely slippery notion. As a result,‘unless and unt ' we are a good
deal clearer about what is to count as a doing, as someining a person’
may properly be said to do, we must regard Melden's strategy for
analyzing certain episodes involving aEtions, viz., as instances of
doing X by doing Y, as very dubious indeed. For not only do these’
sorts of difficulties break out when we try to decide whether the move-
ment of a quiescent limb,when this is b;ought aﬁout by an act%%n,is
something one does but they also come to the for% when we confront the
somewhat different situations in which‘a person Aay be characterized.as
'Closing the}door by moving his arm' or "Replacing a lightbulb by
climbing a lédder'.j My point is that, once-we begin to explore various
possible candidates which satisfy the requirement that they are des-

criptions of circumstances in which a person may be said to-'do X by

doing Y, it very quickly becomes apparent that the épecial cases are at
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least as typical as the ordinary or standard ones. And, this state of
affairs, 1 have been suggesting, is simply a reflection of the ambiguity
that surrounds Melden's use of the concept of a doing.

And the third and most importantlis§ue that we need to keep before
us as we prepare to examine the second phase of Melden's inquiry is the.
question of how he propose§ to distinguish between m&tters of human
action and matters of bodily or physiological happeniﬂg. Since many
of the things he has had to say thus far are preliminaries in the sense
that they are meant merely to raise the problem of' action, and since,
furthermore, he.has alreaay rulgd out a number of approaches that might
be taken in order to distinguish between these two forms of behaviour,
we must now begin to inquire into the sorts of grounds that h; ﬁimsel[
deems apprépyiate for distinguishing betwéen bodily movements that are
"in some sense involved in" human actions apd'bodily movements that

' EBVEI
are not.

In a comment that summarizes, and partly clafifies, some of his
"earlier claims, Melden points out that:

...~although the bogily happening needs to be distinguished
from the action of-r.ising the arm, the former, in appropriate
circumstances, is the very same event as the latter. So, too,
while 'raising the ar- and 'signalling' are different des-
criptions,aa case of, former does not produce, but in the

appropriate circumstances is the very same thing as, a case of
the latter.?3

Consequently the fact that a particular occurrence can be characterized,
on the one hand, as a bodily movement such as the ﬂodding of one's hand,
or, on the other, as the action of nodding one's head, or perhaps making

.
an offer on a\painting, seems, therefore, quite unrelated to the

“i . .
2311@,\;). 74.
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intrinsic features of the behaviour itself; rather how what occurs is

to be described is dependent upon the circumstances in which the event

N
w4

takes place. Thus, the distinction between matters of human action .
and matters of "mere" bodily movement has. in some way t. do the context
in which the behaviour occurs.

The stage has now been reached where we come, as\;} were, face
to face with the view propounded by Melden and'others that the context

)
is of paramount importance in giving an adeqhate account of human

acﬁ{i - Thus, with certain of these preliminary considerations

behind us, we are now in a/better position to turn our attention to the

examination of contextual accounts of actions themselves.




 CHAPTER III
ACTIONS AND RULES g

In Chapter II a major portion of the discussion was devoted to
sor;ing out varioué issues associated with Melden's proposed distinc-—
tion between the things one'can be said to do and the things that
haépen to one; since clarity on this m;tter is ¢ ntial if one is to
attempt to provida an ansﬁer to the prir .pal questfon -f this inquiry;
namelyL 'What is an action?"or, alter- vely, ' »w are actions to be
distiﬁguished from other species of human behaviour?': In this connec-
tion, it was maintained that the pretlem of action might plausibly be
resolved into the problem of marking off certain human events describ-
abie as 'actions' from cértain other even;s describable as 'bodily
movéments'. The Sfage has now been reached whe}e, on being somewhgt
clearer about the purport of thevsepapation, we must begin to inquire

into and examine its basis. The position taken by Melden is that the

circumstances or context are of very considerable importance in dis-

tinguishing between my raising my arm and my arms' rising. Owing to

the central rolé it assigns to the notion of circumstances or context

this account ‘of human action has been coined "the contextual theory of

action'. At this stage what must be determined, if we are to assess

the merits of this proposal, as an answer to our fundamental question,

is the part played by the context in distinguishing the two kinds of

human event under consideration. This the will be the focal point of
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our inquiry into the contextual theory in this chapter. But firse,

. . hol .
In order to prepare the way for this discussion, I propose to explore

Ttwoerelated matters. To begin with, I want to consider two additional

arguments Melden has employed in trving - show that theories which
seek to account for the difference between actions and bodily movements
by appeal to the kinds of events that vring them about are radically

mistaken. This will prepare us to better understand why Melden thinks

‘that an undérstanding of context is critical to an understanding of

1

human action."Sécondly} I wantﬂto take a moment to considera broader
range of actions than has been consideréd db until now. So far the
tendency has been to focus on actions that conform to fairly restficted
model and to ignore a wider cross—section of examples. This brief
excursion, as will become clear later, will turn out to be very
instructive when the time comes to assess the merits of the context&al—
ists' proposal.

A number of theories treating of the action/bodily movement

distinction, most notably those with Cartesian or Neo-Cartesian

- _learnings, take the position that the difference between actions and

bodily movements consists in the fact that the former, unlike the

latter, are preceded and caused by a mental event such as a desire,

: . ’ 1 . . - .
motive, or a reason. For example, on this view my raising my leg and

1These views are to be distinguished sharply fror those discussed
in Chapter II. . In that context, it -will be recalled, the theories
crltic1zed by Melden were theorles to the effect that in the case of
actions, something the agent does, {i.e. » perf¥rming an act of will,
causes- thgrgbdily ‘movement. In these circumstances, by contrast,
there is no implication that a desire, motive, or what not, is some-
thing the agent does.-
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my leg's rising differ onl% in that the raising of the leg is ﬁhe
result of a mental cause, in this instance perhaps a desire t - raise
my leg; whereas, thé bodily movement described as 'the risi- “he
leg' is neither brought about nor preceeded by any such occurrc..:ec.
To put it another way, boaily movements are caused by’bodily or
physical goings on, while actions are the causal consequence of some
mental ‘event or other. In other words, according to this analysis,
an action is simply a bodily movement plus a mental event, e.g., a
desire,yintention, motive or a reason. In this way, desires, and so
on, are construed as mental causes, that is to say, as factors which
in the case of an action mechanically bring about or prgduce certain
bodily movements.

Against this type of account, Melden argues that any such
attempt to distinguish actions from mere bodily movements is fundamen-
, -

- = 4 : : :
»taldy mistakei. He arcacks this doctrine by argying~that my action of

'

raising my leg cannot be the causal consequence Of some antecedent

mental occurrence described as 'the desire to raise ny leg' because

thg connection between my desire and my a 1 is conceptual or log-

/

C
4 : : - N -
-__ fcal. TIf, in contrast, we were to assume that désires, motives and

'thé like, are genuine causés of bodily events, then we must be pre-

pared to allow that the relationship beiwcen desire and action can be

nothing more than a contingent one. However, Melden maintains that

~ i

the relationship between concepts of desire, motive etc., and the con-
cept of agtion is not contingent. That is to say, the co depts of

desire and motive cannot be understood except as the desine or motive

b
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for some action. Consequently, Melden scems to suggest that, whileg : :
desires, motives -- and perhaps more generally 'reasons' —- are .

! N . j’ ! ' J!‘.j' ’
‘ typically invoked to explain actions, we cannot: account for the dif- ‘ :

N

ference beLWPen actlons and bodlly movements by mdlntaining taat, L

whereas bodlly movements are., b1ought about by physiological happedingsﬁk
v

LN

actlons are brought about - ‘by dQﬁier, motives, reasons or what not ‘He

1nSJ,ts that attempts to draw the distinction along these ]1nb$ are

q

: : .
wrong-headed for the simple reason that they ﬁistakeply assume that

reasons are causally, and hence contingently; connected to the actions

|

they are vailed upon to explain. 5

¢ , '
“Here once again it is worth noting that the force of thlS parti-

» . 3 .
g cular argument, whlch has been dubbed "the loglca} connéction argu-
U . o . .
-ment", is by no means cléar. onm what been said thus far, it
ey : B i l 3 : k=

seems evidentvthat\MeldenTis inclined 1. #e as a general 1nd1c

ment of any “and all theorles whlch hold thdt actlons cap be caused

'But, as we saw im the precedlng chapte:v At seem; rong to suppoSe N } L7 T
- L %9

. . e ! LY . N

- that from the fact that there may be a conceptual o Poglcal connection‘i : )j
‘ : g 3 . : . ) .
“'3 between the descrlptlon of an action and the descrlptlon of-a Treason
‘ G”\‘ " Y . A * .
1nvoked in- explaln
. ﬁ @

of relatlons that obtaln betweén" the events or states of. affairs, 1f
&

S, we. can draw any conclu51ons about the sorts . . B

' - @

-

[ SO

/‘ . %
any, to which such'descfiﬁtions refer.
¢ - S, . .
N . . U .
. This brings me to Melden's Second argument, which might appro--
¢ priately be characierized as "the two languages" or "two language- .

I

P 3 >

. 2A I. Melden, Free Actlon (London ':Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1958); p. 83. ) e . E
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.7 games argument".  In this ¢ ntext, Melden seems to be out to undermine
any- aLtempL to xeduce talk about actions, especially explanatory talk
anOlVlng such notions as desiYe, motive or reason, to talk about

o

physiology wMore particularly, he wants to deny the thesis that the

langque we use to explain’ human \actions can be reduced to, or
[y .
o N '

in terms &, the language mployed by the physiologist, . .

in ing talk about muscular movements, neuron-firings.‘and various

other sorts of physiochemical changes ttkingwplace within the organism

e fi:é?d{ above all, about cause-and cffect. elden suggests that the

¥ .
reductlonists programme is nothing more than a misbegottenmpipe—dream,

becansnithere 1s a gap between @ﬁe language si action and - the language-

::2' TR

of physiology,akin to the gulf 1n mogal phxlqsophv’between 'Is' and’ -

N

h\

s

"Ought ', which rules out the p0531bi]1tyrbfna ¥ “such reduction To

ﬁ .
say that thereis a gap . be@%een actions and mFre hodily happenings is,

- i ‘;-:
~

on his account to say that our talk about human action and the Tang-
A N .

uage ‘of the phy81ologis$ are of two distinct sorts, eaéh employing

“ N ” P
) 3

an exclu51ve set of conceptshwiéh ﬁheir own peculiar loglcal charac—

‘tendstics 3 Thus, the 1ntrodugﬁaon of the notiOns of cause and effect

o . ?
> . & ;/

in ‘an ef?ort to account for tﬁe distinctiveness of\adtiOns misses the

Y

A K 2y

marlk altogether since by hypothesis, these znd related concepts
’ - &

-

belong to a- body of discourse- radically different from the one hav1ng

to do with actions. Theé” purpose of the former- 1! 51mply to explain

-

Much the same view regarding 'human society' is advanced by
Peter Winﬂb The Idea of a Sotial Science. (London. Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1958), p. 72, when he says, " ... the notion of human

~

o society involves & scheme of concepts 1og1cally incompatib]e with the .

»

kinds of explanation offered in natural science R
. . . : \\ . - ”"“ . . . /

: : , o7 : T e A\

- . P V)
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varibus changes and happenings in or to the organism -- not human

actions.  In order to explain a bodily movement, such as the rising

{

of  the leg, one does not seek out the desire oOr motive for this

occurrence, the reason being that”happenings of this kind are

2

explicable in the language of physiology, in particular, in terms of

S

causal laww relating the event to be explained with an antecedent

é
event, for instance, the knees being sharply struck bffd blun® instru

ment: ., On the oL her hand, if what we wish to explain is someone”'s
o “ N p

action of.crossing gﬁeir lngf,while seated in a theatre then what we

are seeking is his motive igfattlng ——.perhaps he .wanted to assume a

. B , ~

more. restful position. B ‘@ Mekﬁ*n &Qntends, in. seeklng a motive or

U aubiie

reason fonvthe action we are ot se é‘ing gts cause. Consequently,

. '}“.';"

e #

he thlnks that -in explalnlng a matter of Hhidman actlon we employ an

l““

#‘\%{ .
ehtirely. dlfferent conceptdﬁi scheme than the one wé use in

a ‘, \

accounting

¢ . forisome series of bodily moVements}f' In short on ﬁblden 8. v1e&

there are tﬁejlrreduc1bly different klnds of explanatlon, one approd-

' 5

5
prlate to huﬁ%n conduct the other having to do w1th phy51olop}cal

B

Lo
changes and oc&hrrences within the body N

On Melden sqanalysis,

3 - !

Y

- o . .
Y LR

re

. for *an- explanatlon -in a language descrlptlve of 1nter10r bodllw

= R

R SO

uire why ltflS that a certain

Y

'stééé?t spends much of his ‘time readlng Ru551an novels, is not to .ask -

events or g01ngs ‘on, be they mental or phy51ologlcal A ébﬁplete

*

o

account of his- conduct, can be glven only by appeaking to what he terms

“our familiar dlscourse about dctions and age‘%"

~ v

aMelden,ngg; cit., p} 184. o

5 . . - L ‘ Ny B .'-_.v .
Ibid., p. 175. - [-/

We may disdover,

Qholly“”
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in this case, that the person is doing a course in Rdssian Literature

and - ims te-do well in it, or that he enjoys reading good books.

Her: the action, or actions, of the student have been’'explained in the o
N3 .

S« se that one is made aware of his motive or reason for doing what he

“ N 3
. P .
‘es. For this reason, Me! gests that, 'rathexr thap searching for

iternal events which give fise’to bodily movements in order to

aCCUHnt for thiﬁgs people do, we should turn our attention to the

@

_ 1nvest1gation of the roles played by terms including "desire", "inten-
. ; . ) .
tion "reason" and so on, in our ordinary talk .abbut persons and their >
. : : .
actions. . - . » ’

One can agree with Melden on the point that there do seem to-

2 e i
be dlfferent ways of talklng about on the one hand things that personsﬁa

-

do and on the other the chagges : té%&ﬁg place within thelr‘podles

v

N -

Nevertheless,lt must also be tmph351zed that” our ability to qcparate‘

e PR
S M

these two spec1es of dlscourse is parasitlc upon our ability to dlstln—

“\ .
- TSh agtlons and bodlly movements; that is to say, our ability to _ ey

o ell out what is to count as an action and what is to be considered
, , N
G 0 L

as a bodily movement. The point I am maklng ‘here has to do w1th the

75

X ‘lack of clarity surrOundlng Melden's atteme} to distingyish actlcns ~&§‘
< :

Tty

W and bodily movements, Part of the dlfflculty, as I indicated in

,

Cbapter EL, is- that ings often very hard to tell. whether Melden is
§

A
N 7

. ‘ a;gulng for a dlstlnctlon between kinds of language‘sé between types N
" o~ . R . - é « . \ -
5 ‘ - OfQ}Vths.: Yet,. in this context matters are gomplicated even further.
) - 3 \ t‘L v . R X N ) . ) .&
N For it fs’evident that in arguing'that’aetions cannot be caused by |
NG g . o : R '

1\vx'mental events, such aé‘reaeons, OF by physiological everrts, }ﬁgludi&ai“ﬁ

-9
R T

muscle movementg,'Melden“hés turned his attention away_from the'issue-

~
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of 'What is an action?', and has, instead, begun to dwell on the ques-

tion 'How is an action to be explained?'. And, in so doing, he has

further muddied the waters, by seeming to conflate questions about

the explanation of action with questions about its description or

identification. Now in the language of the natural and/or biologfcal

- - . - i I3 . ’
sci-nces one can distinguish statements describing an event from
those which serve to explain why it occurred. Furthermore, within

the context of scientific inquiry,. description is an activity logic-
-“%& ally prior to explanation, since one must be clear about what has ‘
taken place in order to account for why it has occurred. And, as we
. ' ’ Y . »
noted in Chapter I, unless and until we can say what is to count as

oy

an action; any attempt to explain actions or to arnalyze how it is

s
‘

they are to be explainegifis at bes;;pyemature and at worse faces the

pssibility of befﬁé qﬁite hopelessly confused simply'because the

‘ k)
) e

i o ) ere s g
q carc*has been put bef the horse. y caspp’ Lo ER

merely because of the fact that we are inquiring into our everyday C
talk about human affairs rather than techﬁiqal, scientific discourse.

<. - . . >, : g
The second matter I want to raise before beginning an examina- &

-

~ S

ion of Méiden's account of the role of context in human action has

s s

A

do with the rather limited rarfge of examples considefed thus far. ,

us, at thds stdge, consider something of thé range of happenings )
, Co N : ' \
ormally have in mind when we talk about actions, since before now .

[ . . N
3 K A i . . ‘L‘.,_;Jg\‘gf! B

we see to have been mainly conterned with arm raisings and leg

[ B
) 1ifting§. ‘The cause for my cencern here is quite simply the recogni*
TUam eSO N e B PR ~
o : » . .

" \"“‘ T B LT ,)’ e ~,

ff tlonbthat if we become overly preoccupled w1th examples of one sort



we ftun the very real risk of coming to.the conclusion that our findings
have much wider application than‘they in fact do. Indeed, as I shall
argue a little later, this seems Eo be onelof the main weaknesses in
the contextualists' attempt to give an account of actions.

v

Human bchaviour, just as the language we employ in talking dboutﬁ%

i

S 22y
it, is, it is beéomlng increasigly clear very complex ang diverse.

The notion applies to events falling along a very broad spectrum. On
. | : @ @
the one side, we encounter what seem t6 be clear-cuc cases of ac—

”n.

£
b
X

tions,such as a philosophy professors giving a lecture on Dasein's
‘ . N TN

everydayness, or a-‘surgeons performlng a heart transplant operatxon Qh
e s
and so on. On the other, ({here appear ”to be equally as sharply de- .
’i\flned instances of mere: bodlly movements or’ phy51olog1cal happenlngs,
including thg varlous processes as3001ated with the digestion of
4

food the C1rc .gtion of,the»blobd; and'reflex movéments.' And fal]lng

between tﬁg t.; xtremes is a vast mlddle—ground —— a conceptual no

R
R ST ?,: : .
man'# land, as it were -— whétd the borderline between actions and

P ) i N
bodily movements is extra. dinarily difficult to discern. In this
: [ . .

realm, one 1is likely to come upon, irrespective of the view one might

choose to consider, such golngs on as the behaviour of persons in a
. , P
hypnotic state, of those coming out of narcosis, of those half asleeg
. ' L e ' ,
(and half awake), of sleepwalkers and so on. Furthermore, there are
7~ . those who are of the opinion that theﬂﬁgﬁzviouv of infants and of
' , : £ .
‘persons variously, described as "beserk lunatics™, "the insane"{or

"madmen"" should likewise fall within thig domain, And, still others,. . ¢
. \ B 4 R : -

-, ) R \ . . . i
B " > . . ’
. . >

\,p{,m > "— .

W

Syt
iz
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apparently following Aristotle,  have included the actions of the
coerced, the duped, the ignorant, etc., among those sorts of behaviour

which seem to be neii -r cleag-cut cases of actions noe simply just

bqdily movements . cothe words, the sorts, of behaviour that will
‘ (
* C ), L .
be counted: as actions dipond in important ways upon the particular

purposes of the inquiry. . For example, some are primarily concerned

with describing and explaining human behaviour, others appear more

. T S S
W5 concerned with establishing criteria in virtue of which a person's

MR N

" behaviour can be evaluated as 'good' or 'bad", 'right' or 'wrong', .
. * 'praikeworthy' or "blameworthy', etcv, and not infrequently, one

. . by e ' . . o e : - : 2
- comes "upon- §till others interested in pursuirng an end involving aQ§ -
. o . » . . K o ’ |

v

.+ blend of the firstytwo pufposes, H

\A\\{:..:/ - R o e , [ {ct' v [ N ' ' .
. Myfpoint_gere{ﬁ§hen, is that-a very broad spectrum of human 2
. - . o PR :’ . A,‘ . ~1 B -, L ) B »««l ’
events fall bgtgeentélearicﬁﬁ‘casés’qf'qct%pns_on the oneshand and .

uncontrgﬁérsiaiiihstanteé of'bodilf'happenings, on' the other. Further- ‘
' I O . ’ : I W

more, different writers classify many of the "in between cases" quite

]

|
i

N : Y . S
differently depending, on their assumptions about paradigm or typical 3
iooocaSes of human actién and agency, andig on whatever furthbr purposes

they may have for investigating human actionﬂsr%hese matters need to
be borne in mind when we examine the_contextualists,theory’of'action
with a view to determining its adequacy as answer to the question of:

'What is the difference between actions and other kinds - 'of human

. behaviour?'.-= a task to which I now turn. LA 2
= ) : ' {
SR T S N - - :
> ‘Aristotle's ‘distinction between voluntary and involuntary L.

" actions, made for the purposes of assigning responsibility, seems to
have the effect of ¢onsigning involuntary actions to this middle—
ground5
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The paradigms:dﬁ ngeney and actipf chosen by the contextualiet
writers under consideration, i.e., Melden, Petegs and Nfﬁéh, are
very muchanlike inspite of the fact: that their respective purposes
in dculing‘dith nnisqtopic can be seen to differ rather significantly.
Melden, for example, examines human action with a yiew to‘elucidating
the notions of freedon and morangggponsibildty, He sees man as an.
essentially moral and social being guided in whet he does by moral
and social consideraéions (or rules) 1in his relationships with
otneré.7 The epithet "Mun in society is like a chess-player writ - &
large" eneapsulateS'Peters' conception of man. Inasmuch as his para-

N

mount concern rests with the explanatlon of human behav1our the . ana—" .
logy of the chess- player serves to bring out Peters belief thap man

is a rational, rnle—follow1ng animal and, in consequence, than ﬁis v
EA ‘ |

'fed and ‘can be explalned by- reference to the "rules

actions arem’
’"\.:nvx.
X R&f{s are, likewise, ceptral to W1nch S concept of

>

of the game"

man as 1t is developed in hls dlscusslon of meanlngful behaviour.
Human beings are, from this point of view, dlstlnctlvely social (and}; -4
perheps bolitical) cgeatures who, in the un;quely hugan thlngs they
do, can be said to be governed by norms\or rules. 9 Winch goes'on to

argue further that if man is

ndeed a rule-following anlmal then the
&

2 -

AV

study of human soc1ety, includlng the actlons 4nd interactions of men, N N
. _;.;— "’1 ! - " "\‘9
17Me1den, op. cit., p. 179, . ' .

I{‘ T

|

q
8R\S Peters, The Concept of MOthathn (London. Routledge and

Kegan Paul 1958), pp 4-14,

9Winch, op. cit., pp. 51-52,
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is properly speaking a philosophical and not, as many suppose, a

Scientific endeavour. Science is concerned with nature and matters of

fact. Philosophy, bylcontrast, deals with questions concerning con- . .
vention and méktﬁrs of value. Therefore, rules and norms are appro- e

%i J»\
priately within its realm @ inquiry. And, because meaningful human v ﬁ \
. { ' g .S

-

behaviour is intimately cshnected with norms and standards, the proL‘A
N\

! )
vince in which it is appropriately investigated is that of philosophy-

s .
"

rather than of science. S hé@@

The models of man which underpin these theoriés,‘imﬁly that

3
since human beings are characteristically moral, rational or social

beings (or some un%pec1fied combinatlon of thtbe) their actlons are

guided by standards of ethical goodness or rightness, of reason, or of
AL
the social order, respectively. On Melden's view, " ... to understand

.

the concept of a human ‘action we need to understand the possibilities

v‘ 10
of descriptions in social and. moral-terms ...". Human agents in

their dealings with one another are, generally speaking, guided by

BERY

many sorts of ethical and social conventions whereby they take each

other into account, elither directly or indirectly," in doing whatever N

they do. Consequently, Melden, along with Peters 1 Winch, goes .on

> "

to maintain that it should be possible to describe aid/or explain what v

»
.
«

the agent does, when he performs an action, as "applying criteria", . .

"conforming to standards', "following rules'",. or "observing princi~ .
. -~ .. . 4

- ?

ples", and so on. Action, from this point of view, is to be regardéd

Al .
S -

as -a fharacterlstlcally social concept 1nt1mately connected w1th the

é

notion of rules. Moreover, owlng to the prescrlptlve nature of rhe

%elden, op. cit., p. 180. . o .
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rules or standards in question, oqgvmay evaluate what is being done as
' ' - ' "o r"".*v v 11
correct’ or 'incorrect', right,  uk wrong .
v

Consider, for example, the case of a motorist who signals a left
turn. Let us assume he does this by raising his arm perhaps he sig-
nals in this way because his electrical signals are at the moment in
a state of disrepair? Now someone unacquainted with the convenEiona‘
of motoring might observe that a man seated oun the left-hand side of

. . . . . O
an automobile raises his arm and extends 1t parallel to the roadwus
Another person familiar with-the appropriate regnlutions, say a. fellow
motorist, might recognize that the driver was signalling a left turn
|
and would himself be prepared to act accordingly. In dJther words,
when an agent performs an action such as, for example,. chheating on his
y , R }

income tax, making a, bld on a pa ing, signalling a loft turn, and so
on, the descriptlon af‘ﬁgpt has tAﬁ@p place involves an 1mplic1t g

‘!‘ - \,

reference to some set g@‘”onventlons or rules, i.e., to legal
. r = N : -

statutes, conventions related to auctions, the rules of the road,
etc. The driver in obeying the traffic rules thereby takes other
motorisls into account by indicating to them that he is about to pro-

ceed across the street and inte the'nearby parking lot. 1In conse—.

e \,
quence of the apparent concern shoﬁn by"%he driver- for hlb fellow

S

- motorists, one can describe what he does as having moral and/or~§oclal

e ‘»

significapce. Fﬁrthermore, 31gnalling, as an action executed wifhin

a setting governed by rules and standards, can be done "properly", in
this - partléflar case "safely", or "improperly", for example, by - f
s - - .

raising one's arm when: one's automoblle is well beyond the point at

f .
I .
I

llWinch, op. cit., p. 32.
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-ai which regulations prescribe that thg signal ought to be given. In

this way, the context of rules not only enables one to describe what

is being done, they, in addition, afford a standard by reference to

m what has

which the action may be appraised as a "good" one or a "bad" one,
dependent upon how nearly it conforms to or depa téi%éz
been established as "appropriate' or "correct".

Clearly there is no denying the claim that a great many of the

things persuv®s do in their day-to-day dealings with others ate conven-
tional, that they involve some attention to procedures and regulations

in very complex and subtle ways. \Nevertheless, I would want to re-
. A 2 \'J‘

’

sist the further claim made particularly by Peters, and sometimes

implied by Melden and Winch, that all'hqmgp actions can be described

and evaluated in terms of such rules. : Fctors in dlSCiﬁSlng the case
L ¢

A,A- ol

"

R
of a marrled man who sug%enly makes an adv&néﬁ to a chgirboy, remarks
. b ‘7 -

<

! .. ‘::,-’:‘"}h‘ ‘Ck"

that it appears as 1f something were happenlﬁﬁ to .the: man.12 That ujs
to say, while he is prepared to acknowledge that making the pass'ét
e A g . , . . T

the“chokrboy is something the man may be-said to do, he is reluctant

/ o ‘ . @%ﬁ_.. : :
to describe a doing of this type as ah action. DUn* his analysis, in
, o PR - 2

order for som@AiEem of behaviour to cougg as an action it must conform
\} A .

to certain criteija, ortg of which ig that the behaviour, must be
N N
socially appropriate. The suggestioggﬁﬁre, then, is that when the
. L [ .
- .o , -
»/éonduct of a person departs from the norm it is not prima facie to be

e . - . , R £

regarded as an action. On these grounds, one might also have similar

- Ay

doubts in reference to someone's failureto attend Sunday Mass regu-

larly, getting a divorce or cheating on an examination: Are the?e

.

1ZPeters,_g_R. cit.,~p. 10. !

<

“
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N

to be considered things a man does —-— his actions, or things which

.
'

merely happen to a person? It seems obvious that in many instances

the things that people do can quite legitimately be characterized’

as 'breaking the rules', 'being in violation of the regulations’',
'deviating from thf.nprm"and so on, without such a description

carrying with it the further implication that what is being so des~w\
cribed is not an action. On this matter, I would support the thesis
of, Melden and Winch that 'breaking a rule' makes sense only ;n refer—
ence to the notion of followingua rule; that is to say, one may onl? !
describe what the agent is doing as breaking.a rule‘if it would be

possible that such doings are SOm%Eimes cases of fbllowing a rule.

Peters' position, by contrast, would seem to imply that a person who y
p y L ply
. / ) B . )

does something at odds with prevalling norms and standards relating

~

to apptopriate conduct (in this' case thosg pertaining to heterosexuél

il

conduct) is not Just behavin in an unconventlona manner,,r ther
& T.

the things he does cannot be characterlzed as hls actlonSoat all It
seems that we are to negard such person¥ as driven by irresistable
- o . ,
forces to engage in socially inappropriate forms of behaviour. Such
: ’ : I : .
a view, provides us with,a caricature of a man who, reminiscent of
5 . i § . - - . .. .

B

Tolstoy's Ivan I1lyich, is singularly preocbupied with proprietyland N

‘routine in evétything_he does. In other words, this account seems to .

-

tredt as mere happenings certain forms of behavidur which, on pre-
S ‘
analytic grounds we should normally be prepared to regard as actioms.

v ' - : &
In addition td there being actions describable as 'conformities

to the rule' and 'departures from the rule', there are some other
sores of actions most appropriaté€ly characterized as 'the credting of

A
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person's behav1our is descrlbable 1n terms of followlng rules’ and -

new rules or conventions'. These\actibities involve developing new
ways of doing thjugs. To put it another uay, there dre some .
instances of human conduct which cannot be treated simply as cases of
the agent's conformlng to or deviatlng from the norm. Under the aegis
Qf creation or invention, one might expect to encounter such examples
as; an artlst who‘in acting comes up with:an unprecedented style of
painttng, an inventor who fashlons a new mode . of transportatlon, a
- . .

phllosopher who con'mves a novel set of assumptions regarding human

- ¥

e . ' . ' ' ; )
,nagure, an educator who brings forth an .original method of teaching

youngsters how_to read maps, etc.. It is not enough, in-each‘case, to
¥ N -

say that the agbnt has mercly elected to: pursueJa qew and dlfferent

|,-

. “ . " s ¢TI
'$13 . . s . . .
for all thatd If actions of a creative sort were indeed rule—

J .

LG

L3

- governed then Lt'woulawseem to follow that in order to'come‘up with

uch ignovatiohs, all tgat .one need do is consult an artist's manual
o L ot
oo . ,

D
ongEreat1v1ty or. an,. 1nxentor s handbook on ”How to do it", master the

<

'agproprlate~ruies, or'meta—rules, and become as .creative or inventive

“a e

~as one .might' desife. The trouble with this notion is that there

1

just are no rules (written or unwrltten) which- elther gQNern or gu1de

what the ageﬁt does 1n creatlng new conventioﬁs,br criterié- For tgﬁs

P

1

reason, it is a mistakei'to suppose that— 1n such 1nstances a

5o I

'obeying pr1nc1ples . I am not ‘here arguing- the related p01nt that

once crlterla or” rules have been artlculated subsequent actions,
2 ™~

s

» 13This is the sort of argument employed by Winch, _R c1t.,
pPp. 52-53 in distinguishing the life styles of a monk and a free-
‘thinking anarchist. :

LW

- set of rules but that his action is still governed,or‘guided by rules

»
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including those of the.huthor, cannot be described by reference to
them. My particular c0ncern at this stage is with what Koestler has
called "the act of creation" insofar as what occurs under such condi~
tions 1s something done by the agent. There are those who may object,
inspite of what has been said, that there are nevertheless rules
involved in what the Ccreative person does on such Occasions. To this

one might fairiy reply that, while this claim is perhaps true, it is

as illuminating in regerd to the relevant behav1our as :are the state=

J
i
¥

ments 'he \is keeplng of £ the grass' and 'he is not in the company of
v )
his w1fq, @%en they are employed as descrlptlons 0f the "actions of

someo ﬁSeated in hls stud fllllng out an income tax form. Such
y

statements may be true,byt.their connection with what in fact the
, SR

“

agent is d01ng must remain unclear until one is able to determlne what_

3» s ’
K

hls actlon is, in whlch case they m;ght flll out the picture by flll—
r) . .o .
lng in incidental detalls for the sake of 'colbur‘-
g

It seems to-me that there is yet one further class of -actibns

9
which, in addltlon to creative actlons on the part of an agent
resist any descrlption in terms of”rules‘or standards, simply because-

N

they are the sort of. d01ng to.which no rules apply " An exnmple of

suc a d01ng mlght be someone s ralslng their arm in order to adjust
: Y A . o

thelr spectacles,,or perhaps I mlght whlle seated at my desk lean
e »

" back in the chait and! look out the w1ndow. It is not as though nne

does,thls'sort of thing Vas_a rule" every hour on the half hour in
taking a break. Nor need it be the case that one performs thlS 51

-

action whenever one feels like it', whlch mlght be construed as a
‘ o

rule of sorts. It is Just that these and very many other actions

v . s

N
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pcrforﬁcd by human beings are done indepondunttyro[ nLténLiqn to any
rules whatever — at least rules of the soft presently wuiler consid-
eration. The same points can be made in reference to thé actions of
an agent alone in his study as he lights his pipe, piéﬁg up his pen
and begins to write. Now, while it may be said of some Sf these
actions that they involve rules ecither directly or indirectly, the
rules in‘question are very unlikely to be of the sort that would

enable one to evaluate the agent's conduct itself. The reason being

-

that lighting one's pipe and picking up one's pen are not generally

speaking morally or socially significant actions in this context.

B . . B
Indeed, it is hard to see what role rules could be said to play in
such cases without thereby stretching the concept of a rule beyond
resson. On the other hand, certain consequences of the agent's
writing, such as for instance the publication and distribution of his

. N - . "

treatise advocating violent civil disobediénce, might very well come
up for scrutiny on both moral and social grounds. But, then, is not

.

his actions per se which are subject to appraisal in terms of public

. criteria and standards; rather it is the outcome or product of his

’

actions; namely, his essaybwﬁich, by Qirtue of ‘itsebeing placed in
the hands of other persons, has entered the moral and social arena.
There are, to be sure, ﬁumerous things done by human beings the
correct description of which does involve either explict or implicit
mention of moral, social, and other conventions. -On the one hand,
fhere are actions’such as keeping a promise by returning a set of
notes to a friend, pu: hasing a‘téxtbook, waiting for a prcfessor who

is late in arriving for a lecture, writing a history paper, and so on.

~



And, on th other, there are activities of a more general nature
Including hwlp,lﬂng or hindering one's fellows, running for-public
office, driving one's automobile, doing one's Jjob, paying one's
acbts, etc..  The genesis of the principles and standards which in var-
ious ways govern and guide human actions of these Sorts is to be found
)
in the arena of "human interaction or social intercourse among agents.
It is for this reason that the analogy of i, (or alternatively of
a "common form of 1ife" used by Wittge 1.7 \ ‘ow light upon the
. "
nature of language), wherc the moves o: the p_: s and pieces are
set down by rules, seems a particularly apt way of viewing those N
St o
sorts of conduct which take place in the social arena, and in contact
with other individuals.

By contrast, the notions of games, moves, and following or
obeying rules, as they are employed by the three writers currently
being discussed -- to give an account of what is distinctive about
hﬂman actions, are being q{?led upon to pgrform task for which, I
would maintain,they‘are.improperly suited.\\Claims to the effect that
'Man in  ociety is like a chess-player writ large' or that "human
actions are reqlly very much like moves ina game’' are metaphorical in
character. The valué of the metaphor is that it sugéests that certain
sorts of human action, namely those involving intercourse among <
agents, are analogous in certain respects to a game where moves are
made, rules are followed and, in general, persons participate in a
common form of 1life, Wittgenstein exploited this analogy in a qut

enlightening and' useful way in his talk about language-gamns suggest—

ing, thereby, that language is a form of life. However, the



. |
suitability of thb analegy of a game when applicd to language is due
to the fact’ that using a language, either in spclwking or writ‘i'ng, is
in large measure a public and interpersonal activity. Consequently,

’
the epithets belonging to discourse about games are sometimes helpful
A .

and genuinely illuminating ways of characterizing the conduct exhibited
by bersons in their relations with one another. Neverthe! ks, the
attempt to extend the metaphor so as to encompass everything that
I ‘rsons do, including actions invoiving no traffic with others, fails
Precisely because it stretches the analogy beyond the confines of
human interaction to which it is most germane. In short, to sﬁy that
Some human actions may be likened to moves in a game is not to identify

@ conceptual characteristic of 'action', rather it is to suggest that
a helpful way of understanding a-ce;tain range of human activities,
namely, social activities, 1s by treating them as if they were

games.

Neverthe%%sé; even if we were to restricg the application of the
notions of following a rule and plgying a game equusivel& co the
arena of social intercourse among people,tthat is tb say, to those
sorts of action involving traffic with others, it is not at all clear

that conduct of this species is necessarily game~-like. By treating
|

thig'variety of human doings as thoqgh they were, on every occasion,

governed by rules one is apt to mini&ize or oversimplify differences

in desires, motives, needs, tastes and so on, that are intimately

connected with the things persons do in their dealings with others.

In other words, these transactions would all be lumped together into

one category and therehy glossed over as being merely "conventional.

(4]
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I would suspect that taltk about public standards and mutually under-
stood rules whiéh enter into and direct human relationships is “in large
measuré talk about a philesophers' illusion. The understanding of
pthers to be gained b; recognizing the approprfate couvention is at
best Suberficial and is likely to provide us with very littlé insight
into what the agent takes hiﬁself to be doing.

In short, it seems.clear that the contextualists, ‘in attempting
to give an account of human action,.haﬁe seized upon a model that
ha§ shown itself to be particularly informative in analyzing activities
involving the use of ianguage. They have t nsplanted this model in a
much wider context and have gone on to'try to maintain that all human
actions are like moves in a éame, and that, as a result, they can be
be: uheerstood as if they were cases of following rules, obeying
principles and so on. Against this thesis, I have been maintaining
that, if the analogy of a game is applicable to any actions at all, it
is suitable only for shedding light upon those doings in which one
person-éssociates with another. Nevertheless, even in these cases it
is far from obvious ghat the games analogy can be‘intormatiVely
emploved to analyze each and every instance of human interaction. Thus
I would want to say, for reasons I shall discuss in more detail later,
th§t principles, norms and rules cannot be'regarded as definitive
features of human interactions broadly understood. As a result, they
can scarcely been seen as characteristic of the whole range of human
actiqns. Or to put -it another way, it may be true of some:actions,

including some of those involving contact with other agents, that they

may be characterized as governed or guided by rules. But it is not
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true of all actions or interactions. Thus, we might appropriatcily
inquire at this point 'What sorts of actions are indeed governed by
rules?' or alterqatively "In what sorts of context are prigciples and
norms of primary importanc; in talk about matters of human action?'.
One answer to this question might be that principles and rules are

central if what is under examination are instances of moral or

rational conduct. ~Similarly, in the framework of Melden and others,
the reply would be that the notion of fellowing a rule may L. employed
" to characterize those actions which « cur in those circumstances where

a person's conduct is expected by all concerned to be moral or ration-

al. 1In short, the notions of following a rule and obeying a principle
'aré intrinsic to both the concepts of morality aga rationality and
not, as has been maintained by Melden, Peters; and Winch, to the :on-
cept of an action. lnte;éstihgiy, Winch's account seems to carry
matters a step further in suggesting that moral and rational conduct
(i.e., rule—governed behaviour) must be gonsidered as fundamental
elements compris%ng any desirable political and social order. 1In any

case, it would scem that what the contextualist has painted is a pic-
ture of what desiréble conduct is like or showing us what is thdught to
be necessary in any worthwhile form of life; they do not, however,
appear to consider human activities in their broader sense.

Thus I would maintain that the contextual theory of actions is
an attempt at setting down one possible set of minimum standards in
virtue of which actions may be said to be actions of a certain sort,

e.g., 'moral’', 'rational' and, perhaps, such that they contribute to

the/{gstering and preserving of a commendable model of political and



csocial transactions among persons. To this end, the vollowing of rules
becomes a necessary constituent of cortain forms of human activity.
And, by the same token, other varieties of conduct, whereby one's
tfellow men are not taken inte account by the agent when he acts, are
to pq docmcg inapp;opriate and otherwise undesivable. 1In this way
the context of mutually recognized rules is inde-d lmportant in talk
ébout human actions. Neveriheless, this model cannot perform the
principal task for which it has been appointed. The nature of this
task, as it was originally seen by Melden is d;scribed as follows:,

.. just as i# the case of the concept of a chess move, so in
t

the case of the concept of any action the context of practices

in which rules are obeved, criteria emploved,. policies are .

observed -- a way of thinking and doing -- is essential to
understanding the difference between ... bodily movements and
actions, l4

It appears that.Profeséon Melden belicv?s that it is only by reference
to a context of norms, rules and principles that a distinctioq bet%pen
actions and non-actions can be made. However, against this dqctrihe,
1 have argued that' not all actions may be legitimately characterized

as cases of following rules, rules which are determined by the circum-

- N

stances in which the action is performed. Furthermore, on some

laA.I. Melden, 'Action,'in D.F. Gustafson (ed.), Essays in
Philosophical Psychology (New York: Doubleday Anchor Book, 1964),
P. 73. The thesis here is a stronger vérsion of the one Melden defends
in Free Action, p. 180, but as I have argued it is deficient on the
same grounds as this earlier version. This position is substantially

the same as that adopted by.Winch, supra, in asserting that.," ... all
behaviour which is meaningful (therefore all specifically human behav-

iour) is ipso-facto rule-governed". According to this analysis. mean~
ingful behaviour is that which can he understood and thereby evaluated
in terms of standards of correct conduct. Hence here the cohtext is
'equally central to this account since the contedt is the origin of the
conventions in question. -




ovcasions a bodily movement may hcAtrOJLod as if it were a move in the
game. A fit of sneezing, tor instance, might causce-me to drop my
- bishop on to the correct square, the one T had planned to position it
on prior to my sudden attack. In other words, a mere happening may
correspond to the rules of the game and the designs of the player
without its, after all, being something one can be said to have done.
[n other circumstances, norms and standards are applied to
events or stateé of affairs that ave merely things that happen to a
person. When a man develops certain physical symptoms such as with

the appearance of red spots on the skin accompanied by a bodily

\

o -
temperature of 102" F, we may say that he has the measles and, more-
. : [ ' “
over, that he is 'ill' or 'sick'. '"Being sick' and "not -being. well',
unlike 'having red spots on the arms and neck', are not just descrip-
tions of the current bodily state of the person. In addition, they

suggest*a contrast with a state one ought to be in if one is to be

characterized as "enjoying good health'. Thus evaluative criteria

'deriving from prescriptive norms are not exclusively apprbpriate to
human actions. They may be applied to bodily happenihgs as well.

But there are other and equally fundamental difficulties in this

f '

approach to distinguishing actions from other forms of human behaviour
which serve to make it still more obvious that the rule-following
analysis of action is untenable. To begin with, if this proposal is

understood as an anal¥sis of the concept of action then it seems
4

i
viciously circular. That is, if to follow or obey a rule is to per-
form an action then to analyze action in terms of fol%Pwing rules is
tantamount to asserting that to perform an action is to perform an

96



action. In other word;, the notion of following or obeying a ru
already presupposes the concept of action, and thus cannot be parc ot
its analysis. This brings.us to a second and more fundament ) prohlnm
tnvolved in these attompté to distinguish between actions and physio-
logical happenings by appeal the notion of rule following. Apparently
on the assumpt ion that the concept of following or obeying a rule is
unproblematic, Melden, Peters and Winch have made very little effort to
explain what a rule is or what would be involved in someones following
a rule. Unfbrtunately, it h.s become increasingly evident asg our dis-
cussion has proceedéd that this assumption is gratuitious, that the
cdncepts of rules and of rule following are indeed problematici For
this reason, the contextualists' attempt to explicate what it is that
is distinctive about those forms of human behaviour that count as

actions tends to obscure a good deal more than it illuminate our

.
“

understanding of the problem of action. Com . .

In phis chapter, I have attempted to show that the contextualist
theory of actions tends to make too much of the importance of rulgs
and regulations in our accounting for human actiom. In particular, I
have been.arguing that the claim that, human actions are very much
like moves in a game since, generally speaking, they are governed or
guided by rules is a dramaticlover—simplification. Nevertheless, on
the basis of this assumption, Melden and the others have insisted that
it is by reference to conventidns and rules alone that the difference
befween an action and a bodily movement can be understood. Against

this view, I have been maintaining that principles and norms may be

properly employed only in the description of certain kinds of actions,

~
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conduct involved is moral,

i.e., social Interactions in which the
- N ' ’ .
rational | or otherwise such that the agent in Jdoing what he does is
in fact 'playing a game' according to rules. In other words, not all ¢
species of human action involve attention ! policies, proucedures
p
and regulations, and, for this vreason, I would arpue that 1 he worrect
description of the person's performance under su h circumstances neced
contain no reference, either direct or ind{rect, to any social or _

Rules, norms and standards, in short, are not

other convention.
common to all actions.’ And, I have also argued that fa- from being .

can be used in the description of mere physiological happenings.

2o
f

;
. . . A .
peculiar or unique to human behaviour that id action, norms and rules

Finally, it is worth noting that when Melden speaks ol action

as a social-concept he seems to have two very different things in

5

Sometimés, he seems to mean that actions are the sorts of
~things that ‘typically occur in the public area, a sphere in which

mind.

human behaviour tends to be governed or guided by social conventions,

standards and rules.” On other occasions, hogever, he seems to

. .
suggest that action is social in a very different respect. And it is

this, as yet unexamined, view.that I plan to consider in Ghapter IV.



CHAPTER LV

ACTION AND THE LEARNING OF RULES v :JJ

In Chapter III we began to qxamine a thgoxv of "human action that

takes asg it's point of departure the v1ew,t \}ﬁg i1s a distinctively
I

. \ R
moral, rational and soc1al belﬁg and goes“gn‘to malntaln at least
‘l - ~. o

partly for this reason, that anaﬁndexstandrﬁg of practlcal contexts
AS
A N A

in which practices are obsérvéd, principles are obeyed, and rules are

follo;ed is essential to an under§tanding of the distinction between
acgions énd bodily movements. With reference to this theory a crucial@
‘question is 'Just how is it that the notions‘of context and of follow-
ing or obeying rules bear on the distinction between actions and bodily
movements?'. 'Melden, who ﬁas beern treated aé the main proponent of the
doctrine that what is distinctiye about human actions is tie fact
that they are governed or guided by conventions, norms, rules, and so
Y
on, answers this question in two rather different ways. On the one
hand, he contends, énd tﬁis is the view examined in Chapter III, that an
understanding of context is vital to an understanding of human action
principally because actions are typically performed in social circum-
stances where what gets done is governed by rules of various‘kinds.
Nevertheless, there f§, on the other hand, another side to his théory
which offerg a véry different account of the:role of context and rules

in relation to human action. This facet of the contextualist doctrine,

which I shall consider in this chapter, in effect traces the roots of

'ﬁs T 99
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one's humanity back to the social arena. By looking further into tyis
proposal, which is an attempt to account for how it is that men come togwf“\
be distinctively moral, rational and social beings, we shall encounter
a number of‘as yet unexplored and unexamined {ssues relevant'to
Melden's view of '"human action'.

In ordér to pléce this fﬁcet of Melden's doctrine in proper
perspective it wiil bé helpful to return briefly to the beginning so
as to consider the primary question towards which this inquiry is dir- ;
ected; namely, 'What is an acfiqn?', or as Melden: has put it, 'How are
actions to be distinguished from bodily movements or physiological
happenings?'. 'Action', we héve been told, is a social concept inti-
mately bound ﬁp with the notions of coﬁtext and rules. But what
exactly does it mean to say that 'action' is social in this sense?

For Melden,-it seeﬁs to mean at least two distinct, though not unre-
lated, things. First,'he Seems to want to say that actions areigocial
in the sense that they are performed (in "model" casés) in the social
arqna, where what is done is governed aﬁd guided by a complex network
of conventions, norms, practices, rules and sta;utes. Consequently,
to say that action is 'social' in this sense is to suggest that human
actiogi\are the sérts of things that admit of descriptions in moral

and social terms. Now, since we have already examined this view at

' -~

some length, I nlan to say no more about" it here. There is, however,

é second resp 't ir which Meléen seems to think that 'action' is social.
Roughly speaking, it is his view that the possibility of characterizing.
a pefson's actions (as distinct from the things that happen to him) in

social and moral terms also derives from'the fact that the language we

<
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employ in talking about actions is acquired of learned in civcum-
stances governed by an intricate network of'social rules and conven-
tions. In this chapter I want rS examine this other aspect of his
ntteﬁpt to account for the social nature of human actions.

Let"us then begin to consider Melden's notion that the concept of
action is social in chqraéter by regsoh of the fact tlit we learn its
use in the course of our dealings with other persons, and, in particu-

g \ » ‘
lar, by engaging in ordinary discourse about actions and agents. In

explaining this view Melden once more invites us to consider an analogy.

Suppose, it is suggested, that a book 1is placed before someone, sdy a -

child who is not yet able to read. In all likelihood he will see

nothing more than a series of oddly shaped black marks on the white :

"

paper. However after the child has learned to read, supposedly by

virtue of his having been trained, he will recognize letters, words,

sentences, ﬁaragraphs, and so on. His training enables him to treat

~L
&

marks on a page in a manner quite unlike the way in which someone
unfamiliar with the conventions governing the shape and arrangement
of such marks wouid be inclined to regard them. Likewise;,it seems
that when someone performs an action we ére able to see that, for
example, he is raising his arm in a way that 1is analogoué to the way

in which the initiated can now read words and sentences on the page /

before them. ihe?uninitiated, bi;contraét, observe only black marks
because they lack the requisite graining which would enable them to
read. Similarly, Melden argues‘those unacquainted with the language-
game having to do with agents and their actions would see only colour-

less bodily movements. Consequently he claims that training is

¢

<
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Vo
essent il cne s to become copanle of Creating bodily movement -
-actions, i.e., of seeing bodily moven uts o cases ol oact ons. e
puts it this way, " ... "he activic esr i which we i been trained

to engage in our Jdealings with one anot wi constitute the substratum

- : , 1 .
upon which our recognition of the act fons of otters roests', Picsur -

ably wha} one acquires as a result ¢ training, although Melden g
vague in reference to this matter, is sow: familiavity with the con-

cepts we employv in our everyday discourse about actions aund agents. At

. . .
any rate, we can return to this apparent problem shortly. The point

Melden‘ is attrempting to make is that we learn to see someone raise his

arm in a manner very much like the way weé learn to read whe sentence

"The unexamined life is not worth living'; we simply, as it were,

"read off" what he is doing just as we read off words on the printed
. (_ o : h ‘
page. '

Part of what Melden is trying to couvey by means’ of this particu-

LY

lar analogy is that our learning to talk about human actions has .its

genesis in our ordinary relationships with other persons. In other

. : - )
words, the substratum to which he is.referring is “some form of social

interaction. Now, clearly it does seem quite reasonable to suppose
that acquiring a language, just ‘like learning to read or to sharpen

3 N

one's pencil, are indeed tasks the successful accomplishment of %”

which requires the presence of others either directly (i.e., "in per-
¥ . . i B
son"), or indirectly through books, recordings and the like.. In, the ~

case of the young child, who at the outset lacks the requis&te know-,

ledge and skills involved in lisfening and reading (among cther thiﬁgs),

lMelden, op. cit., p. 187.

o-
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after a certain stage of maturation has been reached, ho begins to N
acquire the language by being in' face-to-face contact with those

already initiated into and con%equencly capable of employing the

language, i.e., his family or those charged with the responsibility

for his rearing. Or, putting it another way, language is not an innate

possession of durs, we do not enter this world already having mastered

\ -
Y

it. Thergfore, it is something that must be'acquired and this acquis-
ition, whether it be .of the language in which oﬁe talks aonL human
action or indeed about anything else, occurs in large measure in the
context and as a consequence, direct or otherwise, of human social
relationsﬁips.

It may be argued that Melden's assertion tﬁat the concept of an
‘action is ‘social in character by virtue of the fact;gbat we learn to
use it in the course of our dealings with‘other pefsons, while in all
probability true, will not suffice as a basis for sorting.out actions
and bodily movements. The concepts employved by coroners and
physiologists in their discourse about bodily movements aéd.physio—
chemical processes occu;ring in the orga.jim are also acquired in and

d ) |
through social transactions with other individuals. The physicist,
moreover, comes to embrace the concepts comprising the‘form of }anguage
having to d n inanimate matter by similar means. Consequently, to
explain ho: it is -hat we have comth? be in pos:ess_on of the con-
cepts we now aplc~ in cohversing about human action does not succeed
in isolating any definitive proﬁerties of actions, bodily habpenings or,

for that matter, of any other form of discourse. What such an account

does serve to illustrate is that language is fundamentally é social
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‘activity. On this basis, however, it must be conceded that cach and
every concept in any language whatever is social in chayacter.’ Hence,
we best set out to uncover some additional implications of this
analogy which might perhaps afford a more tendable foundation f{or
making the distinction we are after,

When a child engages in the businéss of learning how to read, it
is very likely ghat he begins by mastering his A B C's. Ffom this
point he may be led intp beihg able to recognize the words 'cat',

" 'dog', 'mother', 'school', and so on, achievements which are, likewise,
accomplished by means of practice involving repetition uﬁtil the child
gains at least a minimal ability to recognize these words when they
appear in written form. His first sentences, including 'See Dick run',
'See the dog jump' and .the like, are in all prbbability the sorts of
things he learns to recognize as a result of his having been repeatedly
exposed to them. 'In each case, what is acquired by the individual,
Ey‘his having learnmed it, i.e ; the ability to recognize letters,

words and sentences, is in important ways governed by rather strict

conventions; 'tca cat' and 'dog jump the see' is not

is not the word
a properly formed sentence (or perhaps not a sentence at all), and so
on. Conventioﬁs or fules, therefore, have a significant bearing upoh
the performances in which the child learns fo engage when he has learnt
to read. For instan&e, the rules of spelling and grammar enter into
and structure in a general way his subsequent conduct in which is
actions involve reading.

Having gained some idea of how conventions are related to

reading, we must now inquire into what Melden means by 'training' as



well as into the way in which rules or standards are related to the
ability to Iscbgnize actions -— a skill which, likewise, is apparently
wrought by training. We must, in other words, attempt to.becomc clear
about the part played by convention in the child's training and,
equally, about its roi in his subsequent activities involving the
exercise of the acquired skill, as a result of which he is able to sece
‘or '"read off" straight away, i.e., without decision, judgement or
(most significantly in my view) further information, that the rising
of an a;m is in acfual fact the raising of an arm.

To begin with Melden, in his talk about 'training' seems to be
referring to the broad spectrum of activities in the life of the family
in which the young child is included and in consequence Qf which he
learns language. After having attained a certain level of maturity,
he begins, dﬁring his daily transactions with members of his family,
to obey commands and follow instructions by recognizing certain
sounds uttered by his parents as commands and certain other sounds as
directions. 1In addition, hé imitates a variety of things his parents
do in attempting to have him do what they expect of him, such as
pointing towards his room, or nodding their heads and smiling iq appro-
val at what he ﬁas done. And when he is comforted, clothed, fed,
played with, and so on, he encounters still.other activitieé involving
sémewhat different sorts of discourse. In these and countless other
dealingé with those about him the child, by éomihg to recognize tHe
role in commuﬁication of these utterances-and by responding appro-
priately to tﬁém, becomes a participangria these modeé)gﬁkpocial

interaction. Furthermore, as he begins to acquire the concepts employed



by his parents in their relations with him he comes to recognize that
his father is Playing with him or that certain painful consequences
are apt to ensue if he approaches the cookie jar without his mother's
permission and so on. By gradually acquiring the ability. to use the
language employed by his family members he, thereby, becomes able not
only to recognize that what they are doing is cating, playling with
him, or telling him not to do something, but also to engage  in the
forms of discourse appropriate to these activities.
In short, many of the actions a child initially learns td\recog—
A N '

nize are those performed by his parents in their dealings with him.
Most of the things his mother and father do in these contexts are
guided by considerations, many of them moral and social in character,
by virtue of the fact that their chief concern rests, in all likell-
hood, with the child's well Being which entails adhering to or
following, however roughly, certain prescribed principles. At the
same time, the discourse they employ in their relations - with the
youngster is governed by moral and social standards as well as the
rules of the "language. Consequently, Melden maintains that:

Only in the context of the specific activities which it has

been trained to perform, as it grows into its changing roles

with respect to its mother and the other members of the family,

is it possible for it to understand the bodily movements of

those participating in their diverse ways in the life of the

~family as the actions they are .... So one could go on to

explore the manner in which the concepts of action and agent

are enriched by relating to the wider scenes of social inter-

course in which in diverse ways various social and moral

institutions, conventions, statutes, etc., are relevant to the

background activities against which bodily movements are under—
stood as the actions they are ....2

zIbid., p. 190.
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What we seem to have here, then, is an account which traces the
development of an indi'vidual's ability to u;c language back to the
language employed by those with whom he associates in various forms of
social interaction. As the individual launches ingo participation
in more and varied forms of social life he gains chuaintancc, not
only with the sorts ol discourse appropriate to these transactioni
but, in addition, with the conduct expected of persons in these con-
texts by becoming familiar wiph the coﬁventions which govern them.

The rules and standards implicit in many such dealings among human
beings, when mastered by tle novice, provide him with some basis for
unaerstanding:the conduct of others under certain circu%stances.

.
Such an achievement, namely, the ability to understand the actions of
other persons, and indeed of oneself, is possible, so it would seem,
as a result of training and learniﬁg by imitation.

Howéver it should be pointed out that training is not without
certain limitations, even ;hat kind of training purportedly eventuating
in a person's ability to distinguish actions and bodily movements. To
begin with, initiates into a public form of life and thought can only
be-trained in or familiarized with certain routine and regularized
modes of conduct, along with their attendent conventions, which are
already widely practiced in the society of which one is a member. For
example, he might recognize that two persons shaking hands are meeting
or greeting one another, or that someone seated at a desk in a bank
and.makiﬁg certain movements with a pen on a pilece of paper is signing
a contrack;} And, in the same way, By having leérnt the rules of the .

road, he may come to expect that when a driver raises his arm in the .
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appropriate circumstances he is signalling. The supposition here is
that both the spectator and the agent know the traffic rciulations,
and that the driver's performance may be described as an instance of
following or obeying those regulations. Nevertheless, T would suggest
that training alone is of very little help to the onlooker, if the
person he observes raising his arm in exactly the same manner is
seated next to the driver, or perhaps on a park bench. In other
words, there.are né rules in virtue of which one may "read off'" what
the agent is doing in these situations because the context provides
us with no clue regarding the sorts of criteria, if any, appliéable to
the agent's performance. That is, confronted with a situation depart-
ing from the familiar routines into which one has been initiated
through training one is apt Eo be at a loss should he be asked to say
what the person is doing.

The concept of training is deficient in quite another sense in

B

relation to the tdék for which it has been employed by Melden. At the
beginning of this analysis, it appears that he has only modest ambitions
in refergnce to the sorts of achievements that may be wrought through
training; namely, the ability to treat or recognize specific bodily
movements as cases of particular actions. Nevertheless, as the dis—
cussion unfolds it appears that training is of central importance if
one is not simply ﬁo recognize but, furghermore, to understand the
difference between bodily movements and actions. I would agree that
training is perhaps a necessary prerequisite for the attainment of

such understanding but it is not, as Melden seems to imply at various

times, sufficient. 'Training' is ordinarily used in those contexts
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where what is acquired on the part of the learner (traince) is a rather

definite "knack" or skill. For instancde, we speak of training someone
\

to operate an automobile, to swing a golf club corrvectly, to recite

L

the alphabet, and perhaps to read and write. In other words, the

notion of training finds suitable application in those cases where, as

Peters puts it, ... there is some specifiable type of performance that

has to be mastered ... fnd] little emphasis is placed on the underlyin
1% P ying )
5 ) '
rationale". Thus one might apgree that training is essential if one

[
w

is te recognize that what Jones is doing on this occasion is signalling
and that the action he is performing in another situation is shifting
down into a lower gear. In this respect the individual hgs learnt to
Tecognize that specific.performanceé are likely to be actions of a
certain sort. However, #o say of someone that he has merely been
trained, seems an inadequate wgyﬂof explaining how it ié that he may
understand why all behaviour of a certain sort is to be counted as
'action', as opposed to, ‘'bodily movemenﬁ'$2r ;happening'. Questions

of the form 'What is the difference between bodily movements and

actions?' are inquiries, the answers to which will put one in a position
N

. o

"the underlying rationale".

to grasp what Peters has termed
The point I would wish to underline here is that, while it may
pick out an important way of starting persons on the road to achieving

\

an understanding human action, training is, strictly speaking, a con—

¢ whiech does not encompass all of the;very many routes one may take
- — \ ‘

cters, 'What is an Educational Process', in R.S. Peters
(ec . - "cept of Education (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1967 T For further discussion, see G. Ryle, 'Teaching and

Training: ~ same volume.



in arriving at the understanding in question. We learn by, imitating
what other persons do, trial and error, having been taught, having
received instruction, as a rcsﬁlt of conversation, and so on. What is
involved in someone'; understanding the differences between actions and
bodily ‘movements is not feducible to the kind of "knack" or "know-how"
involved in reading it off that this or that particuigr item of a.
person's conduct is an action of such-dnd-such a.conventional.variety.
To make this suggestion is to impiyxéhat unéerstanding human action i§
analogous to the knack of driving a nail into a piece of wood or that
involved in sharpening knives, shavi#g, and very many other skillful
Performances.

Be that as it may, all of these are minor problems when viewed
along side the major difficulty inherent in this aspect of Melden's
account. For even if Qe were to construe 'training' as broadl! as
possible, so as to take’in all of the ways in which people may con-
ceivably become versed in discourse about. actions, conventions and
rules (i.e., this might be done by equating"training' with the notion
of 'socialization'), such a move would not succeed in enabling us to
distinguish actions and bodily movemenfs, since precisely the same
sorts of considerations must be taken into account in explaining the
way persons learn to recognize bodilyvmovements or happenings.

Melden's substitution of 'How do we learn to tfeat a‘particular
hodily movedent as an action of a certain conventional-sort?' for the

S

original question of 'What is the difference between an action and'a

-
Y

bodily movement?' has, by virtue of this equivocation, extended the

scope of the inquiry so as to include considerations pertaining to the



way in which language is acquired. In answer to the latter question,
it is said that the distinction.can be traced back and found to have
its basis in the language one learns, so to speak, at one's mother's
knee. One implication of this view is that the concepts one comes to
havg ;n one's possession pﬁay a vital role in the shaping of subse-
quent experience. Th;t is to say, not only does language determine
how we will conceive of what is taking place "in" and around us (that
is, héw we will describe.ig;réxplain and ultimately perhaps understana
it); but, in addition, the concepts one has at one's disposal set
certain limits on the sorts of thing one will perceive. One can agree
with Melden on this point, without endoysing‘the further claim that this
represents a peculiar chéracteristic of those éoncepts germane to our
talk about acfions. However, Melden does seem to suppose that this is
‘the case when he suggests that training makes " ... it possible to

understand the bodily movements of those participating in diverse ways

in the life of the family as the actions they are ...”.4 By contending

that a child iearns to treat bodily mbvementslas cases of actioms
Melden seems to be subscribing to the view that prior to acquiring any
language one is capable of seeing only colourless‘bddily'movéments,
€.g-, arm-risings, knee-jerks, nervous twitches and the like. Yet as
the novice becomes capable of using certain sorts of concepts, he
beginé to see arm raisings and very‘manyiother human actions. However,
as I have attempted to argue earlier, understandiﬁg the concepL of a

bodily movement or learning to recognize human events as bodily move-—

ments (coloured, or otherwise), is equally an achievement dependent

4Melden,_gp_. cit.



upon learning the langua e in precisely the same sensc'as understanding
the notion of action or learning to recognize bodily movements gs
actions. That is to say, one becomes conversant with the use of
"bodily movement' as a result of the same kinds of Processes as those
whereby he learns to QEe 'action'. In other words, if the child hag
no language Ee will see neither bodily movements nor actions.

Now in this phase of his‘analysis Melden has drawn attention to
the important point that our language is very intimatei; connected
with heman social activity in all of irg diverse form@ as well as with
our perceptions of the behaviour of other persons and of the world in
which we live. Nevertheless, his further CIQ}W that it must be possible
to describe human actions in moral and social terms because, on the one
hand, the child first learns language and thereby to recognize things
that persons do in contexts guided by conventions, norms and what not,
and, on the other, language itself -is ap activity the structure and
use of which, in a general way, is determined by rules, musﬁ be reject—~

ed. To begin with language, be it our dlscourse about human conduct

In The second place, the rules of spelling, grammar , ~punctuation,-and
so on, are applicable in the same way to every form of discourse.
Accordlngly, our talk about inanimate matter is equally directed by
these same rules or standards.u Mofeover to assert that the flrst
actions a child learns to recognize and to perform are conventlonal

gives us no re: on to Suppose that everything he .goes on to recognize



and to do from thHat point forward will be governed, implicitly, or
otherwise, by conventions, norms, or tules.\\bonsequently, any attempt
to separaté our discourse about actions from our talk about bodily
happenings by, as it were, tracing the "root" of the former fg dealings
among pérsons simply will not do. Both forms of- discourse grow from
the same "root" but in the end they bearvdifferent "fruit". And, it

i1s with the "fruit" of these activities that we are concerned when we
ask "What is an action?". In short, rather than-pursu}ng queStions

associated with how it is we come to use concepts in just the way we

do, we should ‘begin to concentrate our .attention on determining what

sorts of human behaviour are to be‘counged as actions. .

The parallel. suggested by Melden between our understanding of
the characters on a printed page and the way in whi;h we come to be

°

able to understandvbédily movements as the actions they are, is defic-
ient in a number of crucial respects. First, it implies that conven-
tions govern the form of a bodily movement such that it is immediately
and obviously recognirible as an action of this or that kind, analogous
to the way in which. the rules of spef%ing, grammar, and s; on, deter-
mine the arréngement of tﬁe characters on the printed page thereby
enabling the reaaer to recognize the words and sentence% on the page.
In other words-, it would seéﬁ that all 6ne”ne§d understand is the
appropriate convention under which a bodily movement of this sort,is
treated as an action of such—and—such variety in order to "read off"
or recognize, like one reads what is on the page before one, the kind

of action the agent is apparently befforming. Hdwever, at best, this

measure allows us to classify Bodily actions as béing of this or that
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conventional type. It ignores the fundamental question which must be
answered before the process of classification may begin it it is to be
grounded on something more than inarticulate intutition or blind specu~
lation. That is to say, from the point of view of tﬂe primary issues
confronting us here, it must be first established what is to count as
an action and what as a mere bodily happening’in order that, from this
beginning we might continue on to identify and enumerate different
species of actions. In short, we must at the outset answer the question
'what is an action?' before we’move on to consider 'What makes.an
action an action of a certain sort?'.

@ : ,
In the second place, the analogy Melden proposes places one in
the position of the spectator (the reader as opposed to the author)
when it comes to understanding human action. In other words, he scenms
to suggest that just as we understand the yordé, sentences, and so on, -
before us from our point of view, so ﬁoq we view the actions of others
from our own perspective and not that of the agené'himself; Yet the
agent's point of view must bé taken into consideration if the nature
of his action% is to be understood clearl&, i.e., with a minimum a
doubt in reference to what he is doing. 1In this way, we must deter-
mine what sort of understanding our so—cailed "reading skills"

contribute to, and in what sense our understanding of human action is
\

dependent updnvthe agegt's point of view.
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CHAPTER V
ACTION AND RESPONSIBILITY

H.L.A. Hart approaches the question of tWhat is distinctive about
human action' from what is perhaps best described as a legal point of
view.l Where Melden and various other wrigers have tended to place
great store in thg usefu -ss of the analoéy of a.game in attempting to
elucidaté the conéept of action, Hart maintains that by examining the
ways in which certain concepts operate in legal discourse light éan be

- ~
shed on the very complex issues thgt arise in connection with human
action. Some of these issues we have’already encountered, still others
we will meet with for the first time in the course of lookingﬂint&
Hart's views in this chapter.

Hart takes the position that many of the difficulties which beset
both traditional and contemporary treatments of the problem of agtion
spring from the presumption, made by a substantial number of the phil-.

N
oséphers writing on this topic, that 'action' 1is a descriptive concept.
-éuch an assumption, it is ﬁaintained, rather than enabling us to come

to grips with the features characteristic of our talk about human

activity,.has led us down the garden path the resﬁlt being that this

lH.L.A. Hart, 'The Ascription of Responsibility and Rights,'
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Vol. XLIX (1948-49), pp. 171-
94. Reprinted in A. Flew (ed.), Logic and Language. (New York:
Doubleday and Company Inc., Anchor Books, 1965), pp., 151-74. Page
references in the text will be to the later volume. '

\ _ v ' ,
| . ‘ .
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form of discourse has. been forced into an artiticial theoretical

would. Nevertheless, Hart thinks that the conceptual contusion yen- o
erated by misguided attempts to construe 'action' as a descriptive
concept can, in large measure, be overcome merely by vesisting this

o N
temptation however enticing such a move may scem. As do the context- "

0
’

ualists, Hart contends that social norﬁs and rules play a Qory impor-
tant part in our ordinary language particularly when the topic of our
discussions happens tovbe the things.that persons dg. Nevertheless, -
he méy be seen to difﬁer with them inasmuch as he believes that the
language we use in talkigg about action may be more adequately
explained by regarding it as being analogous.to certain specics of
concepts employed in legal practice and procedure.

From among a number of the distinctive features of legal con-
Eepts Hart explores in his essay, he singles out two of them suggesting
that they are of special significance if one is attempting tE};;?ly:e
the concept of action. The first of the;g characteristics has yb do
with the relaﬁionship between the facts preseﬁtcd in connection.with
a certain- case-and the judgment or verdict given by the courg in res-

“pect of that case. In order to examine this relationship we might

consider, by way of an illuétration, what may have been the plight of

two elderly sisters named Brewster in the play Arsenic and 0ld Lace,
assuming that their case had been' taken before the courts. These two
elderly ladies of kindly appearance, sa one is lead to believe, out of )
a most "peculiar' sort of concern 1 the lot of a number of aging and

(in their estimation) "lonely' men who visited their home con different

occasions, have apparently offered their guests a glass of elderberry

~



wine containing argenic, cyanide and strychine. Needlgss to say, those
wh§ partook of this lethal éoncOctiOn, twelve in all, met their dcmise‘
in a most expeditious faéhidn, and, quite in keeping with the wishes

of their benefactors, were thereby relieved of the burden. of their
loneliness. Under ﬁhé circumstances just described, and barring for

the moment certain contingencies, it is not unreasonab;e to suppose that
they would be found guilty of murder by the court before which their
case appeared.

The evidence which may be brought to light'ip this instance would
very likely include the fact that the bodies of twalve’persons were
found buried in the basement of the ladies home. A medical examination
might reveal the presence of certain toxic substances in certain quanti-
ties in variousvofgans of the victims. It may also be demonstrated, by
virtue of a chemical agalysis, that a wine decanter discovered in the
house in question contained (along with certain alcoholic spirits)
amounts of érsenic, cyanide énd strychine sufficient to bring about the
immediate death of anyone who might have been unfortunate enough to have
consdmed even a’small portion of the substapce. Moreover, further for-

ensic investigations may have turned up fingerpints on the vessel con<

taining the poisonous mixture which have subsequently been identified as
those of the Brewéter sisté;s, and sé on. In thisiconhection, one may |
therefore inquire 'What is the relation the legal conclusion or verdict
brought down by.the court: to the effect that the sisters are guilty of
murder,. and the evidence which is adduced in support of this conclusion?'.

According to Hart, in the language. of the law the relation be-

tween fact and law is ordinarily characterized by such epithets as



"the legal or conséquences of the facts' of 'the conclusions of the law
attaching to or drawn from the f;cts',z Now talk about conclusions and
consequences immediately suggests that, in legal decisions, there is some
sort of logical linking (perh;ps one of entailment or implication) of
the facts regarded as premises on the one hand, and the judgment or ver-
dict seen as the contluéion, on the other, as is the case in a deductive
arguﬁent. However, Hart hastens to point out that to make this supposi-
tion is both to misrepresent and to oversimplify the aétual workings of
the law. The court in handing down its judgment may say something of
the form, 'that a number of statementg of fact are true, for instance
that the bodies of the twelve victims were discovered in the basement
of the Brewster home, etc., and that certain legal con: .uences attach
to those facts, namely, that the sisters are guilty of murder'. Owing
to the distinctive qualities of the legal concepts involved in a judg-
ments of this kind, the manner in which statements of fact support or
refute decisions in law Cénnot be assimilatéd, without distortion, to
the model of strict logical inference. For example, from the facts
cited in the Brewster case it does not follow logioally that the sisters
committed the murders. And still less does it follow that they are
guiltyvof murder.

The characteristics of the broad notions of civil liability and
criminal responsibility are Sugh that, according to Harr,'décisions or
Jjudgments handed down by courts in regard to matters . 11s sort are

) ‘ - w3
most appropriately regarded as '"a compound or blend of facts and law'".

21bid., p. 161.

BIbid., p. 152.
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1n other words, the vast majority of legal judgments are comprised
of elements of two distinctive logical sorts; on the one hand, there
are various matters of fact, and, on the other.certain matters of law.
In short, it seems that this contrast between "fact' and 'law' is very
ﬁuch like that between 'fact' and 'value' in moral philosophy. The
legal constituents which partially make up these "blends'" are said to
possess two properties or traits which are of some consequence.for our
inquiry into human action. To begin with, the role éf the judge in
legal proceedings is a practical one. That is to' say, he bases his
decisions upon the claims and defences along with the evidence actually
presented in connection with a particular caSe} noﬁ upon those‘which
may have been relevant to the issues involved but which, for some
reason or other, have not been brought fo.farg. In other wgrds, his
job is ﬁot to give the best judgment which is possible in theory.
Nevertheless, it would not be fair to say that the verdict, for exemple
“that there is a valid contract, is simply the best judgment that can ve
offered given the sorts of claims, defenses gnd evidence placed before
him: rather, says Hart, 'there is a contract in the timeless sensé of

Y
'isf appropriate to judicial decisions'.

The second feature of the legal element in these compounds,
grising out of the activity in which the judge engages, derives from the
nature of his judgments themselves. The making of a legél judgment is
.not simply a matter of deécribing the facts, nor'can it be identified

with the business of drawing an inductive or deductive conclusion from

those facts. On the contrary, it consists imarily in the in-eipreting
‘ PY y

“Ibid., p. 163,
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or weighing of claims, defences, together with the evidence actually
presented in the case, and in the selecting of precedents appropriate

"

1

rto that particular case. Now, because the conclusions reached by the

. ) . X ¥

judge depend upon these and similar considerations his role is quite
literally one of deciding whether or not the Brewster sisters are
guilty of murder, or whether a valid contract exists between two
parties -- Jones and Smith. As a result, his judgment or verdict is

essentially a matter of appraisal or evaluation. Consequently Hart

wants to argue that, " ... What he does may be either a right or a

wrongxdecision Or a good or a bad judgment .... [and that] what cannot
hbe sald of it is that it is either true or false, logically necessary
or absurd"‘.5 In this way, Hart rejects the view that the law may be
regarded as a deductive system. By contrast, he underscores the
evaluative or interpretive character of iegal judgments in which the
connection between the facts and the conclusion they support is not
strictly speaking a logical one; but is, instead, fundamentally discre-
tionafy. That the kindly aunts of Mortimer Brewster are guilty of
murder is a ‘decision founded on precedents and arrived at in such a
fashion that the evidenﬁe is‘deemed or judged to be grounds for the
conclusion that criminglhresponsibility does attach to these persons
for what transpired in their home.‘-Thus, the second characteristic of:

.

legal concepts, deriving from the function of the judge, has to do with
LS .

the primarily discretionary (as opposed to purely logical) character of these

it

concepts. That is to say, the rules in virtue of which such concepts

are applied or withheld from application are to some extent arbitrary..

SIbid., p. 162. Emphasis in the original.
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Of the two features of leg?l decisions arising out of the role of the
judge, Hart seems to regard the latter as being most germane to our
ordinary talk about actions.

In short, in the light of these considerations Hart maintains
that certain key legal concepts do not, as some have been inclined to
suppose, function descriptively, in reporting the facts of the case or
in recording conclusions drawn deductively from-those facts. Rather, -
he insists, their primary use is acriptive, by which he means ﬁhat

their application depends on a blend of normative and factual consid-

.

erations.

i

We have now to consider a second p;incipal feature of legal con-
cepts that Hart also regards és vaquble in casting some light upon

human action. This particular feature, intimately associated with the
discretionary element in ju&icial decisions, .arises from a considera-

tion of the characteristic manner in which decisions or judgments handed down

by the court can be challenged. Claims made 1in connection with the
law of contract or -accusations relating to the mental element in
criminal liability (mens rea) are instances of the sorts of. legal utter-—

ance whici may on occasion be open to challenge or opposition. These

challenges take the form of,

--. a plea that although all the circumstances on which a claim
could succeed are present, yet in the particular case, the claim
or accusation should not succeed because other circumstances are
present which brings the case under some recognized head»of'

+ exception, the effect of which is either to defeat the claim or
accusation altogether, of to 'reduce' it so that only a weaker
claim can be sustained.® ’

.y

For example, a judge may be adjudicating upon a claim that 'there is a. .

)
’

- '

6Ibid., p. 154.



valid contract between Jones and Smith', One of the parties involved
in the dispute may enter a plea that even though the normal requirements
for the existence of a valid contract have been fulfilled thefe are
certain other circumstances or factors which, if taken into considera-
tion, should defeat the claim that a valid contract does exist. If
such a move turns out to be successful itvmay havé one of two conse-
quences: on the one hand, it may defeat or destroy -the claim altoget—
her; or, on the other, it may "have a wéake£ éffect, rendering it
merely 'voidable' at the option of the party concerned".7 The former
species of defeﬁse, the effect of which may be to completely destroy a
legal claim, and the latter which may eventuate in a claims being
"reduced" orlweakened; have been described by Pitcher as respectively
”strbng" and "weak defenses”.8 Since these expressions will be useful
in subéequent discussions I should like to rétain them. A claim or
accusation beéring this characteristic, that is to say, which is
suﬂjgct to defeat in either ghe strong or the weag sense 1if certain
L X R

conditions are present but which stands in thé absence of such addi-
tional or extenuating conditions, is said to be ”déﬁgasible”.

In virtue of the defeasible character of at least éome of the
concepts employed‘ip legal discohrse,the mannef in which they can be.
defined or explained differs significantly frém the way in which we

ordinarily anélyze concepts, i.e., by setting down the necessary and

"Ibid., p. 156.

_ 8G.hPitcher,"Hart on Action and Responsibility', The Philoso-
phical Review. LXIX (1960), p. 232.

9Hart, op. cit., p. 155.
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sufficient conditions for their application. Any adequate definition
of these legal notions, such as the concept of the mental element in
criminal liability, must take into account the defences or exceptions
which serve to COmpletely'rgle out or perhaps to merely reduce liabil-
ity. As Hart has put it, " ... such concepts can only be explained
with the aid of a 1list of exceptions or negative examples showing
where the concept may not be applied, or may only be applied in a
weakened form”.lo _In other words, therg are certain circumstances,
~depending upon the particular natur¢>of the case up for consideration.
and judgment, wherein the conditions normally required for the applica-
tion of a concept have been met; yet, owing to the presence of some
exception, this set of conditions, while necessary, may turn out not
to be sufficient for.the-appiication of th#t concept. He contends,
for instance, that the mental qonstituent in criminal ligbility cén be
understood only by reference to a wide range of defenses including;
Mistake of Fact, Accident, Coercion, Duress, Provocation, Insanity,
Infancy, and so on.ll Consequently by claiming that the aunts of
Mo;timer Brewster were insane their lawyer may succeed in persuading
the court either to exclude them from any liability in the deaths of
tHe twelvé persons in quesﬁion, or, perhaps, to reduce the degree to
which they are deemed responsible in the circumstances. At the same
'timé, should the circumstances of fhe case h;ve been different, the
sorts of‘defeﬁces which may have appropriately been pleéded‘might very
well Eave altered and so, too, the definitions of the concgpts

involved.

101bid., p.-154.

1lIbid., p. 159.
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My concern thus far has simply been to explicate two features
typical of legal concepts that in Hart's estimat .c» are of fundamental
importance in the understanding of our ordinary talk about actions.
According to Hart, some of the sentences we use ip our ordinary language
are very much like the accusations, claims, judgments and verdicts
which‘play so prominent a role in technical legal discourse. He cites
certain everyday utterances including: 'This is mine', 'This is
yours', 'This is his', as examples of expressions which embody something
closely analogous to the judicial blend of fact and law. When they are
used in certain contexts these sentences serve to ascribe or recognize
rights in property. On such oc%asions they are not descriptions of |
events, objects, pérsons 6r states of éfféirs; rather, they are -
‘ascriptions or judgements based upon certain supporting‘facté in a
manner that is akin to the way in,which various statements of fact
justify the decisions courts of law hand down. While ip is true that
'This is minef and similar sorts of éxpressions may nbt be recognized
as .genuine legal judgments, liké the latter, they do contain reference
to social conventions, in this case rules related to property. The
technical concept of econtract and the non-technical notion of property
are not p{imarily’déscriﬁtive. By contrast, they are essentially
ascriptive being dependent upon social conventions and norms.

T should like ﬁow to consider in some detail the ways in which
Hart sees His discussion of the language belonging to the practices and
procedureshof the law as bearing on the fundaméntal issue directing our

inquiry, namely, the question 'What is.an action?'. Now according to

Hart a goodly portion of the philosophical perplexities that tend to

’ f—
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beseige traditional accounts of action a;e due to the fact that

'action' has been treated by many of these writers as a descriptive
concept, .In opposition to this view, he claimé that senténées of the
form 'I did it', 'you did it', 'he did it', analogous to 'This is

mine' etc., are not primarily employed in a descriptive role; buf
rather, Hart contends, " .., their principal function is what I venture
to call ascriptive, ‘being quite litefally to ascribe responsibility fér
actions much as the principal function of sentenceg of the form 'This

is his' is to ascribe rights in property”.12 The roots of the relation-

ship between action and responsibility go deep.infto the Western tradi-

tion being tracéable back in the History of Philo: ... ¢t least as far
as the thought of Aristotle. Consequently, it woul s..; ‘0 be of some

importance to examine the nature of this connection, p. cticr irly as

it is understood by.Hart.l Later in this essay I plan to r- ur; to and
attempt to:weigh some of the criticisms brought by Hart again: w at he»
regards as the orthodox descripti*e énalyses»of action. For the moment ,
however, I should like to concentrate on his account of responsibility,
particularly on his thesis to the effegt that; whene;er someone says
'He did it', or utters another sentence of thé same form, the primary ’J
fuéctiOn of his utterance is to ascribg responsibility to himself or to -
some other person. To be more Precise, I want' to spend sometime trying

to get clear about what Hart h;s in mind when he speaks of an ascription

of responsibility.

In the course of explicating his position Hart frequently refers

to an instance of a man hitting a woman in.order to illustrcte his

12 b4, p.'151.



contention. This sort of example appears to have Been drawn from the
type of situation in which there is doubt in the &inds of some specta-
tors concerning what has transpired. 7Thus in response to the query
"Who did it?" or ”Who hit her?", made in connection perhaps with a
young lady busily collecting packages scattered about on the pavement
near the exit-of the bus from which she has just toppled, gnother
onlooker may have r-plied "Smith éid.itﬂ or "émith her her". Under
tﬁese conditioﬁs, Hartvargues that the bystander in saying "Smith hit
her" is not, at léast th primarily, offering a description of report
of the movements of Smith'é body, although such physical facts,
undoubtedly do enter into his accusation or claim. .By contrast, he
cla;ms4that in saying 'Smith did it' in this context, the onlooker is
ascribing liabilityfér responsibility to Smith. Statements of fact
including 'Smith's body moved in such-and-such a manner in contact
with the young lady whilst she was descending the steps of the bus'
are looked upon as justifying or warranting the asgriptionjof responsi-
bility to Smith.l3

In spite of the fact that the concept of reSponsibility plays a
vital part in Ha;t's aCCOuﬁt, it is difficult_to determine‘just what he
has. in mind when he speaks about ébmeoﬁes being fesponsible for some-
thing. However, this is a matter about which wé must become clear if we
are-to succeed in understanding his view.

-Tﬁe concept of respénsibility is normally used in a variety of
conﬁegts to do a-great many different jobs. ~To begin with, we some-

times say of someone that he. (or she) is a responsible person, the

13ibid., p. 169.



implication being that there is something commendable about that per—
son's* character. Nevertheless, this particular sense of 'responsibility'
\

would seem at best to have only an indirect bearing on the issues pre—

Sently under discussion.

Professor Pitcher,la has outlined two additional sorts of respon-
sibility which, on first inspection, appear to be rather more closely
connected to Hart’s>talk about acriptions of responsibility. Since
Hdrt's ;hesis treats of the notion of ascribing persons responsibility
fot actions, Pitcher restricts his coﬁments to the kinds of contexts in
which we ordinarily‘speak of a persons being responsible for something
Oor o;her. To begin with, there are instances when we speak of a

b 5l

students being Egsponsible fon'sax submitting‘a philosophy paper by a
Hid .
prescribed time. 'Responsibility' thus employed is associated with
someone's performing a particular task which has been assigned him or
which he has taken upon himself. Under sTightly different*conaitions,
it is often said that, as a professor, one is responsible for such
things as; turning the margs in his courses into the Fegistra; prior to
a cértain date, keeping up witﬁﬂcurrent research in his area of special-
ization, and so on. "Responsibility' under these circumstances attaches
to oge's office or vocatioﬂ. The matter of responsibility, also, coﬁes
up in connection with circumstances in which human beings, are required

[ 4 .
by themselves or the society in which they live to fulfill various ob-

e

ligations or to undertake certain commitments. For example, in our

current social order we maintain that the parent is respénsible for the

14Pitcher, op. cit., pp. 227-31.
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education oi liis ghildren, or I may undertake reéponsjbility for feeding
and watering the neighbour's pa?akeet whilst they are on vacatiog.
Similarly, persons possessing certain characteristics are sometimes
said to be responsible for spending a specified amount of their time in
their countries military forces and for paying taxes, and so on.

Cases of the sort mentioned above Pit;her-regards as é#emplifying\

one species of responsibility. Part of what is meant when a person is

! 1

said to be responsible for something or someone, in this sense, is that

there are certain things he is expected to do or to have done, or that

there are obligations which have been imposed on him by himself or by
15 ‘

his society which he ought to fulfill. 'Responsibility' when it is

emp loyed under these circumstances involves what Frankena has character—

A3

-; ized as a "straight normative judgment of obligation".

Piteher illustrates what he'regards as a second fundamental type

, ~

of responsibility, distinct from the one discussed above, by hgving us
consider an example similar to the situation involQing the §oung woman
‘who suffered the unfortunate fa}i from the bﬁs. Let us suppdse that she
was struck by Smith just as she had begun to Aescend the stebs and that;
as a result, she tumbled heavily to the pavement. Wg might further assume
that she susééined a fractured arm as a consedue;;e of her fall. Pro-
vided fh;t Smith had deliberately pushed her (ﬁaybg.she was the wife of

his former employer and he believes that she was instrumental in his

being dismissed from his position), Pitcher would maintain -that one may

Drvid., p. 227. A

16W.K. Frankena, Ethics. Prentice—Hall Foundations of Philosophy
Series (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1963), p. 56.
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quite properf§ say that Smith is responsiblc}for the ladies misfortune;
that is, for her falling from the bus and for the bodily harm in which
the fall eventuated. If, on the other hand, Smith had been.propelled
into her whilst she was in the process of disembarking from the bus,
perhéps owing to the fact that the vehicle suddgnly started on its way,
he contends that it Would not be appropriate or right to say that Smith
is responsible for her misfortune. .Rather{ since prime facie he
appears not to have been at fault iniwhat took place, we could only
properly say that his hitting the woman was respohsiﬁle for it. Thgs,
according to Pitcher, to say of someone that he is responsible, in this
sense, for some event or state of affairs X is to claim that: "(a) X
is a consequence (or result orrupshot) of sémething he has done, and
(b) if X is unfortunate (felicitous), then, under certain conditions,
he is deserving of censure (praise)”.17

Since Pitcher's formula appears to embody a view of fesponsibility
that is more ;éievant to Hart's account of sentences of the form 'He dig
it', it is worth lookiné into what he has to say on the s;bject in more
detail. To begin witﬁ, however, it is important to recognize that
"résponsibility' functions in two quite different ways in the formula.
Conséﬁﬁently, before we attempt to discover how what Pltcher has to say
can be used to clarify what Hart has in mind, we haa best begin by
getting clear abou; Pitcher's proposal. In the first place, he uses
'responsibility' as one might expect to find itvemployed in, for
example, a newspapér account of an airline disaster. Such a report'may

say something like "The ailerons faildre to operate was responsible for

17Pitéher, op. cit., p. 228.
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the airliners crashing into the runway and, ultimately, for the deaths

of one hundred and nine persons". The expression 'responsible for' as
it appears in the journalist's story has the same meaning as th cause
of'. This species of responsibility is commonly labelled"as "causal

responsibilicy". Similarly, when Smith is propeliﬁd intg the woman
passenger by the sudden and violent movement of the bus, it may be said
that his body or, more precisely, the movement of his body (among a -
number of other factors) is causally responsible for her tobpling to ' .
the pavement. Furthermore, it is important to reéognize that the con-
cept of responsibiiity, as Pitcher has outlined it in this formula, ‘
cannot be applied to everything a person causes to happen, but only in
connection with those things which are brought abput in virtue of
something he has done (presumabiy an acfggggt\\fﬂird; according to this
formula, responsibility is further res{ricted SO0 a; to apply just to
those cases in which something one does leads to favourable or unfavour—

vE}
able results, but is apparently_inapplicable in the.event that the
outcomes of a persons doing are, so to speak, ''meutral" or unknown to g
anyone. In spite of the unfavourable consequences, it would not be
prgper to say that Smith isv(or was) respénsible for them, according to
the current formula, inasmuch as her fall did ;ot'result from something
Smith did — his action. Yet it is.quite correct to say that Smith's
hitting her, or better the movement of his body, is (6r was)>respoﬁsi— G
ble, causally speaking, for her having be%p injured. Thus, it does
seem that the concept\of responsibility is being used in two different
senses in this particular context. By reason of the fact that the
distinction is left unexplained, I would suggest it becomes a source of

5t
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confusion for Pitcher in some of the criticisms he puts forward in:
connection with-Hart's position.
Pitcher's primary concern, like that of Hart, consists in dealing

with the notion of responsibility only insofar as it has to do with

human actions. We have just considered a case where a man is respon-
sible for (i.e., the cause of) a woman's being injured although her
injury did not result from an action performed by him. However, if

one is to make good the claim that Pitcher, in setting down lhis formula,
has failed to distinguish two different, though perhaps related, senses
of 'responsibility', we must confine our attention, at least for the
moment, to things persons dokﬁn contrast to what happens to them. Tb
this end it is appropriate that we concengrate on an example, of
Pitcherfs own construction, in wﬁich he deems it prdper or correct to
speak of responsibility in the manner prescribed by the formula. His
4
example is one of a man who jilts his lady/friend aﬁd where,‘as‘a
result, she suffers a nervous breakdawn. IAsofar as responsibility for
. \\ .

the young lady's collapse is concerned, there are apparently two poési—
bilities, depending upon the nature of the circgmstances in which she
as _jilted. On the one hand, if her suitdT terminates their relation-—
sﬁip in a cruel and thoughtless way, Pitcher would want to say he is
resﬁonsible for her emotional coﬁdit%on and, furthermore, that he is
deserving of censure for what has taken place, Apparently a second
possibility emerges providedlﬁh;t the young man had jilted his iady
friend in a considerate or gentlé fashion; or as Pitcher says, had he

been justified or without fault in jilting her, then " ... we could

: , 4
say at most only that his jilting of Cecilie is responsible for



. 18 . : . .
ie". The only obvious difference between the two cuases lies in the
particular manner in which the jilting was done in —irtue of which one
mode of conduct is regarded as justifiable and the other not. That is

to say, in both ‘dinstances the_young man's jilting his girlfriend is
responsib. for, or, equivalently, is the cause of, her emotional
breakdown. But we are told that in only one of these cases is it appro-
priate to claim that her suitor is responsible for her collapse and

that consequently he is deserﬁing of censure. Hence in order to.sort
this matter out.we must inquire into fhe difference between these two
cases. “His talk about justification in connection with certain courses
of action or modes of conduct'yields a clue to what else Pitcher may
have in mind when he speaks about respogsibility as well as about blame
and praise. 'Responsibility', in this sense of the term, would seem to
be ingimately related to the issue of whether or not what the person has
done is right or wreng and, hence, whether or not his conduct is capable
of being justified. For example, when Jones jilts Cecilie in a céld—
hearted manner the suggestion.would appear to be that he has done some-
thing wrong, perhaps he has broken a moral rule and that, as a result,
it would be épprobriate to hold him responsible and, thus, to blame or
censure him for what has occurred. 1In other words, to say of Jones that
he is responsibie in this sense for‘the young womanfs breakdown would
seem to be tantamount to claiming thai, in the circﬁmstances, his
actions (or their conseQuences) are of such a ﬁature, i.e., wrong and
not justifiable, that it would be appropriate, or indeed right, to hold

him accountable or liable for them thereby leaving him open to blame or

8Ihid., p. 228.
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‘censurc. Therefore, when Pitcher speaks of someone's being responsible
for something according to his formula, he would also appear to be
talking aboﬁt the conditions in which it would be right on legal,
moral, ér other social grounds, to hold them responsible forkfhcir
conduct and bring them to account in connection with it. In short,

the differenceg in responsibility attaching to the respective ways in
which Jones might have jilted Cecilie is only explicable by reference

to how each mode of conduct might fare under some sorﬁ of moral or
social review, that is to say, whether it is dgemed right or wrong, -
justifiable or unjustifiable.

It has not been m& aim in gntering into a discussion of 'respon-
sibility' to provide any sort of thorough-going analysis of this con-—
cept. To attempt to do justice to this very complex tgpic would require
space far in excess of that avai :2le to me here and, most significant—
ly, it wo\ld take us much beyond the scope of the present investiga-
tion. My‘interest at this stuage of the inqui;y has simply been to
survey a number of uses of 'responsibili:y' and to try to differentiat.
among them in order to discover those uses of the term which bear most
directly upon our concern with Hart's analysié of action. It is of
particular importance that we arrive at an understanding of what Hart
means by "responsibility' if for no pthér reason than that it will
enabie‘us to assess the adequacy of his position.

Let us now consider Pitcher's Attempts to employ his formula in
order to clarify Hart's analysis. This wiil give us an opporfﬁnity/to
further examine and evaluate both accounts with a view to Coming to

grips with Hart's doctrine.



Hart has said that whenever, in answer to a question likc {Who
did it?' or 'Who hit her?', someone, on the basis of having witnessed
certain physical movements of Smith's body, replies "Smith did it" or
"Smith hit her" (or utters some other equivalent expression) he is

primarily ascribing responsibility to Smith for his actions. To begin

s .

with, Pitcher remarks that when Hart speaks of a person's responsibility-

for his actions, such as robbing a bank, he cannot be éugges:ing that
robbing a bank is something that one is expected or obliged to do. 1In
other words, 'responsibility for' in this context obviously cannot be
identified with an obligation to perform a certain act or series of

actions. Secondly, he maintains, 'responsibility for' cannot be con-

strued as 'the cause of" in this situation by reason of the fact that

robbing a bank, for which one may be ascribed responsibility, is not
the causal consequence of gomething one does -- it Is something one
does. That is, to say that a person is responsible for his actions

cannot mean that he causes or brings about his actions because,

according to Pitcher, we do not causally produce our actions, we just

do them. I would agree with Pitcher's claim that Hart has nof meant
'responsibility fop' to be rendered in the causal sense. However, it
is worth noting at-éﬁis point that Pitcher's own analysis of responsi-
bility, as I have been at some pains to show, is not purely causal;

it involves an element of accountability or liability as well; Thus,
while he may have made out a fairly plausible case for claiming that

’

Hart cannot be employing 'responsibility' in the causal sense, he has

not and, indeed, cannot rule out the possibility that he is using it in

connection with accountability or answerability by the- same argument,
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be;ause they represent two distinct sorts of responsibility -- a distine-
tion Pitcher, himself, seems to have overlooked in his own cr%tcrion of
responsibility;

Pitcher,in his quest to unearth what Hart.means develops another
example that has all the appearances of being the sort of paradigm Harg
has in mind when he contends‘that to say 'He did it' is to ascribe
responsibility to someone for their actions. One is invited to:

Imagine, then, that there is a play period in a kindergarten
classroom and that the teacher leaves the room for a time.
On her return she notices that the vase on her desk has been

broken. She asks the class who did it and Jane reports,
"Johnny did it".19 :

Nonetheless, Pitcher finds even this instance an unsuitable paradigm of
the kind of situation in which it would be correct to speak of a person's
being responsible for their actions. The teacher who inquires 'Who did
ié?' (or, altefnatively, she might have asked 'Who is responsible for
this?') while pointing to the pottery shards, is simply trying to dis-
cover who it is that caused the vase to be in its present condition, or
according to Pitcher, her query may be interpreted as asking 'Whose act
it was that resulted in the smashing of herAvase?'. The point is that -
the teacher has assumed that someone has caused the>breaking of her vase
and Jane's sayingf"Johnny did it" merely singles out Johnny as the one
who brought about this minor disaster. In this way, by use Mot e
expression "Johnny did it'" in this context, Johnny has had responsibil- .
ity ascribed to him not for something he has done, but instead, for the
result or upshot of something he has done, namely the fact that a once

. o
beautiful vase is now lying in an enormous number of minute fragments

lgIbid., pp. 228-29.
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on his teacher's desk. Hence Pitcher concludes that this is nothing
more than another instance of someone's being responsibile for the
consequences of their actions -- viz., causally responsible.
There are, as I have already suggested, some possible sources

of difficulty in Pitcher's account, par;ic;larly in connection with
his analysis of "Smith did it" as it relates to the concept of human
action. At any rate, we may pass over these matters now. I shall
come back to them indirectly in discussing Hart, inasmuch as there seems
to be fund;mental agreement between the two on the area I believe to
be troublesome. For the moment, T should like to mové to éoﬁsider

. b LY . .
Pitcher's conclusiong regarding the kind of responsibility ascribed by
someone's utteriﬁg 'de did it' etc., since they do seem to shed some
light on the thesis Hart is seeking.to defend. |

Pitchef has gone on to maintain that,when Hart argues that

senténces of the form 'He did it’ ascribé to person's respoh§ibilit}
for their actions, he_is‘not speaking about reéponsibility at all.
Rather Pitcher insists, he is talking about praise and blame, punish-
-ment and reward. That is to say, if a.person performs a good action
we find Him deserving of praise and by contrast, in the event that
his action is bad, we deem him to be deserving of blame or censure for~
what he has done.zp There aoes appear to be a kerhel of truth in
Pitcher's claim and-it wéuld seem to be‘this; that whenever people
concern themselves with whether someone's actions are desirable (good)

or undesirable (bad) and, furthermore, with whether or not it would be

appropriate to blame or praise them for what they have done, they are

20144, p. 230.
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fundamentally interested in the condi%ions under which it would be right
to hold a person responsible for their actions. On such occasions, one
is not merely out to discover, as Pitcher has quite rightly remarked:
if in féct a person X has caused an event A to take place;-our foremost
aim»in these circumstances is to decide or determine whether we ought
to hold him accountable for his action or its consequences.
Responsibility for actions in contexts of this variety is not
identifiable with causal responsibility, but is part and parcel of the
practice Baier has characterized as bringing petsons to account for vio-
lating certain sorts of moral or spcial rules.21 Hence, when one assumes
or assigns responsibility for actions appraised as desirable, or undesir-
able one is making a moral or some other sﬁecies of normative judgment,
‘not a causal inference or judgment. To say of someone that he is'deser—
ving of censure, or that he ought to be censured, is but one way in
which a person may be held reséonsible on moral or other sqcial grounds
in virtue of what he ﬂas done. 1In short, being responsible for some-
thing is oﬁe thing, and bein§ held resﬁonsible foryit is something else

again.

%lKurt Baier, 'Responsibility and Action,' in Myles Brand (ed.),

The Nature of Human Action. (Glgnview; I11.: Scott-Foresman, 1970), pp.
100-16. Baier, in fact, has distinguished five senses of 'responsibil-
ity' or five different claims that might be made in ascribing responsi-
bility to someone. None of these need concern us here as we are primar-
ily interested in the broad activity of bringing persons to account,
i.e., ascribing respongibility to them.

22J.A. Shaffer, The Philosophy of Mind. Prentice~Hall Foundations
of Philosophy Series (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1968), p. 90.
Shaffer makes' the same point by arguing that a person may be held res-
ponsible (even by himself) for something he is not responsible for. In
addition, he may be responsible for something and not be held responsible
for it. 1In other words, the concepts of a person being responsible for
something and his being held responsible or liable for it are, strictly
speaking, independent of one another. -l
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To sum up on Pitcher's commentary on Hartj in speaking about
blame and censure, Pitcher does seem to have hit upon at least part of

what Hart has in mind in his talk about responsibility. Nevertheless,

when he claims that Hart is actually referring to a person'sbeing deserving

of censure and not to responsibi%}ty at all, he 'is, I think, mistaken.
To be blamed or praised for something is one way, among others, in N
[}
which persons may be held responsible or accountable for their actions.
Thus someone's being deserving of censure and their being held respon-
.sible are not so distinct as Pitcher seems to be claiming. They are
both elements of the broader activity of bringing persons td account.
This brings me to the second main point I should like to raise coqcern—-
ing Pitcher's analysis of responsibility:‘ namely, his contention that
it is only for the consequences of fheir actions that persons are praised
(or censured). Now, while it may well be the cése, as Pitcher suggests,
that persons are sometimes censured or praised for the -consequences,
or the causal upshots, of one's action, it is also true that persons
are held'fesponsible, 63 occasiony f%£ their actions with no mention
whatever of the consequences being made. Cons{aer a case where someone *
bursts into loud guffaws in a church whiie the ﬁinister is delivering
his sermon. The looks of righteous indignation inscribed on the count-
o
enances of some of the more 'devout" parishioners are surely condemning
the man primarily for his actions and not for their consequences.
Moreovér, a person may have liability aséribed to him for his failure
to perform certain actions, e.g:; when one néglects to signal before

turning left. Pitcher is, in my view, quite correct in claiming that

people are sometimes held responsible for the consequences of their

138



S : -
139

actions. But he goes too far in insisting that it is only for the
consequénces for which they may bg held responsible, And,‘finally, _
the sharp distinction between liability and censurability that

Piﬁcher assumes, but does not argue for, represents an artificial
attempt to separate £w0 intimately related constituents of a broader
social practice.of bringing persons to account. Conseunntly, it

seems to me that his criticism of Hart on the ground that the latter
has conflated reSponsibility‘and censurability is ﬁisbegotten.

That Hart has in mind something very much like the notion of
holding pefsons responsible for their conduct, in his talk about
Statements ascribing responsibility, may be evidenced by his contention
that they are a 'compound, analogous té the blend of fact and law cﬁar—
acteristic of legai'dgcisions. 'He did it', e.g. 'Smith hit her',

Hart maintains: .‘

is an ascription of liability justified by the facts; for

the observed physical movements of Smith's body are t*" ircum-
stances which, in the absence of some defense, suppo . are

good reasons for the ascriptive sentence 'He did it' '

In other words, 'He did it', 'You did it', ' did.it' and so oﬂ; expres-

sions which ascribe liability, éannot be ﬁonstrued merely as statements

that describe the movements of some person's dey‘éor indeed the Conse—i
" quences of those.movements). Such claims, as is the casevof,judicial
.deciéions.or judgments, depend upon various.statements of fact for sup-
port, but are, themselves, nog}thé sorc of exp;ession about which it

méy be said that théy ére.true or false. Inasmuch as the rules compris-

ing the other fundamental element in the compound are evaluative or

¢

23Hart, op. cit., p. 169.
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normative, 'He did it', akin to its counterpafts in legal discourse,
can properly be said oniy to bé right or wrong; under no circum-
stances can it be regarded és being eithér true or false. Consequently,
Hart would seem to be taking the position that égcriptions of liability
or responsibility are ﬁost'appropriately understood as a species. of
value judgment. To ascribe responsibility to Smith for pushing his
former emﬁloyer's wife from the bﬁs, or to Jones for the sgaﬁdalous
manner in which he jilted Cecilie, is to suggest that their réspective
behaviours are in need of appraisal, in these particular instances,
from the moral point of view. The business of assigning, assuming, or
otherwise ascribing’respons#bility is summed up very well, in
Shaffer's observation that, '

In such cases we do not merely déscribe the worla objectively

and coldly. We also take a stand, render a verdict, and commit

ourselves to the .practical consequences of praise and blame,
punishment and reward, approval and disapproval.Zé

Thus it seems sensible to conclude that Hart is speaking about a judg-
ment of value, as opposed to some type of capsal judgmenﬁ 6r inférence,
when he says that '"He did it' is essentially a non-descriptive sen-
tence ascribing responsibility for actions.

It would now seem that all that remains to be done is for us to
‘examiﬁe the validity of Hart's c&nﬁention that, whenever an individual
sayé 'He did it'? and so on, the primary function of his utterance is
to ascribe responsibility to someone for their actions. However, to
attempt an assessment at this stage of the diséussion would be, I think,
premature. For by setting about the egémination of this thesis, so to

speak, on its-own, we face the distinct possibility that we-shall be

24Shéffer, op. cit., p. 9l.



unable to recognize the forest for a tree. That is to say, one of the

paramount issues in Hart's paper has to do with the connection between

'action' and 'responsibility'; yet, if we focus our critical attentions

ubon his initial thesis in isolation, it is not unlikely that this
broader and more vital matter will either be obscured or,-at best,
: o8

givenvonly Plecemeal consideration. For this reason, I think it more

helpful to place this particular claim in the context of his account of

¥

human action and then 80 on\to examine his overall position after having

provided a background against which to evaluate his specific claims.
In his essay Hart is occupied, in ﬁart at leaét, with the sdme

problem that has given rise to our investigations; that is to éay, thg

questioﬁ '"What is an action?' or. 'What distinguishes the physicaf;

movement of a human body from a human action?’, He finds traditional

\
)

<
attempts at answering these questions, such as those which seek to

cohjoin a mental event'(an act of will, perhaps) and a bodily movement ,

unsatisfactory. On his view, such doctrines make the m&stake of sup-
Posing that 'action' can be andlyzed in ferms of some set descriptive
statements dealing, as he puté it, tholly with a single individual.
In other words, the kind of analysis to which Hart takes exception
trades on the assumption thatw'action' is, essentially, a descriptive
concept. Iﬁ opposition'to this view,rHart maintains that 'action"is
fundamentally ascriptive in character béing primar;ly employe& in
sentences, not to characterize some sorts of physical or psycﬁ%logical
events in a pe%son but to ascribe liability or responsibility to him.

However, he does acknowledgé that physical movements do blay the part

of'supporting or justifying such ascriptions. The dishinction between
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an action and a physical movement, he suggests, is comparable to the
distinction between our ordinary notions of property and earth (terra
firma). The concept of a piece of property, unlike the concept of

a piece of earth, is non-descriptive; it is, by contrast, dependent)
upon social conventions associated with the ascription of property
rights, ownership, and so on. So too with the distinction between
"human action' and "physical' or 'bodily movements', the former concept
is intimately related to moral and societal rules having to do with
ascribing responsibility; whereas the latter is used purely in a des-
criptive role. Hart neatly summarizes view of action as follows:

In other words, though of course not all the rules in accordance
with which, in our soclety, we ascribe responsbility are reflected
in our legal code nor vice versa, yet our concept of an action,
like our concept of pProperty, is'a social concept and logically
dependent on accepted rulesLof conduct. It is fundamentally
not desériptive, but ascriptive in,characfer; and it is a )
defeasible concept to be defined through exceptions and not by
a set’ of necessary ai. sufficient conditions whether physical
or psychological.?25

Let us now begin to examine Hart's theory of action more closely.

To begin with, Har® maintains that action or, more precisely, sentences
of the form 'X did it', like certain concepts employed in legal dis-
course -- the concept of contract for example, is both ascriptive and
defeasible. ‘Hence, presumably, when he contends that the concept of a
human action is an ascriptive one, what he means is that the question of
whether or not a particular item of behaviour is to be counted as an
action, is largely a matter of discretion or judgment. Stnce this type

of judgment is purportedly analogous to decisions handed- do in courts

of law, it too is composed of two elements; one related to \ertain norms

25Hart, op. cit., p.-169.
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or ruies, the other connected with mattets oE fact. The principal
‘element in the compound, from which the judgment apparently dra&s its
distinctive character, is evaluative, the reason being:that the rules
involved in judg}ng are normative. That is to say, the basis upon
which any particular movemeﬂt is appraised are rules setting down .
standards of acceptable behaviour in the circumsta&ces. Hence,
according to this analysis, to say of someone thgt 'Hé ha§ﬂb§rformed

an action' (or 'He did it' if we use Hart's parédigm) is primarily to
pass judgment on that person's Behaviourr The spécﬁfic standards of
proper conduct about which Hart is speaking, and which I have discussed
at length, ar; thoée having to do with 'responsibility' in the sense

of accountability or liability. Thus to claim that 'Smith hit her'
(i.e., 'Smith perférmed an action') is to imply Smith ought to Ee held.
responsible inasmuch as his conduct was deemgd unacceptabie.

The factual element involved in claims made in regard to human

ac%l&h would consist in a statement, or possibly a set of statements,

'
. v

deécribing the physical movement of "some ﬁerson's bod&. _bonsequently
Hart maintains that bj~sdying 'Smith hit her', one implies that Smith's
body moved in cértain ways and that, méreovér, his body or some part of
it (per s an arm) came -into contact with another individual -- in
this instance a/woman. That the expression 'Smitbiﬁit herﬂ‘involyes
men;ion of thevphysical_movemeht&of Smith's body, is nonetheless, of

only g%condary importance to the primary role of these sentences --

ascribing liabili¢y. Finally, owing to the fact the norms, from which

NP 7Y

action sentences borrow their fundamental significance, are normative

(as opposed to descriptive) in character, 'He did it' and claims of




the same form do not admit of truth or falsity. As one ‘ ifes of

value judgment, among ~thers, they are properly regarded only as being Y
right (good) or wrong (bad). Q
In the second place,Hart believes that | .o notion of action has

another feature in common with certain concepts employed in legal dis-
course —- it is defeasible. 1In saying that action sentences (e.g.,

'He\did it') are defeasible he means that they are open to challenge -
in a manner very much similar to the ;ay_in legal decisions connected

witﬁ, for example, 'contract' or 'the meatal element in criminal res-
ponsibility' are subject to opéosition and perhaps refatation. Speci-
fically; hs is maintaining that there are situations in which it would
ordinarily be quite correct to say that ’a person has performed an

action'’ (i.e., where all of the necessary and sufficient conditions

for the application of 'action' have been satisfied) and, yet; owing

to the existence of certain other circumstances or factors the claim

that. '"He did it' must be erased or at least mcdlfled Suppose, for

s

instance, that it has been said that 'Ramsbottom handed over the brief-

\

case contalnlng the top secret documents to the bearded man with- blood—

shot eyes' On Hart s view, this sentence is open to question in eit%er
one of two ways. 1In thg first place, the man against whom the charge
is levelled " .., can make a flat denial of the relevant statement of
physical facts", e.g., byvsaying something to the effect that ”It‘Was

i

not-I_—— it was Tweedsmuir who did it".26 This type of objeérion is a ‘ *

[

"strong defense" against such an accussation since, if it turns out to J

be successful, it completely destroys the 1n1t1al claim. The second

means of challenging ‘action sentences, we are told, while not as

1)

*%Ibid., p. 170. ) . ]




effective as the first, involves an appeal to one of a wide assortment
. .
of "weaker defences". A move of this sort, if it meets with success,

does not destory the charge entirely. It simply serves to weaken or
.27 , " " . .
reduce it. Among the list of "weak defences'" or exceptions which
reduce this type of claim are the further contentions that; "It was
an accident', 'He was coerced', 'He was temporarily insane', or. that,

'He acted under great provocation', and so on. Hence,  in reply to the

~

accussetlon that 'He handed over the briefcase contalnlng the top
secret document$ to the bearded strangerw, Ramsbot tom might argue,

in his o&d defence, that he was coerced into doing so perhaps at"ﬁheﬂ
point of a pistol or, under different circumstances, he might have’

. “» . )
maihtained that he is from time to time overcome' by an irresistable:
A v ’ N .
impulse to give highly confidential information to persons bearing the

~

outward appgarance of newspaper reporters, and his transaction with

.

the- susplcioh“ looking fellow was just one occasion of his acting on

such an impulse. In either of these cases, -rather. than. wiping out

»

the charge that 'He did it' altogether, a plea that extepuating circum~
stances were present, in the event that it'succeeds has the consequence

_of hav1ng the Judgment qualified to read 'He did it under coercion'
‘In other words the §ecis1on tha: is ultimately allowed to stand is'a
- weakened form of tde original 'He did it' which may now read "He did

it under coercion'.

'Frem'our discussion of Hart's doctrine thus ‘far, it is qulte

- el

ev1dent that his account of action begins from the same sort of per-

spective_as that adopted by Melden, Peters and the other cdntéktualistsﬁ

.. That is, each of these analyses. of 'action"makev;he common assumption

Tibid., .. o 7 : o
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that 'action' is an essentially_moralaand social concept. While it is
perhaps true that by taking the line that action is an ascriptive, as’
opposed to a descriptive concept: Hart has managed to overcome some of
“the difficulties facing'Melden's account; nonetheless, the fundamental
problems inherent in the.latterfs.position'are still present in Hart's

treatment of the matter. And for this reason his posltlon is like-

.
LI

wise untendable._ In order to explain the difflculty let us look more
closely at his claim that to say_of someone 'He has performed an

action' (i.e., 'He did it') is first and foremost to ascribe responsi-
, \

bility to him.

To bégin with, Hart is attempting to maintain that there is an
-intimate, indeed a logical, connection between 'action' and 'responsi- \\

bility'; sincej from his point of view, the claim that 'one has per-

K

formed:an action' entails that 'one is responsible (i.e., liable)

;.for.iti. In other words, talk about 'human action' necessarily involves

’

talk about standards of acceptable c¢onduct hav1ng to do with the lia-.
b111ty of persons- for what they have apparently done. However, against

thls clalm 1t may be argued that many of the - actions persons perform

B}

3 .
: dally are of such a nature that 1ssues hav1ng to do with one s account-

M ablllty or llabrllty for them —-= the matter of censure or, punishment,

.and SO on --. dare never ralsed 51mply because these performances and,
\for that matter, thelr consequences 1nvolve no transgreSslon or v1ola—

”

i,Afipﬁxqi\the norms of proper conduct. I may, in the course of worklng N

.

quietly away in the solitude of my offlce rub my nos- bight my pipe,
open the book before me and commence Jottlng down not. .or my next

lecture. Now each of these specimens of behaviour are quite clearly

S [
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cases of action — they are not merely physical movements. . yet

only under very special circumstances wouid I be held resﬁonsible

for acting in any of these ways. In short, there is no reason to

supﬁ?se that? in reference to a great many of the actions done by

huma; being§h:§he question of whether or not they aré defensible is
1

‘ever raised; tﬁey simply pass unnoticed or if they happen to be

noticed theyrfémain‘unappréised, especially, from the point of view

N y
Y N

that is of gost concern to Hart.

In reply to this objection defenders of Hart's view may be quick

to point out that the issue here is ﬁot one of whether a person is, as
a matter of facp, held responsible for a particular action, such as
lightihg one's pipe. The issue, it might be argued, is instead one of
Shegher such behaviout is the sort of thing for which a pefson can be
held responsible. Now, whlle this rendeflng does' seem to make Hart's
thesis somewhat more plau51ble,>I should want\to maintain that in the
final‘analys%s the proposai‘is, ﬁevertheless, untenable. For it is
only in certain circumstances — roughly, when the tﬁings persons do,
in one way or another, actually 1mp1nge on the lives of others or when
they have demonstrable moraler ;oc1al significance — that it makes -
any sense to speak of holding person's responsible or bringing them to
account for what they have done.' Yet, according to t%ls latest pr@x
posal, there is qu1te literally nothing one does that is not open, at

<
least in principle, to this form of scrutiny. And it is.this view that
I‘think is, likewise, mistaken. éonsider the case of a éefson who
lights his pipe or cleans his fingérnails in quiet solitude."Oﬁ théf%' L

present view, there are two Possibilities. Either we can give free
. o [}
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reign to our imaginations in order to contrive a set of background
circumstaﬁces SO as’to make it seem that they are the sorts of thing
for which one might very weil be helé responsible — given the imaginery
circumstances, and thereby stretch the notions of liability or
accountability beyond all recognition. Or we can take the heroic line
that things done in solitude are not really actions at all, or that,

if they are actioné, they are only so in some degenerate sense of the
term. Neither alternative, I suggest, is defensible. And for this
reason I would maintain‘thag this modification does nothing to salvage
the claim that‘responsibiliﬁ;, in the sense of accountability, attaches
to all of our actions.

Secohdly,it can be argued the matter of responsibility does not
come up solely in connection with actiéns. That is to say, there Are
situations.in which persons have responsibility ascribed to them or
are hela accountable, but not for an action or its consequences. When
we hold a certain child's parents responsible for neglecting his
emotional needs, one is surely not suggesting that if is their actions
(gr the results of them) for thch they are deemed liable.- Rather it
is their fgilure to %ct in wéys conceived of as desirable in the light
of current{social norms (i.é., they omitted doing as they ought to have
done) that is'being held up for appraié;l and judgmentj In a similar
vane, there are other sorts of cases where lia:ility attaches to cer-
tain persons, not in virtue of actions t2ey themselves have performed,
but owing to the fact that they are responsible for the actions of
other individuals. Thué, when we speak of a father's being responsible

I

for the debts incurred by his spend-thrift daughter who has not yef
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attained the age of majority, we are ascribing responsibility to him,
for her behaviour ("misbehaviour") and its consequences. Therefore,
in virtue of these considerations, it would seem pretty clgar that

~ !

\cne can talk about hum<? actions quite apart from the business of
ascribing or assuming résponsibility E@r them. To put it another wéy,
'requpsibility' of the sort which Hart has in mind is not a canceptual
characteristic of 'action'. It is not so evident, however, that one
can talk about 'action' completely divorced from the concept of res-
pOnéibility in all of its senses. At any rate, this matter is of no .
particular concern at presenL and may be left for further discussion in
connection with the no£idn of agent causality in the next chapter;

Let us turn to consider a related aspect of Hart's view; namely,
his contention that sentences of the form 'X did it' are fundamentally
acriptjve. He has attempted to maintain that, owing to their ascriptive

character, the sentences we employ in talking about actions play an

evaluative role in-our discourse. As a result, they cannot be said to

be'true or faise; iqstead, they admit only of being right or Wréng j
judgments. In the final analysis, this claim amounts to %’somewhat
restricted version of the doctrine put forward by.Melden and others,
suggesting in effect that all human actions are circumséribed by fulés.
Hart's view is restricted in that the‘only conventions with which he
is ostensibly concerned are those haviﬁg to do with moral and some -

other sorts of social responsibility. Now, it might be agreed that an

element of appraisal does enter some of our talk about actions by

way of moral and social imperatives which prescribe table

behaviour; in this particular case, when we set out to determine
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conditions under which it would be appropriate to hold persons respon-—
sible for their actions. But to say this is by no means to suggest

that evaluation is characteristic of our discourse about human action

in its entireEy. In point of fact, while judgments of value may and

sometimes do a;ESe in certain circumstances; a sentence-like 'Smith

s

did it' is either \Eue or false depending on whether or not Smith did

N\

it. Questions associated with the rightness or wrongness and the

'goodness or baaness of actions come up, if'they come up at all, only

after it has been assumed. Qr established; first that an action has been
done and, second, that the adtion is of such a nature (undesirable or

perhaps forbidden) that it is thought that someone ought to be ascribed

is that if, as I have attempted to

liability for it. The point ﬁere

"§how, 'action' can be characterized independently of the notions of

moral and other forms of social responsibility, it follows ’that the
issue of whether or not it is proper to hold Smith responsible for his

AN

action is a further question., It is, the{?f e, this subsequent
judgment which is characteristically ascriSEiye — not the judgment

that Smith performed an action or, more precié ly ,\that Smith did it.

Furthermore, it seems to me that there are ‘equally good reasons

"for rejecting the related view that 'action' is a d

According to Hart when, we say that someone has performed‘ action

(for examgle, 'Smith hit her') this sentencg, like claims in aw
regarding the existence of a valid contract, is purpoftedly sub}ést to
challenge and, thereby, the possibilities of reduction or defeat.\ Now,
acco;dingvto this analysis, al} that is ordinarily requirez in ordef

! - :
to say that 'Smith did it' is the occurrence of the relevant physical
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movements of Smith's body. Yet there are, one is told, special circum—
stances where, even though the conditions normally required for cop—
.tending that 'Smith hit her' have been met, this claim may be‘rebutted
by either strong or weak defenses. In the.event that these challenges
turn out to be successful, they can respectively destrpy or reduce the
charge that 'Smith hit her' (or, equivalently, that Smith has performed
an action'). Suppose for instance that our friend Smith, in replying
to this accusation, had gone on to explain that he had been, as it
were, "thrown" into the young lady by the sudden movement of the bus.
From Hart's point of view, in virtue of the extenuating,circumstances,
there is not adequate support for the claim 'Smith hit her'; only a
modified claim, perhaps to the effect that 'Smith hit her accidentally'

could properly be Sustained. But how, one wants to inquire is the

claim that "Smith did it' "reduced" by adding that it was done acciden-

<
&
o

tally, as a result of provocation, inadvertently, etc? The answer is,
quite simply, that it ig not! Rather, the weak defenses mentloned by
Hart serve to fill in certain details concerning the circumstances in
whlch the relevant physical movements occurrea. They in no way alter
the claim that 'Smith hit her' or that the movements.have taken place.
By contrast they would serve most approprlately as grounds for dimin—

ishing the extent of Smith's liability in connection with this event.

Lf there are doubts concerning what it is that accident, coercion,

and so on, serve as weak defenses against, there are similar perplex-

ities surrounding thlS issue in connection with the so-called "strong

defense". Pitcher has maintained that what is essential to a defeasible:

4
concept is that there should be stronger defenses against its applica—

151
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tion as well as weaker ones. NowvHart takes the position that a strong
defense against a claim like 'Smith hit her' consists in an outright
denial of the relevaht physical facts. In other words, in spite of
the fact that the conditions usually required for saying that 'Smith
did it' e.g., 'Smith hit hér', have been fully satisfied, there are
further and distinct conditions present which completely overthrow
the initial claim. Pitcher, thever, points out that by denying the
relevant physical facts, in this case that Smith's body or some part
of it moved in contact with the young woman, one is suggesting in
effect that theliequirements for applying the concept -of Smith's
“hitting someone have not been met to begin with. Cdnsequently a
strong defense amounts to both an affirmation and a denial khat "Smith
hit her' is applicable to the case — all in the same breath. This is
surely a mistake. Since, in cases of this sort, a strong defense would -
consist in the total rejeétioh of the initial charge, Pitcher maiqtains
\that such a move cannot be construed as a genuine strong defense
’ \
against a claim about action. In respéct of Hart's viéw on this
particular issue he says:
What he has nbt shown, and what he must show, is that if ail the
normal necessary and sufficient conditions are met, there are
still defenses which can dgfeat the claim that Smith hit her.
Surely he cannot show this; and so his contention that the
concept of human acticn is a defeasible one must be rejected.
Despite the fact that I harbour some very serious reservatidné
concerning the backgrbund to Pitcher's argument here (particularly

relating to what he believes to be the necessary and sufficient- condi-

tions for holding thﬁt someone has pefformed an action),I would be

28pitcher, op. cit., p. 234.

:
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inclined to support his conclusion. The essential point he makes here v
' \

is that neifher strong nor weak defenses, of the sort Hart seems to

have in mind, are challenges to claims of the farm 'X did it'. More

importantly, the general point 1is thgt matters haQing to do with the’

defensibility of one's behaviour or the vindication of particular

courses of accion (on moral and social grounds) enter into our talk

about human actions only when thére is some discussion concerning the

propriety of what has taken place and whether, in addition, it wou%d be

appropriéte to ascribe to that pefson/responsibiiity for that action

or series of actions. That is, the proBlem of the justifiability of

Smith's actions can legitimately be raised only after it ﬁas been . Y

independently established that he has done the action(s) in question!-:

In other words, the ¢oncepts of legal, moral, and various other types

of social responsibility, are the relevant ascriptive and defeasible [

concepts — not, as Hart attempted to argue, the concept of action.

Whether thesg latter concepts are properly théhght of és beiné essen-—

tially ascriptive is, of course, another matter. But it is one that

need be of no further concern to us here.

In summing up our discussion of Hart's attempt to explain the
difference between a human action and a phygical movement "of the human
body, there are one or two general comments about his manner of deaiing

a«
with the problem which needﬁto be made. 1In the first place, the

question 'Who did it.' when put by someone in the sort of context about
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which Hart appears to be speaking-is ambiguous.29 As a result, the
appropriate replies to such a question — ch did it, 'You did itc’,
and so on — are, likewise, equivocal. When the teacher (mentioned
_in one of our earlier examples) upon returning to the classroom inquires
of her pupils 'Who did it?' or 'Qho broke my vase?', she is assuming
”tﬂat some persog rather than some event, such as a sudden gust of
wind, caused her(yase to fall to the floor and shatter. Yet, even -
Branting the initial plausibility of this supposition, neither ﬁhe
question nor the reply thatn;Johnny did it' need ‘imply that Johnny has
performed an action. That is to say, the statement 'Johnny caused

the vase to shétter and fly into literally hundreds of tiny fragment;'
is perfectly coﬁpétable ;ith either the claim 'During the course of

an epileptic seizure Johnny's‘arm struck the vase thch resulted in

its breaking' or the claim that 'Johnny intentionally hurled the

piece of precious pottery to the floor thereby causing it to break'. -
s . _ ;
Yet, in the former case, it is obviodus that Johnny did not perform 2n

action. Thus, all that may be safely concluded 'when someone says
YJohnny did it' in these circdmstance; is ‘that Johnny's body, or some .
part of it, is thought to have moved in certain ways.
Talk‘about things peréons do brings' us back to the éioblem we

encountered in connection with Melden's attempt to explain this same

distinction by appeal to a contrast between doings and happenings.

»

9One may at this‘point contrast Hart's analysis of 'He did it'
and so on, as ascriptions of reSponsibility with that proposed by
*J. Feinberg 'Action and Responsibility" in A.R. White (ed.) The Phil-
osophy” of Action (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968), p. 109.
Feinberg argues that such expressions are primarily used to identify
the doer of an already known doing. The point is that only under very
restricted circumstances does 'He did it' operate as a paradigm of ac—
' tion, its ordinary use being to identify alleged doers. - SARS
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.Both Hart and Melden seek to gain support for their respective views hy
an appeal to ordinary usage. However, as we have seen in the case of -/
the broken vase, their particulaé approaches will not do. Indeed

many of the verbs grammarians classify under the label of "verbs of
actio*" are ambiguous in precisely this respect; that is, they leave

it unclear in regard to whether the person, whose movements are ‘char-
acterized by use of these verbs, has performed an action, or whether

he has simpl} undergone a muscular spasm which may have caused his

arm to move in the manner it did, in actual fact,vmove.‘ |

eneral point I want to make concerning Hart's theory

e genesis of the difficulties in his view, I would

“lies inﬂhig having taken the legal metaphor too ser-
i 4 .

"

TLously. Tﬁfﬁggs’evident from his supposition that, the sense

our actions are ours is very much like that in which propérty is

30 . . . .
ours ...", The net result o- ig having adopted this particular

point of view 'is that Hart seems to have given an accoung of human
action which concerns itself ultimately with nothing more that the
ownership of physical movements. In otﬁer words, greater significance
is attached to legal, moral.and other social conventions by reference.
to which a person's movements ;re.appraised than is giQen th the
agent and his actions.

Finally, it should again be pﬁintéé‘but that neither Hart nor
Melden seem to entertain the possibility that there may be some sorts

of actlons performed by human agents which involve no observable

bodily movements. That such a Possibility has not entered the

30
Hart, g‘{cic., p. 167. o
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a
discussion thus far is, I would suggest, a very direct consequence of

their preoccupation with those actions haviug‘both.immediaro and
obvious social (i.e., moral and legal) import. Conventional social
practice not@ithstan@ing; in order to come to grips with our question
'"What is an action?’', we must be preparéd to consider the human agent
not only in the social arena where his conduct bears quite directly\
upon the lives and pursuits of other persons but, also, in the c;ntext
those ;ctivities in which he eﬁgages on his own, wﬁich touch perhaps
only in.an indirect way (if at all) upon the lives of other.bersong.

We must, therefore, begin to take into'considerétion'questions relatiﬁg
to the agthorship of actions; rather than resting contént with accounts
which seem to address themselves to matters more closely connected to
the ownership of bodily motions — in order to provide an adequate
account,.of 'human action'.. This issué is of primary importance if one
is concerned with the .enterprise of describing, as contrasted with
simply appraising or classifying, that species of human behaviour char-
acterized as actiop. It is with these views in mind that I should like

to turn my attention to an analysis, sometimes referred to as the

"Theory of Agency", which concentr

ates on describing the individual

and his behaviour. - ..



CHAPTER VI

ACTION 'AND AGENT CAUSATION

As our investigation into human action has progressed one thing
' ; .

has become increasingly apparent; it is that no matter how commonplace

and familiar an :dea, such as the notion of a humah'action, might

-

initially seem to us, it is very often”no simple 'task to give content
*10 the concept by meaﬁs of philogophical analysis. This is, of
course, ndt to say that some valuable gains have not been made nor is
it to suggést that certain worthwhile insights into the problem have
-not been acquired as a result of our inquiry thus far. The point is
that.the mystery surrounding action appears to be every bit as- complex
and just as bewildering as it was in the beginning.: However, while |
it might very well be thét'the key o this conceptual puzzle is not
' yet withiﬁ our immediate grasp the number of-places in which we might
reasoné&}y go searching for it have, I think, been significantly
e
reduced. The discussion in this chapter will provide us with the
opportunity to donsolidaze our gains ;nd to coordinate the insights we
have achieved tﬁus far. ”
This brings us to a new avenue for exploration which will form

the core of our concern in this chapter, namely, a theory put forward

by Richard Taylor which is sometimes referred to as —- "The Theory of

&
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‘

1 ’ .
Agency". Professor Taylor's theory represents a comprehensive
attempt to deal with a wide variety of mattcrs related to the under-
standing of human behaviour. His primary interest, however, lies in
discrediting and proposing an alternative to the mechanical or quasi-
mechanical conceptions of human action which have abounded in the
literature of both philosophy and the social sciences (especially

. . 4 » \
empirical psychology) since Descartes. He, thercfore, eschewsﬁxi\
fundamentally mistaken the efforts of those who would seek to descrébe
and explain a man's actions in terms of cause and effect. Further-
more, in a number of important respects, the framework within which
Taylor deals with questions concerning human conduct marks a signifi-
cant departure even from the approaches taken by those philosophers

canvassed earlier in the context of this inquiry. Owing to the nature \\

of this investigation and to the limits imposed on us by space and

v

Gl . ' . .
time’ we cannot begin to consider all of the very many issues -upon
. IO 1

—

whith his study focuses. For these reasons, our explorations wild be
for the most part confined to. the two cohponents»of his analysis which
bear most directly on the aims of this inquiry.

The examination of Taylor's position will proceed in two stages
so-as to correspond to distinguishable but interrelated movements in

4

the central argument he is advancing. In.this way, the first portion

Pl
EN

of the chapter will address itself to the task of appraising Taylor's

S ’

1The_ focal point of the discussion of The Theory of Agency will
be the version of it presented in Taylor's Action and Purpose (Engle-
wood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1966). 1In addition, occasional . A
reference will be made to his Metaphysics, Prentice-Hall Foundations
of Philosophy Series, 2nd. ed., (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-

. Hall, 1974) and to his essav 'Thought and Purposa' in M. Brand = :(.),

The Nature of Human Action (Gl@yviaw, I11l.: Scott-Foresman and Co.,

1970), pp. 267-282. /
. N . _'\
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', to whith ‘one is essentially active and those in connection with which

rest of his behaviour. Discussion in the second portion of the

uneirthing éhe illusiVe key for which we have béeh-searghin_ ad,

idea that action is a descriptive concept and that, moreover, there
is an essential difference between sentences we employ in describjing

a person's actions and those we make use of in the description, of the

chapter will be devoted to a detailed consideration of the .underpinnings

of Tavlor's doctrine which derive from what he characterizes as "The

. e - ) _ S |
Metaphysics of Causation". It is in this context that he emphasizes

s .

the crucial role played by .the agent in human activity, a paint which,

he maintains, is all toc frequently glossed~over'in a great many

theories purporting to account for human behaviour. On the basis.of
BN 3 -

the discussions here,.we should come a good way further .towards

1 ]

el

theréby;‘laying hold of .the slippery concept which has,seemed-po evadg“_

us at every turn..

. P CN
. . . . . 1
. . , . R
N . S . - . " . ) ; .
i . ) . . ¢ f . . .-
. . g r- ) . x
.

'
<

B  ='Professor'Taylor'bggihs_his discussion of the concepﬁ‘Pf;hdmani
R - & : Fost e

action ' by taking the position that we can, almost intuitively it

. s - Q . L i

' ’ s “ s : R LT e
$eems,.distinguish.bétweeh'thoée i;ems of our behaviour in relaticn

S

' one is essentially passive. This distinction appears to correspondj

' althqygh.perhaps_oﬁly in a rough apdArsady fashion, to the one sug—

-

'gesteJ“by‘fhé:éxpressiohé_'the’thingé4one'éoéé?iés"opposed to fthé

v

-things that’ﬁappen tobone'._fWhile'th}gﬁparticuiér contrast (i.e.,

between }do%ngs' and 'happenings') has been examined earlier and ine—
’ 2 ’ N R . .

e S
D

‘\~\;v

1

b

9 .
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some detail, in the course of,diSCUSSinngelden's' sis of aétion

i

it-i§'worthy of reconsideration here, smnce,jalthough he cmploys the

{ Y
- same notlons, Taylor arrlyes at, conclu&lons that are, ncvcrtheleqs
very dlfferent from those’draWn by Melden and other contemtuallsts
wr}ters. Taylor believes that "d01ngs ; or.actions, might.very mell
1nc1ude such thlngs as, my moving my hand -my mov1ng my hand and

Ty

cau51ng my desk to move, my worklng ‘a puzol out in my head, and so

< oh.,-"HappanfhgsT, or specimens of "mere" behav1our, by contrast, may

\ s

cons.st\in such thlngs as, my h&md s mov1ng, my hand's mov1ng oreby

n L
AN

brlnglng qbout the movement of my desk, theibeating of one's heart, ’
wT \' ) ' s )
the multlplicatlon of one's white blood cells,_a tunes per51stently

E)

L.runnlng through my head in sp1te of all my efforts to concentrate upon

solv1ng a mathematical problem;etc.' Now in the first set of examples

s one is, or at least.would seem to-be, active\in'produeing these.various

v

' motions~or changes. The,latter”instanCes, however are thought ‘to be,

f -

representatlve of a class of behaviour of qulte a dlff%fent sort'—~

happenlngs or changes that one pa531vely urdergoes On ‘the preSent

adalysis, the dlStlnCthn to be made here 1is one hetween 'acts" (or

'equivalew y actlons') and thOSe events or-processes, "o, whlch I {

y

"Ham helpless elther to; make happen or prevent from happenlng in any

2 X : . . s e :
dlrect;way.,’, What.ls the nature.of this dlstlnct10n and by reference

tocwhat kind of criteria‘is'it:to be drawn7
N P

Taylor 1n1t1ates thig part of his 1nqu1ry 1nto action by canvas-

sing a varlety of crlterla that may, prima fac1e, seem'to be of some

v

kassistaace in dlfferentlatlng those sorts of human behav10qr which -are,
B

vZTaylor, Action and Purpose;-p. -58..
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from those which are not, actions. There are a number of things which
may be said of actions which cannot be correspondingly affirmed of
i '
those forms of behaviour characterized as "events' or "happenings".
ﬁ begin with, it would appear to be quite in order to command.someone

///40 perform an action, for instance, to move his hand.” By the same

\\\,/' token, it woul. .iis be appropriate to forbid him to move il .Or to
L : . , 3 A
likewise requ: * - - he refrain from moving it. Yet,! tf#gnjoin

Y ~,l\

someone to perspl.c or to heal a wounded finger, Jrlﬁuﬁ@qi§ely the same

,
‘% - A

‘way that.he moves his hand, is to make a request thch is plainlj

incongruous. Of course, I might order Jones to perspire but not, as . N
; Y - -,

it were, straight ‘away without expecting that he do something’else :Zwﬁv%?ﬁP:D

. X ) v ‘.). - . L\‘ )

. ) - . A '/’ ‘A . ‘é o 4\\v
first, such.as running to -the campus bookstore and back. The point S¥oae

is, however, that quite apart from whether the upshot of/ihe exercise

undertaken by Jones is his beginning to perspire, his cé]lapsing'

o - ' IV <

fromy#heer exhaustion, or perhaps both; these occursghces are just

G

. N . ; . )
things that happen to.him. They are not anything/ﬁe dees, in the %ense
' . . s N
/ ,

h moving a finger may be something he ddés. Injunctions of

-

in whi

this pec{és,'ﬁherefore, seem to(be out of pIace when directed towards
' e J -
those/items of a person's behaviomr that are not actions. —7
g | N S a
~ Although it is 8bvious that actions are the only sort of human
: e
; . R ‘
“ . behaviour properly subject to commands, prohibitions or requests,
o : <o

this criterion will not do as a means of making the distinction being
sought for two important reasons. In the first place, a good many of

the actions done by persons are performed in the absence of any

31bid.,_pp. 104~106.
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injunctions whatever; issued by others of, indeed, by the agent him-

self. Secondly, Smith's stalking out/of the room, for example, might

very well be an action he performs /in express violation of the

0o v

teacher's advice that he return f£o his seat, i.e., the implication in

~such a request being that he pefrain ‘from doing what, in point of

fact, he did. Consequently, Taylor argues that the difference between
actions and happenings cannot be made to rest upon whether one
species of behavidhr,/?éé not the other, may be commanded, enjoined, &r

forbidden. In,shortﬂ/it is not a necessary condition of some item

| ;
"
of behaviours being counted as an 'action' that it be associated with 4

v

some sort of prescription or prohibition.

-~

The second main assumption with which Taylor takes issue is the

widely held view that actions must of necessity involve outward or

) [

"overt" bodily movements. ,“He rejects this presumption claiming that
some actions, they are outward forms of behaviour,:

. ' 4 C . . .
involve no bod® on or change. Certain acts consist in the

interruption or the bringing to an end of some change which previously

Ry

had been taking plaéé. He invite; ué to consider an instance of my
not breathing, in casé.it is an action of miné. Now there éfe those
ypo might wish to argue that such an OCCUrreﬁce is nothing more than
my stopping m& breathing, and in consequence that it is properly
construed as a mere change gf state —— not as an action. Ygt, one
does not réquire the full interval, during which my breathing has

/ . .
ceased,—dst in order to stop it. My action does, nevertheless, Q%?

T

“Ibid., p. 106.
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continue over the gntire segment of time,lsuch that at any instant
during the.courseyof that‘interval it would be quite correct to sa&
that I am AOing sqmeﬁhing, namely, holding my breath. Others might
claim that the fact of someone's holding théir breath can be ade-
quately expresséd by saying that 'their breathing had ceased for such-

and-such a time'. Clearly this will not do. For the assertion that

iod' is compatible with

'Jones stopped breathing for a certain pe

either the claim that 'he performed action', or, by contrast, the

claim that 'something happened to him', i.e., that something caused a

momentary interruption in his breathing -— a sharp blow to the

J)”“‘ ey

abdomen perhaps. In- strt th say that Jones' breathing stopped is

to tell only a part of the story. In order to complete the'account,

-

we must say, in addition, that Jones stopped it — that he performed

an action. Thus, Taylor does seem to- have made out a case for main-

’
taining that there are some actions done by persons which do not

. ' . . , , 5
involve overt bodily motions ‘or changes.”.
Discussion of this matter brings us to Taylor's third main con-

tention about actions; namely, that in performing an action a person

need do nothing overt or publically observable.6 We might suppose ™~

that, while sitting-in a.philosophy lecture, I attend to a particular

’

. orthy of note, at this stage, that in 'Thought and
Purpose, ' Oop. cIn . 268, Taylor proposes that the concept of
ought perhaps to be ad_ip the "Aristotelian Se ... to

mean change, rather than as meaning the more specific sort of change
which, he Aristotle. called local motion (loco-motion), or change of
place (locus)". The p0551bility of interpreting motlon'%ln this way

"is a vital element in Taylor s thesis that thought or, more precisely,

thinklng is sometimes an action, which is discussed in this Chapter.

. ‘v& .
};Acg¢on)and’Putpose,»p. 107.

!
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arg nt which is being presented and, in addition, that a short

while,

\

ter during these samv proceedings I do something else. I may,
for example, try to recall the title of a paper in which the author

4 :
had taken W similar stand on such an issue. According to the present

account, my\ attending to the lecture and my attempting to recall the
title of uan essay.are, both of them, things I do — ngz\zﬁkngs-that

happen to mgl. -That is to say, both episodes involve my performing an

action. Ne*értheless, my doings consist in no publically observable

behaviour.
We y also suppose thaf, when the professor has completed his

analysisfof the argument, I turn my attention to something else, such

as a frflend's réquest that I explain the argument because he has

to understand it. No&, at his urging, I high€~simply reiterate.

wh '>fhe lecturer his said verbatim, thereby‘making public what it

as ;I had been attending té: -Admittedly, one Very often publically

| \
recounts one's recollections about certain events or expresses one's

reflections on certain matters to others. But, and this is the crucial
<E : ‘

o 5
point here, there is no nece;%?{y that they be given this public

s ",&x el .
airing — just in order to warrant some observer's inference that I
had been agting. In other words, there'éne circumstances under which,
‘and for any number of reasons, I may simply keep them to myself or, in
this sense, "private'". Hence, my failure to report }U’?@f&&&&iﬂns, or

t o

the results of the other mental activities in which I from time to
time engage, does not, as certain philosophers and psychologists havs,

sought to maintain, undermine the claim that I have been acting.

Furthermore, on those occasions -when I do publicize certain of my
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thoughts, say by discussing them with an acquaintance, I -am performing
another action separate from the other doings about which I am
' .

infotmihg him. In any case the main point that Taylor wants to make
is that certain of the actions we perform do not invwlve pubiical]y
observable behaviour.

It will be helpful at this stage to elaborate what seems to bc
the obvious sigﬂificancc of Taylor's claims, particularly the latter

¥

-two, in reference to the goals of our inquiry, since in order t? give
ian adequate account of human action, we must come to grips with views
.of the sort‘that Taylcr has expressed. That ia to say, if one
addresses oneself to the question 'What is an action?' or 'What sorts
of things are to be counted as human actions?' directly (as opposed to

treating them indirectly in a framework where something other than

glving an analysis of actions is the prlnc1pal concern) then one must

AT .
SRR R

recognize the punport of such assertions. ’Their purport is, to my
~mind, Just this — thatvthere afcisome actions dcne by human beings
which neither are, nor do they involve, observable bodily movcmenté.
Thcre is a tendency on the part of a number of contemporary philoso-
phers td‘try to give an analysis of 'actiop' while coasidering all
and only those actions which involve sdme observable bodily motions.
Justification for.tHis view is usually sought by appealing to one of
two major presuppositions, both of which are, ast shall argue, of
at least questionable character, 1f not p051t1vely erroncous.

On the one hand,mcertain of these philoaophers are persuaded

that by restricting their concerns to this special class of actions,

their investigations may turn.up some valuable clues in the search for

.
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be consistent with any number of them.

166

the solution to one of the thorniest problems in philoéophy —— the

mind-body problém.7 Against this view it may be argued that such an
i o - . - N
inquiry create® its own "problem" by aSsuming the distinction in the

first place. And more to the point, it should be said that it is
perfectly possible.and indeed. desirable to seek, as far as possible,

to give'an account of actions without alluding to this controversy.

To put it another way, one can quite sensibly talk about 'mental

¢

actions' snd 'physical actions' without committing oneself to the view
g

‘

that there are two independent though somehow related" (or "correlated"
.
as the case may be) arenas in which snch activities uniquely. occur; or

from which they separately originate, naméiY}"mind" and "body".. An

analysis of 'human action' aimed, as ours is, at providing an answer to

the question 'What is an action?', need Presuppose no particular theory
of the relationship (if any) between mind and body and may, therafore,

A second group of philosophers, specifically'certain of those
concerned with problems in legal and moral philosophy; exclude purely
mental activities from the prov1nce of their- 1qwast1gatlons. However,
the move is made in this context for quite a different reason. These
writérsfattemp§l§o°rule out, or discount, talk about actions which are
not bodlly actions (1 e., which do not involve a p;y31cal aspect) by
maklng an appeal to the dublous supposition that only bodily actlons

~

are of_dlrect legal or moral significance. "in more pPrecise terms,

the assumption here is that legal or morai responsibilit{ (and th%

7For an explicit. statement of some of the Supposed advantages of
this approaqh see J.A. Shaffer, Philosophy of- Mind, Prentice-Hall
Foundations of Philosophy Series, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall,»1968), p. 80.

Y S
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attendant notions of 'praise' or 'bldme' and 'reward' or "punishment!,

\

\
\

and so on) attach peculiarly, and somehow much more directly, to .
physical‘actions.8 O;‘this doctrine, a person's raising their arm;is
regarded as being of more immediate consequence for mofal pﬁrposes
than a person's deliberately refraining from raising it.- However, I
would wént to argue that claims of thi nafure are.Both mistaken and
naive. They are mistaken in that they rest upon the false presump tion
that there is a logical connection between 'action' and 'legéi' and/ér
'moral responsibility'. The obvious diffiéulty with this assumption
is that it ovérlooks the fact that some cases of'hum%n action are' of
né legal or moral consequence}whate&er. For example, whilc I am

alone in my_stddy I may perform any number of actions such”as picking
‘'up my pen and placing it back on the desk agaip. Surely any attempt
to raise the question of my aqcountability in conne tion with this and
indeed in relation to a great many similar episqdes 15 btiose. Fur-

thermore, even if the question were to be raised, which is highly

¢

i 8The moral philosophers point of view in this connection .3 arti-
culated by Shaffer, Ibid., and also seems to be part. and parcel of

the view sketched by A.I. Melden, '"Action,'in D.F. Gustafson (ed.),
Essays in Philosophical Psychology (Ne& York: Doubleday and Company,
Anchor Books, 1964), p. 58 when he says, in the first place, that,

" ... I shall reserve the term 'action' for the cases in which what an
individual does can be in principle and in the appropriate circum-
stances the subject of moral review" and secondly, that, "When I
perform an action, there is always some bodily movement that occurs
...". The implication here being that any action "(all of which neces—
sarily involve bodily movements —- by definition) under certain cir-
cumstances is open to moral appraisal. One may very well agree that
it is only actions of appropriate sorts which are. likely to be brought
to the attention-of some sort of moral tribunal; but for the purposes
of moral appraisal and ,evaluation, the qgestion of whether acticns are
primarily mental or physical in character hardly ranks as a criterion
of appropriateness in this connection.  In fairness to Melden, it .
should be pointed out that this does not seem to have been the primary
intent behind these remarks, nevetheless, they readily lend themselves
to this interpretation. )
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imp;obable, it would have to be independentlf estabiished'that I had
performed ap aétion. In brlef 1; is perfectly possible to talk
-, about acélons without concernlng oneself in the sllghtest with legal
resp0351b111ty'or its moral counterpart. And when such issues do come
up, tﬁey‘afise as.separate éatters to be;séttleq on distinct grounds -
of their own,

This p081t10n is nai;e in its apparent endorsement of the view

Y
that the only act1v1t1es of direct moral or legal import are bodlly

ones. One need only consider situations like the one in which a
. teacher refrains from raising her .arm in self—-defense because she
believes it wrbng on ethical grounds go intimidate a child; to recog-
nize that refrainings are, likewise, morally significant items of
behaviour. That ié, her omitting to raise her arm to deflect the
blow might very well have been an actlon of hers: .an action whlch may
have been the result of forethought and élannlng and whlch in the
circumstances, may also have demanded the exercise of ‘control in the
face of her:”natural inclihationé"u Furthermore, she may hayé
achieved this end by doing something else mentally, like counting to
ten. In this situation, her counting to teh would have been the

t
cruc1al elementv N her refralnlng from frightening the agressive
 student{ Still, evrn if one were to grant (as we need not) that
bodily actions ordi“4r11y have more immediate 1mpact on the llves of
other persons than do their mental counterparts, this would»apt warrant
the conclusion that mental activities have no moral impact at all.

For these reasons, it- éeems clear that legal and moral theurlsts as

Well as phllosophers of mind must ke Prepared to take into account
. |
\ |

>
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" dealing directly with the notion of action.

the most promising route we might pursuei : ) : . N\

169

/u.
L
actions that do not involve bodily movements, i.e., mental actions,

refrainings, and such other doings as holdlng one's breath, if~ thOlr
theories are to reflect anythlng approaching an adequate analysis of
human action. N

. To summarize the discussion on this point: I would want to
suggest that, although it is true‘that moral and legal philosoéhy, and

the phllosophy of mind have vested interests in the concept of actlon,

there is perhaps more to be galned by way of additional clarity and

depth of understanding if one attempts to give an analysis of action
-that will s‘tand independently of the specific commitments of these

~other forms of inquiry. Certain accounts, like those cited abe

have apparently been handlcapped by reason of a prlor and prlnc1pa]

N

comm1tment to answering questioi; o. a different sher than
M e
Addres

the issueée,

2

while taking it for granted that, for example, the.distinction between’

thought and action is both a- clear and obvious one, or that man,

;,whatever else he may be, is essentially a moral being, -and so on, is

.

'problematlc 31mply because these presupp051t10ns may themselves be

open to serious questlon in the llght of tho flndlngs of such an
1nqu1ry. Congequently, attemptlng to answer the queFthﬁ '"What- is
e . by

an action', while taking as 11tt1e for granted ‘as poss1bLe, is perhaps

Let us very brlefly review the course of the dlscu351on thus
far. Taylor has argued that by focu31ng our attentlon on assertlons -
about the behaviour 1§§§9f we ‘cannot dlscover a means of marklng off

the things a person does’ from the things that happen to hlm. ‘Ingother‘
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g

that by looklng closely at actlon—language we wight be able to gain

170

words,. -the examlnatlon of certain items of behavicur, in the light of
such criteria as; whether it may be enjoined or forbldden, whether it

involves a. physical aspect or not,'or whether or. not whﬁt transpires -

is publlcally observable, reveals that none of them enable us to dLs~

tinguish a person s, actions from the things that happen to him. In-

deed, Taylor maintains,that“lt is 1mp0551ble to mqke thlS dlst1nctlon

" by reference to any set of criteria which are exclu81vely behavioural

in character. Now, if the distinction we are after cannot be made -

.on the basis of an inspectionwof the behaviour, how then, if at all,

v

is 1t to be drawu7 o '

‘ Taylor assumes that our dlscourse bout human ac-ions 1is primar~‘

ily. descrlptlve, as opposed to ascrip: or eva'atiic, and, moreover,

.

v [

some 1n$1ght 1nto what dlStlngulShG° actions from other forms of human

behaviour. -Accordingl% he ‘sets about attempting to anSwer the question

‘>of 'What sorts’ of things are actions?' by examlnlng the sentences

commonly, employed in the descrlptlon of human’ events.‘ He belleves that

' such'an“inquiry'will yield results that are considerably less mis—

leading than those to be galned from 1nvestigations based on the sorts

of criterla or presUpp051tions we have Just been discussing, i.e.,
whether the behav1our 1s publlcally observable, etc. In consequence,

he beglns by askln us to,donsider certaln pairs of sentences such as

v fl

g . .
'the follow1ng, 'my hand moves' and 'I move my hand' 'a certaln tune - -

. occurs to me' and 'I recall a tune' Now, accordlng to TaYlor, the"

°‘first set of descriptlons, having to do with the movement of a hand

_differ in one very important respect. "My hand‘moyes is used to pic.

T . . . N - . , N B .
. © - . - . ®
)



ot a physiological change or event in a particular human oY yanism.
b B A

Y “An event so described is nothing more thad/something;ohe suffers or
undergoes. 'I mOVe,my hand', by contrast, describes a human action
or somethihg one does. |

The seeond pair of senrences, i.e., 'a certein tune occurs to
me' and 'I recall a tune' is ihtended to shov rhat a similar eepara—
tion (between 'mere beliaviour' on the one har o ad "action' on the ~
other) can also be made in connection th talk about goings on in
rhe mental sphere. The difference in each of these pairs of sen-
teheesp he argues, amounts to this; rhe first statement in the pair

makes o exp11c1t mentlon of an ﬁgent while the second statement
! I3

expllcltly refers to an agent ¢ yself in éhis case). And this is no
accident. _For on hls‘v1ew, "ol there must eleays be an essehfial
reference to an agent in the descflptlon of any act". 9 Thus it would
. seem that Professor Taylor regards what might appear to be superf1c1al
grammatlcel differences as belng of rather a'good deal more signifi-
eahee;. ‘

Yet, might it not be possible for someone to object that action

3

sentences have no unique claim to make upon réferences to-oneself or to

’

other persons, even whén we confine ourselves to the realm of discourse '

concerning human behaviour. Sentences including 'my hand moves'

'Jones". eyes blinked as he came out into the brilliant sunlight' or 'I

was’ remlndedibf a tune when I. heard someone whlstllng it' etc.,

likewise, appear to invglve references to myself or other persons. When

.

it is reported that 'Jones' eves bllnked', is it not the case that this
_ ; Y .

?Taylor, Action and Purpese,‘ppl 108-09."

- ©
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statement refers to Jones? After all, it is his eyes, and ﬁot'chnso
of some other person, that are said to behave ‘n such a maﬁﬁera In
short, since these sentences make mention (albeit indirectly) of a

.
particular individual, must they not also be construed & Jescriptions
of the things he does -—— his actions?

In response to this line of argument,Taylor might be prepared to
admit that it is true to say of 'my hand moved', ;Jopes' eyes blinked' %
.and other desqfiptions of the same species, that they too involve men-
tiorn of a person (or some "part" of a person).. Nevertheless, and in
'spite of ﬁhe apparent similarity between the two sorts of statement,
he would claim that they are fundamentally Eifferent. That is to_gay;
the reference to Jones in 'Jones' eyes blinked' ——:far from.being
essential — derives primarily from certain social conventions (tHOSe

0
relating to grammar or to pPrivate property one might suppose) rather
than from anything distinctive of the behaviour Qeing described. 4s
such, it is merelyvincidental. The fact my hand movgs, as opposed to
~the fact that I m.ve my hand, can be completely ekpréssed in terms of
physical changes (i.e., electro-chemical érocesses taking place in
various Aeurons, the transmission of certain ne%vous impulse;, muscﬁler
contractions, etc.), occurripg in some dy, it matters little whose,
located in a particular.place at a cérthin time} That some human being
is picked out, direcfly or indirectly; ih #Se Hg;criptio? is of minor
consequence; thecmajor poiat being Ehaé he ié ﬁot, under theée.éondi—
tions, referred to as an agent. Iﬁ.other~wofds, in the descriptio%{of
a human action,. the feferenée is not merely to;thg person ds, sb to

>

speak, the "owner" of the limb or the related behaviour, but to that

; ¢
. : "
T : ' @?
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A

person as the agent, — as the author or. performer of that action. -

‘In contrast, reference to myself, in the sentence: 'my hand moved"',
~1is .incidental since, by hypothesis, it is descriptive of an item of

my behaviour which is not, an action of mine.
. i . Vi
1

Cleérly not ‘all goings on in the-realm of human behaviour ‘lend

themsélves as readily to such an apparently. straight~forward identifi

I
L

4

S
-
:

e

" cation as do the contrasting statements 'l move my hand' énq@'my hand

Ty

’ E L o ) ' - I g ,~-.-U . \ .4
moves'. . Suppose that my arm goes up because a’'cdlleague of mine raises

it. We might imagine he has donq’uhis in’brder to register another
o ’ 5 L - A
'yes" wvote in-suppert of a motion before a committee of which we both

are enfranchised members. I may have §ad no part in what takes place

since;. being devoutly a-political, T may, some moments prior to this

1

: ‘ 5
acterize what has trangpired on this sa 1 would seem ito reqyire .
¢ yier ; y : . .

»~
¥

D Pr) o co T . .
‘that reference be made. to some person, agent, by reason of thg

- : o : o . Ty g -

fact that the motion ef my arp wds intimately .
€ . N S B o o l

done by someone, although -it was ne doing of m}X

¢

Conséquently, ~In:

#
el

v

M !

o T s L T -
Andicate thatﬁﬁkéxgs the‘authdr oripexrformer of the act.. In;brlef,_

I : 4
- . T : o
to describe a personias the initiater or perfotmer of an act is te
.\D . (sl " P . " .
describe him as an active being''.
* Whenever I raise my arn or silently generate and entertain var-=

<

. Cor ’ . P L : .
1o conjectur : regarding ‘my . paper, I am the initiator.of what takes

. A - . D ‘
place in a way‘;n’which I canpot be said to be the originatgr of

- 4

O1b14., p. 100.

|11

Ibid., p. I11. ' N

~eparticular inciﬁent, héve dropped off > sleep. .To adequately char-

ociated with an action

- . addition to. picking out ~someoné in the action description, we must *

PRt

©
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>

® . = T

" < |
whatever goes on in case my arm riseg?br when thoughts, ag’ it were,

~

wander randomly through my mind prior to my falling- asleep. As a . ‘Q;

result, ayJor contends that the prlnClpal element Separating our des-

R
crlptlons of thlngs persons Ho froum reports (haracter121ng things,, that

happen go a persoP is that the former, unlike the latter, necessarily

1nvolve this reference to a berson as. an active being ~—— as ga human
e ,
o . ,

_;I‘%'_Cx In this way he argues that 'I raise my arm' entails that™ 'my
A3 ‘ ‘ .
o . ‘ .
goes up', but that 'my arm goes up' carries with.it no implicatton -

that 'I have raised it', The.simple motion of my limb may have been

'

f”??i the upshot of a nervous- disorder from which 1 now and then suffer; or -
A G

S
-

I

. .
perhaps an acqualntance, carrled away by political ambition, has

llftpd lt upwards.. In eitﬁgﬁ~case, I am a passive being (a patient)
! so far~as_the behavionrvof my'aq@iié”ﬁdnq@tned; whereas, relative to
née*— an agent. Thls p01nt

B
Ry
:y’j;:; -

) . . ( . B o
we are told, can also H@‘made by saylng 1p connection w1th any human ¢
R E4
. - ;1 P e .t
- . . A R NI M
. act that, " .. we shall not descnlbe 1t as an act’untll we state

A g st

GBS
that some agent has\gaused 1eY, 1z,

Yo [ .\‘ - .. . e "
- 3 -

oint where, in relatlon [ iny descri tlon of human behav1our what-
P Q P

LU w' ; ‘\+

rever;* all we need degermlﬁjrls whether reference to the agent 1s

1. ‘J

A - :, 4

essentlal or whether 1t is negt, in order to dec1de if the particular-

-

item of behav1our thus descrlbed is an actloh or a happenlng Unfdr:/
@ . i J

tunately, however, the matter is not. so 51mpﬂﬁ as this, - There are 1/

.
.
’ r

-

2 some Egther obvious and very s1gn1f1cant questions that our dlSCUSSlOH
' e - ' e ¥
of Taylor S analysis has not dealt ‘with directLy so farr Were it to

« i

121pi4., : - e A -
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b : ;.L).« @:‘
of the sommnambulistic wanderings of SQ}th and those purporting to T
- & : o
A "
repo@t his actions,/we must’ begin to explore what i& is ghat Taylor
O © £
understands to be the nature of and the différence betweﬁg*the things
% N 4 ‘ ‘ \ .
one does and the things that hﬁppen'tp one. . - = oo
s K - . ' ’
B o & '
B '§ [N ¢}
"" ' 4 © <5
R » = [ v
. P o = N
. e , -

be’ left as it presently stands much, confusion would in all likalihood

. , .
: R ‘

{

beset any attempt to make use of this distinction in its current,

unnkplicated form. Qne of the crucial problems confronting the -

dalysis at this stage, and one which: T Taylor never really does seom to

come to.grips with, surfaces when one attempts to distinguish between““”"

situations in which we might properly say 'Smith went to the shelf and

w1thdrcw the book in order to use it as a referengf ; frdg those in
which it would be appropriate to say 'Smith went to the shelf and with-
drew the bodhxdwﬂst he was sleeping soundly Both” spec1mens of o,
behaviour may very well 6e alike so far as anyone ‘can see. TFurther-

more, * on each ‘occ. sion- gﬁith wouI@ -appear to be causing orcinitiating
. b ‘

NV "v ?)'
K

v e .
the movements” that dqﬁiv Aghe sense that no one or nothing else,

.y

excepting Smith appears manifestly active in reiation tojthe respcc—

e o

;g,tiye episddesa’ Consequently, if, from the point of view of this doc-

E J

‘trine, one is tc'succeed in dlfferenL&ating between accountg descriptive
'3

h

The task that presents 1tself tb us’ now 1s‘one(of“uneart§ing the
157

reasons why reference to an agent as theﬁgause or origlnator of what

takes place is deemed essential, in cases of "doings’.but not in cases-of

-
-

°

"happenings e Moreover,'we must seek to discover what ig meaht when 1t

{.}_75
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is said that the agent is the cause of his actions but not of the thingsb

v

that happen to him. 1In other words, we must become cle&ﬁer about the

v

conditions under which, on Taylor's analysis, we are warranted in

saying of someone that 'he has performed an .action'

. &
Most persons, it seems fair to say, would agree that there is a

g of one's arm andithe rising of an arm ,

difference between th
. I »,»A- .»:”

oo

owing to a muséular'spaf \yet, ‘the business of‘trying to say what

>

this difference amounts to has turned out to be a rather formidable

ondertaking. Earlier ‘it "was noted that Taylor is of the opinion that,

if one is to distinguish between actions done by human agents — for

-

example, someone's moving his finger — and those Changes ahd events

s ;

in the hlstory of a person whlch are not his. actlons —_ includlng the

beating of hlS heart the dllatlng of.shis pupils, and so on —— thenwo‘

this cannot be. done solely bywﬁﬁference to the behaVLOun or, 1ndeed

\1 &

to assertions about the behav1our.' This, seems to present a serlous

i .
N i

‘problem. However, Taylor suppliesua cluejconcerning how he thlnks

it is to be solved«when he claims that action-statements .contain an
M‘ . ¢ R . =

essential reference to a human agent., On this view, there is a very .
; .
basic difference between sentenoes that describe human act1v1t1es and

. N\
those that report events happenlng in or to a person. ‘Now apparen

N ‘A.

he difference between the two’t;;;g“of sentences aé least partla ly

) Vanii
mlrrgrs a more Qéggaéintal cleavage'between the kinds of behaviour to

) g
7

‘which'these sen nces refer. I speak here of the séntences beﬂ%g a v

Y

Jﬁﬁartlal refle tlon" bécause, as we‘have already noted, it is very dif¥ -

A <

frcult to separate wakipg and SOmnab01ist1c eplsodes by appealing in a

N :
stralght—forward manner to the sentences themselves. At the same tame,

-y i
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provides the basis for distihgﬂishing action and happening}

177

the. criteria we have discussed so far seem somewhat ambiguous when

B
LI .
Wl «

"agﬁﬁied to goings on of such apparently different species as the two

in question. In short, our judgment about this and a number of related

matters 1s apt to be clouded unless and until we are able to under- . ;

) . :
stand more clearly why reference to an agent is thought to be essential ’ "
i

in discourse about actions; but only 1ncidental in talk surrounﬂing

her forms of human behaviour.

Taylor points out, and rightly so, that the necessity of the

reference has nothing to do witthanons of good grammar, nor is it

a

related to the statutes connected with private property (i.e., it was

my arm and not Smith"s that moved).‘ It has further been argued that

this requirement is not the result of observable differences in the

: . . ', 8
behaviour per se, since on certain occasions they may very well be

identical so far as anggnc-is able to see — e.g., the attentive and

industrious student ws. the sleepwalker. Therefore, in order to under— s
\ M . : ) YT o 25 )
. . A -
R . N

st

4 I - B s Loyt .
stand why meg%ion“ofﬁgﬁeJégént_is essential &nd what, “cons

3

abandon our concern with the context and with the behaviour itself. "

But if we turn our attention away fr m'ﬁﬁe;@ehaviour itself and the .

3 ‘
N i . - F

context in which the behayiour occurs, to what shall we attend in

~ <

attempting to mark off actions from mere physiological -happenings? - o <

+In rtey to thisAtyRe of question Taylor-says:
<+.. €very man sSeems sometimes to know, within himself —
\ independently of any observatiens of his own behaviour — which ' N\
motions and changes ;in his bodyw[he later extends these changes .« . -
. SO as to include thoughts] are within his immediate qontrol'and_-‘
wh%ph are not. THe distincxion Seems, therefore, to be a clear
and obvious one, and yet it is not a distinction in behaviour,
btit rather in the'sburces,of behaviour.13
‘ : . : 5 B 3

~ .

3 "‘“)"b’:‘:‘;f.:f o . e Y SRE— A a\ .y oy~

e o

: 13Ibid.¢ p. 87.
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Therefore, it seems that the principal difference between these two

ol
forms of human event is to be found not in the behaviour per se; but

rather, in the ancestry of the behaviour — in whatever (or whomever)

5.

4
controls the motions and changes that take place. Thus, what

necessitates our referring toan agent in our talk about an action is ° o
. . . ) -35::3 . \,‘ ,’ ‘
somchow boy#d up with the genesis of that particular kind of event:,y & -
= : .
. ~ &
L O

and this apparently differs in a fundaméntal way from the source bf’

that kind of behaviour which cannot he said to be an action. g <« = . . L
1. '
In order to better understand what” lavlor has 1n mind in spﬁnklng

v

-about sources of behaviour!' and the 1nt1mately related notivn of

; V. W "
”control”, with a view to: gettlng clearer about the basis of his dis—
B . oL
LxQ;tlon, 1t will be helpful to begin w1th an example. Consider a .

Wy X p
. \ \D . PN
performance of a“eomparatively sophisticated .character such- as, for
e o .
instance, my writing ‘an essay after‘having spent a considerable-portion

g & .
thlnklng about. it. One of the eléments constltuatlve of » ////.

W -

=thls rather complex act%@@iy mlght be. my taklng .up a pen to begln the

_wwrltlng;of a rough draft. In respect to this particular item of

behaviour, Taylor would want to say that it was within my Immediate

-

control or, equlvalently, that whether or notu; pick up the pen is up *

to- me.14 In other words, the kind of behav1our of which one's plcklng

AN

up a pen is an instance is Justﬁtbe sort of thlng that is up t04the

_agent to do or to deciine to d%f Inhthe saée vdne, this point might
more fully'and precisely be expressed by asserti;é that; the occurrence
or non—occurrence of the various chEnges and motione invoived/in thed

o ] " raising of one's arm and hand, along with the’upnard movenent oﬁ—tge

14, . ':v,ﬁ&ig = ' i '
"Ibid., p. 5550 : : ‘ ’
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)
N

pen are within one's immediate control. : .
During the period of time which I am engaged in drafting the
paper I should not at all be surprised to find myself in an emotional

state of anxiety & thc deadline for submitting the jassignment

approaches. As esul: ¢I'my being in this condition, I may exper-—
ienéelgndigestiOL or .ihe occasional shudder, I might find my hands

.. are often damp with»pe;spiration, and so on. , The events and changes

-

.which take pldce ip,gyybody in the circumstances are not, Taylor would

. [ S5 )
S maintain, the sbrt df thing that are up to me to'do. They plainly -

are not the klnd of th}ng about which one“tan do anything at all —.

'
s

_? t; 1mmed1ately, they simplv occur im. spite of my fandest w1shes that

~t
.r_,_ 7 '

L . P

“ . these symptoms of my emotlonal dlstress be ellmlnated or at la’st
o ‘V. o \;)"

that thelr 1nte951ty be reduced Of eourSe, I may manage, eventually,

{\“/\
P KE;}J h Y % < . . B .
. to,galn some,so;tw@f-control over them, ~but not without having to do C
' ’ W LY « L < 4
0 By

jsomethlng else flrSt e perhaps by drlnklng a glass of warm mifk or
by standln; 1n a hotushewer. NéVetheless, 1t is ~only by means of
such(other d01ngs th;t one may finally sueceed in curbing these rather ™
'unpleasaﬂt:goipgs an;”>%he poimt is that while these grocesses’may be X

curtailed or regulated by one's actions‘%HeY'afe neveﬁ?Brought within

one's immediate control by these means. ﬁ:f" u ~
Taylor_m&intainé that this, particular conception of control, , ﬁ,

1
-

likewise, has its place in our discourse concerning the realm of thought.

" S

Returning to another element which might have been part of' the larger
: Ve
activity above; I may have spent some time thinking‘gbout the. appro- oA

"priqﬁenessvof embloying one senteﬁce'rathex than another for‘introduc— ;
5 L , 1 ' ’ . . B
* * 1ing the topic on which I plan to write. In the circumstances, the

*

L’. N . .

4
R O
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episode of thinking which takes plafe is said to be within my control,

in the sense thatfﬁﬁethe; or not I entertain these particular thoughts

’
.\\"

is up to me. However, not all of one's thoughts (or ¢he's thinking)
R .
are of Q&is variety. As the due date draws nearer to hand and my ) o

emotional distress grows more pronounced, it is not implausible to

Suppose 'that T might fall victim to recurring thoughts concerning the

..

T €
most disagrecable states of affairs, some of which could conceivably

materialize upon my turning in an overdue or unsatisfactory essay.

r examp le y may "haunte " , 4as it were 1y by an 1mage of the rofes—
1: [¢] I be d [)
».,r

sor who whlle sCowling contemptuously is -shredding my essay into tlny +
bits. At some stage, after having come to the realization that these
thoughts are interferring with my rest, I may try various measures in

order to control or put an end to these goings on. Nevertheless,

’ I
51nce one lgp#ﬂ@ble to govern their occurrence in any dlre*w‘manner o
A e : :
one must u~fﬁ”"éﬂcertaln other and, thereby, indirect,steps‘with the

view to ach1ev1ng this result One might, for instance, swallow a .
sleepang tablet or_pay a visit to the professor tg talk matters over.

The point Taylor is trying to make here is that there is a crucial -/
. .
v ¢

dlfferente between those specimens of an agent s behav1our which he

.

controls dlrectly and those over whlch his control is only, and at the

very best of tlmes, indir'L'; and that this dlstlncthn applles to

thought as-well as.‘to. . actiofis- 1nvolv1ng odily movements. - ~ v N
ERR * . . ‘
Apparently there is’yet‘anothet in which the idea that
i N I

certain bodily movements and thoughts are within the controlfoffthe
-agent»can be expressed, namely, by saying of these motions and thoughts

that they are "voluntary". In this way, the claim that anm item of
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is within a person's immediate control may also be construed to mean

that the behaviour in question is ''voluntary", as opposed to "involun—
\ . .

tary" in the sense of being virtually automatic. Unfortunately, how-

ever, the contrast between voluntary and involuntary is a highly

ambiguous one.. As a result, it must he clarified if we are to‘avoid
. - - R

! ' W
confusion at this key point in the discussion. We have already spok ’i@gjg
: . XA
of one use of the cont:as&egetweén the voluntary and involuntary, but egpr L
. \ S K\ é

it has another and equally’ common use. There are certain occasions,

\

especially in legal and moral contexts, where an’effort made to distin-
) . : » r'@

guish between 'voluntary' and ''involuntary' actions.” In Circumstances

of this sort, to assert that 'Jones raised his arms involuntarily' is

to suggest that his:action was dohe under coercion or some type of
provocation — pe%ﬁaps at the point of a pistol. And, in similar
circumstanies, to say that "he raised his arms voluntarily' is to

suggest that he acted freeiy —— in the absence of compulsion or threat,.
' \

On the other hand, it is quiﬁé‘aggifferént matter to say that
Mr. Brown shuddered involuntarily as he strolled in the frigid night. -

air. This claim carries wi;h it no implication that shuddering is an '
: 4

action done by Brown; instead, -it merely suggests that some bodily

N

event has téken place autematically — as it were, outside 'the pro-

vince of Brown's immediate control. In short, tr particular o, .
. - . ° - < 13

instance of shudd@%&ng is not something Brown does; it .is, by contrast,

something that happens to him. Now what must be underscored here is Kt

that, when we speak of an item of‘behaviour‘g‘being "voluntary" in -

¢ 4 . » - . .

the sense that it is "within a person's control", this mus* be sharply .
) A . K ‘ . \»\

separated from they sense- of "voluntary'" that borrows its significance

]

—



from ethical and legal talk associated with the notions of freedom and

kresponsibility, and so on.
V‘wv

What then can Taylor be nken to mean when he employs the con-
trast between the voluntarypagékthe involuntary under these circum-
stances! In this connection he says:

By a voluntary act I mean only what is done 'on purpose', that
is intentionally, deliberately, and so on, and when I speak
simply of. an act I shall mean exactly the same thing.15

. S _
It is evident from what he says here that Taylor is using. the contrast

-

between what is voluntary and what is involuntary to mark a distinction

I3 o 3 » ’4\ . ’
between two fundamentally different kinds of behaviour. In f&«f his
distinction between voluntary and involuntary (or perhaps ncn-voluntary) = .
- behaviour seems to correspond, almost exactly, with his distinction

between actions and mere happéhings. Indeed, from what has been said’

thus far, Taylor seems to be blaiming that. an actiondis voluntary

. - o

behavi‘our,‘ behau&our th_at iﬁthin a person's immediate control or
e L

something that : ]ﬁt%@“to a persbﬁ to do or decline to do, or something

wi‘.}g{*uj , ‘ ' -

that is done on purpose, 1ntent10nally or dellberately, and so on. So

far then his analysis of action 1nvolves the c1t1ng of a series of

o

expre351ons which are seemingly synonymous with 'action'. Unfortunate-

ly, however, this strategy leaves us very little the wiser when gt

i

comes to grappling with the question of how actions are to be dlstln—
4_ a v\,

! “ -
? 5 A r

¢ _
gulshed from other forms of human behav1our Up until now we seem.to
have been travelling in vicious circles. When we ask 'Whaq?igjan . ;
: AT )

>
. .
. /- T

actien?', Taylor.seems to reply that it is voluntary behaviour,
including thought; and when we inquire 'What is voluntary behaviour?',

‘; ' ' . . Loy f‘\ , ) f . e
"SIﬁld., p. 61. L | L
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<o

toeal
=

-

these responses serve to throw any addltlonal llght on the problem of

“ ~

actlon, for the 51mple reason that ‘the'.contrasts Lhey 5uggest or 1mply

. are-at least as obscure as the one they have been -invoked to eluc1date.

3y .
Clearly thlS 15 anythlng -but a satlsfactory account of the dlstrnctlon

between actlon and happenlng Is there no more 1nformatlve way of
& ™ - bl

5 . " ¢

'expllcatlng the dlfference between _those eVents in’ the llfe of a person

N

i s

Lhat count as hig’ actions and those thqt do not7 Is there nothlng

/

‘ L
more that can be said to shed further ]1ght on . the issue, beyond the

mére utterlng of the%"%ﬁseemlngly empty*‘&antologles7. : ) .'"Qj s
Lo - . A e . v‘m*:‘:.- .o .
" In order to deal with questlons oﬁ“ﬂﬂfe-klndy&w must now turn
Ty paé"_", ‘“;).

to Taylor s lochal startlng p01nt. It 1s here, in; my estlmatlon,

that one finds the most 1mp0rtant contrlbutlon made by hlS theory,

,r‘ )

v1s—a-$1s those already con51dered ‘to our und ‘:’nding of:human

actlon. Taylor outllnes hlS polnt of ﬂ,part:ure when he observes

°

B .

R .

that:

. One. semetumes has “ho cgrtain kn \edge ,»when he: observes a

51mD§§ bodlly motion on the par; ~another man, whether

tha
occurred caused perhaps by the wind or a moving object.

- If it i{s a motion of his. own body, however, he usually knoWS’”#/:
without being able to say exactly how he knows, whether he: IR

_'made;fhe motion or whether #t resulted from some extraneous. - 16

, cause’, such as a spasm, a reflex, ofv'an impact with some thlng

v

16Ibid.,p.'7.g Co ’

otion was an act of ‘that: man’ or simply a motion that ' R

vy -
we are told -that it is behavioyr, intluding‘thought, that is within
. . S e s

our immediate control; and when we raise the same query ‘concerping

‘behaviour that is within our immediate control, and pursue -it through -
ainumber of additional, intervening'stages, we are met, in the final

analysis, with the reply — "action". The trouble is that noneJof : \\”

w,

S
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N . ‘ . : \' .
e K ’ . . . Ty : ,

‘Unlihe Melden, Peters’ and Hart Taylor places fundamental CmphaSlS

upon what we characterized earlier as “the agent S p01nt of view"

© with respect to talk about his behaViour w“S I have attempted to

-

Lo argue, the maJor deficiency in accounts of human behaviour, such as

- . B

those we examlned at ‘some length earlier, is thelr common assumption-

o

N that actions must be unders tood from ‘the perSpezflve of the observer B o X

N

“0or the spectator, vather from that of the- agent or the performer ofm, ' s

s o N

;_thefaction.' Ihecupshot of thlS assumptlon is that onlookers rather

than the’ performer,'are accorded the seat oi final JUdgment when it

[

-

: comes to describing a person s actions. Taylor s doctrine, suggests .

PR

that we must glve way to, the’ agent as the ultimate authorlty to whom S v

.

;‘,\

one, qua spectator - can appeal in. reference to’dec1dlng the question
' ) 1‘(’” )
Of whether or not the concept of an. acbion is. applicable to partlcular
4

items of hisebehaviour; To be sure we have yet to‘iully'appraise his

\ A B

o
R

treatmentfoﬁ the matter, but even if we - were to rPJeCt the rcmainder _
L Y3

of the analy51s in 1t5rent1rety this in 1tself wou‘d in no way dlminish

the 51gnif1cance of this feature of’ Taylor s startlng pOint
Let ds now return- to ‘the task of trylng to get clear abgst the
central elements of Taylor s doctrlne .in order that we might‘be able - . N

to determine 1ts merlts as a solution to the problem of action. Now. ".‘

- n
:?'r

Ao : ,
according to Taylor, every man seems to know 1n relatlon to ch own : iv’ ,h

!. ’ .
-

behaviour, w1thout hav1ng to resort to observatlon whlch of the chan~

ges and- events happenlng in Or to hlm are within hlS 1mmed1ate control
Q' 1
(and whlch are not.« He seeks to elucldate what is 1nvolved in our
)

"know1ng that certain items of our behav10ur are ”up to us", "within our

R

immedlate con%rol" or "voluntary > w1th the ultimate goal of explic—

I

ating 'action By resurrectlng the archaic conceptlon of "poweg"

S -

4" t&’:.‘ i ' B : . i . ~ ‘\



On his view, the knowledge person's possess relative to-their.own
behaviour consists in.the recognition that events like raising one's

~ arm, as opposed to those such as the growth of onc's beard, are id '
\_ * _‘.v . . . ’
x/fgne'é power; .as he puts it, "One can sometimes know perfectly,..

4
H

that it-is up to him, or in his powér, to move his finger, and one can

. . : . 17 . )
sometimes ... know that it is not up to him, ...": " It is in this

sense that all men are held to know or to' understand what it is for
something to be within their power. ‘Nevertheless, despite the homeli-

v
-~ a

« ness of the idea, 'certain things being; 'in my ‘power', 'up to me',

N e within my control' -and so on, important questions remain to be :
G i ) : ) v '
"19,' - answered. ’What_does one know when .one may be said to know that this

K]

S ©is the case?', “How ,does one know this?', and, indeed, 'How is one td
DR e o v o - -

. “determine whether the agent does'or does n#t possess this - power?'.
Taylbr”s reply to these questions is that,in spite of the fact
~+that we know what it.is for something-tc be in our power,we cannot’say.

¢ B ¥

what such knowledge involves»or what it con “sts ‘in. At the same

"o a

rg%me, while we.may”béfséid to have such knowledge we seem unabple to
N | . . LT ’ .

. | ) Y . w . _
[ ,_(v!. - . ) . o . o ) . -
identify itss source, or its grounds — if any. We can, however, rule
s # h . o . ] ' .
it out that this particular sort of knowledge id derived from observing
= o . ] R ] : ) =3

one's own behaviour. Furthermore, 1Taylor maintaiﬁS'that our inability

L

to be artipulate in this regard cannot be- taken as diSconfirming this
(g . | SN e R

,thgsis. Now, while one might very well admit “that these~viewsraf§>not
. R o . : . , : ; ¢
’ . 3 y - y o.: . - . . - . . .
open to outright refutation; yet the point ‘can still be made that the

n introduction of the concept of 'power' has done nothing to enhance the

understanding .we héd to begin with. Indeed, iﬁ such a‘ploy succeeds in

Cn

Y1bid., p. 5. s v

& -
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accomplishing anything at all, it succeeds only in making the issug¢
more obscure rather than in providing us with any additional clarifica-
» . ) \ .

tion.

¥

Now these remarks merely represent a preliminary assessment of
the v1ew. To render final judgment on this account prlor to its being

given fuller consideration is tantamount to bringing down a verdict

based upon insufficient evidence. At this stage one further avenue e

.

remains to be explored. This point, touched on only very briefly
before, derives from Taylor's contention that, if one is to “distinguish
actlons from. h%ppenlngs one must, so to speak, trace the behav1our back

tov&ts‘qéégln or source. He takes the position that whenever we follow
b » ' *
a human action back to its wellsprlngs we will flnd w1thout exception,

J

.Jq . » .
that 1t will turn out to be the agent himself. On the other hand, when
‘ R " <

\

. . ' QA . ' .
we lnvestigate .and subsequently uncover the orlgln of "mere" behaviour,

we will invariably flnd only vauvious otheﬁ happenlngs, but not, under

Y . . . . I

bﬁny circumstances, a-human agent. To put it another way the genesis]i .

, . i . s
=3

of hiccoughs, shudders, and 1ndeed all behav1our of ths spec1es, is

always and only certaln other events Taylor suggests that the contrast

he has in mind may be. expressed in a more familiar way by saying that

&

in reaching for his pipe, for exdmple, tBe agent is the.ﬂause of what

Foes on, happens or. takes place; whereas, whedi a person hiccoughs, or
n Lk ? AN

, shudders beford dropplng off to sleep, these and similar episodes of

-

-behav1our are not daused by the agen ;,they are, on the contrary, the

causal consequences of other events occurring in or. to the person. 1In

PR

.
\

these. latter instances, the cause (pr‘causes) would seem very likely to

R3

186

.
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be some sort of physiological change in the organism.
"On initial inspection, this thesis might scem to suppest that
fn actual fact there is very little difference, one of comp lexity or
degree perhaps, between actions done by agents and other instances of
human behaviour. That is to sav, the distinction between my raising
y\
my arm and my arm's going up would appear to rest upon a simple differ—
<
ence in the causal :nmcestf; of the “espective events. Yet, this is
\
precisely the doctrine: Taylor is seeking to discredit. Tt is his con—
tention that not only is ,there a différence in the causes themselves
but, most significantly; that there is a fundamental difference — a
difference in kind — between the kinds of causality operative in
bringing about the two types of behaviour.
The notion of causality ordinarily empl?yed in the physical
.
sciences has to do with a relationship between events. Within this
particular conceptual framework, one event, say the waters being heated
o - . . .
to 100" C (under conditions of standard pressure, and so on) is said
to be the cause of another event, e.g., the waters boiling ~— its
, . . L3 " . v
effect. On the other hand, according to Taylor, the conception of
causality germane to our talk about human actions is of a very differ-
. K
ent sort from that employed in the language of physics and chemistry.
It, he bhelieves, " ... has rather the older meaning of the’efficacy or
. v 18 . .
power of an agent to produce certain results'. Causality of this
second species, which seems to have its roots in the thou;. « of

Aristotle, and much more recently in that of Thomas Reid, is character-—

ized as "agent causalitv'' so as to distinguish it from "event

1815id., p. 112.
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causality' (or "efticicnt causalitv"). On this view, the human agent

bas the power to initiate or produce (i.e., '"to cause') changes in

himself and his environment, and these changes are brought about or

produced every time he acts. lence, "agent causation' has to do with

a relationship between a person (qua agent) and his action, as opposed
l

to 'efficient causation', which picks out a relation bhetween antece-

dent and consequent events, processes or states. ﬁorc will be said

about phcsc types of causality a little later.

Gradually we begin to see more clearly I v this 7 assion of
causality is thought to .relate to human behav’ ar. . ding to this
analysis, there are two conceptions of_n 'cgusc': vil the one hand, the
notion of a "final' or a 'first cause' as an object or & thing which
ls the active agent (or source) of change; and, on the other, the idea
of an 'efficient cause' as an event which is the passive recepient or
transmitger of change. Now it is Taylor's contention that taken
toge ther thes®’ two concepts arec sufficient to account for the totality
of changes occurring in both animate and inanimate nature. Within the
realm of talk about 'human behaviour' broadly conceived (that is to
say, thosc chai;ies and events comprisiné the h}story of an individual)
these fundamentally different conceptions are b;esumed to have special
application. 'Final causality' or, more to the point in this context,
'agent causality' is appropriate to talk about human activity, whereas
'event causality' is properly employed in conjunction with discourse
concerning the remainder of the changes and events occurring in or

to the human organism.

That two radically different notions of causality.are,thought to
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be necessary for adequately characterizing a person's behaviour

’
reflects the intimately related idea that there is a cdorrelat o
difference in the types of behaviour to which each conception is per—
mane. The basic distinction between the two species of behaviour,

corresponding to the causal origin of ecach, is elaborated in Tayloer's

assertion that:

When I am thinking or moving my limbs, T am acting -— exhibiting
v omey or active power —— ..., whereas -when thoughts are merely
ocoarring to me as in dreams, or when someone is reading me

v ~tory —— or when parts of my body are moving in a manner with
which T have nothing to do — as in the case of my heart beating
in response to internal impulses, or my hair being blown by the
wind — T am passive, having something done to me.*

It is important note that Taylor approaches his account of human
behaviour and, in particular, of thc things persons do — their né?ions,
from the point of vigw of whqp‘hé terms a ”mctaphysical analysis of
causation'. Consequently when he asserts that the difference betweeny
z :
'agent' and 'event causation' and, therefore, between actions and
happenings, is an essential one, he means to say that the difference
is not merely one of complexity or degree, rathér, it is aldiffornnce
in kind. That is to say, eaéh ancept belongs to a fundamentally dif-
ferent form of discourse, or ”éategory”, to borrow a more suitable
metaphysical ‘term. Moreover, Taylor maintains that 'cause', as it is
used ?n speaking about an agent as the cause of his actions, is the
basicvsense of cause. In other words,fhe is claim}ng that, the con-—-
cept of agent causality (or equivalently 'agency') and the correlative

notion of action are 'basic'" in the sense thatﬁthey cannot be analyzed

in terms of concepts that are simpler or more readily undecrstood.

191bid., pp. 59-60.



Prior to undertaking an examination of the arguments Taylor
adduces in support of the "Theory of Agency' and before going on to
’ a
make a final assessment of his position, let us return to and very
briefly deal with the issue, seot to one side carlier, which ultimately
gave rise to the present Jiscussion. The issue "loft hanging fire",
S0 Lo speak, concerns the question why, on this theory, relorence to-

anoagent is deemed necessary in the description of any and all actions.

Now it seems that Taylor thinks reference to mysell as an agent is

-essential in the sentence 'T recalled the title to the article'

because what.the SCH(“HCC'dGSCTibCS is an action of mine. That is to
say, in case recalling the title to an article is my act, thch refer—
ence to myself is esscntial.since, by hypothesis, I am the cause of
it. Accordingly, in order to chéracterize any event as an action, one
must nocessarily assert that some agent is its cause. It is this ele-
ment alone that distinguishes talk about actions performed by agéngs
from that having to do with the remainder of human behaviour. 1In
short, it is for this reason that all action descriptions must bear
this characteristic ear mark. On the other side of the co%n, a state-—
ment to the effect that 'thg title of the article occurred to me in
virtue ol some students having mentioned the name of it's author'

has me to a ver;\different position. In this instance, I am not
active. I am not the cause or source of my being reminded. I am pas-—

3

sive. The titles occurring to me is a happening which is triggered or,
more precisely, is the causal consequence of another event, namely,

the student's uttering the appropriate name. Thus, my reczlling some-—

thing or other, and my being reminded of it are two fundamentally

190
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different kinds of behaviour distivouishabloe only by rc{frcnvo to the
csscntinl]yvdifforcnt types of causal relationship involved in the
respective occurrences.  In short, it is for this reason that action
descriptions must, of necessity, contain a reference to an agent,

Let us now examine the arguments. brought ftorward in support of
this theory of action. TIn holding -that the agent is {he vause of his
actious, Taylor is arguing that to seek out some pPrior event or pro¥
cess, as the cause of any act, ié~to commit nn-error of the most
fundamental sort. Some philosophers have wanted to maintain that what
differentiates actions from other events happening in, or to, a
person is that actions are brought about (i.e., efficiently caused) by
an antecedent mental state.or process. On such a' view, the differonce
between someone's raising their arm to sal?te»the Prime Minister and
the rising of his arm, in what to all nppeérances may be an identical
manner, consists in.the fact that the former, unlike the latter, is
caused by a mental occurrence, namely, a cﬁoice, decision, desire,
intention, and so on. Perhaps the man salutes in order to show alle-
giance to his country;s government or bossibly to gain the atténfion
of an attractive young lady. The rising of his arm, on the other hand,
is treated as a straight—forward effect of some change taking place
within his body. Frém his discussién, it is obvious that Taylor
believes that thé causal analysis of human behaviour constitutes the
most formidable opponent standing in the Qay of establishment Qf hié
positidﬁ{/ And, accordingly, it is agaiﬁst this doctrine, at least

his version of the doctrine he has® labelled as the:"VOlitiOJal Theory',

'

\

that the bulk of his objections are directed.

“ g



The fivst reason why Taylor is unimpressed by the thesis that

acts of will (i.e., volitions) bring about bodily changes, in cases of
° Al
actions, Is that the "theory" is advanced in the absence of any
evidence which would tend to substantiate the claim that there, after
. . A 20, . ,
all, exist such things' as volitions. Following Ryle, he argues that
whenever a person performs an action he should, if the volitional
daccount were correct, be able to discover not just, one but, instead,
two distinct events taking place. Depending upon how the thesis is
Interpreted, he shoulS find himself performing an act of will as well
: s

as a bodily action, or he should be aware of a mental change taking
place followed by certain motions in his body and limbs. However,

. . . ” -
neither empirical investigations in psychology, nor indeed the intro-

spective probing of one's own consciousness, have revealed Lhe exist—
&

@

ence of these separate and antecedéent activities or events which pur-
bortedly take place in the mind of the agent. In othér wo:ds,_iﬁ
moving a hand there are not twb distingutshable events which happen,
or two correlated things éne does — one simply moves one's hand. As
a result, Taylor maintains that the notion of an act of will undoE—
stood as é detachable a§compaﬁiment of, and which brings Sbout,fbodily
movements in the manner préscribed by the volitional doctrine is
merely a fiction. N

Taylor is persuaded that it is the marriage of two mistaken .

dogmas that is responsible for leading people, particularly certain -

\

philosophers, into talking about volitions as if they were the cduSes.”‘

of the things a man does. The first of these is the metaphysiﬁal

1bid., pp. 66-67.

3
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doctrine of the thorough-going determinist, that every event in nature
i
il

is caused by a prior event or pruvcss.hl Human actions, accordingly,
are vonstrued as changes occurring in a man which are the causal Qunsc*
quence of events of a special order — mental events. The sccond sup-
position, which when.combiﬁod with the first seems to lend a certain
ércdibility to the éausal analysis, is embodied in a common tendency
displayed by various persons to characterize some actions as "volun-

tary',i.e., performed willingly. The upshot then is that the supposed

kY
"inner causes' inherit a name, which is but one step removed from the
<
conclusion that something exists corresponding to that name. Taylor
rejects this notion contending that the ontological predicament of
volitions, thus understood, is roughly on a par with that of the
Fountain of Youth or the Golden Fleece.

The second argument Taylor advances against the doctrine of
volitions fixes on what is viewed the basic incoherence of the attempt
at a causal analysis of action. Here again he adopts.a line taken
' ; : 22 . . . )
earlier by Melden. The point of this contention is that to assert
that actions are bodily happenings produced by the internal workings
of the mind — intentions, purposes, reasons, etc., — 1s to completely
misunderstand the character of the causal relationship. In the case
of a genuine causal connection between events, e.g., between the waters

2
i

being heated to 100° C and the waters boiling, it is perfectly possiblé

A\
to describe each event independently of the other. In other words,

2l1pid., p. 65.

22A.I. Melden, Free Action. (London: Rouflédge and Kegan Paul,
1961), Chapter IX.: : '
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the bond between cause and effect is a purely contingent one. But wh
is the nature of the relation between intentions or motives, on the one
hand, and actions, on the other?
Al
To answer this question consider a case of someone's moving his
finger. What ¢an be said about the decision to move the finger without
referring to the fingers motion? According to Taylor we cannot describe
. J
the supposed cause, i.e., the decision or intention to move the finger,
independently of the purported effect, namely, the finger and its
motions. Furthermore, the only way in which we are able to differen-
tiate between the intention to move one's index finger aud the inten-
tion tuv move one's thumb is by reference to the differing bodily move-
ments in which they allegedly eventuate. That is to say, all that
distinguishes the volitions in question is that, in point df fact, they
. N ) "
brought about the movements of different fingers. Beyond this, Taylor
thinks, nothing more can be said. The problem, in his words, is that:
... decisions, choices, desires, tryings, intentions, and the
like serve no better than volitions as the causcs of actions,
and-for precisely the same reason — nomely, that it is

impossible, ..., even to begin to say what these events are
without describing them in terms of their alleged effects.23

Thus, the link between motives (or volitions) and actions is not contin-—
gent; it is, to the contrary, logical of a necessary character. For this
reason actions cannot be construed as the causal upshot of inner mental

goings on called "volitions", or what not. In brief, he concludes that

human actions are never caused, in the sense this doctrine requires,

by anything remotely resembling acts of will or volitions.

~

3Taylor,_gp_. cit., p. 72.
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A third complaint Taylor registers against the causal analysis r

of buman behaviour has to do with « voluntary character of a person's
actions. Now proponents of the volitional "heory would say that what
makes an action 'voluntary' is the fact that the bodily chany s which

.

occurs is brought about by a volition, i.e., one's choice, intention,
|

and so on., In this way, the intention is identificd as. the internal

mental event that causes the motion of one's body. Should the bodily

event turn out to be the result of some event othter than one occurring

£y
in.the mind of the agent, then the behaviour in which it doos even-

tuate could not be said to be a case of voluntary action. However ,

Taylor sees any such analysis of voluntary acts as involving an even

I8

more serious difficulty; namely, its having committed the fundamental

error of attempting to identify some event, process or state with a

° S

human agent. Human agents, he argues, are never identical with

v

.events— whether these events are conceived of ai,either mental or
physical changes occurring within them.24 They are, by contrast,
things; but unlike the things in inanimate nature, they alonelhave the
"gfficacy" or "poyer” to produce their own actions. 'Therefore, to
single out an inner occurrence, whether it be mental or physiological,
and attempt to maintain that it caused the individual's movements is,
on his view, téntamount to conceding that whatever took place was no
action of his. That isvto say, 1f such évents ‘are not caused by the

, _ N
agent himself then, on this hypothesis, he has nothing to do with

24Ibid., pp. 110-111. Taylor takes the same line in Metaphysics,
op.'cit., pp. 50-51, when he points out that, “"When I believe that I
have done something, I do believe that it was I who caused it to be
done, I who made something happen, and not merely something within me,
such as one of my own subjective states, which is not identical with
myself'. :

L Sra




them — they are indistinguishable from uncontrollable reflexes.  Thus,
unless the behaviour is caused by the agent or, equivalently, unless it
is within his immediate control, the change that does take place must

be regarded as an involuntary motion; by reason of the fact’ that it
. . B

differs in no blgnlflCﬂnt way from the beating of an "s-hear't or from

//‘

the jerking of one's knee In short, ']t is by.appealgto”thosc consid-

A
S %

erations that Taylor dismisses, or haq dttompLedA O\€b¥mlss the -

A
4oty

causal analysis of voluntary aétlanf

In arguing that mental stategwcannot be oansally llnkod w th
actions on tﬂe ground that agehts, raéher thﬁn mere eventé, nre.pro—
per]y‘regarded as thé caQSes of human activity, Taylér is obviously
begg: ..y the question. Nevértheless, in spite of its logical deficien-
cies, this particular line éf argumentation is instructive. For it
does serve to shed light upon the nature of the disparity separating

; .
his and the volitional theory and, perhaps, other causal accounts of
action. If oné grants Taylor's basic assumptions$,that actions age
caused or initiated by agents and that agent cau;ation isvincompatible
with event causation,then, of course, this coﬁﬁits one to the denial
of the.competing metaphyéical theﬁes advanced by the staunch determin-

. 4

ist, that every event in nature, including human actiqps, are caused
by some prior event or procesé. In a parallel fashion, Taylor's
rival assunption.ca;.be stated as follows: some events in nature, in
particular some human actions, are not caused (in the ordinary sense
of "cause") by prior events or changes; to the contrary, they are

caused by human agents. This is not to be construed as meaning that

all human behavioiv is uncaused (in the sense of "event caused"). 1In
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this context, this would be tantamount to claiming that every item of
human behaviour must be understood as the act of some agent, which

Is plainly ridiculous. What Taylor does defend is the somewhat more
reskricted view that sometimes persons makes things happen, or bring
them i, wt, and that when they originate their bcﬂnviouy in this way,
they are acting, or exercising agency. If true, theréfore, this view
is sufficient to overthrow the one to which the thorough-going deter—
minist is wed.

By its very ‘nature the disagreement between Taylor and the
strict determinist gives rise to special problems. ~To begin with the}
respective points of view are fund&mentally irreconcilable. That is
to say, the truth of one position excludes the possibility that the
other may be true as well. In the second place, an advocate of either
doctrine may dismiss objections Brought against the aésumptions
underpfhning his particﬁlar theory as simply being outside the frame—

work. Furthermore, by reason of the fundamental or primitive

character of the rival Presuppositi.ns, neither may be established nor,

indeed, rePwted by philosophical argument. . Consequently in order to
decide between these competimg accounts, one must go on to examine

these theories, or various versions of these theories, in more detail

to determine wheth 1 rhe overall account of action they advance is both

clear and cohere: ar  to distover what the logical (and perhaps the
empirical) fruits of endorsing one viéw over the other might be.

| In this connection, 1t mus# be s;ressed that the arguments
Taylor employs in -his attack on the theory of volitions ara not, as

-

we saw in our discussion of Melden's critique of causal theories of



i

'S

of action, suf:icient to show that it is in principle impossible to
account for the difference between actions and bodily movement s by
appealing to cvent cadsation. Now, since we have discussed tue reasons

why these argdments do not show that actions cannot be causcd earlieyg,

I shall not repeat them at this stage. The point T want to make here

is that because these arguments do not demonstrate that the "Causal

~
Theory of. Action" is untenable. the conflict between it and the Theory

3

of Agency renains. And thus if one is to decide between them, further

investigations of the kind described.above are essential.
With this end in view I want to critically examine Taylor's

attempt to propose a solution to the problem of action. It*is inter-

esting to observe at the outset that he employs a method of what might

s

best be described as "indirect justification' or "argument'" in suppor-

ting his account. By the method of indirect justification I mean a r

-

tactic or strategy, commonly employed in philosophical discourse,

that is designed to protect a certain claim or position by summoning -

&

arguFents or evidence meant to demonstrate that competing claims are
inadequate or indefensible. ﬁnfortunately, this modus operandi has a
serious limitation. That is, while it may sucééed in kindling ‘doubts’
about the.aAequacy of rival views, it does nothing diféctly to bring
» . o g

out the merits of the favoured view. And so it is with many of.
Taylor's arguments. As'a result, it is time we took a closer look at
his theofy in i;s own right so that,we might determiAe its merits.

Theré are it seems to me three main kinds of pgoblem associated
with Taylor's version of the Theory of Agéncy, They have to do with,

-

first, his concepts of agency, a voluntary action, power, and related

g
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4 :
wtions; sece ol his view (or views) concorning just owhat it ois (oo

an apent causes wiaen he perte: as an action; and, third, his asg Vel

unexamined claim that some of ou: actions ma. be aused by events, <)

[

sha i consider cach of these puints in to
At different times Tavior has attempted o ex-lain what!he means

by a voluntary action by telling us that it .., vi icusly, something

that is within £he agent's power, something that is withon one's imme-
diate control, something that is ."up to the agent” to do or to refrain

Lrom doing, and so on. Now, as a baiic concept.within Taylor': frame—
/ ' . r
work, naturally the notion of 'power' cannot be analyzed in terms of
‘ C e
concepts yet more fundamental. Nevertheless, he insists that we know: or

understand what it is for something to be within one's power without
N 3

being able to say in what it consists. TIn other words, while we may know

it is within our power to.do X, or to refrain from doing X, we cannot -
even begin to answer the questions, 'What does it.mean to say that some-

thing is within one's power?' and 'How do iou know?', cxcept;,of coufsc,
i

to say, ip reply to the latter chd%_this barticulaf;for% ug knoyiedge is
not the product of obserquion. But, it scems to me that more‘caﬁ, and
must be, said in connection with'knowledge of tﬁis sort if one is to givc}
a satisfactory aécounf of action. Lack of clarity on(ﬁhis pginp,«i; seems
to me, is a"source of further diinculfies at énother_stagé in hisuanglysis.
But, in this¥particular context, the introducﬁibnhof "power"' (add:felated;
notions) simply b{ynges the issue further into darknesé in a manner remih—:
iscent of the doctrine of Ethical Institutionism. The difference, being;

J

that Taylor, unlike Moore and his followers, seems to have posifedithe

existence of a "power—sense' instead of a "moral-sense" in order to-
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cover his logical tracks. As a result one is left in the position of having
no criteria for judging whether or not something is within the power
of an agent. The upshot of his attempt at clarification is that,
rather than illuminating 'voluntary action', he has pushed the concept
further into obscurity.

® The same sort of difficulty Crops up as soon as one begins to
subject his principal thes‘;, i.e., that human actions are caused by
agents -- not by events -- to closer scrutiny. Now Taylor has gone to
consi@eréb}c lengths to discredit &heories in which 'efficient causal-
ity' plays any central rolé in the analysis of 'action'. Nevertheless
he then promptly turns around and employs the concept of causality,
this time in a radically diffe;ent sense, in his own account. But what,
one wants to inquire, does this accomplish by way of elucidating the
problem? To be sufe, to say that the agent is the cause of his action
serves to draw attention the idea that the connection between an agent
and his ac;ion is logical as opposed to being cont%ﬂéent. Quitelapart
from the fact that this kind of tal¥ is, atMlééét? prime facie,mis-
leading, Taylor himself admits that it give 3;5 no more information to
say fthe agent causés his agt' than to say that 'He doeswit' or 'He

: Sl .
performs it'. No additional information is to bgvgaiqed simply because

LA,

he views these " a host of other , expressions a's synonymous. In
other words, -ne adv.ntages to be achieved by virtuc . adopting this
manner of spec ' ¢ s .m to be minimal in terms of it : . .rthering our

understanding. (. _.ourse, it appears that. now weé can employ the no-
tion of causality in all our discourse regarding human behaviour. But

this, too, is confusing.



The second important source of difficulty in Taylor's talk
about the causal efficacy of persons comes to the fore when one
attempts to determine precisely what it is the agent causes when he
acts.  On different occasions he claims, or otherwise implies, that
agents variously cause; the bodily motions involved in theiv acts,
their actions, their behaviour and their thinking or thoughts,25 as,
well as changes, events, happenings, motions, whatever is being done,
and so on. Simply stated the problem derives from Taylor's inability
to be clear about the second term in the causal relation expressed by

26 . )
"the agent causes X" Clearly, depending on the circumstances,

25, . .
"Thus, we can say that I am moving my fingers, but not my heart

and the same idea would be suitably expressed by saying that 'T [the
agent] cause the motions of my fingers but not those of my heart'."
(Ibid., p. 59). Here the implication is that the agent, at least some-
times, causes bodily motions in acting. In another context, he claims
that, "If we compare this [a bodily event] with some act, such as the
act of moving my hand, then however detailed we make the description,

we shﬁll not describe it as an act until we state that some agent has
causéﬁ it." (Ibid., p. 109). The possibility that agents sometimes
cause their own behaviour is implicit in the comment that, " ... a pre-
tended sneeze is an act, and the pretense seems to consist not' in a
behavioural difference but a diff.~cnce in how the sneeze is brought
about". (Ibid., p. 87). In other words, the two specimens of behaviour
may be identical and what distinguishes the contrived from the genuine
sneeze 1is that the behaviours are brought about by causes of distinct
kinds, i.e., agents and events respectively. Finally, in his discussion
of thought as action, he.first points out that, " ... we can say in the
case of anything which is an action of mine that I am the cause of it ...
and later, in the same discussion, that " ... my thoughts are not in the
ordinary sense things that merely arise and subside in my mind ... they
are sometimes acts that I literally perform'. (Ibid., p. 154-56). Here
the suggestion is that agents, under certain circumstances, may be said
to be the cause of-their own thoughts or thinking.

26 . . .
For a more detailed discussion of certain of the matters men-
tioned here see R. Abelson, 'Doing, Causing, and Causing to Do,' Journal

of Philosophy, LXVI (1969), pp. 186-92. A similar sort of concern is
also expressed in I. Thalberg, 'Do We Cause Our Own Actions?' Analysis,

27 (1967), pp. 196-201. Similar doubts concerning another prominent
version of The Theory of Agency, namely that developed by Roderick Chis-
holm, have been voiced by Donald Davidson in his. 'Reply to Commegts,' in
N. Rescher (ed.), The Logic of Decision and Action (Pittsburg: Univer-
sity of Pittsbuvrg Press, 1967), .p. 119. '




replacing 'X' with an expression characterizing one of these many dif-
¥
ferent sorts of goings on may create problems of one of two types:
first, in a numoer of instances, the expression subst ituted into the
formula may result in a statement that is Just plan false; sccond, on
certain other occasions, the replacement of 'X' by one of these other
locutions may fail to pres..ve the sense of the formula, with the
result being that the entire position is rendered incoherent.
These.points might best be explained and clafified by means of
an illustration. Let us suppose that a man seated at the wheel of his
automobile raises his arm, &hrns the key in the ignition thereby
bringing it.about that the engine is running. We might further assume
)
that he inadvertently removes his foot from the clutch while the trans—
mission is engagea —— perhaps he is preoccupied by his upcoming
appointment with the tenure committee —-— whereupon his car rolls ahead
a short distance strikiné another automobile parked immediately in
front of it, with the result that the hood on the second car flies up.
Now the important question here is 'Which of the events in this sequence
are to be counted as actsxof the agent and which are not?'. That is .
to say, 'Which of the actions, changes, motions, and sg on comprising
this incident are caused by the agent ahd which are the product of
causes of another sort?'. Very likely, if we focus upon the "bodily
motions involved in the act', faylor’s response would be that the - N
actions caused by the ;gent would include his raising'his arm, his
turning the key, and removing his foot from the clutch pedal. And when

we turn our attention to thought, his action may have been one of

thinking about his imminent appearance before the committee on tenure.



Nevertheless, it is also true to say that the agent causes, amony
. .

other things, the englne to be rununing, the ceollision between his and
another automobile, the hoods flying up on the seccond vehicle, and so
on. Yet at some point, in describing this chain of events, the transi-
tion from 'agent' to 'sufficient causation' has got to be made. Tor
surely it is false to say that causing the hood to fly open is his
action, or igniting the gasoline in the cylinders is something the
agent does.

Even when we confine our search for potential candidates for

'X', in tHe formula 'the agent causes X', to his behaviour, his Lodily

motions, hils thoughts or, in general, to whatever is being done by him,

one ends up in perplexity. Suppose the action is one of 'Smita's
raiéing his arm'; Are we then to take it that, in order to count the
event in question as an act, we must, in describing it fully, identify
Smith as its cause, in which case our descripgion reads 'Smith causes
his raising his arm?'. or perhaps, we are to say 'Smith causes the
raising af his arm'. Of course, it may well be that Taylor is presum-—
ing that we oﬁght properly to associate Smith's agency with the rising
of his arm instead of linking it with the raising of his arm. -Such a
ruling would open up .two additional possibilities:‘ i.e., of holding
that eitger 'Smith causes his rising of his Arm' or alternatively,
"Smith causes the rising of his arm' is an abpropriate way of charac-
terizing what has transpired. Similar sorts|of examples might be gen—
erated in the realm of thouggt,\with very much the same result.

At this stage, Taylor may wish to maintain that the issue has

become unnecessarily confounded because, in point of fact, 'the raising

of an arm' and 'the rising of an arm' amount to nothing more.than
&
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alternative descriptions of the same event. Will this stipulation
solve the problem? [ think not! That is even if we grant this possi-
bility, we are nevertheless left with a choice between 'Smith causes

his raising (risin his arm' and 'Smith causes the raising (rising
g £

. . - . } . . .
of his arm'.s By choosing the (evmer, i.c., 'Smith causes his raising
(rising) his arm' we render the theory of agency incoherent -- for one
of two reasons. In the first place, the fgr_ulé,\as it stands following

this particular choice, suggests that agent and action are independently

identifiable entities, a suggestion which is manifestly incompatible

IS

with Taylor's initial assumptions. Secondly, if an action is character-

ized as one of 'Smith's causing the motions of his fingers' (Taylor

) 27 i
does in fact employ just such an example” ') then the complete descrip-
tion, citing Smith as ghe cause of his act -- thus reported, would
amount to assérting that, 'S%ith causes Smith's causing the motions of
his fingers (arm)'. This, howeveri involves us in an infinite regress.
On the ocﬂer hand, by selecting the latter, i.e., 'Smith causes the
raising (rising) of his arm', we once more come face to face with the
question ”wﬁat is to be lost in terms of understanding if we were
merely to say 'Smith raised his arm period!'?".

It becomes pretty clear at this point that, degpite the deceptive
simplicity of the formula 'an agent caﬁses X', in acting, we run into
enormous confusion and a host &f difficulties when we set about trying
to get élear about | the sensé of this expression. 1Indeed, a case can be

made out for hdlding that these sorts of problems are due in large

measure to Taylor's liberal and undifferentiated use of expressions

27Sugra, p-. , n. 25.
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which he considers to be principal candidates for "X'. Nor is this an
end to the affair.

|

The third principal source of difficulty in his theory, wiich is

intimately connected with his analysis of 'action" may be scen to have

been prompted by the questions 'Can the behaviour of human beings be

r—a

explained?' and, it indeed it can, 'What form are such explanatory
accounts to take?'. Taylor's response to the first of these questions
is a qualified "yes"; But it is the nature of his reply tobthc sgcond
that is significant-here. Now a detailed examination of chg notion of
explanation and its connection with human behaviour in general would . .
take us far beyond the scope of the present inquiry. It is for this
reason that I shall concentrate only on a very limited aspect of his
discussion of the explanatioﬁ of actions; one I Qelieve to be intimately
'connectgd with the question 'what is an action?' and, thereby, with

’ 14
the first element of his doctrine. I shall argue that the view Tayldr
expresseé in this context raises some fundamental ques;ions regarding
the sorts of things he seems willing to countenanceé as éases of
action,;and that, in conéequence, serious doubts can oncehmoré be cast
upon the adequacy of his treatment‘of tﬁéfgéncept of an 'act;on'.

i

With respect to typical instances of involuntary motions that
personé undergo including; ciréulatory aﬁd digestive proceéses, reflex-
. movements and twitches etc., Taylor adopts the widgly held position
that they admit of complete -explanation in terhs of cause and effect.
On the other hand,’he has taken the position that, when we set about

the business of attempting to explain a particular action, ~e may

expect to encounter any one of three distinct possibilities: (1) that

a



the action was done purposefully (or for a reason) and conscquently its

explanation consists in citing the agent's purpose; (2) that“the action
, .

is the effect of prior events and circumstances, and, hence, is
explicable in terms of the events which cause it to happen; and (3)

that the action was done for no purpose, nor was it caused to occur by

antecedent states Jf affaifs, and is, as a result,‘inexplicable.z
The first of these, purposefﬁl acts, are of no p;rtigular concern here,
it being sufficient to note that the connection between purpose and
action in these circumstances is held to be a necéssary one. Similarly,
the third alternative, apparently free (uncaused) and capricious
actions, while problematical on ether grounds, has no direct bearing

upon the present issue. In short.,, the bone of contention here has

specifically to do with the claim that some actions are efficiently

brought about by prior events.

Taylor thinks that certain actions done by/persons can be -
v

explained by citing events causélly sufficient for the agents doing

-

what he did. However, it seems to me thatnby adopting this point of

view he is bound ultimately to construe some items of human behaviour
that are clearly not actions as if they were. The upshot of the whole
matter is either, that this contention points to additional ambiguity

AY
in his treatment of 'action' or that it involves him in further incon-

N

sistencies.
3
s ding to Taylor, it is possible, given the appropriate cir-
cumstanc. . »lain a man's removing his foot from the clutch pedal
(to retu-- t- nrlier example) by indicating that the agent was
28

Taylor ot , esnzcial.  Chapter X.
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literally caused to perform it by one'of the fellowing: his being in

. 29 , . 30 .

a state of tear, his being hypnotized to do so, or by various sub-

. . 31 . . - . '
conscious goings on. At this stage, we may simply inquire What
distinguishes this occurrence from the man's foot leaving the clutch
pedal, due say, to a muscular spasm, or while he is in a stupor brought
on perhaps by alcohol, or drugs, or when he is under an anacsthetic
or, otherwise, completely oblivious to what is taking place? If we

apply the coucept of:'action' to the first event, on what grounds are

we to refrain from applying it to the second? Are we to say of the

\

first motion that it is voluntary and of the second that it is

involuntary? Surely.this will not do. For by Taylof's own admission,
one cannot avoid perforﬁing tbe former, and_thug it bécomés indistin-
guishable from the latter ihasmuch as neither are up to the person to
do or to refrain from doing. But then if the distinction cannot be

made by appealing the criterion of voluntary control, and the cognate

v

notions, of power etc., then from Taylor's point of view at any rate,
it is incapable of being made. In consequence, one of two avenues
appear open to him here.. On the one hand, both events might be under-
stood as actions -- which is preposﬁerous. JIf, on the other, each 1is

treated as an involuntary motion, then of course what is being

explained causally in the first instance is not, as Taylor has assumed,

I
an action after all. (Recall his earlier assertion that by 'act' and

291bid., pp. 146-47. ' S

301bid., p. 1l4.

3ibid., p. l4b.

-
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'voluntary act' he means the same thing.) Hence, pursuing this latter
possibility would involve him in a blatant inconsistency. 1In any
- ') . .
event, Taylor's account of action is lacking in sufficient clarity to
enable us to decide this matter.
To sum up: the major problem in this context, and indeed the
principal difficulty that stalks Taylor throughout his entire analy-

sis, derives directly from the ambiguity surrounding the notigns of

agent causation, power, voluntary control, and so on. Clearly, it is

this that gives rise to the other problems we have just been discussing.

Another, and intﬁmately related, difficulty stems from Taylors having
neglected to give adequate attention to the significance of the
agent's awareness of what}he is about, of the agents knowing what he
is doing in doing whatever he does.32 0f course, this is a weakness
that, far from being peculiar to Taylor's theery of action, tends to
typify the great majority of recent work in action theoryjiﬁln my
view, nevertheless, it is his lack of attention to this mat&gr that
gives place to much of the unnecessary ambiguity and to cerggiﬂ df the
apparent inconsistencies in his position.

On the other side of the ledger;from my point of view the most
significaﬁt point that Taylor brings out in his analysis is the view

that if we are to make headway in our efforts to come to grips with

the problem of action, if we are to succeed in getting clearer about

2A similar point is made by D.M. Armstrong, in his '"Critical
Notice of Taylor's 'Action and Purpose'," in The Australisian Journal
of Philosophy, XLIV (1966), when he remarks that Taylor's account
" ... casts little light on the close connection between action and
information, in particular information about the current state of our’
body and environment'". (p. 234).

\
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how we might distinguish the things a person does from the things that
happen to him, we must‘alot the primary position in our account to the
perspective of the agent. {in this way, the position of the observer,
whether he be lboking on from a legai, moral or a scientific point

of view, even though pertinent, is ét best of secondary importance.
That is to say, relative to the agent who performs the‘actiod,vthe
spectator is in a less than privileged position in referen;c to certain
essential matters having to do with the appplicability of the concept
in particula’¥ instances. And this, or so’it seems to me, must be
reflected in our analysis of the concept. The second important point
that arises from Taylor's analysis is that it is perfectly possible to
identify and describe some of the actibqs persons perform without
having to resort to using moral and social terms connected with rules
of good behaviour. And what this shows is that there is an important
distinction to be made between identifying or describing an accibn on
the one ﬁand, and explaining and justifying it, on the other. In
short, it seems evident that Taylor regards aescription as an enter-
prise which is logically.prior to those of éxplﬁnation and justifica—
tion -“at least in the re;lm of human behaviour. In‘short,.in order
to justify something a<per§on does, it must be shown that'there is' a

way of describing what transpires that reflects the agent's point of

\
¥
-~

view. . L
In conclusion: What are we to say of the theories we have

examined during the course of this inquiry in relation to the problem

of action? Well, . begin with, as I intimated earlier, the complaints

raised by Melden and Taylor do not succeed in éhowing that the distinc-

209
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tion between actions and othér forms of human behaviour cannot be made
by appeal to events in the causal history of the two kinds of behaviour.
Yet, on the other hand, neither do the criticisms raised concerning
Taylor's version of the Theory of Agency point toAfatnl.flnws in the
kind of programme he has undertaken. For my own part, however, I

find the prospect of a theory’of,actidn that seeks to identify the
differences between '"doing" and "happening' by aéppal to differences in

the sorts of events that bring them about to be the more compelling

1

one -- on intuitive grounds. But, of comrse, this is no grgument.

As a result, and in the Light of what we have seen in the course of
this discussion, the most that can be said is that a great deal remains
to be done if we are to gain a better understanding of the very com~-
plex issues that underlie the problem of action. At present, we have

only begun to scratch the surface.

v
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CHAPTER VII
BEHAVIOUR, ACTION AND EDUCATION

By this poynt, there are no doubt  some who will have begun to
wonder why it is that I have’ not attempted a positive account of my own
of the distinction betw.en actions and other forms of human behaviour.
To this sort of question the reply is simply to point out that this has
not been my purﬁose in undertaking this line of investigation. As I
mentioned earlier, I set about this inquiry with a view to conducting
a sympathetic but critical examination of threé prominent theories
proposed by philosophers who have gone to considéréblg le%gths in

LAt

grappling with the problems of action. 1In approaéﬁing the subject in
this way, I have had two differenF bgt closely related ends in view; |
one of theg being more immediate, the other, more long-range. The

first and more immediate goal -- which repreéents the primary purpose
of this iﬁquiry_—— was to gaig a better understandiné of ghe problem of
action, of various approaches that have been adopted in trying to come
to Zrips with it, of the difficulties that arise in connection w;th
each of them, gnd‘of a number of other, closely related, issues‘emerging
from the study of my main problem. The second and more long-range goal,
about which cgsp#ratively little has been said thus far, is the'one

,

upon which I plan to concentrate in this chapter. It is to determine

how far and to what extent this kind of understanding can "e brought to

bear in order to shed fresh light on, and thereby enable us to gain new

211 . .



insights into, some of the problems of education.

In Chapter I, I suggested thﬁt there were a number of problem arcas
in.oducation to which an understanding of this sort is particularly pger-
mane.  These include: educational theory or résearch, educational
policy making, moratl educatioﬁ, testing and evaiuation, counsclling,
the evaluation of teachers and of teéching, the preﬁaration of
teachers, and the day-to-day activities of practicing teachers. In
this Chapter, I shall outline some bf the reasons why 1 think an under-
standing of the concept of auman action and of a number of closely
related matters are especially relevant to these fields of educational
endeavour. Now for a v;riety of reasons including; the scope and: com-
plexity of the problems I sh;ll be discugsing and the remarkable dearth
of any systematic philosophical work'in the area, what I have to say in
sequel, must, of necessity, be mereiy of an exploratory nature. My aim

is simply to mark out areas in which T think fruitful research along

these lines can and must be undertaken, and to encourage further dis-

Y] A ]

cussion about and inquiry into the very r;ch possibilities open to
those concerned with these mat\ters.u

How then, and in what ways, can an understanding of human action
»and an appreciation of some of the very imnhertant issues surrounding
it, help us to gain some insight into what is going on in educéﬁion,
why, and how‘we might begin to imérove it. Let me begin by making some
brief remarks about education.‘ In the first place, 'education' is
itself a very ambiguous notion. It may mean any one of at least three
difféfent things: ; \ : . ‘o ¢

(1) the ends, emotional, intellectual, moral and social, of the'
educational enterprise. From another point of view, these



&

;
ends may be regarded as the qualities thal characterise an

cducated person.

(2) - the means emploved to dehieve these ends, including such
processes or activities as teaching, training, leavning, ctce.
and
(3) the discipline or field of inquiry whose purpose it is to
enhance our understanding of these activities and achicve-
ments (i.e., educational theory or research).
From this it can be seen that education may be thought ot as involving
p
three separate, though intimately related, aspects. Now betore consid-
ering the contribution that an understanding ot the problem of action
‘ . :
might conceivably make to these problem areas, including cducational
theory and research, I want to bring out something of 1its importance

for certain rather more general matters associated with educational

activities and achievements, brgadly understood.
1

.

When we talk about the qualities that characterize the educated
person, or the ends of aims to be fostered by means of various educa-
tional processes, we tend to separate them into a number of different
categories. fhese cateéories typically include, belief, knowledge,
understanding, skills, habits, values, traits of character of person-
ality, . and so on. Interestingly, however, on closer inspection of this
list one finds no explicit mention made either of the actibns character- «
istic of an educated person, or.of the ;elat}onships between these other

- sorts c: qUaiities (or ends), e.g. knowiedge and values, and the actions
of those who ultimately come to possess them. In other words, 1n our
talk about different categories of educational achievement, or different
kinds of educational goals, there is apparently no provisien for actions.

Are we to take it from this, therefore, that there is no place in our



concern for the ends of education foF talk about action, and, hence, that
in our efforts to foster these qualities in persons we have no particular
interest in "influencing" their actions? This is a complex and diffi-
cult, but very important problem. And I have no intention of gqing
into it in any detail here. Nevcrtheless,‘in reply to the fir;t pArt
of the gquestion a number of points can be made., To begin with, T think
it is fair to say that as educators we do have a very keenﬂianrest in

H

the sorts of things people come to "do'" in the long run, as it were, by
virtue of their education, and that we do indeed believe that actions
represent a very significant dimension of the educated person's achieve-
ments. And, of course, this has long been the case. Aristotle, for
" .4
example, in discussing political science (something he takes to include
the art and science of education) makes the point quité explicitly,
when he says that the primary aim of this enterprise involves,, among
: N
other things, making citizens, " ... capable of performing noble
. o 1 . .
actions . Dewey, too, lays;considerable stress on the central import-
ance of action in the realm of educational achievements in suggesting
that we conceive of education, " ... as the process of forming funda-
mental dispositions, intellectual and emotiqpal, toward niture and
[} 2 > . ’ . .
fellow men, ... . Here of course the reference to action is implicit.
Nevertheless, it becomes explicit the moment we recognize that a dispos-

ition is nOfmally understood as a tendency to act in certain ways in

- &

lNicomachean Ethics, Book I, Chapter 9, 1099b; in Richard McKeon
(ed.), The Basic Works of Aristotle (New York: Random House, 1941), p.
947.

2John Dewey, Democracy and Education (New York: Macmillan, 1916),
p. 328. ' : :

ro

o~



certain circumstances. Thus, on Dewcy's view, in ncquiring certain
intellectual and emotional dispositions, a person is acquiring, among
other things perhaps, tendencies to act intellectually and emotionally.
And, even more recently, the role of action in the cducated person's
"make up' has been Qnderscored by R.S. Peters. In describing the kind
of knowledge and understanding that is the hallmark of an educated
person, he says that it must be of the sort that influences, " ... his

'

general view of the world, his actions within it and his reactions to
it ...';.3

Granting then that the actions of the edugated person have long
been and continue to be among the central cbncerns of educators, why iS.
it that‘there is so little attention paid to action as a cat ry of
achievement, on a par with, say, beliefs or values, when talk turns to
educational aims or goals? Therﬁ are it seems to me two closely con-
nected reasons for this. 1In the first place, -there is a tendency to
assume that the impact of teaching, learning, and various other educa-
tional processes, on the actions that a person may ultimately come to
perform in virtue of his involvement in them,is appropriately conceived
of as being "indirect". And, there are, at least two important consid-
erations that lead us to think in this way: one of the being psycholo-
gical, the other moral. The first is the viéw that, céntrary to what

¢

certain contemporary behaviourists would séém to suggest, persons can-
not be equipped with actions in the way t??t automobiles car '« fitted

- g
with spark plugs %nd water pumps. Action simply cannot be "bolted on"

3R.S. Peters, "What is an Educational Process?' in R.S. Peters
(ed.), The Concept of Education (London: Routledge and-Kegan Paul,
1966), p. 9. ’
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from the outside, as it wére. On the contrary, we assume that every-
thing a person experiences in the course of being exposed to, or
involved in, éducational processes and everything he acquires or learns
as a result, will always be mediated by his existing conceptual scheme,
his purposes and expectations at the time, and so on. And so it is,

we believe, with the "acquisition" of actions. Only in the case of
actions, we are inclined to make the further assumption that the

"route through" to the actual attainment —- viz., to the performanéo of
‘the desired actions themselves, is longer, more indireét and, conse-
quently, more fraught with hazards than the path to some of these other

ends.. Accordingly, for such "psychologic. !" reasons we tend to concen-

trate our energies in working toward other and seemingly more accessible -

ends, such as knowledge or belief.

There is a second reason for our unwillingness to tamper "dir-
ectly'" with the particular actions that educated persons may ultimately
come to perform. It is simﬁly that we are inclined to believe it to
be morally objectionable or wrong tobequip a‘persén in this way because
the type of programmipg it seems to imply (if this sort of thing is at
all possible) would represent a very serious infringement on his per-.
sonal freedom; _As a result, together with Aristotle, De&ey and feters,
we aspirerinstead to foster an individual's éapaéitiés for action or his
" tendencies to act iﬁ certain ways invcértain circumstances. For in
doing so, we believe we. will be able to ﬁreserve the integrity of ghv
individual's ;hoice, and to protect and enhance his capacity for inde-

pendent. judgment in respect of the things he does. In short, it is iu

-

) ; .
the light of considerations like these that educators tend to think
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that the most suitable way of influencing the actions of the educated
3
person is an "indirect" one.

Butithere is, [ strongly suspect, a second, and much more funda-
mental, reason why in our talk about various kinds of educational aims
or ends, we make no explicit provision for action and, instead, tend
Lo concentrate more on beliefs, knowledge and understanding, values,
and so on. The reason, I submit, is that, aléhough as educators we
commonly assume that the beliefs, the knowledge and the values we
» 8trive to hand on to our students will have some bearing on the things

|

~they ‘do", we simply have no clear conception of how an educated per-
son's actions might be linked up with them. For example, we a?e largely
ignorant of how a sound grasp of certain principles of Elementar§
Arithmetic or of'Newtonian Mechanics might influence the things persons
‘do. We know preciogs little about what impact an appreciation of the
work of ceftain 20th century Russian novélists or that of certain 19th
century British poets mightvhavevupon the actions of those who achieve
this kind of appreciation. iAnd we are pretty much in the dark about

the ways in which ;omeone's‘kAowledge of the'antecedents and conse-
quences of the R;el Rebellion might affect their actions, and so on,

Now in reply to this cherg are likely to be some who, while acknowiedging
that there are indeed rather serious "gaps" in our knowledge concerning

-

the relationship between a person's knowledge, values or understanding

on the one hand, and his actions .on the other, will be very quick to
point out that this "gap'" is much less pronounced when. it comes to

habits and skills. And I think there is a sense in which this point is

. well taken. Clearly, there is no ‘denying that the connection between a

’
I



person's habits or skills and certain of the things he chs, as we now
understand these notions, is a very intimate one indeed. After all,
habits and éLillS are usually énaiyzed as tendencies to act (or behévc)
in certain ways in certain circumstances. Nevctheless,‘this kind of
comment misses the point of my present concern entirbly. The issues I
;m raising here -- about ‘the relationship between the beliefs, know-
ledge, understanding, values, habits and skills, etc., of educated per-
sons and the actions they perform -- is but the .tip of a very much .
larger iceberg. And what lies beneath the surface is a very complicated
set of problems having to do with, among other things,‘the adequacy
of our current ways.of conceiving of these qualities and of their rela-
tionships to action. In other words, I am suggesting that an important
‘ ' ' .
part of the explanation for why it «is that we have no clear idea of how
knowlédge,vbeliefs, vélues, skills, etec., connect up with actions is to
be found in the simple fact that we have no clear idea of what is
involved in performing an action. This is not of course to say that
théfe is no work to be done in clarifying the ‘concepts of knowledge,
understZ%ding, values, habits, skills, and so on, or in exploring the
empirical dimensions of these relationships. On the contrary, a great
deal needs to be done in thesSe areas as well -- eSpecially in the light
éf the growing tendency in educational circles nowadays to place less
emphasis on knowledge, understanding and values as products or things
one ‘acquires, and more upon knowing, understanding and valuing as pro-
cesses or things one doe5; Rather, my purpose in drawing attention to
these significant and yet formidable gaps in our understanding when it
, :

I3 » [ . ‘- . :
. comes to educational aims or ends if three-fold. First, it is to raise

IR
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some very basic doubgs‘about the ways in which we currently concpiQo of
educational aims or ends. Secondly, I want to call attention to arcas

in which I think new work needs to be undertaken. And, finally, and most
importantly, 1 have sought to underscore the point ‘that philosophical
inquiry into human action can make a vital contribution to our efforts

to come to grips with a number of very’important problems in this fun-
damental area of educational concern. And the area is fundamental!
Because unless we have some idea of where we are going in education, we
can have no iﬁea of what is to be doneé in order to get there.

Let us now consider how philosophical inquiry into human action
can help to better our understanding of thermeans we employ in our
“efforts to achieve educational ends -- viz., our understanding of edu-
cational processes. I shall begin by making some observations about
the general import of this kind SE'inquiry for educational p}Ocesses
b:oagly understéod and then move on to talk about its bearing on -parti-
cular problem areas falling under this rubric.

When we iturn our attention to the means by which personsiachieve
educational ends or gqals we quite natﬁrally tend to think of teaching
and learning. But what sorts of thing are they? How are they related?
How, if at all, do they differ from each other and from ;uch other |
educational processes as;'training,'conditioning, memorizing, imita-
tion, play, and so on? Let us look first at teaching., What is ‘
teaching? What does it mean to say of someone that they are teaching?
A number of philqsophers who have pioneered the kind of study I am

advocating have answered the question in somewhat different ways.
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B. 0. Smifh, one of the first to break ground in this area,

maintained that: . -

teachlng consists of a succession of acts bv an individual
whose purpose is either to show other persons how to do some-
thing or to inform them that something is ‘the case.%

Later on Smith altered his position somewhat in claiming that:

teaching is a system of actions intended to induce learning.

‘u

Israel Scheffer, who has also done some important and influential
ground-breaking work in the field, has taken the position that:

Teaching may be characterized as an activity aimed at the achieve-

ment of learning, and practised in such manner as to respect the
student's intellectual integrity and capacity for 1ndependent

judgment. 6
And, T. F. Green has-argued that:

teaching is itself an instance of human action aimed at
enhancing the human capacity for action.’

And, fipally, not so long ago, Paul Hirst provided this analysis

“\

of teaching:

A teaching activity is the activity of a person, A (the teacher),
the intention of which is to bring about an activity (learning),
by a person, B (the pupil), the intention of which is to achieve

4 .
B.0. -Smith, 'On the Anatomy of Teaching,' reprinted in R. Hyman

(ed.), Contemporary Thought on Teaching. (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-
Hall, 1971), p. 20.

5B.O. Smith, 'A Concept of Teaching,' reprinted in R. Hyman (ed.),
Ibid., p. 40.

61. Schef fer, 'Three Philosophical Models of Teaching,' in R.S. o

Peters (ed.), op..cit., p. 40. See also Scheffer's The Language of
Education (Sprlngfield I11.:  Charles Thomas, 1960).

v

7 3
\ T.F. Green, 'Teaching, Acting and Behaving,' reprinted in
R. Hyman (ed.), op. cit., p. 53. u



some end-state (e.g., knowing, appreciating) whose object is X
(e.g., a belief, attitude, skill).8

From this it is clear that there is pretty geuner 'l agrecment

among philosophers of education on the view that teachiny can be re-
garded as either an action or ah ac:t:iv,ity.9 ZBeyond this point, however,
there is considerable.debate and disagreement about what sort of an
action or'activity téaching is. In other words, the issue of how the
anaiysis of teaching understood as actién or activity might most appro-
prgate?y proceed is a highly controversial matter. Certain writers
like S;heffler and Green take the position that teaching is, at least
in part, a normative Conceﬁt.i Consequently, they have gone on to Ery
to show how teaching is to be marked off from other, less desirable,
ways of "influencing' people, sgch as brainwashing,bfibery, cOndision—
ing, coercion, indocgrination,‘etc. Indeed, although it seems or;ginally
to have been an off-shoof of the interest in 'teaching', ﬁhe‘topic of-

. - ° !
indoctrination has recently begun té develop a literature of its own. 0
Others, likewise concerned with giving an account of ‘the generic char-
acferistics of teaching, have maintained that teaching is primarily a
descripqive concept. Hence, they havg attempted to specify the condi-

tions under which teaching may be Said to be an educational process --

on the assumption that the locus of educational value is to be isolated

'8P.H. Hirst, 'What is Teaching?' Journal of Curriculum Studies,

Vol. 3, No., 1 (1971), p. 12,

9For perhaps the most ambitjious and thorough~-going anal%sis of
teaching as action to date, see J.E. McClelLan's{ Philosophy of Educa-
tion (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1976).

10

Cf. I. Snook (ed.), ConceptS of Indoctrination: Philosophical
Essays. (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972).

.~



re

%)
[

not in particular processes such as teaching but rather in the ends
towards which any one ofva vareity of processes may be directed.l And-
still others have been more concerned with some.of the specifics of
the teaching act than wi;h the generic features that mark teaching off
from kindred occurrences. Smith, for example, has done a good deal of
work with a view to elucidating the logical properties of teachers'
verbal actions. h

Now, as I remarked earlier, most philosophers tend to agree that
teaching, understood as an educational process, is an action that one
performs ér an activity in which one engages. Whatever disagreements

T T T

there are betwean them, centre not on this but on other res of
the concept of teaching. At this stage, however, I would ik n
propose that we begin to seriously.reconsider some of thesc¢ 'naly s
of teaching: especially in the light of recént dévelopments in  he
philosophy of action. I make this suggestidn for a number of reas.ns.
First of all, ﬁhe vast majority of the work done on the concept of
teaching thuf“ﬁar, pre;uppéses an analysis of action (or action‘con—
cepts) gt proceeds along grammatical or quasi-grammatical linés.
Here the idea, is that by meticulously probing the properties of the
felevant English verbs, by systé;atically classifying and re-classifying
these ve;bs in a vafiety of ways, and then by assidupusly ekplofing the

¢

shades and subleties of difference between members of the various

~

lle. R.S. Peters, op. cit., p. 1.

lZB.O. Smith and M.0O. ‘Meux, A Study of the Logic of Teaching

»(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1962). See also B.O. Smith,
"M.0. Meux, J. Coombs, G.A. Nuthall and R. Precians, A Study of the
Strategies of Teaching (Urbana: Bureau.of Educational Research,
University of Illinois, 1967). )




classes -- all of which has a remarkably Baconian ring to it --.we can
begin to.eke out a better understanding of what action is and,
ultimately one supposes, of what teaching is.13 And there is no
denying that this kind of approach has yielded some important prelim-
inary insights both into fteaching} and into 'action', as we commonly
understand them. Nevertheless, in the last while, very Serious doubts
have been voiced concerning the ultimate.utility of this modus .
operandila -- especially, if what one is sgeking is a clegr, coherent
and comprehensive analysis of human action and, by implication, of
teaching. In other words, if it is a matter of some importance to
develop a more systematic aécognt of teaching, as I believe it to be,
and if there are serious limitations to these grammatical or quasi-
.grammatiéal strategies,. then this is one very good reason for recon-
sidering some of these eérlier'analyses and beginning to.eXplorejthe
poséibility of developing a more adequate and defensible aCcount‘of
the,nature of teaching -~ grounded on a better understanding of human
action.

ﬁost accounts of the teaching act accord a prominent rolé to

the concepts of intention, and purpose. To teach, it is often argued,

is to do something or to engage in a certain activity with a certain

13John Austin has aptly characterized this way of approaching
certain sorts of philosophical problems as '"drawing the coverts of
the microglot" or as "hounding down the minutae'.

ASee particularly Donald Davidson's, 'The Logical Form of Action
Senténces;' in N. Rescher (ed.), The Logic of Decision and Action
(Pittsburg: University of Pittsburg Press, 1967), pp. 81-95 and his
'Agency,' in R.Binkley, R. Bronaugh-and A. Marras (eds.), Agent, Action
and Reason (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1971), pp. 3-25.

(9%
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intention or purpose in mind. Yet having said this, proponents of these
views seem to také it for grahﬁed that the céncepts of intention and
purpose are straight-forward and unproblematic, ahd moreover, that the
connections between intentions and purposes on thc‘dﬁe‘hand, and
actions and activities on the other, are crystal clear. This is simply
not the;caSe. Interestingl&, this ;;rt of dikficulty has surfaced as
one of the foéal points of debate in the controversey 3urrounding the
conceptvof indoctrination. It centres on the que;tion of whether
indoctrination is somethipg that nust be done inténgionally or of
whether, by contrast, it may be done unintentionally. And, Fheré are
signs of similar sorts of difficulties elsewhere. Here again I think
that we can begin to make important strides in our efforts to disentan-
gle these very complex problems by stepping béck from certa?n of the
received views concerning the nature ‘of teaching, indoctrination, and
s . .

so on, and examining them in the light of some of the recent work 1in
the theory of action —-- and, iqdeed, in the philosophy of mind, more
gegerally understood.

At this stage let me enter.a brief caveat so as to avert one
kind of misunderstanding that may develop from what I have said. So
far it may seem that my interest in re-examining existing aﬁalyses of
.the concept of teaching stems more from a desir; to keep abreast of
recent developments in certain otber branches pf philosophical inquiry,
e.g., action thegry and the philosophy of mind, than it does from a 7
concern fbr improviné our understandiﬁg of teaching. In other words,

the traffic between the philosophies of mind and action on the one

side, and educational theory on the other, may have seemed to this

<
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point to have b . L one-way. In ;Eplying to this sort‘of concern,
let me just say that I believe that philosophical rescarch in these
areas does have much to contribute ﬁo thé dcvelopmént of this aspect
+of educational theory. But the converse is also true. The work done
_ by Smith, Scheffler, Green énd others reéreseﬁts genuine ground-breaking
work not only in the philosophical sthdy”of teaching but also in the
philosophies of mind-and action. fin short, as I see it, the relation-
ship between these brancﬁes of the philosophical enterprise ié not
that of host and parasite. Rather it is more like that between two
explorers encountering the same terrain for the first time, with some-
what different ends in view but'sharing their unique resources. In
other words, alghough I may have been stressing the bénefit; available
to those intereéted in the analysis of' feaching through an acquaintance
with recent activities in the pﬁilosophy of action,rI am equally gon—'

#

vinced that philosophers concerneg with the theé;; of human action

stand to lbenefit a good deal through being acquaintéd wfih what is going
on. in the realm of .educational theory in general, and in the study of
teaching in particular. In short, it is my hope that in the future
‘there will be far/more two-way traffic between these two spheres of
endeavour than there has been up uhtil now.

Returning to the main podint of this discussion: there,is a third
reason why I would want to urge that we reconsider these pioneeriné
accounts of the nature of teaching.ﬂ Its-roots*are>to be found neither
in the philosophy of action nor in philosophical inquiry into the con-

cept of teaching. Instead, it springs from issues that have emerged in

recent empirical reseafch in the area of classroom teaching -- a topic
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about which I will have more to say momentarily. At this point, suffice
it for me to-say that recent developments in this field of inquiry scem
to make{it ‘imperative that steps be taken to bridge the gap between the

high level, generic accounts of teaching offered by philosophers,and

-

!
the somewhat more down-to—earth and specialized schemes for observing

and describing teaching employed by more empirically-minded researchers.
"That there is such a gap is rather graphically illustrated in the com-
ments of the authors of a very important recent book dealing with
"empirical" research on classroom teaching. At one point, in discussing
just what it j[is that is to be studied when one wants to learn something
about teaching, they takeyissue with the analysis of teaching according
to which teaching is consfrued as acting "with the intention that pupils
will learn something', partly on the ground that teachers often do things
. : . 15 ' '

with non-learning goals in mind. Clearly, these remarks are meant to.
kindle doubts about the adequacy of an account of teaching of the sort
proposed by Smith, Scheffler, Hirst and others. Later on, however,
in outlining some of the "methodological" problems involved in the
observation and identification of teaching at the '"chalk face", as it
were, they raise a somewhat different but related issue:

There are times, however, when the teacher vacates the centre of

the stage and a pupil engages in behaviour which 1is identical to

teaching behaviour -- such as explaining the-asolution’to a.

mathematical problem with the aid of the chalkboard to the rest

of the class with the intention that others should learn. One

could ask whether the pupil in question has temporarily. ''become"
the teacher.l

lSM.J. Dunkin and B.J. Biddle, The Study of Teaching (New York:
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1974), p. 44, note 1.

16Ibid,, p. 56, emphasis mine.
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It secems evident that there is a gap separating the authors' understand-
\

ing of a philosophical account of the concept of teaching from their

understanding of how it might apply to what goes on in c¢lassrooms. And

.

this kind of misunderstanding is, regrettably, far froﬁ uncommon.
Indeed, it is frequently taken for granted that only the things done by
persons occupying the social role of teacher count as toach{ng. But
problems arise when it is recognized not only that not every attion a
teacher parforms can count as a teaching act, but also that some of the
things that pupils do may involve '"behaviour which is identical to

teaching behaviour'. Obviously other points can be made concerning

«

remarks like these. Nevertheless, my object in referring to them is

simply to call attention to the existence of a very important hiatus

¢ ~

between the work being done by philosophers and that heing done by
empirical researchers on the subject of teaching., Now it seems to me

‘that one of the things that needs doing if this gap is to be bridged

B

is for philosophers to reconsider some of the traditional analyses of

"teaching' with a view to elaboréting them iun such a way as to bring
them more clearly into contact with what goes on when Lhe classroom ;s
in session. For it is ot at all clear how it is that tﬁese high

level accounts are to be connected up in an informative and illuminating
way with lower level descriptions meant to-'capture certain of the day-
to-dny "realities" that repregéﬁt important slices of classroom life.
What, for example, of the pupil who explains ghe solution of a mathe-
matical problgm to his classmates with the primary intention of securing

the teacher's approval? Are we to say that he is teaching? Or what

about someone who produces an elaborate and well organized ‘pattern of

)

[

[
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utterances -- utterances having the "outward" form of qucgtions -~ not
because he wants the students to answer them, uaurstilliless because he
intends that they should learn from what he does, but becausc he
believes that this is the sort of "thing that teachers do and wants to
imitate it in order to gain a passing grade in practice teaching? 1Is
that person teaching?” ' to take yet another example, consider the
case of a teacher who adjusts the window Blinds in order that students
seatce.d at the back of the classroom_can more readily see somet hing she
wrote on the chalkboard during the noon-hour. In'édjusting the blinds,
is she teaching? And what is to be said of hef writing on the chalk-
board during the lunch break? I it or is it not a case of teaching?
Questions like these are meant to put additional pressure on
existingqénalysés of 'teaching' -- as well as, on the underlying con-

cepts of action, activity, intention, puipose and so on, on which they

N

N

rest -- by.pointing out that they turn out to be woefully i. .dequate
when one attempts to épply them to particular occurrences. These weak-
nesses become very apparent when one tries to link‘up these accounts
with some of the research currently being undertaken with a view to

developing a better understanding of classroom teaching. Nevertheless,

here once égaiﬂe I think that recent developments in action theory -
offer some valuable insights into how we might go about forging a

closer connection between the two.

To sum up: in discussing the relevance of action theory for the

[

study of teaching as a process of education I have tried to make four
. ' .
il

main points. First, most existing accounts of the concept cf teaching

treat teaching as some kind of action or activity. Second, the views

\
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of action, activity, intention, purpose, and so on, that such accounts
typically presuppose are open to serious question on philosvophical
grounds —-- and so, too, for this reason are the corresponaina accounts
bf teaching. Third, thesé‘analyses also leave a good deal to be
desired when look ' at from another point of view; namely, f{rom that of
their utility when brought to bear, in the course of empiri;al research,
in an attempt identify particular classroom occurrences or episodeé, as
instances of teachiﬁg or non-teaching. And my fourth point is that, in
iphe light of these and other difficulties, we must begin to take steps
towards developing a more adequate and defensibl? account of teaching
as an educational process, and that recent developments in the philoso—
phy of action (and the philosophy of mind) can afford us with valuable
insights into how this might be done.

Whether it is claimed that learniﬁg is any change in behaviour
that results from experience -- as-'it has been by thosé with an
empiricist perspective, of'whether, instead, it is ﬁaintained that

O ) .
learning is the acquisition of knowledge'through experience -- as it
has been by those with a rationalist cast of mind, it seems evident
that at some point attention has got to be paid to actions‘of activi-

)
ties, if anything like an adequate account of human learning is to be

provided. Indeed, it can be argued that in any adequate theory of

human learning a fundamental role has got to be accorded to the

notions of action and activity. And, by the same token, Wwhen learning

.

is understood as an educational process -- as a means for the realiza-

tion of educational aims or ends -- action and activity must play an

equally prominent part. Until very recently philosophers have done

S
e
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précious little wdrk on the topic of learning. UnfortunateLy,'they
have done little more in connection with learning as an educétional
process.l7 And, when it comes to the connections between actions and
activities on the oné side, and learning construed as a process of
education oun the other, this is all Lut virgin turffl8 Given this
state of affairs and given,'too, the essential importance of learning
to education, it is clear that much remains to be done in this area
if wé are té develop an adequate andg defensible theory of education.
Furthermore, owing to the intimate connection (or'connections) between
'teaching' and 'learning'’ -~ whatever the precise character of this
relatioqship (or these relationships) turns out to be - any significant
advance in one of these areas is likeiy to contribute to important
insights in the other. ‘And in both areas of endeavour philosophical
inquiry into human action has a v al role to play.

To this point I have been Stressing the contribhtions that the

philosophy of action can make cowards the improvement of our over-all

l7Valuable examples of exploratory work in this sphere may be C
found in I, Scheffler's, Conditions of Knowledge'(Chicago: Scott- )
Foresman, 1965), especially Chapter I, in B.P. Komisar's, 'The Non~
Science of Learning,' The ‘School Review, Vol:. 74, No. 3 (1966), pp. 249-
645 in R.F, Dearden's, The Philosophy of Primary Education (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1968); especially Chapter 6; and in D.W.
Hamlyn's, 'Human Learning,' in S.C. Brown (ed.), The Philosophy of

Psychology (London: Macmillan, 1974).

8For a brief, preliminary sortie into the realm see R.S. Peters,
Op. cit., p. 9-16. On the other hand, for a more sustained exploration
of the territory which involves, among other things, an attempt .to give
an account of the relationship between actions and activities, Glenn
Langford's, 'The Concept of Education,' in G. Langford and D.J. 0'Corinor
(eds.), New Essays -in the Philosophy of Education (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, l973),‘ESpecially section III, is a most interesting
essay. . :




understanding of the very complex business of education; of the aims or
e%ds of the enterprise, and of the means of processes involved in
reflizing those ends. 1In doing so, I havé sought to émphaSize some of
the ways in which action theory can be of assistance to us in our

R . : '

efforts to develop a clearer, more coherent and more comprehensive ways

4 '

of thinking about the educational enterprise. In short, I have tried
to show tﬁe sorts of roles that this form of inquiry can play in our
efforts go come dp with a more adequate theory of educatisn.
'Educational theory', as I am using the term here, is,gn activity

concerned to inquire into a broad spectrum of educational ends, prac-
tices, policies, procedures, doctrines, ideologies,“recommendations,
and so on, with a view improving our understanding of education so
that we may ultimately begin to make more intelligent, more informed
and more rational decisions'abogt what we ought to be doing in this
sphere. 1In order to achieve these purposes, we set out to ask and

‘ ; ' ,
.answervat least three different but éloSely related types of questions
about education. First, there are concepgual questions suchvas 'What
is teaching?' or 'What is or what might be meant by éeéching?'; Se-
condly, we sometimes ask questions like 'Ought -indoctrination to be
regarded as a justifiable educational process?', 'Why should~science
rather than Latin be taught?', 'Should all youngsters below a ceftain
agé\be compelled to attend schools?', 'What is good teaching?', and so
on. Tﬁeéé are gormative questions. And, we also ask empirical Auest—
ioné like 'Why do schools tend to be so resistant to various types of

educational reform?', 'At what age do most students tend tc have the

least difficulty mastering the concept of mass in physics?', 'What is

231
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the most effective strategy for teaching students how to solve simult-
aneous linear equations?', etc. Now a cursory glance at these éxampleé
makes it pretty plain that the dividing lines between these various
types of questions are not very sharp ét all. Indeed, manv of the
questions li§ted'here, as well as those I have raised earlier in the
Chapter, have conceptual, normativé and empiriéal sides to them, Con-
sequently, it is often as difficul; as it is important to separate out
these various elements. And, élthough it is\something tﬁat frequetiiyﬂd
goes unnoticed, even today, this is true of a great majority of tﬁe :

important questioﬁs that we are concerned to raise in the context of

educational theory. 1In fdct, I think #t is probably fair to say that

s
7

tHe failure both to recognize that very different Efnds of questions

can be r;iséd about the eduéétional enterprise and to appreciate that
in order to answer conceptual, normative and empirical quéétions’ver§
different types of inquiry must be undertaken, are factors which go a
geod way fowards explaining the woolliness of much of yhat passes for
educational theory and research these days. '

So far,.then, in stressing the relevance of action theory to
educational theory I have focussed on certain fundamental educational
concepts, such as teachidg and learning, and a number of’rathgr broad
issues or questions importéntly connected with them. In what followk.
I plan to consider a’variety of more specific questions which arise in
a number of problem areas; questions having to do with particular
policies, practices, procedures, recommendations and so on, rather

than with the over all conceptual framework of educational Ctheory.

Many of these issues are multifaceted, in the sense that they have not
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only conceptual sides to them but normative and empirical ones as well.
As a result, in suggesting that philosophical inquiry into human action
can help in sorting them out, I am only claiming that it is relévant

to the conceptual side of these problems. In other words, I do not

mean to imply that normative and empirical inquiry have no part to play.

On the contrary, owing to the complex nature of these issues, it is
clear that investigations-of all three types are essential if we are
to begin to make signif%canﬁ inroads into them. In short, the point 
I want to make here is éhatgmi'commentg are direcfed‘mainly to the
conceptual side of these issues; particularly, aét;hey relate to theﬁ
concept of human action.

The philosophy of action can also make very important contribu-

. . .
_tions to our attempts to‘come to grips with a wide variety of rather
more specialized problem areas in_thé sphere of education. From among
them, I have selected a number that happen to be the cengre of.a gqu
deal of recent discussion and debate so as to illustrate in somewhdt
more detail the kind of role that philosophical inquiry into human
action can play in educational contexts, and to draw attention to
problems on which I think additional philosophical inquiry of this kind
can fruitfully be undertaken.

Let us look first at the field of edutational regearch. It has
iong been assumed by educators, énd especially by those involved in
educational research, that the proper and, indeed, the only route to
bona-fide knowledge about practical educational matters is through the

social sciences. It has been taken for granted that from the careful

study of the theories currently accepted in various branches of

)
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anthropology, psychology, sociology, and 'so on, onec could derive, very

8

L ¥
directly, "implications'" thdt would significantly inform and ultimately

 reform the business of teaching and learning. 1 shall call this the

"implications model of educational research'. Of late, however, an
increasing number of voices from this quarter of the educational com-
munity can be heard to be raising very serious doubts about the tena-
bility of this view of the nature of educational inquiry, and urging,
in consequence, that efforts in this realm be significantly redirected.,

What then are some of the main difficulties associated with doing
"educational researcﬁ" in this fashion, viz., according to the "impli-
cations model"? 'In the first place, it is a mistake to suppose that

:
from a statement, or a set of statements, describing how pigeons learn
to play ping-pong we can logically derive any conclusions concerning
either how #hildren ought to learn, or how they ought to be taught, to
play‘ping—pong -- or ‘anything else for that matter. To make this
assumption 1s to commit the fallacy of supposing that one céﬁ deduce ’
recommendationsAconcerning what ought to be done from statements about
what Is the case. 1In other words, this conceptibn of educational
research and its contributions to the eﬁteéprises of teaching1and
learning is defecfive because it confounds normative issues with empir-
- . ,

ical issues.

But there are other and more fundamental kinds of difficulties
inhéreg% in this yiew of the nature of educational resgarcw. In
ekpressing his concern about the dismql state of the art, R.S. Peters

alludes to some of these difficulties when he says that:

.One of the things that has depressed me most has been the dearth
of limited generalisations established by psychologists in fields



such as learning, academic motivation and classroom control.

" And one of the inhibiting factors has sureiy been the yearning
for scientific respectability of psychologists working in this
field which they have imbibed from departments of pure psychology.
Instead of setting out concretely what needs to he known and trying
to devise ways of decreasing our ignorance at the coal face, as it
were, they have tried to apply some piece of one of the classical
theories in this field and have consequently bored generations of
teachers to dearth with these irrelevant pieties. 1In the field
of human learning, for instance, the tendency has been to extra-
polate some generalizations taken from Hull or Skinner to fieldg
which, in my view, they have o ly marginal relevance. No wonder
Piaget, who actually did some Eork on children, is treated as 1
kind of messiah.l19 ‘ : : :

Now, while Peters has chosen to single out psychology or (or education-
_— .
al psychology) for special attention, it is pretty clear that his com-
ments are meant to apply equally to any of the social sciences that
happen, in one form or another, to endorse the "implications model"
of educational research. As a way of explicating certain of the dif-
ficulties to which Peters refers, let us consider the sorts of assump-
tions that might be involved in ma%ing such "findings" available to
those who are preparing to be teachers(experienged:teachers would
. ‘ ~) A
serve as well). Again, I shall use psychodiogy (or educational psycholo-
gy) merely as an example.
’ IS

I would venture to suggest that, in the past twenty years so,
there are very few sthdents who have taken courses in educational
psychology who have not bLen exposed in one way or another to the works

\
of ‘a parade of eminent psychologists, including the likes of Watson,

Thorndike, Guthrie, Tolman, Lewin, Hull, Skinner and, more recently,

Piaget. And, doubtless, there were a number of good reaéons.for putting

lgR.S. Peters, 'Chairman's Remarks,' in S.C. Brown (ed.), Philos-
ophy of Psychology (London: Macmillan, 1974), p. 58.

<
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those preparing to be teachers in the wayvof the achievements of these
twentieﬁh‘century giants. Nevertheless, one of‘them - which is alive,
well, and resident in a gbod many faculties of education thése days, .
is suspect. .It.is the iaea that by encountering the various theories

of learning, developed and defended by these noted psychologists,
students will, somehow, learn somgthing about teaching.

But how can this be? * That is, if as I suggested earlier we assume
that 'teaching' picks out something about the actions or Activities of
those trying to foster learning, and that ';earnihg' refers to some-
thing about the.actioﬁs of those "trying to do the learning", theﬁ,
strictly gpeaking,;}t is difficult to understand.how, given some infor-

mation about actions of the one sort, one can draw conclusions actions

‘.t

of the othér. There aré-at least two conditions under it might seem

as if we were warranted in "deriving" such conclusions, giy;h evidence
of this kiﬁd. Unfortunately, howéver,‘it éh&uld be clear that»nmirher
fo them is sat%sfied by the theories in question. OAe way of t cing
to bridge this gap might be to assume that in actuél facg 'teaching'
and 'learﬁing' describe or refer to one and thé same activity, and,
hence that to learn about the dne would Eé to learn about the other.
But a lit;le bit of reflection ought to make it obvious that this is
not go, even iﬁ the case of»self-teébﬁing. And, more to the point,
this is not at all the sort of thing that t.e theories in question -
attempt to account for. | ‘ ) ]

e

Another way of trying to get around this problem is, prime facie

fe d2A

at least, somewhat more plausible. It involves assuming that there are

laws or generalizations connecting up certain kinds of "learning

&




events" with certain kinds of "teaching events", sucly that on coming to
knew of the occurrence of a learning event of a given sort we would be
entitled to infer the occurrence of a teaching event of the relevant
sort. But this suggestion, too, is fatuous. For if we were in pos-
session of generalizations or laws of this kind, there would scarcely
be any need to ekpose studgnts to classical theories of iearningn

Thus, it seems that the attempt to justi%y putting "teachers—-in-

training" in the way of theories of learning on the ground that in

~learning about learning they would thereby, direcﬁly or indirectly, be

f

learning about teaching’is unsound. In brief, I am maintaining that,
since these are theories that purport to account for learning —; an
. ' {! N

activity that I assume is distinct from Feaching, and since at present
there are no known connections between a tﬁeory of learning and talk
about teaching,bany mové ﬁrém)claims about how learningvproceeds to
dléims about how teaching might proceed can be little more than wild--
eyed speculation. And, for similar reasons, those who suppose that
inquiry into learning has direct‘implications for an understanding of
teaching are, on the most charit3le interpretation of this view of
educational research, guilty of unwarranted optimism. ’

A third and still more fundamental kind of difficulty inherent
in the implications model of educational research is one to which Peters

alludes in his remarks. It has to do with the fact that the theories

under discussion have typically been based on observations (when they

have been based on observations at all) of animal learning; particu~

larly, the 'learning' of cats, rats and'pidgeons -- with Piaget's

studies of children representing a notable exception. In other words, )



the problem with using classical theories of learning as a way of
trying to un#erstand educationally relevant kinds of learning (and
l

perhaps teaching), is that classical theories represent attempts to

account for certain aspects of animal behaviour; whereas, as educators,

We are concerned to come to grips wit ain range of human
behaviour, namely, learning, and teaching. Ahd it is far from-obvious

that, from information concerning how animals "learn', we can derive

conclusions that tell us something about how human beings learn. Indeed,

in attempting this inferential leap we run headlong into a welter of

fundamental and extremely controversial issues, at least two of which
A

belong to the province of philosophical inquiry into human action.

]

The first of these is the question 'how, if at all, does animal behav-

iour differ from human behaviour and, in particular, from human
actions?'. After having considered at some length the theories pro-

posed by Melden, Hart and Taylor it ought to be clear that there are

xr
[

sufficient difficulties associated simply with trying to get clear
about 'human behaviour' in its own right that one ought not to be at

all sanguine about claims that take pretty much for granted the trans-
~

parency of the notion and of its relationships to other, non-human forms

of behaviour. Secondly, there is the relafed probLem of- whether or

not humén learning, as a species of behaviour (or action), cén be ,
explained in terms ofjthe same sorts of laws and theories that may be
involved in explaining animal learning. By virtue of the fact that

these and a number of other issues of an equally fundamental sort ére

far from being resolved -- if in fact they are resolvable a: all, it

is entirely gratuitious to suppose that learning theory in the

238
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classical tradition has much to teach us about teaching and learning.
So for these three reasons, and others, educational researchers
have recently begun to seriously question both the Soundnessiand the
value of the implications model‘of educational inquiry, according to
which insights iqto educationally relevant varieties of teaching and

learning are supposed to follow from theories whose primary purpose 1is

to account forfnon—educational phenomena, as a source of any important

knowledge concerning teaching and learning.

Granting then that we are largely ignorant of what does go on at
the coal face, the critical question becomes what is to be done in
order to remedy this state of affairs? How are we to increase oyr -

*knowledge in this area? The natural, and I think correct, reply is

that if one-wants to learn about what is happening at the coal face,
one is likely té be far better off going there to find out than remain-
ing at headquarters speculating \out“thééé/ﬁatters, perhaps with the
aid of the geologist's preliminary report on roék formations. In

other words, if what we seek is a better understanding of teaching and
‘ L -
learning, then surely it is not entirely unreasonable to suppose that

. . )
it might actually be useful to study what teachers and pupils do when

. -
one sets about the task of getting the other to master certain skills

or a partichlar body of knowledge, and so on. Furthermore, it does not

seem any the less unreasonable to think that knowledge of this sort,

once acquired, might represent a valuable contribution to educational
theory and, ultimately perhaps, even to educational ‘practice.

At any rate, it is in the light of considerations such as these

that in the past few years educational researchers have begun to re-
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think and re-direct their activities in this realm. One of the more
prominent, and I think potentially more promising, developments to
emerge from this re—c?inking is an enterprise that hés come to be
variously known as ''classroom research'", 'classroom focused research",
or as "classroom observation research'". I should like to concentrate
on this type of résearch for a ﬁoment because I beiieve that work done
by philosophers on the subject of human aétion is of pérticular
;elevance to this enterprise.

Classroam research, or classroom observation research, is aimed
primarily at making sense of and ultimately at coming to understand .
what is gbing on at the coal face by garnering first-hand experience
"where the action is". Typically this involves going into classrooms,
observing and recording (by mechanical and other means) what takes
place, and, finally, attempting to explain, .or otherwise account for,
‘what has occurred. At present, and in spite of agreement on where the

. _ . AN
research is to be done, therehave begun to emef%e two different and
apparently conflicting views concerning how it is to be conducted, i.e.,
concerning the most appropriate strategies go be used in getting at
ci;ssroom ”phenoﬁena”.zo Since the lines of the debate between the two
"schools'" of  :issroom research have only just recently begun to sur-
face, I should 1%ke to concentrate on but one aspect of this dispute.‘

v

In doing so my purpose is three-fold: first, I hope to be able to

S

OFor a thorough account of the main features of one brand of
classroom research, seé M.J. Dunkin and B.J. Biddle, op. cit. For one
of the better recent examples of a '"new'" brand of classroom research,
see J. Elliott, 'Developing Hypotheses About Classrooms from Teacher's
Practical Constructs An Account of the Work of the Ford Teaching
Project,' Interchange, Vol. 7 (1976-77), pp. 2-22.
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clarify some of the issues at stake in this controversey by drawine

~

A
attention to a number of the fundamental questions on which the . e
turns; second, T would like to point to areas in which T think further
philosophical inquiry, particularly in the realm of . ~on theory, can

further our understanding of the controversey; and finally, 1 want to
raise some huestions about the potential relevance of these two types
of research for both thé theory and practice of education.
‘Firs;, let me begin wiﬁh a brief descriptibn of these two con-
trasting approaches to the study of classroom teaching and learning.
Initially, I will refer to these points of view as "objectivitist"
and "subjectivistf, though later on I plan to dispense with these \\\
terms in favour of what I téke to be somewhat more adequaie descpiptions

of these research strategies. Objectivist researchers approach the

<a

classroom only after they have taken some decisions about what ig is

they waht to observe on arriving at the scene. These decisions are-

then normally explicated and formalized in terms of"a document, or an
.

ﬁinstrument” as some are wont to describe it, which indicates the

categories of behaviour relevant to the purposcs of those conducting

K}

the research. These categories provide the observer(s) with a language,

—
or set of concepts, in terms of which he observes and describes what

transpires. Hence, when the objectivist enters the classroom he is
already equipped with something like a set of specially tinted specg- _ |
acles which serve to filter out certain aspects of the activities he

. 9 )
encounters, and, at the same time, to throw others into sharper relief.

Accordingly, once on the sgene,.the observer need only don these spec-

tacles in order to begin describing or recording what is taking place.



At thisstage acouple of examples of some of the more widely
uscd observation schemes shoutd help to further clarify what has been
saild thus far. Most of the researchers belonéing ﬁo the objectivist
schodl have been ﬂ;inly concerned with the language of the classroom,
in particular with the vérbal behaviour of teachers and pupils. But
owing to differing Bnckground committments —-- a matter about which I
shall say more 'in a moment -- they have attended to’fagher‘different

21 .

\asp?cts of this behaviour. ‘N.A. Flanders, for example, is interested
in the verbal behavioyr of the teacher and students because he 'sees
them as contributing significantly to "the climate of the classroom"
Accordingly, hé’divides the verbal behaviour of the teacher (”teacher
talk') into seven categdries: "accepts feéling”, fpraiseé or encour-
ages'', ”accepts»on;uses ideas of the student", "asks questions"
"lectures', ”g;ves directions", and "criticizes or Sustifies‘authority”f“
For the verbal behaviour of students ("student talk"), by contrast,
there are two categories: "sﬁudent talk - repoﬁse”, and "student talk -
initiation'. énd finélly,’there’is a kind of ”éatch—all” catégory

entitled "silence or confusion'. Whether the latter -is ‘a categery of

verbal behaviour gt all is itself an intéresting question, but it 18
not one to which Flanders seems tonhave paid any attention; Perhaps{
refraining from answering a student's questlon ("Student talk -

initiation") is'a significant item of teacher talk. In any case, .-

these ten categofﬁes,represént the total vocabulary .to be used inm

I

1See his 'Teacher Influence, Pupil Attitude and Achieﬁoment
in R Hyman (ed.), Teaching: Vantage Points for Study’ (Phlladelphlé,
J.B. Lippincott, 1968), pp. 251-65, and his Analyzing Teacher Behaviour -

(Reading, Mass.: Addison—Wesley, 1970)




describing classroom verbal behaviour.

Another classroom observation scheme frequently employed in
research into teaching and learning is one developed by Aschner and
22 . . Coa
Gallagher. It. too, focuses on the linguistic activities of the
teacher and pupils. But, unlike the one developed by Flanders in order

to explore the influence teacher and student talk on classroom climate,

its purpose is to examine levels of cognitive functioning as "éxpressed" -

in classroom discourse. The main catégories involved in this scheme
for describing classroom happenings are: "cognitive-memory",
"convergent-thinking", "evaluative-thinking", "divergent-thinking",| and,
fiaally, there is another*catcﬁ—all category referred to as "routine"
These categories are, in turn, separated into sub-categories to permit

a more detailed or fine-grained account of the interaction from this
particular perspective.

Now, while for the purposes of illustration I have focused on

Lo
\

two of the more commonly used“observation schemes, it should be p01nted

. /
. out that within the object{vist:rcsearch tradition there are at present

better than one hundred different schemes of this sort.'23 And, although,

the vast majority concentrate on the verbal activities of teachers and
phils, they differ considerably among one another in reference to the

aspects of these activities they deem most worthy of attention.

. 22J J. Callagher and M.J. Aschner,,'A Prellmlnary Report on
Analyses of Teachlng, -in R. Hyman (ed.), Ibid.,.pp. 118-33,

3
For a further discussion of these schemes and some of

simllarltles and, differences, see M.J. Dunkin and B. J. Blddle, » clt.,
“nd B, Rosenshine and N. Furst,. 'The Use of Direct Observation in the
Stegy Teaching,' in R.M.W. Travers (ed.), Second Handbook of Research

0 Tezching (Chlcago Rand McNally, 1973), pp. 122-83,
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On the other hand, those I have described as "subjectivist

researchers" make their initial sorties into the classroom unequij

with a previously constructed language to be used in describing what
24 . ) .
goes on. Rather they embark on their rescarch by becoming involved -

in the activities at the chalk face with a view to gaining some under-

Standing of how those engaged in such activities see what they -are

doing. The coﬁEEpts or'categories used to describé, and perhaps

explain, thefe activities will be created or generated during the

course ‘of /the research. As the new categories or concepts emerge, the
researcilers may make an effort to "check' not only these categories

2 . , . :
ut also the descriptions generated using them with those actually

v g . .
engaged in the activities being studied -- activities which may be

verbal or non-verbal, or both. - - ‘ o ' -
What then are the primary differences betweea tﬁe'classroom

- research s;rategies eﬁployed by "objectiyist researéhers"von the one

hand, and "subjectivist researchers" on the othér? And oﬁ what kinds

of issues does the gmerging debate Eetwéeg these two schools of

JChOught égncerning-élassroom inquiry turn? One obvious difference

betweendthem ccwsisté iﬁ the fact that, wﬁereés the objectivist comes

to-the classroom alfea@y equipped with a’speqialized language for ; _ ‘ o

falking about what ié goiﬁg on, the subjectivist researcher does not.

A ;econd,differen;g‘éan be located En thelfact that objeptivists, éy A

virtue of spécial“priof acquaintance with, and training the use of, a

given observation SCheme; are the ulti&aﬁe authoritiés when it comes

to judging how particular classroom events are to be classified or

%4\} Elliotﬁ, op. cit.

Y
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Jdescribcd. An objectivist would not, for example, consult with the
teacher to see whether what she was doing could be classified as
asscepting feeling, or with a pupil in order to decide whether his

reply to a teacher'question was an instance of convergent or, instead,
of divergent thinking. A "subjectivist researcher', by contrast, may
avail himself of the participant's views on the matter in attempting

to confirm the description. Indeed, he may go so far as to confer

on participants the ultimate autﬁority for judging the appropriateness
or suitability of the descriptions: provided. NeVert£eless, the third,
and as I see it, the most important difference between these contrasting
approaches to inquiry is to be found in the source of the language and
concepts employed in describing what takes place in t&é‘classroom. Tﬁe
objectiviét comes to the classroom already armed with a prefabricateé f
scheme of coﬁéepts for ﬁhe simple reason that he  is merely applying an
existing theory in order to describejand explain cléssroom goings on.
The theories deﬁioyed by objectivists, whether they be psychological or .
Sociolggocial in their focus, have generally been developed iﬁ very

-

different contexts and for purposes other than simply understanding
teaching and learning,as £t occurs in classrooms. In fact, in some

ccases it 1s far from obvious that the infonmat;on collectedousing obser-
vation schemes derived from such theofies will necessarily tell us

anything about teaching orrlearhing -— or aﬁf other educational

activity for that matter. For examplea it is u. . &. all clear that

certain forms of teacher talk whicﬁ may prof-undl; in‘luence cléssroom
climate, such as the uttering of a threat or a dvllberéte falsehood in_ e

~order to close down certain lines of inquiry initiated by students,



e‘.i

a

are to be counted #s teaching acts at all, much less as teaching acts
directed towards edugational ends. In anyvevent, my main point is
that objectivists are not primarily engaged in conceptual innovation
or in theory development; rather they are involved in theory testing
or perhaps, on a minor scale, theory modification.

By contrast, those I have described as having taken a subjectiv-
ist‘point of view with respect to classroom research are concerned to
break new ground, to create new concepts énd theories to be used in
describing énd explaining classroom happenings.

When the two research strategies are viewed from this perspect-—
ive, it is evident that the use of the terms "objectivist" and "sub-

jectivist" to characterize what is distinctive about each is seriously

misleading. "That is, under normal circumstances, when we say that a
t

particular item of research, or a given form of inquiry, is objective,
this may be takeq to mean that the claims it embodies are testable in
the light of certain 'publically éccepted criteria. But the diffiéulty
here is that this is true not only of the kind.research done by those
I have described as "ébjectivists", but also of that done by those I
have referred to as "subjectivists". The claims arising out of both
formé of inquiry are publically ;estable,‘gven though the criteria
against which their adequacy ,is judged may differ. But then it is '
misleading to gmploy the notions of objectivity and subjetivi;y as ?:
way of marking what is diStinctive about these-differing approachesxto
classroom research.

On the contrary, it seems that in the final analysis che dispute

between the two scheols of "educational" research can be more informa-



tively treated as a disagreement between, on the one hand, those who
advocate applied research and, on the other, thase who endorse {ynda—
mental research into educaﬁional'matters. If we look ét applied
research in this way; namely as the applicaéion of concepts and

’

theories, developed for very different purposes, in order to describe
L

aad explain classroom '"phenomena', then it seems clear that we are
once again concerned with the "implications model" of educational
inquify. Flanders' ogservation scheme, for example, is a direct

|
descendant of social psychological theory and research concerned with
democratic and authoritarian\leadership styles and their impact on
the social and emotional climéte of the group. Here @t is assumed
that this theory has iﬁplications for the classroom in the sense that
the concepts it employs can be brought to Sear in order to understand
classroom activities. And, ﬁor similar reaséns, the conceptual scheme
developed by Aschner and Gallagher’ can, likewise, be regarded as a
case of applied research. They categories.they employ in accounting
‘for the verbal activities of teacheis aﬂd students derive their
inspiration from éuilford's work on the structure of the inteilégt. >
And the éame sorts of '‘points can be made with reference to the great
majority of the observation schemés currently employed in the 'on the
site’ examina;ion of what goes on in cléSSrooms, including those drawn

. . ¢ .
from recent work done in psycho—~ and socio-linguistic studies which

'25J.P. Guilford, 'The Structure of the Intellect,' Psychological

Bulletin, Vol. 53 (1956), pp. 267-93.
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appear to begin with the language actually used by the participants.”

One of the key issues on which supporters of applied research
(viz.,'objectivists) and supporters of fundamental research (subjec~

tivists) are divided is the question of what sorts of concepts or

language are appropriate for describing and explaining classroom events.

Are we to use conceptual schemes generated in other contexts, e.g., in
reference to T-mazes or T groups, apd for purposes other than just the
study of teaching and”learning?' Or are we to develop a scheme of
concépts that in some sense "fits"‘the phenomena in the context in
which we encounter them? The way in which one answers this question
will depend on at least two important considerations: first, én ﬁhe

nature of what it is that is to be classified or described, and second,

am

6For a discussion of what purports to be a brand of "subjectiv-

ist" (or fundamental) research which, nevertheless, bears most of the
important ear marks of objectivist (or applied) research, see
S. Delamont and D. Hamilton, 'Classroom Research: A Critique and a
New Approach,' in M.B. Stubbs and S. Delamont (eds.), Explorations .in
Classroom Research (New York: John Wiley, 1976), pp. 3-20. V.A. Fur-
long and A.D. Edwards, 'Language in Classroom Interaction: Theory and
Data', Educational Research, Vol. 19, No. 2 (1977), pp. 122-28, have
identified three strains of research into classroon tivities that
have appeared on the educational scene only in the ...t few years.
Interestingly, each of the varieties they mention (i.e., ethnographic,
ethnomethodological, and socio-linguistic), although purporting to be
more concerned with fundamental research, likewise, seem to exhibit
most of the qualities of applied research. One reason for my inclina-
tion to regard them as examples of applied research is the assumption
~ they all appear to endorse that human behaviour is invariably governed

by certain (primarily social) rules and, in consequence, the task of
the researcher is to give an account of classroom activities in terms
of those rules --— irrespective of whether participants in those activ—
ities are aware of them or not. Recall the points made concerning

Melden's view, Supra, Chapter III.
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on the purpose (or purposes) for which the research is undertaken.
When the dispute betwaen.the two schools of research is seen in this
light it becomes clear that the disagrecment between them does raise
issues that are, indeed, fundamental, and that, moreovef, are of the
sort to which work in the realm df action theory is particularly ger-
mane, |

In order to further.ekplicate certain features of this aspect of
the debate, and some of the very important further questions to which

it gives rise, let us begin by considering some of the diverse ways in
M

which a certain classroom episode might be described.

1. 'Certain neurons discharged in T.'s cortex at time T.'
/ \

2. ‘Certain muscles in T.'s mouth moved at T.'

3. 'T. moved her mouth."

4. 'T. emifted certain sounds.'

5. 'T., utterea an English sentence.'

6. 'T. said, "The gas in this container expanded because all
gases expand when heated".'

7. 'T. explained why the gas expanded.'
8. 'T. stated Boyle's law.'
9. 'T. cited the covering law.'

10. 'T. gave the students the solution to problem 7 on page 247
of the textbook .'

11. 'T. answeréd the stpueng}s question.'

12, 'T. stifled tﬁ? sfudent's creativity.'

13. 'T. put four students in the back row to sleep.'
14, 'T. impresée&ithe'superintendent of schools.'

15. 'T. offended the principal.’



., 16. 'T. refrained from mumbling as she spoke."

17. 'T. earned her money.'
18. 'T. taught science between 9:35 and 10:15 a.m."

19. 'T. lectured."

20. 'T. occasioned student talk-response.'
21. 'T.'s ytterance is a product of convergent~thinking."'
22. 'T.'s utterance prompted divergent thinking on the part of

three students in the front row.'

23.° 'T. indoetrinated- all but seven members of the class.'
" 24. 'T. fostered conformity to bourgeois norms.'
25. 'T. wasted the student's time.'

From this list it is obvious that there is virtually no limit to the

ways in which it is possible to describe classroom happenings. And it
is against ﬁhis background that the issue of how to talk -about the
things teach@;s and pupils do, which is one of the central points at
issuesin this debate, can be seen to take on special significance.

As I remarked earlier, the way in which we attemét to solve this
problem will depend upon the nature of what is Being described as weli
as on the purpose(s)‘for which it ié being described. The first con-
sideration leads immediately into the realm of action theory; in
particular, into fundamental queétions‘concerned with what an action
is, and how actions are to be distinguished from events of other kinds:
At this point, I want to raise a séfies of questions in order to dfaw
attention to some of the issues on whicﬁ an answef to this question
depends, with a view to shedding more light on the debate between funda-

A
mental applied researchers.

250



To begin with, if we examine sentences 1 and 2 we must ask
h Y

Ypether talk about neuron firings and muscular movements is to count
as talk about actions or, instead,.as-talk about other forms of human
behgviour. In other words, suchksentenées serve to raise what 1 refer-
red to in the intfoductiqn as the problem of action. Now @*think most
classroom researchers would agree that they are concerned to study
the things that pupils and teéachers do, not their knee~jerks, sneezes,
nervous twitches or digestive processes. Yet having said this, a
number of critical problems remain. One of them 'is, do all of the
sentences on our list deséribe the same event? If not, wﬁat is the
relationship between the events to which these sentenceé refer?
Another and closely relétgd'problem is, are all of tﬂese sentences
descriptions of the same action? Or t6 put it another way, how many
actions do these senéences pick out? If we assume, for thg sake of
argument, that while not all of these sentences describe the same
event (e.g., some like 'T. put four stuﬁents in the back row to
'sleep' appear to refer to consequences and others including 'T's.
utterance is a productlof convergent thinking' seem to mention ante-
_cedents),‘they, pevertheless, all do describe or refer to the same“
action, namely, something done by the teachef, then a number of
furthE& questions arise. ' “ | %%‘v

4
These new questions have, perhaps, more to do with the sentences
themselves than with the events they are used to describe. This is,
in itself, a very difficult problem. Assuming that each of these

- sentences describes something done by the teacher at time T., do they

all describe what the teacher did as a teaching act? In other words,

.



granting that .ll of the items on the list pick out an action per-
formed by a teacher, can we also assume that they describe her per—
formance as a case of teaching? Another important problem area has
to do with the felatiohships between these descriptions or sentences.
Under what circumstances might one of these sentences, or more pre-
‘cisely the éroposition it expresses, be_ treated as equivalent to, or

as entailing, another? And under what circumstances would we be

justified in concluding that two such descriptions were incompatible

tes of problems must also be addressed in
&

[ - |
=0- grips with this issue. This set may help to

L

xnf;he di;&uté Betweeh those who advocate different
Mapproaches to cla§§iéom7research. Coﬁsider sentences 19 through 24.
It seems highly probable that they’descéibe the teaéher's behaviour

in terms with which tﬁe teacher is unfamiliar. That is to say, it

is rare for teachers to see what they are doing in terms of the
proyotingyof conférmity to bourgeois norms, or in terms of divergent
or;convergent thinking. Indeed, were it not for specialized training,
observers would be unlikely to. see classroom transactions iﬁ this way
either. But, then, if the teacher does not,'especially at the.time

of the performance, see what he is doing in'the light of such con-
cepts, a number of other questions arise. First, can an event be
described as an action without making reference to the concepts,
beliefs, desires or intentions of the agént. A second and intim;tely

related problem is the issue of whether it is possible to describe an

event as a teaching act or as a teaching act of a certain sort, e.g.,

{

|

(%]
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as lecturing, or occasioning student talk-response, or citing a
covering law, or indoctrinating, unless the agent possesses and is,

perhaps, operating on the relevant concepts, beliefs, desires or

“intentions at the time. R.S. Peters somewhere observes that a child

cannot be described as stealing, unless he possesses, among others,
A

the concept of property. And, I am suggesting that similar consider—

' - ;

ations need to be taken into account when we attempt to come to grips

with the problem of how we are to describe or refer to the things that

. teachers and students do. It may well be, just as in the case of the

child who "walks of f" with his playmate's wagon, that it is. a mistake

to suppose that teachers can be said to be engaged in an action des-

cribed as 'thinking convergently' or '‘citing a covering law' unless

they have soiMR idea of what would be involved iﬁ acting in this way.
And obviously e same sort of point can of course be raised in con-

nection with the activities of pupils. Now surely these kinds of

.

issues are precisely what is at stake when the fundamental researcher
insists that it is important to describe the activities occurring in
classrooms in ways that are familiar to participants; that represent

the ways in which the participants conceive of what they are doing.
) 7

Here, then; it can be seen”that the dispute turns on a number of funda-

-

mental issﬁes relating to the nature ‘of human action and to the
broader concerns of action theory. .

On the other hand, in determiningfwhig sorts of cotcepts or
languag& are appropriately used in describing {(amd explaining3 what

I

transpites in classrooms, we must also consider the purposes for

which such inquiries are undertaken. Now, while this is something
' ~
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that is difficult to determine with reference to particular examples
o . .

of research, because the researchers themselves are oftgn not clear
about the pointiof.the enterprise, there do, nevertheless, scem to

be at least three so;ts of reasons for carrying‘out investigations

of this kind. Some are conducted simply in order.to provide a bio-
graphy or, perhaps, a kind of natural history, of a particular clas;—
room (or classroomé); others are pursuedAmainly to widen the compass
of, or to further test, some theory developed in the social Sciences
to explain all human behaviour or certain very broad classes of
behaviour, e.g., cognitive "behaviour" or leadership béhaviour, of
which the claésroom activities of teachers and pupils ‘are seen to be
a sub-class; and still others are carried out with g view to under-
standing'teaching "in its own right", or toneveloping a theory or.
teaching or a theory of teaching-learning. .

This brings me to the final set of questions I want to raise in
réference to the work,currenély being dﬂne under the aegis of class;oom . .
research. Thesé questions are meant to he;p us get clearer about the
relevance, or potential relevancé; of this enterprise fof the theory
and practice of education.

Now if, as I have bgen-maintaining, we can only begin to come to
grips withcﬁhe problem of hqw we are toAClassify or describe (and P
perhaps explain) what goes on in cléssrooms_by considering nat only

the nature of what it is we wish to describe but also the purposes for

which we wish to describe it, then, obviously it is crucial that we

iy '//\ \\
attempt to get clearer about the P rpose;/of\flassroom research. 1In
Ny :

discussing this aspect of the prog\ shall concentrate on the




rescarch done by those whose foremost concern lies in developing a

theory of tcaghiﬁg, leaving aside the rescarch activitites of those
whose primary aim seems to be biography or natural history. At this
stage, let us inquire into the sorts of "further" purposes there may

be for developing a theory of teaching. This question is an important
“ ‘ - .

one mainly because, although it is commonly supposed that a theory of
this sort would be a good thing, advocates seldom trouble to make

clear 'what the point of such a theory might be vis-a-vis the theory

t

and practice of education. Thus, on the assumption that a theory (or
perhaps theories) of teaching is possible, let us inquire_into what
their point or purpose might be. Now it seems to me that, by consider-

ing the uses to which such a theory might be put, we can distinguish

.

at least two main reasons for attempting to develop a theory of

teaching. One of them, about which I have spoken already, is to under-

’ o

i 1.‘ -
stand, the classroom activities of pupils and teachers as an instance
. v, S - .

LAY A I .
of some broader class of human behaviour. With this end in view,

. v
certain researchers set out to describe and ¢xplain classroom occur-
AN
rences as some sort of social or cultural phenomenon, for example, as .

an instance of soclalization or enculturation. Others, by contrast,

LR
DAY -
et

are?éoncerned to examine and account for tHese activities from a

psychological perspective, e.g., as the unfolding of immqgent cognitive

structures, as a form of operant conditioning, or as involving achieve-
s .

ment motivation, and so on. Yet, since the primary function of these

theo#ies is to add to the corpus of theory in the.social sciences, it

is a nice question as to whether they have any educational import,'nnd,

if so, under what circumstances this might be the case. A second ind
> I ’ "



,pez//'Why is it/ 1mportant or debrrable to deve}op a theory of teaching?'

256

. ' '
of purpose for developing a theory teaching is one that seems to

" bear more directly on the practical concerns of those on the "fnside"
X Yy I R

of the educational enterprise. That -is, it might be used to initiate
.~ ' . . * t '
new-comers into teaching or to improve the practice of those alreudy
- b. ‘ . > .
in the field. Now, I am not suggesting that these are the only reasons
~ .
xﬂgbpeople have -from time to time thought it desirable tq attempt to

generate a theory of teaching (or teaching-learning). I am simply,

clalmlng that these are among the most common answers 'to the question

NN

In this connectlon, the., I should like to: ralse a.serres of
questlons in the hope that by d01ng so I can encourage further discus-
sion, inqui;§, “nd debate in reference to these much neglected but,
nevertheless:, very impqrtant issues. 'wa, as We saw earlier, it ¢ ‘ms

. ’ ) ) B L T
plausible to assume that a single action can be described or rgferred
to in many different"yays. If t is it s0, a'numberjof important-
questions must be %qareesed_by'tbose who would conatruct a theory of .
teaching; To begin with, uhaé;krlds otJueserihtiehsayehlikely‘to be'

N .

4 ) v : . . . - . ’ ) "’
most -useful to researchers whose foremost aim is to contribute to the:}’
. e e Q

body of theory in the social scrences7 For example, would dlffe;ent "[

soc1al science dtsclpllnes, or different areas of spec1allzatlon w1th1n

L

a given dlSClpllne, requlre dlstlnctlve vocabularles for descrlblng

the things*pupils and teacher ‘do? Or, is it p0551ble that they mlght
B -

v

all be able to employ the same. sorts of concepts or language for

\!

describing what goes on? And, what of the problem of explanatlon7 A

o, oL
4

present, it is evident that there are some rather'radical clfferences —

" - . . -
‘

: ?in‘the explanatery concepté employed by.difjerent disciplineé,‘or even
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* here.. ) . ;

~

by different areas of specialization within a particular disejplinc.
Yet, for all that, it might be asked whether or not thes: Lous
[forms of inquiry might begin from a common descriptive vocabulary.

And when we turn to consider the efforts of those striving to come

‘up with a theory of teaching that will be of most use to those on the

"inside" of.the educational enterprise, similar questions must also

be raised. What kirds of descriptions of classroom doings are most

iikely‘to enhance the understanding, and perhaps t e practice; of~

. those being<initiated intd, or thdse currently'involVed in, teaching?

For example, would‘descrlptlons that péﬁtray a teacher s activitie

o

"thr0ugh hl% otn eyes, the eyes of other partlclpants or the eyes of

the JPECIdllzed vocabulary currently used An. varlous soc1al sciences,

'
K 3 N

'be likely . to bc most usetul in this 1espect7 Might terL bé‘meorLdnt

dlfferences 1n the klnds of descrlptlve language Lhat lnltlates and

"experienced" teachers, respectiyely,.find_most“useful in underStanding
what goes on. in classroomé? These.questions, too, must be taken into

account ln attemptlng to- determlne the mos t- approprlate ways-gf

3 -

ClaSSlfYLHg or descrlblng the activitires of teacwers end students

as they ogcur in classroomsL and, hence, in trying to sort out the dis-

S

pute between-th: .wo schools of thought epncerning classroom research.

‘Many of these questions I realize are primarily ‘normative or empirical

rather than conceptual; but that in no way lessens their,impoftance 
fofﬂedesgtiQnal theory and- practice, which is_one of my main concerfs

~ ¢
SN ;

To summarize this. part of the diseussioni I have attempted to
i . - N ,

"éhow,:by conéiﬁering’a newly emerging type of research into the

57
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relevarice of action-theory to educational theory and research, and
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f

|
‘ ;’ .
activities associated with teaching and learning, that the kinds of
problems of concern to those engaged in philosophical inquiry into human

action are also central to the concerns of those carrying out classroom

/reseanqh and, moreover, that philosophical work deone in this sphere

can be used to shed light on, and thereby yield some very important

insights into, this prnhlem a' a. In this context, I have confined
ion distinctiogﬂénd
, ctiog A
' °<\: :;V :’:3-"[/
to certain of the pr associated with describing actiong\, -Wever-

my remarks to issue. relat.d to the behaviour/act

theless, it should be.pointed out ?hat;philgéophital work ddké'én the
exélanation of action, and on the more general topic of the nature of
the social scienées are also matters that are particularly relevant
to the concerns of those involved in the study of yhat goes on in

classrooms. In my view, some understanding of these underlying issues

is an absolutely essential prerequisite of any attempt to develop more

plausible, significant and defensible accounts of the activities of <
@ \
teachers and students. Up until now, the vast majority of work doug - 9
. P .
in this sphere has been very primitive -- bordering at times on the

Neanderthal. My objective in drawing attention to the relevance of

action-theory to the problem area and in raising further questions ;ath
/

- ® ' Ly ’
respect to it, has been to make the .*g¥e that the philosophy of !

L .

action ‘has some very important things to say to edpcaﬁ%ohal researchers
— thiﬁgs of fundamental importance in reféfbnce to certain problems

they now face -- and to suggest further lines of investigatiop ‘and
N\ 'v_.\

- N

inquiry in this realm.

Now because I have spent considerable time talking atout the . -

e



because of the limits of this essay, I shall make oniy some very brief
remarls about what I see to be the import of philosophical inquiry

_into action for certain other problem areas in education;
<

Let me begin my discussion of the relevance of the philosophy of

action to tggge\gther problem areas by considering educational policy

~

making. In this reélm\ghese days, one commonly encounters consider-
able discussion and debate surrounding such issues as: whether the
school leaving age ought to be lowered, whether teachers and schools

-ought to be accountable to the public (taxpayers) for producing or

[
failing to produce the "results" they are supposed to produce, whether
g : C

.

all students ought to be required to master certain "basic" skills,
‘whether certain interest groups in the community, e.g., members of the

women's liberation or gay liberation movements, members ¢f ethnic or
¥ ' ’ .

racial minorities or representatives of the pro-and-anti abortion

3

, » S
movements, etc.,  ought to be allowed access to the classroom, and "so-
on. All of these issues can be regarded as matters of educational

policy in the sense that, Ln\afbempting to answer the questions they

raise, one must take a stand, render a verdict, or make a judgment of

value concerning what is worth doing from an educational point of view.

‘ N . ‘ o
In other words, each of them can be seen to be a question of the f&rm

'what ought to be done?' or 'what would it be worth doing from an

.

v

B s 0
educational point of view?'. Of course, in this respect, decisions on
= ’ p P

matters of policy are indistinguishable from other decisions on

practical educational matters, such as Miss Jones' decision not to .

o , .

use multiple choice questiéns on the final examination, or to assign

eight questions for homework, or to teach the optiopal unit on moral

— o
el -,

'

@

259

in



B *;'

260

problems in her biology course, and so on. ‘How, then, do decisions
with respect to matters of pqlicy differ from decisions with respect
to matters of'these'other kinds? Roughly speaking, the difference
between policy decisions and educational decisions of other sorts
seems tolgo sométhing like this: the rules involved in matters of
policy have to do with the @fficial practiceé (c;asses of actions, or
activities) of educatioﬁal institqtions rather than with the parti-
cular, and informal ("unofficial") activities of persons>associated
with those institutions. At all events, my primary concern here is
to demonstrate thevbearing of philosophical inquiry into human actions
By e
upon the enterprlse of makiﬁg educational policy. In order to bring
this out, let us consider a‘particularly important species of pblicy
‘decision; hamély, decisions concerning what teachers ought to teach
and what students ought to learn. In other words, decisions about
‘curriculum.

Now for those committed to developing rational educational [

policy, one of the thorniest i55ues in education is the problem of

P4

. Justlfylng the teaching of one thing rather than another. _ Why, for -

example, ought students be required to learn French rather tifan, say,

Latin or Ukrainian? or why ought high school students of physics be

\taught mechanics rather than astro-physics or meterology? In this

connection, some contemporary philosophers of education have argued

R.S. Peter526 quite directly and Israel Scheffler_27 somewhat more

£y

v 26R S. Peters, Ethics and Educatlon (Chlcago Scott—Foresman,‘
1967), see’ especially Chapter Four.

\,w

27 g Kszler 'Justifying Curriculum Decisions,' in I.
Scﬁkffler, Reagpn,and Teaching (Indlanapolls. Bobbs~Merrill, 1973).
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indirectly —— thdN this justification must come from a conception of

'worthwhile activitins'. But a discussion of worthwhile activities

i,
inevitably boils down t} the concept of 'reasons for action'. And,
at this point, one encoupters an especially complex and trouble-

some notion, depending ds it does upon a number of very complicated -

problems related to/the explanation of actibns and their justificat@on,
as well as upon such other, more fundamental issues, as the nature of
actiouns, activitiesvand practices, and of how they are to be des-
cribed. Of course, I am suggestiﬁg that this is true not only of,
decisions about curriculum, but also of decisionsbconcerning other
matters of educational policy. In short, beforé we learn to apply

the complex concept of 'reasons for action' we must be pretty clear
about what is involved in performisig an action, and in engaging in

an activity or a practice, .as well as about how éctiéns, activitieg‘

and practices are appropriately described from an educational pointy
of view. In many ;f these areas, the tendency so faf has been to
put the cart before the horse. What I am proposing, then, ‘is thét
the kinds of issues pursued by phgééggphers engaged in inquiry ‘into
human action are of fundamentéi ihﬁsrLance to educators conﬁqrned to
better understand what is going on in the realm of educational policy
making and why. ‘ ‘ //’;-“--_.-
e . . :
“One of the primary goals of education is the development of
certain moral qualities in the young. Until quite recently, the R . )

tendency among North American educatdrs has been to ignore the moral

side of education, assuming either that the fostering of these quali-

"

~ ties was the proper responsibility of the home, the church, or some
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other social institution or else that such quglities would be picked
up quite nétdrally, possibly by osmosis, in the course of studying
art, literature, hiétory, music, and-so on. In the past few years, *
however, an increasing number of educators have begun to argue\that

Iy '
to approaéh the transmission or fostering of moral qualitiéé in
either of these ways is tantamount to leaving this fundamental aspect
of education to chance~or good fortune. Consequently, they have gone
on to urge that explicit measures be taken in order tg ensure that
schools and.teachers take up their proper responéibilities in this “
domain. Under this aegis, there has in the past ten or so years
been a great deal of work done in refereﬁce not only to the aims or
ends of moral education, but also to the means or strategies to be
employed in trying to realize these ends. At any rate, out of these
efforts there Aas emerged what is perliaps best 4escribed as a {probiem

ared’ within educational theory and practice, a problem area that has
. v gy SR . . o

o

come to be kpown as 'ﬁof;i Educatisﬁ' or, more generglly, as 'Values
Education': It is in reference to this particular enterprise, as
well as to mo;al education more bro;dly understood, that I{am suggest—
ing that philosophical inquiry, particularly into fhe concept of
action, is especially‘gérmane.

Consider fikst the aims or ends of moral edqpatiPn; Surely one

of the central objectives of this activity is t%,enable a person to

become a moral agent, to adopt a moral point of view in their dealings

with other persons, or to become capable of particiﬁating in a moral

form of life. In order to accomplish this end, it seems necessary that

< . .

the young person acquire the sorts of}concepts, beliefs and understand-

LS
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ing that enable him to - see and reason about his own actions, and those

of others, in moral ﬁgrms. But what is involved not bnly in seeing

and reasoning about, hut also coming to see and reason about

actions from a morai point of view? This is an’extremely difficult

question. Nevertheless, it is a problem to which work in the realm of

aétion theory, in particular what Qas been done in connection with

the nature of action and the description of action, can make a signi—

ficant contributions.
B N

Obviously, it is not sufficient for someone to be a moral agent

that they ﬁerely acquire the concepts, beliefs and so on, -that enable

them to understand and reason abdut actions in moral terms. At best,

this would do no more than equip them to be spectatbrs to the moral

scene. Hence, to leave matters at. this point would be ignore the
very heart of morality and, a fortiori, of moral agency; namely moral
action. Learning to be a moral agent then involves, among other ,
thi —ot only the acqui;ition of the relevant concepts and

belliéfs, together with the development of the capacity té‘reason ahout

mordl affairs, but also the capacity and willingness to "translate"

these into moral action -through the exercise of moralagency. And

"here, once again, we run headlong into a number of extremely per-—

plexing problems, many of which fall within the purview of the phil-

osophy of'égtion. 'For example, there are fundamental conceptual

A

questions having to do with the nature of human agency and action’

(moral and otherwise), and there are problems concerning the relation— ,
ship between conceiving of -and reasoning.about actions in rmoral terms,

on the one hand, and acting morally, on the other. 'In the latter

o
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case, we needbto learn a great deal more about the connection between
the possession of moral concepts and the ability to engage in moral
action in general, as well as, about the relationship between the
possession’of particular moral concepts, say, those of stealiﬁg or
promising, and the ability to engage in certain types of morally rele-
vant actions. Clearly, each of £hese issues hinge in important ways
on problems that can be significantly illuminated by philosophical
inquiry into human action. So, it is evident that philosophical
inquip; into human action addresses issues that are vital to work of
those who are concerned with the aims or ends of moral education.

And when we turn our attention to the means or strategies to
be used in enabling young pérsons to become moral agenté, similar
points concerning the relevance of action theofy can also be made.
One important problem area in thiq realm has to do ;ith the kinds of
actions or activities that it is appropriate for the te:z or to engage
in with a view to enabling studenés to become moral agents. It has
been argugd that éne of the ﬁorg effective means for achieving this
end is indoctrination, yet because indoctrination is thought to be
immoral, this view is held to lead to the paradoxical result thaf one
of the more effective means of moral education is, itself, immoral.

Wy

While this argument raises a qymber of important issues thgt reauire

{
. . CE x
considerable sorting out and clarifying, one of them centres around

28J.E. McClellan, op. cit., pp. 156-59, phrases the paradox in
roughly this form. R.S. Peters in his 'Reason and Habit: The Paradox
of Moral Education', reprinted in I. Scheffler (ed.), Philosophy and
Education 2nd ed. (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1966), pp. 245-62.
casts the paradox in more general terms, avoiding specific reference
to indoctrination.

\
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the concept of indoctrination -— a topic about which I raised a !
number of questions earliér in this discussion. In this context,

let us focus on the notion of indoctrination itself. Now, in spite of
the fact that this is a very controversial topic, participants in the
controversey normally tend to agree that indoctrinating is something

a teacher does — whatever else may be said about it. JIn other

words, the participants in this dispute seem to agree, if they agree
on nothing else, that indoctrination or indoétrinating; picks out
something done by, for example, a teachef.. Against this b;ckground, if
we allow, as I suggested earlier, that a given action can be described \
in many different ways, then one way of reformulating certain aspects
of tﬁis problem would be to inquire, 'Under what kinds of descriptions
may a teacher be said to be indoctrinating someone?', This reformula-
tion has the virtue, or so it seems to me, bf drawing attention to
some of the ‘hidden complexities of this problem, especially when it
comes to identifying particular cases of ihdoctrination.! Invparticu—
lar, it serves go kindleqserious doubts.about analyses of the concept
which seem committed to the view that some one intentibn, method, or
upshot will be perfectly obvious to all conceruned in every instance of
indoctrination. Such' f=sues derive from that branch of action theory
coﬁce;ned with the problem of describing actions. .Anothey issue that
emergeg, likewise,‘from~a 1on theory, is the question of whethér a
teacher who refrains from providingvtﬂe grounds for a certain set of
beliefs — e.g. for the truth of the ten-times table, or for Newton's

.three laws of motion, can bejssaid to be indoctrinating her students

when she gets them to learn these things? In other words, can refrain-—
)

\
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o
he relevant Information or evid-

o
ing from providing uﬁ; students
ence be counted as something the teacher does — an action she per-—
forms? And, furthermore, can thie kind of doing, if indeed it is one,
bercounted as indoctriﬂatibn? My point here is that throughout the
debate on indoctrination there is a considerable lack of clarity on,
among others, the issue of just '‘what sort of doing or action indoctrin-
ating might be.. Is it a particular action, a series of actions, an
activtty, a practice, a case of refraininé, or a failure to act, or
perhaps ser of these done in a certain way, or done with a certain
upshot, and so on? Once again, it should be clear that important

problems concerning the proper means to be used in moral education.

involve issues of interest to philosophers working in the field of

i

"Human action, and that a better grasp of matters of educational con-
[ : .

cern requires a deeper appreciation of t v issyes.

Deve&bpments that have taken place durlng the past flftten
years or so within one of educations perennial problem areas, namely,
the enterpriSe of evaluation and testing, have served to bring some
of the very complex and dlfflCult problems in thls domain into much-
more direct and obvious contact With the sorts of issues that fall
. \ .
under the rubric of action'theory. Let us censider briefly how this
has happened. |

Certain reformers, despalrlng of the ambiguity or vagueness
surroundlng the terms typically employed by practicing educators in
characterlzlng the ends towards whith their efforts and activities are

dlrected or in descrxblng various categories of educational achieve—

ment, have sought to encourage them to "clean up" (or clear up) their

200
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act. They have argued, and quite rightly I believe, that'certain, -. . v
and perhaps many, of the difficulties that arisewiﬁéeduc§tional

practice, especially in connection with testing nn-d evaluation, can be

traced to the general woolliness, or léck of clarity, characteristic

of the language educators use in talking about their aims, ends,

goals or objectives. If teachers were clearer about their objectives,

it is reasoned, then many of the doubts and anxieties commonly assoc-

iated with détermining hoy far and to what extent they had achieved
these ends would be reduced considerably -- if pot eliminated entirely,
In other words, the point is that if one is cléa; about where one is
headed} then surely one will be in é far bettér‘pogfif\n not only to
deciée how to-get there, but also to determ’ o Wheth~r thev have
arrived. But how Is the intellectuafjfog . h alle. A1v beclouds

the th;nking and judgment of well intentioned educators go be dissi—
pated? How do we come to grips with thi« problem?

On the supposition that the cénfﬁsion surrounding this gnterprise
stems‘mainly from edicator's reliance upon‘such tefms as 'apprecia-
tion', 'attitudg', ‘belief!, 'citizenship', ‘creatibity', 'critical
thinking', 'knowledge', ’understanding',_'value', and so on, refor- *

- ’ ‘ : .
mers méintain that the answer or solution 1ieslin banishing these terms
from thc realm of educational discourse -- save perhaps for those
occasions on which the expression of sentiment is the primary order of
)
business —-- on the grounds that they are ambiguous, vague, nebulous
Or, even meaningless. Based on this perspicacioué analysis of the root u‘

of the proble d out of a desire to inject at least a smell dose of

scientiffg\?igour nd respectability into what otherwise appeared to



5

~ be a normative cum metaphysical wasteland, reformers have taken to
L

EEN

o
urging educators to state or specify their objectives in " ehaviourgl

terms".29 In other words, it seems to have been taken for granted
-that the only way in which we can get clearer about educational
ends or objectives, particularly for the purposes of testing and
evaluation, is to do away with "non~behaviouralﬁz.chs and replace
them with behavioural terms, when as educators, wc vepin to talk
seriously about what we are trying to achiev.. r

Now, as is well known, this proposal has been assailed on a wide

o

. : 3 . .
variety of grounds. 0 Some have attacked it because it seems to pre-—

- suppose a behaviourist theory of learning which is itself defective;

others have charged that, if adopted, it would impose needless, or
perhaps unjustifiable, constraints on tﬁe activities of teaching énd
learning; others have claimed that it lacks feasibility; others have
criticized it becguse it is based onka'stone—age epistemology; and
still others have maihtained that it is wrongheaded, since the theory

-

of meaning (viz., that the meaning of an expression is what it refers.

(“\ﬂwygggpr typical statements of this Position see RB.F. Mager, Pre-
@aring Instructional Objectives (Palo Alto, Calif.: Fearon, 1962),
W. . Popham and E.f?fﬁaker, Systematic Instruction (Englewood Cliffs:
. Prentice-Hall, 1970) and R.M. Gagne, 'Behavioural Objectives? Yes!'!
reprinted in J.M. Rich (ed.), Innovations in Education: Reformers and
Their Critics (Boston: - Allyn and Bacon, 1975), pp. 207-11.

3OEor some of these criticisms see J.M. Atkin, 'Behavioural
Objectives in Curriculum Design: A Cautionary Note,'. The Science
Teacher, (May, 1968), E.W. Eisner, 'Educational Objectives:. Help or
Hindrance,' School Review » Vol. 75 (1967), G.F. Kneller, 'Behavioural
Objectives? No.' reprinted in J.M. Rich (ed.), Ibid., pp. 212-17,
G.J. Posner and K.A. Strike, 'Ideology vs. Technology: The Bias of
Behavioural Objectives,' Educational Technology (May, 1975), pp. 28-34,
and H.D. Simoans, 'Behavioural Objectives: A False Hepe for Education, '
The Elementary School Journal (January 1973), pp. 173-81.
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to or, more simply, that meaning is naming) on which it depends is

wrongheaded. And so on. .
\

Yet, all of these criticisms seem LO presuppose that the prQ*
posal is clear, that there are few, if any, difficulties involved in
determining what it means. But is this the case? What precis
a behavioural objective? And how do behavioural objectives diffei
from non-behavioural objectives? In attempting th respo;d to this
criticai question, proponents of this dottrine have tended to adopt
a number of different strategies, no one of whicﬁ, I would wish to
maintain, is at all satisfactory given their avowed ambitioﬁs. One
strategy is to prepare two lists of items. The first list typically )

consists of terms like 'identify', 'define', 'describe’, 'solve',
f 5

"manipulate', 'classify', and so on, which are mysteriously, and
without é?p{iéation, given the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval.

The second li§i\is composed of such terms as 'believe', 'know',:

’

'understand', and 'appreciate' and so on. These, and all other
’r

3
.

termé like them, it is implied, are to be treated as if they were
- W “ .
"black-listed" or perhaps 'taboo' -- again without any explanation (

o

of what the relevant principle(s) of sameness or difference might be.

The second type of strategy is somewhat mor lightened, -if not.more

eﬁlightening. It consists of retaining the tists, but attempting to
explain why the terms are classified as'they'hré. That is, some
proponents of behavioural! objectives have attempted to spell dut the

basis.on which they have distinguished-terms of the one sort from terms;:

-

7

I . :
of the other. And, this is the point at which matters become inter-—
‘esting and, at the same time, where fundamental -issues in the
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‘philosophy of action must be brought into considetration. For what the

reformers are appurently'geeking is a CX}texLon that will help us to e
- ' o AN ,

i distinguish terms that refer to behaviour\(and, in some cases, its

& ) o : : \ ) ) R

products) -from terms that do not. And in so doing they are lead

directly into the domain of fundamental. issues concerning the nature

S

.

‘of human action snd its-description.

- Efforts to elicit critcria that would enable them at least »to 3

C : . . T ' -
wr preserve their .impoverished list and, ‘perhaps, to extend it modestlyf

!
N A
cad

o . =T 8. - ’ ..
v have been at best feeble, and simply will not do. Gestures: in the

direction of a clear and servicable criterign‘have been” made by
% o N

& '

~ appealing to such considerations as whether the statement describing

the objective is; a statement containing a verb, or a statement. con-

. 5 _
taining an action verb, a statement containing a "behavioural verb",

s SR R
Lo ~or a statement which says what the learner wilL.beddoing, or a
statement which describes or refers tg out : - observable behaviou&,
_etc.>as criteria of demartation. Unfortun: owever, a little
( a . < -marcat, ,

< . : -,

I

reflection makes it clear that tone of,theée'éxplicEvions can be

- Y e ;
on that will assist iff. preservi

u . ¢ H

. It . . : R R
T iéepproyed as a criteri the original - e,
) - . ’ Y5 a o T :

lists, much less in extepding‘them along liines, that,are infoppatiyek%~ S

: 'Th@xiprovids hq él_" ,g;ecisé3 and~unaﬁﬁigudus’spééification of the
. ‘.-' , , . - ..\ f . .’l _.." o L - )

A

C o SNy L - . -
relevapt terms, eithér be&ause'they‘make unwarranted ‘assumptions about
, o b] .o ‘ : )

the claghty of certéfh’distiﬂétibns enshrined within traditional
Fo) O R o) » ?

cEngiish*gramrﬁar (e.gi/ between verls that signify states of beings vs.

N .

. verbs that signify nction, betwegn sentences in the passive and sen~ * ) >

.tencgé in the active voice) or bgéausé they, unjustifiably, assum&® . ' .

‘that. there 'is a clear distinction between deéCriptions of behaviour

. . - _ : .
r oo - - P
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.they beg the questdon (by taking it for granteddthat verbs are

~0rdi

T

{action) and descriptions of other human eveutﬁg or simply because

N ~

beltavioural verbs' just in case they describe or refer to behaviour).

ak
A

In short, when the,recommendation that educational objectives be

stated in behaVioural terms is bubJected to critical scrutiny, it turns
. , o
out to be based on views oL the nature of human action and of the -

Y

‘

ﬂkuuy‘gx:\ﬁ us 1in descrlblng or referrlng to. actions that are extra~
; % A

L g -

luddled This surely is an ironical turn of events, giveu

.the annodﬂced.ambitions of those, who in making,this recommendation

. 1 .
sV 3

: w"l have educators clear up thelr thlnklnb in the realm of testlng

\,,C o .
and?%valuation. This result is lmportant too, in ‘another way. For
\ . , o
it,clearly demonstrateq the releva%%e of phlloqophlcal 1nqu1ry 1nto
") . : . O, 0. :

matterq oL human action to this probléhtarean In tth contbxt these

?&u S T : ’ ,j g

issueg are fundamental 51nce unless * and,untll we ar‘ a,good deal

clearer about what 1s,to count ﬁ§ henCe, as a’behavioural

"y o SH : v ,

objective we cannot. begln to appralse the other‘obloctlons that have
[ noe -

° 5

- been ‘raised in reference to thig?dOCtrine.‘ In Qbher words, we cannot

S T T

vbegln to dec1de whether this progo§al or the standard obJectlons to

} L} .
v » - o . . N

it, are sound uatil we know f%“belng talked abOut 'og ‘what the

t“y

[¥)
2
\

proposal means.

Courniselling, the evaluation of teaching,’ feacher ‘preparation, as

well as the“day—to—dax activities of classreom teacher are alsg enter- .

H

Y ? e . 4
N .

prises’ involving’ issues that link up in important ways with problemis //? .

in the realm»OE\action theory. One of the‘so;oalled;techniques.that

‘has lately been introduced 1nto tha repertoires of school c0unsellors

. -

is somethlng called "behaviour modlflcatlon ‘This technique} ifs
. 4 A . M . -

f
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objectives, its role, if any, within educational contexts and the pre-
. : A . K o . ' -

suppositicits on which it rests, are in need of careful analysis and

examination, from among others, the point of view of action theory.®

Another arén of growing concern in education these days has to do

with the quality of teachers and theirvteaching. Until quite recently

S

the tendency has:'been to evaluate teachers -as persons. 1ln ather words,

v

judgments about the quality of  teaching were typically based on infor-
mation COncerning'the teacher's traits of character or peﬁﬁonaliag.
It seems pretty clear that underly;ng this practite'there was an
'assuhption to\the e?%eeqvthatdgood persons make'good teachers, since

' T N o » .
part of the'%o&“of the teacher f%dto be a model for the young _— a

| .

paragon of v1rtue, as it - aere:’ SXnd not sdrprlsLngly, vestlges of the
- . “‘\"g Doagns Ay, ]
v r ! * V

“inotlon of teacher as’ preache&;ﬁgxah, ger today,- in spite. of the
8 ]

v

fact that thS klnd of 1nformatron has turned out to be df.prLLléﬁb
.. N P2 et ) ay 1 . R
thtk&wvalue to anyone conQQFned to make decisions with respect to

. JI > . .
Wy ‘ ; ;

: w«épch matters as the selectlon, tralnlng and ?1ring of teachers, on

<JY - Gt? ¢ S A

the strength of it. For thls, and a varlety o£ other reasons, atten—
"(l'.: o . -

-w‘tlon espec;ﬁllg&w1thln the research community, has turned away fromf.

.“'\

\_the teacher as person and towards the bu51ness of trylng ‘to devhsé/
R .

) ! . . gy 3

v.ways of evaluatlng’teachers 'in-acti . } Indeed much of the

te

]

o v #a —~ o
L ;ﬁ'or -a more detalled dlscu551on of some of the traditional w
{apﬁroaches to teacher .evaluation and of some of the problems involved
in certain contemporary approaches to this problem are® see W. Rab#n-

owitz and R.M.W. Trayers, 'Problems of Defining and. Asse551ng Teacher.
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Effectiveness,' Educational Theory, Vol. 3(1953), pp. 212-19, B. Rosen- .

shine, 'Evaluatlon of Classroom Instruction, *. Rev1ew,o£nEducatlonal
Research, Vol. 4 (1970),“pp. 279-300, J.D. McNeil and W:J. Popham,
iThe Assessment of Teacher Competence,' in R.M. W&aTravers (ed ), op.
cit., pp. 218-44, and D. Berliner, 'A Status Report on the Study of
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(B

activity we considered in connection with classroom research has had
'

this as one of its primary aims. 1n other words, the emphasis idty

»
(S

now;on the matter of what makes good teaching good, rather than on

what makes good teachers good,

~1

A oart from the very complex normative issues involved in this

' . R N, G - o
prob’' . area, researchers intefested! the study,of good teachin
“ A . o B ghy\- R g

. Ay \, i ’ |
mu- - - so.wrestle with even mores fungamental questions including':
"W ¢ kinds of actions are to count as teiching acts?', 'What is an
. o - ., |
action, and how is it to be distinguished from its antecdents, .its
upshots and various other human events that typically occur in the
classroom?', and 'What kinds of descriptions of the things teachers ‘do
are likely to be most wseful for various kinds of evaluation, e.g.,
effeqgtiveness, efficiency,; .the moral qualitieswof the teaching,, and

v o . L
for the further purposes such eysluatiég& may serve, e.g., the »
i \1 - ‘: Y = ‘V: 4 : o ) ' ' Pv i
o . . N Y

selection, pre-service training, hiring, in-service training, ind

'd e

‘promotion of teachers?'. In:short, résearch intowgood teafhing must

GGQKQ*QC and attempt to deal not only with all of the questions that -
BN | s i : - .

A . . . . >
flsed in respect of classroom-research aimed primarily at under-
u " " :

) H ; . LJ‘.;)‘ ® ) ) I3 .
standing teaching, but, in addition, with a host of normative questions
- » . ' o :
deriving from educational theory. Here, once again, it is evident
that act:n theory must flgu promlnently 1n our efforts to come to’
? . .
gglps with teachlng, equxgally when we are 1nterested in teachlng that

4
is good merltorlous or‘Worthwhlle from an educational p%*nt of view. i

/’}’ ) °
.

\Ynnally, and. perhaps®most 1mportaﬁtIy, it seems to me
é

o 5 . A -
aby olutely essentlal that those being. trained” ‘to embark on a careger in

7

&ggghlng or those already.at work in the fleld come, in some way‘Br_
. a g
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“

b

ohhcr _to understand and appreciate the kinds of problems, conceptual,

a

L\plaﬁgtory, moral, and so on; that are the heart of philosophical

~re

inquiry into human action. The reason is just this: that in order

to teach children and young people in such a way as to play a bene—

ficial role in their becomlng educated persons one must have an

' /
Mo
adequate theory (or conception) of children or young people as persdns.

And -.ice, as I maintained at the very beginning of this 1nqu1ry,
the key to understandlng human beings as persons, rather than as

physxtal objects, lies>in understahdéng their actions it is clear

(x

gﬁhat a theory of action is an 1ndlspen51b]e requlrement of this task.
Hence, if as I have claiﬁed, a theory of action is necessary to under-—
standing human beings — in this case children and young people --

as persons, i the sense that without it no'such understanding 1s

’

possible, then the only queﬁtlons that remaln have to do with the

adequacy of those cqnngt&ons or theorles Are we to leave them as

stunted and 1mpo&%r1shedi@ﬁ many of them seem to “be? Or 4are %9
any \o

take steps to deVlse ways of aséxstlng‘both the 1n1t1ates and. th

experlenced to examine and evaluate their VLews of children and young

people ‘in order to ensure that they come more aQequately to undtrstand

1 4 2

<
~

To me the‘answer is clear. ‘And in this connection the.kinds of

~

ry consxderable ex%ent with those that are central to phllosophlcal
.o~ : ) o~
inqdiry into human action. o 5

Iy

them as persons ——._as lndlvld%als that think, act, learn, feel, and so
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