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A good deal of Donald Davidson's important and widely influential
paper, "The Logical Form of Action Sentences,! is taken up with
demonstrating the failure of the Kenny-Chisholm-von Wright style 2 ac-
count of the syntax of agency to adequately cope with a varied collection
of problems. The approach repudiated by Davidson enjoins partitioning
an action-sentence into an agent, a state of affairs, and an operation of
bringing about: "Socrates drops the cup'. becomes “Socrates brings it about
that the cup falls. | call this style of analysis the Anselmian approach,
arguing that not only can this approach deal well enough with Davidson's
problemsto restoreitself as an interesting subject of investigation, but
in some respects it handles these problems so perspicuously that we can
begin to see them in an entirely new perspective, one that is favorable to
the Anselmian approach.

1. THE ANSELMIAN APPROACH

The Anselmian approach, more or less exemplified by Kenny, Chisholm,

von Wright and other recent action theorists,? isto treat agency asa sen-

tential operator relativized to individuals, g, p7, paraphrased as “abrings
it about that p obtains, or more literally, ‘a brings it about that pistrue'.

Intuitively, p may be thought of as a state of affairs or event, if such para-

phrases are helpful, but more strictly, p should be thought of as a state-

ment, something that simply has the property of being true or false,

atemporally.* Ultimately various refinements in Anselmian systems of
agency such astenses, or the device of ruling  vacuous over theorems
and negations of theorems, 5 could bring “statement' more in line with
what is usually thought of as an event, but let us not initially worry un-

duly about “events' or “states' and read r§,p7 in dedicto fashion as“a
made p true'.

Philosophical Studies 29 (1976) 75-89. All Rights Reserved
copyright 1976 by D. Reidel Publishing Company, Dordrecht-Holland



76 DOUGLASWALTON

In arecently discovered fragment, Lambeth Manuscript 59, St. Anselm
of Canterbury took a step that is tantamount in our terms to alowing
schemata of the form ™~ p™ to come within the scope of the s-operator.
He argued that sometimes non facere is also an instance of facere: "Nam
qui non amat virtutes et qui non odit vitia, male facit... ." & This allowed
him to distinguish among varieties of 'not-doing' such as we would repre-
sent by the schemata r§,~ p™, "~8,p7, and "~§,~ p7. Concurrently,
St. Anselm distinguished between direct action, “bringing it about that
p', and indirect action “bringing it about that g where qis a sufficient con-
dition for p'. Ashe put it, an agent can bring about something itself
(facereidipsum esse), or bring it about through some other state of
affairs (facere aliud esse). 7 The Anselmian approach is now capable of
perspicuoudly distinguishing six varieties of agency. Using St. Anselm's
illustration of the action of killing, we can set these out as follows.

(1) Killing directly Facere idipsum esse
2 Not making not dead, (e.g.,

not raising the dead man to

life, should one have the

power so to do) Non facere idipsum non esse
®3) Making the killer have arms

(arming the killer) Facere aliud esse
4 Not arming the victim Non facere aliud esse
(5) Making the victim not armed

(disarming the victim) Facere aliud non esse

(6) Not making the killer not
armed (not disarming the
killer) Non facere aliud non esse 8

Using the - operator, we can now construct schemata corresponding to
these expressions.

m 8.0

? ~8,~p

A3) 0.9 & (9= 0,p)

4 ~ 8,9 & (9> ~8,p)
® da~q & (9>~ dp)
(6) ~8,~q&(g>6,p).°
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The adequacy of the above translations can be somewhat better appre-
ciated by reflecting on these awkward paraphrases.

(0] directly bringing it about that the victim is dead

2 not bringing it about that the victimis alive, i.e., allowing him
to remain or become dead

() bringing about some state of affairs q such that somebody
elsekillsthe victim [g=the killer has armg]

4 failing to bring about some q such that somebody else does
not kill the victim [q=the victim has arms]

(5 bringing it about that some ¢ failsto obtain wherethe qis
such that somebody else does not kill the victim [q =the
victim has armg|

(6) not bringing it about that some q failsto obtain where q is
such that somebody else kills the victim [g=the killer has
armg).

We can see the potential of this approach from Anselm's own account of
it. Obvioudly the varieties of agency it allows usto distinguish are crucial
to the language of agency - the example of killing makes plain its applica-
tion to jurisprudence.’® Having adumbrated the foundations of the
Anselmian approach, | turn to Davidson's critique of it.

2. FOUR PROBLEMS

Davidson raises four major problems for the Anselmian approach. First,
the problem of sentence shortage - certain sentences expressing actions
lack any obviously appropriate sentence adequate to characterize the
relevant state of affairs. For example, try rendering “Smith coughed'
into the Anselmian idiom: Smith brought it about that - what? Smith
brought it about that a 'cough-state’' obtained? Thistranglation isin-
adequate, however, since it might be true of the case where Smith slapped
Jones on the back, causing him to cough, whereas “Smith coughed' does
not allow for such a case..2 An alternate suggestion: Smith brought it
about that Smith isin a state of just having coughed. This alternative
raises the problem of agent inclusion - note that the name of the agent,
Smith, appears within the expression of what is brought about.3 Obvi-
ously such inclusion poses a problem for an analysis that purportsto
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separate the agent, the operation of bringing about, and the state of
affairs (minus the agent) that is brought about. A third problem is raised
by generalized actions like “Smith walked to the store'. What is it that
Smith brought about here? The trandation, “Smith brought it about that
Smith is at the store’ won't do, for, even apart from its agent inclusion,
it dropsthe idea of walking.’* And “Smith brought it about that Smith
is at the store, and is there through having walked', according to
Davidson, till seemsto require further analysis as an action-sentence
and is therefore worse that the original.

The fourth problem isthat of infinite polyadicity, stemming from the
reasonable reguirement that the addition of adverbial modifiers to an
action-sentence, p, should result in a sentence that entails p. Generaly,
that is, p+adyv should entail p - for example, "Jones buttered the toast
in the bathroom' should entail “Jones buttered the toast'.’® The problem
arises because, under certain construals, the entailment fails. For instance,
TF, ' (a=Jones, b=the toast, F=is the butterer of) fails, in first-order
logic, to entail TF, , . (as before and ¢ =in the bathroom). Infinite poly-
adicity constitutes a problem for the Anselmian approach, according
to Davidson, because it is obscure how "Jones brought it about that the
toast was buttered in the bathroom' entails "Jones brought it about that
the toast was buttered'. Kenny indicates the generality of the problemin
his observation: "If we cast our net widely enough, we can make 'Brutus
killed Caesar' into a sentence which describes, with a certain lack of
specification, the whole history of the world." 16

3. ANSELMIAN SOLUTIONS

I will argue that while the first problem, that of sentence shortage, is a
trand ation problem for the Anselmian approach, akind of problem that
is shared even by more established regimentations of natural language, ”
the other three problems constitute more substantive syntactical diffi-
culties. | think, however, that the Anselmian approach yields positive
and helpful solutions. So contrary to Davidson, | see the capacity of the
Anselmian approach for handling these problems as a strong argument
initsfavor.

The Anselmian approach trisects the world of agency into three areas -
an agent, a state, and an operation of bringing about. The natural
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language is not so clean in its cleavage, and forcing athree-way sharp
distinction will of necessity outrun the sentences of the natural language -
we will make distinctions where none were before. One result of juxtapo-
sition of formal and natural languagesis that certain formal locutions
can be at best trandated into awkward, ad hoc specimens of English. Thus
“Smith coughed' can be rendered, if adequately at all, by some awkward
locution like " Smith brought it about that the statement “A cough took
place istrue." 18

That the awkwardness of these paraphrases is not itself evidence of
some intrinsic shortcoming of the Anselmian approach will be apparent
to those familiar with the necessity of constructing exotic-sounding
predicate-expressions in tmaslating into quantification theory. The con-
volutions required to construct categorical statements by torturing
English (or Latin) is a part of logic-teaching lore. Y et neither of these
familiar phenomenais generally construed as a good reason in itself for
rejecting the formal language. More nearly analogous to the Anselmian
approach isthe tranglation problem for the probability calculus, where
we may take the arguments of the probability function to be proposi-
tions, sentences, events, sets, and the like.’® So in treating agency as an
operator we have to decide on appropriate values: are they states of
affairs, events, statements, sentences, or what? That thereis no simple
answer isin neither case, we are reminded, a good reason for jettisoning
the proposed formalism.

On the question of agent inclusion, consider the following statements.

1) Smith coughed

2 Smith brought it about that a cough-state obtained
(3) Smith brought it about that Smith coughed

4 Smith brought it about that Jones coughed

Despite Davidson's suggestion that (3) might be a proper paraphrase of
(1),20 itisquite clear that on no account can we permit the agent to appear
within the state of affairsin any adequate translation of sentences having
the structure of (1). The structure of (1) isrepresented by 7é,p™ whereas
(3) hasasignificantly distinct structure, namely 78, ,p7. Similarly (4),
represented by r§, §,p7 is entirely distinct from (1) or (2). On the Ansel-
mian approach, (2) is an acceptable paraphrase of (1), but (3) and (4) are
distinct, both from each other and from (1) and (2). 1 think that it isto
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the credit of the Anselmian approach that it allows usto clearly distin-
guish among (2), (3), and (4), a set easily conflated and confused, as
Davidson shows.

The formal question raised here isthat of the iteration of 5-operators.

Admittedly it is problematic how we are to understand the dubia ™6, 6,07,
ré, 6,p7 and the like, just asin standard alethic modal logic we are con-
fronted with expressions like "p is possibly necessary' and "p is necessarily
necessary'.2! Y et the possibility of constructing such expressionsis not
agood reason for rejecting the Anselmian approach. On the contrary,
this possibility offers us an exact formal means of helping to clarify the
tangled idiom of interpersonal transactions so important in understanding
the language of agency, perhaps most notably in jurisprudence. 2

This same question throws some light on a question that troubles
Davidson: Isan action an event? 2 In Anselmianterms: Is 73,77 a
legitimate substitution-instance of p? The answer must be yes - actions
can be treated as eventsin this respect. In another sense of this rather
amorphous question, actions are not events, since it will be an adequacy
condition for any reasonable Anselmian account of agency that the
schemata 6, p=p™ and 7§, p> p? Must not be theorems. A logic of
agency must include ™8, p=> p24 and exclude its converse p=4,p™ -
otherwise it simply collapses into sentence logic.

The problem of generalized actions indicates some further limitations
of the Anselmian account - some locutions that would ordinarily be said
to express actions fail to truly do so in the Anselmian reconstruction.
“Smith walked to the store' thus comes out not as a single action but as
something more akin to a series of actions, a continuous action perhaps,
or a process in which agency played a part. Similarly, “Smith danced the
boogie-woogie al night long' is, loosely speaking, something that Smith
did. But more properly speaking, Smith did a number of things that, in
effect, added up to dancing the boogie-woogie all night long. The relevant
formal question is whether agency is closed under conjunction introduc-
tion, whether we have as a theorem,

(aap &541 q):)éa(p &q)

If | bring it about that p and | bring it about that g, do | thereby directly
bring it about that p-and-q? Suffice it to say here that there are good
reasons for denying that agency is closed under conjunction introduction,
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assuming that the converse obtains, namely that agency is closed under
conjunction elimination. 3

What Davidson's objection on generalized actions revealsis that there
are many broadly verbal expressionsin English that do not express
actions. Just asit is adogmathat every noun refersto an individual, like-
wise it would be fallacious to pronounce that every verb refersto an action.
Asasyntax of action, the Anselmian approach is a more modest propo-
sal than either Frege's 2 or Reichenbach's? theory of verbs, and does
not therefore contradict, at least directly, either of these more general
programs. Davidson's point stands - there will be various verbal expres-
sions in English that we ordinarily call actions that will not be classified
as, strictly speaking, individual Anselmian actions. Perhaps ultimately
the basic Anselmian approach might be enriched to bear on these broader
notions related to actions, and perhaps not. As things stand, it is better
viewed as aminimal syntax of some action-expressions that appearsto
have some interesting capacities of expressions, rather than masquerading
as afull-blown theory of verbal expressions.

4. ACTIONS AND CONSEQUENCES

The problem of infinite polyadicity is best approached through con-
sidering the general questions of act-identity 2 and the consequences of
actions ®that Davidson also raises. The question of action-identity, in

Anselmian terms, relates to the question of whether we should have asa
theorem

(T)  (p=9)>(.r=5s)

This question is equivalent (given areasonable assumption) to the ques-
tion of the conseguences of actions, namely whether we should have

(T2)  (p>29)>(8.p>3.9).

Obviously (T2) implies (T1), but the implication is mutual if we accept
the reasonable assumption that agency is closed under conjunction elimi-
nation,

(T3)  du(p & q) > (.1 & 3.9).
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For assuming that (T1) and (T3) obtain, the following deduction is possible

(0 p=>9q

) pr=(p&yq) (1)

®3) 0.p=06,(p & q) @, (11)
@ 0.0 = 0,9 (3 (13).

The reasoning in all three stepsis exclusively truth-functional. Thus the
question of act-identity is, assuming (T3), equivalent to the question of
the consequences of action.

Above we restricted ourselves to the questions of the material equiva-
lences and material consequences of action-sentences. It isimportant to
recognize some limitations of this approach as an adequate explication by
itself of the syntax of agency locutions in natural languages. For example,
it is easy to show that

(T2*) (b &q)>0.4

isatruth-functional consequence of (T2). Yet (T2*) deviates intuitively
from the standard syntax of agency, for consider an instance of (T2*): if
Socrates scratches his head and Plato dies, then Socrates brings it about
that Plato dies. Clearly (T2) can be regarded at best as a necessary con-
dition, and not as a sufficient condition, of some truth about actions.
Perhaps the inadequacy of (T2) to reflect a genuine principle of actionis
due to the well-known inadeguacy of the material conditional as an ac-
count of conditionality in strongly causal or tensed contexts.

We should distinguish between (T2) and aprinciplethat is, if less
amenable to exact explication, a potentially more adequate account of
the syntax of agency. Read mp47 as p causesq'.

(1) (ppq) > (9up>d.9).

It iswell to reflect that the Anselmian expressions 1. to 6. could be more
adequately expressed in an explicitly causal idiom. That the Anselmian
approach is ultimately causal should not detract from its potential value
however, since the importance of the role of causal conceptsin the analy-
sisof the basic syntax of agency isindicated by (a) Davidson's own recent
use of causal conceptsin the analysis of the concept of event,30 and (b)
the analysis notably by James D. McCawley 31 of verbs of action through
an underlying causal structure as illustrated below.
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x kills y
‘ S
Cause X /S\
Become S
Not . /5\
Alive y

It isafascinating historical oddity that both St. Anselm and McCawley
chose the verb kill astheir key illustration.

Other kinds of principles should also be considered, such as the logical
consequences and equivalences of actions, exemplified in the following
pair. Read ¢—* asstrict implication and ¢« as strict equivalence.

(TH  (poq)(Gp o d.9)
(T5)  (p—q)(0.p— d.9)-

An obvioudly related theorem,

(T6)  6,(p=>q)>(6.,p>0.9)%

draws our attention to another question of consequence. The genera
question posed by such schematais: to what extent are the consequences
(equivalences) of an action a part of the original action? Direct conse-

guences of an action transmit agency, but as the consequences become

more remote, we tend to become increasingly reluctant to carry over the

imputation of agency. We could call this the question of the §-hereditari-
ness of agency. Obviously it would be inevitably arbitrary to draw one
line where agency stops - there seem to be levels of agency.

(T6) has been proposed as as axiom for agency by Ingmar Porn,ss as
part of alogically well-developed system of agency along Anselmian
lines. Porn acknowledges as a consequence of his system atheorem of this
form.

(T6*) 6,~p2dé,(p>q).
Aninstance of (T6*): if Socrates does not scratch his head then Socrates
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brings it about that if he scratches his head, the earth collides with the
sun. Thus (T6) contains some controversial consequences, asinitialy
plausible as it may seeminitself. Elsewhere® | have examined some
interesting divergencies of (T6) from the ordinary language of agency.
Porn's system, | suggest, shows the power and elegance of the Anselmian
approach asatool to aid in the explication of the syntax of agency.

The Anselmian approach proceeds by rejecting (TI) and (T2) and
accepting only aweaker theorem expressing a necessary condition of in-
direct agency.

(T [Gr&(p=g)]=b4.

Paraphrased: if a bringsit about that p and p is a (materially) ¥ sufficient
condition for g, then aindirectly bringsit about that g. One way to
achieve thisresult isto adopt as a definition.

Def.  &: 8,p =4 8,9 & (g P p).

Paraphrased: aindirectly bringsit about that pis, and only if, abrings it
about that g and gcauses p. ¥ We can a so define the class of logical con-
sequences of the action.

Def. é: Sap =4t 0,4 & (g9 — p).

Paraphrased: a interdirectly bringsit about that p if, and only if, abrings
it about that q and q strictly implies p. Thus conceived, indirect (including
interdirect) agency is a relative matter in that p may be indirect relative
to q but not so relativeto r - where p isindirect relative to g, we do not
specify by Def. § how q itself is picked out as an action. Thusit isafallacy
to imagine we have thereby defined some 'rock-bottom' direct action,
relative to which all appropriately related actions are indirect. The reader
needsto clearly appreciate the difference between indirect actions and
socalled "basic actions.' 37 We return to the relativity of indirect agency
below where we deal with infinite polyadicity.

5. INFINITE POLYADICITY

Davidson sets down the requirement on any reasonable theory of the
logical form of action-sentencesthat it preserve the kind of entailment

exemplified by the pair of sentences "Jones buttered the toast in the bath-
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room' and “Jones buttered the toast'.3® Since we could presumably add
adverbial modifiers indefinitely,3° the requirement was named “infinite

polyadicity' by Kenny. Davidson argues that the Anselmian approach
only obfuscates the problem because it is even more obscure how the
relation of entailment is supposed to obtain in the pair, "Jones brought it
about that the toast was buttered in the bathroom' and " Jones brought
it about that the toast was buttered' than in the original pair above.%
Without commenting on the value of Davidson's preferred solution, |
will simply argue, on the contrary, that the Anselmian approach makes
the issue clearer.

The reason why Davidson's entailment is preserved, according to the
Anselmian approach, isto be found in the entailment between the pair,
‘The toast was buttered in the bathroom'’, and "The toast was buttered'.
Since the latter isalogical consequence of the former, we have it by Def.
& that Jones interdirectly (and hence indirectly) brought it about that the
toast was buttered in the bathroom. Thus the agency is preserved in the
implicandum, according to Davidson's requirement, and moreover the
important distinction is marked between the original action cited 'butter-
ing in the bathroom' and its derivative, "buttering'. As Davidson points
out many times, the exact wording of the specification of the actionis
often crucial to the rational allocation of responsibility. Thus the explicit
demarcation of the Anselmian approach is very helpful, a strong ad-
vantage. Moreover the Anselmian approach rejects the implication in-
herent in Davidson's paper that all the logical implications of action-
sentences (by deleting adverbial modifiers or whatever) are themselves
action-sentences at the same level. A genuine logical consequence of an
action-sentence might be quite logically complex, replete with quantifiers
and the like, and therefore “remote in thought' from the original action-
sentence. Significantly, none of the cases Davidson considers are of this
type. | suggest however that reflection on awider range of cases indicates
the wisdom of rejecting strong consequence or equivalence principles like
(Tl and (T2) in favor of the Anselmian approach, an approach that
helpsto clarify the nature of these action-entailments considerably.

The Anselmian approach also throws some light on Kenny's worry that
any sentence describes, with a certain lack of specification, the whole
history of the world. A formal analogue of Kenny'sworry is that we seem
to have it as a consequence of the Anselmian approach that we can
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generate spurious direct actions as follows: take any action-sentence such
as “Jones buttered the toast', then we can always concoct an action-sen-
tence that entails it such as "Jones buttered the toast somewhere'. In
particular, for any action-sentence 78,2, we can generally concoct some
q such that we have it that 78,(p & ¢)7. Thus by (T3), any action-sentence
whatever easily yields up some obviously spurious “direct' action of which
it is a consequence. This very genuine difficulty is handled by the Ansel-
mian approach, however, when we remember the restriction that the
direct action must be picked first - it is arelative matter then to find the
indirect actions. Thus where the indirect action-statement is q, it isinad-
missable to pick any p at random and make the direct action-statement
Tp & g. Thiswould constitute the very fallacy mentioned earlier of
failing to recognize the essential relativity of indirect agency. Thusthe
Anselmian approach, far from succumbing to the problem of infinite poly-
adicity, not only accommodates it but throws considerable light oniit.

6. SOME REMAINING PROBLEMS

Davidson's other examples, such as "The doctor removed the patient's
appendix’, “Jones raised his arm’, and “Jones batted an eyelash' can ob-
viously be handled within the Anselmian framework more or lessin the
same way as the cases we have already examined, so | will leave these as

an exercise for the reader instead of tediously going through them. The

capacity of the Anselmian approach to handle these cases with reasonable
adequacy should be now be established. Perhaps aword isin order how-

ever on the problem of the Morning Star (p. 89) to which, writes David-
son, the Anselmian style of analysis does not yield a solution. Davidson

writes that we want to preserve inferences such as: | flew my spaceship to

the Morning Star, the Morning Star isidentical withe the Evening Star;

so | flew my spaceship to the Evening Star. As we have seen, not al in-

ferences of the form

(TLY) (p=q)=(%p = 5:9)

are valid in the Anselmian scheme although we do have the weaker thesis,
(TLY) (p=q)= (0> 0.9).

Thus the desired implication is preserved through (T1.I") - in flying my
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spaceship to the Morning Star | indirectly (more specifically, interdirectly)
brought it about that the spaceship was flown to the Evening Star. More-

over, the Anselmian rendering has the important advantage of clearly

distinguishing direct actions from their consequences. The implication
is not only preserved, but the analysis makes it more perspicuous.
Eventually, the Anselmian analysis might be advanced still further,
perhaps by introducing measures on the complexity of schemata, so that
an estimation of the degree of remoteness of the conseguences of actions

could be obtained. How such measures of degrees of indirectness and

interdirectness of actions are to be constructed and whether they may

actually be useful in applications of action theory isa question | will not
pursue here. But that the Anselmian approach allows for these kinds
of further refinementsis, | argue, a strong advantage, showing the
potential fruitfulness of this style of analysis of the logical form of action-

sentences.
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