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Preface

The philosophy of action deals with the notion of action that ap-
plies only to beings who have wills. (The words action and act are,
of course, applied to other sorts of entities — we speak of the action
of the acid on the metal and of how the pistons act to move the
drive shaft — but what action and act mean in such applications is
not a concern here.) We take ourselves, people, to be the paradigms
of enwilled agents. That we are beings who act is a fundamental
fact about us. It is as important as the fact that we are cognizers,
beings who know and believe. (These two aspects are, of course,
thoroughly interconnected: The knowledge and beliefs we have and
those we want influence our actions, and our actions influence the
beliefs we come to have.) Yet, though philosophers in the West-
ern tradition from Socrates on have had much to say about action,
it is only in the last three decades or so that the theory of action
has come to be thought of as a distinct branch of philosophy, on
a par with the theory of knowledge. This may be because there
was a tendency to think of action as a subconcern of philosophizing
about rationality and morality. And indeed, very important ques-
tions about action arise there, such questions as what it is to choose
one’s actions rationally and what makes it the case that a person is
morally responsible for an action. But some fundamental questions
about action are prior to those concerned with its moral or pruden-
tial dimensions. Just what sort of thing is an action? We like to think
of our actions as connected to the past but not made inevitable by
it. What must the world be like for our actions to have both of those
features? It is this metaphysical sort of question that occupies this
book.

Chapter 1 considers what distinguishes the events involving a
person that are the person’s actions from those that are not actions.
Chapter 2 investigates what is necessarily involved in that most im-
portant sort of action, voluntary exertion of the body. Chapter 3
considers a further aspect of what sort of thing an action is, namely,

X
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how actions are individuated. Chapter 4 tries to figure out what
makes an action intentional (which is connected to what makes a
person responsible for an action). Chapter 5 examines what is nec-
essary for an agent to have alternative actions open to her. Finally,
Chapter 6 investigates what sorts of facts make true a special sort of
explanation of an action, a sort that only actions can have, namely,
the explanation that the agent did the action for such-and-such rea-
sons.

There are two main thrusts of the book that are likely to be
the most controversial. One is the claim (Chapter 1) that actions
are marked off from other events by having at their core a mental
event possessing an actish phenomenal quality. The plausibility of
this claim depends centrally on my volitional account of voluntary
bodily exertion (Chapter 2). The other is the claim that freedom of
action is incompatible with determinism (Chapter 5). The defense
of this thesis against 2 common objection — that the thesis entails that
a free action cannot have an explanation in terms of the agent’s mo-
tives for it — involves my account of reasons explanation of action
(Chapter 6). (Though that account defends the incompatibilist thesis
against that objection, it does not imply incompatibilism and is, I
hope, independently interesting and plausible.)

Although special terminology introduced in earlier chapters is
used in later ones, the chapters are largely independent of one an-
other in that the arguments in one chapter do not assume the con-
clusions of another. The principal exception is that the account in
Chapter 1 of the nature of action in general depends on the account
in Chapter 2 of the nature of voluntary exertion of the body.

Chapter 2 is a close descendant of a paper that appeared in a spe-
cial issue of Theory and Decision 20 (1986) edited by Robert Audi.
Chapter 6 is a slightly altered version of a paper that appeared in
Philosophical Perspectives, Vol. IV, edited by James Tomberlin. I thank
those editors and the publishers for permission to use that material
here.

This book has grown out of several courses and seminars [ have
given at Cornell over the last ten years or so and a seminar [ con-
ducted at the University of Turku in the spring of 1983. I am greatly
indebted to students and other attendees in those courses for stimu-
lus and for help in developing my views. [ read earlier versions of
Chapter 2 to colloquia at Cornell, the University of Helsinki, the
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University of Uppsala, and the University of Zagreb. An earlier
version of Chapter 1 was presented to the Philosophy Colloquium
of King’s College, University of London, and an earlier version of
Chapter 4 was given as a lecture at University College, London.
I am grateful for the help provided by the discussions on all those
occasions. I thank Robert Audi, Melvin Belzer, and John Bennett,
who each volunteered useful written comments on earlier versions
of Chapter 2, and I am indebted to Sylvain Bromberger and Chris-
topher Hughes for very helpful written comments and conversa-
tions about an earlier version of Chapter 1 and also to Michael
Bratman for useful discussions of carlier versions of Chapters 1, 4,
and 6. My thinking on the topic of Chapter 5, the incompatibility
of free will and determinism, has been much aided by discussions [
have had over the years with Peter van Inwagen, with John Martin
Fischer, and with Kadri Vihvelin, and by their written work. To
David Widerker I owe a large debt of gratitude for many helpful
discussions and for extensive written comments on the penultimate
draft of the book, which have saved me from several errors and led
me to improve the exposition in numerous places. I thank the read-
ers at Cambridge University Press for several helpful suggestions.
I am grateful to Cornell University for a year’s sabbatical leave in
1987-8, during which I completed the penultimate draft. During
the leave I was a visiting scholar at the Center for the Study of Lan-
guage and Information at Stanford University in the fall and at the
Philosophy Department of King’s College, University of London,
in the spring. Many thanks to the members and staffs of those in-
stitutions for providing academic amenities and cordial hospitality.

Ithaca, New York C.G.
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