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G. E. M. Anscombe’s Intention is a classic of twentieth-century philosophy. The work has been enormously influential despite being a dense and largely misunderstood text. It is a standard reference point for anyone engaging with philosophy of action and philosophy of psychology.

In this Routledge Philosophy Guidebook, Rachael Wiseman:
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	adopts a structure for assessing the text that shows how Anscombe unifies the three aspects of the concept of intention
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Introduction

Writing in the Times Literary Supplement in 2010, Jonathan Dancy remarked that though Intention is ‘an acknowledged classic’ and ‘we need a study guide to help us through it’, the fact that no one has written one is ‘not so amazing’:



Anscombe’s thought is so idiosyncratic and so personal, she does things in quite her own way, she doesn’t give the reader any help at all, she doesn’t appear to have an overall position and she doesn’t try to put things in any kind of order – all these things make the task of characterising her philosophical output daunting.

(Dancy, 2010, p. 28)




While Dancy is quite right that Anscombe gives her reader very little help, and that the task ahead is daunting, he also makes a mistake that is common in readers of Anscombe: that of thinking that her work is neither unified nor systematic.

In fact, over her long career, Anscombe methodically describes, with great care and attention, in different but overlapping contexts, the ‘look of human life containing rules’ (Diamond, 1991, p. 5). Because her topic is the ‘natural history of man’ (Anscombe, undated b, p. 224), concepts and questions recur in different contexts, approached from different directions. It is Anscombe’s ability to illuminate, piece by piece, the parts of human life – for her, also a Christian life – while at the same time revealing just how much of what is left remains in darkness, that makes what she says at once brilliant and absurdly difficult.

A distinction taken for granted in a paper on ethics becomes the object of enquiry in one on sensations. A concept that seemed unproblematic in a discussion of causation becomes deeply puzzling in a paper on the memory. An aside about a class of involuntary acts becomes central to a discussion of sin. When one is trying to get to grips with Anscombe’s thought, often the question one can’t answer in text A is addressed somewhere deep in text B, if only one knew to look there; but if one did one would find Anscombe there showing that something that seemed simple and clear in text C is, when viewed from a different angle, dreadfully puzzling. As over 170 of Anscombe’s articles have been published, and reading any one of them with proper understanding requires many hours (weeks? months?) of work, attaining an overview of her thinking – itself an overview of the order that is distinctive of human life – is incredibly challenging.1

Anscombe’s work is about describing an order, but it is not the sort of order that can be ordered: parcelled up, summarised, simplified for a reader. Indeed, as we will see, Anscombe’s philosophical – and indeed personal – aim is to show that what appears simple or easy is in fact complex and difficult. Her work exposes banality and shallowness when it masquerades as sophisticated or deep thought, and aims to reveal that which is often hidden by cliché and posturing. The directions Anscombe’s enquiries take are dictated not by the structure of deductive argument, proposition following proposition, nor by the routes that have been taken by philosophers who have gone before her, but the order that is in the concept that is her topic.

These opening remarks hint at two of the central interpretative claims in this Guidebook. The first is that Intention is a polished work with its own internal structure, and is complete by its own lights. It is not, as one early reviewer complained, a ‘first draft’ (Heath, 1960, p. 282). For a number of years, it has been common to treat Intention as a preliminary sketch of the view developed with much greater sophistication by Donald Davidson; this Guidebook views this as a serious error.2 A core task will be to reveal the order that is there in Intention, an order that is dictated by the concept that is its topic, and to show that though Anscombe carefully delimits the scope of her study – for example, mental causation and knowledge of limb position are said not to come under her topic (see §11, p. 18; §28, p. 50)3 – her results are unambiguous and do not await further development or technical embellishment.

The second interpretative claim is that Anscombe’s treatment of intention is non-psychological. By this I mean: Intention does not seek to describe a state of mind or to give an account of the psychological processes or mechanisms associated with intention. Instead her book describes the logic – or grammar – of a psychological concept. Intention’s task, as Frege said of his study of logic, is ‘an investigation of the mind; of the mind, not of minds’ (Frege, 1956, p. 308).4

Frege studied the mind by formally representing the laws of thought. He insisted that the laws of thought are not like laws of nature; they are not ‘psychological laws in accordance with which [mental process] takes place’ (Frege, 1956, p. 289). So, for Frege, when one is studying the laws of thought one is not interested in how humans in fact think and reason – it is not relevant, for example, that in general humans will infer p from p&q nor that attempting to entertain a contradiction causes psychological discomfort in all reasonable people. Nor is he concerned with the psychological processes – be they in the mind or in the brain, conscious or sub-conscious, personal or sub-personal – which attend thinking and reasoning and which one might discover by introspection or by empirical study. It is of no interest to a study of the laws of thought that one does or does not feel a transition of thought in moving from antecedent to consequent to conclusion, nor that brain process XYZ is always found to attend an act of judgement. Rather, to describe the laws of thought is to describe a formal order in which anything, if it is a thought, will participate. This is what Frege means when he says he is undertaking a study of the mind not of minds.

The Fregean idea of a law of thought takes on a distinctive form in Anscombe’s work, as it did in the later Wittgenstein’s. This is because where Frege views language – the medium of thought – as an abstract symbolism, Anscombe and the Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations have a conception of language as a communicative tool, whose logic is shaped by and shapes the lives and actions of people. This organic conception of language means that the task of studying the mind not minds requires one to attend to more than laws of logic; one must take as one’s object human life shaped by norms.5

When Anscombe examines and describes a human life shaped by the concept of intention, it can appear that she is talking about individual minds, but she is not. Her book, like Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, contains numerous vignettes: a man is doing the shopping for his wife (§32), another is taking part in a conspiracy to murder some bad men (§23), some Nazis are caught in a trap and set about planning a massacre (§38), a student plans to fail an exam (§2). Anscombe invites us to imagine asking the agent ‘Why are you doing that?’ and then to consider what the implications of different answers to that question might be. Which answers would be intelligible? Which would ring false? Which would elicit further enquiries? This can make it appear as if she wants to show us something of the psychology of the protagonists, about what is going on in their minds. But it is rather the case that this question allows her to display features of the concept of intention. As she says in Intention: ‘if [this] account were supposed to describe actual mental processes, it would in general be absurd. The interest of the account is that it describes an order which is there whenever actions are done with intentions’ (§42, p. 80). This contrast – between a description of actual mental processes, and a description of an order that belongs to the concept of intention – is at the heart of Intention, and is one that any adequate interpretation will need to make central.

More of this Guidebook than one might expect – or perhaps wish – will turn on questions about how to read Anscombe’s monograph, about the book’s method and about the status of the philosophical insights contained therein. Writers have not raised these questions in relation to Anscombe’s work in the way that they have in relation to Wittgenstein’s. This is a major oversight and one which this Guidebook can only begin to rectify.

It may be that because Anscombe – unlike Wittgenstein – wrote papers that look like regular philosophical discourse, contain recognisable arguments, and engage with particular philosophical theories, that commentators have assumed that there is nothing distinctive about her method of philosophising. It is sometimes suggested that Intention may exemplify a ‘grammatical investigation’ but little attention has been paid to what that means, and to what it means for the account of intention that the book contains.6 It is true that Aristotle and Aquinas are clearly major figures in Intention, and that the account of action that the book contains is rightly described as Aristotelian or as Thomist. But it is nevertheless the case that Anscombe brings their thought to us in a way that is distinctive of someone writing after the so-called linguistic turn, and under the influence of Wittgenstein. As such, one cannot hope to understand Anscombe’s Intention – much less her work as a whole – if one does not first describe what kind of philosophical investigation she is undertaking, the method she is using, and why that method is (given the nature of the investigation) the right one.

In a sense, once one understands the character of the investigation – the kind of philosophy that Anscombe is doing in Intention – the book itself becomes manageable. It is not technical, the arguments are not overly complex, there is no philosophical terminology, no background theoretical knowledge is required, no literature survey necessary. This is not to say that it is at all straightforward; Anscombe is not a philosopher who wishes to ‘spare other people the trouble of thinking’ (Wittgenstein, 1958, p. viii). The difficult thing about Intention is not the arguments or the concepts, but the difficulty of paying close and unwavering attention to what Anscombe actually says rather than what one suspects that she must mean. The description she puts before us is ‘enormously complicated’ (§43, p. 80) because what we do with and in language is enormously complicated. It is also a description that we feel cannot be correct. Wittgenstein suggested that philosophers should greet each other: ‘Take your time!’ (Wittgenstein, 1980, p. 80). This is the best advice I can offer to a reader of Intention.

A couple of remarks about the content and structure of this Guidebook.

Intention, I suggest, is a book that requires a high-level interpretation; before looking at the detail of the book we need to pose a prior question about what Anscombe is up to. Compare Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logic-Philosophicus. Before beginning one must decide how to read the book. Is it a critique of metaphysics (the ‘austere reading’) or a piece of metaphysics (the ‘traditional’ reading)? Are the propositions intended to be metaphysical, grammatical, or nonsensical (or some combination of the three)? Is the tone literal or ironic? Answering these questions requires careful attention to the text, but also to the background to the text, to things not included in the book itself: to what or to whom was Wittgenstein responding? Who did he have in mind as his reader? What problem was he addressing? What results did he expect? For this reason philosophers seeking to understand the Tractatus take into account Wittgenstein’s preface to his book, his famous letter to the editor, his response to Russell’s introduction, his later renunciation of its method, and so on. High-level interpretative decisions frame the reading and provide guidance at points of local interpretative dispute. In many cases it will simply be impossible to resolve an interpretative difficulty or dispute without looking outside the text to a point about method, aim, or context. The same is true of Intention, but where whole journals have been filled with debates about the method and target of the Tractatus, very little reflection has been given to the method and target of Intention.

For this reason, Chapters 2 and 3 address the genesis and method of Intention respectively. Chapter 2 sets out three specific ways in which Intention responds to Anscombe’s injunction in ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’ that moral philosophy ‘should be laid aside... until we have an adequate philosophy of psychology’ (Anscombe, 1958b, p. 169), and places this injunction in the context of Anscombe’s Catholicism. Chapter 3 describes the method of Intention, and sets out its overall structure and argument.7

Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 follow the text of Intention in a fairly linear manner, using the ‘three heads’ under which Anscombe introduces the topic to divide up these core chapters, with intention with which spanning two chapters. These should all be read alongside the relevant passages in Intention, indicated at each chapter’s head. In Intention the first head – ‘expression of intention for the future’ – is split between §§2–4 and §§50–52. For reasons to do with exposition, I have chosen to discuss this head after intentional action and intention with which.

I should highlight a danger in choosing to set things out as I have. As will become clear, the key to understanding Intention is to recognise that its topic is a single formal structure in which descriptions of events can participate, either by occurring in accounts of what will happen, of what is happening, or of what has happened. Though, as Anscombe says, ‘there is nothing wrong with taking the topic piecemeal’ (§1) she soon reveals that the concept of intention utterly resists a piecemeal treatment (see, especially §20 and §23). Commentators have tried to take Anscombe at her word, but the prevalence of the view in philosophy of action that the piecemeal approach contains pieces which are themselves topics that can each be investigated in isolation from the others, makes the strategy more perilous, so far as understanding Intention goes, than Anscombe herself perhaps realised.

My concern in this Guidebook is with exegesis and not with critique. Although Anscombe liked an argument, the task of presenting Intention in a manner such that it is clear what one would have to be arguing against, is sufficiently challenging to occupy a Guidebook. If I am right about the book’s method and aims, then the question of how one should respond critically to her account is by no means straightforward to answer. It looks like responses that reject her view as false, or her arguments as invalid or unsound, will not properly engage with what she says. The sort of objection that will be fitting will either have to go much deeper, and take issue with Anscombe’s metaphilosophy, or it will need to show that Anscombe has misdescribed the linguistic practice that is her topic. In an important sense, Intention aims to say only what ‘isn’t a philosophical thesis at all, and which no one denies’ (Anscombe, 1979b, p. 211).

A final comment. Rosalind Hursthouse writes:



I have found that when... discussing papers by... Anscombe... with fellow philosophers, that what often blocks understanding is the unconscious assumption that everyone shares the view that, for example, beliefs and desires are natural kinds, or that a reason is a belief/desire pair that causes an action, or that all mental states or brain states – or, more generally, that philosophy is supposed to uncover or construct the foundations of our thought. [...] Sometimes – not always, of course, the cloud lifts if one says ‘But you don’t believe that so-and-so if you’re a Wittgensteinian’.

(Hursthouse, 1999, p. 16)




Hursthouse is right that these and many others are things that ‘you don’t believe if you’re a Wittgensteinian’ and that those are the very things that Anscombe doesn’t believe. It is also absolutely true that these ‘unconscious assumptions’ will block understanding of Anscombe. Of course, when these assumptions are made conscious one might chose not to reject them – certainly the fact that a Wittgensteinian would do so is no argument. However, Anscombe did and, in many places in her work, she offered sophisticated arguments why one ought. Some of the best of them are in Intention.


Notes

1 For an updated bibliography of Anscombe’s published writings, see www.unav.es/filosofia/jmtorralba/anscombe_bibliography.htm (accessed 8 September 2015).

2 This error was compounded, if not caused, by Goldman’s coining of the label ‘Davidson-Anscombe view’ for a thesis about action identity (Goldman, 1970, p. 1). Much of what was written on Anscombe’s Intention through the 1970s and 1980s was in fact concerned with defending or repudiating this thesis, a thesis which does not in fact appear in any of Anscombe’s writing.

3 Future citations will have the form section number + page number (e.g. §1, p. 1). All references are to the second impression of the second edition, published in 1957. This is the version standardly referred to (copies of the first edition, and the first impression of the second are hard to come by). As Anscombe notes in her introduction, some minor alterations were made between the first and second edition (§§19, 33 and 34); and the first and second impression of the second edition (in §§2, 6, 17, 33 and 34). Those with particular interest in these paragraphs may wish to consult earlier editions.

4 This discussion owes much to Cora Diamond’s analysis of the relation between Frege’s and Wittgenstein’s philosophical method, in ‘Introduction I’ to her The Realistic Spirit (1991).

5 This characterisation of the way in which the Fregean idea manifests in Wittgenstein’s later work is from Cora Diamond (1991), esp., pp. 4–6.

6 Roger Teichmann (especially 2014a, 2014b) and Cora Diamond (1991, 1966, 1997) are notable exceptions.

7 Those familiar with recent work on Anscombe may be shocked by the absence of any discussion of ‘the progressive’ in elucidating the notion of practical knowledge or of ‘direction of fit’ in relation to ‘Theophastus’ Principle’. Anscombe does not use these terms, and I have not found them helpful in presenting her arguments. I leave it to others to make a case for their insertion.




1
Elizabeth Anscombe and Intention

Gertrude Elizabeth Mary Anscombe was born in 1919 in Limerick, Ireland, where her father had been posted during the First World War. Her family soon moved to the south of England, where she attended Sydenham High School. At the age of twelve Anscombe discovered Roman Catholicism when reading about the persecution of priests in England under Queen Elizabeth I, and on beginning at Oxford University in 1938 she took formal instruction in the religion with Father Richard Kehoe, a Dominican priest. She was introduced to the philosopher Peter Geach, a fellow convert. They were married in 1941 and went on to have seven children.

As an undergraduate at Oxford, Anscombe studied Classics (or ‘Mods and Greats’) – a combination of ancient Greek and Roman philosophy, history and literature. At the insistence of her philosophy tutors Anscombe was awarded First Class Honours despite spectacularly failing the Roman History paper. Famously, when asked in her viva ‘Miss Anscombe, is there any fact at all about the history of Rome which you would like to comment on?’ she replied ‘No’ (Teichman, 2002, p. 31).

Anscombe moved to Cambridge as a research student in philosophy between 1941 and 1944. In 1946 she returned to Oxford, to Somerville College, taking up a Research Fellowship during which she wrote Intention. Between 1970 and her retirement in 1986, she held the chair at Cambridge that had been Wittgenstein’s. She died in 2001, aged 81.


Anscombe’s Times

When Anscombe began her undergraduate studies at Oxford in 1938, the University had been admitting women for only 50 years, and awarding them degrees for fewer than 20. Oxford during this time seems to have been characterised by a suspicious and vaguely hostile attitude toward the women students. Iris Murdoch, on arriving at Oxford in the same year as Anscombe, was warned by her tutor to ‘be careful how you behave... [T]he women are still very much on probation at this University’ (Conradi, 2001, p. 82). In ‘Mr Truman’s Degree’ – written 20 years later – Anscombe describes how the men of St John’s college were convinced to block her opposition to the degree: ‘The dons at St John’s were simply told “The women are up to something in the Convocation: we have to go and vote them down”’ (Anscombe, 1957c, p. 65). Writing in the late 1950s, the journalist Mehta described the women’s ‘invasion of the field’ (Mehta, 1965, p. 27) that had taken place during the war – an exaggerated metaphor which does not suggest the field was altogether glad of them.

With the Second World War on the horizon, Military Service was introduced in 1939, with conscription for men aged 18 to 41 coming the following year. Although some academics were reserved, many were called up, along with numerous of Anscombe’s contemporaries. By 1940 the women found themselves outnumbered only 2:1 at Oxford, as compared to 5:1 in 1936. The humanities were hit particularly hard by conscription, as, unlike medicine or science, there was no prima facie case for thinking that their studies were making a contribution to the war effort. This meant that far fewer were reserved.

This context provided the women students with a unique climate in which to develop. As well as Anscombe, this cohort included Philippa Foot, Iris Murdoch, Mary Midgely and Mary Warnock, all of whom became brilliant philosophers. It is surely no coincidence that so many of the wartime group went on not only to be influential intellectuals but also to write and think in ways that stand quite outside fashionable or mainstream style.

Mary Midgley recently described this ‘Golden Age of female philosophy’:



As a survivor from the wartime group, I can only say: sorry, but the reason [why so many well-known female philosophers emerged from Oxford soon after the war] was indeed that there were fewer men about then. The trouble is not, of course, men as such – men have done good enough philosophy in the past. What is wrong is a particular style of philosophising that results from encouraging a lot of clever young men to compete in winning arguments. These people then quickly build up a set of games out of simple oppositions and elaborate them until, in the end, nobody else can see what they are talking about. [...]

It was clear that we were all more interested in understanding this deeply puzzling world than in putting each other down. That was how Elizabeth Anscombe, Philippa Foot, Iris Murdoch, Mary Warnock and I, in our various ways, all came to think out alternatives to the brash, unreal style of philosophising – based essentially on logical positivism – that was current at the time. And these were the ideas that we later expressed in our own writings.

(Midgley, 2013)




While it is important not to underestimate the differences between these women’s philosophical views – for one thing, Anscombe’s Catholicism set her apart from the others – what undeniably unites these women’s work is an ethical outlook, according to which the way to proceed is to study not just man but man in his circumstances; not just individual moral agents but the moral environment that we share. Anscombe, echoing Wittgenstein, wrote that ‘[i]t belongs to the natural history of man that he has a moral environment’ (Anscombe, undated b, p. 224). Iris Murdoch described herself, Foot and Anscombe as united in their rejection of the idea that ‘the human being was the monarch of the universe, that he constructed his values from scratch’ and in their shared interest in ‘the reality that surrounds man – transcendent or whatever’ (Mehta, 1965, p. 52).

As well as providing freedom from the kind of stultifying ‘games of simple opposition’, and creating a community of female philosophers who continued to write and think together throughout their lives, the war was part of a ‘deeply puzzling world’ with which to get to grips, and lent real urgency and seriousness to that task. Across the globe the competing ideologies of Nazism, Communism and Liberalism were being realised in societies then pitted against one another in war; human beings were engaged in methodical and bureaucratised mass slaughter, torture and destruction.

When the war ended in 1945, those of Anscombe’s male colleagues who had survived returned from service. Stuart Hampshire and J. L. Austin returned from interrogating enemy prisoners on behalf of the British Intelligence Corps; R. M. Hare from three years in a Japanese Prisoner of War camp; P. F. Strawson from Italy where he served with the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers. For some, these experiences had a profound effect on their philosophy. Hare’s moral theory, for example, was famously shaped by his experiences in Japan and his realisation – in perfect opposition to the ethical perspective described by Murdoch – that ‘nothing was “given” in a society, that... every man was born with a conscience, and this, rather than anything in society... was the source of morality’ (Mehta, 1965, p. 48).




Oxford Philosophy

Against this world-historical background, a major shift was playing out in Western philosophy. This shift is known as the ‘linguistic turn’. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Frege and Wittgenstein, in different ways, made the case for thinking that the way to answer philosophical questions might be to study words and concepts rather than things and essences.1 Their idea – recognised in the coming decades as revolutionary – was that the need for elaborate metaphysics to answer to philosophical questions about the nature of, for example, being and substance and mind, could be eliminated if careful attention was paid to language and to its logical form. To give a crude example: rather than asking ‘What is Truth?’ we should ask, ‘What does “Truth” mean?’. The claim they made – and sought to demonstrate in the Begriffsschrift (Frege, 1879) and Tractatus (Wittgenstein, 1922) – was that philosophical problems will simply disappear, once we are clear about the grammar of the language in which they arise.

With this methodological turn arose a new conception of the kind of activity in which a philosopher is engaged. If the method were correct then the philosopher’s task was more like that of the mathematician than the empirical scientist (c.f. Frege, 1956, p. 308). His or her aim was to uncover and describe the formal structure of language and not to make new discoveries about the nature of Reality, as previous generations of philosophers had attempted. Indeed, this method was to be a prophylactic against the urge to build baroque ontological systems.

Wittgenstein captured this change of method and self-conception when he wrote in the Tractatus:



The object of philosophy is the logical clarification of thoughts. Philosophy is not a theory but an activity. The result of philosophy is not a number of ‘philosophical propositions’, but to make propositions clear.

(Wittgenstein, 1922, 4.112)




The question of how one implements the method of linguistic philosophy – how one undertakes Frege and Wittgenstein’s task of ‘the logical clarification of thoughts’ – depends to a large degree on what one thinks about ordinary language, that is, English or French or Chinese, as it is spoken outside the philosophy classroom. For some philosophers – for example Frege, Carnap and the early Wittgenstein – ordinary language was irredeemably vague, ambiguous and ill-formed. It was thus inadequate to the task of expressing thoughts and propositions clearly and univocally. The linguistic philosopher’s task was thus to devise a formal or ideal language in which thoughts and propositions could be adequately expressed. Such a language, it was thought, would not be one in which philosophical problems could arise.

For a second group of philosophers, ordinary language was perfectly precise and wholly adequate to its task. Problems arose only when philosophers tried to use ordinary language in unordinary ways. For example, instead of asking ‘What is the time?’ or ‘Do you have time to see me now?’ – questions in perfectly good standing – metaphysicians ask ‘What is Time?’. In doing so, they misuse ordinary language. Linguistic philosophers belonging to this second group – centred on J. L. Austin – are known as the ‘ordinary language philosophers’ and were in their heyday in Oxford during the 1940s and 1950s. They proceeded ‘by examining what we should say when, and so why and what we should mean by it’ (Austin, 1957, p. 8). Austin described their resources as ‘the dictionary’, ‘the law’, and ‘psychology’, the latter including ‘anthropology and animal behaviour’ (Austin, 1957, p. 14). These philosophers are less mathematicians than ethnographers. The fact that it would be unnatural to use a word in a context in which a metaphysician is inclined to use it, could be a crucial move in revealing the source of a particular philosophical error. For example, in ‘A Plea for Excuses’, Austin argues that the problem of free will can be solved by ‘examining all the ways in which each action may not be “free”, i.e., the cases in which it will not do to say simply “X did A”’ (Austin, 1957, p. 6). Once this examination is complete, we will see that the case that the metaphysician wants to insist on simply cannot be described.

Austin’s account of involuntary action is dismissed by Anscombe in Intention (§7, p. 12), and so there is an immediate question to be asked about whether she should be classified as an ‘ordinary language philosopher’, alongside her Oxford contemporaries. Anscombe was certainly a linguistic philosopher, but her way of understanding the methods of linguistic philosophy was shaped more by Wittgenstein’s than by Austin’s. From the 1940s, Anscombe travelled from Oxford to Cambridge regularly to study with Wittgenstein, and the pair became friends. She translated his Philosophical Investigations from German into English, and her translation has not been surpassed. The influence of the Investigations and of Wittgenstein’s way of approaching philosophical questions is apparent throughout Anscombe’s work and no more so than in Intention. Superficially: Intention – like the Philosophical Investigations and unlike Anscombe’s other writings – is arranged as a series of numbered paragraphs, and the Investigations is one of only a handful of texts to which she refers. But the influence is much deeper than that. The book, as we will see, is an exemplification of the method of grammatical investigation.

In Chapter 2 we will examine that method in some detail. Here, we can place a marker by noting a fundamental difference between Wittgenstein’s method of grammatical investigation and Austin’s study of ordinary language. The difference lies in the role each assigns to what we say about language rather that in language. For Wittgenstein, what we say about language – our linguistic intuitions if you like – are not linguistic data for the philosopher to accommodate, but are themselves a potential source of confusion.2 The fact that, for example, we do not find it ‘natural’ to apply the word ‘voluntary’ to acts like raising a hand or walking across the road – the fact that we use it most naturally when we are interested in excuse and blame – is itself a datum that might lead us to mistake the grammar of that concept. In the next chapter we will consider what the data for a grammatical investigation might then be.

By the time Anscombe was writing Intention a ‘post-Linguistic thaw’ (Strawson, 1960, p. 584) was underway and the method of linguistic philosophy was beginning to seem inadequate to the task of doing deep and creative philosophical work. Mehta paints a portrait of a strange intellectual climate, generated by a self-consciously negative methodology and a nostalgia for the days when Oxford was preparing young men to govern Empire (1965, p. 37). The philosopher and social anthropologist Ernest Gellner – whose view we must take with a pinch of salt given his famous opposition to the Oxford philosophers3 – describes Oxford as ‘a nursery for leaving the world exactly as it is’ (Mehta, 1965, p. 39) while Bertrand Russell explains that ‘present-day Oxford philosophy is gentlemanly in [the] sense [that] it takes nothing seriously’ (Mehta, 1965, p. 42).

By the standards of Oxford philosophy, Anscombe was no gentleman. As we will see in the next chapter, she took things extremely seriously and had no desire to leave the world exactly as it is. She was fiercely critical of her colleagues, her University, her discipline, her Church and ultimately of what goes for ‘the highest and best ideals of the country at large’ (Anscombe, 1957b, p. 163). This opposition regularly attracted fierce rebuke from her colleagues, who objected not least to her willingness to label them – or at least, their philosophy – ‘corrupt’, ‘corrupting’, ‘stupid’, ‘murderous’, and more.4 This is not the kind of language one usually finds in a philosophical discussion. Much of what she rails against is – what she sees as – a refusal to think carefully, hard and seriously about extremely serious things. About life and death and torture and war and sex and the moral education of children. Anscombe is not an elitist; for her, philosophy is not primarily a technical or scholarly discipline but simply ‘thinking about the most difficult and ultimate questions’, something she found young children to be capable of (Geach, 2005, p. xiii). It goes with this expectation that when clever people fail or refuse to think hard, clearly, or carefully, she views them with contempt. This is why her most forthright criticism is reserved for those who speak from positions of authority and education.

Reflecting on her paper ‘War and Murder’ she described it as ‘written in a tone of righteous fury about what passed for thinking about the destruction of civilian populations’ (ERP, p. vii). Jenny Teichman describes Anscombe’s tone in that paper as ‘like the Prophet Jeremiah’s’ (Teichman, 2002, p. 49). Many would say (wrongly in my view) that righteous fury has no place in the urbane setting of a philosophy seminar.




Anscombe’s Faith

That philosophy ought not to take anything seriously was not the only gentlemen’s agreement in place in Oxford during the 1950s. The other – connected I suppose – was that philosophy ought to be conducted in a secular manner. To speak in the broadest terms, while Medieval and Early Modern philosophy is characterised by contemplation of God, and an attempt to employ human reason to reach a – necessarily inadequate – understanding of His powers and attributes, post-Enlightenment philosophy replaced God with Man as the object of contemplation. The preoccupation of twentieth- and twenty-first-century philosophy was, and is, human nature, human powers and attributes. According to this second gentleman’s agreement, if a philosopher is foolish enough to be a theist, this is a private matter and should be kept out of her philosophy.5

For philosophers or theologians who are familiar with the writings of St Thomas Aquinas, the account of action set out in Intention will be extremely familiar. Much of the best recent work on Anscombe has been concerned to illuminate the deeply Thomistic character of Intention, and of her moral philosophy more widely. Aquinas – a thirteenth-century Dominican friar, canonised 50 years after his death – is recognised as the Catholic Church’s greatest philosopher and theologian. His philosophical works demonstrated in detail how Aristotle’s teaching – newly available to medieval scholars – could be integrated with Catholic doctrine. In the introduction I followed Hursthouse in suggesting that ‘But you don’t believe that so-and-so if you’re a Wittgensteinian’ is a useful reminder. So too is ‘Read Anscombe in light of Aquinas’ (Schwenkler, 2015, p. 10). Viewed from one perspective, Intention is an elucidation and defence of Aquinas’s practical philosophy, and provides the foundation for Catholic morality and the doctrine of double effect.

The assumption that religious belief is somehow incompatible with linguistic philosophy may derive in part from the anti-metaphysical bent of that movement, and may go some way toward explaining why Anscombe did not make this influence more explicit. But for serious philosophers wishing to put forward Thomistic ideas, a further barrier to charitable hearing was a prevalent view of Aquinas’s work as deeply unphilosophical. Pope Leo XIII’s 1879 encyclical Aeterni Patris, made Aquinas the ‘official’ philosopher of the Catholic Church, and this led to the production of numerous textbook works, designed for teaching Aquinas’s philosophy to Catholics. Writers of these textbooks were less concerned with philosophical argument and nuance, than with doctrine and summary, and so the picture of Aquinas that emerged in them was of an uncritical and dogmatic thinker. Mary Geach, Anscombe’s daughter, recalls: ‘she said to me that it aroused prejudice in people to tell them that a thought came from him: to my sister she said that to ascribe a thought to him made people boringly ignore the philosophical interest of it, whether they were for Aquinas or against him’ (Geach 2011, p. xix).

Anscombe’s view of her faith plays an important role in shaping the content of her moral philosophy and psychology. She rejects a conception of Christianity as ‘an ideal and beautiful religion, impracticable except for a few rare characters’, which ‘preaches the God of love whom there is no reason to fear’ (Anscombe, 1961, p. 55). To this conception she contrasts ‘the truth about Christianity’: it is ‘practicable but severe’ (p. 56). These go together: the severity requires the practicability because it would be unjust to punish those who failed to live up to standards achievable only by saints.

Anscombe thought that it must be possible for everyone to avoid doing evil. This provides the context for her fierce attacks on pacifism. She thought that the loftiness of the standards that pacifism – and the beautiful but impracticable idea it embodied – imposed made it not merely false but positively dangerous. It leads, she says, to a ‘nonsensical “hypocrisy of the ideal standard”’ (Anscombe, 1957c, p. 69). By drawing the line between what is and is not permitted in such a place that one is always already doing wrong, the pacifist encourages the thought that ‘we have to accept the evil’, which then leads to the idea that ‘once you are in for it, you have to go the whole hog’ (Anscombe, 1957c, pp. 69–70).

We will see this question about the drawing of boundaries again in Chapter 2. One of the fundamental tasks of Intention is to provide a philosophy of psychology which can ground the ‘truth about Christianity’. Questions Anscombe later framed and answered using the philosophical account she set out in Intention include: When is an act of killing murder (1961)? When is causing the death of a foetus abortion (1968)? What are the proper limits of a state’s coercion of its citizens (1978)? How should one provide a moral education for one’s children (1962a)? Is capital punishment acceptable (1957c)? Should control groups be used in clinical trials (1983b)? How should severely disabled children be cared for (1981)?

When we turn to look at Anscombe’s answers to those questions, it becomes clear that Anscombe drew the boundaries in line with traditional Catholic teaching. For many readers, in particular those who do not share her faith, Anscombe’s answers to particular moral questions are unacceptable: abortion, contraception, gender reassignment surgery, in vitro fertilisation treatment, voluntary euthanasia, and sex outside heterosexual marriage all come out as prohibited; capital punishment, war and state coercion do not.6

However much one dislikes where she draws the line, what she is attempting is to put it in a place which makes it possible for ordinary people – and not just moral saints – to be good and to be virtuous, and which means it is no longer open to say ‘I couldn’t do it, it’s not realistic’: yes, you could, and it is. The alternatives are to draw no line, preferring instead to weigh every case in light of the circumstances; or to draw a line which means we just have to accept we’re all compromised and make the best of it on pain of hypocrisy.




Intention’s Influence

Anscombe’s monograph has been extremely influential but, somewhat paradoxically, the account of intention it contains has – at least until very recently – made very little impact on the way in which philosophers think about action and intention. This is because it has been so little understood. The initial reception of Intention reflects this ambiguity. Reviews were published in at least seven philosophy journals and in the Catholic periodical, The Tablet, and opinion on the significance of the work was fairly unified. While few agreed with Judith Jarvis’s assessment that ‘Miss Anscombe’s book is easily one of the best things to come from England in many years’ (Jarvis, 1959, p. 31), most recognised the importance of Anscombe’s treatment of her topic and expressed confidence that Intention would become a classic text. However, recognition of the book’s significance did not go hand-in-hand with a grasp of the book’s thesis. P. L. Heath expressed frustration that ‘the work seems hardly to have got beyond the stage of a first draft’ (Heath, 1960, p. 281) and Joseph Cowen, while admiring Anscombe’s ambition, acknowledged that the book was likely to induce a ‘general feeling of malaise’ in many readers (Cowen, 1959, p. 146). The reviewer in The Tablet remained unaware of the book’s Thomistic core, and while recommending it for providing ‘mental exercise of a kind which is most valuable in virtue of its very strenuousness’, worried that the results were ‘not very informative’ and on the whole ‘banal’ (Trethovvan, 1958, p. 12). Philosophers writing in the coming decades remained confident of the book’s importance, but still the account of intention Anscombe offers in it made almost no impact.

One reason why philosophers have been confident of the significance of Intention – despite failing to understand its central insights – is its status as the genesis of its subject area: it established action as a philosophical topic in its own right. Prior to Intention, one had to go back to Thomas Reid’s Essays on the Active Powers of Man, published in 1788, for a book-length treatment of the subject in English. This means that, even while Intention has remained misunderstood, it has set the agenda for philosophy of action. Three questions, seemingly posed and answered by Intention, came to predominate the discussion during the 1960s and 1970s, and continue to shape discussion today.

First: what are the identity conditions for actions? Or, how do we count actions? In a now famous discussion, Anscombe describes a man who is moving his arm in order to operate a pump, where the pump is replenishing the water supply of a house with poisoned water. The man’s intention is to poison the inhabitants. Anscombe asks: ‘Are we to say that the man... is performing four actions? Or only one?’ (§26, p. 45).

As is shown by Anscombe’s two proposed answers, this question sets up a debate about whether it is bodily actions or intentions that provide the identity conditions for actions. This man is performing one bodily action, but has four intentions: how many intentional actions does that give us? The so-called ‘Identity Thesis’ is the view that it is bodily actions that matter. Anscombe herself says that the ‘only distinct action of his that is in question is... moving his arm up and down with his fingers round the pump handle’ (§26, p. 46). So, Intention is seen as the genesis of the Identity Thesis, a thesis that seems to depend on an account of event identity that Anscombe neither articulates nor defends.

The second question is: what is the relation between reasons for action and causes of action? Or, to put it another way, are mental states like intention, belief and desire the causal antecedents of actions? Intention argues that answers to the question ‘Why?’ which give an action’s cause, must be distinguished from those that give a reason for acting (e.g. §§9–10). Following Intention, a ‘Wittgensteinian school’ emerged in the philosophy of action. These philosophers cast Anscombe’s remark about the distinction between reasons and causes in terms of a general thesis about causation: if the connection between a and b is conceptual then a cannot cause b. So, they argued, because the connection between intention and action is conceptual it cannot be causal. Nor, as such, could it be understood in terms available to the natural sciences.

The third question is: what is the connection between my intention to act, my intentional action, and the reason that justifies or explains that action? Anscombe, in introducing her topic under three heads (§1), seemed to pose this challenge, meeting which was recently described by Kieran Setiya as ‘the principal task of the philosophy of intention’ (Setiya, 2014). Anscombe’s Intention, for reasons we will discuss in the next chapter, has come to be associated with answers to this question which treat the application of the concept of intention to actions as fundamental.

In 1963, Donald Davidson published what has become an extraordinarily influential paper: ‘Actions, Reasons and Causes’. In that paper, and a series of later papers on action and intention, Davidson defended the Identity Thesis, while at the same time repudiating the claim that the conceptual connection between desires and actions ruled out a causal connection.7 Despite rejecting the separation of reason and cause, he claimed to have derived many of his central insights from Anscombe’s Intention. Indeed, he seemed to be offering a way to acknowledge what Anscombe was on to when she insisted on that separation, and to retain a role for the question ‘Why?’ in eliciting reason-giving explanation, while also allowing a causal-role for belief and desire in action. As Davidson’s account of action acquired the status of the ‘standard story’, Intention came to be seen as foreshadowing that account. The Identity Thesis came to be known as the ‘Davidson-Anscombe thesis’, and the deeply anti-Humean character of Anscombe’s thought became obscured.

In 1959, P. F. Strawson wrote of the ‘post-linguistic thaw’. He identified Intention as a part of the new scholarship which he saw as transforming linguistic philosophy into something that was prepared to move beyond ‘piecemeal studies’ toward ‘broader synthesis’, and which was not afraid to recover the grand metaphysical systems of their philosophical predecessors (1960, p. 2515). In the last decade, philosophers seeking to precipitate a similar thawing-effect on contemporary analytic philosophy have returned to Intention, and to Anscombe’s work more widely, in search of tools to do so. Disillusioned with the reductive, physicalist programme that has come to be predominant in analytic philosophy of mind, philosophers returning to Anscombe have looked for a key to unlock the insights of pre-Modern thinkers – like Aristotle and Aquinas – for modern analytic philosophy. ‘Analytic Aristotelianism’ – associated in particular with Michael Thompson – and ‘Analytic Thomism’ – associated with John Haldane – are two such movements, each heavily indebted to Anscombe’s work. In this second epoch there has been a serious attempt by philosophers of action to return to Intention and engage with Anscombe directly. These philosophers have begun to uncover an account of action that is deeply antithetical not only to contemporary reductionist programmes in the philosophy of mind, but also to the prevailing Davidsonian orthodoxy in action-theory, to neo-Humean philosophy of psychology, and to Cartesian metaphysics. It is perhaps too early to judge the significance of this movement for understanding and appreciating Anscombe’s work.

Despite the wide agreement that Intention is highly significant, and the work that I have just described, Intention – though often quoted and lauded – is still not widely read. The problem is that the book is so difficult. Kurt Baier, an earlier reviewer, recognised it as a ‘highly stimulating, penetrating, and original book’ (Baier, 1960, p. 81) but admitted that he would ‘probably not have persevered in looking for [the book’s over-all theme] if [he] had not undertaken to write [a] review’ (p. 71). Writing this Guidebook, I can well empathise.




Notes

1 This slogan is from Ernest Gellner’s Words and Things, published in 1959.

2 For a clear and persuasive exposition of the difference between the idea of a grammatical investigation as it occurs in ordinary language philosophy and as it occurs in Wittgenstein’s later work, see Gordon Baker (2001). Readers may also find this useful in illuminating aspects of Anscombe’s method in Intention.

3 His book Words and Things led to a major incident when Gilbert Ryle, heavily criticised by Gellner, refused to have the book reviewed in the philosophy journal Mind, of which he was at the time editor. Bertrand Russell stepped into the fray and a series of letters in The Times followed.

4 See, for example, the exchange of letters in The Listener, following the publication of the transcript of ‘Does Modern Moral Philosophy Corrupt the Youth?’ (R. M. Hare and P. H. Nowell Smith 1957, p. 311 and Anscombe 1957d, p. 349).

5 Mary Geach describes this attitude, prevalent still, in her introduction to FHG. ‘Some people’, she reports, ‘have found it surprising that Peter Geach and Elizabeth Anscombe (my parents) should have been distinguished members of the analytic school, while at the same time practising and believing the Catholic religion’ (p. xiii).

6 Of course, to say that a certain kind of thing – war, say – is not outright prohibited is not to say that it is permitted in any particular case. The relationship between prohibition and permission is not symmetric in this way. For an example of this, see Anscombe (1939).

7 For a helpful discussion, see Stoutland (2011), ‘Introduction’, sections 2 and 3, pp. 6–12.
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2
Three Tasks for Intention

The difficulties posed for the reader by Anscombe’s little book are manifold, but the first is how to begin it. It is impossible not to be mystified on first reading Intention. Anscombe’s book contains neither a recognisable introduction, nor conclusion. There are no chapters, but rather 52 paragraphs of varying length and – one supposes – varying importance. It is not clear that there is a single line of reasoning, nor even what kind of argument is being put forward. The book seems utterly to resist summary or paraphrase, and the table of analytic contents which precede §1 are useful for navigation but do not appear to offer much help beyond that.

One way to approach the question of how to begin Intention is to look at how Anscombe began it. Anscombe wrote the lectures which became the book after a specific event: Oxford University proposed to award an honorary degree to the former president of the United States, Harry S. Truman. At the time of the award, Anscombe had been covering Philippa Foot’s teaching on an undergraduate module on ethics. She was dismayed by what she discovered about the state of contemporary moral philosophy; for reasons we will see below, she thought it to be corrupt and shallow. To her horror, she then encountered this same mode of moral thinking being deployed to defend Truman’s wartime bombing of Japan. These circumstances combined to make it clear to her that ‘there were some things which she understood and [her contemporaries] did not’ (Geach, HLAE, p. xiv).

Anscombe came at this time to think that ‘it is not profitable ... to do moral philosophy ... until we have an adequate philosophy of psychology’ (Anscombe, 1958b, p. 169), and she identified three pieces of conceptual clarification which were necessary if work in ethics were to be possible. First, an account would be needed of the distinction between an action’s intended and its merely foreseen consequences. Second, a criterion for the intention with which a person acted would be required. This criterion must show that and why a mere ‘act of will’ on the part of the agent is not sufficient to determine the intention with which an action is done. Third, ethics would require an account of human action – voluntary and intentional – which could make sense of the idea that actions can instantiate virtues (that is, that a particular act, say, my handing you a piece of paper, can be an act of kindness, or justice, or honesty). These three tasks, as anyone familiar with Intention will recognise, correspond loosely to Anscombe’s treatment of her topic under its ‘three head’: ‘expression of intention for the future, intentional action, and intention in acting’ (contents, §1, p. i).

For pre-modern philosophers like Aristotle and Aquinas, the ethical import of Intention – and need for an adequate philosophy of psychology as a preliminary to moral philosophy – would have been immediately obvious; but from a Modern – post-Cartesian – perspective, it seems anything but. It is natural for us, now, to suppose that the questions that concern ethics – normative questions about right and wrong and about how one ought to live and metaethical questions about the nature of ethical properties – can be answered quite independently of determining the nature of intention or intentional action, topics that belong to the philosophy of mind or psychology. In this chapter we will look at Anscombe’s claim that ethics ungrounded in an understanding of intention is necessarily corrupt. This will enable us to outline the task of Intention.


The Genesis of Anscombe’s Intention

Harry S. Truman became president of the United States in April 1945 when President Franklin D. Roosevelt died in office. This was almost three and half years after Roosevelt entered the country into the Second World War, on the side of the Allies, following the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Truman was President for the remainder of hostilities, and it was on his order that atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. The bombs killed between 75,000 and 125,000 civilians on impact, with the same number again dying in the next few months.

In 1956, Oxford University proposed to award Truman with an honorary degree. Anscombe opposed this on the grounds that, as the person who gave that order, Truman was guilty of mass murder. As such, she argued, Oxford University should not be bestowing him with honours; to do so, she said, was comparable to ‘honouring Hitler or Nero or Genghis Khan’ (Geach, HLAE, p. xiv).

The putative justification for the dropping of the bombs was – and still is – that ‘it was right to massacre the Japanese because it was ... productive of a better total state of affairs than not doing so would have been’ (Anscombe, 1957b, p. 164). The deaths of all those people was the least bad outcome given the way in which the war with Japan was unfolding. There was very good evidence that the Japanese army was prepared to continue to fight beyond the point at which an army might usually be expected to capitulate and that their soldiers would choose suicide over surrender. This meant that a land-invasion, were it attempted by the Allies, would be likely to lead to very many lives being lost on both sides, and many atrocities being visited upon an already beleaguered civilian population. The Americans’ experience at the Battle of Okinawa was taken as a warning. The land-invasion of the Japanese island led to a battle lasting 82 days in which 90,000 soldiers (US and Japanese) and up to 150,000 civilians were killed. Mass suicides at the prospect of capture were reported among the Japanese people. Faced with the terrifying spectacle of an army who would fight without care for their own lives, and a civilian population who were prepared to endure such horror and loss, Truman ruled out a land-invasion in order to ‘prevent [...] an Okinawa from one end of Japan to the other’ (Kennedy, 1999, p. 410).

An alternative to land-invasion presented itself in the form of the atomic bomb and on 26 July 1945 the Potsdam Declaration, signed by Truman, Winston Churchill (the British Prime Minister) and Chiang Kai-shek (the Chairman of the Nationalist Government of China), was issued. The Declaration had the form of an ultimatum. It stated that unless the Japanese surrender unconditionally, they would face ‘prompt and utter destruction’. When no surrender came, an atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima on 6 August. Three days later, with Japanese surrender still not forthcoming, a second bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. On 2 September the Japanese Emperor issued an unconditional surrender.

What should we think of the men who signed the Potsdam Declaration and who delivered on the ultimatum by ordering atomic bombs to be dropped on two Japanese cities, bombs that were designed indiscriminately to kill or maim – vaporise, burn, poison, and tear to pieces – a population of unarmed men, women, and children? One common response is that they did what had to be done. They took an awesome decision in the face of a terrible set of choices. Looked at in this light such a decision might be seen (somewhat grotesquely given it was a decision to burn to death some babies) as a kind of heroism: Truman was prepared to do something morally repugnant – to get his hands dirty – for the greater good. As Anscombe puts it, people seem to think that ‘Mr Truman was brave because ... what he did was so bad’ (Anscombe, 1957c, p. 64). Seen this way, to not drop the bomb might look like cowardice, self-interest, vanity, or the avoidance of duty, and opposition to it a kind of ‘high-mindedness’. Anscombe puts this point in the mouth of an interlocutor:



The action was necessary ...; it probably saved more lives than it sacrificed; it had a good result, it ended the war. Come now: if you had to choose between boiling one baby and letting some frightful disaster befall a thousand people – or a million people, if a thousand is not enough – what would you do? Are you going to strike an attitude and say ‘You may not do evil that good may come’?

(Anscombe, 1957c, p. 65)1



Anscombe’s opposition did not spring from an objection to killing or to war. She did not think that Truman ought not to be honoured simply on the grounds that he was responsible for killing a lot of people. As we saw in the previous chapter, Anscombe thought pacifism to be not merely a false, but a positively harmful, doctrine (Anscombe, 1939, 1957c, 1961). Rather, her objection was grounded in her conviction that there is a fundamental and inviolable difference – a difference she viewed pacifism as undermining or occluding – between an act of killing and an act of murder. She thought while it would be sentimental and impracticable to oppose killing, opposition to murder was neither of these things. To commit murder is to choose to kill the innocent as a means to an end, or as an end in itself. Truman chose precisely this, his end being Japan’s unconditional surrender. Like Hitler, Nero and Genghis Khan he was, thereby guilty of murder; and so to bestow the degree on Truman, Anscombe argues, would be ‘to pretend ... that a couple of massacres to a man’s credit are not exactly a reason for not showing him honour’ (Anscombe, 1957c, pp. 64–65).

Let us focus on the idea that what Truman did, in ordering the atomic bomb to be dropped, was murder and as such was wrong. Is this true? There are three stages at which one might resist this claim.

First, without relying on the difference between killing and murder, one might wonder whether it is really correct to say that Truman killed the Japanese people. Unlike Genghis Khan, Truman did not, after all, go into battle wielding a weapon. All he did was give the order. It’s not as if he himself dropped the bomb. Indeed, we might reflect, there were lots of people in a long chain of command between his giving the order and thousands of people getting burned alive. If we add in all the people who designed and built the bomb, we can see that Truman was just a tiny cog in a long causal chain, most of which was utterly outside the reach of his agency. Surely, we might worry, Truman cannot be fully responsible for what happened, when we consider that his order had to pass through all those other agents – any of whom could have prevented the outcome – before it could result in a button being pressed in the cockpit of The Enola Gay days later and thousands of miles away.

Anscombe associates this line of thought with a ‘gentle view of responsibility’, on which ‘to hold someone responsible for what he did is to ascribe the ... causality of it as an event to him’ (1957b, p. 267). On such a view, to hold Truman responsible for the deaths of 400,000 people is deeply unfair.

Second, one might also question whether, even if Truman’s act was killing, it was murder. The definition of murder includes the condition that the deaths of the innocent must be intended. How are we to determine whether it was Truman’s intention to kill the innocent? Usually the idea of intention is connected to desire, and doing what one intends with enjoyment or pleasure. These psychological states and emotions seem quite out of place in a description of Truman. It seems highly likely that he had no desire that thousands should die – indeed, we might add, his order to drop the bomb was given precisely because he desired to limit the number of people who would die. Though Truman may well have been happy that the surrender came, it would be surprising to find he felt pleasure upon learning that, as per his order, thousands were dead.

Finally, even if we accept that Truman was guilty of the sort of killing that is murder, one might object to Anscombe’s claim that murder is always prohibited. One might hold that sometimes killing the innocent is the appropriate means to take to one’s end, especially if achieving that end ‘pretty certainly save[s] a huge number of lives’. To think otherwise is a kind of utopianism, dangerous and foolish in the context of the real complexities of war.

In setting out Anscombe’s views about Truman we have already had to make use of a number of the key concepts in Intention. We have spoken about: intentions; means and ends; intended, foreseen consequences; actions; intentional actions; desires; and causes. The dispute we have sketched gives us a hint as to why Anscombe thought that to defend the view that what Truman did was murder and as such was wrong, she would need to say something about these concepts.




Modern Moral Philosophy

To bring the task of Intention into clearer focus, we should turn to two papers written by Anscombe shortly after her failed attempt to block Truman’s degree, and during the time at which she was writing Intention. The first is a talk given by Anscombe on the BBC in February 1957, ‘Does Oxford moral philosophy corrupt the youth?’.2 The second is her famous paper ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, published in 1958. In these papers Anscombe connects the view she attacked in her ‘Mr Truman’s Degree’ (1957c) with what she identifies as the predominant view in moral philosophy of her day.

Posing the question, ‘Does Oxford moral philosophy corrupt the youth?’, Anscombe answered ‘No’: ‘Oxford moral philosophy is perfectly in tune with the highest and best ideals of the country at large’ (1957b, p. 164). The tone is ironic. Anscombe did not intend to praise Oxford moral philosophy, but rather to take a swipe at the ‘highest and best ideals of the country at large’. She meant: students of philosophy at Oxford are utterly corrupted by society at large, and as such there is no further work of corrupting them for Oxford moral philosophy to do. For Anscombe, then, the position she took against the prevailing public opinion about Truman – that what he did was rather heroic – was also a challenge to a prevailing moral philosophy, to which we now turn.

In ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’ Anscombe presents three inflammatory theses: that ‘it is not profitable ... to do moral philosophy ... until we have an adequate philosophy of psychology’; that ‘the concepts of ... moral obligation and moral duty ... and of what is morally right and morally wrong, and of the moral sense of “ought” ought to be jettisoned’; that ‘the differences between the well-known English writers on moral philosophy from Sidgwick to the present day are of little importance’ (1958b, p. 169). As I suggested in the introduction to this chapter, these theses bear directly on Anscombe’s three tasks in Intention.

In defence of the third thesis, Anscombe coined the label ‘consequentialism’, to characterise what was common between all those moral philosophers – that which was ‘corrupt’ in their thinking and the thinking of society at large. This label has persisted, but something of Anscombe’s original meaning has been lost. In contemporary ethics the term ‘consequentialism’ has come to be more or less synonymous with the view that the normative value of an act is determined by its consequences, and by them alone. However, when Anscombe coined the term she meant it to have broader application.3

For Anscombe, the view that ‘“the right action” means the one which produces the best possible consequences’ (1958b, p. 180) was a symptom of consequentialism, not critierial of it. Anscombian Consequentialism – as I will call it here to avoid confusion – is the thesis that ‘there is no kind of act so bad but it might on occasion be justified by its consequences, or by the likely consequences of not performing it’ (Geach, HLAE, p. xvii), and it is the denial of prohibition rather than the focus on consequences per se to which Anscombe is opposed. The ‘Hebrew-Christian Ethic’ necessitates a form of moral absolutism; it says that certain kinds of acts are prohibited ‘in virtue of their description as such-and-such identifiable kinds of action’, no matter what the cost of inaction, nor what the benefits of action (Anscombe, 1958b, p. 182). The Ten Commandments are categorical: thou shalt not murder. No ifs, no buts. This ethic does indeed say, ‘You may not do evil that good may come’ (Romans 3:8).

Anscombian Consequentialism is simply the denial of moral absolutism, and as such is ‘quite incompatible with the Hebrew-Christian Ethic’:



For it has been characteristic of that ethic to teach that there are certain things forbidden whatever consequences threaten, such as: choosing to kill the innocent for any purpose, however good; vicarious punishment; treachery (by which I mean obtaining a man’s confidence in a grave matter by promises of trustworthy friendship and then betraying him to his enemies); idolatory; sodomy; adultery; making a false profession of faith.

(Anscombe. 1958b, p. 181)




Outside the Catholic church, few would agree with Anscombe’s list of prohibited acts. However, the question of whether the loss of moral absolutism – leaving the content of its prohibitions open – in favour of an Anscombian Consequentialist ethics is conducive to human flourishing, can still be asked. An ethics of prohibition might, for example, hold that murder is prohibited in virtue of the kind of act that it is, while denying that sex outside heterosexual marriage is prohibited as such.

Indeed, we need not be religious to feel the pull of the idea that certain acts are forbidden no matter what. In one version of the so-called trolley problem, we are asked to consider whether a doctor might legitimately kill a perfectly healthy person in order to harvest their organs and thereby save ten – or more if you like – lives. We think not, because to do so would be murder. Most, I hope, agree that torturing a person in order to get information out of her is impermissible, even if that information is very important and could save many lives. Torture is wrong as such. An individual for whom murder, rape, lying, theft, were always ‘live options’, available to be considered as courses of action should circumstances favour them, would, it seems clear, be a very dangerous and disturbing individual.4

Anscombe’s second claim, that ‘the concepts of ... moral obligation and moral duty ... and of what is morally right and morally wrong, and of the moral sense of “ought” ought to be jettisoned’ has attracted an enormous amount of criticism, much of it misplaced. We can see why it has proved inflammatory if we enlarge the quote. Anscombe continues by explaining why they should be jettisoned:



[T]hey are survivals, or derivatives from survivals, from an earlier conception of ethics which no longer general survives, and are only harmful without it.

(Anscombe, 1958b, p. 169)




The ‘earlier conception’ is the Divine Law conception of Christianity, that is, and ethics based on the categorical character of the Ten Commandments. Anscombe’s claim here is that any deontological ethical theory that does not contain a ‘divine legislator’ is false or incoherent.

Deontology is – certainly was at the time Anscombe wrote ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’ – the main competitor to Anscombian Consequentialism. It is the view that the rightness or wrongness of an action is conformity or conflict with a moral norm. Divine Law theory is just one species of deontological theory; other examples are Contractualism and Kantianism. For philosophers defending these theories, arguments against Consequentialism do not turn on a simple incompatibility with the Catholic faith. However, what a Divine Law theory has, which other versions lack, is a divine lawgiver, a Being who is the source of the norms and of their binding force. The challenge for any alternative deontological theory is to explain how a moral norm can be absolutely binding – can be categorical rather than hypothetical – in the absence of such a Being. In ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’ Anscombe gives astonishingly brief arguments against philosophers who seek to derive the norms from conscience, self-legislation, society, contract (Anscombe, 1958b, p. 186). Every source of norms other than God, she says, is either nonsense or dangerous.

Anscombe’s short shrift with an entire philosophical tradition raises heckles, but what has really enraged philosophers is their suspicion that Anscombe is offering ‘a version of the Dostoyevskian claim that if God is dead everything is permitted’ (Blackburn, 2005a). If one takes it that a commitment to moral absolutism just is a commitment to deontological ethics (of which the Hebrew-Christian ethic is a species) then Anscombe’s claim that Divine Law theory is the only respectable deontological theory, is equivalent to the claim: if you don’t believe in God then there is no such thing as an ethics of prohibition. Which, by Anscombe’s lights, is to say there’s no such thing as morality. Blackburn complained that, since Anscombe did believe in God, she ‘of course, had no intention of jettisoning the concepts of moral obligation and duty, which are needed to frame her other principal claim, which is that certain things are forbidden, whatever the consequences’ (Blackburn, 2005a). So, morality is good enough for Anscombe and her fellow Catholics, but not for the rest of us.

This reading of Anscombe’s second thesis is, however, quite wrong; Anscombe thought that she could frame an ethics of prohibition without speaking of a distinctive ‘moral sense of “ought”’ by using the ethical concepts found in Aristotle. This would generate a version of moral absolutism which was not deontological in character. Blackburn’s verdict that Anscombe is ‘simply wrong’ (Blackburn, 2005a) turns on his mistaken assumption that, for Anscombe, one cannot be a moral absolutist without being a deontologist. Rather, Anscombe held that if one had an ‘adequate philosophy of psychology’ then a third sort of ethical theory – a competitor to both Anscombian Consequentialism and Deontology – emerges, one that is grounded in Aristotle’s account of the virtues. Mary Geach, responding to Blackburn’s attack explained as follows:



Anscombe maintains that the class of actions which are illicit (i.e., contrary to divine law) is the same class as the class of actions which are contrary to the virtues which one has to have in order to be a good human being. She did not think one needed a divine law conception of ethics to know what a good human being was, or what virtues he had. Aristotle did not speak of divine law, and she saw in him a figure to whom atheists (as well as Christians) could look as an example of how to think about vice and virtue.

[...] She wanted people who did not believe in God to stop asking questions like ‘Is this morally right?’, and to start asking questions like ‘Is this gluttonous?’ or ‘Is this that kind of injustice which is called murder?’. She did not think that an atheist could have no desire to be a good man, or to act well, or that in him such a desire must be meaningless. She was not attacking atheism as leading to libertinism.

(Geach, 2005)




The claim that ‘the class of actions which are illicit ... is the same class as the class of actions which are contrary to the virtues’ is an exciting one, and holds out the promise of a secular absolutist ethics which marches in step with one which is Christian. Ultimately, the question of what makes gluttony vicious and humility virtuous will be grounded in questions about the value and purpose of a human life, the answer to which will, for Anscombe, be located in her faith. The role of God in Anscombe’s ethics is thus as telos rather than logos. However, the possibility of a naturalist answer to such a question should not be ruled out; ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’ precipitated the revival of virtue ethics and its sibling moral psychology, and the search for such an answer.5




Intended and Foreseen Consequences

Anscombe says that ‘the distinction between the intended and the merely foreseen consequences of a voluntary action is ... absolutely essential’ to an ethical theory which ‘forbids a number of things as bad in themselves’:



if I am answerable for the foreseen consequences of an action or refusal, as much as for the action itself, then these prohibitions will break down. If someone innocent will die unless I do a wicked thing, then on this view I am his murderer in refusing: so all that is left is to weigh up the options.

(Anscombe, 1961, p. 58)




We can illustrate the distinction that Anscombe wants to preserve by thinking again about Truman. Suppose Truman is deliberating about whether or not to give the order to drop the bomb. Thinking about issuing the order, he notes that if he gives it, the result will be the deaths of thousands of innocent people. On the other hand, if he instead refuses to give the order, he foresees that there will be an ‘Okinawa from one end of Japan to the other’ during which many innocents – Japanese civilians – along with many US soldiers will die. A consequence of his refusal will thus be the deaths of thousands of innocent people. He thus reasons:




	[A] If I give the order then thousands of innocent people will die.

	[B] If I do not give the order then thousands of innocent people will die.

	[C] Therefore, to decide what to do I should work out which option will lead to a better situation.




In both [A] and [B] the same description – thousands of innocent people will die – appears as the consequent of the conditional. Set out as they are above, there does not seem to be any difference between these consequents that could be morally relevant, aside from which set of deaths will constitute, or be part of, a better overall situation. How many thousands of people will clearly be relevant here, as, perhaps how innocent those people are (i.e. perhaps [A] includes more Japanese civilians but [B] more prisoners of war). Questions about the Allies’ war-aims, the future of US–Japanese relations, the stability of a post-nuclear peace, and so forth, might also need to be weighed.

If we look carefully, however, we can see that there is another dimension of difference, one which does not have to do with weighing the consequences. This difference lies in the way in which Truman relates to the described event – thousands of innocent people dying – in [A] and in [B]. We can illuminate this difference by imagining Truman’s utterance ‘Thousands of innocent people are going to die’. In [A] this utterance would be an expression of his intention; in [B] it would be a prediction founded on evidence. Truman’s reason for thinking that thousands of innocent people will die if he refuses to give the order – case [B] – is, let us say, that this was the case at the battle of Okinawa and intelligence suggests that the Japanese people have not changed their resolve and are still willing to commit suicide rather than surrender. Based on this evidence he can predict, perhaps with a good degree of certainty, how the future will go. In [A], however, that thousands of innocent people are going to die is not a prediction founded on evidence, but rather gives Truman’s intention. It is a description of how he thinks the future should be, whereas in [B] it is his description of how he thinks the future will be.6 This distinction is, of course, Anscombe’s topic in the opening and closing sections of Intention.

One of the aims of Intention is to secure the difference between an expression of intention for the future and a prediction in a way that shows how different stances we can take toward possible futures can be relevant to questions about our responsibility for what happens. If he had thought about the difference between [A] and [B] in this way, Truman might, for example, have concluded instead:




	[C] Given [A] I must not give the order, because intentionally killing the innocent is murder. So I should either adopt a different end or consider alternative means. Given [B] it would be good to do whatever I can to ensure the death-toll amongst the innocents is as low as possible (e.g. avoid land-invasion if possible; use all available diplomatic channels; re-examine the necessity of continuing the war with Japan; send plenty of aid and medicine; explore possibilities for communicating assurances to the Japanese people; reconsider the end of unconditional surrender).








Intention with which

The legitimacy of the above reasoning depends, as Anscombe says, on a distinction between the foreseen and intended consequences of an action. If Truman’s foreseeing the deaths of thousands of innocents is the same as his intending the deaths of thousands of innocents, then the distinction between an expression of intention and a prediction breaks down and Truman may as well go back to weighing the consequences. This distinction is, Anscombe notes in several papers (e.g. 1961, 1982b, 1982c, 1983b), at the core of the Catholic doctrine of double effect. The doctrine says: if intentionally B-ing is prohibited, and B-ing is a foreseen consequence but not an intended consequence of A-ing, then A-ing is not necessarily prohibited. So, intentionally killing the innocent, say, is prohibited. But if killing the innocent is an unintended but foreseen consequence of my ordering a land invasion, doing so may nevertheless be permitted.7

The doctrine of double effect requires a distinction between intended and foreseen consequences. However, even if the distinction is secured, the doctrine can come in for ‘abuse’ (Anscombe, 1961, p. 58) – abuse which makes it look like as if the following reasoning might have been available to Truman:




	[A’] Giving the order with the intention to kill the innocents is prohibited.

	[B’] But giving the order with the intention to destroy some buildings in Hiroshima is not prohibited, even if I foresee the deaths of the innocent.

	[C’] Therefore I will give the order with the intention to destroy some buildings.




Anscombe calls this kind of reasoning ‘double-think about double effect’ (Anscombe, 1961, p. 58).

In Intention she argues that the idea that ‘one can determine one’s intentions by making such a little speech to oneself if obvious bosh’ (§25, p. 42). The difficulty we have in recognising this ‘bosh’ when we see it is, Anscombe argues, connected with a particular dominant conception of intention.


From the seventeenth century till now what may be called Cartesian psychology has dominated the thought of philosophers and theologians. According to this psychology, an intention was an interior act of the mind which could be produced at will. Now if intention is all important – as it is – in determining the goodness or badness of an action, then on this theory of what intention is, a marvellous way offered itself of making any action lawful. You only had to ‘direct your intention’ in a suitable way. In practice, this means making a little speech to yourself: ‘What I mean to be doing is ...’.

(Anscombe, 1961, p. 59)




This account of intention makes a mockery of the doctrine of double effect by making it always possible to avoid prohibition. A second aim in Intention is to undermine the idea that the intention with which you act (Anscombe’s third topic in Intention) can be determined by a private ceremony in which one says to oneself or out-loud ‘I am giving this order in order to destroy some buildings (and not in order to kill these people)’. Anscombe wishes to say instead: ‘Roughly speaking, a man intends to do what he does’ (§25, p. 45).




An Account of Action

Anscombe, we have seen, thought that ‘the class of actions which are illicit (i.e., contrary to divine law) is the same class as the class of actions which are contrary to the virtues which one has to have in order to be a good human being’. I have suggested that we see Anscombe’s first thesis (in ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’) as relating to this idea. Anscombe thought that what ethics needed was an account of the class of actions which are contrary to the virtues, and that such an account requires ‘an adequate philosophy of psychology’. Anscombe describes the project:



[A]n explanation is required how an unjust man is a bad man, or an unjust action a bad one; to give such an explanation belongs to ethics; but it cannot even be begun until we are equipped with a sound philosophy of psychology. For the proof that an unjust man is a bad man would require a positive account of justice as a ‘virtue’. This part of the subject-matter of ethics is, however, completely closed off to us until we have an account of what type of characteristic a virtue is – a problem not of ethics but of conceptual analysis – and how it relates to the actions in which it is instanced ... For this we certainly need an account at least of what a human action is at all, and how its description as ‘doing such and such’ is affected by its motive and by the intention and intentions in it; and for this an account of such concepts is required.

(1957b, p. 174, emphasis added)



This description of the project is dense and difficult, but we can begin to see what sort of account Anscombe might be talking about if we look to her discussion of the second thesis in ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’.

So far we have considered the role of a ‘Cartesian psychology’, according to which ‘an intention was an interior act of the mind which could be produced at will’. In the first thesis, the target is not Cartesian but Humean psychology. Hume drew to philosophical attention the difficulties that attend a certain kind of reasoning which seems central to ethical argument. The reasoning is that which moves from statements about what is the case – descriptive statements which might be discovered and justified by observation – and statements about what ought to be the case – prescriptive or normative statements whose discovery seems to lie outside the realm of science. Hume complained that moral philosophers tended to move from the former to the latter without offering any account of ‘what seems altogether inconceivable’; namely, how ‘this new relation can be deduced from others that are entirely different from it’ (Hume, 1739/2007, p. 302).

Hume’s reasons for finding this move ‘altogether inconceivable’ are rooted, at least in part, in his account of human psychology, and the deep separation he made between reason and passion; it is far outside the scope of this Guidebook to discuss this here. What should be noted, however, is that the Humean idea – that such a transition was inconceivable – was incredibly influential amongst Anscombe’s contemporaries. The idea of an ‘is-ought gap’ or a ‘fact-value distinction’, and the associated so-called ‘naturalistic fallacy’ (Moore, 1903), when viewed through the lens of linguistic philosophy, became the thesis that ethical statements are non-factual: when I say ‘Murder is wrong’ or ‘You ought not to do that, it’s stealing’, I am not saying something that is true or false, I am not stating a fact, rather I am expressing disapproval or communicating to you my emotional response.

Responding to this, Anscombe asks how someone who insisted that ethical claims were not the sort of thing that could be true or false, might make sense of the idea that I owe the grocer for some potatoes he has delivered me. Such a philosopher, she proposes, would find themselves in the position of having to admit that while it was true that I ordered potatoes, the grocer supplied them, and he sent me a bill, the statement ‘I owe the grocer £2’ was not the sort of thing that could be true or false (1958b, p. 172; 1958c, p. 22). But, says Anscombe, ‘it would be ludicrous to pretend that there can be no such thing as a transition from, e.g., “is” to “owes”’ (1958b, p. 172); I ordered potatoes and the grocer delivered them and as such I owe the grocer for the potatoes. Her thought is that if the transition from is to owes is legitimate, the transition from is to ought surely is too.

Anscombe’s point here is not flatfooted. She is not accusing Hume – or her contemporaries – of missing what is blindingly obvious. Rather, the case with the grocer is designed to illuminate the complex background conditions which must be in place before the transition from is to owes is possible. These are not merely conditions that must exist at the moment at which the action is performed – for example, the thoughts and intentions of the protagonists – but include facts about the ‘natural history of mankind’. As she puts it, the statement that I owe the grocer £2 ‘requires [our] or very similar institutions as background in order so much as to be the kind of statement it is’ (1958c, p. 22).

Anscombe’s thought is that the transition from is to owes, or from is to ought, is indeed inconceivable if we limit our attention to a single vignette, in which two agents, located outside of human history, human practice, human institutions, seek to draw a normative conclusion from descriptive premises. However, if we place those agents back in their proper context, our context, we can see that for them as for us, in the course of normal proceedings it follows from fact that I ordered the potatoes and the grocer delivered them that I owe him £2.

Anscombe uses the word ‘brute’ to describe this asymmetric relation between descriptions of facts: as compared with the fact that I owe the grocer £2, that he supplied me with potatoes is brute; similarly, as compared with the fact that he supplied me with potatoes, that he left potatoes at my house is brute. As we move between a pair of descriptions, where the first is brute relative to the second, what we take into account is the context – which includes the background institutions and practices – and this context legitimates the move to a higher level of description. We can add: that the grocer supplied me with potatoes is brute as compared with the fact that I should pay him.

The relation of ‘brute relative to’ is, says Anscombe, a complex one. The difficulty is that the move from lower to higher-level descriptions is not always legitimate. Not every case of my ordering potatoes and the grocer delivering them can be described as his supplying me with potatoes: for example, the order and delivery might have been ‘arranged as part of an amateur film production’ (1958c, p. 23). Anscombe says that ‘there can be no such thing as an exhaustive description of all the circumstances which could theoretically impair the description of an action of leaving a quarter of potatoes at my house as “supplying me with a quarter of potatoes”’; rather, the relation ‘presupposes a context of normal procedure’ (1958c, p. 23).

As we will see, the idea that a description of a set of facts can be ‘brute’ relative to another description of those facts, is central to Anscombe’s account of action, in which she describes a ‘special kind of multiplicity of levels of human acts’:



I put ink on paper in the form of letters. I am writing something. I am in fact signing something with my name. And I’m thereby joining in a petition to the governor of the state – or prison – where I am important. I am taking part in a campaign to get people tortured under interrogation. In doing this I am keeping a promise. I am avoiding trouble with some conspirators who have got me to promise to do that.

(Anscombe, 1993, p. 149)



We can imagine a similar list of descriptions relating to Truman. He put ink on paper in the form of letters. He is writing something. He is in fact signing something with his name. He is thereby giving the order to bomb Hiroshima. We could say, in the context of our institutions what it is to give the order to bomb Hiroshima is to sign this piece of paper in such-and-such circumstances (circumstances which will include facts about institutions like the government and the military, and about war, political office, nation states, atom bombs, and so forth).

Returning to our question about good or virtuous action, we can see how getting descriptions like ‘X owes Y money’ or ‘X is signing a petition to get someone tortured’ or ‘X is signing an order to get some innocent people killed’, to be descriptions of what is happening – descriptions of the facts – can be a step toward giving us what Anscombe says we need:



That I owe the grocer such-and-such a sum would be one of a set of facts which would be ‘brute’ in relation to the description ‘I am a bilker’. ‘Bilking’ is of course a species of ‘dishonesty’ or ‘injustice’.

(1957b, p. 174)




If we can understand how it is that what is happening is describable as ‘doing such and such’ we will get to see how it is that an action is describable, qua ‘doing such and such’ as good or bad. Hume says: you can’t get an ought from an is; the deontologist, accepting this, looks for a source of the ‘ought’; Anscombe says: if you describe the facts using certain concepts then the ‘ought’ (or ‘ought not’) is, as it were, already in them.

It will get clearer as we work our way through Anscombe’s account, given in Intention, of ‘what a human action is at all, and how its description as “doing such and such” is affected by its motive and by the intention and intentions in it’. This, of course, is the second of Anscombe’s topics: intentional action.

We have identified the three tasks for the philosophy of psychology that Anscombe thought we needed to undertake before it would be profitable to do moral philosophy. They were: an account of the distinction between an action’s intended and its merely foreseen consequences; a criterion for the intention with which a person acted which showed that and why a mere ‘act of will’ on the part of the agent is not sufficient to determine the intention with which an action was done; an account of human action – voluntary and intentional – which could make sense of the idea that actions can instantiate virtues (that is, that a particular act, say, my handing you a piece of paper, can be an action of kindness, or justice, or honesty). One way to fulfil these tasks would be to study a man, another to study man in his circumstances. I suggest that Anscombe’s project is the latter. Anscombe says that ‘It belongs to the natural history of man that he has a moral environment’ (Anscombe, undated b, p. 224). If this is right – if the moral environment is, as Murdoch put it, ‘the reality that surrounds man’ then a description of that ‘reality’ would seem to be a good place to start.




Notes

1 Readers unfamiliar with contemporary moral philosophy may find reference to boiling a baby rather grotesque. In fact, unthinkably horrifying scenarios are part of the landscape of moral thinking for philosophers. Anscombe suggests that such examples are Symptomatic of a corrupting philosophy.

A ... point of method I would recommend to the corrupter would be this: concentrate on examples which are either banal: you have promised to return a book, but ... and so on; or fantastic: what you ought to do if you had to move forward and stepping with your right foot meant killing twenty-five fine young men while stepping with your left foot would kill fifty drooling old ones.
(1957b, p. 163)




2 Given the continued ubiquity of Oxford politics, philosophy and economic graduates amongst the ruling elite, now might be a good time to revisit this question.

3 See Cora Diamond (1997) for a helpful discussion.

4 Jack Bauer, in the American television series 24 is perhaps one such individual.

5 For outstanding examples, see Philippa Foot’s Natural Goodness (2001) and Michael Thompson’s (2008) Life and Action: Elementary Structures of Practice and Thought.

6 See Vogler (2012) for an excellent discussion of these two ways of relating to the future and their relevance to anti-Consequentialism.

7 Note that this is a negative claim. The doctrine of double effect does not say what one can or should do, but only that the act in question is not prohibited on the grounds of the kind of action that it is; this is not to say that it may not be prohibited on other grounds nor that another kind of action might not be better.
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3
‘The Subject Under Three Heads’

We have looked at the genesis of Intention and were able to identify the sort of thinking about intention and intentional action that Anscombe wanted to undermine. One target we introduced was ‘Cartesian psychology’ according to which ‘an intention was an interior act of the mind which could be produced at will’. Anscombe, we saw, thought that this distinctively Modern doctrine left the doctrine of double effect open to abuse, and made it difficult – perhaps impossible – to see how an action rather than an intention could be good or bad, virtuous or vicious. It is natural, says Anscombe, to think that questions about what a man intends, and what his intentional actions are, are ultimately settled not by what he does, but by what is going on in his mind.1 However natural it may be, Intention aims to show that it is false.

Anscombe’s hostility to this psychology has been generally recognised, and this is one thing that has made her book so attractive to philosophers of mind in recent years. Those in the contemporary neo-Kantian tradition who, following Strawson (1959, 1966), want to insist that it is persons and not minds that are the subjects of psychological predicates, have been especially drawn to the central role that Anscombe gives in her book to actions and bodily movements (e.g. McDowell, 2011). Anscombe says that it is a mistake to ‘think that if we want to know a man’s intentions it is into the contents of his mind and only into these that we should enquire’ and proposes instead that the first thing to consider is ‘what a man actually does’ (§4, p. 5). This is reflected in the emphasis that Anscombe gives to intentional action over intention for the future in her book. Anscombe dedicates 19 of the 52 paragraphs of her book (§§4–21) explicitly to the topic of intentional action, and another 27 (§§22–49) to the intention with which an action is done. Expressions of intention for the future warrant only five sections of discussion (§§2–4 and 50–52).

In this chapter I want to say something about the kind of priority that Anscombe gives intentional action in her monograph, and through doing so to provide a framework for the book.


The Subject Introduced Under Three Heads

Anscombe’s entry in her contents for §1 is: ‘The subject introduced under three heads: expressions of intention for the future, intentional action, and intention in acting’ (contents, §1, p. i). She begins her book:



Very often, when a man says, ‘I am going to do such and such’, we should say that this was an expression of intention. We also sometimes speak of an action as intentional, and we may also ask with what intention the thing was done.

(§1, p. 1)




She continues:



[N]ow if we set out to describe this concept, and took only one of these three kinds of statement as containing our whole topic, we might very likely say things about what ‘intention’ means which it would be false to say in one of the other cases.... Realising this might lead us to say that there are various senses of ‘intention’, and perhaps that it is thoroughly misleading that the word ‘intentional’ should be connected with the word ‘intention’... Where we are tempted to speak of ‘different senses’ of a word which is clearly not equivocal, we may infer that we are in fact pretty much in the dark about the character of the concept it represents.

(§1, p. 1)



The ‘three heads’ identified here then divide the book into three parts. The first head, expressions of intention for the future, is the topic of §§2–3 and §§50–52; the second head, intentional actions, is the topic of §§4–21; the third head, intention with which, is the topic of §§22–49.

It is clear from what Anscombe says in §1 that she means to reject any account of intention that does not present these three heads of intention as aspects of a single concept. However, there is a question to be asked about what would constitute a unified account. How we answer this question will profoundly affect the way we think about the priority that Anscombe gives to ‘what a man actually does’ (§4, p. 5) in her book.




The ‘Connective’ Approach2

One way to understand §1 is to see it as asking: what is the connection between my intention to act, my intentional action, and the reason which justifies or explains that action? I will call this ‘Anscombe’s Question’ – though, to be clear, we will see that Anscombe herself neither poses nor answers this question. As I explained in Chapter 1, this question is one of three that dominate post-Intention work in the philosophy of action. A unified account of the concept of intention, according to those who seek an answer to Anscombe’s Question, would be one that described the connections between the phenomena that are picked out by the concept in each of its three guises. In doing so it would explain how, for example, my having the intention to go to the library is connected – causally, explanatorily, rationally – to my going to the library.

An intuitive account of the phenomena to be connected in an answer to Anscombe’s Question can be given by appeal to a few examples. An intention for the future is a current mental state. I can now have the intention to finish this chapter by Tuesday, to call my mother at the weekend, to own a Ferrari by the time I am 65. Intentional actions are a species of action, and actions are a species of event. My arm goes up. If it goes up under my volition and not, say, via a mechanism or in my sleep, its going up is an action of mine: I raised my arm. Sometimes, when it is an action, it is an intentional action. With arm-raisings the distinction between action and intentional action is not easy to make out – it is hard to describe a case in which one would say that I raised my arm but did not do so intentionally – but this distinction comes clearly into view if we fill in a little more context. (Later, we will be able to see just why the distinction doesn’t get easy traction when we are describing bodily movements.) Suppose the arm-raising to be a case of voting in favour of repealing the fox-hunting ban; you might ask: ‘Did you intend to vote in favour when you raised your arm?’. A negative answer need not imply that my arm-raising had not been an action of mine. It might be that I raised my arm intending to vote against the motion, having misheard the chair’s instruction. A full account of intentional actions would need to describe the properties that distinguish intentional actions from other kinds of action – involuntary, accidental, unintentional, and so forth. The intention with which I act is my reason for acting. It is that which figures in my practical reasoning about what to do, and that which occurs in rationalising explanations. For example, ‘she raised her arm because she wanted to vote in support of the motion’, or ‘she is writing a book on Intention because she wants a Ferrari and believes that by writing a philosophy book she can acquire the relevant riches’.

Many philosophers of action have sought, are seeking, to answer Anscombe’s Question. Indeed, answering Anscombe’s Question has some claim to be ‘the principal task of the philosophy of intention’ (Setiya, 2014). This, as we saw, is one way in which Intention has come to be an important book: Anscombe is credited with introducing the topic of intention under its three heads, and thereby setting the research agenda for contemporary philosophy of action.3

Those working on answering Anscombe’s Question have found that a good way to go about answering it is to isolate one of the cases as explanatorily prior to the others. Once an account has been given in that case, the others can then be explained by reference to it. They have found that the natural place to start is with intention for the future.

Why is this the natural place to start? In a surprisingly influential argument, Donald Davidson proposed out that any complete answer to Anscombe’s Question must include a description of the mental state of ‘pure intending’, where to have a ‘pure intention’ is to have an intention which does not issue in action and which cannot be explained or rationalised. Davidson gives an example:



Someone may intend to build a squirrel house without having decided to do it, deliberated about it, formed an intention to do it, or reasoned about it. And despite his intention, he may never build a squirrel house, or do anything whatever with the intention of getting a squirrel house built.

(Davidson, 1978, p. 83)




If having an intention to act always led to action, or always came about as the result of reasoning, then there would be hope for giving an account of it in terms of those other phenomena. But since the potential squirrel-house builder case is intelligible, says Davidson, we must admit pure intending into our theory. And once one has done that ‘there is no reason not to allow that intention of exactly the same kind is also present when the intended action eventuates’ (Davidson, 1978, p. 89).

It is worth noting that Davidson’s example is extremely strange, and that it is not clear that such a case is genuinely intelligible. If I was wondering whether you intended to build a squirrel house and discovered that you had never decided to build one, never deliberated about whether to build one, never formed an intention to build one, and never reasoned about building one; and if you never did anything toward building one even though, say, you had all the materials you would need to hand and plenty of opportunity to commence the project, that would seem to settle it that you did not intend to build a squirrel house. Your avowal to the contrary – ‘I intend to build a squirrel house’ – would be unintelligible except as a joke. As we will see, this kind of unintelligibility is one of the topics of Intention (esp. §18).

I suspect that what makes Davidson’s argument seem persuasive is the fact that we already find the idea of ‘pure intending’ extremely compelling; therefore, we don’t need much convincing that it exists. This is due in part to two quite everyday features of the concept of intention. The first is that I can have intentions on which I never act. I can intend to go to the cinema on Tuesday and be run over by a bus on Monday before I even get so far as looking up the film listings. The second is that ‘No particular reason’ or ‘I don’t know why’ are sometimes intelligible answers to the question ‘Why are you doing that?’ or ‘Why do you want to do that?’ (cf. §17). These features do not themselves imply the existence of pure intending – as we will see, Anscombe’s gives an account of them which makes no appeal to any such state. However, for reasons that Intention explores, we find it intuitive or natural to explain these cases in terms of such a state. One reason is the inheritance of Cartesian psychology.

Someone who begins her answer to Anscombe’s Question with intending to act, clearly endorses the view that ‘if we want to know a man’s intentions it is into the contents of his mind and only into these that we should enquire’ (§4, p. 5). Because Anscombe quite explicitly denies this – along with the Cartesian psychology that she thinks can underpin it – if we read Intention as an answer to Anscombe’s Question, we must read it as a rejection of this intuitive view. Michael Bratman explains:



Instead of beginning with the state of intending to act [some theorists] turn immediately to intention as it appears in action: [they] turn directly to acting intentionally and acting with a certain intention... This is, for example, the strategy followed by Anscombe in Intention.

(Bratman, 1987, p. 5)




I do not want to comment directly on the merits of attempting to reverse the order of explanation, but rather to focus on what happens to a reading of Intention if it is understood as engaged in that project; that is, the project of answering Anscombe’s Question by affording explanatory priority to intentional action. Anscombe’s book becomes at worst incoherent, at best suggestive but incomplete.

A first, and glaring, problem for someone who wants to insist that this is an adequate interpretation of Anscombe’s thought is that intention for the future is not, in fact, Anscombe’s first head. The first head is the verbal expression of intention for the future: ‘Very often, when a man says, “I am going to do such and such”, we should say this was an expression of intention’ (§1, p. 1). Moran and Stone point out with some understatement: ‘In general, that “expression of Φ” will be pertinent in studying a psychological concept Φ isn’t simply to be taken for granted’ (Moran and Stone, 2011, p. 34; see also Teichmann, 2014a). And this is precisely what Anscombe would have to be taking for granted if she meant her investigation into expressions of intention to be equivalent to an investigation into the mental state of intending. The awkwardness of this reading ramifies through §§2–4 of Intention as Anscombe puzzles over the distinction between the expression of intention and prediction; surely the investigation should say something about intentions themselves – i.e. what expressions of intention are expressions of – and not focus instead on a difference between two kinds of statement? Later, it becomes impossible to make sense of Anscombe’s argument in §20 that ‘the notion of intentional action would be a very thin one’ if there were no such thing as expression of intention for the future (§20, p. 32), or her insistence that there is no natural expression of intention, though we can speak of an animal’s intentional actions (§2, p. 5; §47, pp. 86–87). So it is not just that replacing ‘verbal expression of intention for the future’ with ‘intention for the future’ or ‘intending to act’ requires one to ride roughshod over §1; it also requires one to ignore, discard, or distort, some of the key discussions later in the text.

Even if one does find a way to justify to oneself the assumption that every time Anscombe speaks of the verbal expression of intention for the future what she means to be speaking of is the mental state of intending to act, this interpretation faces significant problems. There is not enough discussion of such a state in Intention to make out how Anscombe proposes to account for ‘pure intending’, as Davidson calls it. If Anscombe’s book is a contribution to an anti-Cartesian – or at least, anti-interiorising – project in the form of an answer to Anscombe’s Question which gives priority to intentional actions, then she needs either to give an account of ‘pure intending’ or to deny that there is such a thing. Anscombe’s book says nothing that would fulfil the former role. Moran and Stone (2011) identify two approaches commentators have taken to this silence. First, they have berated Anscombe for not giving a clear account – something that would quite clearly be a major oversight. Second, they have suggested that Anscombe might be a behaviourist and hence she might mean to deny that there is such a thing as ‘pure intending’ (pp. 42–44).

Moran and Stone point out, quite rightly, that a behaviourist reading of Intention won’t do. Anscombe is quite relaxed about the existence of unmanifested intentions; she acknowledges what we have already noted: that ‘a man can form an intention which he then does nothing to carry out... but the intention itself can be complete though it remains a purely interior thing’ (§4, p. 9). She allows mental events (§10), secret thoughts that never manifest (§27, p. 48), cases in which only the agent himself can know what he intended (§27, p. 48) and says that ‘people [ought to be] less contemptuous of phenomenalism that it [is] fashionable to be’ (§28, p. 49, fn 1). She confirms what we know: that I can intend to do something – just as I can do something – for no particular reason (esp. §51, p. 90). To fill the gaps in Intention philosophers must help Anscombe out – perhaps she didn’t see the problem? – and come up with their own accounts to complete her unfinished offering.

The next problem for this reading is to locate an account of intentional action in Intention that explains when an event is an action, and when an action intentional. There are lots of points at which Anscombe comes close to doing so, but when one tries to pin the explanation down, they all seem to disintegrate. Anscombe somehow starts too far downstream; she doesn’t justify crucial premises, fails properly to clarify central concepts, and is skimpy on arguments where they are needed most. Anyone who has attempted to read Intention through this lens will be familiar with the sense of frustration – bordering on fury – of Anscombe’s seemingly slapdash approach to explaining herself or justifying her most important claims, and by her tendency to leave off a topic at a crucial moment or to lead one though an argumentative maze which terminates in a brick wall.

Finally, there is the problem of making sense of the book as a whole. We have already mentioned the oddity of Anscombe’s decision to introduce her first head by comparing expressions of intention for the future to predictions (and, indeed, orders), and the frustration of Anscombe’s seemingly meandering reflections. It is also the case that some fairly important-looking paragraphs are quite unamenable to this interpretative frame. For example, between §47 and §50 Anscombe describes a ‘form of description of intentional actions’ and descriptions ‘that are dependent for their existence of this form for their own sense’ (§47, p. 85). Or Anscombe’s final remark about St Peter: that his case shows that a certain kind of ‘ignorance’ can make it possible to ‘be as certain as possible that one will do something, and yet intend not to do it’ (§52, p. 94). These are just a few points of frustration; readers will no doubt be able to highlight dozens of other places where what Anscombe says, or the direction in which she takes her argument, is utterly baffling and contrary to expectation. Why does Anscombe write her book in such a strange style, full of non-sequiturs, asides, and rambling interludes? Why use the conceit of the question ‘Why?’ and not just set out her position? One will find oneself asking over and over ‘Why is she talking about that?’, ‘Why is this important here?’, ‘Sure, but so what?’.

Two things have tended to happen in the face of these, and other, unanswerable interpretative questions (that is, unanswerable from within this framing). First, philosophers interested in rejecting the natural answer to Anscombe’s Question have been drawn toward philosophers who, inspired by Intention, have sought to offer such an account, freed from – what Michael Thompson has dismissed as – the ‘jargon’ and ‘peculiar obsessive theoretic tics’ that characterise Anscombe’s exposition (2011, p. 198). For many years Donald Davidson’s work was the first place to look look (in particular, his 1963, 1971 and 1978); in years to come I expect it will be Thompson’s. Anscombe’s text thus becomes of interest to historians of philosophy only. Second, philosophers have gravitated, en masse, toward a small number of paragraphs, ideas and slogans, which are then extracted from the text and either debated at length or pulled out of hats like rabbits, to do work in other forums. The favoured sections have tended to be between §4 and §32, and especially those relating to the knowledge that a man has of his intentional actions, which Anscombe says is ‘without observation’ (§8, p. 14) and ‘practical’ (§32, p. 57).

This cherry-picking would be understandable, indeed necessary, were Intention a disorganised series of abortive investigations, incomplete arguments, and inconclusive lines of thought which, though rich with suggestive passages and flashes of insight, require first systematising and then completing. However, it is not.




‘We are in the Dark about the Character of the Concept’ (§1)

No interpreter can hope to make Anscombe’s book straightforward or easy to read. But I do want to show that an alternative which at least renders it coherent and – by its own lights at least – complete comes to be available once we take care to think about Anscombe’s philosophical method. When we do this, it becomes apparent that Intention is not an answer to Anscombe’s Question any more than the final paragraphs of part I of Philosophical Investigations are an answer to ‘Wittgenstein’s Question’ (see note 3 above). Rather, Anscombe – like Wittgenstein – must be understood as seeking to uncover and reject the framework of philosophical assumptions that give rise to such a question.

Above I said that it was clear from §1 that Anscombe means to reject any account of intention that does not present the uses of the word ‘intention’ as part of a single concept. I said there was a question to be asked about what would constitute a unified account of the concept, and I want now to show why an account which explains the connections between a mental state, a physical event, and a reason – an account, that is, that answers Anscombe’s Question – would not count as ‘unified’ by her lights. As far as Anscombe is concerned, any philosopher who says ‘there are intentions, and intentional actions and reasons for actions, but we don’t know how these things are related’ is someone who is treating the word ‘intention’ as if it were equivocal in meaning. He is treating it as equivocal because he is acting as he can identify phenomena associated with the word in the three cases and then ask: how do these phenomena connect? The truly radical proposal of Intention is: if you understood the character of the concept to which ‘intention’ referred, answering Anscombe’s Question would no longer look like a coherent project.

The idea that we don’t understand the character of the concept to which ‘intention’ refers is at the heart of Intention, but the point is a difficult one to grasp. There are two related claims, neither of which is Anscombe’s. The first is that when we use the word ‘intention’, in our day-to-day activities, we are, or might be, using it wrongly. We might be applying the concept where it does not apply, and withholding it where it should be applied. Anscombe quite clearly does not think this. She insists that the distinction, e.g., between an expression of intention and a prediction ‘is intuitively clear’ (§2, p. 1). We can, she says, usually say ‘straight off’ and ‘with a great deal of certainty’ what a man’s intentional actions and intentions are (§4, p. 8). We can recognise ‘examples of the involuntary’ (§7, p. 8) and we know that when a person jumps at the sound of a balloon bursting, the noise caused him to jump and did not give him a reason to jump. Indeed, Anscombe’s method in Intention takes as its starting point our capacity to employ the concept of intention and to recognise, at least in the context of normal proceedings, what a man’s intentions and intentional actions are. In §2, Anscombe says:



the distinction between an expression of intention and a prediction is generally appealed to as something intuitively obvious. The distinction is intuitively clear, in the following sense: if I say ‘I am going to fail in this exam.’ and someone says ‘Surely you aren’t as bad at the subject as that’, I may make my meaning clear by explaining that I was expressing an intention, not giving an estimate of my chances.

(§2, pp. 1–2)




The second thing one might mean if one said ‘we don’t understand the character of the concept to which “intention” refers’ is that we do not have an understanding of the nature of intentional actions or intentions. This second claim is one that a philosopher engaged in the connective project takes as his starting point. His thought is: we can use our intuitive understanding of the word ‘intention’ to ‘roughly outline’ the relevant phenomena, but having done so we need to give an account of their nature. The task is to give an account of each class, now distinguished, and the place to look is at members of the class. What properties do members of the class have in common? This investigation, according to the connective project, is the work of the philosopher.

To understand the sense in which Anscombe herself thinks we are ‘in the dark about the character of the concept’ we need to find a way of squaring her remark that ‘[t]he distinction is intuitively clear’ with the following comment, from the next paragraph:



[Dead-ends] are reached in consequence of leaving the distinction between estimation of the future and expression of intention as something that just is intuitively obvious.

(§3, p. 6)




What would it be to acknowledge that the distinction is intuitively obvious and yet deny that the distinction can be left as something that is intuitively obvious?

The idea that we can be in the dark about how our language operates while at the same time being perfectly at home operating with it, will be familiar to readers of Wittgenstein. I want to suggest that the kind of ‘darkness’ Anscombe is talking about in §1 is that which we are in before we have undertaken the task of describing the look of a life that contains the concept ‘intention’. To see how it might be possible to know how to use the word ‘intention’ but not to be able to describe the look of a life that contains the concept, we need to say a little about what Anscombe and Wittgenstein mean when they talk about what it is to possess a concept.

Speaking of the concept length Anscombe remarks:



The competent use of language is a criterion for the possession of concepts symbolized in it, and so we are at liberty to say: to have such-and-such linguistic practices is to have such-and-such concepts. ‘Linguistic practice’ does not mean merely the production of words properly arranged into sentences on occasions which we vaguely call ‘suitable’. It is important that it includes activities other than the production of language, into which a use of language is interwoven. For example, activities of measuring, or weighing, of giving and receiving and putting into special places, of moving about in a huge variety of ways, of consulting tables and calendars and signs and acting in ways connected with consultation. It is plausible to say that we would have no concept of length apart from some activity of measuring, and no concept of precise comparative lengths of distant objects if the activity of measuring had not a quite elaborate use of words interwoven into it.

(Anscombe, 1976a, p. 117)



Suppose someone wanted an account of the difference between an estimate and a measurement of length. One way to give such an account would be with an example: ‘That queue is around 15m long’; ‘This stick is precisely 12.4cm’. This wouldn’t be much good unless the question had been asked by someone who already had the concepts of an estimate and a measurement, but did not know the meaning of the words ‘estimate’ and ‘measurement’. For example, a German speaker who knew schätzen and messen but not the English equivalents. Another way to answer the question would be by definition: ‘An estimate is a guess at something’s size, but a measurement involves using instruments, like rulers and so forth’. This explanation might do for a child who already had some of the relevant concepts, already knew about rulers and some of the activities associated with measuring an estimating; like buying things by weight in a shop, or timing a race, or making a mark on a height chart.

But if we ask in philosophy, as she puts it in §2 (p. 2), Anscombe thinks we need an account which includes what we take for granted in the child when we give him, and when he understands, the definition. We need an account of the capacity that a person who possesses the concept has, where an account of the capacity will include a description of the background of human activity which is the context for its acquisition and exercise.4 The definition of a ruler is ‘measuring instrument’, so for a philosopher to explain the meaning of ‘measuring’ in terms of the meaning of ‘ruler’ would be ‘moving in a circle in our explanations’ (see contents §5, p. iii). A philosophical account of the distinction, for Anscombe, should start by describing the activities into which the use of these words is interwoven; it should describe the background against which measuring and estimating take place. The idea is that it is by describing that background, and not by looking at what goes on in particular cases of measuring and estimating, that we come to understand the distinction that we draw when we say ‘That was an estimate and not a measurement’.

The change in method can be summed up in terms of differing attitudes toward the following question: If I want to get clear about what ‘intention’ means where should I look? For a philosopher engaged in answering Anscombe’s Question, the question Anscombe is sometimes supposed to be addressing, the answer is: we should look more closely at the phenomena to which ‘intention’ refers, the alleged states of mind and bodily movements. For a philosopher like Wittgenstein – and Anscombe – we should look not at the phenomena but at the linguistic practices and activities in which it comes to be that ‘intention’ refers to those phenomena. This is hard to do, because it seems to take our attention in the wrong direction, but the thought is that once we understand what it is we do when we use the word ‘intention’, we will come to understand everything that is essential to the phenomena we thereby describe.

For Anscombe, as for Wittgenstein, to describe a concept’s character is to describe the look of a human life containing that concept. For a concept as central to human life as intention, the activities into which the concept is ‘interwoven’ will be manifold, complex and multi-layered. The existence of the concept will imply all sorts of facts about human physiology, environment and behaviour, and about ‘the natural history of man’ including his institutions, culture and society. The application and mastery of the concept will require and imply all sorts of capacities, linguistic and otherwise, and all sorts of experience and knowledge on the part of the speakers. An account of the concept would show us what our lives would look like if they did not include the concept of intention, or if they included a concept that was akin to the concept of intention but, for example, in which we did not express intentions for the future. It would show us how our concept of the involuntary, the voluntary, the unintentional, depend on, or relate to, our concept of intention. It would describe how our practices of giving orders, making predictions, explaining, blaming, holding responsible, are connected with our use of that concept. It would say which of our concepts and practices depend for their meaning or existence on the concept of intention. It would enable us to see which primitive – non-linguistic, animal – capacities and behaviours are connected with our concept of intention. I suggest that Intention does all of this. It would, however, be the work of a lifetime to lay all this bare; this Guidebook is just an outline.

Wittgenstein said: ‘We are not at all prepared for the task of describing the use of e.g. the word “to think”’ (Wittgenstein, 1967, §111). So too, we are not at all prepared for the task of describing the use of the word ‘to intend’. Part of what makes Anscombe’s writings so exhausting is that she works constantly to draw our attention away from the phenomena – away from how it might feel or seem or look when we or others act intentionally or form an intention to act – and toward the ‘“enormously complex tacit conventions” that accompany our understanding of ordinary language’ (§43, p. 80) and against which it makes sense to describe what is happening as intentional, or an utterance as an expression of intention.5 Drawing this background to our attention is unsettling, because as it comes into view a distinction we found ‘intuitive’ starts to look like something ‘enormously complicated’. ‘[A] child can give such a report!’ and yet once we start to say ‘what is really involved in it’ this seems incredible (§43, p. 80). Learning a concept like intention is ‘enormously complicated’, not because a child must learn a set of rules, which she then, mysteriously, forgets, but because her behaviour and interaction with the world and with other humans must reach a level of complexity and sophistication before the concept can get traction. Think, for example, of everything a child must understand and be able to do before the possibility that he owes the grocer for potatoes can make sense (cf Wittgenstein, 1958, §120). A human being handing potatoes to another human being, no matter what is going on in their minds as they do so, is only delivering potatoes that were ordered when each has acquired certain capacities and understanding (e.g. to recognise money, to understand the nature of exchange) against the background of an enormously complex set of social and historical conventions. Similarly, to ask of a baby’s movements whether they are intentional or voluntary is at best poetic.

Part of what it is to have the concept is for one not to find its application complicated. As Anscombe says in §4:



I am sitting in a chair writing, and anyone grown to the age of reason in the same world would know this as soon as he saw me... if this were something he arrived at with difficulty... then communication between us would be rather severely impaired.

(§4, p. 8)




To make explicit the ‘enormously complex tacit conventions’ that are the background to his saying, straight off, ‘She is sitting in a chair writing’, is to make what is simple complex. This is one explanation of why one so often feels at sea when reading Anscombe’s work.

It is for all these reasons that having Anscombe’s method in view is crucial as one begins. The difficulty of her book is that the description Anscombe is offering is one that seeks to make explicit what we are already doing, happily, straight off, without difficulty, whenever we use the concept of intention. But, we want to object, if we are already making these distinctions, why bother making explicit the rules we are already following? Surely the important work is to look at the states of mind and the bodily movements that are picked out, and to investigate their nature. If one approaches Intention in this way, then not only will the book be frustrating – much of what Anscombe says will seem banal, irrelevant, or preparatory – but one will also miss the very description she is offering. This will happen because if the work of Intention is taken for non-essential ground clearing, a ‘first draft’ as that early reviewer put it, one will skim over it in the hope of discovering the real thesis, hidden by all the digressions and roundabout discussion. Such a search will be in vain.




What is this Description for?

Above I quoted the beginning of a remark from Zettel; here is the rest of it:



We are not at all prepared for the task of describing the use of e.g. the word ‘to think’. (And why should we be? What is such a description useful for?)

(Wittgenstein, 1967, §111)




This brings out two dimensions of difficulty for a reader of Intention, both of which I have already alluded to. We are not prepared for the task Anscombe undertakes; and it is hard to see what such a description is for. I want to say something about the second of these now, before we prepare ourselves for the task Anscombe undertakes.

If you ask me ‘What is a measurement?’ and you were hoping for an answer by a few examples, then a lengthy and complex description of the look of a life containing the concept of ‘measurement’, one which attempted to draw from scratch a boundary around all those bits of activity that count as measuring, even though we can draw that boundary ourselves ‘straight off’, will surely test your patience. What could such a description be for? Here are two answers.

When we think about ‘intention’ we are ‘tempted to speak of “different senses” of a word which is clearly not equivocal’ (§1, p. 1). We succumb to that temptation when we take Anscombe’s Question at face value. That we are so tempted is a sign that we are making certain assumptions that are obscuring a clear view of its character. If we can uncover those assumptions, and give them up, then we will no longer find ourselves on the edge of a contradiction: ‘intention’ cannot be univocal, yet it is univocal. It is better for our philosophical health if we can get this kind of ‘peace’ and, as Austin puts it at the end of his paper on pretending: truth is important, and the task of classifying and clarifying is one way of getting to the truth (Austin, 1958, p. 278). It will also save us a lot of work, because we will no longer try to answer a question which, it turns out, cannot be answered.

To look ahead, as we go through Intention we will see Anscombe uncovering a whole web of assumptions that she recognises are ‘deep rooted’ (§2, p. 4) and which stand in the way of our being able properly to recognise the unity of the concept of intention. By ‘deep rooted’ she means: they are not connected with ‘superficial grammar’ (§2, p. 4). An error connected with superficial grammar would be one that arose simply from taking sentential structure as a guide to propositional form. As if, for example, I was confused by the sentence ‘No-one is coming’ into thinking that someone must be coming because the sentence’s grammatical subject – ‘No-one’ – must correspond to some entity of which ‘is coming’ is predicated. The superficial grammar of ‘No-one is coming’ could be a source of error, and it is certainly helpful to have these potential traps pointed out – not least because superficial errors can lead to deeper ones – but they are not the ones with which Anscombe is primarily concerned in Intention. Rather, the mistakes Anscombe is concerned to uncover relate to what Wittgenstein called depth grammar, which ‘includes activities other than the production of language, into which a use of language is interwoven’.6 These mistakes are connected with assumptions we make about how our thought and our actions relate; the way in which descriptions of events are answerable to the reality they describe; and about what we can know and how. At the heart is the following question: if an action is a physical happening, what bearing can what the agent thinks have on the description of the action? (Anscombe, 1969a, p. 10).

As Anscombe asks it there, we can see that there is a strong temptation to answer: no bearing. If an action is a physical happening, then we ‘want to say that a physical happening is what takes place whatever the agent thinks’ (Anscombe, 1969, p. 10). Our objection to the idea that ‘what an agent thinks’ can have a bearing on ‘the description of the action’ is clearly not one that is rooted in superficial grammar, but is rather connected to the way in which we think of ourselves, our judgements, our actions, and the reality that surrounds us. To say, however, that they are not rooted in superficial grammar is not to deny that they are, ultimately, conceptual – or as Wittgenstein would say, grammatical – problems.

We might ask the question again: why undertake the task of recovering to view the character of the concept when we are perfectly at home using it. A non-philosopher might ask this, or at least someone untroubled by the contradiction of seeing that the concept is univocal but suspecting it cannot be. Intention is a lot of hard work just for an abstract pursuit of Truth; counting the hairs on your head by pulling them out one by one is another way of getting to the truth, but not worth the pain or the effort. Of course, the truths that Anscombe is offering are rather deeper, but one might remain unimpressed nevertheless. Here Anscombe has an answer which sets her quite apart from Wittgenstein and recalls to mind the way in which her philosophy is shaped by Aristotle and Aquinas, and the ‘righteous fury’ (ERP, p. vii) of her political and religious writing. Anscombe is not after ‘philosophical peace’. Rather, she thinks that it is only by making it possible to see how and that ‘intention’ is univocal that it will be possible to do the sort of moral philosophy which is capable of ‘revolt[ing] against the conventional standards’ of middle class thinking and ‘say[ing] something profound’ (1958b, p. 186). This gives a different kind of importance, and a different kind of intelligibility, to the project of grammatical enquiry to the one we find in Wittgenstein’s work. For Wittgenstein, a good piece of philosophy was one that allowed him to stop (Wittgenstein, 1958, §138); for Anscombe it is one that allows her to show why vicious acts – bombing civilian populations, torturing a hostage, locking up the innocent (as well as abortion, voluntary euthanasia, contraception, sex outside marriage) – cannot be made ‘morally good’ on grounds of circumstance or effect. As I will present things, discharging the three tasks of conceptual clarification required for moral philosophy to be possible and describing the unity of the concept of intention are the very same project.




‘A Tool for the Philosophy of Action’

As we have already noted, one of the things that is disorienting for a reader of Intention is Anscombe’s seemingly arbitrary attitude when it comes to defending or arguing for the claims that she makes. For example, the claim that a person knows what he is doing without observation is introduced without argument or explanation in §4 (p. 8) and then repeated up until §28, at which point Anscombe throws everything into confusion by suggesting that perhaps to say this is not ‘justifiable’ (§28, p. 49). Or, she says, also in §4, that ‘if you want to say at least some true things about a man’s intentions, you will have a strong chance of success if you mention what he did or is doing’ (p. 8), but she doesn’t explain how this can be so. On the other hand, when the suggestion is made that intentional actions are ones that are not involuntary she decries this as ‘question-begging’. The definition of an expression of intention as ‘a description of something future in which the speaker is some sort of agent, which description he justifies (if he does justify it) by reasons why it would be useful or attractive if the thing came true’ (§3, p. 6) is said to be ‘not false but rather mystifying’ (§3, p. 7). Often what seems like the most controversial of points is introduced as if it were a truism, and the least contentious is rejected as ‘intuitive’ but false. If we are to attempt a reading of Intention on which it is a sustained account of its topic, rather than a loose collection of aphorisms, we must find a pattern in this seemingly erratic behaviour.

A helpful place to start is with what Anscombe herself says about one of those crucial statements which she nevertheless introduces without defence of argument. It is that ‘an action may be intentional under one description and not intentional under another’ (Anscombe, 1979b, p. 210; see §6, p. 11). If you ask me ‘Are you doing that intentionally?’, I need to know what description ‘that’ is a placeholder for before I can answer. I may answer ‘yes’ if the description is ‘signing a piece of paper’ but ‘no’ if it is ‘scratching the mahogany table-top’. So, my action is intentional under the description ‘signing my name’ but not under the description ‘scratching the mahogany table-top’.

When Anscombe says that ‘an action may be intentional under one description and not intentional under another’ (Anscombe, 1979b, p. 210) it can seem that she is putting forward a thesis which might be debated or denied. It seems quite intelligible (indeed, I’m sure it has happened) that someone may come along and say, ‘You are quite wrong. Either an action is intentional under every description or under none’. Or, ‘That is false, for the description of an action is in no way relevant to the question of whether it is intentional’. Read as a thesis that might be denied, one expects to find in Intention an argument in its favour. But while Intention contains no such argument, the whole book is premised on its being true.

Writing in 1979 – with a view to rectifying ‘some of the misunderstandings that [she has] noted’ when philosophers have discussed her phrase ‘under a description’ (Anscombe, 1979b, p. 208) – Anscombe says that some people have supposed that when she says ‘one and the same action (or other event) may have many descriptions’ that this is ‘said in the light of a theory of event-identity’ (Anscombe, 1979b, p. 210). Such people have thought that she holds that an action may be intentional under one description and not intentional under another because she is committed to a prior thesis about the identity conditions for events. As Anscombe no-where provides such a theory, it will be up to those who wish to interpret or defend her account of intention to provide one. Indeed, one of the reasons that Anscombe’s account of action was subsumed by Davidson’s, is that Davidson does indeed provide such a theory.

In ‘Under a Description’ Anscombe makes clear that she does not mean §6 to be read in the manner I have just described.



When I introduced the phrase ‘under the description’ as a tool in the philosophy of action [in Intention §6, p. 11], I thought it something that couldn’t be called in question or misunderstood.

(Anscombe, 1979b, p. 208)




She meant, she says, ‘something that isn’t a philosophical thesis at all, and which no one denies’ (Anscombe, 1979b, p. 211). Obviously, claims about action identity are philosophical theses which people do deny. So what can Anscombe mean?

Anscombe compares the relationship between the statement: ‘one and the same action (or other event) may have many descriptions’ and a theory of action- or event-identity, with that between the statement: ‘one and the same man may satisfy many different definite descriptions’ and a theory of human-identity (Anscombe, 1979b, p. 210). Different theories of human identity, she says, may give different answers to the question ‘Is this the same human?’ in certain fictitious, unusual or borderline cases. For example, a psychological theory may yield a different answer to a somatic theory in cases involving brain transplants. Or, an account in terms of memory might answer a question about the identity of a person with Alzheimer’s differently to an account that grounded personal identity in the identity of a human animal. However, theories that differ on fictitious, unusual or borderline cases must nevertheless agree on the vast majority of ordinary cases if they are to count as theories about the same topic. A theory that denied that ‘one and the same man may satisfy many different definite descriptions’ would not, Anscombe says, even count as a theory of human identity. Whatever such a theory was an account of it would not be helpful in answering questions of human identity:



But what would we say of a theory [of human identity] which grants that a certain man, Dickens, wrote David Copperfield and Bleak House and that only this Dickens wrote David Copperfield, and only this Dickens wrote Bleak House – but does not grant that ‘The author of David Copperfield’ describes the same man as ‘The author of Bleak House’...? We’d say that it is a non-starter: any theory of human identity has got to fit in with the correctness of calling the author of David Copperfield the same man as the author of Bleak House (subject to astonishing literary discoveries, which are not our concern here). To say that one must have a theory of human identity if one says that, or that one needs it in order to justify saying that, seems to be absurd. A theory, I suppose, will at least (a) determine answers in obscure or borderline cases; (b) give an interpretation of known facts. It may sometimes also correct generally received statements in the light of new knowledge of a general scientific nature. The Dickens case is affectable only under (b), i.e. not in such a way as to result in a change in the truth-value we assign to the identity statement.

For this reason I always balked at the question ‘What is your theory of event-identity?’ or ‘What theory of event-identity lies behind saying that (in the imagined case) putting the book down on the table and putting it down on an ink puddle were the same action?’ Any ‘theory of event-identity’ had better yield this result: it itself is not a theory or part of one.

(Anscombe, 1979b, p. 210)



For Anscombe, then, any account of action which implied that a single action does not have many different descriptions, or which denied that a man may know he is doing a thing under one description and not under another (just as a man may know himself under one description and not under another), or which did not imply that an action may be intentional under the description ‘landing on a twig’ and not under the description ‘landing on bird-lime’ (Anscombe, 1979b, p. 210), or which yielded the result that ‘sawing Smith’s plank’ could be a description under which Jones acted even though Jones didn’t know he was sawing Smith’s plank, will simply not count as giving an account of action or intentional action. Rather than proposing a thesis about intentional action, §6 provides a constraint on an account of intention.

We see these statements explicitly playing this role in §20. Anscombe rules out an account of intention as a ‘style characteristic of observable human proceedings’ on the grounds that it does not yield the result that an action may be intentional under one description and not under another. ‘It is clear’, she says, ‘that a concept for which this does not hold is not the concept of intention’; and, we can add, any account of a concept for which this does not hold is not an account of intention (§20, p. 30).

If we are to follow the argumentative line of Intention, we need to attune to the difference between a statement with which Anscombe introduces a constraint on an account of action, and one in which she develops an account. We also need to be aware of a third kind of statement: one which articulates an intuitive or plausible-sounding picture which Anscombe means to reject. We can think of these kinds of statement as corresponding to three voices, which I will call: descriptive, intuitive and philosophical.

In the descriptive voice, Anscombe makes statements which are to act as constraints on an account of intention, in the way just described. These are descriptions of our linguistic practice, of non-obscure, non-borderline cases that are characteristic of the concept of intention. Note that these are not necessarily contexts in which we would naturally use the word ‘intention’. Anscombe points out, for example, that crossing the road is a clear case of an intentional action, though it would often be odd to say ‘He crossed the road intentionally’ (see §19, p. 29). These statements are neither defended nor justified, and the content is uncontroversial – at least outside a philosophy classroom.

Another important example of this kind of statement is §4. Anscombe refers here to ‘the sort of things you would say in a law court if you were a witness and were asked what a man was doing when you saw him’, and goes on:



[I]n a very large number of cases, your selection from the immense variety of true statements about him which you might make would coincide with what he would say he was doing, perhaps even without reflection, certainly without adverting to observation.

(p. 8)




This fact is not there to be defended or challenged; it is not open to say ‘No, that’s wrong. In a very large number of cases your true statements would not so coincide’. Rather, we are reminded of what an account of intention must accommodate. If it seems to us that this cannot be true, the correct response, by Anscombe’s lights, is not to defend the facts (what, after all, could this mean?), but to look at why one feels inclined or compelled to deny them.

This brings us to the next voice, which I called intuitive. These interjections are of two kinds. They either give voice to a ‘plausible’ or ‘natural’ explanation of the facts introduced in the descriptive voice; or they are objections to the descriptions themselves. Anscombe introduces this perspective with phrases such as: ‘Now it can seem that...’; ‘It is natural to suppose...’; ‘It is often said that...’; ‘It is natural to object that...’; ‘One may feel an objection...’; ‘Someone might say...’. Interjections which give an intuitive explanation and those which object to unobjectionable fact are related, in Anscombe’s view, in the following way: what is leading the interlocutor to object that a description ‘which no one can deny’ cannot be true (to deny the undeniable) is his adherence to a ‘natural’ or ‘intuitive’ explanation of those facts. His intuitive picture forces him to interpret the facts in a particular way and, when he does so, contradictions arise.

Finally, there is Anscombe’s philosophical voice, introduced by: ‘We can clarify...’; ‘To understand...’; ‘What is required is...’; ‘We should look more closely at...’. Here Anscombe seeks to undermine those intuitive pictures which lead the interlocutor to deny what cannot be denied. This is done by describing the character of the concept of intention.

In fact, in §1 we can see in miniature the way in which moving between these three voices is to work in Intention. Anscombe begins by describing what we say and do; for example, ‘Very often, when a man says “I am going to do such-and-such”, we should say that this was an expression of intention’. She points out that if we set out to explain the phenomena in a way that is natural or intuitive, but which is insufficiently attentive to the concept’s overall use, we can end up saying something which is puzzling or obscure, or which is in tension with the description with which we began. Anscombe then proposes that we undertake a philosophical enquiry which will replace what ‘we may be tempted to think’ with a detailed description of the character of the concept of intention.

Throughout this Guidebook I will draw attention to these voices as they interact. It is often helpful, if one is stuck on a particularly knotty paragraph in Intention, to ask: which voice is this?

Of course, there is question of priority here. Might the interlocutor not protest as follows: surely a good, intuitive, natural explanation which is inconsistent with one of Anscombe’s ‘descriptions’ cannot be dismissed out of hand? On what ground does Anscombe think her ‘descriptions’ can play the role of constraint in this way?

This is a difficult and important objection for any philosopher who seeks to describe rather than theorise, but it is worth noting that the way in which Anscombe appeals to facts which ‘no-one can deny’ makes her resistant to two of the most common forms of this objection. First, an ordinary language philosopher, like Austin, prioritises what ordinary speakers say about and in language. But one might well worry that the fact that we would find it unnatural to use a particular word or expression in a situation is not necessarily a good guide to the question of whether the situation is properly characterised using a concept that the word represents. Anscombe is not open to this objection. It ‘sounds odd’ to say ‘He crossed the road intentionally’ but, Anscombe points out, ‘it would be wrong to infer from this that we ought not to give such an action as a typical example of intentional action’ (§19, p. 29). For her, part of what it is to get clear about the concept of intention is to understand why it sounds odd, despite the fact, which ‘no-one can deny’, that crossing the road is a very ordinary sort of intentional action. The facts that Anscombe presents are not narrowly linguistic facts, though they are facts about what we say and do. I do not offer that as a full account of their status; this is something we will need to develop as we work through Intention.

An objection of a different kind might be raised against a philosopher like John McDowell. For McDowell, the aim of philosophy is to provide a theoretical framework to shore up ‘what comes naturally to pre-philosophically uncontaminated common sense’ (McDowell, 1991, p. 298). There is certainly a question of priority to be raised here: why should our pre-philosophical intuitions be preferred to those shaped by philosophical understanding? Who says ‘uncontaminated common sense’ isn’t just untutored prejudice? But Anscombe is attacking, rather than defending, ‘what comes naturally’. She is not presenting views that we find intuitively plausible but then give up in the face of philosophical pressure. Rather, she is describing us doing things, saying things, going about our lives, a description which we give up in the face of pressure from ‘what comes naturally’. It is harder to see how those descriptions might not be legitimately taken as constraints.




The Structure of Intention

Now let me say something specific about the structure of Intention and the way in which the descriptive, intuitive and philosophical voices interact. This overview is necessarily dense and some of the ideas it introduced will not become clear until much later; I recommend that a reader return to it when help seeing the wood for the trees is needed.

In the opening paragraphs of Intention (§§2–4) statements are mostly descriptive and intuitive and it is the tension between these two perspectives which generates a series of difficulties and puzzles. Anscombe begins with the fact (descriptive) that we sometimes call ‘I am going to do such-and-such’ an expression of intention and sometimes a prediction, and that we call it the former when it is justified by reasons why it would be good if the description came true, and the latter if it is justified for reasons for believing it will come true. Her interlocutor objects (intuitive) to calling an expression of intention a prediction, on the grounds that an expression of intention for the future is not called ‘true’ or ‘false’ in the face of what happens. The interlocutor also outlines a ‘natural’ picture on which expressions of intention are descriptions or expression of ‘a present state of mind’ (§2, p. 2). Anscombe finds that she cannot get clarity about the cases she describes – that is, cannot develop a philosophical account – so moves on to describe another set of cases: those involving intentional actions. At the very end of the book she returns to expressions of intention, in order to provide the philosophical account which remained allusive in §2.

The discussion of intentional actions runs from §4 to §21 and is largely a description of the facts that are to act on a constraint on any philosophical account of intention. Here Anscombe seeks to set out the distinctions that we make when we say that what a person is doing either is or is not intentional. She does this by describing when an answer to the question ‘Why?’ would assign the description to a particular class. The interlocutor appears rarely in these sections, and when he does it is usually to insist that a distinction that Anscombe is working away at is ‘intuitively obvious’ or ‘clear’; Anscombe is always insisting that it is not and often claiming further that our taking it to be obvious or clear leads to an interiorising of intention. It is in this context that Anscombe rejects as ‘circular’ the idea that we can define intentional action simply as not involuntary. What is difficult about these sections is that Anscombe begins with a distinction which looks simple and describes it in a way that makes it incredibly complicated.

§§22–44 come under Anscombe’s second head, intention with which. These sections continue the work of §§4–21, and begin to ‘reveal the order that is there in the chaos’ (§43, p. 80) that those earlier paragraphs lay bare. The pattern that emerges in the descriptions under which a man is doing what he is doing is, says Anscombe a ‘calculative order’. This pattern reveals the unity of the three ‘heads’ of intention. Here we begin to see the philosophical account that Anscombe is offering.

A major interjection is made in these passages by the interlocutor. Up until §28, a statement introduced in §4 the descriptive voice – as a constraint on a philosophical account – has gone unchallenged, but here the interlocutor insists, finally, that the description cannot be true. This passage is one of the most well-known in Intention:



‘Known without observation’ may very well be a justifiable formula for knowledge of the position and movement of one’s limbs, but you have spoken of all intentional actions as falling under this concept. Now it may be e.g. that one paints a wall yellow, meaning to do so. But is it reasonable to say that one ‘knows without observation’ that one is painting a wall yellow? And similarly for all sorts of actions: any actions that is, that are described under any aspect beyond that of bodily movement.

(§28, p. 50)




The remainder of Intention (§§28–50) – excluding those final two paragraphs on expressions of intention for the future – can be viewed, in a large part, as in the philosophical voice: here Anscombe attempts to diagnose and dislodge the knot of assumptions that lead to this interjection (and, as it turns out, also led to the interlocutor’s resistance to calling expressions of intention for the future a species of predictions). Her account of practical reason provides most of the material to respond to this challenge (§33, p. 57). The obstacle, Anscombe believes, comes in the form of assumptions about the ways in which what a man knows or thinks about what is happening can bear on what is happening – assumptions which do not belong to superficial grammar. She presents an account of practical reasoning which shows (a) that it is essentially calculative, (b) that its conclusions are actions under a description, and not propositions about what one ought to do, (c) that it does not involve logical or psycho-causal compulsion. She thinks that equipped with such an account there is no impediment to saying that when I know what I am doing it is not because my description of what is happening matches reality, but because reality matches my description of what I am doing. In this sense, what I think can affect how what is happening can be described.

Once the impediment to accepting that has been removed, the philosophical account of the concept offered between §4 and §28 can be reaffirmed and the implications drawn out.

A description of Intention’s overall shape, one which I will come back to throughout this Guidebook, is in terms of a movement in our understanding. At the start of Intention we are under the illusion that character of the concept of intention is simple, and that the difficult thing is to describe the property to which it refers. Anscombe shows us that the concept is incredibly complicated by outlining what seems like a chaotic ‘class of intentional actions’ (§§5–19). She then imposes order on this chaos via a description of the formal character of practical reason (§§20–42). At the end of the book (§§42–49) she explains why it is that, from the perspective of someone who answering the question ‘What is he / are you doing?’ all that complexity and structure is quite hidden from view. To map this onto the book’s chapters: Chapter 4 moves from simplicity to chaos, Chapter 5 from chaos to order, Chapter 6 from order to simplicity.




Notes

1 Throughout Intention, Anscombe uses ‘a man’ and the male pronoun in her examples. Sometimes this makes the protagonist male – as when a man is poisoning a well or going shopping – and sometimes it is equivalent to the German word Mensch. Nowadays it would be more common, to have female protagonists and to use a neutral form like ‘human’, ‘person’, or ‘someone’ for Mensch. In this Guidebook I will follow Anscombe’s use, and stick on the whole to ‘a man’ or ‘he’. This is partly because that sort of revisionism feels rather odd, but mostly for stylistic reasons. It helps with the integration of quotes, and also, as Anscombe is a woman, avoids ambiguity in anaphoric reference.

2 This label is coined by Moran and Stone (2011).

3 It is worth noting the deep connections between Anscombe’s Question and what has come to be known as ‘Wittgenstein’s Question’. Wittgenstein asks, in Philosophical Investigations §621: ‘What is left over if I subtract the fact that my arm goes up from the fact that I raise my arm?’ Many philosophers of action have taken this question at face value, and have sought to solve the equation: arm rising + ? = arm raising. It is clear from the context, however, that Wittgenstein’s point in raising the question is to reveal what is at fault in a particular way of thinking about action. For an illuminating discussion of the relation between Wittgenstein’s Question and Anscombe’s Intention see Ford (2011). See also Chisholm’s review of Intention for an illustration of what happens when one tries to read Intention as an answer to this equation.

4 Compare Geach (1958, p. 12). This, of course, is the background against which one description – holding this stick against this object – can be ‘brute’ relative to another – measuring the object’s length.

5 The quote is from Wittgenstein Tractatus (1922, §4.002).

6 See Gordon Baker (2001).
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4
Intentional Action (§§5–19)

Anscombe opens her investigation into intentional action with a simple statement: ‘Intentional actions are ones to which a certain sense of the question “why?” has application’. What follows is her attempt to ‘clarify’ that account (§6, p. 11). It is crucial to remember that Anscombe’s method of clarification is not at all one of simplification. Rather, she begins with what seems simple, and gradually uncovers its complexity. Consider again the complexity involved in describing the background conditions in which someone leaving potatoes at a door would be supplying me with potatoes.

These paragraphs seem very untidy; a series – or maybe an unordered list – of distinctions and classifications, rather haphazardly presented. Anscombe steadfastly refuses to leave a distinction unmade, even where doing so would make things cleaner and more straightforward for the reader. In these paragraphs there is no grand resolution or major revelation. Rather, there is a growing appreciation of the ‘“enormously complicated tacit conventions” that accompany our understanding of ordinary language’ (§43, p. 80), and a deepening realisation that the distinction between actions which are intentional and those that are voluntary or involuntary cannot be ‘appealed to as something intuitively clear’ (§2, p. 1). It is not until §22 – the starting point of our next chapter – that we begin to find some relief, as Anscombe starts to describe an ‘order’ or pattern in the ‘chaos’ she has created (§43, p. 80). It is in these passages that Wittgenstein’s advice is most apt: ‘Take your time!’


The Question ‘Why?’ (§§5–18)

Anscombe begins her enquiry into the concept of intention under its second head, intentional action, with the question ‘What distinguishes actions which are intentional from those which are not?’. She immediately offers a simple answer: ‘they are the actions to which a certain sense of the question “Why?” is given application; the sense is of course that in which the answer, if positive, gives a reason for acting’ (§5, p. 5). This answer is in what I called the descriptive voice; nothing that follows should be taken to undermine or challenge it. She then proposes to ‘clarify’ this answer by explaining the sense of the question ‘Why?’. The ‘clarification’ takes place in eleven sections between §5 and §18.

As we know, for Anscombe, clarification does not mean simplification: rather, to clarify is to reveal and describe the extraordinarily complex linguistic practice – where linguistic practice, recall, includes ‘activities other than the production of language, into which a use of language is interwoven’ – within which an action can be described using the concept of intention. The crucial thing to avoid, when seeking clarity of this kind, is the ‘danger of moving in a circle in our explanation’ (contents, §5, p. iii). We already saw when we discussed the concept of ‘length’, that an explanation of length in terms of measuring would presuppose the linguistic practice which was the background for descriptions using the concept of length. Hence, it would not count as an explanation by Anscombe’s lights. A circular explanation occludes a layer of complexity – takes something for granted that needs to be laid bare – and hence undermines the task of clarification. Returning to the concept of intention, the simple answer given in §5 is clearly circular because ‘the question “What is the relevant sense of the question ‘Why?’” and “What is meant by ‘reason for acting’?” are one and the same’ (§5, p. 9). But in these passages a number of other, less obviously circular, ways of explaining the sense are rejected on the same ground: for example, an appeal to an intuitive understanding of the distinction between reason and cause (§5, p. 9–10), or to the concept of the involuntary (§7, p. 12).

In order to avoid circularity, Anscombe proceeds by ‘roughly outlin[ing] the area of intentional actions’ (§18, p. 28), aiming to do so in a way that does not presuppose that the sense of the question ‘Why?’ is already understood. If she succeeds, and if this class is just the class to which the question ‘Why?’ applies, then in outlining the class she will have explained the question’s sense by describing its application.

She takes as her starting point the class of descriptions of what a man is doing under which he knows he is doing it. This restriction will be important later: for now we should just note it, and note that no explanation is offered of why it is that the descriptions we are interested in – descriptions of intentional actions – will be a sub-class of it. Anscombe then methodically, with enormous discipline, divides that class into (1) descriptions which are justified by observation (§8); (2) descriptions which are justified by mental causes (§§9–11); (3) descriptions which are justified neither by mental cause nor by observation (§§12–15); (4) descriptions which are of the sort to fall under (3) but which are not justified at all (§§17–19). These classes correspond, respectively to involuntary movements, involuntary actions, intentional actions, voluntary actions.

To help guide the reader let me make some further brief comments about the structure of these passages. The structure, it must be admitted, is painfully difficult to discern.

After saying that intentional actions ‘are the actions to which a certain sense of the question “Why?” is given application’ (§5, p. 5), Anscombe states that she will:



both explain this sense and describe cases shewing [sic] the question not to have application. I will do the second job in two stages because what I say in the first stage of it will be of use in helping to explain the relevant sense of the question ‘Why?’.

(§6, p. 11)



The two jobs yields the following answers, summarised by Anscombe in §16:


A: When does the question ‘Why?’ lack application? (§§6–9 and §§17–18)

Answer: (first stage) ‘the question has not that sense if the answer is evidence or states a cause, including a mental cause’ (§16, p. 24) or, (second stage) sometimes, if the answer is ‘I don’t know why I did it’ or ‘No reason’ (§§17–18).

B: What is the sense of ‘Why?’? (§§9–15)

The answer may (a) simply mention past history, (b) give an interpretation of the action, (c) mention something future. In cases (b) and (c) the answer is already characterised as a reason for acting, i.e. as an answer to the question ‘Why?’ in the requisite sense; and in case (a) it is an answer to that question if the ideas of good or harm are involved in its meaning as an answer; or again if further enquiry elicits that it is connected with ‘interpretative’ motive, or intention with which (§16, pp. 24–25).




When Anscombe remarks that what she says in the first stage of her enquiry into when the question doesn’t apply (job A) will help her to explain when the question does apply (job B) she means that what she says in defining the notion of ‘cause’ which is opposed to ‘reason’ (first stage of job A) will help her to define ‘reason for acting’ (job B). This help takes two forms.

First, defining ‘cause’ in this context helps her to locate the difference between answers under B(a) which give a reason for acting, and those that give a mental cause. She says that an answer which ‘simply mention[s] past history’ gives a reason for acting (rather than a cause) if ‘the ideas of good or harm are involved in its meaning as an answer’ (§13, p. 18). Second, it enables her to block a ‘very natural conception of “motive”’ as ‘what moves ... glossed as “what causes” a man’s actions etc.’ (§11, p. 18). This is important because very often, to give a motive is to give the intention with which one acts. Here Anscombe’s real opposition to the so-called causal account of action emerges.1




‘It was Involuntary’ and Reason vs Cause (§§5–11)

Anscombe’s first job is to describe when the question ‘Why are you X-ing?’ or ‘Why did you X?’, where ‘X’ is a description within the restricted range – i.e. is a description under which he knows what he is doing, and which he knows without observation – lacks application. The central concern in stage one of this job – under taken between §5 and §11 – is to find a way through a difficulty that she introduces in §5:



[C]onsider the question ‘Why did you knock the cup off the table?’ answered by ‘I thought I saw a face at the window and it made me jump’. Now, so far [in the discussion of expressions of intention] I have only characterised reason for acting by opposing it to evidence for supposing the thing will take place – but the ‘reason’ here was not evidence that I was going to knock the cup off the table. Nor can we say that since it mentions something previous to the action, this will be a cause rather than a reason; for if you ask ‘Why did you kill him?’ the answer ‘He killed my father’ is surely a reason rather than a cause, but what it mentions is previous to the action.

(§5, p. 9)




This difficulty relates, as I have explained, to B(a): when is an answer which ‘simply mention[s] past history’ an answer to the question ‘Why?’ and when is it an answer which gives a cause? Again, what looked like a simple distinction is about to be made incredibly complex.

As the quoted passage makes clear, Anscombe rejects an answer in terms of an intuitive distinction between reason and cause; she says that ‘the topic of causality is in too great confusion’ for such an answer to be ‘enlightening’ (§5, p. 10). This may come as a surprise to anyone who thinks that ‘Hume pretty well dealt with the topic of causality’ (§10, p. 16) or who is persuaded by Davidson’s claim that we can look to science to tell us what counts as causation (Davidson, 1978, p. 83). However, whatever the state of philosophical debate about causation, it does seem clear that our intuitive understanding of the distinction is not sufficient to anchor a philosophical understanding of the distinction between reason and cause. As we will see, Anscombe in fact thinks that ‘I thought I saw a face at the window and it made me jump’ is a causal statement of a kind that is ‘so far from accommodating itself to Hume’s explanations that [Humean’s] would leave it out of their calculations’ (§10, p. 16).

The answer ‘I thought I saw a face at the window and it made me jump’ characterises the action ‘Knocking the cup off the table’ as involuntary; so a second suggestion might be that actions which are caused are involuntary while actions done for reasons are intentional. However, Anscombe calls this ‘question-begging’ (contents, §8, p. iv); the notion of the involuntary, she says, ‘cannot be introduced without treating as solved the very kind of problem we are discussing’ (contents, §7, p. iv).

Later, we will understand fully why Anscombe insists on this – insists, that is, that the notion of the involuntary cannot yet be introduced. However, we can get a rough idea of her reasons by briefly looking back to the ethical project we described in Chapter 2. This will be a way to bring out some of the complexities concerning the concept ‘involuntary’.

The class of voluntary actions is extremely important to Catholic moral theology and, more generally, to the anti-consequentialist ethical project Anscombe describes in ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’. Recall that we identified three tasks of conceptual clarification Anscombe thought to be necessary before it would be ‘profitable ... to do moral philosophy’ (Anscombe, 1958b, p. 169). The first and third tasks were, respectively: to describe the distinction between an action’s intended and its merely foreseen consequences; and to give an account of human action which could support the idea that an action’s moral character (as virtuous or vicious) could be related to the kind of action that it was. Both these tasks can each be reconceived as questions about voluntary action.

Relating to the first task, Anscombe says – toward the end of Intention – that the ‘antecedently known concomitant result of one’s intentional action’ can be called either ‘“voluntary” or “involuntary” in contrast with “intentional”’. The fact ‘one could have prevented it if one would have given up the action’ makes such a result ‘voluntary’; however, if ‘one regrets them very much’ this may lead to the result being called ‘involuntary’ (§49, p. 89). (This is another point where an ‘intuitively clear’ distinction turns out to have a character quite different from what we might have expected.) For Anscombe, then, the first task can be recast as one about when a result of one’s action is voluntary or involuntary, and when intentional.

Relating to the third task, and using a different sense of ‘voluntary’, one which contrasts with what I will here call involuntary movements, Anscombe says ‘human action = voluntary action’.2 She describes ‘digesting your food and breathing and sweating’ as well as ‘idly stroking your beard’ as ‘the acts of a human agent but not what I call human actions’ (Anscombe, undated a, p. 203; 1982b, pp. 208–209).3 She proposes the thesis: ‘all human action is moral action. It is all either good or bad. It may be both’ (Anscombe, 1982b, pp. 208–209).

As this brief digression makes clear, the concept of the involuntary, and the contrast that one seeks to make by calling what one did ‘involuntary’, is both central to Anscombe’s ethical concerns, and extraordinarily complex. The sense in which stroking my beard is ‘involuntary’, and the sense in which doing you a favour when I meant to harm you is ‘involuntary’, are clearly quite different. As Anscombe puts it in §7, ‘[w]e can easily get confused by the fact that “involuntary” neither means simply non-voluntary, nor has an unproblematic sense of its own. In fact this pair of concepts is altogether very confusing’ (§7, pp. 12–13). What comes out of §§5–18 is ‘clarification’ – though by no means a simplification – of these concepts.




Known without Observation (§8)

Anscombe identifies two kinds of answer to the question ‘Why are you X-ing?’ or ‘Why did you X?’ which mention past history and which give a cause rather than a reason. Both, she says, can be described without ‘using any notions like “intended” or “willed” or “voluntary” and “involuntary”’ (§8, p. 13) by ‘point[ing] out a particular class of things which are true of a man: namely the class of things which he knows without observation’ (§8, p. 13). The concept of observational knowledge is one that can be defined independently of this set of concepts, and so enables Anscombe to describe two classes of involuntary action ‘without begging any questions’ (contents, §8, p. iv). It is the second of those two classes, illustrated with the example ‘He withdrew his hand in a moment of involuntary recoil’ (§7, p. 13), that is the one for which ‘we have difficulty describing the distinction between a cause and a reason’ (§9, p. 15) – that is, the case that features in the puzzle of §5.

Anscombe illustrates the class that she wants to introduce – ‘the class of things which [a man] knows without observation’ (§8, p. 13) – with the example of the knowledge that a man has of the position of his limbs. Such knowledge, she says, ‘is without observation, because nothing shews him the position of his limbs; it is not as if he were going by a tingle in his knee which is the sign that it is bent and not straight’ (§8, p. 13). Continuing her negative definition, she says that:



Where we can speak of separately describable sensations, having which is in some sense our criterion for saying something, then we can speak of observing that thing; but that is not generally so when we know the position of our limbs.

(§8, p. 13)




Anscombe does not dwell on the question of how one is able to give the position of one’s limbs without relying on observation; that capacity she says, is not her topic in Intention. By way of further explanation, she remarks only that ‘the topic [of knowledge of limb position] is certainly a difficult one, deserving of fuller discussion; here, however, such a discussion would be out of place’ (§28, p. 50).4 I will come back to why it is ‘out of place’ in a moment.

Though the question of how one knows the position of one’s limbs is, Anscombe says, ‘out of place’ in Intention, the class of things known without observation is of central importance. This is not just because it is part of Anscombe’s non-circular description of a pair of classes of involuntary actions. Anscombe says that,



the class of things known without observation is of general interest to our enquiry because the class of intentional actions is a sub-class of it. I have already said that ‘I was not aware I was doing that’ is a rejection of the question ‘Why?’ whose sense we are trying to get at; here I can further say ‘I knew I was doing that only because I observed it’ would also be a rejection of it.

(§8, p. 14)




Before we look more carefully at what it might mean to say that something is or is not ‘known by observation’, we need to consider briefly the way in which this idea from Intention has taken on a life of its own in some branches of anti-Cartesian philosophy of mind. The idea that we know the position of our limbs and our intentional actions ‘without observation’ has become a locus for interpretative skirmish and philosophical debate.

Many have taken Anscombe to be putting forward a simple but exciting thesis: the epistemological capacity that gives us knowledge of the position of our limbs and our intentional actions is of a kind with that which gives us knowledge of our mental states. Epistemology often makes a distinction between self- and other-knowledge; between the knowledge that I have of my own states and dispositions, and the knowledge that I have of everything else. The observational/non-observational dichotomy appears to map onto this: my knowledge of myself is non-observational and my knowledge of others is observational. This picture seems to work well for the kinds of self-knowledge that are traditionally the concern of philosophy of mind; we say: it is not by observation that I know I am in pain, or that I know my beliefs, desires and intentions. But the idea that this special kind of knowledge might extend beyond the narrowly psychical – what Anscombe seems to be suggesting when she gives limb position as an example of knowledge without observation – seems to have profound implications for our understanding of the way in which the mind is embodied. The possibility that this claim seems to be hinting at, is that the self – the object of self-knowledge – can be identified with ‘human animal’ whose physical states are known in this privileged manner, rather than with some part of that animal, the mind, brain, or Ego. This, of course, is the prize at which anti-Cartesian philosophy of mind aims.

Anscombe’s remarks about the nature of this special ‘non-observational knowledge’ can amount to little more than a hint, or the hint of a hint, of what this species of knowledge might look like. Her characterisation, at least so far as bodily posture goes, is wholly negative. But the prize is so great that philosophers have been keen to pursue that hint as far as possible. Like Fermat’s marginalia, the suggestion that someone had ‘discovered a truly remarkable proof’, a solution to the mind–body problem, which the margin (in this case, the book) was too small to contain, leads others to try reconstruction. But, as Godfrey Vesey puts it, the ‘attempt to understand what Miss Anscombe means by “knowledge without observation” is like a treasure hunt’ which, unfortunately ‘seem[s] to lead, not to philosophical treasure at all, but to ... absurdity’ (Vesey, 1963, p. 201). The immediate ‘treasure’ is ‘an insight into intentional action’ (p. 209); the real prize an insight into ‘the way in which the mind is embodied’ (p. 210). Philosophers on this treasure hunt are compelled to treat Anscombe’s talk of ‘separately describable sensations’ as somehow unlocking the notion of ‘non-observational knowledge’. This has led to all sorts of odd conjecture, which I will briefly outline.

It has proved extremely difficult to produce a gloss on ‘separately describable sensation’ which, when used as a criterion for observational knowledge, does not leave that account immediately open to counter-example (see Martin, 1971, pp. 15–24). For example, suppose we take Anscombe’s criterion of ‘separately describable sensations’ to imply that with observational knowledge my description of how things appear mustn’t be a simple repetition of the description that is used in the first person statement. This criterion in terms of language runs aground on interpretative and substantive issues. First, Anscombe’s own examples contradict this reading: ‘It felt as if there was fur’ is a repetition of the description ‘There is fur’ (Anscombe 1964, pp. 39–40). Second, sometimes we have no language for describing how things appear (other than by using a description of how things would be were they how they appeared) due to paucity in our sensation language, especially for sense modalities other than sight. Sometimes descriptions of how things are, become part of our descriptive repertoire of appearances. This is seen most clearly in a phrase like ‘the sensation of flying’, which is a description of an appearance which makes use of a non-sensory concept, ‘flying’.5 For some descriptions, ‘of onions’ is an example Anscombe gives, the description hovers between the two:



in ‘the smell of onions’ for example, ‘of onions’ is an external description, but English contains no word for the content. If onions ceased to have that small, but it were still to be smelt elsewhere, ‘of onions’ might become an internal description, like ‘bitter’.

(Anscombe, 1962b, p. 72)




How could these truly contingent features of our language be the Archimedean point on which to build a solution to the mind–body problem?

Another suggestion sometimes made is that what Anscombe means when she says that knowledge of the position of our limbs is not by observation is that the knowledge is not inferred from sensations – thus, talk of ‘separately describable sensations’ becomes talk of ‘sensations’ and ‘some sense criteria’ becomes ‘inferential ground’ and the part that we had such difficulty unpacking is dropped. But then Anscombe’s claim is quite consistent with the idea that the knowledge is perceptual – perceptual knowledge is not inferential – in which case the label ‘non-observational’ is misleading at best (Pickard, 2004) and the treasure vanishes. This would be disastrous so far as a reading of Intention goes because, as we will see, it is central to Anscombe’s view of the knowledge we have of our intentional actions that it is not perceptual knowledge.

These difficulties have encouraged many to try to make sense of non-observational knowledge without relying too much on the idiosyncratic idea of separately describable sensations.

There is something simplistic about the way in which the debates I have just outlined treat the contrasts between observational and non-observational knowledge and between self- and other-knowledge. The idea that these contrasts mark neat dichotomies, dichotomies which also happen to map simply onto each other, fits uneasily with Anscombe’s philosophical approach. Her concern is always to undermine and complicate simple dichotomies, often by revealing that what looks like straightforward disjunction is nothing of the kind. The idea that an intuitive distinction between what we know with and without observation would map, neatly, onto one between what we know ‘as self’ and ‘as other’ is alien to Anscombe’s way of thinking. If the reminder that we know some things not on the basis of observation is to play a role in overcoming the myth of the Cartesian subject – and Chapter 6 will suggest that it does – we should not expect the route to be so direct. Anscombe offers something much more complex, in which the remark about ‘separately describable sensations’ is one tiny piece.

Let us, for now, put that larger anti-Cartesian project from our minds, and try to understand Anscombe’s remark that ‘where we can speak of separately describable sensations, having which is in some sense our criterion for saying something, then we can speak of observing that thing’ (§8, p. 13). This remark, note, gives a criterion for observation not for non-observation. Importantly, it does not imply that knowledge of posture and knowledge of intentional action are of the same kind, or that the capacity to say how my limbs are arranged and the capacity to say what I am doing are equivalent.6 Indeed, it will be crucial to recognise that they are not. Our discussion here, then, is wholly negative – we are aiming to describe only what Anscombe thinks is not the case when we can say how our limbs are arranged or what we are doing. However, it is nevertheless important, as we will need to be clear about what is so excluded later, when we come to address the topic of practical knowledge.

Anscombe wrote several papers on the concepts of sensation and observation: ‘On Sensations of Position’ (1962b); ‘Substance’ (1964); ‘The Intentionality of Sensation: A Grammatical Feature’ (1965b); ‘Comments on Professor R. L. Gregory’s Paper on Perception’ (1974e); ‘The Subjectivity of Sensation’ (1976b). As with her investigation into intention, these discussions seek to describe, in detail, the linguistic practice associated with sensation concepts and the idea of observation or perception. As with Intention, these discussions aim to make explicit the complexity in what seems simple, and so resist easy summary.

What I want to point to is a discussion from ‘The Intentionality of Sensation: A Grammatical Feature’ (1965b). In that paper Anscombe seeks to arbitrate between an ordinary language philosopher and a Berkleyan or Russellian ‘sense-data’ theorist (1965b, p. 11). The dispute is about the immediate objects of sight: are they ‘ordinary’ objects, like tables and chairs, or are they ‘peculiar’ objects like sense-data?

As the subtitle of her paper implies, Anscombe proposes a grammatical solution to the dispute, one which she says shows that both views are mistaken (1965b, p. 11). Both are mistaken because both take the word ‘object’ in ‘object of sight’ to mean ‘thing’ or ‘entity’; what they disagree about is the sort of entity: sense data or material. Anscombe argues that ‘object’ in ‘object of sight’ does not mean entity because the category ‘object of sight’ is a grammatical rather than an ontological one. The question ‘What is the object of sight?’ is answered by giving the phrase that follows the verb ‘to see’ in the sentence ‘I see such-and-such’. Grammarians call this phrase the direct-object phrase. Anscombe says that just as a debate about what kind of entity a direct object is would be nonsense, so too is a debate about the ontological status of objects of sight.

Anscombe says that taking the word ‘object’ in ‘object of sight’ to be introducing a thing – albeit a non-material thing for the sense-data theories – leads both the sense-data and ordinary language philosopher to miss the fact that ‘verbs of sense-perception ... essentially have an intentional aspect’ (1965b, p. 11). If some thing is seen then there is a description under which it is seen, and that description is the direct-object phrase in ‘I see such-and-such’. Not any description which is in fact true of the thing can be the direct-object phrase, and so not any description will give the object of sight. This goes for all intentional verbs: the objects of knowledge, desire, belief, thought, worship, etc., are not things. As Anscombe puts it, somewhat gnomically, in Intention: ‘we must always remember that an object is not what is aimed at [thought about, seen, wanted, etc.] is; the description under which it is aimed at is that under which it is called the object’ (§35, p. 66). An intentional object is thus essentially related to a subject who is doing the seeing, knowing, desiring and so forth.

The topic of intentional objects is a deep one that weaves its way through Intention. Our focus here, however, is restricted to the topic of objects of sensation. We wanted to explain Anscombe’s remarks about the role of ‘separately describable sensations’ in observational knowledge. I think her point is this simple one. Sensation verbs take intentional objects, and as such if we speak of observing something we imply the existence of a description under which what is seen (heard, felt, etc.) is seen, a description which would be the direct-object phrase in ‘I see/hear/feel such-and-such’. For sensory verbs these descriptions give the look (sound, feeling, etc.) of things.

To say that these sensations are ‘separately describable’ is to recall the role that these descriptions play in cases of error. When a person says, e.g. ‘There’s my father’, and his father is nowhere to be seen, we can ask him to describe how things look, in that he sees his father:



[I]f a man says he saw a man standing in a certain place, or heard someone moving about, or felt an insect crawling over him, it is possible at least to ask whether he misjudged an appearance, a sound or a feeling; that is, we can say: Look, isn’t this perhaps what you saw? and reproduce visual effect of which he may be able to say ‘Yes, that is, or could be, what I saw, and I admit I can’t be sure of more than that’; and the same with the sound or the feeling.

(§28, p. 49)7




This is why, when we can ‘speak of observing’ we can also speak of ‘separately describable sensations’.

What then of knowledge of limb position? Anscombe says that when someone erroneously gives the position of his limbs ‘it would be incorrect to say that he had misjudged an inner kinaesthetic appearance as an appearance of his leg bent’ (§28, p. 50). It is not that she thinks there is no such thing as making a mistake here – ‘if someone says that his leg is bent when it is straight, this may be surprising but it is not particularly obscure’ (§8, p. 14) – but only that such an error does not imply that he ‘misjudged an appearance’. Rather, he thought his leg was bent and it was not.

The argument about limb position will not be settled here. If we grant Anscombe’s claim that such knowledge is non-observational, in the way just described, then the question immediately arises: well, how do I know, then? Anscombe does not answer this question; that capacity, she says, is not her topic in Intention. However, she does give us a clue as to what a capacity for knowledge of observable phenomena – e.g. the states and motions of a particular human being – might look like if it is not grounded in perception. This clue is buried in a rather curious comment about the relationship between error and knowledge:



Where we can speak of separately describable sensations, having which is in some sense our criterion for saying something, then we can speak of observing that thing; but that is not generally so when we know the position of our limbs. Yet, without prompting, we can say it. I say however that we know it and not merely can say it, because there is a possibility of being right or wrong: there is a point in speaking of knowledge only where a contrast exists between ‘he knows’ and ‘he (merely) thinks he knows’.

(§8, p. 14)




Michael Thompson dismisses this remark as a ‘peculiar obsessive theoretic tic ... characteristic of Anscombe’s teacher Ludwig Wittgenstein’. He finds no reason to hold to a ‘dogma about the relation of knowledge to narrowly psychical phenomena like pain or belief and intention itself’ (Thompson, 2011, p. 198). He then translates the ‘dogma’ into a gesture toward a ‘sui generis’ species of knowledge (Thompson, 2011, p. 198–199). But Anscombe is not being dogmatic here. That is to mistake a description for a theory. What she says is that there is ‘a point in speaking of knowledge’ (emphasis added) only where there is a contrast between thinks and knows. Of course, one may speak in a way that has no point if one wishes; thus one can certainly speak of knowing where one’s pain is. But, if knowing amounts to no more than being able to say, then it is better not to because speaking of knowledge in such a context might lead one to think one was making a distinction that did not exist, e.g. might lead one to think that knowing where it hurt needed to be differentiated from being able to say where it hurt. This then might lead one to specify a ‘sui generis’ species of knowledge.

When I said that this gives us a clue about what a capacity for knowledge without observation might look like, the feature I wanted to draw attention to was the following: Anscombe says that we have a ‘capacity to say’ how our limbs are arranged, and that we can speak of knowing because there is a possibility of error. It is this structure – capacity to say plus possibility of error – that appears again when it comes to knowledge of what I am doing. But though the structure is the same, the content of the capacity to say is quite different.

What Anscombe doesn’t develop in Intention is any account of what that capacity to say in relation to limb position amounts to; I would suggest that it is a linguistic capacity intimately connected with the capacity for voluntary movement. Later, we will see that Anscombe’s account of practical reasoning can be thought of as an account of a capacity to say which is intimately connected with the capacity to do. Again, we will find ‘a point of speaking of knowledge’ because there is a possibility of error.




Involuntary Movements (§§7–11)

Let us now return to our main thread. Job A, recall, was to describe when the question ‘Why?’ lacks application. The first answer was: it lacks application when it gives a cause rather than a reason. But Anscombe thought this answer was inadequate because the notion of ‘cause’ is here unclear. The case illustrated in §5 was meant to show this. The second answer was: it lacks application when it is ‘It was involuntary’. But Anscombe thought this answer was inadequate because the notion of ‘involuntary’ is both unclear and ‘cannot be introduced without treating as solved the very problem we are discussing’ (contents, §7, p. iv).

The class of things a man knows without observation is introduced as a way out of this difficulty. With it to hand, Anscombe can describe without circularity two kinds of answer to the question ‘Why?’ which mention past history, but which give a cause rather than a reason. The answers correspond to two classes of the involuntary.

To the first class belong what we above identified as a class of ‘acts of a human agent’ which are not human actions (Anscombe, undated a, pp. 208–209; 1989, pp. 127–138). I will call these involuntary movements. In Intention Anscombe gives the following examples: ‘The odd sort of jerk or jump that one’s whole body sometimes gives when one is falling asleep’; ‘tics, reflex kicks from the knee, the lift of the arm from one’s side after one has leaned heavily with it up against the wall’ (§7, p. 13).

She defines this class as follows:



The class of movements of the body, in a purely physical description, which are known without observation, and where there is no such thing as a cause known without observation.

(§8, p. 15)




Just what Anscombe means by saying that in cases of involuntary movement there is ‘no such thing as a cause known without observation’ is best seen by looking at the contrast class of involuntary actions. This is because Anscombe distinguishes involuntary actions as those in which there is such a cause (that is, a cause known without observation).

To the class of involuntary actions, belong examples like the problem case in §5: ‘Why did you knock the cup off the table?’ answered by ‘I thought I saw a face at the window and it made me jump’. Other examples Anscombe gives are: ‘Why did you jump?’, ‘The leap and bark of the crocodile made me’ (§8, p. 15) and ‘He withdrew his hand in a moment of recoil’ (§7, p. 13) (e.g ‘Why did you withdraw your hand?’, ‘Suddenly the thought of touching him repelled me’). Anscombe says that we have difficulty in describing the distinction between a cause and a reason when ‘the cause itself qua cause (or perhaps one should say the causation itself) is in the class of things known without observation’ (§9, p. 16).8

Anscombe introduces the label ‘mental cause’ for the kind of causal statement she wants to isolate as causation known without observation’. She says:



A ‘mental cause’ is what someone would describe if he were asked the specific question: what produced this action or thought or feeling on your part: what did you see or hear or feel, or what ideas or images cropped up in your mind and led up to it?

(§11, pp. 16–17)9




It is clear enough that each of the examples we have given involve a description which fits this criterion. ‘I saw a face at the window’, ‘The leap and bark of the crocodile (which I saw and heard)’, ‘The thought “How repulsive!”’: each of these describe what was seen, heard, felt, or thought of. However, what is not clear is with what right Anscombe calls such statements causal.

There are two things about the idea of a ‘mental cause’, as defined by Anscombe, that one might immediately object to. First, that there is a kind of causation of human action that can be ‘known without observation’; second that a statement like ‘I jumped because I saw a face at the window’ is casual.

I will take these objections in reverse order because what I say about the second will go some way toward addressing the first.

Anscombe herself notes that her talk of ‘causality’ in this context is radically non-Humean.



This sort of cause of a feeling or reaction may be reported by the person himself, as well as recognised by someone else ... Note that this sort of causality or sense of ‘causality’ is so far from accommodating itself to Hume’s explanations that people who believe that Hume pretty well dealt with the topic of causality would entirely leave it out of their calculations; if their attention was drawn to it they might insist that the word ‘cause’ was inappropriate or was quite equivocal. Or conceivably they might try to give a Humian [sic] account of the matter as far as concerned the outside observer’s recognition of the cause; but hardly for the patient.

(§10, p. 16)



Again, the concept of ‘cause’ requires its own, distinct, investigation, and Anscombe did write extensively on the topic (e.g. 1969b, 1971, 1974c, 1974d, 1977). Again, those enquiries resist easy summary and require precisely the kind of painstaking attention Intention demands. However, we can take from Anscombe’s ‘The Causation of Action’ (1983a) some hints that will go some way toward explaining the move Anscombe is making here.

Anscombe, in that paper, describes two ‘distinct directions of enquiry’ that we might follow if we ask ‘How?’ or ‘Why?’ about a human action, e.g. ‘Shutting the door’, where this question is concerned with the cause of the action. In that paper she explicitly excludes ‘explanation of action by intention’ saying that it ‘does not properly come under my title, “The Causation of Action”’ (Anscombe, 1983a, p. 107). We should keep this point in mind.

The first direction of enquiry, she says, is one in which ‘we are interested in picking out “chains” of causality going back in time’ (Anscombe, 1983a, p. 92). This investigation takes us in and in; inside the physiological workings of a human body:



[The door shut] because of the push of a hand; that, because of the placing of the hand and the extension of the arm; that, because of the contraction of the muscles; this last because of the message down the efferent nerves; this last … because of the afferent nerve impulses leading to the sensory cortex and other parts of the brain ….

(Anscombe, 1983a, pp. 92–93)




The second direction of enquiry involves a ‘step back’ (Anscombe, 1983a, p. 97); it takes us out and out to the wider context of the movement and requires ‘[r]ecognizing that is recognizing a pattern of a different sort from that of elementary causation’. For example: recognising that ‘the action was an immediate reaction to an external stimulus; was, e.g., obeying an order’ (Anscombe, 1983a, p. 93).

The relation between these kinds of explanation is, of course, a point of fierce philosophical dispute. Anscombe argues, in that paper, that the first kind of causal explanation – in terms of physiological processes – is dependent on our being able to give the second kind in terms of what we can now call ‘mental causation’. This is necessary, she says, ‘to know [what] is relevant’ (Anscombe, 1983a, p. 93). For example, if I am seeking to explain the door shutting, I need to know the mental cause – Smith’s command ‘Shut that door!’ – in order ‘to know that the impulses in the afferent nerves are relevant’ (Anscombe, 1983a, p. 93). Anscombe compares this procedure to recognising the figure in a pointilliste picture in order to join up a line of dots (Anscombe, 1983a, p. 93). Suppose I tell you ‘Trace a line of dots around the monkey in Seurat’s “A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte”’. You will only be able to do so if you ‘step back’ every now and again and see that figure. The figure tells you where to look for your next dot.

A Humean will insist that this point is ‘methodological’; this is to insist that an explanation in terms of – what Anscombe calls – mental causality is not a genuine causal explanation. Anscombe puts this objection in the mouth of her interlocutor: ‘when we’ve got the information we want, we shan’t need to step back’ (Anscombe, 1983a, p. 97). The interlocutor insists that once we know enough about the first kind of causal explanation, there will be no need for the second. In Chapter 6 we return to the question of whether explanation by mental causation and, indeed, by intention, is more than ‘a highly convenient, nay indispensable, facon de parler’ (Anscombe, 1983a, p. 103).

With this framing in mind, we can now say: the class of involuntary movements – reflex kicks, tics, and so forth – are those for which there are only causal explanations in terms of ‘elementary causation’. These explanations will always be known only by observation. And, we can now see that the objection that causation of action cannot be known ‘without observation’, and the objection that ‘Because of the bark of the crocodile’ is not really a causal explanation, come from the same place. Both are a denial that there are causal explanations ‘for the patient’ (§10, p. 16), i.e. ones that irreducibly relate to the agent’s own account of what it was that she was responding to – an order, a thought, an itch, a flash of anger – when she acted as she did. The claim that ‘we shan’t need to step back’ is the claim that causal explanation requires observation of physiological process. The claim that ‘stepping back’ is a necessary part of action explanation insists that how things were from the perspective of the agent is an essential part of the causal-explanatory process.

It would take us too far from the topic of Intention to defend Anscombe’s use of the label ‘causation’ for the kind of explanation she has isolated. We can sidestep this problem by focusing on the fact that Anscombe is seeking to describe a case in which we speak of causation, and in which it is unclear what difference we are marking when we do so. If she can explain what we mean by speaking of causation in those contexts, then she has described a kind of causation that we recognise. A debate about whether that is really causation, belongs to a quite different project and, I think for Anscombe, one would need to be very clear about what one meant by ‘really’.




Intention, Motive, Cause, Reason (§§10–14)

We are now at the end of the first stage of Job A: the question ‘Why?’ lacks application when the answer gives a cause. We are now entitled to use the notion of ‘cause’ without begging any questions. As we have seen from the task of describing that notion, it really could not be left intuitively obvious. Anscombe has described without circularity two kinds of answer to the question ‘Why?’ which mention past history, but which give a cause rather than a reason. These answers classify the description as of either an involuntary movement or an involuntary action.

A clear account of mental cause, one which does not rely on metaphor, or our ‘intuitive’ understanding, is an essential preliminary for approaching Job B, in which Anscombe aims to ‘explain the sense’ of the question ‘Why?’. For Anscombe, the point of discussing mental causation is wholly negative: she has described when an answer gives a mental cause simply in order to distinguish such answers from those in which she is interested; that is, answers which give a reason, motive or intention, and hence show the question ‘Why?’ to have application (§11, p. 18). This is one reason why she says, in §11, that having ‘isolated [a] notion of mental cause’ she ‘believe[s] it is of very little [importance]’ (p. 18).10

§§10–14 introduce three kinds of answer to the question ‘Why?’ which give a reason for acting: ‘the answer may (a) simply mention past history, (b) give an interpretation of the action, or (c) mention something future’ (§16, p. 24).

The choreography of these passages is extremely difficult. This is because we have three interconnected notions in play: reason for acting, motive, intention. Anscombe’s first concern is to distinguish each of these from mental cause. A large part of her discussion aims to show that though a statement giving a motive or intention or reason can often be expressed using a sentence which could also be used to make a statement of mental causality, this does not show that these notions are equivalent. The danger of assuming such equivalence is especially present when we speak about motives, because:



a very natural conception of ‘motive’ is it is what moves (the very word suggests that) – glossed as ‘what causes’ a man’s actions etc’. And ‘what causes’ them is perhaps then thought of as an event that brings the effect about – though how it does – i.e. whether it should be thought of as a kind of pushing in another medium, or in some other way – is of course completely obscure.

(§11, p. 18)




But at the same time as applying the reason/cause distinction, Anscombe also describes the relations between reason for acting, motive and intention. These relations are complex. As Anscombe says, sometimes ‘[a]sked for a motive, a man might say ... “I did it in order to ...”’ which is just to give his intention in acting (§12, p. 18); however, ‘there is an application of “motive” other than the application of “the intention with which a man acts”’ (§12, p. 20).

To make matters more complex still, Anscombe identifies three kinds of motive: backward-looking, motive-in-general, and forward-looking. It is tempting to map these three kinds of motive directly onto the three answers – (a) simply mention past history, (b) give an interpretation of the action, or (c) mention something future – but this would be a mistake. It is true that answers falling under (a), (b) and (c) may show that what is being done is being done for a backward-looking, interpretative, and forward-looking motive respectively, but this implies neither that those answers give such motives nor that all such answers are motive-giving. Sometimes they give a reason or an intention but not a motive. Once again, we are moving from simplicity to complexity.

I will take as our thread through these passages the three kinds of reason-giving answers – (a), (b) and (c) from the summary in §16.


(A) Simple Mention of Past History

Recall how, in §5, Anscombe highlighted the difficulty of giving a non-circular account of the distinction between two kinds of answer falling under (a): ‘I thought I saw a face at the window and it made me jump’ as an answer to ‘Why did you knock the cup off the table?’ and ‘He killed my father’ as an answer to the question ‘Why did you kill him?’. Having given her account of mental causation, Anscombe has a much clearer sense of the distinction she needs to make and can now explain the source of the difficulty. When I describe a past event in giving a reason for my action this is also a statement which belongs to the class of things known without observation. So, now the task is to differentiate two classes of answers to the question ‘Why?’, both of which are (1) descriptions of past events and (2) not made on the basis of observation. Put this way, the distinction between a mental cause and this kind of reason for acting looks much more slight than we might have supposed (if, for example, we had assumed a notion of ‘cause’ which would satisfy a Humean). As we will see, Anscombe thinks that sometimes there is no distinction at all.

There is a kind of progress here that is similar to that marked in §2 (p. 2). There Anscombe’s enquiry had begun by seeking a distinction between prediction and expression of intention, but by giving a criterion for the former, it turned into something else: ‘The “intuitively clear” distinction we spoke of turns out to be a distinction within the class of predictions between expressions of intention and estimates’. So too here: an ‘intuitively clear’ distinction between reasons and causes turns out to be a distinction within the class of answers which are descriptions of past history known without observation.

Anscombe gives the following account of the distinction:



If an action has to be thought of by an agent as doing good or harm of some sort, and the thing in the past as good or bad, in order for the thing in the past to be the reason for the action, then this reason shews not a mental cause but a motive. This will come out in the agent’s elaborations on his answer to the question ‘Why?’

(§14, p. 22)




By this criterion, ‘He killed my father’ ‘shews’ – though, as we will see, does not give – a motive, while ‘He jumped out of the broom cupboard’ gives a mental cause. One way to test whether this connection with good and harm holds in a particular case, says Anscombe, is to see whether the explanation is given up or disavowed ‘if you could e.g. show that either the action for which he has revenged himself, or that in which he has revenged himself was quite harmless or was beneficial’ (§14, p. 21–22). We might imagine someone saying: ‘I didn’t invite Ann to the party because she ignored my letter’, but then acknowledging that he had had no reason not to invite Ann once it is pointed out to him either that the letter had never reached her or that Ann despised party invitations. If ‘he ceases to offer a reason’ in such a case, or says ‘I thought that was a reason’ this shows that we are dealing with motive not a cause as ‘no such discovery would affect an assertion of mental causality’ (§14, p. 22). Pointing out that there is no reason to jump at sudden noises does nothing to undermine the causal statement, ‘I jumped because of the loud bang’.

Above I pointed out that while ‘He killed my father’ ‘shews’ a motive, it does not give a motive. This distinction is important in helping to keep clear the difference between motive and cause. ‘He killed my father’ gives my reason, and at the same time shows that I act for the backward-looking motive revenge. The motive of revenge looks backward to some harm that was done to me, which I now take as a reason to harm; that I kill because he killed my father characterises my murder as revenge. This means that an action can be characterisable as revenge even when the agent does not have the concept of revenge; if he harms someone because she harmed him, then this is the ‘primitive, spontaneous’ case (§35, p. 66), and he can be described as taking revenge. A more sophisticated form of revenge involves taking revenge as one’s object. As when one’s intention is to get my revenge (§35, p. 66). In such a case one recognises the harm one was done as a reason for getting revenge, rather than as merely a reason for doing harm.

Anscombe says that when a reason is given up in the light of evidence that, e.g. ‘the action for which he has revenged himself ... was quite harmless or was beneficial’ this also identifies a third class of involuntary actions: ‘If I do something out of revenge which is in fact advantageous rather than harmful to my enemy, my action, in its description of being advantageous to him, is involuntary’ (§14, p. 22).11 It is clear that this kind of involuntary action could not be described without using the concept of intention – given its dependence of the notion of a reason for action, in the form of a backward-looking motive. This fact validates Anscombe’s earlier insistence that it would be illegitimate to ‘introduce “It was involuntary” as a form for rejecting “Why?” ... when the whole purpose of the elucidation was to give an account of the concept “intentional”’ (§7, p. 13). It is also clear that an action that was involuntary in this sense would not be one for which the agent could take credit (if they did good in seeking to harm), though they might be exculpated (if they did harm in seeking to do good).12

Having made the distinction between a description of a past event which gives a reason and one that gives a cause Anscombe says – and as a reader it is hard not to be dismayed by this – that though it exists, and in many cases it is clear, it is also true that in ‘many cases the distinction would have no point’ (§15, p. 24) and ‘that reason and cause are everywhere sharply distinct notions, is not true’ (§15, p. 24). Note that if this is right, then the idea that the class of intentional actions can be sharply delineated must also be given up. She introduces this thought with the following example:



Why did you do it?

Because he told me to.

Is this a cause or a reason? It depends very much on what the action was or what the circumstances were.

(§15, p. 23)



Relevant factors would include the test we have just given – whether the explanation is given up when it is explained, for example, that ‘he’ is a bad person and shouldn’t be relied upon for practical guidance. But also, ‘how sudden one’s reaction was’, whether the agent thought of it as ‘having a significance’ (§15, p. 24). For example, if one acted out of pity, knowing that no one ever did what he said.

The fact that Anscombe’s distinction entitles her to acknowledge an area in which the distinction between cause and reason has no point or cannot be made, and to explain why such cases exist, illustrates how unamenable to a Humean treatment is Anscombe’s notion of ‘mental causation’. The concept of mental causality, as we saw, is connected with the personal; it is ‘known without observation’ and is distinguished sharply from physiological explanation or explanation in terms of efficient causes. This means that there is nothing that an empirical – i.e. scientific – investigation might turn up that would be relevant to the question ‘Reason or cause?’.

And the account Anscombe has given can also explain why these cases exist. Because a mental cause can be given by an answer which mentions what you ‘see or hear or feel, or what ideas or images cropped up in your mind’ and because these are things that may or may not have significance for an agent, or which are such that their significance (or whether they have it) may be opaque, unclear or ambiguous, the distinction between reason and cause may be unclear even to oneself.

The class of backward-looking motives plays an interesting role in Intention. There are two points at which Anscombe mentions the importance for us of the practice we have just described – that of discussing, criticising or endorsing, the motives that a person has (§14, p. 22; §20, p. 31). In both cases she highlights in particular their importance in relation to someone’s proposed actions. So far we have only looked at current or past actions. One thought might be that our interest in a man’s backward-looking motives is especially tied to our practices of seeking to influence each other’s behaviour. There is not much point in criticising a man’s motives if he has already acted, but if he is proposing to act then getting him to think differently about the thing in the past (i.e. that it was good rather than bad, or vice versa) or getting him to think differently about the action he proposes (that it will do harm rather than good, or vice versa) is a way of getting him to give up his reasons. We will consider this issue again in Chapter 7.




(B) Interpretation of the Action

Anscombe says, ‘To give a motive [in general] is to say something like “See the actions in this light”’ (§13, p. 210). For example, ‘I did it out of love’ or ‘See it as an act of friendship’. Anscombe says that such answers are ‘expressive of the spirit in which [something was done] rather than descriptive of the end to which the [act] was a means’ (§12, p. 18). These motives, she seems to be saying, do not give the intention with which a person acts; ‘I did it out of revenge’ and ‘I did it out of friendship’ have, on Anscombe’s view, very different logical or grammatical forms. The former is equivalent to ‘I did it in order to be revenged’ but the latter cannot be rendered in the ‘in order to’ form. That does not mean that one can’t make ‘getting him to be my friend’ or ‘making a public display of friendship’ as one’s object, but if one did friendship would not be a ‘motive in general’ but rather securing or displaying friendship would be one’s end.

Anscombe says very little about interpretative motives, suggesting that the topic belongs to ‘ethics or literary criticism’ (§12, p. 19) Having invited a reader to ‘Consider the statement that one motive for my signing a petition was admiration for its promoter, X’ – a statement which gives an ‘interpretative motive’ – Anscombe almost straightway interrupts her discussion: ‘I say “Consider this” really with a view to saying “let us not consider it here”. It is too complicated’ (§13, p. 20). She doesn’t say why it is too complicated, nor why it’s being complicated means the discussion can be abandoned. One suggestion I have is that these answers are ‘too complicated’ because they involve one taking an interpretative stance toward one’s own intentional actions, and as such involve a kind of complexity that goes beyond – or at least takes us beyond the core of – the linguistic practice Anscombe is seeking to describe. This is perhaps why they belong to ‘literary criticism’ (§12, p. 19). When Wittgenstein speaks of these interpretative motives he connects them with a complex account of ‘the whole history of the incident’:



I want to tell him something about myself, which goes beyond what happened at that time. I reveal to him something of myself.

(Wittgenstein 1958, §659; §25, p. 45)




Such explanations are clearly important in our interpersonal relations – how many marital arguments turn on a dispute about how what one did or said should be interpreted? – but are not central so far as the topic of intention goes. One way to see this is to recognise the unintelligibility of a person whose only answer to a question ‘Why did you kill him?’ was an interpretative motive. Such explanations, I think, must go alongside, or be given in the light of, reasons falling into the other categories.




(C) Mention of Something Future

We know that Anscombe thought it important to define the class of answers giving mental causes in order to ‘distinguish it from the ordinary senses of “motive” and “intention”’ (§11, p. 18). In the intuitive voice, she describes the difficulty:



Now one might think that when the question ‘Why?’ is answered by giving the intention with which a person acts – for example by mentioning something future – this is also a case of a mental cause. For couldn’t it be recast in the form: ‘Because I wanted ...’ or ‘Out of a desire that ...’?

(§11, p. 17)




This is the voice of someone who wants to insist that the relation between reason and action is a causal-psychological one.

Anscombe can now say: not every case of ‘Because I wanted ...’ is an answer to the question ‘what produced this action or thought or feeling on your part: what did you see or hear or feel?’ (§11, p. 17). Sometimes ‘I wanted to ...’ describes a feeling – in which case it gives a mental cause – but sometimes ‘I wanted to’ introduces the object of one’s action. When ‘I wanted to’ introduces the object of one’s action, this has nothing to do with describing a feeling. The difference between these two species of wanting will be crucial later, when we come to the topic of practical reason.

To clarify the difference, Anscombe describes her third class of motives, ‘forward-looking motives’. She says: ‘I call a motive forward looking if it is an intention’ (§13, p. 21), which is not, of course, to say that all intentions are forward-looking motives. She introduces the notion with an example:



For example, to say that someone did something for fear of ... often comes to the same as saying he did so lest ... or in order that ... should not happen.

(§13, p. 21)




This example is at first rather surprising. When someone does something because they are afraid, this is most naturally thought of as a reaction to a fearful object, so it seems then badly suited to the purpose of displaying a kind of motive that is an intention. ‘I was afraid of him’ sounds more like an answer giving a mental cause than an intention.

However, Anscombe uses the example of fear precisely to illustrate the distinction between the cause of an action and the object of an action, a distinction which parallels that between a cause of fear and an object of fear:



A child saw a bit of red stuff on a turn in the stairway and asked what it was. He thought his nurse told him it was a bit of Satan and felt a dreadful fear of it. (No doubt she said it was a bit of satin.) What he was frightened of was the bit of stuff; the cause of his fright was the nurse’s remark. The object of fear may be the cause of fear, but, as Wittgenstein remarks,13 is not as such the cause of fear.

(§10, p. 16)




Asked ‘Why did you scream?’, my answer ‘I felt afraid’ would give a mental cause; asked ‘Why did you stay up all night revising?’, ‘I was afraid I would fail the exam’ gives the object of my staying up: ‘In order to not fail the exam’. The first describes a feeling the second introduces an object of desire.

In §16 Anscombe ‘summariz[es] conclusions reached so far’ (p. 24). The summary gives a sense of the ‘chaos’ created through her proposed ‘clarification’ of the notion of ‘reason for acting’.



Intentional actions are a subclass in a man’s history which are known to him not just because he observes them. In this wider class is included one type of involuntary actions, which is marked off by the fact that mental causality is excluded from it; and mental causality is itself characterised by being known without observation. But intentional actions are not marked off just by being subject to mental causality, since there are involuntary actions from which mental causality is not excluded. Intentional actions, then, are ones to which the question ‘Why?’ is given application, in a special sense so far explained as follows: the question has not that sense if the answer is evidence or states a cause, including a mental cause; positively, the answer may (a) simply mention past history, (b) give an interpretation of the action or (c) mention something future.

(p. 24)




It is hard not to panic at this point. However, we must be patient. As we will see, when Anscombe turns to her second head, ‘intention with which’, an order will emerge in the class of descriptions she has here described.






Voluntary vs Intentional Actions (§§17–19)

Before that, however, Anscombe has one final addition to make. She says she will ‘complete [her] account of when our question “Why?” is shewn not to apply’ (§17, p. 25). This is the second part of task [A]; here Anscombe identifies answers to the question ‘Why?’ which are known without observation but which give neither a mental cause nor a reason for acting. These two paragraphs seem rather isolated, a sort of coda to the main work undertaken between §5 and §16. For the sake of simplicity and summary it is tempting to neglect them, especially because what emerges in these two sections is a rather awkward and unwelcome amendment to the description with which Anscombe began her enquiry into intentional action. Recall that she said that intentional actions are ‘actions to which a certain sense of the question “Why?” is given application; the sense is of course that in which the answer, if positive, gives a reason for acting’ (§5, p. 9). Her job up to this point has been clarifying the range of answers which give reasons for acting and hence show the question has application. Now she says:



the answers to the question ‘Why?’ which give it application are ... more extensive in range than the answers which can be given as reasons for acting.

(§18, p. 28)




Here is another clear point at which Anscombe is prepared to sacrifice narrative arc and reader comfort rather than leave ends untied or cases undifferentiated.

Tempting as it is, for the reason just highlighted, to draw a discreet veil over this pair of paragraphs, the distinctions they contain are important. In them Anscombe describes, albeit provisionally, one class of actions that are ‘voluntary, rather than intentional’ (§17, p. 26); as we saw earlier, this class is of crucial importance to Catholic moral psychology and to Anscombe’s wider ethical project. She also reflects on the fact that declining to give a reason for action is ‘often quite intelligible, sometimes strange; and sometimes unintelligible’ (§18, p. 26). Both these points have a role to play later in Intention.

Anscombe notes that not every intelligible answer to the question ‘Why?’ gives a reason for acting.



Now of course a possible answer to the question ‘Why?’ ‘I just thought I would’ or ‘It was an impulse’ or ‘For no particular reason’ or ‘It was an idle action – I was just doodling’. I do not call an answer of this sort a rejection of the question. The question is not refused application because the answer to it says there is no reason, any more than the question how much money I have in my pocket is refused application by the answer ‘None’.

(§17, p. 25)




The question ‘How much money do you have in your pocket?’ is refused application by the answer ‘I don’t have any pockets’; the question presupposes my having pockets but not my having money in them. So Anscombe’s suggestion seems to be something like: the question ‘Why?’ does not presuppose a reason for acting, but only that what is happening is the sort of thing for which a reason might be given. Those answers which reject the question ‘Why?’ reject this presupposition – if what is happening is known to me only by observation or if I only know its cause by observation, then it is not the sort of thing for which a reason might be given – but ‘No reason’ does not.

Anscombe says that answers in this range are a ‘curious intermediary case’:



The question ‘Why?’ has and yet has not application; it has application in the sense that it is admitted as an appropriate question; it lacks it in the sense that the answer is that there is no answer.

(§17, p. 26)




She notes an associated answer, ‘I don’t know why I did it’, which she says is ‘appropriate to actions in which some special reason seems to be demanded, and one has none’ (§18, p. 25).

Anscombe says that answers in this range are ‘often quite intelligible; sometimes strange; and sometimes unintelligible’ (§18, p. 26). My suggestion in Chapter 3 was that Davidson’s would-be squirrel house builder might fail to be intelligible, or at least be strange, in just this way. Intention gives an example of such unintelligibility:



[I]f someone hunted out all the green books in his house and spread them out carefully on the roof, and gave one of these answers to the question ‘Why?’ his words would be unintelligible unless as joking or mystification. They would be unintelligible, not because one did not know what they meant, but because one could not make out what the man meant by saying them here.

(§18, p. 27)




It is clear enough that Anscombe is right about this – his words would be unintelligible. But why? Someone who explained his going along with a rather unpleasant plan to humiliate a colleague might say ‘I don’t know why I did it’ and be quite intelligible. What is the difference?

It is tempting at this point to think that we are coming up against a psychological fact, but we should recall Cora Diamond’s remark:



The capacities picked out by ‘the mind’ are those for coherence and commitment in thought and language, they are capacities characteristically exercised in going on intelligently and intelligibly.

(Diamond, 1991, p. 5)




As Intention progresses we will come to understand that the place to locate the difference is in the action description and in facts that belong to the ‘natural history of mankind’, rather than in anything that is going on at the time of the action. We can begin to see this if we note that ‘hunting out all the green books in his house and spreading them out carefully on the roof’ is not the sort of behaviour that is normal, that has a point that connects with the ordinary sorts of things a man might want or enjoy, that we might naturally go in for. As such, it seems to demand a particular explanation. To make sense of it we want to know what it was for, why he wanted to do it. In contrast, going along with a nasty plan one comes to regret is the sort of behaviour we recognise as quite ordinary, if saddening. In the next chapter we will see how Anscombe starts to formalise the intelligibility conditions that surround the practice of giving reasons for action.




Notes

1 Hursthouse offers the following ‘general version of the causalist thesis: ‘Intentional actions are actions (or movements) caused, perhaps in a certain way, by certain mental states or events, whose occurrence explains the occurrence of the action or movement’ (Hursthouse, 2000, p. 84). This thesis is part of the predominant view in the philosophy of action.

2 Here is another point at which we should read Anscombe in light of Aquinas.

3 See also, Anscombe (1989), esp. pp. 127–138. The distinction, along with the beard-stroking example, is Aquinas’ in Summa Theologiae I–II, I, I).

4 See Hamilton (2013).

5 See Cora Diamond (1966, p. 232), for a discussion of ‘internal description[s] ... that use [...] a word taken from elsewhere’ and other metaphorical uses of language.

6 See Schwenkler (2015) for a discussion of this point in the context of Anscombe’s Thomism.

7 Compare Anscombe, 1964, pp. 39–40.

8 I take it that this parenthesis is to make clear that it is the causality and not the causal antecedent that is known without observation. ‘There was a face at the window’ is clearly an observation statement while, if Anscombe is right, ‘I jumped because there was a face at the window’ is not.

9 As should be clear, a ‘mental cause’ could be a non-mental event, e.g. a knock at the door or a mental event, e.g. a sudden thought. If the former, however, ‘it must be something perceived by the person affected – e.g. the knock on the door must be heard – so if in this sense anyone wishes to say it is always a mental event I have no objection’ (§11, §17).

10 Another is that when a request for explanation of an action is answered by giving a mental cause this, Anscombe thinks, leaves it entirely open whether the action, under that description, is intentional. Recall her remark in ‘Causation of Action’ that ‘explanation of action by intention’ does ‘not properly come under my title’. Such an answer is not an answer to the question ‘Why are you X-ing?’ or ‘Why did you X?’ but nor does it rule out such an answer in the way that ‘I didn’t know I was X-ing’ would. For example suppose someone asks ‘Why did you leap up?’. Your answer ‘I had a sudden thought “I must act now, before it is too late”’ gives a mental cause, by Anscombe’s definition. But this does not show that what was done was not intentional. Such an answer would probably elicit a follow up enquiry: ‘Yes, but why did you leap up? What for?’ Equally, if you are opening the window and I ask you ‘What produced this action or thought or feeling on your part: what did you see or hear or feel, or what ideas or images cropped up in your mind and led up to it?’ you may well answer ‘I don’t know that there was any definite history of the kind you mean’ (§11, p. 17) or ‘It merely occurred to me ...’. This claim that there was no mental cause – a claim which, note, by Anscombe’s lights leaves it entirely open that a story in terms of ‘elementary causation’ could be told – does not show that my opening the windows is not an intentional action; nor that it is. This is the reason that mental causation is not a topic for Intention just as intention was not a topic for causation of action.
    The idea that these different kinds of explanation are independent of one another – that ‘I thought “That unspeakable man”’ (causal explanation) and ‘In order to tidy up’ (reason for action) do not exclude one another is potentially enormously illuminating. Anscombe does not, though it would be fascinating to do so, map out the ways in which such answers might impose limits of intelligibility on one another. For example, could the two answers above be simulteously accepted when I ask you ‘Why did you burn his manuscript?’ Whether a similarly pluralist move could be made in relation to kinds of causal explanation, e.g. ‘I thought “That unspeakable man”’ (causal explanation) and ‘I was in physiological state XYZ’ (physiological explanation) is also clearly of interest.

11 This is the fourth of Anscombe’s examples of the involuntary: ‘the involuntary benefit I did him by a stroke I meant to harm him’ (§7, p. 13).

12 This asymmetry between good and bad actions is a major strand in Anscombe’s ethical writings.

13 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §476. This reference is Anscombe’s own.
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5
Intention with which (§§20–40)

In this chapter we follow Anscombe’s enquiry into intention with which. In these sections the apparently haphazard set of distinctions and classifications Anscombe set out in §§5–19 begins to resolve into something coherent. Where the previous chapter saw us move from simplicity to complexity, here we move from complexity to order. The order, we will see, is one that could only come into view once that complexity had been exposed.

The core of this chapter sets out the ‘calculative order’ which Anscombe says ‘is there whenever actions are done with intentions’ (§42, p. 80). This order is not an order in ‘actual mental processes’ but is a formal order which holds between descriptions belonging to the class outlined between §5 and§19; as Anscombe says, if it ‘were supposed to describe actual mental processes, it would in general be quite absurd’ (§42, p. 80). Anscombe articulates this order from two directions: first, by considering a case of intentional action; second, by setting out the formal character of practical reasoning. A major question for this chapter is why Anscombe is repetitive in this way. As we will see, while the first direction of approach allows her to describe the calculative order, the second enables her to dislodge an intuitive picture which renders that description unintelligible.

Before turning to the calculative order, we should discuss a pair of bridging sections between Anscombe’s statement that she has ‘roughly outlined the area of intentional actions’ and her announcement in §22 that she is turning to her topic under its second head: intention with which. In these sections Anscombe poses a question: what is the relation between the three uses of ‘intention’ identified in §1? As we will see, this question, and Anscombe’s answer to it, has nothing in common with Anscombe’s Question.


Intentional Actions, Further Intentions in Acting, Intentions for the Future (§§20–21)

In these sections Anscombe poses a question about the ‘three heads’ of the concept of intention. The question is not: what is the connection between the different kinds of phenomena to which we apply the concept intention? That is, it is not Anscombe’s Question. Rather the question is: is it essential to the concept of intention that we use the word ‘intention’ in these three ways, or could we recognise the concept of intention as part of a linguistic practice which used the word ‘intention’ only in relation to actions (§20, p. 30)?1 Looking at these sections will remind us of points about method that were our concern in Chapter 3. It will also be an opportunity to make sharp a distinction in Anscombe’s book – a distinction that though important is easily missed – between further intentions in acting, and intention in a proposed action.

To give one’s further intention – to give the intention with which one is acting – is to give the description under which one acts, and this is often to give a wider description of what one is doing. An expression of intention for the future is, in contrast, a description of a proposed action (§14, p. 22). Compare ‘I am going to build a squirrel house’ said by Jones as he saws a plank, and the same said by Smith when asked whether he has any plans for the summer break. Jones is already building a squirrel house (though no squirrel house has yet been built by him). For him, the future-tense reflects the fact that his action is not yet completed; but he could just as well have spoken using the present-tense ‘I am building a squirrel house’. For Smith, in contrast, building a squirrel house is only some possible future action of his. For him, the future-tense is essential.2

With this distinction in mind, let us turn to §20. Anscombe asks:



would intentional actions still have the characteristic ‘intentional’, if there were no such thing as expressions of intention for the future, or as further intentions in acting? i.e. is ‘intentional’ a characteristic of those actions that have it, which is formally independent of those other occurrences of the concept of intention?

(§20, p. 30)




Having posed this question Anscombe then says she will ‘test this’ by making ‘two rather curious suppositions’:



(a) suppose that ‘intention’ only occurred as it occurs in ‘intentional action’, and (b) suppose that the only answer to the question ‘Why are you X-ing?’, granted that the question is not refused application, were ‘I just am, that’s all’.

(§20, p. 30)




The argument of §20 is extremely difficult to bring into focus, even by the standards of Intention. The main interpretative challenges are to work out the relationship that these two suppositions stand in to each other and also to the hypothesis (or hypotheses) that Anscombe wishes to test.

It can be natural to take Anscombe to be testing a single hypothesis (that ‘intentional’ only occurs in intentional action) and so to assume that the two suppositions combine to impose this restriction. What can make this natural is the fact, just noted, that a further intention can often be expressed in the form ‘I am going to do X’. As in ‘Why are you boiling the kettle?’, ‘I am going to make tea’. However, this is not the only way that a further intention can be given. As we have already seen, a description of one’s motive – backward- or forward-looking – can also give the further intention with which one acts, without thereby describing something future.



[I]f I kill a man as an act of revenge I may say I do it in order to be revenged, or that revenge is my object; but revenge is not some further thing obtained by killing him, it is rather that killing him is revenge.

(§13, p. 20)




In the same way that ‘killing him is revenge’, ‘killing him’ may also be ‘showing my peers I’m no phoney’, ‘starting a war’, ‘passing the time of day’. None of these describe a proposed action but are rather ‘wider description[s] of what [I am] doing’ (§22, p. 35).

My suggestion is therefore that we take the comma after ‘intention for the future’ in Anscombe’s question to be indicative of a list: there are two hypotheses to be tested, each relating to one of the other two uses of ‘intention’. To speak of further intentions in acting is, in Intention, to speak of a ‘calculative order that is there whenever actions are done with intentions’ (§42, p. 80) – this calculative order is our topic in this chapter. To speak of ‘expressions of intention for the future’ is to speak of a special kind of prediction which occurs in our language and which is to be distinguished from estimate for the future – our topic in Chapter 7. Of course, these topics are not unconnected, but they are different.

Once we distinguish two hypotheses, we can see that for each hypothesis there is a supposition. The first hypothesis is that there were no such thing as the sort of prediction that we call an expression of intention for the future. This hypothesis will rule out any answer to the question ‘Why?’ which is not a description of what one is doing or a past-tense reason-giving answer. As such it will allow some answers which show backward-looking motives, but not, e.g., ‘I’m going to get my revenge’. It will also allow wider descriptions of what one is doing, but not descriptions of actions that ‘we could object that he is not yet doing Y but only doing X with a view to doing Y, as when a man takes his gun down with a view to shooting rabbits’ (§20, p. 31). This fits supposition (a): ‘suppose that “intention” only occurred as it occurs in “intentional action”’. The second hypothesis is that there were no such thing as a further intention with which a person does what he does. This latter hypothesis will rule out backward- and forward-looking motives, as well as wider descriptions of what one is doing and further intentions in doing what one is doing. That is, as per supposition (b) – ‘suppose that the only answer to the question “Why are you X-ing?”, granted that the question is not refused application, were “I just am, that’s all”’ – it will rule out all reason-giving answers to the question ‘Why?’.

Anscombe argues that these hypotheses have different consequences: on the first hypothesis, we are left with ‘a very thin’ notion of intentional action; on the second we are left without a concept of intention at all (§20, p. 32). Let us try to see why.

The first hypothesis was that ‘there were no such thing as expressions of intention for the future’. Anscombe tests this by supposing that ‘“intention” only occurs in “intentional action”’ (§20, p. 30).

Under this supposition a description of what is happening, ‘X-ing’, will be a description of an intentional action if an answer to the question ‘Why are you X-ing?’ gives a backward-looking or interpretative motive, or a wider description of what is happening. So it looks as if we are still able to recognise the concept as applied to action.

The question Anscombe then asks is whether this gives us ‘enough to constitute intentional actions as a special kind’ (§20, p. 31) and answers:



It seems reasonable to say that if the only occurrence of intention were as the intention of doing whatever one is doing, the notion of intentional action would be a very thin one; it is not clear why it should be marked off as a special class among all those of a man’s actions and movements which are known to him by observation.

(§20, p. 32)




Anscombe’s point, bear in mind, is not about any individual; it is not a claim for empirical psychology. We can, I think, imagine someone whose life is so impoverished that, for some time at least, she never has intentions for the future. Perhaps all her actions are motivated by events in her past and she has no future state of affairs that she wants to bring about. Or perhaps she is ‘living in the moment’ to such a degree that she walks, drinks, eats, converses, not in order to bring anything about but for its own sake.

Anscombe’s claim seems rather to be that the interest of the concept, our interest in a person’s intentional actions, as distinct from her voluntary or involuntary ones – would vanish, or at least diminish, if there were no such thing as an expression of intention for the future. In such a scenario people would never describe what they proposed to do, and would give their motives and further intentions only when they had already acted on them. The only context in which you could ‘argue against motives’ would be to ‘criticise a man for having acted on such a motive’ (§20, p. 31). I think Anscombe’s point is something like: without ‘You shouldn’t do that because...’, ‘You shouldn’t have done that because...’ loses its point. We will consider this suggestion again in Chapter 7 when we look more closely at what Anscombe says about expressions of intention for the future (in §§2–4 and §§50–52).

What now of the second hypothesis, that there is no such thing as further intentions in acting though there are expressions of intention for the future? On this hypothesis, expressions of intention for the future are permitted only so long as they are descriptions of proposed future actions and not wider descriptions of what one is doing. They can still occur, as in ‘One of these days I am going to sit down and write a long letter’, but not as answers to the question ‘Why?’ where they would count as giving a further intention in acting (e.g. ‘I am going to make some tea’ said by someone who is filling the kettle). In this case, says Anscombe, it will ‘no longer be possible to differentiate within the class of acts known without observation’ (§20, p. 32). This in turn implies that ‘there would be no distinction between such things as starts and gasps and, quite generally, voluntary actions’ (§20, p. 32).

This is a strange but important piece of argument. The thought must be something like the following. Suppose ‘raising my arm’ is a description of my intentional action but, ex hypothesi, there is no such thing as a wider description of what I am doing in raising my arm. Any answer which describes something in the past can only be a mental cause without the notion of a motive available. ‘He killed my father’ can only be a cause if the action cannot be described as getting revenge. This means that we will be left with a class of descriptions of bodily movements known without observation where ‘the only answer to the question “Why?” is “I just am”’. Thus, concludes Anscombe, ‘the occurrence of other answers to the question “Why?” besides one like “I just did” is essential to the existence of the concept of an intention or involuntary action’ (§20, p. 33).3

Anscombe’s view, then, is that the very idea of an intentional action depends on the notion of a further intention in acting (i.e. doing Y in doing X). Without it there would be no concept of intentional action at all. And her suggestion – which we follow up in Chapter 7 – seems to be that without expressions of intention for the future, though we could distinguish the class of intentional actions the point of doing so would be impaired.

The idea that we have three guises of intention to connect is thus totally misguided as a reading of the project of Intention; according to Anscombe we cannot even describe the application of the concept of intention to actions or the significance of that practice without coming to see that we must speak of expressions of intention for the future and of the intention with which a thing is done.

Anscombe connects the conclusion about the relation between intentional action and further intentions in acting with the Ancient and Medieval argument ‘that human beings must always act with some end in view’ (§21, p. 33). This claim, she says, would be wrong if taken to be a psychological claim about individual humans – a man can ‘just do what he does, a great deal of the time [without] a reason or purpose’ (§21, p. 34). However, taken as a conceptual claim – in Fregean terms: a claim about ‘the mind, not minds’; in Wittgenstein’s terms: a claim about ‘the look of human life containing rules’ – the argument mirrors that in §§20–21:



[W]e can now see why some chain must at any rate begin. As we have seen, this does not mean that an action cannot be called voluntary or intentional unless the agent has an end in view; it means that the concept of voluntary or intentional action would not exist, if the question ‘Why?’, with answers that give reasons for acting, did not.

(§21, p. 34)



This ‘chain’ is the topic of the remainder of this chapter.




Doing X in order to do Y (§22)

When she was seeking to outline the area of intentional actions, Anscombe said that ‘If the answer to the question “Why?” is a simple mention of something future, then it expresses the intention’. As we know, there are many answers that express intentions but do not mention something future. It is also the case that not every answer to the question ‘Why?’ that mentions something future expresses an intention (§22, p. 34). ‘I’m going to be sick’ as an answer to ‘Why are you getting that bucket?’ rarely expresses an intention to be sick; nor ‘I am having garlic for supper’ as an answer to ‘Why are you buying breath-freshener?’

By looking at when an answer mentioning something future counts as an expression of intention, Anscombe begins to describe the form of the ‘chain’ that she thinks is essential to intentional action. This is to reveal the order in the class of descriptions picked out by the question ‘Why?’ Looking at the future tense helps to bring out this form, but, as we will see, she finds it in current action too. Here is an example from earlier:



I put ink on paper in the form of letters. I am writing something. I am in fact signing something with my name. And I’m thereby joining in a petition to the governor of the state – or prison – where I am important. I am taking part in a campaign to get people tortured under interrogation. In doing this I am keeping a promise. I am avoiding trouble with some conspirators who have got me to promise to do that.

(Anscombe, 1993, p. 149)




Anscombe illustrates a case in which an answer to the question ‘Why?’ which describes something future does not express an intention with the following example:



‘Why are you setting up a camera on this pavement?’ ‘Because Marilyn Monroe is going to pass by’. That is just a statement of something future but by no means expresses that I am setting up a camera with the intention that Marilyn Monroe shall pass by. On the other hand, if you say ‘Why are you crossing the road?’ and I reply ‘I am going to look in that shop window’, this expresses the intention with which I cross the road. Now what is the difference?

(§22, p. 35)



She suggests the following criterion: ‘the future state of affairs mentioned must be such that we can understand the agent’s thinking it will or may be brought about by the action about which he is being questioned’ (§22, p. 35). Anscombe formalises this in a ‘vague and general formula’:



In order to make sense of ‘I do P with a view to Q’, we must see how the future state of affairs is supposed to be a possible later stage in the proceedings of which the action P is an earlier stage.

(§22, p. 36)




Note that the intelligibility Anscombe is talking about here is that which she described in §18: it is not that the words as such would be unintelligible – we can all understand the sentence ‘I am setting up a camera with a view to Marilyn Monroe passing by’ – but we would struggle to understand a man who used them (§18, p. 27). His words – which is to say, he – would be unintelligible.

In order to make sense of a man who says he is setting up a camera with this end in view we would need to see how he could think that his setting up a camera might bring it about that Monroe passed by. This is not a psychological constraint, but a logical one. Anscombe calls such an account ‘filling in’. For example, if he explained that Monroe is so publicity-hungry that she will seek out and pass by any camera within a ten-mile radius, then we could understand his putting up the camera in order that she should pass by. Often, of course, this filling out is not required: to think that crossing the road is a stage in proceedings whose terminus is looking in the shop window on the other side of the street is quite clearly intelligible. In Chapter 6 we will look more closely at why certain kinds of answer require ‘filling out’ while others do not.

There are two features of Anscombe’s formula that should be highlighted. First, the hypothetical ‘If I do P then Q’ is not a causal or counterfactual statement, nor a statement of the form: always, if I do P then Q. Anscombe gives the example of ‘I am going upstairs with a view to fetch my camera’. It is not as if going upstairs causes my camera to be fetched, nor that if I didn’t go upstairs my camera wouldn’t be fetched (I could send you up to get it), nor ‘that going upstairs usually produces the fetching of cameras’ (§22, p. 36). Nevertheless, we can often make sense of someone thinking that ‘the future state of affairs Q [my camera being fetched] is supposed to be a later stage in proceedings of which the action P [going upstairs] is an earlier stage’ (§22, p. 36). Again, just how it is that we can ‘make sense’ of this is a question Anscombe postpones.

Second, Anscombe does not say that the agent must be right in thinking that the result may be brought about by the action, but only that we can understand him thinking it. Here, Anscombe illustrates the way in which what we can understand him thinking is sensitive both to our context and knowledge, and to his:



Consider this case: ‘Why are you crossing the road?’ – Because there will be an eclipse in July”. This answer, as things stand, needs filling in. And no kind of filling in that we shall accept without objection would give that answer the role of a statement of intention. (I mean something like ‘For six months before the eclipse that shop window is having a lot of explanatory diagrams and models on display’).

(§22, p. 36)




Nevertheless, someone who lacked knowledge of the causation of eclipses, and who believed, wrongly, that such events could be influenced by human agency,



might well do something in order to produce an eclipse; and I suppose the answer ‘Eclipse in July’ could perhaps have been understood as an expression of intention by the Dublin crowd who once assembled to watch an eclipse, and dispersed when Dean Swift sent down his butler with a message to say that by the Dean’s orders the eclipse was off.

(§22, p. 35)4



Anscombe’s observation is that the question of whether ‘There will be an eclipse in July’ could be an expression of the intention with which something is done, depends for its answer on whether we can make sense of someone thinking that an eclipse is a later stage in proceedings of which her – or indeed someone else’s – action P is an earlier stage. Given what we know about the causes of eclipses, we know that there is no action P which could fill this out. What the story of Dean Swift illustrates is that this unintelligibility is sensitive to subject, time and context. Dean Swift exploits the ignorance of the Dublin crowd – their ignorance of what can bring about an eclipse – and his position in the community as a person of ‘great power and authority’ (§22, p. 36). He correctly recognises that the hypothetical ‘If Dean Swift orders the eclipse to be delayed then the eclipse will be delayed’ is one that the crowd will accept. To paraphrase Anscombe’s ‘vague and general formula’, they will see the delay of the eclipse (the future state of affairs) as a possible later stage in the proceedings of which Swift’s order ‘Delay the eclipse!’ is an earlier stage. Emphasising this, Anscombe says: ‘on the one hand, cases of scientific knowledge, and on the other hand cases of magical rites, or of a vague idea of great power and authority like Dean Swift’s, all come under this very vague and general formula’ (§22, p. 36).

What Anscombe’s ‘vague and general formula’ introduces is the idea of a calculative order. We ask Smith ‘Why are you A-ing?’ and he replies ‘In order to B’. For his answer to be acceptable – as an answer to the question ‘Why?’ which gives the intention with which he is A-ing – we must be able to make sense of him believing the hypothetical: if A then B.

This can all begin to sound highly psychological – as if it is about minds not the mind. But, again, remember that intelligibility conditions are associated with the use of the concept: that is, when we apply it, withhold it, recognise what others say and do as falling under it: ‘The capacities picked out by “the mind” are those for coherence and commitment in thought and language, they are capacities characteristically exercised in going on intelligently and intelligibly’ (Diamond, 1991, p. 5). The fact that Anscombe is talking about an individual does not mean she is describing his mind; she is rather describing an individual with a view to showing what belongs to ‘the mind’.




Doing Y in doing X (§§23–28)

According to Anscombe, this ‘vague and general formula’ applies in just the same way when descriptions are ‘wider descriptions of what is happening’, as when they are descriptions of something future. If you ask ‘Why are you standing on one leg?’ my answer ‘I am doing Yoga’ may well be perfectly intelligible; ‘I am writing a book’ will need some ‘filling out’ to be so (e.g. ‘I find that doing my Yoga poses helps me to stay focused while I write’).

This will help us to understand the order that Anscombe finds in her famous example of the man operating a water pump. She introduces this example with the question, ‘Let us ask: is there any description which is the description of an intentional action, given that one occurs?’ (§23, p. 37):



A man is pumping water into a cistern which supplies the drinking water of a house. Someone has found a way of systematically contaminating the source with a deadly cumulative poison whose effects are unnoticeable until they can no longer be cured. The house is regularly inhabited by a small group of party chiefs, with their immediate families, who are in control of a great state; they are engaged in exterminating the Jews and perhaps plan a world war. – The man who contaminated the source has calculated that if these people are destroyed some good men will get into power who will govern well, or even institute the Kingdom of Heaven on earth and secure a good life for all the people; and he has revealed the calculation, together with the fact about the poison, to the man who is pumping. The death of the inhabitants of the house will, of course, have all sorts of other effects; e.g., that a number of people unknown to these men will receive legacies about which they know nothing.

This man’s arm is going up and down, up and down. Certain muscles, with Latin names which doctors know, are contracting and relaxing. Certain substances are getting generated in some nerve fibres – substances whose generation in the course of voluntary movement interests physiologists. The moving arm is casting a shadow on a rockery where at one place and from one position it produces a curious effect as if a face were looking out of the rockery. Further, the pump makes a series of clicking noises, which are in fact beating out a noticeable rhythm.

(§23, p. 37)



Anscombe first notes that



our enquiries into the question ‘Why?’ enable us to narrow down our consideration of descriptions of what he is doing to a range covering all and only intentional actions. ‘He is X-ing’ is a description of an intentional action if (a) it is true and (b) there is such a thing as an answer in the range I have defined to the question ‘Why are you X-ing?’. But having applied this formula to rule out descriptions like ‘he is casting a shadow on the rockery’, there remain ‘a large number of X’s for which we can readily suppose that the answer to the question ‘Why are you X-ing?’ falls within the range.

(§23, p. 38)




This is where we found ourselves at the end of the last chapter: with a ‘chaos’ of descriptions which ‘roughly outlined the area of intentional actions’ (§18, p. 28). We had moved from a simple distinction to a complex set of conditions, describing when an answer gave a reason for acting.

Using her ‘vague and general formula’, Anscombe now arranges the Xs that remain into series, where the series links descriptions which fit into statements of the form: ‘I am doing Y in doing X’. The man moves his arm; in moving his arm he is operating the pump; in operating the pump he is replenishing the water supply; in replenishing the water supply he is poisoning the people in the house; in poisoning the people in the house.... Such a series could be elicited using the question ‘Why?’, asked not once but repetitively, reapplied over and over to the description in the answer given.



[A] I am moving my arm up and down.

Why are you moving your arm like that?

[B] I am operating this pump.

Why are you operating that pump?

[C] I am replenishing the water supply.

Why are you replenishing the water supply?

[D] I am poisoning the people in the house.

Why are you poisoning the people in the house?

[E] If we can get rid of them the other lot will get in and things will be better.



Each answer [A]–[D] in the series is a description of his intentional action and an expression of intention. Answer [E], Anscombe says, marks a ‘break in the series of answers’ because now the answer does not describe something he is doing in moving his arm but only something that he is moving his arm in order to do.



this further description (e.g. to save the Jews, to put in the good men, to get the Kingdom of Heaven on earth) is not such that we can now say: he is saving the Jews, he is getting the Kingdom of Heaven, he is putting in the good ones.

(§23, p. 40)




We can also imagine the series ending instead with a backward-looking motive: ‘They humiliated me at the village fete’; here it would be even clearer that the final answer was not such that we could say ‘He is...’.

The question was: ‘is there any description which is the description of an intentional action, given that one occurs?’ (§23, p. 37). First, Anscombe says, we can see that there is just one action: the man moving his arm up and down. It is in moving his arm up and down that he is doing all these things; he need do nothing other than move his arm up and down in these circumstances to be operating this pump, replenishing the water supply, poisoning the people in the house: ‘The only distinct action of his that is in question is this one, A’ (§26, p. 46).

But, Anscombe says, it does not follow from this that ‘moving his arm up and down’ is ‘the description’ of his intentional action. Rather, she says, ‘there is one action with four descriptions, each dependent on wider circumstances and each related to the next as description of means to end’ (§26, p. 46). She adds that we can speak of the four descriptions as being ‘swallowed up’ by the final description which gives the ‘intention with which the act in its other descriptions was done’ (§26, p. 46). So, we can say that he is doing A, B, C and D; or we can just say, he is doing D. Anscombe says we can ‘speak equally well of four corresponding intentions or of one intention – the last term we have brought in the series’.

I want to connect this series of descriptions with the relation of ‘bruteness’ that we discussed at the end of Chapter 2. It is important to be clear that when Anscombe speaks here of ‘dependen[ce] on wider circumstances’ she is not talking about causal dependence. We can say: the relation of the description ‘moving his arm up and down’ to the description ‘poisoning the inhabitants’ is that the former is brute relative to the latter (1958b, p. 172). This relation is one that exists only in the context of human convention and normal proceedings – where normal must again be specified relative to the ‘natural history of mankind’. Furthermore, the descriptions in the series are determined by the agent; they are answers which fall within the range of answers to the question ‘Why?’. If the pumping man is not acting with the intention of poisoning the inhabitants, then that description will not be added to the chain, even if his pumping is as a matter of fact causing the inhabitants to be poisoned.

There are two further points to be noted about Anscombe’s reflections here. The first is a reminder of the sort of account of intention Anscombe is offering and also a promissory note for Chapter 6; the second concerns the ethical project described in Chapter 2.

First, Anscombe notes that:



nothing definite has to hold about how many terms we put between A and D; for example, in the imagined case we did not put in a term ‘making the water flow along the pipes’, which yet would take its place in the series if anyone thought of asking the question ‘Why?’ about it.

(§26, p. 47)



This shows quite clearly that Anscombe does not intend to describe an order which involves ‘actual mental processes’ (§42, p. 80). Anyone who is seeking to replenish a water supply by operating an ordinary sort of pump must be doing so with the intention that water will flow along the pipes, will arrive in the water tank, etc. If he denied that he intended to make water flow along the pipes by operating the pump, but still claimed to be replenishing the water supply, we would need some ‘filling out’ which would have to involve his account of how, in his mind, a pump worked. It seems better to say that the order belongs to the concept ‘replenishing the water supply’ and, more generally, to the concept of intention. This is the promissory note for Chapter 6: there we will investigate the idea that the order we are describing here is somehow contained within the descriptions we apply.

Concerning Anscombe’s ethical project, recall from Chapter 3 that Anscombe connects the Cartesian account of intention with the idea that you can determine your intention by ‘making a little speech to yourself: “What I mean to be doing is...”’ (Anscombe, 1961, p. 59). She associates this with ‘double think about double effect’; it makes a mockery of that doctrine by offering ‘a marvellous way... of making any action lawful’ (1961, p. 59).

Between §23 and §27, Anscombe makes a number of remarks that are an attack on the Cartesian account of intention, and which serve to provide a philosophy of psychology which can support an ethics of prohibition – one that is reliant on the doctrine of double effect. The first thing to note is that Anscombe’s ‘vague and general formula’ imposes intelligibility conditions on what an agent can say in answer to the question ‘Why?’. In particular, once an agent acknowledges application of the question ‘Why?’ to what he is doing under some description, by, e.g. giving an answer to the question ‘Why are you operating that pump?’ which falls within the specified range, this creates a demand for a further reason. If he says ‘I am replenishing the water supply’ and he is replenishing the water supply, then



the same question ‘Why?’ will have application to this action in its turn. This is not an empty conclusion: it means that someone who, having so answered ‘To replenish the water supply’, is asked ‘Why are you replenishing the water supply?’, he must not say e.g. ‘Oh, I didn’t know I was doing that’, or refuse any but a causal sense of the question.



In the case at hand it is also clear that ‘No reason’ or ‘I don’t know why I did it’ will be quite unintelligible.

This fact immediately places fairly strict constraints on the sort of lies that are possible, and on scope for disavowing or disowning what one does. It is enough to undermine the Censor’s defence of Truman:



[He argued] that Mr. Truman did not make the bombs himself, and decide to drop them without consulting anybody; no, he was only responsible for the decision. Hang it all, you can’t make a man responsible just because ‘his signature is at the foot of the order’.

(Anscombe, 1957c, pp. 65–66)




If Truman says ‘To give the order to bomb Hiroshima’ in answer to the question ‘Why are you signing that piece of paper’ he must be prepared to answer the question ‘Why are you giving the order to bomb Hiroshima?’. ‘No reason’ is clearly no answer.

These limits, however, still seem to leave space for ‘abuse’ of the doctrine of double effect, which Anscombe spoke of in Chapter 2. She imagines that the chain of answers given by the man operating the pump take a different route:



[A] I am moving my arm up and down.

Why are you moving your arm like that?

[B] I am operating this pump.

Why are you operating that pump?

[C] I am replenishing the water supply.

Why are you replenishing the water supply?

[D] I’m just doing my job.

But the water is poisoned!

I know, I don’t care about that. I just want my pay.



Anscombe notes that if he is being honest, then



although he knows concerning an intentional act of his... that it is also an act of replenishing the water supply with poisoned water, it would be incorrect, by our criteria, to say that his act of replenishing the house supply with poisoned water was intentional.

(§25, p. 42)




Thus, if we are concerned with the question of whether this man is a murderer, we must say that he is not. This observation, she says, can make it natural to think that what makes the difference between the case in which what happens is replenishing the water supply and replenishing the water supply with poisoned water must be ‘an interior movement’, since it is not anything that is observably going on in the situation. And this is where the idea that he might direct his intention in this way might arise.



[N]ow if intention is an interior movement, it would appear that we can choose to have a certain intention and not another, just by e.g. saying within ourselves: ‘What I mean to be doing is earning my living, and not poisoning the household’... The idea that one can determine one’s intentions by making such a little speech to oneself is obvious bosh. Nevertheless the genuine case of ‘I didn’t care a tuppence one way or the other for the fact that someone had poisoned the water’... does appear to make it very difficult to find anything except a man’s thoughts... to distinguish the intentional poisoning from poisoning knowingly when this was nevertheless not the man’s intention.

(§25, p. 42)




Anscombe addresses two parts of this line of thought. First, she answers that ‘there can be a certain amount of control for truthfulness of the answer’ (§25, p. 43). This control comes not from an ability to ‘see his mind’, but from the fact that what he says in answer to the question ‘Why?’ must be intelligible, and what he says can be made unintelligible if it fails to fit with what he is observably doing. In the case we are considering:



It is... necessary that it should be his usual job...; and he must not do anything, out of the usual course of his job, that assists the poisoning and of which he cannot give an acceptable account. E.g. suppose he distracts the attention of one of the inhabitants from something about the water source that might suggest the truth; the question ‘Why did you call him from over there?’ must have a credible answer other than ‘to prevent him from seeing’; and a multiplication of such points needing explanation would cast doubt on his claim not to have done anything with a view to facilitating the poisoning.

(§25, p. 43)



Anscombe points out that we have ‘stock way[s] of bringing out pretences’, often ‘met with in literature’: we can try to elicit reactions by saying things like ‘Well you won’t care that the poison is old and won’t work’ or ‘Then you won’t be claiming a share in a great sum with which someone wants to reward the conspirators’ (§27, p. 48). We investigate how committed a worker he really is, whether he knows the plotters, what his political beliefs are, and so forth. We can employ the methods of ‘psychological detectives’ (§27, p. 48). All this contributes to a great store of evidence that he is lying if he is.

Anscombe thinks that there may nevertheless be a point at which ‘a man can say “This is my intention”, and no one else can contribute anything to settle the matter’ (§27, p. 48). This, however, does not imply that a man who says ‘This is my intention’ can settle that it is his intention by ‘making a little speech to himself’.



Suppose that the man imagined, who says ‘I was only doing my usual job’, might find this formula and administer it to himself in the present tense at some stage of his activities. However, if he does this, we notice that the question arises: with what intention does he do this? This question would always arise about anything which was deliberately performed as an ‘act of intending’. The answer in this case might be ‘So that I didn’t have to consider whose side I am on’. Thus the interior performance has not secured what you might have thought, namely that the man’s action in pumping the water is just doing his usual job; it is itself a new action.

(§27, p. 47)



Suppose we ask ‘Why are you operating that pump?’ An answer: ‘I was going to refuse but then I had the thought: “I am only doing my usual job!”, and so I started pumping’. This clearly gives a mental cause and not a reason.




Non Observational Knowledge? (§§29–33)

Using Anscombe’s ‘vague and general formula’ we have been able to describe an order that is there in the descriptions which fall within the class outlined in Chapter 4 – the class of descriptions of intentional actions. We have also seen how the formal requirements imposed by that order can begin to undermine the idea that ‘if we want to know a man’s intentions it is into the contents of his mind and only into these that we should enquire’ (§4, p. 5).

We now come to §§33–45, which contain a discussion of Aristotle’s account of practical reasoning. Before we turn to that discussion I want to ask a more fundamental question about those sections: what are they for? To see why this question arises, look ahead at what Anscombe says at the end of her eleven-paragraph discussion of practical reasoning:



Aristotle’s account [of practical reason] describes an order which is... the same order as I arrived at in discussing what ‘the intentional action’ was, when the man was pumping water. I did not realise the identity until I had reached my results; for the starting points for my enquiry were different from Aristotle’s, as is natural for someone writing in a different time.

(§42, p. 80)




This makes it sounds as if there is nothing in that discussion that takes us beyond what is already contained in §§23–27.

In one sense that is quite right. The sections on practical reasoning redescribe the order that is already specified in the ‘vague and general formula’ of §22. In §47, Anscombe says:



[T]he term ‘intentional’ has reference to a form of description of events. What is essential to that form is displayed by the results of our enquiry into the question ‘Why?’

(§47, p. 84)



And this leads to an interpretative puzzle. If it is right that Anscombe has already described what is essential to that ‘form of description’ by the end of §27, she was already then in a position to make this statement about the character of the concept of intention. What, then, is the discussion of practical reasoning for?

It may be tempting in light of this to pass over these paragraphs. Because we know the insight of §42 – the identity of the order displayed by the question ‘Why?’ and the order described in practical reasoning – we need not be too concerned with them. Indeed, these passages have received very little discussion in the literature. If we are in the mood to see Intention as a ‘first draft’, we might assume that Anscombe left her working-out here, and that future revisions might have relegated this discussion to the footnotes. We perhaps see Anscombe attempting something like an ‘appeal to authority’; she thinks what she says might gain more traction if she can claim its genesis in Aristotle. Or, more generously, we might take a scholarly interest in her interpretation and appropriation of Aristotle.

It would be a mistake to take this attitude. To see why we need to understand the infamous challenge posed by the interlocutor, in the intuitive voice, at §28. It is in response to that challenge that Anscombe introduces the topic of practical reasoning. As we will see, the challenge cannot be met using the discussion of the man pumping, precisely due to its ‘different starting point’. The description of the man pumping makes sense only if the very thing that the interlocutor finds unintelligible is already taken for granted. This is because it relied, in setting out the order that is there in intentional action, on the idea that when the man says, e.g., ‘I am replenishing the water supply’ this is both an expression of his intention and a description of his intentional action. And this is precisely what the interlocutor – when he interrupts at §28 – finds unintelligible.

At the end of her discussion of the man operating the pump, Anscombe says: ‘We must now look more closely into the formula which has so constantly occurred in this investigation: “known without observation”’ (§28, p. 49). When she says it has ‘constantly occurred’ she means: it has been taken for granted in the previous discussion. In §8 Anscombe introduced the idea that ‘the class of intentional actions is a sub-class of [the class of things known without observation]’ (p. 14), but said nothing there to explain or elucidate that point. It is, I said, introduced in the descriptive voice. As we noted, the ‘clarification’ of the distinction between intentional and unintentional actions – which occurs between §5 and §19 – began with the class of things a man knows without observation, and then worked to make distinctions within that class.

‘We must now look more closely...’, to recall the discussion in Chapter 2, signifies the need for a philosophical account, a need which arises in response to an objection from the interlocutor that the description of what we say and do cannot be correct. The objection is the following:



‘Known without observation’ may very well be a justifiable formula for knowledge of the position and movement of one’s limbs, but you have spoken of all intentional action as falling under this concept. Now it may be e.g. that one paints a wall yellow, meaning to do so. But is it reasonable to say that one ‘knows without observation’ that one is painting a wall yellow? And similarly for all sorts of actions: any action that is, that are described under any aspect beyond that of bodily movement.

(§28, p. 50)




Anscombe immediately answers:



My reply is that the topic of an intention may be a matter on which there is knowledge or opinion based on observation, inference, hearsay, superstition or anything else that knowledge or opinion are ever based on; or again matter on which an opinion is held without any foundation at all. When knowledge or opinion are present concerning what can be the case, and what can happen – say Z – if one does certain things, say ABC, then it is possible to have the intention of doing Z in doing ABC; and if the case is one of knowledge or if the opinion is correct, then doing or causing Z is an intentional action, and it is not by observation that one knows one is doing Z.

(§28, p. 50)



In giving this answer Anscombe describes what it is for a person to have knowledge of what he is doing. The reply uses the ‘vague and general formula’ we have already introduced, and adds a correctness condition: if he is correct ‘concerning what can be the case and what can happen’, then in doing ABC with the intention of doing Z he knows, not by observation, he is doing Z.

This answer is not provisional; it would be better to say, as she says earlier of her account of expressions of intention: it is ‘not false but rather mystifying’ (§3, p. 7). It is ‘mystifying’ in the sense that we have deep objections to accepting what Anscombe is saying. Anscombe brings out the objection by giving the interlocutor a chance to pose a challenge to her reply, this time connecting the difficulty explicitly with the fact that what is said to be known ‘in intention’ (§32, p. 57) is also something that can be known ‘by observation’:



The difficulty however is this: What can opening the window be except making such-and-such movements with such-and-such result? And in that case what can knowing one is opening the window be except knowing that that is taking place. Now if there are two ways of knowing here, one of which I call knowledge of one’s intentional action, and the other of which I call knowledge by observation of what takes place, then must there not be two objects of knowledge? How can one speak of two different knowledges of exactly the same thing? It is not that there are two descriptions of the same things, both of which are known, as when one knows that something is red and that it is coloured; no, here the description, opening the window, is identical, whether it is known by observation or by its being one’s intentional action.

(§29, p. 51)




It is exceptionally difficult to get a grip on this objection and it is not clear that anyone who has written on this part of Anscombe’s book has found a satisfactory way of parsing the interlocutor’s concern.5 An easy way out for an interpreter is to say: well, of course the objection is inchoate; it is precisely Anscombe’s point that this ‘natural’ objection is misguided. So it is bound to resist coherent summary. There is something right about this. However, if we are to make sense of what the discussion of practical reason is for we do need to get to grips with what it is that – perhaps inchoately – the interlocutor finds objectionable in Anscombe’s first answer.

The key idea concerns ‘objects of knowledge’. Anscombe repeats it later: ‘if there are two knowledges – one by observation, and the other in intention – then it looks as if there must be two objects of knowledge’ (§32, p. 57). It looks like a solution to the puzzle will make clear how there can be ‘two knowledges’ and ‘one object of knowledge’ (compare §48, p. 89). Indeed, I want to propose that this is what Anscombe’s account of practical reasoning is meant to deliver.

What is difficult to resolve in these passages, and in the various forms of the interlocutor’s worry, is how – or indeed whether – the impression that ‘two knowledges’ implies ‘two objects of knowledge’ stems from a general point about how to ‘count’, as it were, knowledges or whether it is connected to particular features of ‘knowledge in intention’, namely, that it is ‘without observation’. I suspect that ultimately the two worries come from the same false assumption about knowledge, an assumption that Anscombe aims to dislodge, however, I here admit defeat in trying to bring the connection into clear focus.

The interlocutor sometimes seems to be making a quite general point about knowledge. The point being: you can only speak of ‘two knowledges’ where you have two objects of knowledge. To see why you might want to say this, recall the case we looked at earlier, where Jones was sawing a plank. Anscombe said then, in her descriptive voice: ‘it is important to notice that a man may know that he is doing a thing under one description and not under another... So to say that a man knows he is doing X is to give a description of what he is doing under which he knows it’ (§7, p. 12). Now, if we took ‘object’ in ‘object of knowledge’ to mean thing, then the interlocutor would have to be insisting that Jones could only have ‘one knowledge’ of what he is doing since all that is happening in the situation is, e.g. he is moving his arm back and forth. This would be a very odd idea. What would be less odd would be to say that he would at least have to be able to know this one thing – what is happening – under two descriptions. We have already seen this conception of ‘object’ in Chapter 3; ‘object’ in ‘object of knowledge’ should be understood intentionally, like ‘object’ in ‘object of sight’. So, we can speak of two objects of knowledge if Jones knows he is sawing a plank and making a pile of sawdust, even though these are two descriptions of one thing he is doing. In the passage quoted above, Anscombe, says ‘it is not as if there are two descriptions of the same thing, both of which are known...; no, here the description, opening the window, is identical’ (§29, p. 51).

When we gloss the objection that way, nothing seems to turn on Anscombe’s saying that knowledge in intention is without observation. The objection is just: if you’re going to talk about ‘two knowledges’, you better have two objects of knowledge, but if what I know ‘in intention’ and what I know ‘by observation’ is a single thing under a single description why talk of ‘two knowledges’ unless what you really have is two subjects (cf. §32, p. 57)?

The second version of the interlocutor’s worry does turn on the fact that the knowledge ‘in intention’ is supposed to be without observation. Anscombe discusses this in §29. She says that she has ‘come up with the formula “I do what happens”’ as a way of trying to respond to the interlocutor’s worry. This would solve the ‘two object’ puzzle because the object of knowledge ‘in intention’ – a description of what I do – and the object of observational knowledge – a description of what happens would match (one object of knowledge), but we would still have ‘two knowledges’. We would have ‘two knowledges’ because, as Anscombe’s first reply (§28, p. 50) makes clear, knowing what I am doing has a different form from knowing what is happening. But Anscombe says that people find this ‘paradoxical’ because: ‘what happens must be given by observation; but I have argued that my knowledge of what I do is not by observation’ (§29, p. 53). So, on this second version of the interlocutor’s worry, the problem is not that there is only one available object of knowledge, but that a description of what I do, even if it happens to be a description of what is happening, can’t count as knowledge.

Both versions of the objection point toward the idea that knowing what I am doing can’t be knowing what is happening. On the first version, it can’t be because what is happening is already known under that very description by observation; on the second it can’t be because what is happening couldn’t be known except by observation. A solution to the first would show how the very same description could be known in a way that made it right, still, to speak of two knowledges. A solution to the second would show how a description of what one is doing, when it was also a description of what was happening, would count as knowledge. I suggest that Anscombe aims to discharge both these requirements through the account that she gives of practical reasoning.

Anscombe identifies two, connected, features of our ‘natural’ thinking about practical reasoning as lying behind the interlocutor’s objection: first, the view that it is ‘reasoning toward the truth of a proposition which is supposedly shown to be true by the premises’ (§33, p. 58); second, the view that the action that arises is compelled or necessitated by the reasoning. Once these features have been rejected, Anscombe can secure an account of a kind of reasoning which is not reasoning toward the truth of a proposition, and she can describe a kind of knowledge which does is not connected with the belief or judgment that such-and-such is the case. She calls that knowledge ‘practical knowledge’.

I will present the account of practical reasoning now, and in Chapter 6 look at what it delivers: practical knowledge.




Practical Reasoning as ‘Ordinary Reasoning’ (§§33–34)

When a philosopher introduces the term ‘practical reasoning’ she often means to mark an intuitive distinction with reasoning which is ‘theoretical’. The intuitive distinction can be given by an example: when a man reasons that he should spend more time with his children because being a good father demands it of him, his reasoning is practical. When he reasons that the weather will be unsettled because there is an area of low pressure approaching, his reasoning is theoretical. The difficulty for a philosopher is to give some account of difference that this ‘intuitive distinction’ marks.

Anscombe says that the character of practical reasoning has been ‘obscured’ by the fact that ‘it is commonly supposed to be ordinary reasoning leading to such a conclusion as: “I ought to do such and such”’. By ‘ordinary reasoning’ she means ‘reasoning toward the truth of a proposition which is supposedly shown to be true by the premises’ (§33, p. 58).

Anscombe highlights some of the difficulties that arise when one makes this supposition. To begin, it implies that practical reasoning is to be distinguished by its practical or ethical subject matter alone. The conclusion of a piece of practical reasoning is a proposition with an ethical or practical content, e.g. ‘I should do X’ or ‘It would be good for me to do X’. Anscombe objects that a difference in subject matter is not enough to ‘justify us in speaking of a special sort of reasoning’ (§33, p. 58). As she puts it, ‘one might easily wonder why no one has ever pointed out the mince pie syllogism’ (§33, p. 58), the conclusion of which would, presumably, be a proposition about mince pies. Her point here is that if subject matter alone is enough to mark out kinds of reasoning, we should not stop at practical reasoning, but may as well, for each possible topic one might reason about – for example, mince pies – speak of a distinct kind of reasoning. The fact that ‘ethics is of importance to human beings in a way that mince pieces are not... cannot justify us in speaking of a special sort of reasoning’ (§33, p. 58). Love, politics, religion, children, sex, food, and health are of importance to human beings, but we wouldn’t speak of a ‘special sort of reasoning’ applicable to each.6

Anscombe notes a second, more serious, problem with the idea that the conclusion of a piece of practical reasoning is a proposition about what one ought to do. Anscombe points out that when one draws a conclusion about what suits me, or what it would be good to do, ‘nothing seems to follow about doing anything’ (§33, p. 59). Anscombe illustrates the sense in which ‘the reasoning does not compel any action’:



It is obvious that I can decide, on general grounds about colouring and so on, that a certain dress in a shop window would suit me very well, without its following that I can be accused of some kind of inconsistency with what I have decided if I do not thereupon go in and buy it; even if there are no impediments, such as shortage of cash, at all.

(§33, p. 59)



It is quite rational, reasonable, intelligible that I should draw the conclusion that it would be good or suitable to do something and yet not do it. Even if there are no impediments whatsoever, when I draw it I need not act.

We can, I think, connect this view of practical reasoning with the deontological account of ethics that we saw Anscombe set herself against in Chapter 2. Recall that she insisted that the idea of a ‘moral ought’ was quite unintelligible outside a Judeo-Christian belief-system. The need for a special moral ought must come in part from the idea that we need an ‘ought’ in the conclusion of a piece of practical reasoning such that, should the agent draw the conclusion, he must act. The idea of a moral ought is the idea of such an irresistible norm.

One way to try to get a piece of practical reasoning to ‘compel’ action, while retaining the formal character of theoretical reasoning is to add a universal premise in imperative form which then yields a conclusion (C) in that form.




	1 Do whatever is good for a human adult!

	2 Getting thirty minutes exercise a day is good for a human adult.

	C Get thirty minutes exercise a day!




Anscombe remarks that ‘[t]he syllogism in the imperative form avoid [the] disadvantage [that it does not compel action]... but suffers from the disadvantage that the... universal premise is an insane one, which no one could accept for a moment if he thought what it meant’ (§33, p. 59).

Consider:




	1 Do whatever is conducive to not having a car crash!

	2 Such-and-such is conducive to not having a car crash.

	C Do such-and-such!




Anscombe points out:



[T]here are usually a hundred different and incompatible things conducive to not having a car crash; such as, perhaps, driving into the private gateway immediately on your left and abandoning your car there, and driving into the private gateway immediately on your right and abandoning the car there.

(§33, p. 59)



So too, ‘what is good for a human adult’ is: foster loving friendships and relationships, spend time with one’s family, relax, work, enjoy oneself, contemplate the meaning of life …. The problem is that any universal premise that is not negative will be ‘insane’. No matter how specific or constrained or hedged or particular we make ‘X’, any imperative ‘Always do X!’, if applied in particular cases, will impel actions that are plainly irrational. Anscombe remarks that ‘only negative general premises can hope to avoid insanity of this sort [but] these, even if accepted as practical premises, don’t lead to any particular actions... but only to not doing certain things’ (§33, p. 61). If we restrict practical reasoning to reasoning which leads to inaction, then we will need to give some other account – with another name – of reasoning which leads to action.

Anscombe rejects both the idea that the conclusion of practical reasoning is a proposition and that the premises of a piece of practical reasoning necessitate the conclusion. To paraphrase Anscombe’s remark about expressions of intention and prediction: the distinction is intuitively obvious, but cannot be left so (§3, p. 6).




The Idea of Logical Compulsion (§33)

Anscombe argues, in her famous paper ‘Practical Inference’ (1974a), that part of the difficulty we have in defining practical reasoning lies in a failure to understand the character of theoretical reasoning. She thinks that we must insist that ‘there is a difference of form between reasoning leading to action and reasoning for the truth of a conclusion’ (§33, p. 60), but that our failure properly to characterise the form of the latter kind of reasoning leaves us unable to see where this difference might lie. If theoretical reasoning is defined as a formal relation between premises and conclusion – the truth of the premises imply the truth of the conclusion – then it seems that saying that practical reason has a different form will imply that it is not really reasoning at all. Hence, on pain of losing the idea that practical reasoning is genuinely reasoning, we are compelled to differentiate it by subject matter and by trying to build in a compulsion to act on the conclusion, in addition to a compulsion to believe it. As we will see, this error is connected with the tendency to treat the topic of intention as psychological rather than logical: as about minds not the mind.

Anscombe makes space for a difference in form which is consistent with thinking of practical reasoning as reasoning proper, by first suggesting that the difficulties about how the premises of a piece of practical reasoning can compel action can be relocated to the theoretical realm. The idea of a logical compulsion is as much a problem if we are trying to understand the relationship between p, if p then q, and the belief that q, as it is if we are trying to understand the relationship between the conditional and my decision to bring it about that p.


The transmission of intention and transmission or belief should be put side by side;... there is no such thing as the transmission’s being ‘logical’ in the sense that the ‘necessity’ of the truth-connexion has an analogue in a ‘logical compulsion’ to be in one psychological state rather than another.

(1974a, p. 130)




The puzzle in the practical realm can be raised in the theoretical: how, we can ask, can p, and if p then q, compel the belief that q?

Anscombe’s suggestion is that we separate out the hypotheticals – if p then q – and the use of the hypotheticals by a human being who has a particular aim which relates to q. A man might have a number of different aims in relation to q. His aim may be to find out whether q (or ~q), or it may be to make it the case that q (or ~q). If the hypothetical is used with aims that relate to finding out whether q is true, the reasoning will be theoretical; if used with aims that relate to bringing q (or ~q) about, the reasoning is practical. Anscombe points out that there are other uses too:



These hypotheticals might of course be used to make a threat or offer a warning... There is also a use in seeking an explanation; we have it given that r, and the hypotheticals suggest p, which we will suppose is something we can check for truth. If p turns out true, it may perhaps explain r.

(1974a, p. 129)



I might also aim to demonstrate the conditions under which q, or to deceive others into thinking that q, or to set out the case for doing q, and so on and so on. Anscombe’s observation is that the hypotheticals, which record our collective and individual knowledge, opinion, belief, prejudices, about what follows from what, can be used by an individual who has some end in view, be it practical, theoretical, or explanatory. The subject matter of the hypotheticals might concern anything whatsoever, even claims about mince pies.

If Anscombe is right, the relation between the reasoning and the conclusion is not to be located in the individual psychology of a human mind, nor is what is distinctive about practical reasoning located in its topic. Though, she acknowledges, ‘[there] would be no point in proof patterns, if they were never to be plugged into believing minds, if nothing were ever asserted’ and ‘equally no point in patterns of practical inference if nothing were ever aimed at’, it is an error to put ‘the wanting or intending or believing into the description of the inferences’ (1974a, p. 139). Just as we can display the formal character of theoretical reasoning without reference to belief, so too we can display the formal character of theoretical reasoning without reference to desire.

By relocating the psychological states of an individual – their beliefs, desires, wants – outside the logical form of practical and theoretical reasoning, which is ‘the truth-connexions of p, if p then q, and q; and of not-p, only if p then q, and not-q’ (1974a, p. 139), Anscombe is able to present a formal difference between practical and theoretical reasoning which does not contradict the claim that practical reasoning is reasoning proper. When I reason practically I reason from a desire – to get o or to make it the case that p – to action that I believe will get me o or bring p about, via hypothetical propositions which concern what follows from what. The object of my desire will figure in the first premise in a piece of practical reasoning but not my desire for that object. Rather, my having that desire for that object is what makes this calculation – the one that sets out how to achieve that object – have a ‘point’ for me. If I have no desire to become an accountant, then patterns of inference which begin, ‘Doing XYZ is a way to become an accountant’ will probably hold no interest for me. If I have a specific desire not to become an accountant – if, for example, five generations of my family have had such a career and I am desperate not to be railroaded into joining the family firm – then such patterns may lead me to avoid doing certain things, for example, signing up for particular modules during my degree.

Because there are usually many ways in which one can attain what one wants, it is rare for a particular action to be compelled by one’s desire. For example, if I want to poison the inhabitants, I can replenish the water supply with poisoned water, but I could also get a job in the bakery and supply them with arsenic-laced macaroons. And even if replenishing the water supply with poisoned water was the only way to get them poisoned, I could contaminate the source at the well or by meddling with the supply at the pump.

There is only one case in which we might wish to speak, and might speak intelligibly about practical reasoning compelling or ‘necessitating’ a particular action (1974a, p. 120) and having such a case in view should, I think, help us to see what Anscombe insists: that the idea of necessitating actions has no place in an account of practical reason. Such cases are those in which the person reasoning recognises one and only one way of achieving what he wants. Here, the first line in the reasoning will not be ‘If p then q’ but ‘q only if p’.7 Anscombe observes that these cases are extremely rare (§44, p. 81)8 and Candace Vogler offers an example to show how absurd it is to suppose that this kind of case is ordinary:



[W]hy would we suppose that we ever had discovered the ‘indispensably necessary means’ to attaining an end? Well if the means that ‘lie within [a man’s] power’ are sufficiently constrained – say, if he and his buddy are handcuffed to a bomb that will go off in two minutes, and one of them must pick the handcuff lock if they are to free themselves, and the only object available for the lock-picking is a bit of wire protruding from one man’s shoulder … that he must yank free with his teeth and drop into his buddy’s palm if the buddy (who has the requisite locksmith skill) is to pick the lock, and the man stuck with the wire is determined that the two of them will free themselves, then his only choice is to yank the wire out, and so on – then he confronts indispensably necessary means to his end.

(Vogler, 2002, p. 154)








Wanting (§§34–40)

This is the background for Anscombe’s insistence that ‘the role of “wanting” in practical syllogism is quite different from that of a premise’ (§35, p. 66). Rather than being a premise, she argues that ‘whatever is described in the proposition that is the starting-point of the argument must be wanted in order for the reasoning to lead to any action’ (§35, p. 66).

To make the parallel case: the question ‘Should I believe p?’ does not appear in a piece of theoretical reasoning, but is the starting-point of an argument if it is to lead to any belief. Anscombe says that ‘the conclusion [of a practical syllogism] is an action whose point is shewn by the premises, which are now, so to speak, on active service’ (§33, p. 60); and, we can add, the conclusion of a theoretical argument is a belief whose justification is shown by the premises, which are now on active service.9

This can seem like a technical point, but we can now see that it is deeply connected with the need to exclude the psychological from the formal character of practical reasoning – and hence from the account of intention – and with Anscombe’s earlier concern to distinguish two sorts of wanting in relation to action: the sort that is a mental cause and the sort that gives the object of one’s desire (§§10–11). If we begin with a psychological premise, then we build into the reasoning the idea of psychological compulsion, of reasoning as ‘transmission’ of intention or belief (Anscombe, 1974a, p. 130). We then end up with the idea that the hypotheticals exert a pseudo-mechanical logical compulsion, whether toward belief or action, or that the inferences hold between states of mind, carrying justification along a chain of mental states.10 This will be to reinstate precisely the kind of psychological-causal account of intention that Anscombe is seeking to overturn, and which she calls ‘Will-o’-the-wisp’.11 Freed from this psychological context the idea of an ‘order’ ceases to be ‘a historical order of actual consideration’ but rather a formal order: ‘a man’s considerations leading to an action can be arranged in an order that displays a progress from something mentioning an end to the particular action adopted’ (Anscombe, 1974a, p. 142). When no such order can be discovered using the question ‘Why?’ or by careful observation, we will not recognise what is happening as falling under the concept intention. As Anscombe says: ‘if Aristotle’s account were supposed to describe actual mental processes, it would in general be absurd’ (§42, p. 80).

In this context, Anscombe launches an attack on the ‘monolithic conception of desire, or wanting, or will’ which she says is ‘a great fault’ in ‘modern philosophy of the Anglo-American tradition’ (Anscombe, 1993, p. 154). The kind of ‘wanting’ that Anscombe is isolating here is, she remarks, nothing like the empiricist idea according to which ‘wanting would be an internal impression’ (§40, p. 77).

Here we return to the distinction we made at §11. The question ‘What do you desire?’ could be answered by describing a feeling. However, there is version of the question that is not asking for a ‘mental cause’ or an inner impression – that cannot be parsed ‘What do you feel?’ – but which asks for an object of desire in the context of an action.



The question ‘What do you want?’ was not a question out of the blue, like ‘What are the things you want in life?’ asked in a general way at the fireside. In context, it is the question ‘With a view to what are you doing X, Y, and Z?’, which are what he is doing. That is to say, it is a form of our question ‘Why?’ but with a slightly altered appearance.

(§35, p. 63)




This kind of wanting, then, shares the order that belongs to practical reasoning. We can ask ‘Why do you want X?’ and the intelligibility conditions set by the ‘vague and general formula’ will apply here too.

Anscombe points out that the kind of wanting which is the starting point for practical reasoning has some formal constraints on what it can take as its object – constraints not shared by the sort of wanting that might be given as a mental cause. These constraints could be thought of as limits on the ‘subject matter’ of practical reasoning without it now looking as if we are ‘distinguishing [the] reasoning by its subject matter’ (§33, p. 59). Anscombe begins with an ‘absolute restriction’ (§37, p. 70): ‘practical reasoning is essentially concerned with “what is capable of turning out variously”’ (§33, p. 60). I cannot want – in the sense that would make the object of my wanting the starting point for practical reasoning – something that is not contingent, in that sense. (Contrast the mental cause: ‘I am crying because I want to have been prettier’.)

After that, she says, there are ‘some relative’ restrictions (§37, p. 70). The restrictions relate to the relation between what is wanted and what is desirable, and again must be specified in relation to the ‘natural history of mankind’. In order to make sense of a person wanting something we need to be able to see what it is about it that he finds desirable. There are obviously enormous differences between what I will find desirable, what you will find desirable, what a Nazi, Catholic, cat, architect, hedge fund manager, farmer and aid worker will find desirable. However, Anscombe says, anything that is wanted should come under one of Aristotle’s three terms: ‘should’, ‘suits’, ‘pleasant’ (§35, p. 63). If I say ‘I want X’, then for what I say to be intelligible, I must be able to say ‘what for?’ where this terminates in an account of why ‘X’ is suitable, pleasant, or fitting.




Notes

1 This kind of question will be familiar to readers of Wittgenstein’s later work. Compare also Anscombe’s remarks on wishing:

One can imagine the existence of a people whose language did not include the expression of a wish that things had been otherwise. It would be possible to formulate the wish in their language by using their expressions for wishing and their past tense; yet it might be that to them this sounded incomprehensible, or like mere bad grammar. If such people existed they would seem to be psychologically different from us.
(1950, p. 116)



   This example could be taken to show that the past-tense use of wish is not essential to the concept of a wish: we are not inclined to say of these people that they do not wish. The sense in which these people are ‘psychologically different’ is not that there is a mental state we can get into which they can’t, but that they won’t be wistful about the past or have regrets about it in some of the ways that we do: ‘I wish it had been otherwise’ is an important expression for us. See Cora Diamond (1966), for discussion of the connection between this passage and Anscombe’s claim that talk of moral obligation without God is absurd.

2 Of course, he could answer ‘I am building a squirrel house’, but here the appearance of speaking in the present-tense really does belong to superficial grammar. The temporal marker ‘during the summer break’ is carried over from the question. Jones is clearly not building a squirrel house – if he is then, unless he is a serial squirrel-house builder, his statement that he will build one over the summer break looks quite obscure.

3 In this context Anscombe briefly considers whether the distinction between voluntary and involuntary actions could be drawn some other way. For example, we might say that voluntary actions can be foreseen or that voluntary actions can be commanded (§20, pp. 32–33). As with all ways of drawing distinction, these work only if involuntary actions cannot be foreseen or commanded, and if all voluntary actions can be foreseen or commanded. Anscombe suggests neither of these claims is true. I will not pause over this argument here as we will look at prediction and command in Chapter 7.

4 The following extract is from The Works of the Rev. Jonathan Swift:

One day Swift observed a great rabble assembled in a large space before the deanery door in Kevin street, and upon inquiring the cause of this, was told it was to see the eclipse. He immediately sent for the beadle, and gave him his lesson what he should do. Away ran Davy for his bell, and after ringing it some time among the crowd, bawled out, O yea, O yea, all manner of persons concerned, are desired to take notice, that it is the dean of St Patrick’s will and pleasure, that the eclipse be put off till this hour to morrow. So God save the king, and his reverence the dean. The mob upon this notice immediately dispersed; only some, more cunning than the rest, swore they would not lose another afternoon, for that the dean, who was a very comical man, might take it into his head to put off the eclipse again, and so make fools of them a second time.
(Nichols, 1808, p. 416)




5 For some contrasting accounts and discussion of the difficulties see, e.g. Haddock (2011), Moran (2004), Hursthouse (2000).

6 See Vogler for further discussion:

[W]e often treat the term ‘practical’ as marking out a region of topics about which one can think, and practical reason as what is at work when one thinks about such topics. The region of practical topics consists in topics pertaining to action in general, with considerations pertinent to one’s own doings as a kind of subdivision. The latter are of special interest since they are most likely to be brought to bear on what one does.
(Candace Vogler, 2002, p. 27)



7 This is the form that Von Wright (1972) considers (‘Unless I do A I shall not attain E’).

8 Case (b) is of this kind: ‘A man has an end in view, e.g. to eat only wholesome food, is always confronted with only one wholesome dish, and recognizing it as a kind of food that is wholesome, he takes it and not others’ (§44, p. 81.)

9 Anscombe points to Aristotle’s distinction between ‘classroom’ or ‘idle’ syllogisms, and syllogisms proper (§33, p. 60).

10 Of course, philosophers who don’t like the idea of a logical compulsion will want to make the compulsion causal. For Anscombe, this view is already ruled out given her argument about mental cause (see Chapter 4). See also ‘Practical Inference’ (1974a, pp. 111–112) for her discussion of Davidson’s attempt to give such an account. Anscombe says his solution ‘lacks acumen’ (p. 110).

11 Anscombe, ‘Practical Inference’ (1974a, p. 140).
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6
The Character of the Concept of Intention (§§42–49)

§§5–19 took us from simplicity to complexity and apparent disorder, and §§20–40 from complexity to order. In §§41–49 Anscombe seeks to show how our language masks that complexity in a way that leads us toward the ‘natural’ pictures that she has been seeking to undermine. We do not notice the complexity because many of our concepts incorporate the order in their sense. Our concepts parcel up what is ‘enormously complicated’ into a form such that ‘a child can give such a report!’ (§43, p. 80). These sections return us to the simplicity from which we began, but this time with any inclination we may have had to say that things are ‘intuitively clear’ (§2, p. 1) thoroughly subdued.

Aside from a single sentence in §48 – ‘practical knowledge is “the cause of what it understands”’ (p. 87) – these paragraphs have not attracted much attention from commentators. This may be because reading Intention as an answer to Anscombe’s Question renders these sections irrelevant and doubly obscure. This neglect is unfortunate because they contain some of the most profound – and correlatively most difficult – insights of Intention.

In these sections Anscombe gives her account of the character of the concept of intention – owing from §1 – along with her final resolution of the puzzle of §28, available now that those two assumptions about practical reasoning have been dislodged. She also argues – or, rather, says – that descriptions of human actions, descriptions like ‘opening’, ‘pumping’, ‘resting’, are descriptions which themselves depend for their meaning on the concept of intention (§47) and, as such ‘the description of something as a human action could not occur prior to the existence of the question “Why?”’ (§46, p. 83). These sections turn on its head any philosophical enquiry which assumes it is possible to identify and describe those events which are actions prior to giving an account of intention.


Form of Description of Events (§§46–48)

In §47, Anscombe answers the question with which Intention began. The question was not Anscombe’s Question – that is, it was not: how do we connect the phenomena referred to in the three uses of ‘intention’? It was rather: what is the character of the concept of intention? Anscombe’s answer to that question also contains a diagnosis of why Anscombe’s Question seemed to arise:



If one simply attends to the fact that many actions can be either intentional or unintentional, it can be quite natural to think that events which are characterisable as intentional are a certain natural class, ‘intentional’ being an extra property which a philosopher must try to describe.

In fact the term ‘intentional’ has reference to a form of description of events. What is essential to this form is displayed by the results of our enquiries into the question ‘Why?’

(§47, pp. 84–85)




I will discuss the second paragraph of this quotation first.

To speak of the ‘form of description of intentional actions’ is to speak of that order – the order revealed by the question ‘Why?’ and by practical reasoning when it is set out in full. Anscombe says that ‘[e]vents are typically described in this form when “in order to” or “because” is attached to their descriptions’ (pp. 84–85). If I say ‘I slid on the ice because I felt cheerful’ or ‘He operated the pump in order to replenish the water supply’ then the description of what is happening appears in this form. If a description occurs in this form without the ‘in order to’ or ‘because’ attached, then a request can be made: ‘Why?’.

Anscombe notes that as well as speaking of ‘the form of description “intentional actions”’ we can also speak of ‘descriptions that can occur in this form’ (§47, p. 85). We focus on the order when we use place-holder letters for descriptions of actions – as in her ‘vague and general formula’: ‘I do X in order to do Y’ – but for a lot of Intention Anscombe uses particular descriptions: ‘sliding on ice’, ‘operating the pump’, ‘replenishing the water supply’ are descriptions that occur in this form in the examples we just gave. Intention is full of others. A mark of a description occurring in this form is, of course, that the question ‘Why?’ has application.

Clearly not every description can occur in this form – not even every description that can be true of a person. ‘Turning to stone’ and ‘digesting the contents of her stomach’ cannot. These are not descriptions of possible intentional actions for a human. But the range of descriptions that can is very large.

Many descriptions can occur in the form but generally don’t, while others seem to be made for this form, almost always appearing in it. This can be seen by contrasting ‘sliding’ and ‘operating’ above. The verb ‘to operate’, as it is usually meant, describes an action, without need for the ‘in order to’ or ‘because’ attachment to make that clear. But the same is not true of ‘sliding’, which is perhaps more commonly found outside that form, as in ‘He broke his leg sliding on the ice’. If I say ‘He is operating the pump’, you will naturally assume that he is operating the pump in order to .... You will naturally assume that the question ‘Why?’ has application. If I say ‘He is sliding on the ice’, the description invites the question ‘Intentionally or unintentionally?’.

Anscombe makes a remark which draws our attention to this contrast on the very first page of Intention:



‘I am going to be sick’ is usually a prediction; ‘I am going to take a walk’ usually an expression of intention. The distinction intended is intuitively clear, in the following sense: if I say ‘I am going to fail in this exam’ and someone says ‘Surely you aren’t as bad at the subject as that’, I may make my meaning clear by explaining that I was expressing an intention, not giving an estimate of my chances.

(§2, pp. 1–2)



The need to clarify – to ‘make my meaning clear’ – occurs here because ‘failing in this exam’ does not usually occur in this form, though as the imagined exchange makes clear, it can. ‘I am failing my exam in order to ...’ is sometimes intelligible. The same is true of the description ‘being sick’: ‘I am going to make myself sick in order to get this poison out of me’. Later, Anscombe gives another example in which descriptions that do not generally appear in this form, do so:



[T]he description in ‘Why are you contracting those muscles?’ is ruled out if the only sort of answer to the question ‘Why?’ displays that the man’s knowledge, if any, that he was contracting those muscles is an inference from his knowledge of anatomy. And the description in the question ‘Why are you generating those substances in your nerve fibres?’ will in fact always be ruled out on these lines unless we suppose that the man has a plan of producing these substances (if it were possible, we might suppose he wanted to collect some).

(§23, p. 38)




These examples show that when a description that doesn’t usually appear in this form does so, we will need some ‘filling out’. This filling out will need to make sense both of this person wanting to, e.g. be sick or generate some substances in his nerve fibres (to get out of work; as part of a plan) and of the agent thinking ‘I am sick / generating those nerve fibres / failing this exam with a view to Q’ (see §22, p. 36). For these descriptions, the answer ‘No reason’ will often be strange or unintelligible (see §§17–18).

As we saw in Chapter 5, the question of the intelligibility of a person is connected to our ‘knowledge and opinion’ about what is the case and what can happen. ‘Postponing an eclipse’ is not a description that we will recognise as occurring in that form, though Dean Swift’s parishioners did. So the set of descriptions that can occur in this form will wax and wane along with our knowledge and understanding of the world and the sort of technological, scientific, and other advances that extend our knowledge of ‘hypotheticals’ and our capacity to make them true. ‘Going to the moon’, ‘proving Fermat’s last theorem’ and ‘implanting an embryo’ are all descriptions that can now appear in this form, though they couldn’t when Anscombe wrote Intention.1

The sort of ‘filling out’ just described usually isn’t necessary for descriptions that are ‘made’ for the ‘in order to’ form. If I say ‘I am going to take a walk’ it would be baffling if you mistook this for a prediction rather than an expression of intention; ‘I’m making a cup of tea’ is perfectly intelligible on its own. For such descriptions, ‘No particular reason’ or ‘I just am’ are also often perfectly intelligible. Anscombe does not think that this is just because it is more common that going for a walk or making a cup of tea is an intentional action while being sick is not. It is not, that is, just a matter of empirical regularity. Rather, she says that for these descriptions, it is not just that they can occur in the form, rather that they are ‘dependent on the existence of this form for their own sense’ (§47, p. 85). If this is right, then these descriptions, dependent as they are on the order Anscombe has set out, could not exist outside the linguistic practice characterised by the question ‘Why?’

Anscombe says that this class of descriptions – the class that depend for their sense on the concept of intention – ‘is a very large, and the most important, section of those descriptions of things effected by the movements of human beings which go to make up the history of a human being’s day or life’ (§47, p. 85). She identifies two sorts of description within this class:




	Intruding

	Offending

	Coming to possess

	Kicking (and other descriptions connoting characteristically animal movement)

	Abandoning, leaving alone

	Dropping (transitive), holding, picking up

	Switching (on, off)

	Placing, arranging

	Telephoning

	Calling

	Groping

	Crouching

	Greeting

	Signing, signalling

	Paying, selling, buying

	Hiring, dismissing

	Sending for

	Marrying, contracting



Focusing first on the left-hand list, Anscombe says it contains ‘descriptions which go beyond physics: one might call them vital descriptions’ (§47, p. 86). These descriptions ‘go beyond physics’ because they are descriptions which evoke the formal order which is connected with intentional action. Anscombe acknowledges that the members of the list will ‘strike anyone as a very mixed set’ (§47, p. 85), but what unifies them is that they are ‘all basically at least animal’, where:



‘characteristically animal movements’ are movements with a normal role in the sensitive, and therefore appetitive, life of animals.

(§47, p. 86)




This is a difficult point because, as Anscombe acknowledges, she has ‘defined intentional action in terms of language – the special question “Why?”’ but is now ‘introducing intention-dependent concepts with special reference to their application to animals, which have no language’ (§47, p. 86).

If one is concerned about this that may be a symptom of trying to take the order Anscombe revealed as ‘describ[ing] actual mental processes’ rather than the criteria for the application of the concept of intention. The order Anscombe identifies is meant to characterise a particular use of descriptions, one on which ‘we describe what further [someone] is doing in doing something (the latter description being more immediate, nearer to the merely physical)’ (§47, p. 86). When I say ‘Smith is going for a walk in order to clear his head’ I describe Smith’s action in terms of this calculative order, without this implying that Smith had the thought ‘I will go for a walk in order to clear my head’. He might have such a thought and yet it be untrue that he is going for a walk to clear one’s head – suppose he is trying to convince himself that that is his objective, when really he is seeking an opportunity to spy on his girlfriend of whom he is suspicious (see §25, p. 42).

If the concept describes a calculative order and not a process of calculation then, says Anscombe, we can see that, although animals do not express their intentions:



we describe what they do in a manner perfectly characteristic of the use of intention concepts: we describe what further they are doing in doing something (the latter description being more immediate, nearer to the merely physical): the cat is stalking the bird in crouching and slinking along with its eye fixed on the bird and whiskers twitching.

(§47, p. 86)



The descriptions on the right-hand list also ‘go beyond physics’, but are additionally ‘descriptions [where] intention is required (as an extra feature) by the definitions of the concepts employed’ (§48, p. 87).2 Examples like ‘entering into a contract’ and ‘getting married’ and ‘making a promise’ are cases of this kind. With all these descriptions ‘it is essential ... that someone who is doing it should think he is doing it’ (1969a, p. 10). If, for example, it was discovered during a wedding that ‘one of the parties did not know the nature of the ceremony ... that would invalidate a marriage’ (§48, p. 87). Given, then, that these descriptions contain the concept ‘intention’ in their definition, to say that they are dependent on that concept for their sense is uncontroversial.3

If all this is right then it follows that the ‘quite natural’ thought that ‘events which are characterisable as intentional are a certain natural class, “intentional” being an extra property which a philosopher must try to describe’ (§47, p. 84), is utterly mistaken. On that way of thinking, our ‘special interest in human actions’ is like a special interest in fossils, or stamps, or bacteria, as if ‘we have a special interest in the movement of these molecules – namely, the ones in a human being; or ... in the movements of certain bodies – namely human ones’ (§46, p. 83). If we think that way, then we face an additional question: but why are these movements subject to the question why? And this question may lead us to look for some property of those movements which explains its application. This, says Anscombe, would be like thinking that ‘for some undiscovered reason ... certain appearances of chalk on a blackboard are subject to the question “What does it say?”’. Rather, just as ‘the description of something as a word or a sentence at all could not occur prior to the fact that words or sentences have meaning[, s]o the description of something as a human action could not occur prior to the existence of the question ‘Why?’ (§46, p. 83).

We can connect this thought with the false view of practical reasoning, mocked by Anscombe when she spoke of the ‘mince pie syllogism’. Unlike mince pies, the subject matter of practical reasoning – human action – would not exist for us to be interested in, were it not for the fact that we reason practically. Looking back to our discussion of ‘The Causation of Action’, to think that way would be to suppose that our interest in ‘how a human being works’ (p. 93) preceded our interest in human action. Echoing that argument, Anscombe says now:



Why do we say that the movement of the pump handle up and down is part of a process whereby those people cease to move about? It is part of a causal chain which ends with that household’s getting poisoned. But then so is some turn of a wheel of a train by which one of the inhabitants travelled to the house. Why has the movement of the pump handle a more important position than the turn of the wheel? It is because it plays a part in the way a certain poisonous substance gets into human organism, and that a poisonous substance gets into human organism is the form of description of what happens which here interests us; and only because it interests us would we even consider reflecting on the role of the wheel’s turn in carrying the man to his fate.

(§46, pp. 83–84)




In her view, we are interested in how a human being works because we are already interested in human action. What directs our attention to certain changes and movements – in humans and in animals, and in the environment – is the fact that those changes and movements are pumpings, poisonings, killings, buildings, greetings.




Diagnosing the Cartesian Impulse

Let’s return to the quotation with which we began this section. Anscombe says:



If one simply attends to the fact that many actions can be either intentional or unintentional, it can be quite natural to think that events which are characterisable as intentional are a certain natural class, ‘intentional’ being an extra property which a philosopher must try to describe.

(§47, p. 84)



In his critical notice of Intention, Kurt Baier connects this ‘natural’ thought with the view that ‘if we want to know a man’s intentions it is into the contents of his mind, and only into these that we must enquire’ (§4, p. 9). His insight is that Intention reveals the way in which the ‘intuitive’ but false picture of the character of the concept of intention – a picture of its grammar or logical form – leads to an interiorising theory about the nature of intentions. It does so when combined with ‘[c]ertain seemingly indubitable “facts”’ (Baier, 1960, p. 71) – facts such as those described by Anscombe in §4:



[I]n general we are interested, not just in a man’s intention of doing what he does, but in his intention in doing it, and this can very often not be seen from seeing what he does. [Also] in general the question of whether he intends to do what he does just does not arise (because the answer is obvious); while if it does arise, it is rather often settled by asking him. And, finally, a man can form an intention which he then does nothing to carry out, either because he is prevented or because he changes his mind: but the intention itself can be complete, although it remains a purely interior thing.

(§4, p. 9)




It is these facts in the context of this distorting grammar, and not these facts as such, which lead to the difficulty.

Baier’s analysis points to two ways of rejecting the interiorising thesis about intention. First, one might say: ‘intention’ refers to something whose existence is not purely in the sphere of the mind. This would lead one into a debate about whether intentions are ‘inner’ or ‘outer’ or, equivalently, about the boundaries of the ‘inner’ or of ‘self-knowledge’. It would be a debate about the nature of intentions and intentional actions, and about precisely what property ‘intention’ picked out. One might make this kind of case for rejecting the interiorising account of intention by showing that intention in action was the most basic case of intention; or by denying the possibility of pure intending; or by holding that the mental state of intending stands in need of outward criteria; or (if this is different) by demonstrating that there was an ‘internal relation’ between an intention to act and an intention in action. This way of proceeding would leave intact the idea that ‘intention’ refers to a property that some actions have and some lack, while rejecting a thesis about the kind of property it is. When Intention is read as an answer to Anscombe’s Question this is precisely the sort of debate Anscombe is taken to be having. But, as Davidson shows, once one concedes to this view of the character of the concept, the battle is lost already. If one acknowledges the fact that I can have an intention which I never manifest, then ‘there is no reason not to allow that intention of exactly the same kind is also present when the intended action eventuates’ (Davidson, 1978, p. 89); or one denies this ‘indubitable fact’ in favour of an implausible behaviourism.

The alternative, then, is to look at that frame: the assumption about the character of the concept within which this debate takes place. Here one contradicts the interiorising claim by saying: ‘intention’ does not refer to some thing or class of things; the concept does not have that kind of character. According to this diagnosis of the error, everyone involved in the first debate – the one about the nature of intentions – has made the very same mistake. They have left the distinction made by the concept of intention, as something that is ‘intuitively obvious’; and this is something that Intention seeks to show cannot be done. It is Anscombe’s challenge to the ‘intuitive’ picture of the character of the concept of intention, and not to the intuitive account of intentions, that sets her apart from most contemporary – indeed most Modern – philosophy of action.

When Anscombe says that ‘the term “intentional” has reference to a form of description of events’ what she means, then, is that when ‘a man says “I am going to do such and such”’ and we call that an ‘expression of intention’, we mean: the description ‘doing such and such’ occurs in this form. When we ‘speak of an action as intentional’ we mean: the description of what he is doing occurs in this form. When we ‘ask with what intention the thing was done’ we ask for the ‘because’ or ‘in order to’ attachment which is implied when a description of what was done occurs in this form. The concept of intention applies in each case to the description and assigns it to a calculative order; it does not apply to some state or property, mental or physical, of a human being.

In the paragraph quoted above, Anscombe connects the grip of these false pictures with our natural interest in cases in which the question ‘intentional or unintentional?’ arises. She says that when we focus on such cases, and on ‘small sections of action and slips which can occur in them’, then it will start to seem that intention is ‘a mere extra feature of events whose description would be otherwise the same’ (§48, p. 88). So the intuitive picture of the grammar is linked to our interest in a limited number of examples. Furthermore, taking these examples, they are those in which it is most likely to be the case that we discover the answer – to the question ‘Intention or unintentional?’ by asking the agent. So, such cases emphasise the interiority or intention. It is when these two combine that the Cartesian model starts to look irresistible.

As a prophylactic to this view we should look at cases in which the descriptions themselves are dependent for their sense on the form of description ‘intentional action’, and cases about which the question ‘intentional or unintentional’ cannot intelligibly arise. That, of course, is exactly what Anscombe does in Intention.




Practical Knowledge (§§28–32, §§45–48)

As mentioned at the start of this chapter, the sentence in these late paragraphs that has – almost uniquely – attracted attention is the following: ‘Practical knowledge is the cause of what it understands, unlike “speculative” knowledge, which is “derived from the objects known”’ (§48, p. 87). There has been a tendency in the literature to try to construct an account of practical knowledge from just this sentence and selected remarks from §§28–32 (sections discussed under ‘knowledge without observation’ in the previous chapter). This tendency misconstrues the status of this sentence – to which we will come shortly – and obscures the role of Anscombe’s discussion of practical reasoning in securing her description of the character of the concept of intention.

In Chapter 5 we saw that the interlocutor objects to Anscombe’s description of the application of the question ‘Why?’. The description cannot be right, he says, because according to it a person knows what he is doing without observation. But a person cannot know what he is doing without observation if what he is doing is what is happening. Anscombe’s reply, I suggested, has the form: yes, he can, and you will see this if you understand the character of practical reasoning.

All three of the voices in Intention – descriptive, intuitive, and philosophical – are to be heard in that exchange. Descriptive: An answer to the question ‘Why are you X-ing?’ which reveals that the person doesn’t know he is X-ing, or knows it only because he notices it, shows that ‘X-ing’ is not a description under which he is doing what he is doing. Intuitive: But, you can’t know what is happening without observation. Philosophical: Here is how.

In the previous chapter we set out Anscombe’s account of practical reasoning, according to which the conclusion of a piece of practical reasoning is ‘an action whose point is shewn by the premises’ (§33, p. 60). I framed that discussion as a response to the interlocutor’s objection and said that Anscombe identifies two, connected, features of our ‘natural’ thinking about practical reasoning, features which stand in the way of the idea that the conclusion of practical reasoning is an action under a description. First, the view that practical reasoning is ‘reasoning toward the truth of a proposition which is supposedly shown to be true by the premises’ (§33, p. 58). Second, the view that the action that arises is compelled or necessitated by that reasoning. Now we need to make explicit how that way of thinking about practical reasoning is supposed to give rise to an objection to speaking of a person knowing what she is doing without observation. I want to suggest that the first feature leads to the idea that knowledge of what I am doing ‘must be something that is judged as such by being in accordance with the facts’ (§32, p. 57) and hence leads to a characterisation of practical knowledge – the knowledge a man has of his intentional actions – as distinctive only in terms of its subject matter. The second feature – the idea that the action that arises is compelled or necessitated by the reasoning – characterises the relation between the reasoning and the action that is its conclusion, such that the former is merely ‘a necessary condition of the production of various results’ (§48, p. 88). This occludes the fact that the description under which one acts occurs in the form of description ‘intentional actions’, a form that is displayed in practical reasoning (§47, p. 84). We now need to bring these insights to bear on the interlocutor’s objection.

We have already discussed (in Chapter 5) several paragraphs between §28, where the objection is raised, and §33, where Anscombe turns to her discussion of practical reasoning. I want to go back to the final two paragraphs of those sections, in which Anscombe compares orders and present-tense expressions of intention. She says that the comparison ‘illuminates the periphery of the problem’ but ‘fails at the centre and leaves that in ... darkness’ (§31, p. 55). We will look first at what the discussion ‘illuminates’.

Anscombe describes how, with both orders and expressions of intention, there are two, quite distinct, ways in which an error can lead to ‘a discrepancy between the language and that of which the language is a description’ (§32, p. 57). One discrepancy ‘imputes a fault to language’ and the other ‘does not impute a fault to language but to the event’ (§32, p. 57).

It is important to note that Anscombe is not interested, here, in cases that involve ‘ignoring, disregarding, or disobeying an order’ (§32, p. 57). In such cases the would-be order-follower decides not to follow the order and so there is no error; just a decision not to act in accord with the imperative. These cases, for reasons that will become clear shortly, have no parallel in intentional action, though they do, as we see in Chapter 7, have a parallel in expressions of intention for the future.

To illustrate the first kind of case, in which a discrepancy ‘imputes a fault to language’, Anscombe gives the following example:



A certain soldier was court-martialled (or something of that sort) for insubordinate behaviour. He had, it seems, been ‘abusive’ at his medical examination. The examining doctor had told him to clench his teeth; whereupon he took them out, handed them to the doctor and said ‘You clench them’.

(§31, p. 55)



Anscombe says that in the face of the fact that this man has no teeth, ‘the order falls to the ground’ (§32, p. 57). Compare ‘Tie your shoelaces!’ to a person wearing slip-on shoes, ‘Finish your homework!’ to a child who has no homework, ‘Supply me with potatoes!’ to the postman. Because this man has no teeth there is no possibility of the order being executed, no such thing as obeying it nor as disobeying it.4 As such the order is at fault. The order-giver was wrong about the facts – had false opinion about what was the case and what could happen. His order was not an assertion that these conditions held, but without their holding his statement could not fulfil its role as an order. This is why the charge of insubordination is correctly related to the soldier’s ‘abusive’ behaviour, rather than any sort of disobedience.

In the second kind of case, the discrepancy imputes a fault ‘to the event’. These are cases of obeying an order wrong:



we ought to be struck by the fact that there is such a thing, and that it is not the same as ignoring, disregarding, or disobeying an order. If the order is given ‘Left turn!’ and the man turns right, there can be clear signs that this was not an act of disobedience. But there is a discrepancy between the language and that of which the language is a description. But the discrepancy does not impute a fault to the language – but to the event.

(§32, p. 57)




We ‘ought to be struck by it’, I suppose, because it is highly unusual. The example – ‘Turn left!’ and you turn right – is a fairly familiar one, at least from slapstick comedy, which perhaps makes this sort of error seem more prosaic. But the reasons it is familiar are specific to the case: some people are bad at telling their left from their right; we are imagining cases in which the order must be obeyed instantly; what the order requires is not extended over time but a one-off simple action. If we remove these local factors – make the order ‘Tie your shoelaces!’ or ‘Pump this pump!’ or ‘Open the door!’ – the oddity of this sort of error becomes more apparent. The ‘more immediate’ the description – that is, the closer it is to a description of bodily movement – the rarer the error becomes (§48, p. 87). I find it almost impossible to imagine an error of this kind occurring in response to the order ‘Clench your teeth!’

In this context Anscombe asks us to consider the role played by a man’s knowledge of what is the case and what can happen when he, e.g., gives the order ‘Clench your teeth!’. This is to put in its proper place the role played by observation in relation to orders.

Think about the first kind of case – the one where the order ‘falls to the ground’. The fault attaches to the order in virtue of the fact that the doctor was mistaken about what was the case and what could happen. He thought this soldier had teeth; he did not. Once he finds out, by observation, that the soldier has no teeth, he will – and must if he is to remain intelligible – refrain from giving the order. If he had been giving the order with some particular end in view, for example, if his aim had been to test the soldier’s obedience, he may give a different order instead: ‘Touch your toes!’ If it had been to test the strength of his teeth or to obey the order given to him by the Sergeant – ‘Have all the men clench their teeth!’ – then he would have realised that that was not a possible aim given the situation. Note that in the second case, where the doctor’s order is in response to an order given to him, the absence of this man’s teeth invalidates the Sergeant’s order too.

Given this relation between facts and orders, it is possible to negate, criticise or reject orders by pointing out things about the situation that would have to be different were the order not to ‘fall to the ground’. To do so is not to contradict the order – it is to show that no order has been given. The contradictory of the order ‘Clench your teeth!’ is not ‘This man has no teeth’ but ‘Do not clench your teeth!’ (§31, p. 55).

What about the second case, where the mistake is ‘in the event’? Note first that this second kind of error excludes the first kind; if an order ‘falls to the ground’ then there is no such thing as following it at all – nor indeed as ignoring, disregarding or disobeying it. There is, in a sense, no order given, just an attempt made to give an order. Given that there is no such thing as the second kind of mistake unless the order has, in fact, been given – that is, if the order ‘falls to the ground’ then there is no such thing as obeying the order wrong – the possibility of obeying the order wrong depends on the facts being as they need to be for the order to be given. So, there is a dependence on the facts in that sense. But, crucially, if the order does not fall to the ground then the question of correctness or error consists solely in what the would-be order-follower does. This kind of error, then, does not involve a mistake about what is the case.

Considering orders is a good way to get clear about the distinction between these two kinds of error, and the role played by observational knowledge in relation to each. Anscombe argues that the very same relations between what is said, the facts and what is done hold in the case of expressions of intention has in the case of commands. As we will see, these relations are occluded by certain features of the ‘superficial grammar’ (§2, p. 4) of expressions of intention.

To outline the case for the parallelism, Anscombe describes what has become a famous case of a man out shopping:



Let us consider a man going round town with a shopping list in his hand. Now it is clear that the relation of this list to the things he actually buys is one and the same whether his wife gave him the list or it is his own list; and that there is a different relation when a list is made by a detective following him about. If he made the list himself, it was an expression of intention; if his wife gave it to him, it has the role of an order. What then is the identical relation to what happens, in the order and in the intention, which is not shared by the record? It is precisely this: if the list and the things that the man actually buys do not agree, and if this and this alone constitutes a mistake, then the mistake is not in the list but in the man’s performance (if his wife were to say: ‘Look, it says butter and you have bought margarine’, he would hardly reply: ‘What a mistake! we must put that right’ and alter the word on the list to ‘margarine’); whereas if the detective’s record and what the man actually buys do not agree, then the mistake is in the record.

(§32, p. 56)




Anscombe points out (descriptive voice) that the question of whether the man’s shopping list is an order or an expression of intention turns only on whether ‘his wife gave him the list’ (order) or ‘he made the list himself’ (expression of intention). Either way, says Anscombe, ‘the relation of this list to the things he actually buys is one and the same’. What he buys must match what is on the list if he is not to be in error (or disobeying, changing his mind, or suffering weakness of will).

This example is helpful for two reasons. First, it allows Anscombe to remove a feature of ‘superficial grammar’ that might otherwise obscure the parallel. Spoken orders and spoken expressions of intention tend to make use of different sentential vehicles. An order is usually cast in the imperative mood: ‘Do X!’. An expression of intention in the indicative: ‘I will do X’, ‘I am doing X’. (That this is not always so is illustrated by Anscombe in §2; ‘Nurse will take you to the operating theatre’, said by a doctor to a patient in the presence of a nurse, ‘may function both as an expression of his intention ... and as an order’ (p. 3).) By moving to a list ‘Bread, Margarine, Milk’, this difference in sentential vehicle disappears. Second, by making the action one which involves actual objects – bread, margarine, milk – there can be no temptation to seek agreement with the order or intention in something internal.

The advantage of introducing the parallel with orders is that the distinction between the two kinds of error is much clearer there than it is when we look at expression of intention. There are two reasons for this. First, with orders one kind of discrepancy leads to criticism of the would-be order-giver and the other to criticism of the would-be order-follower. We say in the first case, to the doctor: ‘You shouldn’t have ordered the soldier to clench his teeth – he doesn’t have any’; in the second we say to the solider: ‘The Sergeant told you to turn left, and you turned right!’. With expressions of intention the agent is both, as it were, order-giver and order-follower. This makes it easier to elide the two kinds of mistake because in both the agent himself is at fault. Instead of imparting fault to different people, we must impart fault first to the agent’s intention and second to his action. Second, expressions of intention, unlike orders, are generally – though as the shopping-trip example shows, not always – cast in the indicative mood, ‘I am doing such-and-such’. Thus, where we have been speaking of error in relation to orders in terms of a ‘discrepancy between the language and that of which the language is a description’ (§32, p. 57), we can speak of falsehood in the case of expressions of intention. When I say ‘I am doing such-and-such’, either kind of error – in language or in the event – will make what was said false: ‘doing such-and-such’ will not be a description of what I am, in fact, doing. As we’ll see, this fact – that expressions of intention are the kind of statement that can be true or false – is a source of the ‘natural’ idea that ‘I am doing such-and-such’ must be judged as knowledge by being in accordance with the facts, and creates ‘a point at which the parallelism [between orders and description by the agent of his present intention] ceases’ (§31, p. 55). This is where we will need Anscombe’s account of practical reasoning.

That is to get ahead of ourselves. Let us begin by setting out the parallelism.

Anscombe describes a way in which a statement of what one is doing, ‘I am replenishing the water supply’, can ‘fall to the ground’ in just the same way as an order can. This can happen when ‘something is not the case which would have to be the case in order for his statement to be true; as when, unknown to the man pumping, there was a hole in the pipe round the corner’ (§32, p. 56). Anscombe says that the fact that there is a hole in the pipe, ‘relates to his statement that he is replenishing the water-supply as does the fact that the man has no teeth of his own to the order “Clench your teeth”’ (§32, p. 56).

Note that while ‘Clench your teeth!’ does not have the right kind of grammatical form to be called false – it is in the imperative mood – ‘I am replenishing the water supply’ does. So where we speak of an order as ‘falling to the ground’ we can speak of an expression of intention as false.5 However, what Anscombe wants the parallel to illuminate, is that what it is for a statement of intention to be false in this way is quite different from what it is for an observational statement to be false. Recall again the relation between the fault in ‘Clench your teeth!’ and the sort of facts that could be the object of observational knowledge: for example, that this man doesn’t have any teeth. These facts must be in place if the order is not to ‘fall to the ground’, but the order is not a claim or judgement that those facts are in place – it assumes they are. Similarly, if our would-be water-replenisher discovers that the pipe is damaged, he will not carry on pumping. He will recognise that his intention ‘falls to the ground’ along with every other description in the order set out using ‘Why?’ which was, so to speak, further along the chain. Were he to carry on, his action – and he himself – would cease to be intelligible; we would need some ‘filling out’ to make it so.

This illuminates a difference in the relation between the statement ‘p’ and the statement ‘~p’ when the former is an observational judgement and when it is an expression of intention. Anscombe uses the parallel with orders to bring this out:



What is the contradictory of a description of one’s own intentional action? Is it ‘You aren’t, in fact’? – E.g. ‘You aren’t replenishing the water supply, because water is running out of a hole in the pipe’? I suggest that it is not. [...] The statement: ‘The water is running out of a pipe round the corner’ stands in the same relation to the statement ‘I’m replenishing the water supply’ as does ‘My teeth are false’ to the order ‘Clench your teeth’; and so the statement (on grounds of observation) ‘You are not replenishing the water-supply’ stands in the same relation to the description of intentional action ‘I am replenishing the water supply’, as does the well-founded prediction ‘The man isn’t going to clench his teeth, since they are false’ to the order ‘Clench your teeth’.

(§31, p. 55)




The crucial point is to not let the fact that ‘You aren’t replenishing the water supply’ implies that ‘I am replenishing the water supply’ is false, occlude the parallel with orders. Just as ‘You aren’t clenching your teeth’ is not a contradiction of ‘Clench your teeth!’, so too a description of the facts – ‘You aren’t replenishing the water supply’ – cannot be a contraction of an expression of intention.

At this point it will be instructive to remind ourselves of Anscombe’s first reply to the interlocutor’s objection:



My reply is that the topic of an intention may be a matter on which there is knowledge or opinion based on observation, inference, hearsay, superstition or anything else that knowledge or opinion are ever based on; or again matter on which an opinion is held without any foundation at all. When knowledge or opinion are present concerning what can be the case, and what can happen – say Z – if one does certain things, say ABC, then it is possible to have the intention of doing Z in doing ABC; and if the case is one of knowledge or if the opinion is correct, then doing or causing Z is an intentional action, and it is not by observation that one knows one is doing Z.

(§28, p. 50; emphasis added)



We can now see the role of the phrase to which I have added emphasis. Our would-be poisoner has an opinion about what is the case – here is a pump, the pump is connected to a pipe, the pipe leads to the house, the water in the tank has been poisoned – and about what can happen if he moves his arm up and down with his hand on the pump handle: thus ‘it is possible [for him] to have the intention of poisoning the inhabitants of the house in moving his arm up and down’. But if the opinion is incorrect, then ‘poisoning the inhabitants’ is not a description of his intentional action, no matter what he thinks. And here, the fault is not with what he does but with his intention. His practical reasoning was at fault.

We now come to the second kind of error. Recall that a condition for this kind of error is that the first kind of error has not occurred. So, we must suppose that the practical reasoning was sound and valid and so our agent has knowledge, or at least true opinion, of what is the case and what can happen, and that he has drawn his conclusion in action. In the passage above, Anscombe says that if these conditions are fulfilled ‘then doing or causing Z is an intentional action’ and ‘it is not by observation that one knows one is doing Z’. So, it looks like she wants to say that so long as intention does not ‘fall to the ground’, what happens is Z-ing and the agent knows it without observation. In such a case, when the agent says ‘I am Z-ing’, ‘Z-ing’ will give the description under which he acts and will be a description of what he is doing. Why is this not an adequate response to the interlocutor? Why not say now: he knows what he is doing without observation?

The difficulty arises with the possibility of a mistake:



[I]s there not possible another case in which a man is simply not doing what he says? As when I say to myself ‘Now I press Button A’ – pressing Button B – a thing which can certainly happen. This I will call the direct falsification of what I say. And here, to use Theophrastus’ expression ..., the mistake is not one of judgment but of performance. That is, we do not say: What you said was a mistake, because it was supposed to describe what you did and did not describe it, but: What you did was a mistake, because it was not in accordance with what you said.

It is precisely analogous to obeying an order wrong.

(§32, p. 57)




Recently, in an actual case of this, the socialist leader of the Spanish opposition party, Pedro Sanchez, pressed the wrong button and voted in favour of a proposal to restrict access to abortions. We can imagine him accompanying his action of pressing the ‘Yes’ button with the words ‘I am pressing the “No” button’.

It is the case of this second kind of error that makes it difficult to see how, when there is no error, we can have a case of knowledge – and here the parallelism with orders ceases to help. In §31 Anscombe says that the comparison ‘illuminates the periphery’ of the problem of §28, but ‘fails at the centre’. It fails because ‘we say that the agent’s description [of what he is doing] is knowledge, but an order is not a piece of knowledge’ (§31, p. 55). The parallel with orders runs into the ground ‘just where we begin to speak of knowledge’ (§31, p. 55).

It is at this point that Anscombe makes her now famous appeal to the concept of practical knowledge, something she says can ‘only be understood if we first understand “practical reasoning”’ (§32, p. 57).



Can it be that there is something that modern philosophy has blankly misunderstood; namely what ancient and medieval philosophers meant by practical knowledge? Certainly in modern philosophy we have an incorrigibly contemplative conception of knowledge. Knowledge must be something that is judged as such by being in accordance with the facts. The facts, reality, are prior and dictate what is to be said, if it is knowledge. And this is the explanation of the utter darkness in which we have found ourselves.

(§32, p. 57)



Having described practical reasoning as reasoning the conclusion of which is an action under a description, Anscombe returns to the case ‘precisely analogous to obeying an order wrong’, now with the concept of practical knowledge available to her. In a much-discussed – and much-disputed example – she says:



I wrote ‘I am a fool’ on the blackboard with my eyes shut. Now when I said what I wrote, ought I to have said: this is what I am writing, if my intention is getting executed; instead of simply: this is what I am writing?

Orders, however, can be disobeyed, and intentions fail to get executed. That intention for example would not have been executed if something had gone wrong with the chalk or the surface, so that the words did not appear. And my knowledge would have been the same even if this had happened. If then my knowledge is independent of what actually happens, how can it be knowledge of what does happen? Someone might say that it is a funny sort of knowledge that was still knowledge even though what it was knowledge of was not the case! On the other hand Theophrastus’ remark holds good: ‘the mistake is in the performance, not in the judgment’.

(§45, p. 82)




I do not want to dwell on the numerous interpretative disputes that have arisen in relation to this remark, but will comment briefly on their general flavour, before making my own suggestion. The focus, unsurprisingly, has been what Anscombe means by saying that ‘my knowledge would have been the same’ even if she hadn’t written ‘I am a fool’ on the blackboard. Philosophers who are keen to find in Anscombe’s discussion of non-observational and practical knowledge the ‘philosophical treasure’ of an insight into ‘the way in which the mind is embodied’ (Vesey, 1963, p. 210) have been especially distressed by the seeming suggestion that I can know I am writing ‘I am a fool’ on the blackboard even when it is false that I am writing ‘I am a fool’ on the blackboard. This, they have feared, is a first step toward a bifurcated conception of knowledge of action, itself a step backwards toward the Cartesian’s interiorised model of intention. The worry is that if I count as knowing I am doing such-and-such even when ‘RW is doing such-and-such’ is false, then the object of my knowledge cannot be what is happening. Practical knowledge, it seems, must fall short of the facts. In light of this, many commentators have charged Anscombe with an error in §45, and argued that what she should have said was that in such a case the agent lacks practical knowledge.

I want to suggest that this worry – and hence this friendly revision – is misplaced. Anscombe can say that practical knowledge, in the case described, is ‘still knowledge even though what it was knowledge of was not the case’, without this implying that, when things go well, I cannot have non-observational knowledge of what I am doing.

We must all agree that when ‘writing “I am a fool” on the blackboard’ is not a description of what I am doing, then ‘I am writing “I am a fool” on the blackboard’ is false. If I am not writing “I am a fool” on the blackboard, then what I say cannot be true. It is usually assumed that to insist that Anscombe’s writer has practical knowledge, is to insist that, in some sense, the sentence is true. I want to suggest that to assume this, and to think correlatively that in such a case an agent must lack practical knowledge of what he is doing, is precisely to affirm what Anscombe denies: that practical knowledge is a species of speculative knowledge. It would be to revert to the ‘incorrigibly contemplative conception of knowledge’ (§32, p. 57).

Consider again the case of knowledge of limb position. Anscombe says that we have a capacity to say how our limbs are arranged, but that we can speak of knowing – rather than just being able to say – because what is said has correctness that are independent of our saying it. Such knowledge is speculative, though non-observational, because it is knowledge ‘which must be judged as such by being in accordance with the facts’ (§32, p. 57).

When we judge ‘I am writing “I am a fool” on the blackboard’ as failing to be knowledge because it is not in accordance with the facts, we judge it as a failure of speculative knowledge. However, we can also ask whether it is a failure of practical knowledge. We can do so by enquiring as to whether the person who is acting is properly exercising her capacity for practical reason. If what she says ‘falls to the ground’, because she is in error either about what is the case, or about what can happen, then her reasoning is flawed. However, if she is right about all that, then she can say what she is doing. What makes it right to speak of knowledge here, rather than merely a capacity to say – as with ‘giving the place of one’s pain’ (§8, p. 14) – is that the capacity for practical reason is itself a capacity contains the possibility of erroneous exercise. The kind of error that pertains to practical knowledge is not, however, an error about the facts; rather, it is an error in practical rationality.

What the comparison with orders is meant to illuminate is that the match between the description of the intention and the description of the action – the fact that practical knowledge and speculative knowledge usually stand and fall together – arises from the conditions that must be met if the intention is not to ‘fall to the ground’. These conditions guarantee that, on the whole, when I have practical knowledge what I say is true. In such cases, I have non-observational speculative knowledge. However, as we have seen, it is possible to describe cases in which this is not the case.

Let us end by returning to the sentence that has attracted the most attention from commentators: ‘practical knowledge is “the cause of what it understands”’ (§48, p. 87). It is important to see that this is not a definition or explanation of practical knowledge. If we look to this sentence for an account of practical knowledge, we will be disappointed. Rather, as Anscombe says, if we put together the considerations of §§32–48, we can see what it is for Aquinas’s account of practical knowledge – that it is the cause of what it understands – to hold. Without that discussion – in particular, without recovering Aristotle’s account of practical reasoning – Aquinas’s meaning could not be understood. Those considerations describe what it is for practical knowledge to be the cause of what it understands: when a description appears in the form of ‘intentional action’, and when there is no error in what is said or what is done, then it is an agent’s practical knowledge which makes it the case that what he does ‘come[s] under the description – execution of intentions’ (§48, p. 88). Anscombe’s Intention is a rendering of Aquinas’s pre-Modern account for philosophy after the linguistic turn.




Notes

1 See Anscombe’s discussion of Wittgenstein and Moore on the proposition ‘I have never been to the moon’, in her 1976a.

2 Anscombe says that ‘crouching’ may ‘be the only one that occasions any doubt’. The OED entry for ‘crouching’ makes explicit the connection: ‘To stoop or bend low with general compression of the body, as in stooping for shelter, in fear, or in submission; to cower with the limbs bent. Formerly often applied to the act of bowing low in reverence or deference. Now said also of the depressed and constrained posture assumed by a beast in fear or submission, or in order to make a spring.’

3 For a discussion of this important class of concepts, see Anscombe’s ‘On Promising and its Justice, and Whether it Need be Respected in Foro Interno’ (1969a).

4 Wittgenstein was extremely interested in the relation between orders which failed in something like this way and something like creativity. The soldier could for example, have taken his teeth out and clenched them in his fist; would this have counted as following the order? It seems not. He describes cases in which the person giving the order does not yet know what it would be for it to be fulfilled: ‘Do something which I shall be inclined to call “X”’ is the form he uses. See Cora Diamond (1977).

5 It is interesting to note that between the first and second edition of Intention, Anscombe makes a slight change to §2 – one of a handful of alterations. The second edition, that which is standardly referenced, asks: ‘what are the reasons other than a dispensable usage for not calling commands true and false according as they are obeyed or disobeyed?’. The first edition makes it clear that this question is meant rhetorically: ‘in fact there is no reason other than a dispensable usage why we should not call commands true and false according as they were obeyed or disobeyed’.
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7
Expressions of Intention for the Future (§§2–3 and §§50–52)

So far we have limited our discussion to the class of descriptions of what a man is doing under which he knows he is doing it. This class also includes answers to the question ‘Why are you X-ing?’ which are expressions of intention and give one’s further intention in acting. We have not said anything much on the topic of expressions of intention for the future – Anscombe’s first head. As was clear from the last chapter, §§43–49 have the character of a conclusion, an answer to the question with which Intention began. Between §§4–49 we move from illusory simplicity, to chaotic complexity, to clarity, all without saying much about expressions of intention for the future. It is rather strange, then, to find §§4–49 bookended by discussion of these expressions.

Expressions of intention for the future do lie outside the core of Anscombe’s discussion. However, as we saw in Chapter 5, these expressions have a very important part to play in understanding why it is that we take such interest in the concept of intention.


The Place of Expressions of Intention for the Future in Intention

The discussion of expressions of intention for the future is split between §§2–3 and §§50–52 (the last two sections of the book). Reading Intention one might be tempted to think that these sections could be lopped off without much impact on the remaining 44 sections, and indeed the way in which I have presented things in this Guidebook will have added to this impression.

In §§2–3 Anscombe identifies the importance of reasons for acting in an account of intention, and this provides a pragmatic reason for starting with them rather than with intentional actions. Considering expressions of intention in the future tense, allows Anscombe to start with a simple contrast between reasons for thinking true and reasons for acting: a prediction is justified by reasons for thinking true, an expression of intention for the future by reasons for acting. As she points out in §22, ‘[t]he question of cause versus reasons, which has plagued us in relation to answers mentioning the past, simply does not arise’ in relation to future action (p. 34). However, this fact does not make those sections integral to the later passages in the way, say, that the discussion of practical reason is integral to the account of intentional action. Indeed, when Anscombe turns to her topic under its second head in §4, this is something of a fresh start. The final two paragraphs of Intention, where Anscombe returns to her first topic, do little more than apply the findings of the previous paragraphs. Anscombe says: ‘what I have said about intention in acting applies also to intention in a proposed action’ (§50, p. 90). What follows is a brief and focused discussion of the sort of contradiction involved in ‘“I am going to do it” said as an expression of intention, and “I am not going to do it” as a belief on evidence’ (§52, p. 91–92).

One way to think about this marginalizing of expressions of intention for the future in Intention would be through the lens of Anscombe’s Question. The idea would be that Anscombe affords explanatory priority to intentional actions, hence the priority she gives them in her book. I want to suggest a different answer which is connected with our earlier discussion of §20: Anscombe thinks that expressions of intention for the future are a feature of our linguistic practice but are not essential to any linguistic practice in which we could speak of intentional action. Their importance, Anscombe said, is not that without them there would be ‘no place for the concept of intention at all’ (§20, p. 31); but that without them the concept of intention, and the description of an action as intentional, would lose ‘a great deal of its point’ (§20, p. 31). The necessity of these expressions of intention comes, I will suggest, from what is ‘a necessity for human life’ (Anscombe, 1969a, p. 18) and not from within the linguistic practice. Anscombe calls these kinds of necessities ‘Aristotelian necessities’: they are things without which ‘good cannot be attained’ (Anscombe, 1969a, pp. 18–19).




Species of Prediction (§§2–3)

Let us begin by returning to the very start of Anscombe’s enquiry into the concept of intention. The question she begins with is: ‘[W]hat is the difference between e.g. “I am going to be sick” as it would most usually be said, and “I am going to take a walk”, as it would most usually be said?’ (§2, p. 1). We saw in the last chapter that this remark hints at the point Anscombe reaches in §48: ‘many of our descriptions of events effected by human beings are formally descriptions of executed intentions’ (p. 87). One difference, we can now say, is that ‘taking a walk’ is formally a description of an executed intention, while ‘being sick’ is not.

In fact, these opening paragraphs contain many of the book’s central insights. What we find, somewhat surprisingly, is that two ways of thinking about error – which we saw played a crucial role in Anscombe’s account of intentional action – are present in the opening paragraphs. §2 contains core insights into truth and falsity as it relates to intention, and into the character of practical knowledge. They connect these insights with ‘Theophrastus’ Principle’ – that there is a kind of error distinctive of intentional action in which ‘the mistake... is one of performance not judgement’ (§2, p. 5). As we read these opening paragraphs much of what we find will be familiar.

Anscombe begins:



The distinction between an expression of intention and a prediction is generally appealed to as something intuitively clear. ‘I am going to be sick’ is usually a prediction; ‘I am going to take walk’ usually an expression of intention. The distinction intended is intuitively clear, in the following sense: if I say ‘I am going to fail in this exam’ and someone says ‘Surely you aren’t as bad at the subject as that’, I may make my meaning clear by explaining that I was expressing an intention, not giving an estimate of my chances.

(§2, pp. 1–2)




Anscombe argues that ‘leaving the distinction between estimates of the future and expressions of intention as something that is intuitively obvious’ leads one to give an ‘introspective explanation’ (Contents, §2, p. i) which is characterised by ‘various dead-ends’. Her list of ‘dead-ends’ includes: ‘psychological jargon about “drives” and “sets”; reduction of intention to a species of desire, i.e. a kind of emotion; or irreducible intuition of the meaning of “I intend”’ (§3, pp. 5–6). I want to cast these comments in light of the distinction between a psychological and a conceptual – or grammatical, or logical – approach to the topic of Intention.

To leave the distinction between estimates of the future and expressions of intention as intuitively obvious is to fail to ‘ask [...] what each of these is’, where – for Anscombe at least – to ask this is to undertake the sort of investigation into the concept of intention that Intention contains. As we have seen, this investigation reveals a complicated linguistic practice, embedded in a complicated form of life, and ultimately, if Anscombe is right, then we come to see that the answer requires us to recognise that many of our descriptive concepts ‘are dependent on the existence of [the form of description of “intentional actions”] for their sense’ (§47, p. 85). If we do not carry out this investigation, then we will be inclined to characterise the difference between these two uses of language as something simple without noticing that when we ‘make our meaning clear’, simply by saying ‘I was expressing my intention’, we are evoking a formal order which exists as part of this complex form of life. Leaving the distinction intuitively obvious leads us away from ‘considering the verbal expression of intention’ and toward an explanation in terms of ‘what it is an expression of’. Anscombe claims that if we try to say what it is an expression of we will find ourselves using ‘psychological jargon about “drives” and “sets”’ and so forth, as we struggle to describe the properties of such a state.

Anscombe sketches an example:



Suppose it is said: ‘A prediction is a statement about the future’. This suggests that an expression of intention is not. It is perhaps the description – or expression – of a present state of mind, a state which has the properties that characterise it as an intention. Presumably these are yet to be discovered.

(§2, p. 2)




What sort of properties would such a state have to have? Well, for one thing, it would need to be ‘essentially connected with the future’ as ‘no one is likely to believe that it is an accident, a mere fact of psychology, that those states of mind that are intentions always have to do with the future’ (§2, p. 2). But the connection it has to the future would have to be a strange one because ‘if I do not do what I said I would, I am not supposed to have made a mistake, or even to have lied; so it seems that the truth of a statement of intention is not a matter of doing what I said’ (§2, p. 4). Furthermore, when asked for reasons in connection with an expression of intention I neither give reasons ‘suggesting what is probable’ nor evidence about my state of mind but reasons ‘suggesting what it would be good to make happen’ (§2, p. 4). The task then would be to describe a state with these properties (cf. §47, p. 84).

In a notoriously difficult argument in §19 Anscombe seeks to demonstrate, by reductio, that there could be no such property because the idea that the ‘the content of a description’ with ‘an internal relation to a description of an action’ could be determined by looking just at ‘the man by himself in the moment’ is incoherent (§19, pp. 28–9).1 In §2 and §3 she gives two other, absurdly brief, reductio-type arguments also targeted at the idea that there could be such a property (§2, p. 2; §3, p. 6).2 Recognising the nature of Anscombe’s method, we can see that the conclusion of these arguments is not, in fact, essential to her enquiry. For suppose that someone could describe a state with those properties, a state that could play the role that Anscombe describes. This would not show that there were such a state, only that there being such a state was not unintelligible. The role of these reductio’s in Intention is, in that sense, preparatory. By undermining the idea that such a state could be described, Anscombe means to loosen the grip of the assumption that the distinction is intuitively obvious, and that all that needs to be done is to ‘try to describe’ this ‘extra property’ (§47, p. 84). Her aim is to make us less resistant to her suggestion: that we look away from the phenomena as such, and toward the linguistic practice.3

Anscombe insists, in §§2–3, that we focus instead on the verbal expression of intention. This leads to a different kind of ‘dead-end’ – an account that is ‘not false but rather mystifying’ (§3, p. 6–7). It is to find a way out of that ‘dead-end’ that she shifts to an examination of what a man is currently doing.

Anscombe begins her enquiry by asking for the difference between two uses of the future tense illustrated by ‘I am going to be sick’ and ‘I am going to take a walk’. The first we call a prediction and the second an expression of intention for the future. She starts by giving an account of prediction:



The following seems promising: a man says something with one inflection of the verb in his sentence; later that same thing, only with a changed inflection of the verb, can be called true (or false) in face of what has happened later.

(§2, p. 2)




If this was meant to be an account of the difference between expressions of intention and predictions it clearly fails because, by this criterion ‘expressions of intentions will also be predictions’ (§2, p. 2). However, that this account of predictions does not capture the distinction between ‘I am going to be sick’ and ‘I am going to take a walk’ does not, says Anscombe, imply that it is wrong:



In view of the difficulties described above, this may not constitute an objection. Adopting a hint from Wittgenstein (Philosophical Investigations, §629–30) we might then first define prediction in general in some fashion and then, among predictions, distinguish between commands, expressions of intention, estimates, pure prophecies, etc. The ‘intuitively clear’ distinction we spoke of turns out to be a distinction between expressions of intention and estimates.

(§2, p. 3)



Chapter 4 highlighted a similar kind of progress made in distinguishing reasons from causes. The intuitively clear distinction turned out to be one between mental causes and reasons associated with backward-looking motives. These were both answers to the question ‘Why?’ which mentioned something past, but only in the former the ‘action has to be thought of by an agent as doing good or harm of some sort, and the thing in the past as good or bad’ (§14, p. 22).

Having defined prediction in such a way that expressions of intention for the future count as a species of prediction, Anscombe’s task then becomes to ‘distinguish between commands, expressions of intention, estimates, pure prophesies, etc.’ (§2, p. 2). This yields the following account:



an expression of intention is a description of something future in which the speaker is some sort of agent, which description he justifies (if he does justify it) by reasons for acting, sc. reasons why it would be useful or attractive if the description came true, not by evidence that it is true.

(§3, p. 6)




Anscombe immediately remarks: ‘having got so far, I can see nowhere else to go along this line, and the topic remains mystifying’ (§3, p. 6).

When one first reads Anscombe saying that her account is ‘mystifying’ it is hard not to be baffled. The account she gives here is just the sort of thing one might expect to find in a philosophy book; it looks like a perfectly respectable philosophical thesis. The usual way to criticise such a thesis would be to say either that it was false – especially: that there were counter-examples which revealed the condition was either not necessary or insufficient – or that the argument in support of it was inconclusive, invalid, or unsound. To say that it is true but mystifying reveals that something different is going on here. We now know what.

One reason that the account is ‘mystifying’, of course, is that it includes the unanalysed notion of a ‘reason for acting’. In Anscombe’s account, the complexity that a psychological account would build into the state of intending is relocated to the linguistic practice within which a description of a possible future state of affairs can be an expression of intention for the future. And the formal order that is essential to this practice is best seen by looking at ‘what kind of true statements about people’s intentions... we [can] certainly make’ (§4, p. 7).

There is a second reason why the account is ‘mystifying’. So far I have set out the descriptive part of these opening sections. But the interlocutor’s voice is also heard here. Central is the fact that describing ‘I am going for a walk’ is a prediction sounds very odd. Anscombe notes that ‘it is natural to feel an objection both to calling commands and to calling expressions of intention, predictions’ and, she adds, ‘our objections are deep[...] rooted’ (§2, p. 4). In fact, we will see that they have precisely the same root as the objection of §28.

We call a prediction false when what is said would happen does not happen. If I predict that Shrewsbury Town F. C. will win promotion, and they do not, then what I said was false. But we do not find it natural to speak of expressions of intention in the same way. If I say I am going to watch the match on Saturday and then I do not, there seems to be something odd about calling what I said false, even though I did not do what I said I would. We feel that what makes an expression of intention true or false is something about me now, while making a prediction is saying something about the future.

Anscombe insists that this objection is wrongheaded. She wants instead to focus on the fact that an expression of intention – ‘I am going to watch the match on Saturday’ – is a description of something future; as such, she says, it is true or false depending on whether the description turns out true. She locates the source of the objection in a restricted conception of the ‘ways of saying what is not true’, one which takes the concept of false observational judgement as paradigm:



If I do not do what I said I would, I am not supposed to have made a mistake, or even necessarily to have lied; so it seems that the truth of a statement of intention is not a matter of my doing what I said. By why should we not say: this only shows that there are other ways of saying what is not true, beside lying and being mistaken?

(§2, p. 4)




Anscombe’s suggestion is that our ‘natural objection’ to saying that an expression of intention for the future is false if I do not do what I said I would stems from a prejudice about the ‘ways of saying what is not true’. When I make an estimate of the future, if what I say is false then this implies either that I was lying or that I made a mistake. So, Anscombe’s suggestion is that there is a kind of ‘saying what is not true’ that goes with expressions of intention that does not fall into either of these categories.

Anscombe, anticipating the discussion of practical knowledge says:



[I]n some cases the facts are, so to speak, impugned for not being in accordance with the words, rather than vice versa. This is sometimes so when I change my mind; but another case of it occurs with e.g. I write something other than what I think I am writing: as Theophrastus says... the mistake here is one of performance, not of judgment. There are other cases too: for example, St. Peter did not change his mind about denying Christ, and yet it would not be correct to say he made a lying promise of his faithfulness.

(§2, pp. 4–5)




So far as the ‘natural’ objection goes, any one of the three cases Anscombe identifies here can illustrate her point: that there are ways of saying what is not true which do not involve an error in what was said. This point is what is required to undercut the source of the intuition that expressions of intention cannot be a species of prediction, as Anscombe wants to insist that they are. One of the cases Anscombe describes – the one involving writing – is, of course, by now familiar. It is the case in which I have practical knowledge I am writing but, due to an error in action, what I am doing is not happening.

This explains, then, why Anscombe breaks off at §3 to return to her topic in §50. §3 answered the question – ‘[W]hat is the difference between e.g. “I am going to be sick” as it would most usually be said, and “I am going to take a walk”, as it would most usually be said?’ (§2, p. 1). The answer was: they are species of prediction, but the former is justified by a reason for acting and the latter by evidence. However, this description was ‘mystifying’ without an understanding of ‘reason for acting’ and of the sort of error in acting that would engage with the ‘deep’ objection we have to calling ‘I am going to do such-and-such’ a prediction. Having completed these tasks Anscombe says: ‘what I have said about intention in acting applies to intention in a proposed action’ (§50, p. 90).

Here is a good place to note how untroubled Anscombe need be by the idea of a ‘state of pure intending’. The criteria which determine whether a prediction is an expression of intention, an order, or an estimate, have nothing to do with psychological states, nor with whether a person has gone through a calculating process. To say that an expression is an expression of intention is to say that it could be justified by a reason for acting, and not by a reason for thinking true.




‘I am going to do it Unless...’

Note that in that passage just quoted, Anscombe identifies two other ways in which ‘the facts are … impugned for not being in accordance with the words’. These apply to expressions of intention for the future but have no analogue in intention with which. The first is the case in which I change my mind; the second is when I do not do what I said I would.

Anscombe’s worry in §52 seems to be that these cases threaten once again the idea that expressions of intention for the future are a species of prediction. When I say ‘I am going to do such-and-such’, it is always possible that I will change my mind or that I will, in some way, be prevented from doing what I intend to do. Thus it can start to look again as if I can’t be making a prediction when I express my intention, but must rather be saying something about myself now. And then we are back with the problem of finding something at the time that an expression of intention could be an expression of.

On Anscombe’s view, ‘I am going to do it but I will not do it’ – where the first conjunct is an expression of intention and the second a statement of belief – does not involve a ‘head-on’ contradiction (§52, p. 91). It is not like ‘I intend to do it and I intend not to do it’. Nevertheless, it does involve a contradiction of sorts. The contradiction, of course, is that ‘if the man does not go for a walk, the first prediction is verified and the second falsified, and vice versa if he does not go’ so there is real difficulty in understanding what such a man might mean (§52, p. 92). Prima facie, then, a man makes himself unintelligible if I say ‘I intend to go for a walk but I shall not go for a walk’. This is precisely the kind of case we discussed in Chapter 6: ‘I am replenishing the water supply but I am not replenishing the water supply’ is not a head on contradiction, but the conjuncts have opposite truth values. However, Anscombe thinks that with expressions of intention for the future – in contrast with expressions of intentional action – it is sometimes possible to sustain this thought, ‘p and ~p’ without becoming unintelligible.

To make this point, Anscombe marks a distinction between ‘I am going to do it unless I am prevented or change my mind’ and ‘I am going to do it unless I do not do it’. She argues, somewhat paradoxically, that the former is ‘absurd’ and the latter sometimes ‘the right thing to say’, and this despite the fact that the former is not equivalent to the contradiction we just considered while the latter is.

Concerning the first – ‘I am going to do it unless I am prevented or change my mind’ – Anscombe says that such a statement would be absurd, ‘like putting “unless my memory deceives me” after every report one gave of what had happened’ (§52, p. 92). Expressions of intention for the future, like all predictions, can be wrong. It can turn out that what I said would happen does not. This acknowledgement is not a species of scepticism – it does not imply that ‘one could be wrong in every case’ (§52, pp. 93) – but simple recognition that, unlike God, we are fallible beings.

However, Anscombe thinks that there are cases in which it can be right to say ‘I will do it unless I do not’ (§52, p. 93). Such a statement is not a general point about fallibility, but is apt when one ‘is considering the fact that one may not do what one is determined to do’ (§52, p. 93). ‘I am going to do it’ communicates one’s intention; ‘unless I do not’, one’s prediction, founded on evidence, that one may fail.



A man hanging by his fingers from a precipice may be as certain as possible that he must let go and fall, and yet determined not to let go... [A] man could be as certain as possible that he will break down under torture, and yet determined not to break down. And St. Peter might perhaps have calculated ‘Since he says it, it is true’; and yet said ‘I will not do it’.

(§52, p. 94)




In each of these cases it is the fact that ‘verification of predictions awaits the event’ combined with the ‘determination’ to do the thing in question, that makes it intelligible for the person to continue to intend to do what he believes he will not. The man predicts, on strong grounds, that he will break under torture. But at the same time knows that the prediction may be wrong – perhaps he will surprise himself, be braver, more resilient, more determined than he supposed. So, given the possibility of affecting the future, and the strength of his desire not to break down, his intention remains. He stays committed to an idea of how things should be and an idea of himself as an agent able to make that the case. Of course, the more certain he is that he will break down – if, for example, he has been tortured before, and has broken – then the more ‘I will not break down’ becomes a hope (§50, p. 50).

Of the St Peter case, Anscombe says: ‘The possibility in this case arises from ignorance as to the way in which the prophesy would be fulfilled’ (§52, p. 94). This ignorance is important. Contrast a man who intends to replenish the water supply but believes that he will not because there is a hole in the pipe. Here, he knows precisely how the prediction ‘No you won’t’ is to be fulfilled, and this must alter his knowledge and opinion about what can be the case and what can happen. If he does not thereby adopt a different course, he becomes unintelligible. In contrast, though St Peter may be certain, on the evidence of the prophesy, that he will not keep his promise, he is nonetheless ‘ignorant of the way in which the prophesy will be fulfilled’. His practical reason tells him that he can keep his promise, and without knowledge that would contradict what he knows about what is the case, and what can happen, his intention can remain.4




Intention and the Future

Anscombe’s investigation begins and ends with St Peter’s ‘promise of faithfulness’ to Jesus (§2, p. 5 and §52, p. 94). The promise, ‘I will never disown you’, is an expression of intention for the future.5 This connection with promising brings us to the question of the point of expressions of intention for the future, and with it to the point of the concept of intention.

When Anscombe says that her §3 account of expressions of intention is mystifying, one thing she highlights is that it ‘assigns no role to these predictions’ (§3, p. 6). ‘People do in fact give accounts of future events in which they are some sort of agents... and these accounts are very often correct’; but the role of these accounts is ‘quite obscure’ (§3, p. 7). We can see what is missing when we look at Anscombe’s description of orders:



An imperative will be a description of some future action, addressed to the prospective agent, and cast in a form whose point in language is to make the person do what is described. I say its point in the language, rather than the purpose of the speaker, partly because the speaker might of course give an order with some purpose quite other than that it should be executed (e.g. so that it should not be executed), without detriment to its being an order.

(§2, p. 3)




In this passage Anscombe distinguishes the point in language and the purpose of the speaker; she is interested in describing the linguistic practice of giving and obeying orders, not the psychology of people engaged in that practice. Think of Little Big Man and General Custer. General Custer knows that Little Big Man wishes him dead, so uses him as a ‘reverse barometer’: ‘Anything that man tells me will be a lie’. Little Big Man knows this, so when the General asks him, ‘What should I do?’, Little Big Man reflects: ‘I had him. But this time what I held in my hand wasn’t a knife, but the truth’, and answers with the imperative: ‘You go down there!’. Custer, wise to Little Big Man’s knowledge responds: ‘You want me to think that you don’t want me to go down there,... but the subtle truth is you really don’t want me to go down there.’ Of course, Little Big Man wanted Custer to think that he (Little Big Man) wanted him (Custer) to think that he (Little Big Man) didn’t want him to go down there so that Custer would follow his imperative. Custer duly does and meets a sticky end.

None of this undermines the fact that the point in language of the imperative is to ‘make the person do what is described’, but here the purposes of the speaker in issuing the imperative is far from straightforward.

The difficulty at that point – §3 – was to see what the ‘point in language’ could be of an expression of intention for the future. I want to connect expressions of intention with two important aspects of what Anscombe elsewhere identifies as necessary for ‘living in a society’ (Anscombe, 1969a, p. 18).

First, as we have seen, expressions of intention for the future are intimately connected with the conventions of giving orders and making promises, conventions which are ways of ‘getting human beings to do things’ – or not to do them – which Anscombe elsewhere identifies as an Aristotelian necessity:



What ways are there of getting human beings to do things? You can make a man fall over by pushing him; you cannot usefully make his hand write a letter or mix concrete by pushing; for in general if you have to push his hand in the right way, you might as well not use him at all. You can order him to do what you want, and if you have authority he will perhaps obey you. Again if you have the power to hurt him or help him according as he disregards or obeys your orders, or if he loves you so as to accord with you requests, you have a way of getting him to do things. However, few people have authority over everyone they need to get to do things, and few people either have power to hurt or help others without damage to themselves or command affection from others to such an extent as to be able to get them to do the things they need others to do... [I]n default of the possibility or utility of exerting physical force, and of the possibility of exercising authority or power to hurt and help, or of commanding affection, this feeble means is at least a means of getting people to do things. Now getting one another to do things without the application of physical force is a necessity for human life, and that far beyond what could be secured for those other means.

(Anscombe, 1969a, p. 18)



Of course, not all expressions of intention for the future are promises; rather, an expression of intention is making a promise in certain circumstances. Which is to say an answer to the question ‘Why did you say “I will do it”?’ can be ‘I was making a promise’.

Even more fundamental, we saw in §§20–21 that Anscombe argues that without expressions of intention for the future, the concept of intention would ‘lose its point’:



It seems reasonable to say that if the only occurrence of intention were as the intention of doing whatever one is doing, the notion of intention would be a very thin one; it is not clear why it should be marked off as a special class among all those of a man’s actions and movements which are known to him without observation, any more than we mark off movements that are expressions of emotion as a distinct and important class of happenings.

(§20, p. 32)




So, the question we end with is: why would the concept of ‘intention’ lose its point in this way?

In two places in Intention (§14, p. 22; §20, pp. 31–32) Anscombe draws attention to the practice of criticising a man for his motives. For example, we say ‘That he killed your father didn’t give you a reason to kill him’, or ‘You shouldn’t have let spiteful feelings influence you in that way’. In both places Anscombe suggests that this practice is most important when it is connected with proposed actions rather than things a person has already done.



One can argue against motives – i.e. criticise a man for having acted on such a motive – but a great deal of the point of doing so will be gone if we imagine the expression of intention for the future absent.

(§20, p. 31)



This connects once again with our Aristotelian necessity. As I suggested in Chapter 5: without the prospect of criticising a proposed action, the practice of criticising a current one would lose its point. When a person says what they will do, their proposed action is introduced as an object for criticism and debate. I may decide I want to do it too; I may decide to try and stop them, help them, advise them, warn them, watch them. The possibility of doing something together, of creating some shared reality opens up.

Anscombe, I think, goes further. She says that without expressions of intention for the future:



It is not clear why [intentional action] should be marked off as a special class among all those of a man’s actions and movements that are known to him without observation, any more than we mark off movements that are expressions of emotion as an important class of happenings.

(§20, p. 32)




According to Anscombe, then, though the concept of intention is most clearly elucidated by looking at intentional actions, the fine distinctions that we have described are ones that would cease to interest us were it not for the fact that we speak of intention in proposed action. In this sense, then, ‘intention always concerns the future’ (§1, p. 1).




Notes

1 See Hursthouse (2000) for a discussion.

2 For an attempt to do just this see McDowell (1991). For arguments that such an account necessarily fails, see Wright (1991).

3 I would suggest that this parallels the argumentative strategy employed by Wittgenstein in Philosophical Investigations. It is a mistake to respond to the ‘private language argument’ by trying to show that such a language is possible; the right place to engage is with the account of the grammar of our sensation words.

4 For an illuminating and detailed discussion of the relation between promising and believing see Berislav Marušic´ (2015). If Anscombe is right, then promising that I will A does not require that I believe I will A. At least, not in those cases in which one is determined to A, but has reason to believe A-ing will not be possible.

5 From the Matthew, 26:31–35:

Then Jesus told them, ‘This very night you will all fall away on account of me, for it is written:
“I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.”
But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee.’
Peter replied, ‘Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will.’
‘Truly I tell you,’ Jesus answered, ‘this very night, before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times.’ But Peter declared, ‘Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you.’ And all the other disciples said the same.
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