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• What is the difference between mere 
happenings and intentional doings?

• What is an agent, and what is it to 
exercise agency?
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Agency and causation

Some truisms:  Agents are causes. They are the source of change.  To 
act successfully is to be efficacious.
• “A staff moves a stone, and is moved by a hand, which is moved by 

a man.” (Aristotle, Physics, 256a)

One approach to action theory (not Aristotle’s!) takes these claims at 
face value, positing a special kind of “agent-causation” that is distinct 
from ordinary event-causation.



“We should say that at least one of the 
events that are involved in the act is 
caused, not by any other events, but by 
something else instead.  And this 
something else can only be the agent 
— the man.”  


- Roderick Chisholm, “Human 
Freedom and the Self,” 1964
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“
Weird?  Yes, but … 

Now, if you can analyze such statements as ‘Jones killed his uncle’ into 
event-causation statements, then you may have earned the right to 
make jokes about the agent as [a primitive] cause.  But if you haven’t 
done this, and if all the same you do believe such things as that I 
raised my arm and that Jones killed his uncle, and if moreover you still 
think it’s a joke to talk about the agent as cause, then, I’m afraid, the 
joke is entirely on you.  You are claiming the benefits of honest 
philosophical toil without even having a theory of human action.  

- Chisholm
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Agent-causation

I hope [Chisholm] would recognize it as a token of my 
respect … if I adopt his locution and declare that the proper 
goal for the philosophy of action is to earn the right to make 
jokes about primitive agent-causation, by explaining how an 
agent’s causal role supervenes on the causal network of 
events and states. 


- J. David Velleman, “What Happens When Someone 
Acts,” 1992

“
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An example

• Your spouse kicks you in 
bed.  Was this an action or a 
mere happening?

•  The answer depends on 
whether it was caused by a 
desire/intention to kick you, 
as opposed to being e.g. a 
myoclonic spasm.
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The Causal Theory of Action
What are the candidates for this psychological structure?

• First-order desires (‘I want to kick my spouse’)
• Second-order desires (‘I want not to want to kick my spouse’)
• Beliefs (‘My spouse is over there’; ‘kicking them is a way of stopping 

them from snoring’)
• Evaluative judgments (‘It is bad/wrong to kick one’s spouse’)
• Intentions and policies (‘I plan to kick my spouse when they snore’; ‘I 

have a policy of treating their snoring as a reason to kick them’)
• What we care about/love (‘I love my spouse’; ‘I care about good sleep’)
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A major challenge to causal approaches emphasizes the 
agent’s knowledge of her own actions.

We seem to know what we are doing when we act 
intentionally, and not in the same way that we know what 
other people are doing.

• G.E.M. Anscombe:  when we act intentionally, we know what we 
are doing without the use of observation or (conscious) inference.

“Intentional actions are a subclass of the events in a man’s 
history which are known to him not just because he observes 
them.”  - Intention, section 16
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Knowledge of agency
Suppose you kick your spouse, and the 
event has the right kind of psychological 
cause:  you want to stop them from 
snoring, believe this is a way of doing it, 
form the intention to do it, etc., and this 
is the cause of your kicking.

However, you are sincerely unaware that 
you are kicking them — perhaps you are 
even asleep at the time.



Knowledge of Agency



Knowledge of Agency
Can we simply add these two criteria together?  Intentional action 
caused in the right way + known without observation or inference? 



Knowledge of Agency
Can we simply add these two criteria together?  Intentional action 
caused in the right way + known without observation or inference? 



Knowledge of Agency
Can we simply add these two criteria together?  Intentional action 
caused in the right way + known without observation or inference? 

1. Take the causal history to be primary, and hold that knowledge of 
action is explained by the causal history — it’s inferential after all? 
(Paul, “How We Know What We’re Doing,” 2009).  Unsatisfying to 
true Anscombeans.



Knowledge of Agency
Can we simply add these two criteria together?  Intentional action 
caused in the right way + known without observation or inference? 

1. Take the causal history to be primary, and hold that knowledge of 
action is explained by the causal history — it’s inferential after all? 
(Paul, “How We Know What We’re Doing,” 2009).  Unsatisfying to 
true Anscombeans.

2. Take knowledge of action to be primary (the “formal cause”), and 
deny the relevance of the efficient-causal history of the event?  



Knowledge of Agency
Can we simply add these two criteria together?  Intentional action 
caused in the right way + known without observation or inference? 

1. Take the causal history to be primary, and hold that knowledge of 
action is explained by the causal history — it’s inferential after all? 
(Paul, “How We Know What We’re Doing,” 2009).  Unsatisfying to 
true Anscombeans.

2. Take knowledge of action to be primary (the “formal cause”), and 
deny the relevance of the efficient-causal history of the event?  
• This is often referred to as a non-causal theory of action, but not 

because it posits uncaused behaviors.
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Learning what we can do

Problem for (2):  we will not be in a position to A intentionally unless we 
know that we can A in the relevant circumstances — we must first 
know that A-ing is in our power.

This means that our intentional agency is constrained by uncertainty 
about our own abilities.
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Learning what we can do:  three objections
1.  Surely we learn what we can do through experience and causal 
inference.  It’s hard to see how we could have knowledge of the 
efficacy of our will in any other way.

“A man, suddenly struck with palsy in the leg or arm, or who had newly lost those 
members, frequently endeavours, at first to move them, and employ them in their 
usual offices. Here he is as much conscious of power to command such limbs, as 
a man in perfect health is conscious of power to actuate any member which 
remains in its natural state and condition … neither in the one case nor in the other, 
are we ever conscious of any power. We learn the influence of our will from 
experience alone. And experience only teaches us, how one event constantly 
follows another; without instructing us in the secret connexion, which binds them 
together, and renders them inseparable. - David Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding
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Learning what we can do
Objection 2:  In many (most?) cases, we learn what we can do by doing 
it — we learn through practice.

“The question might be asked, what we mean by saying that we must become 
just by doing just acts, and temperate by doing temperate acts; for if men do 
just and temperate acts, they are already just and temperate … (Aristotle, 
Nicomachean Ethics, 2.4)

Similarly, how do we come to be in a position 
to A intentionally, if learning by doing involves 
doing A intentionally? (Piñeros Glasscock 2021)
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Learning what we can do
The non-causal account seems pushed to 
say that when we learn by doing, we first do 
the thing unintentionally — or at least non-
intentionally.

When Ivy is learning to bake a cake, she 
intentionally breaks eggs, mixes the batter, 
and puts the batter in the oven.  But when a 
cake comes out, it’s not a cake she 
intentionally baked.
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Intentional action
Objection 3:  Our non-accidental successes in the face of uncertainty 
are denied the status of being things we intentionally did.

In calling an action intentional, we do generally mean to rule out 
completely lucky, accidental, out-of-control success.

One cannot count as winning the lottery 
intentionally, no matter what the 
psychological antecedents of that event 
are, if the odds are too unfavorable and 
the fix is not in.
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However, uncertainty about success can be reasonable even if the 
agent does have the ability to A in a non-accidental way.

Some of the most important, valuable expressions of our agency take 
place in this space of striving in the face of uncertainty — pursuing 
difficult degrees, careers, athletic accomplishments, relationships, etc.

When we set out, we are not in a position to know what we are capable 
of.  (Morton and Paul, “Grit” 2019)
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Uncertainty about success

When we do non-accidentally succeed in such aspirations, are these 
actions defective qua intentional action — sub-intentional, or non-
intentional?

I suggest not.  We need not take the paradigm case of intentional 
action to be trivial behaviors known to be completely under our control.

Difficult achievements are often those we most care about being 
attributable to us. 
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The Causal Theory of Action does 
better with these kinds of cases, 
which are not merely peripheral.

Intentional agency is not 
constrained by our knowledge of 
what we can do.

However, we cannot understand 
the relevant causal antecedents in 
ways that are disconnected from 
the agent’s awareness.

Conclusion


