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The Philosophical Review, XCV, No. 4 (October 1986) 

ACTING FOR REASONS 

Robert Audi 

I f we do not know for what reasons a person acts, we do not fully 
understand that person. If we do not know any reason for which 

an agent does something, we cannot adequately assess whether, in 
doing it, that agent is acting rationally. And if Kant is right, unless 
we know the reason(s) for which an action is performed, we do not 
know its moral worth. But what is it to act for a reason? Clearly, 
acting for a reason is closely related to acting intentionally, to acting 
rationally, and to acting on the basis of practical reasoning. An 
action for a reason apparently must be intentional; an action based 
on practical reasoning must be performed for a reason; and at least 
the paradigms of rational action must be intentional. Whether 
there are some equivalences among these notions will be discussed 
below. Let us begin by laying out some guiding assumptions. 

I 

Consider an ordinary case in which a representative agent, S 
(Sue, let us say), acts for a reason. In the course of mailing imper- 
sonal invitations to a conference Sue has organized, she puts John's 
aside. Her reason: to delay it until after she sends him a condolence 
letter (his mother has died). If this case is typical of action for a 
reason, we may say the following. (1) Her action is explainable by 
appeal to her reason; for example, she put the invitation aside in 
order to delay it until after she sends condolences. (2) She believes 
something to the effect that her putting it aside will delay it. (3) If 
asked why she is putting it aside, she will tend to answer by appeal 
to her reason. (4) Her action is, in some way, a response to, and 
occurs because of, her reason. For instance, if she ceased to have 
the reason because she decided to send no condolences, then (as- 
suming she had no other reason for the action) she would no 
longer put the invitation aside. (5) In putting it aside, she has a 
sense of what her reason for doing this is and of her action as a 
response to the reason. She may, for example, be aware of wanting 
to delay the invitation and of her action as delaying it. (6) She 
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knows or believes that she is putting it aside, and knows why. (7) 
The action is, relative to her reason for it and her belief that the 
action will delay the invitation, prima facie rational. And (8) she 
controls whether she carries the action out and, to some degree, 
how. It is up to her, for example, that she flips the invitation aside 
with her fingers rather than her pen. Generalizations of (1)-(8) do 
not apply to all actions for a reason; but they hold in paradigm 
cases, and an account of acting for a reason should both unify and 
refine them. The account I shall give will do this by exhibiting 
action for a reason as explainable by motivation embodying that 
reason, and as guided by S's beliefs, reflected in S's cognitive dis- 
positions, and, in a special way, under S's control. 

There are many kinds of reasons. My focus is reasonsfor which 
one acts. It should be uncontroversial that if S A's for a reason, her 
A-ing is motivated. For convenience, I also assume that if S A's for a 
reason, she A's because she wants something, in a very broad sense 
of 'want'.1 Thus, a reason, r, for which one acts, can be expressed 
by an infinitive clause giving the content of the relevant want. 
Where A is, for example, phoning, S's reason might be to say that 
she is late, and the relevant want-to say that she is late-is what 
motivates her phoning. This is not to identify motives with wants; I 
simply assume that wants are pervasive motivating elements in ac- 
tion. Let us say that a reason for which S A's is, in part, a state of 
affairs, r, which (a) expresses something she wants, and (b) is con- 
nected with her A-ing through an appropriate belief, for example 
that her A-ing will achieve r. Thus, S wants to say she is late, be- 
lieves phoning will achieve this, and phones for that reason, that is, 
to say she is late.2 These assumptions may well be neutral regard- 
ing a plausible internalism which says that certain judgments, for 
instance that one ought to A, can provide a sufficient reason for 
which one A's (and can explain one's A-ing); for such judgments 
may perhaps imply wanting in the broad sense. If they do not, then 
an internalist reading of the account of acting for a reason to be 

'That 'want' has a sufficiently broad use is argued in my "Intending," 
Journal of Philosophy 70 (1973). Other terms might suffice, however. 

21t may seem that some reasons for action are not expressible infini- 
tivally. Consider A-ing because one wants that Sam benefit. I believe that 
the reason here is (say) to contribute to his welfare, but no major point below 
turns on this issue. 
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developed may simply replace wanting by the relevant judgments 
or by other motivating elements, for example attitudes or inten- 
tions. 

We sometimes refer to people's wants, beliefs, fears, and other 
states as reasons for which they act. S's wanting wine might be cited 
as her reason for leaving just before dinner. Such states express 
reasons as described above and might be called reason states. It is 
reason states, and not reasons proper, that I take to have causal 
power, though for convenience I shall sometimes speak of the 
latter in causal terms. Facts may also be cited as reasons: the fact 
that Tom has a fine record might be the reason for which S asks 
him to speak. But while many kinds of things are cited as reasons 
for which an agent acts, the context normally provides enough 
information for infinitival expression of the agent's reason. 

It is important to distinguish reasons for which S A's from other 
kinds. Reasons to A are normative and impersonal. There can be 
reasons to keep one's promises, even if nobody wants to. Reasons for 
S to A are personal and normative. That A-ing would fulfill S's yen 
to visit China might be a reason for her to A. A reason S has for A-ing 
is personal, but need not be normative; it is also potentially motivat- 
ing, whereas a reason there is for her to A need not be. Thus, if she 
believes A-ing will fulfill her yen, she has a reason for A-ing. A reason 
for which S A's, however, must be a reason she has and actually 
motivates her A-ing, in a sense implying that it is a reason why she A's, 
that is, one that at least partly explains her A-ing. But a reason why 
she A's need not be one for which she does so; the action could be 
simply due to drugs. When S A's for a good reason, for example 
writes a recommendation to keep a promise, all five kinds of rea- 
sons are involved: keeping her promise is a reason to write; a 
reason for her to do so, a reason she has to do so; a reason why she 
writes; and a reason for which she writes. Even A-ing for a bad 
reason involves at least the last four kinds of reason. 

In construing reasons for which one acts as the contents of moti- 
vating wants, I am not denying that beliefs are also crucial. Indeed, 
a reason for which one acts can be conveyed by citing a belief- 
such as that by phoning one can say one is late-as effectively as by 
appeal to the motivating want. Intuitively, the want-or intention, 
judgment, or whatever plays the motivational role in our account- 
moves one to act; the belief guides one in acting. One's reason, 
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through its relation to one's motivating want, is that for the sake of 
which, and on account of which, one acts; but given different be- 
liefs one would not (other things equal) do what one does do. For 
these and other reasons, beliefs are as important as wants in the 
account to be developed. 

Acting for a reason may seem equivalent to action based on 
practical reasoning.3 Such action occurs when, for example, one 
considers one's goal, say to visit China, sees a way to realize it, 
decides on that way, and acts accordingly. Certainly (1)-(8) apply 
to actions based on practical reasoning, and one might think that S 
A's for a reason if and only if her A-ing is based on such reasoning. 
But not all actions for a reason are so based.4 Moreover, even 
assuming we understand practical reasoning, it is very hard to 
explicate an action's being based on it. 

There is, however, a correspondence between acting for a reason 
and acting on the basis of practical reasoning. If S A's for a reason, 
for example buys a ticket in order to visit China, we may construct a 
practical argument which represents, in its major premise, S's moti- 
vating want (to visit China) and, in its minor, S's guiding belief (that 
she must buy a ticket). The correspondence holds whether or not S 
actually reasoned from these premises to a conclusion. Indeed, we 
may construe acting for a reason as a concrete realization of such a 
practical argument. The point is not simply that S instantiates the 
argument, that is, has the want and belief expressed in its premises 
and does the thing indicated by the conclusion. There are at least 
four other factors. First, the premises represent the structure of the 
causal and explanatory basis of the action, viz. the relevant want 
and belief. Second, the explanatory relation which that want and 
belief bear to the action mirrors a kind of support (or prima facie 
justificatory) relation which the premises of the argument bear to 
its conclusion. Third, S is at the time disposed to appeal to the 
argument if asked to explain or justify her A-ing, rather in the way 
one appeals to a rule or practice one has been automatically follow- 

3This has been held or implied by a number of recent writers. I have 
cited some and discussed the rationale for the view in "A Theory of Prac- 
tical Reasoning," American Philosophical Quarterly 19 (1982). 

41 have defended this in "A Theory of Practical Reasoning," cited in 
note 3. 
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ing. If, for example, S is asked why she A-ed, she is disposed to say 
things like, 'Because I wanted to r and believed A-ing would enable 
me to r'. Fourth, where S's A-ing is a realization of a practical 
argument, then even if the action is not based on practical reason- 
ing, the explanatory relation between her reason and action is just 
what it would have been if (other things equal) she had A-ed on the 
basis of actual reasoning from its premises to its conclusion; she 
would, for example, have A-ed for the same reason, though perhaps 
more deliberately for it. 

When S simply infers the conclusion of a practical argument 
from its premises, I call the argument inferentially realized. My point 
here is that it may also be at once noninferentially and behaviorally 
realized, through a spontaneous action that expresses S's motivating 
want and is guided by a belief which S need not entertain. Practical 
reasoning can also occur without S's acting on it.5 There the prac- 
tical argument is only partly realized, whereas its full realization 
implies S's doing what its conclusion favors. Thus, while acting for 
a reason is not equivalent to acting on the basis of practical reason- 
ing, we may take as a guiding idea-which will help us interpret 
(1)-(8)-the view that action for a reason is a realization of a prac- 
tical argument. Granted, this idea presupposes some understand- 
ing of practical reasoning, but the idea is clear enough to help 
explicate acting for a reason. 

II 

In the light of the examples and guiding ideas set out above, we 
can begin to clarify acting for a reason. Initially, our focus will be 
on quite simple actions, and for the present we may ignore acting 
for more than one reason. 

EXPLAINABILITY 

Clearly, if S A's for a reason, r, she must act on account of r, and 
her wanting to r must move her to A. Thus, the motivating want, 

5An important case of such failure to act is weakness of will. In "Weak- 
ness of Will and Practical Judgment," Nofts 13 (1979), I have argued that 
the relevant kind of weak-willed action is possible. 
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the want to r, plays a causal role in a sense implying that S A-ed at 
least partly because she wanted to r, where 'because' has explan- 
atory import. This suggests an explanatory condition: if S A's for r, 
then her wanting to r is part of what explains why she A's. This in 
turn normally implies that S also A-ed partly because she believed 
an appropriate relation to hold between her A-ing and r. But nei- 
ther the want nor the belief need be a necessary condition: S can A 
for a reason even if something other than the relevant want and 
belief (such as an alternative goal) is sufficient for her A-ing. The 
relevant want and belief, must, however, be important enough, for 
her A-ing, to have the appropriate explanatory power.6 Moreover, 
if A-ing is temporally extended, they must sustain it and have com- 
parable explanatory power: while A-ing is in progress, citing them 
must be adequate to explain why S is A-ing, in the same way it 
might explain why S did something that was instantaneous. For 
instance, assuming there is no other reason for her A-ing, then just 
as, in the latter case, S would not have A-ed if, other things equal, 
she had not wanted to r, so, in the former case, S would not continue 
to A if, other things equal, she did not still want to r.7 

Acting for a reason, however, takes far more than satisfying the 
explanatory sustaining condition. Imagine that S wants to wake 
Jan, a guest, and believes that a way to do it is just to open her 
bedroom door. Now suppose this want and belief evoke the 
thought of waking her, and that this thought makes S nervous. Her 
nervousness might cause her to drop the breakfast tray, and by 
dropping the tray against the door she might open it. It would then 

6An action for a reason may be overdetermined in at least two ways: (1) 
there may be other reason states, or non-mental factors, that would have 
made S A if her want and belief had not; (2) other factors may, at the very 
same time, also partly cause her A-ing. 

71n referring to A-ing as temporally extended I presuppose an intuitive 
notion of performative extension: reading a letter takes time in a way touch- 
ing a button does not. But suppose S's touching a button causes, days later, 
a boiler explosion. Then S's exploding the boiler might be said to exhibit 
generational extension. Even if the bodily action at its base-S's performative 
contribution to exploding the boiler-is instantaneous, her exploding the 
boiler is-arguably-riot completed until the explosion that her bodily 
action causes. Performative extension is my concern. I leave open the 
possibility that generational extension is only a matter of the effects of 
action. 
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be (indirectly) because of S's want and belief that S opens the door. 
Yet S does not do so for a reason. She does it because of a reason 
(strictly, because of a reason state), not for one. Her A-ing is an 
effect of her want, but not a response to it. To see these contrasts 
better, let us explore the role of beliefs. 

CONNECTING BELIEFS 

The example just given suggests the importance of belief in 
guiding an action for a reason to its goal. Suppose S had believed 
instead that dropping the breakfast tray was the best way to wake 
Jan, and had dropped it in order to wake her. Then S would have 
acted for, not merely because of, a reason. What has been added? 
When a connecting belief, together with a motivating want, brings 
about the action (in a suitable way), S acts not just because of but in 
the light of a reason. Such beliefs make A relevant, for S, to her 
reason. In the first case, it just happens that S's opening Jan's door 
is an action for which she has a reason. But when S A's for a reason, 
it is to be expected that A in some sense match her reason. This is 
largely due to the guiding role of connecting beliefs. Suppose S 
wants to saw a plank at right angles, pencils in a line, and carefully 
saws. She is guided by her belief that sawing straight down will 
yield a square cut. Thus, if she realizes she is cutting leftward, she 
pressures the saw to the right. Her motivation sets her goal; her 
connecting belief guides her to it. The guidance may involve other 
beliefs, say, that she is sawing left (and elements, such as perceptual 
data, besides beliefs). Corrective adjustment may also be automatic, 
in the sense that the guiding is done without explicit awareness. 
And where the action is so routine that no guidance need be exer- 
cised, guidance may be simply a matter of readiness to adjust. Here 
the action itself is in a way automatic. In all three cases, what 
counts, for S, as a correction depends on her connecting belief; and 
that belief is essential to what we might call the discriminative char- 
acter of action for a reason. 

If acting for a reason implies acting in the light of it, must S 
believe she has a reason for A-ing, or believe the reason for which 
she A's to be a reason for which she A's? Often, acting for a reason 
satisfies these conditions. But it need not. Just as one can see a face 
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in the light of a lamp, without believing that there is lamplight on it, 

or believing, of this lamp, that it lights the face, one can A for a 

reason, without believing that one has a reason to A or believing, of 

this reason, that it is a reason for which one A's. Moreover, presum- 

ably a child can act for a reason before acquiring the concept of a 

reason, and thus before acquiring beliefs like these, which entail 

having that concept. 
The lighting example can mislead, however. For while S need 

not believe a lamp to bear some relation to an object she sees in the 

light of it, she must believe some appropriate relation to hold be- 

tween her reason and any action she performs for it. For instance, 

S might believe her A-ing to be a means to r. Since a connecting 

belief may be de re, it does not require S's having the concept of a 

reason, or that of any specific connecting relation, such as causal 

sufficiency, nor, I think, any concepts beyond the grasp of the least 

conceptually advanced creatures that can act for a reason. Such 

relations might be called conduciveness relations; for example, if S's 

reason for opening the door is to wake Jan, S may simply believe 

her opening the door to be a way to wake Jan. S's connecting belief 

may also be de dicto, say, that opening it is the best way to wake Jan, 

or that if she opens it she will probably wake Jan, though in these 

cases S must perhaps also believe, of some appropriate bodily ac- 

tion (like grasping), that it is opening the door.8 As these cases 

suggest, it may be impossible to specify the connecting belief or 

motivating want simply by using S's name and the relevant action- 

description, for example by speaking of Sue's opening the door. 

For what S wants is often self-referential, say, that she open the 

door; and S need not conceptualize or have beliefs about her goal 

in terms of either her own name or any particular true description 

8For a plausible less inclusive view of how one must conceive one's 
reasons, see Stephen L. Darwall, Impartial Reason (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1983); he says, "What distinguishes the agent's 
reasons [for acting] . .. is that they are considerations she took to be rea- 
sonsfor her to have acted, considerations that, in her view, were grounds 
for a positive rational appraisal of the act" (p. 205). Cp. pp. 206-207. 
Apparently, then, if S A's for r, she takes r to be a reason for her to A. I 
prefer a weaker view, but the cases Darwall describes are common and 
important. 
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of herself.9 It is hard to specify S's reason precisely, but no major 
thesis of this paper turns on how this problem is solved. 

Our second requirement, then, is the connecting belief condition: S 
A's for a reason, r, only if there is some connecting relation, C, such 
that (a) S believes C to hold between her A-ing and r, or believes 
something to the effect that C holds between her A-ing and r, and 
(b) this belief (or set of beliefs) guides, and partly explains, S's A- 
ing. Like S's motivating want, a particular connecting belief may 
not be a necessary condition for S's A-ing, but some connecting 
belief must play an actual part in producing or sustaining the 
action. 

ATTRIBUTION 

The explanatory sustaining condition and the connecting belief 
condition are not all we need. Consider a variant of the guest 
example. Suppose that S's wanting to wake Jan, together with S's 
believing this to be best done by rattling the breakfast tray, makes S 
nervous, and that this nervousness, by making her rush, causes her 
to rattle the tray unintentionally. Our first two conditions could 
apparently hold, yet she does not rattle the tray for a reason. One 
might tackle the problem by requiring that the relevant want and 
belief produce A directly. But consider Ken, an aphasiac accident 
victim who habitually grunts when he wants food and believes 
grunting will get the nurse to bring it. Suppose he now takes a deep 
breath, gets ready to grunt, and then unexpectedly grunts at a 
pitch and loudness that surprise him and in a way that feels 
involuntary. The grunting might be a "direct" result of the relevant 
want and belief, yet fail to be action for a reason. 

9Hector-Neri Castafieda has developed this point. See, for example, 
"Philosophical Method and Direct Awareness of the Self," in Ernest Sosa, 
ed., Essays on the Philosophy of Roderick M. Chisholm (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 
1979), esp. pp. 29-35. Also relevant is Lynne Rudder Baker, "De Re Belief 
in Action," The Philosophical Review, 91 (1982). For criticism of Castafieda 
see Steven E. Boer and William Lycan, "Who, Me?" The Philosophical Re- 
view 89 (1980). For a reply by Castafieda, see his Self-Profile, Section IV, in 
James Tomberlin, ed., Hector-Neri Castarieda (Dordrecht and Boston, Ran- 
dom House 1985). 
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We can understand such cases better by reflecting on how Ken 
might explain his grunt if his awakened roommate asks why he 
grunted. Given that Ken realized he grunted unintentionally, he 
presumably would not think he did it because he wanted to call the 
nurse, nor anything else suggesting he did it for a reason. To be 
sure, if he is embarrassed and wants to rationalize doing it, he 
might cite the reason he had to grunt. But a natural answer would 
be something like "I don't know-I suddenly found myself grunt- 
ing automatically." Yet when one A's for a reason, one quite natu- 
rally cites the reason if asked why one A-ed. Indeed, the reason 
tends to occur to one without inference or observation, and so 
readily that even if one disapproves of it, self-deception or repres- 
sion may be needed to block one's becoming conscious of it when 
asked why one A-ed. We have at least this much privileged access to 
the reasons for which we act. In acting for a reason one normally 
has a sense of one's agency; this sense, in turn, tends to give one 
knowledge or potential knowledge of the action (or of one's at- 
tempt at it) as causally grounded in the motivating want and the 
connecting belief(s). The beliefs constituting such knowledge are 
among the characteristic marks of acting for a reason. Ken lacks 
both the sense of agency and beliefs of this sort. 

In the light of these points, one might think that in acting for a 
reason S must have a sense of acting in response it, and that we 
should adopt some such phenomenal condition. Perhaps we 
should. There is surely some way one's A-ing for a reason is cog- 
nitively reflected. But suppose one A's for a reason with one's mind 
wholly on something else. On a walk one may be buried in thought, 
yet wave at a passing friend in order to greet him. It is not clear that 
one need have a sense of agency in so waving. I suggest a related 
thesis weaker than but consistent with the phenomenal condition: 
that if S A's for a reason, then, quite independently of seeking reasons 
she had or might have had for A-ing, she is disposed, noninferen- 
tially, to attribute her A-ing to the motivating want and connecting 
belief(s). This disposition may be based on a sense of agency; it 
certainly seems rooted partly in the way A-ing for a reason is belief- 
guided. Indeed, it might be a kind of impression made by the action 
even if S lacked a sense of agency, as in absentmindedly waving. 
That sense and this disposition could both be due to the same 
elements underlying the action, that is, to processes involved in its 
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generation by the motivating want and connecting belief. By con- 
trast, if Ken has any disposition to attribute his grunting to the 
reason he had for it, it is derivative; it depends on his seeking a 
reason (say, to rationalize his odd behavior). Nor does his attribu- 
tion seem noninferential: he very likely infers that his wanting food 
must have produced the grunt "by itself." 

The sort of disposition in question is often not manifested, par- 
ticularly in behavior; only at certain times do we tend, for example, 
to explain our actions. But the disposition is especially likely to be 
manifested should S try to explain or to justify her A-ing. This is 
indeed part of the force of the idea that action for a reason is a 
realization of a practical argument: since the explaining want and 
belief-of whose causal efficacy S normally has a sense-corre- 
spond to the premises of the argument, it is natural that S be 
disposed (in effect) to invoke that argument if she tries to explain 
or to justify her A-ing. If, however, an action for a reason arises, as 
I assume it may, from wants or beliefs that are in some sense 
unconscious, the disposition may be inhibited, perhaps by whatever 
keeps S from being conscious that she has those wants or beliefs. 
But apart from, say, self-deception or repression, we expect people 
who are acting for a reason to be able to tell, noninferentially and 
very reliably-though by no means infallibly-for what reason 
they are acting. 

To capture some of what has emerged I propose an attribution 
condition: if S A's for a reason, r, then, independently of seeking 
reasons she had or might have had for A-ing, she is noninferen- 
tially disposed to attribute her A-ing to her wanting to r and her 
believing some connecting relation to hold between her A-ing and 
r. (Connecting beliefs may also be de dicto, and the disposition nor- 
mally persists after S A's; but we may ignore these complications.) 
This disposition can be manifested not only in overt behavior, for 
example speech or writing, but also in thinking or even belief. If 
one has the thought that one A-ed because one wanted revenge, 
this may suffice for attribution of the action to that want. Suppose, 
however, one is acting routinely and simply forms the belief that 
one A-ed for revenge. I take such belief formation to be a minimal 
case of attribution, though I do not consider it (or belief) some- 
thing one does. We do say things like, "If you believe that, you are 
attributing ignoble motives to him." Either attribution need not be 
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behavior or believing is sometimes sufficiently behavioral to count 

as attribution. 
We might call the kind of attribution just illustrated causal, since 

S conceives the want for revenge as causing her action. Similarly, 

attribution may be explanatory. Our case might also illustrate that; 

for S might take her wanting revenge to explain her A-ing (though 

one could regard a want or belief as causative but not consider it 

explanatory, or vice versa). There are at least two other kinds of 

attribution. Suppose Tom is removing labels. We ask why. "I'm 

recycling envelopes." Call this kind of attribution redescriptive, since 

he attributes his action to his (connecting) belief that he is recycling, 

and implicitly to his wanting to recycle. He also explains both what 

he is doing and why (though redescription is possible without ex- 

planation, and explaining action is possible without redescription). 

Since I assume that attribution may be manifested in beliefs, and 

that knowing entails believing, I regard the attribution disposition 

as manifested in the (extremely common) case of knowing what one is 

doing, understood to imply believing (or at least taking) one's action 

to be, as in Tom's case, a realization of (or contribution toward) 

one's goal. The attribution here may be redescriptive; but we 

should not assume that a linguistic description must figure in at- 

tributive beliefs. We might thus call such attribution cognitive. 

Cognitive attribution is conceptually elementary enough to occur 

in tiny children. Imagine Amy, who has just learned to talk, stretch- 

ing toward a cookie and saying, "Want cookie!" In the context, she 

expresses her wanting the cookie and her believing that (for exam- 

ple) reaching for it will get it. Moreover, she in some sense sees her 

stretching as getting (or trying to get) it. If so, she may be viewed as 

manifesting a disposition to attribute the action, cognitively, to the 

relevant belief and want. This disposition does not entail a further 

disposition to explain or justify the action in terms of them. (She 

might only partially grasp the concepts of wanting and believing.) 

To be sure, since the attribution may be de re, even if it is causal she 

need only to be taken to attribute, to the want and belief on one 

side, and to the stretching, on the other, an appropriate relation, 

such as making happen. I leave open whether she may be so de- 

scribed. I suggest only that she may believe her stretching to have a 

property-say, getting the cookie-appropriate to connect it with 

her guiding belief and motivating want. Perhaps even prelingual 
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children and some animals may have such beliefs. I see no need to 
deny that. If they may, then they can act for reasons in the sense of 
our account. Some philosophers are inclined to say that for pre- 
lingual children and animals, talk of acting for reasons is meta- 
phoric: while they may have reasons for acting-given suitable 
wants and beliefs-and while there surely are reasons, perhaps 
including wants and beliefs, why they act, they do not full-bloodedly 
act for reasons. Other philosophers think it obvious that such crea- 
tures act for reasons. I suspect these cases are borderline; if they 
are, it is appropriate that the account does not decisively include or 
exclude them. Moreover, any account of acting for a reason will 
encounter borderline cases at some point on the evolutionary lad- 
der, and it may be a merit of the proposed account that borderline 
cases arise for it where reflective intuitions differ, and that the 
materials of which it is built-for example, the different sorts of 
reasons sketched in Section I-may be so arrayed that they are 
progressively acquired in the development of an agent. Perhaps 
the development of human agents mirrors the evolution from 
mentally lower to higher creatures, and any account that does jus- 
tice to acting for a reason as applied to normal adults will encoun- 
ter hard cases as we go back into infant and animal behavior. 

PRELIMINARY ACCOUNT 

The three conditions so far proposed account for most of the 
eight points set out in Section I. If S's putting the invitation aside 
satisfies the explanatory, connecting belief, and attribution condi- 
tions, then clearly her doing so is explainable by appeal to her 
reason, she has an appropriate belief connecting her reason with 
her action, and she is noninferentially disposed to attribute her 
action to her connecting belief and motivating want. Moreover, her 
action is a response to her reason. Not only does she act because of 
the corresponding want and the connecting belief; her putting the 
invitation aside is also sustained by them: if, for example, she 
ceased to have them, then (if she has no other reason for the 
action), she would stop putting it aside. The action is, then, subject 
to alterability due to change of reason. So much for points (1)-(4). 

The three proposed conditions also accommodate (5)-(7). First, 
if S satisfies them, then typically she has an awareness both of the 
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reason for which she is acting (delaying the invitation) and of acting 

in response to it (strictly, to the want expressing the reason). That 

awareness, in turn, indicates both why it is natural to explain one's 

action by redescribing it in terms of the reason for which one is 

acting, and why agents have a special authority regarding what 

they are doing. Secondly, the conditions enable us to see why, in 

typical cases of acting for a reason, S knows she is doing (or at least 

that she is trying to do) the thing in question. Thirdly, they suggest 

why, at least normally, an action for a reason is prima face rational 

relative to S's motivating want and connecting belief(s). It in some 

sense serves her (motivating) reason: her A-ing is aimed at realizing 

a want (purpose, goal, etc.) of hers. S may overlook a conflicting 

want more important to her, but her A-ing may still be prima facie 

rational. 
The three conditions can also deal with a number of problematic 

examples introduced in the literature, for example by Chisholm, 

Goldman, and Davidson.'0 In Chisholm's case, a nephew acciden- 

tally runs over his uncle as an indirect result of nervousness pro- 

duced by the motivating want (to inherit a fortune) and connecting 

belief (that by killing his uncle he would inherit it). The want and 

belief may not even sustain the action, since the nervousness has its 

own momentum; but clearly the agent has no sense of acting for a 

reason and is not noninferentially disposed to attribute the action 

to them. Goldman's agent wants to offend his host and believes that 

grimacing, upon tasting the soup, will do it; but he grimaces unin- 

tentionally because, as a result of (discovering) his want and belief, 

a friend befouls his soup. Here the want and belief do not sustain 

the grimace; and given the way it is involuntary and unexpected, 

he would doubtless be disposed to attribute it to something strange 

in the soup, not to his own motivation. Davidson's case of a climber 

whose want and belief unnerve him so that he loosens his hold on a 

dangling companion is similar to Chisholm's: it turns on an inter- 

I0See Roderick M. Chisholm, "Freedom in Action," in Keith Lehrer, ed., 
Freedom and Determinism (New York: 1966), pp. 19-20; Alvin I. Goldman, 
A Theory of Human Action (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1970), p. 54; 
and Donald Davidson, "Freedom to Act," in Ted Honderich, ed., Essays on 
Freedom of Action (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973). For critical 
discussion of these cases as challenges to a causal account of action, see 
Irving Thalberg, "Do Our Intentions Cause Intentional Actions?" Ameri- 
can Philosophical Quarterly 21 (1984). 

524 



ACTING FOR REASONS 

mediary with its own momentum, and it does not satisfy all of our 
first three conditions. 

So far, then, our conditions account for many important points 
about acting for a reason and show why so acting is not simply 
behavior caused by appropriate wants and beliefs. The conception 
embodied in the conditions is roughly this: an action for a reason is 
a discriminative response to that reason, performed in the light of 
it, and such that one is noninferentially disposed to attribute it to 
that reason. Let me elaborate. Because an action for a reason is 
grounded in a guiding belief and a motivating want (normally one 
stronger than competitors-else one would not normally act on it), 
it expresses both one's intellect and one's will. This is in part why it 
is a response and not a mere effect. Because an action for a reason 
is performed in the light of a reason, it tends to change with altera- 
tions in that light: if one ceases to have the reason, one tends to 
cease doing the thing which expresses it; and if one senses that one 
is not acting in accord with one's guiding belief, one tends to make 
corrective adjustments, for example pressuring the saw to the right 
to get a square cut. Action for a reason thus expresses one's present 
make-up, not merely one's motivational history. And because we 
are disposed as we are to attribute our actions for a reason to that 
very reason, we tend to know noninferentially what we are about: 
our sense of agency is not just a consciousness of movement, but a 
(normally automatic) cognitive grasp of the direction-at least the 
psychological direction-of our behavior. This is partly why, as 
agents, we are not merely well-placed spectators of our own ac- 
tions. The attribution condition helps to capture this cognitive 
grasp that we tend to have of our own agency: without the self- 
knowledge it provides for, we would be cut off from what we do; it 
could, to be sure, be rather like acting for a reason, but if there is 
no such noninferential disposition at all, as opposed to one that is 
overridden by self-deception or undermined by error, then the 
behavior falls short of acting for a reason. It might be a patterned 
result of our reasons, but not fully action for a reason. 

Acc IDENTALITY 

We must now explore how an action for a reason is controlled. 
We might begin with an idea that emerged in discussing attribu- 
tion: normally, if S A's for r, then either she knows she A-ed for r, 
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or at least is in a position to know this by virtue of her sense of her 
own agency. S need not know why she A-ed; she might have another 
reason for A-ing which, while she hopes not to be influenced by it, 
may still have motivated her. S may also not know she is A-ing, as 
where she calls a warning to distant swimmers, but cannot tell if 
they hear her. Even then, however, she knows for what reason she 
is calling out, and for what reason she is warning them if she is. 

Consider, by contrast, a case where, unbeknownst to S, her right 
arm has become paralyzed. She might still want to greet Jan and 
believe that waving is the way to do so. Now imagine that there 
happens to be a brain-affecting machine nearby so adjusted that 
her want and belief cause it to emit rare radiations; these just 
happen to affect her brain in the right way to overcome the paraly- 
sis, so that (indirectly) the want and belief produce her waving, 
after which the paralysis recurs. Imagine that the machine also 
induces in her a noninferential disposition to attribute the waving 
to the want and belief that caused it. Has she waved for a reason- 
to greet Jan? There is much to be said. Even assuming that the 
attribution condition can be satisfied in this way, the accidental 
genesis of the waving prevents S from knowing that she waved in 
order to greet her friend. For it is simply a lucky accident that the 
relevant want and belief (through the machine) produced the ac- 
tion; and if she believed that she waved because of them (taking the 
connection between them and her action to be normal), she would 
be mistaken, and her attribution of her action to the reason would 
not yield knowledge. We should also consider the observer's view- 
point: whereas we can normally know certain things about S's moti- 
vation from her behavior, here our likely inference would not yield 
knowledge, but only justified (accidentally) true belief. The action 
is not an expression of her reason for it. That, in turn, helps to 
differentiate this case from acting for one of two competing rea- 
sons, say, one selfish and one unselfish, yet not knowing which is 
responsible for the action: there the connection between the ex- 
plaining reason and the action is not accidental and the action is an 
expression of that reason. 

If an action for a reason cannot be one produced by the reason 
(state) accidentally, how should we conceive nonaccidentality? May 
we say that the relevant want and belief(s) reliably produce the 
action? Consider an analogy. Suppose that, from a distance, Ann 
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sees Joe in a shop window and believes him to be a man. Imagine 

that- the figures usually in such windows are manikins. Being myop- 

ic, Ann would have taken one to be a man if she saw it instead. Her 

vision is unreliable, and even if she justifiably believes Joe to be a 

man, she does not know him to be one. II Compare the greeting: S 

would have believed she waved because she wanted to greet her 

friend, even if her wanting to do so had not activated the machine 

and thereby her arm, but instead the machine had similarly raised 

her arm by itself. Observers, moreover, would form the same be- 

liefs about her motivation whether it was efficacious or not. Such 

facts suggest that if S A's for a reason, the reason produces the 

action reliably: otherwise, neither S nor observers can know what 

they normally can about her motivation or belief. The action is a 

mere product, not an expression, of her reason. 
Compare this case, however, with one in which Tom sinks a putt, 

yet, being a very poor golfer, succeeds only by great luck. Has he 

sunk it for a reason, say, to win? We are pulled in two directions. If 

we conceive sinking the putt as the same action-under another 
description-as hitting the ball, we tend to say yes, since clearly he 

hits the ball for a reason. If we conceptually isolate his sinking the 

putt and view it as a different action that he can bring off only by 

lucky accident, we tend to say that it is not for a reason. Notice, 

moreover, that if Tom is so inept that he is lucky even to hit the 

ball, we are much less inclined to say he sank the putt for a reason. 
For though there is something causally significant he does for a 

reason, viz., swinging at the ball, we do not view his sinking the putt 

as this (wild) swinging, under another description, for example 
'hitting it'. 

Let us explore reliability and accident through another case, 

Russian Roulette. Zed puts one bullet in a nine-chambered re- 

volver, spins the magazine, and, hoping to kill himself, fires. If he 

shoots himself, is it for a reason? Again, there are conflicting in- 

clinations; but his shooting himself is plausibly identified with his 

pulling the trigger, and one is inclined to say that he has shot 

himself for a reason: to kill himself. Now imagine a firearm with 

2,000 chambers. Should we say the same? I think so, for given the 

1 'For discussion of similar cases see Alvin I. Goldman, "Discrimination 
and Perceptual Knowledge," Journal of Philosophy 73 (1976). 
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actual causal route from the triggering, which is produced by his 
reason states reliably and in the usual way, to the shooting, the 
latter may be described as triggering; and this description of the 
shooting anchors it to his reason. By contrast, suppose Tom had 
missed the ball and hit it on his backswing, whereupon it struck a 
tree, bounced off a golf cart, and then rolled into the hole. It is 
doubtful that he sinks it for a reason, if only because it is not clear 
what action for a reason to view as his sinking it. The contrast 
indicates a further point: the issue is not mainly a matter of the 
probability with which, given what S clearly does do for a reason, 
the final outcome will occur, for example the putt's sinking. The 
probability of the shooting might well be even lower than that of 
the sinking, without the former's ceasing to be an action for a 
reason or the latter's becoming one. Low probability does not entail 
accidentality. Nor does luck: if I seek you in a crowd of 50,000, my 
finding you could be good luck yet nonaccidental. Perhaps where S 
contemplates an action of hers (say searching) as a possible way to 
achieve something, then, apart from untoward intervention, we 
tend not to call her succeeding accidental even when her chance is 
very slim. This case, too, suggests that even if normally an action 
for a reason has a description under which it is probable, or at least 
not highly improbable, given S's reason states together with her 
abilities and circumstances, we cannot specify a cutoff or even a 
precise range of acceptable probabilities. Whether or not we may 
say that the relevant connections are reliable, they are at least 
nonaccidental. 

One point we can add to clarify the relevant nonaccidental con- 
nections is that for S the causal link between her A-ing and any 
intermediaries there may be between them and her want to r not be 
abnormal, for example run in certain ways outside her body, es- 
pecially through others' actions. But imagine that, to overcome 
paralysis, a brain aid is attached to S's head and regularly produces 
appropriate intermediaries between her wants and beliefs and her 
actions; here there need be no unreliable connection or inadmissi- 
ble intermediary, that is, intermediary that prevents S's A-ing from 
being performed for a reason. The case also shows that an admissi- 
ble intermediary need never have occurred: S can act for a reason 
the first time such a device aids her. Once properly installed, it 
becomes normal for her. Compare the effect, on our manikin view- 
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er, of donning corrective glasses. Straightaway, she may know the 
man she sees to be one. As some of our examples suggest, the 
concept of acting for a reason is consistent with the existence of 
various sorts of intermediaries. What it rules out is that a crucial 
intermediary be only accidentally produced by the relevant want 
and belief, or only accidentally produce the action.12 

Accident can intrude at yet another place: in causing the disposi- 
tion to attribute the action to the motivating want and connecting 
belief(s). When S A's for a reason, this disposition seems partly due 
to these same factors. That might explain why S has the disposition 
independently of seeking reasons she had for A-ing. Muist the dis- 
position be nonaccidentally produced by the relevant wants and 
beliefs? It seems so produced in paradigm cases of action for a 
reason, and the sorts of things one imagines accidentally producing 
the disposition from those wants and beliefs (for example, stray 
radiations) suggest that an action they also produce is not for a 
reason. I am inclined to think that where S acts for a reason the 
disposition is nonaccidentally produced. In any case, so far as one 
considers it accidentally produced, one is less inclined to regard the 
associated action as performed for a reason. 

What emerges in this subsection, then, is a noiiaccidewtality condi- 

tiOn: S A's for a reason, r, only if her A-ing is nonaccidentally pro- 
duced by her motivating want and connecting belief(s). Perhaps 

nonaccidentality of the relevant sort, though a primia facie weaker 
notion than reliability, is equivalent to reliable generation of the 
kind that some actions for a reason exhibit. More could certainly be 

l2Such examples may suggest that A-ing for a reason is governed by a 

law to the effect that, given the relevant want, belief, arid intermediary (say, 

the functioning of the brain aid) S A's. But suppose Ken's wiggling his ears 

is hard for him, and he sometimes tries and fails. It might still be an action 

for a reason when they do produce it. This suggests that the strongest 

nomic connection plausibly affirmed here is something like this: if S's 

wanting to r and believing her A-ing to bear a connecting relation C to r 

bring about her A-ing, via an intermediary, there is a law to the effect that 

a person in whom a want and belief of these types produce an intermedi- 

ary of that kind tends to A. (This formulation leaves open whether the 

tendency generalization can be replaced by a universal one, perhaps for- 

mulated using quite different concepts.) But there may not even be a 

tendency (or probabilistic) connection here, unless-as is by no means 

clear-it is implied by our point that A must have a possible description 

under which it is non-accidentally connected with reason states. 
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said about accidentality and reliability; but our examples go some 
way toward clarifying the notions and seem to show that, some- 
times, where it is doubtful whether S A's for a reason it is also 
doubtful, apparently for similar reasons, whether the connection 
between the relevant want and belief and her A-ing is nonacciden- 
tal, or reliable. We may at least conclude, then, that by clarifying 
these notions we can better understand acting for a reason. 

INTERMEDIARIES 

The nonaccidentality condition brings us closer to explaining the 
eight points set out in Section I, but we must clarify further how 
actions for a reason are controlled. One difficulty is wayward causal 
chains. It is no surprise that such chains plague an account of 
acting for a reason, since that entails acting intentionally and they 
are a well known obstacle to explicating intentional action.13 Con- 
sider again a brain-affecting machine. Imagine that Tom wants to 
shorten a conversation with Joe and believes that he can do so by 
looking at his watch. The machine might so affect this want and 
belief that they produce both his looking at his watch and a nonin- 
ferential disposition to attribute his looking at it to them, yet do so 
just before Tom would have looked at it, so that he now looks at it 
abruptly. (The timing might surprise him without eliminating his 
disposition to attribute his action to this belief and want.) Imagine, 
too, that the machine regularly accompanies his doings, that its 
timing usually coincides with his, and that it systematically takes 

13Davidson suggests that philosophical reflection cannot solve the prob- 
lem of wayward chains (op. cit.). Tuomela and Armstrong have proposed at 
least partial solutions. See esp. Raimo Tuomela, Human Action and Its Ex- 
planation (Dordrecht and Boston: D. Reidel, 1977), esp. pp. 256-258; and 
D. M. Armstrong, "Acting and Trying," in his The Nature of Mind (Ithaca 
and London: Cornell University Press, 1981). In "Tuomela on the Expla- 
nation of Action," Synthese 44 (1980), pp. 300 ff., I have assessed Tuomela's 
proposal (making some points applicable to Armstrong's as well). For crit- 
icism of Armstrong's view see Harry G. Frankfurt, "The Problem of Ac- 
tion," American Philosophical Quarterly 15 (1978). For valuable recent discus- 
sions see Myles Brand, Intending and Acting (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
The MIT Press, 1984), esp. Chapter 1; Christopher Peacocke, Holistic 
Explanation (Oxford, 1979); and Michael Zimmerman, An Essay on Human 
Action (New York: Peter Lang, 1984), esp. Chapter 6. 
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account of his wants and beliefs so as to produce his action from 
them nonaccidentally. Has he looked at his watch for a reason? 
This is not quite clear. That may indicate that our first four condi- 
tions come close to providing an account of acting for a reason. 
Perhaps the machine only affects when Tom acts for a reason, and 
one can A for a reason even if the timing of one's doing so is not 
based on that reason, or on any reason. It is not obvious, then, that 
cases like this undercut the first four conditions. 

If, however, the proposed conditions do rule out wayward 
chains, more should be said about one's control over what one does 
for a reason. Perhaps the appropriate connection between reason 
and action may be undermined by intermediaries apart from the 
circuitous patterns we naturally call wayward chains (though we 
may simply use 'wayward' to mean 'of a kind incompatible with 
acting for a reason'). Suppose we alter our last example so that 
Tom's wanting to shorten his conversation and believing his look- 
ing at his watch would do this had caused Ann, who likes to think 
she is making people do things they would do anyway, to use the 
machine to cause him to look at his watch in just the way he intends 
and at the appropriate time. The action would then seem normal to 
him. But this is not mere overdetermination, as where one A's for 
two reasons but would have A-ed for either alone. Ann uninvitedly 
exercises agency parallel to Tom's and in a way that seems to un- 
dermine his: he did what he wanted, but only through her action, 
and by a kind of short circuit. A guiding idea here is that actions 
one performs for a reason are one's own. From that point of view, 
Ann is a preemptive or at least diluting influence. It is not entirely 
clear that the dilution is sufficient to make her an alien intermedi- 
ary: one that prevents S's A-ing from being for a reason. If it is 
sufficient, then our four conditions may not rule out enough. 

It is quite otherwise when someone is one's instrument, as where S 
uses Tom, on whom Ken is falling, as a means to support Ken. But 
there are intermediate cases. Recall S's temporary inability to raise 
her arm, and suppose that Ron turns on a machine which coun- 
teracts the inability, so that S then raises the arm normally in order 
to greetJan. Ron is not S's instrument for A-ing, yet Ron's interven- 
tion seems friendly. Ron removes an obstacle; he enables S to A, but 
does not cause her A-ing. The distinction is difficult to explicate, 
and I shall not elaborate. But we may at least say that if the relevant 
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want and belief bring about S's A-ing via another agent's produc- 
ing, rather than simply enabling, her A-ing, then S does not A for a 
reason. We have, then, one rough sufficient condition for an alien 
intermediary. 

Another sufficient condition may be implicit in the idea that an 
action for a reason is voluntary, in the sense that, unlike reflex 
behavior, it is under the control of one's motivational system. Even 
compelled action may be voluntary in this sense. Acting for a rea- 
son seems possible only if S can have opposing reasons that pull her 
in another direction. The notion of acting for a reason is, I suggest, 
contrastive. This is not to say (what is surely false) that S must have 
chosen A-ing from among alternatives. On one interpretation, the 
idea is that S's A-ing is under the control of her will and is thus 
reversible. Let me illustrate. Imagine a drug that acts like a moti- 
vational step-up transformer: it is so affected by the want and belief 
that produce S's A-ing that it strengthens her tendency to A, for 
example raises her resistance to dissuasion. It does not, however, 
do so independently of the reason states: its operation is sustained 
by them, though it increases their power. Now suppose the increase 
is so great that even if S had had an opposing want as strong as she 
is capable of, say to avoid causing nuclear war, she would still have 
A-ed.14 Then her action is somewhat like a runaway car which, 
though one's foot is stuck on the accelerator, punctually stops 
where one wants it to go. The action seems not to be controlled by 
S's motivational system, and hence not appropriately under her 
control. This idea may partly underlie the inclination to connect 
the voluntariness exhibited by action for a reason with freedom, 
and thus to consider any action for a reason free to some extent: 
degrees of freedom are largely a matter of what sorts of reasons 
would have led S to do otherwise, and actions reversible by any 

'41t is not clear that the notion of maximal motivational strength applies 
to persons. Even if S could not want any one thing more than, say, to avoid 
causing nuclear war, surely she could acquire a belief linking that to some- 
thing else she wants to avoid, for example breaking a promise. Could she 
not then want to avoid the conjunction of these more than to avoid causing 
nuclear war by itself? How could the aversive conjunct add no motivation? 
In any case, the sense that motivation can always be greater as S acquires 
further reasons is part of what makes the reversibility condition plausible: 
if she A's for reasons, she might have abstained given sufficient counter- 
reasons. 
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opposing reasons are not wholly unfree. Threat of death, for ex- 
ample, normally reduces freedom drastically; yet one might prefer 
death to lying, and hence even acting to save one's life may be 
believed not wholly unfree. (One is reminded of Aristotle's idea, in 
Nicomachean Ethics 1 1 1Oa, regarding an agent compelled to jettison 
cargo: "when the origin of the actions is in him, it is also up to him 
whether to do them or not to do them.") On this view, then, acting 
for a reason implies that minimal degree of freedom possessed by 
voluntary actions, conceived as those reversible by opposing 
reasons. 

Arguably, then, action for a reason must be voluntary in a sense 
implying that the causal power of an intermediary may not exceed 
the causal power of S's motivational system: roughly, that if S 
would have done it no matter what else she wanted, she did not do 
it in order to get what she wanted. But does voluntariness require 
reversibility? Imagine that A-ing is something S deeply believes in, 
for example preventing nuclear war, and S would be glad to be 
compelled to do this if that would help her to A. If she then irrever- 
sibly A's because the transformer intervenes on the side of this 
deepest of all her desires, might she not do so for the relevant 
reason? This is perhaps not a clear case of acting for a reason, but it 
seems more like acting for a reason with a vengeance than like 
merely acting because of one. 

There is, however, another way to view the contrastive aspect of 
acting for a reason. Suppose that instead of focusing on rever- 
sibility, we ask whether opposing reasons can reduce the strength 
of S's tendency to A. Assuming that S wants more than anything to 
avoid causing nuclear war, would her tendency to act accordingly 
be reduced by her opposing reasons, such as its vanquishing the 
wicked? Imagine an intermediary that, while sustained by the rele- 
vant want and belief, isolates her reason for A-ing from the influ- 
ence of opposing reasons so that they do not reduce at all her 
tendency to A. If S now acts because of the want to avoid causing 
nuclear war, her action is disconnected from opposing reasons, no 
longer seems suitably under her control, and is quite arguably not 
performed for a reason. On this view, voluntariness requires inte- 
gration into one's motivational system, and thus susceptibility to 
counterinfluence. 

Let us explore the relevant kind of voluntariness further. Per- 
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haps if an action is performed for a reason, it must be under the 
control of reason, in the sense that it is appropriately responsive to 
the agent's reasons. This might explain why an action for a reason 
must at least normally be reversible should S develop a counter- 
reason with motivational strength as great as is within her capacity. 
But the reversibility and integration views of voluntariness differ 
importantly in where they locate the contrastiveness of acting for a 
reason: on the former, action for a reason implies the possibility of 
alternative action; on the latter, it implies the possible influence of 
alternative reasons. The first view, we might say, emphasizes being 
under the control of the will, the second, being under the control 
of reason. Thus, the reversibility view makes a kind of freedom, 
however unlikely its exercise, necessary for acting for a reason. The 
integration view makes a kind of autonomy necessary: if, in virtue of 
one's reasons-for example, by bringing information about the 
bad effects of A-ing to bear to produce opposing motivation-one 
cannot even influence the motivation on which one acts, one's ca- 
pacity to govern one's conduct is undermined, and one cannot act 
for a reason. One is reduced to a spectator: one can experience 
one's reason states' causing one's A-ing, but cannot bring reasons to 
bear in self-direction. Integration is the better candidate for a nec- 
essary condition on acting for a reason. If the strongest opposing 
reasons which S can have would not even weaken her tendency to 
A, then A-ing is presumably not under the control of her reason, 
nor appropriately integrated into her motivational system. In any 
event, autonomy and freedom must be distinguished; and when 
they are, it may turn out that the inclination to think that freedom 
persists to the point of irreversibility is based on the perception that 
a measure of autonomy, in the form of a capacity to marshal a 
degree of resistance to compulsion, can survive even when irrevers- 
ibility is reached. 

A second sufficient condition for an alien intermediary, then, is 
undermining the kind of voluntariness characteristic of acting for a 
reason. But does motivational integration (or even reversibility) 
belong to the concept of such voluntariness, and in a philosophical 
account of acting for a reason, or have we been just articulating 
psychologically important truths? Surely this distinction, if ulti- 
mately real, is not sharp. Perhaps acting for a reason should not be 
taken to include only actions subject to the influence of opposing 
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reasons. But if not, such integration surely is implicit in a concept 
of acting for a reason very close to the nontechnical one we are 
explicating. 

There is a further aspect of control of one's actions for reasons. 
Normally, we control, within limits, not only what we do, but the 
way we do it.15 We do not merely wave; we do it with a certain style, 
speed, and accent. Now suppose an intermediary causes S to wave 
with her elbow, and she is astonished. Actions for reasons typically 
occur against the background of one's beliefs about how one will 
(or can) act. An action that deviates enough from these is probably 
not under one's control. But how should we regard such devia- 
tions? Must A be carried out in a way S intends, or at least expects, 
to carry it out?16 One might think so. When S waves with her 
elbow, she will tend to answer in the negative "Did you intend or 
expect to wave that way?" We must not infer, however, that S 
intended or expected to wave in a particular way, as where she 
means to flap her handkerchief. For her not intending or expecting 
to wave as she did does not imply her having an intention or expec- 
tation to wave in any specific, other way. 

The parallel point holds for beliefs: even if, before waving, S 
would have assented to, for example, "Do you believe you will wave 
in the usual way?" it does not follow that she believed she would (or 
intended to) do so, before being asked.'7 Moreover, supposing she 
did have the postulated intentions and beliefs before waving, there 
are problems for this approach. First, these intentions and beliefs 
could be waywardly caused (say, by accidental influences from out- 
er space). Must a waywardly caused intention to wave with fingers 
together prevent S's normal spread-fingered wave from being an 
action for a reason? That seems doubtful. Second, even where the 

151 assume here that A-ing in a particular way is not performing a 
different action, B; but if that is false my point could be re-expressed. 

'6This is suggested by Goldman in A Theory of Human Action, for exam- 
ple on p. 59, where he cites Chisholm as holding a similar view. A view of 
this sort is also suggested by Tuomela, op. cit., pp. 256f. Cp. John R. Searle, 
Intentionality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), esp. Chap- 
ter 3. 

171 have argued for this in "Tuomela on the Explanation of Action," 
cited in note 12, p. 301f. Related supporting arguments are given in my 
"Believing and Affirming," Mind 91 (1982). 
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postulated intentions are normal, the action need not match them 
to be performed for a reason. S may pleasantly surprise herself by 
the elegant way she recites a line of poetry she had intended simply 
to read unerringly. The elegant recitation may still be an action for 
a reason (even if its elegance is not due to a reason). Perhaps some 
way in which an action for a reason is carried out must be intended, 
but not every significant way need be intended, or even expected. 
Acting for a reason occurs in a (usually rich) field of expectations, 
purposes, and habits; but the extent to which it must follow a 
preexisting plan or pattern-if indeed every action for a reason 
must follow such a plan or pattern-should not be exaggerated. 
The control model we are developing seems to give a better account 
of these points than the preconception model which, in one form, we 
are criticizing as too narrow. Creativity can come not only in what 
we do for reasons, but in the sometimes surprising ways we do it. 

Even though the control appropriate to S's A-ing for a reason 
does not entail S's intending the specific ways in which she A's, 
perhaps the manner of her A-ing must still have some correspon- 
dence with her intentions, beliefs, habits, or the like. But when 
might a departure from such elements warrant calling an inter- 
mediary that causes that departure alien? It is very difficult to 
capture the sense of 'control' appropriate to the way one acts for a 
reason. Perhaps we can extend the idea that an action for a reason 
is a belief-guided response to it. It may be that if S A's for a reason, 
the way S A's, for instance saws, is alterable by her (at least up to a 
certain time) should she try to alter it-and thus has a kind of 
reversibility of manner. It is partly this kind of control that we miss 
in some standard cases of waywardly caused behavior. But there 
may be exceptions. After an accident, S might be able to move her 
hand in only one direction, for just one distance, and at just one 
speed. Even here, however, there would be a measure of integra- 
tion: opposing reasons could weaken her tendency to move it in the 
relevant way. 

We have now noted a number of necessary conditions for S's 
controlling the way she A's. An intermediary that undermines one 
of these is plausibly called alien. Notice that what is crucial is S's 
exercising control. Ann, with her brain machine, might have control 
over what S does: yet if Ann does not exercise supplantive control, 
we have at most a potential threat, not actual compulsion. May we 
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now conclude, then, that an intermediary is alien if and only if it 
undermines S's appropriately controlling either her A-ing or the 
way she A's, that is, roughly, if and only if it (i) renders accidental 
the connection between the explaining want and belief(s) and the 
action; (ii) embodies supplantive action by another agent; (iii) un- 
dermines the voluntariness of S's A-ing; or (iv) produces a way of A- 
ing that S cannot suitably alter? This condition, taken with the four 
proposed above, seems to deal with both problematic intermedi- 
aries discussed in the literature and the examples used in this sub- 
section. But the notion of an alien intermediary is elusive; (i)-(iv) 
provide a good sense of the notion, but they may not be strictly 
necessary and sufficient conditions. 

To rule out alien intermediaries, then, I propose a normal inter- 
mediaries condition: S A's for a reason only if her motivating want 
and connecting belief(s) do not bring about or sustain her A-ing, via 
an alien intermediary, understood as just sketched. If (as I am 
inclined to think) voluntariness requires the integration of the ex- 
plaining reason into S's motivational system, then we must construe 
alien intermediaries as including factors that precede formation of, 
or are somehow embodied in, the motivating want, and affect it so 
as to destroy integration. These might be considered intermedi- 
aries by virtue of intervening between S's motivational history and 
the want motivating A or A itself. Even with these qualifications, 
borderline cases persist. But those remaining seem to be just the 
sort one would expect given the points at which the notion of acting 
for a reason is itself vague. 

If an action for a reason is conceived as proposed above, our 
account, with temporal variables added (and 'S' representing any 
agent), would be this: 

I. S's A-ing is an action for a reason, r, at t, if and only if, at t, S 
A's, and there is a connecting relation, C, such that (1) S wants 
to r and believes C to hold between her A-ing and r, or believes 
something to the effect that C holds between her A-ing and r; 
(2) S's A-ing is at least in part explained by this motivating 
want and at least one connecting belief, and is guided by the 
belief(s); (3) S is noninferentially disposed, independently of 
seeking reasons she has had, or might have had, at or before t, 
for A-ing, to attribute her A-ing to the want and (explaining) 
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belief(s); (4) S's A-ing is nonaccidentally produced by the want 
and (explaining) belief(s); and (5) the want and (explaining) 
belief(s) do not bring about (or sustain) S's A-ing via an alien 
intermediary. 

Condition (1) expresses a reason S has to A, (2) a (guiding) reason 
why she A's, and (3)-(5) a reasonfor which S A's. One further point 
in order before we proceed is that while the account may seem to 
use the notion being explicated, it does not. It refers to reasons S 
had; but the kind of reason being explicated is one for which S acts, 
and this is not presupposed in explaining the conditions. Above all, 
(3) is explicated not by appeal to the notion of attributing an action 
to a reason for which it is performed, but in terms of attributing 
one's A-ing to the relevant reason states, and none of the kinds of 
attribution distinguished presupposes the concept of acting for a 
reason. 

III 

So far, we have invoked no distinction between basic and non- 
basic actions. Consider an example. Suppose Joe shoots wildly in 
the air and the bullet, which would normally miss Tom by 5,000 
meters, is deflected by an airplane propeller so that it strikes his 
head and kills him. Does Joe kill Tom? If he does, it is doubtful that 
he does so for a reason, even if he shot because, in anger, he 
wanted to kill him and impulsively believed that somehow shooting 
in the air might do it. For one thing, the reason states seem to cause 
the death accidentally. At best Joe kills Tom by bouncing the bullet 
at him. But that is not an action for a reason either. There is a 
plausible principle here: if S A's for a reason, then either (i) A-ing is 
basic-roughly, it is not performed by performing any other ac- 
tion-and has its status as being for a reason directly, that is, other 
than through an action by (or in) which it is performed, or (ii) it 
inherits this status from a basic action by (or in) which S performs it. 
The distinction between basic and nonbasic action (tokens) is con- 
troversial and need not be presupposed. We can put much the 
same point in terms of descriptions (or properties): if S's A-ing is, 
under that description, performed for a reason, then either it has 
the status of being for a reason directly, that is, simply as an A-ing, 
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or it derives that status from fitting some description 'B-ing', and 
thus is an A-ing because it is a B-ing. 

Perhaps we may generalize: if A is a nonbasic action for a reason, 
then no intervening agent not appropriately under S's control 
brings about the essential constituent in A, here, the victim's death. 
With von Wright, let us call this the (entailed) result of the action. 18 
For moving a hand, it is the hand's moving; for pulling a trigger, 
the trigger's moving back; etc. Now if the propeller is an interven- 
ing agent, it is plainly not under Joe's control. For one thing, the 
connection between his shooting and Tom's death is accidental. 
But consider a different case. Suppose S delivers a gift to Ken 
through her son. It may be delivered for a reason even though her 
son brings about the result: Ken's receiving it from her. But now 
imagine that the boy is rebellious and throws the gift in a trash can, 
unaware that the can belongs to Ken's mother. If Ken now gets the 
gift, it would be wrong to say that S delivered it. Granted, he 
received it, but not from her. Not only does she lack appropriate 
control of the boy; her reasons only accidentally lead to Ken's 
receiving it. 

We can further clarify the relevant kind of control by another 
contrast. In the first case, the boy is S's means of delivering the gift. 
In the second, S fails to deliver it by means of her son. Similarly, it 
seems wrong to say, in the shooting case, that Joe kills Tom by 
means of bouncing the bullet off an airplane propeller (at least 
where Joe is not even hoping to do so in that way). Doing one thing 
by means of another is closely associated with having or exercising 
appropriate control over an intermediary. Perhaps exercising this 
kind of control is typically a matter of being so related to the 
intermediary that one A's by means of it, or, at least, it is the (or a) 
means by which one A's. Typically, where S has no control of an 
intermediary agent or event, then even if it helps her A, it is not a 
means by which she A's; and if it is a means by which she A's, then 
even if she does not intentionally use it she typically has some 
control over it. Moreover, where we doubt whether one of these 
notions applies to an intermediary, we often doubt whether the 

'8See G. H. von Wright, Explanation and Understanding (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1971), pp. 66-67, 75, and 88. 
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other does, and whether the relevant action is performed for a 
reason. 

If we presuppose the distinction between basic and nonbasic 
actions, nonbasically acting for a reason may be construed as 
follows: 

II. S A's nonbasically, for a reason, at t, if and only if, at t, there is 
some action B such that (1) B is basic and is an action for a 
reason in the sense specified in I; (2) S A's by (or in) B-ing; (3) 
A satisfies the first four conditions of I; and (4) if S's B-ing 
generates her A-ing via an intermediary that causes the result 
of A-ing, then (a) S appropriately controls any such inter- 
mediary, and (b) S's B-ing also causes, or is a cause of, this 
result. 19 

An actionfor a reason must be suitably under the control of reason; 
and when its status as an action for a reason is derivative, whether 
owing to transmission across the by-relation or to its fitting certain 
descriptions, that control must be preserved. We have seen how the 
notion of a means can help to clarify (a). This notion itself needs 
further study, and both (a) and (b) need more explication; but 
some of the points made in Section II indicate various lines of 
inquiry which may clarify the notion of control. 

There are other problems in action theory that can now be clar- 
ified. One is how to understand acting for a number of reasons. 
Another is how to conceive the extent of a reason's influence in 
producing or sustaining an action-a matter of much importance 
in evaluating people. Let us consider these problems. 

We have not so far captured the idea of acting (wholly) for a 
single reason, only that of acting for at least one. But surely to act 
for one reason is to have just one reason with the properties spe- 
cified in I. What we must add is an explanatory uniqueness condition: if 
S has any other reason, rl, for A-ing, then the previous conditions 
do not hold with r1 in place of r. Hence her A-ing cannot be (cor- 
rectly) explained as performed in order to tj. But where S acts for 

1911 does not specify for what reason S A's. It need not be the same 
reason for which she B's, but what it is can be determined using I. II can be 
reformulated, moreover, in the terminology of action under a description. 
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two or more reasons, an in-order-to explanation can cite any of 
them, though it might be misleading to omit any, at least if they are 
of equal weight. 

To capture the notion of acting for multiple reasons, I suggest 
this: 

III. S A's at t for reasons rl, r2, . .. , rw, if and only if, at t, S A's, 
and (i) each r- satisfies (1)-(5) of I, and (ii) for each ri, her 
wanting to realize it explains (adequately) why she A's, and 
explains it in such a way that it would be correct to say that 
she A-ed, for one thing, in order to realize it (or because, for 
one thing, she wanted it). 

This implies that each motivating want is important in bringing 
about A-ing; but each is, since each expresses (unqualifiedly) a 
reason for which S A's. Moreover, while each want, together with 
the appropriate belief(s), is only part of what explains S's A-ing, it is 
not a merely partial explainer of that. For, together with the belief(s), 
it adequately explains it. Indeed, in a sense it fully explains it; for it 
enables one to understand why S A-ed. Yet the want is only part of 
what explains the action because other wants also adequately ex- 
plain it. 

There are many problems concerning the importance of a reason 
in producing an action. Our account can clarify this notion. First, 
consider reasons S has for A-ing which contribute to producing her 
A-ing, yet are not main reasons for which she A's. Call these partially 
explaining reasons for which she A's, to contrast them with fully (in 
the sense of 'adequately') explaining reasons: 

IV. A reason r, which S has, at t, for A-ing is a (merely) partially 
explaining reason for which she A's, at t, if and only if, at t, 
(i) r satisfies clauses (1), (4), and (5) of I; (ii) the relevant want 
and belief(s) contribute to bringing about S's A-ing; (iii) S has 
the disposition specified in (3) of I, except that normally she 
is disposed to attribute her A-ing only in part to the relevant 
want and belief(s); and (iv) it is not the case that S's A-ing is 
explainable by appeal to her wanting to r, or that she A's 
because she wants to r. 
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A number of partially explaining reasons working together can fully 
explain S's A-ing: each want can partially explain it, and jointly they 
would adequately explain it. They might even be the only reasons 
that explain it. This can be so even if no one of them is necessary 
for A (none could be sufficient, even together with S's beliefs, or it 
would not be just a partially explaining reason). 

Both partially explaining reasons and "main" reasons may differ 
in motivational influence: in how much they contribute to producing 
or sustaining the action. Thus, 

V. Where r, and r2 are reasons for which, at t, S A's, r, is more 
influential than r2, at t, and relative to S's A-ing, if and only if, 
at t, S's wanting to rl, together with the associated connecting 
belief(s), contributes more to bringing about or sustaining 
her A-ing than does her wanting to r2 together with the con- 
necting belief(s) associated with r2. 

The relevant contribution is in some sense causal, and the key idea 
is giving a more nearly adequate explanation of A-ing, or, for two 
fully explaining reasons, a more nearly complete explanation. A 
related "measure" is how much a reason contributes to the strength 
of S's tendency to A. Such strength is difficult to explicate, but a 
central element is how hard S would try, say, how much work she 
would do, to overcome obstacles to A-ing. Clearly, then, the 
strength of S's motivating want(s) is crucial for how much influence 
her reason(s) have on her A-ing. But beliefs are also important: if S 
wants r, as much as r2, yet believes A-ing is far more likely to realize 
r2 than rl, then other things equal r2. gives her both a better reason 
to A and one that, if she A's, will be more influential in her doing so. 

IV 

How is acting for a reason, conceived as proposed, related to 
intentional action? Certainly intentional actions that are not intrin- 
sically motivated, that is, are performed in order to realize afurther 
end, are actions for a reason. If S A's in order to r, say, strolls to get 
fresh air, where r is not equivalent to A-ing, S A's for a reason. But 
suppose realizing r is logically equivalent, but not identical, to A- 
ing. Does S A for a further end? I shall assume so, at least if S does 
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not believe the equivalence holds. If S does believe this, the issue 
may turn on whether she conceives realizing r as distinct from A- 
ing. 

It is not clear whether intrinsically motivated intentional ac- 
tions-roughly, actions performed just for their own sake-are 
actions for a reason.20 Suppose Tom strolls simply because he feels 
like strolling. Asked his reason, he might say, "No reason, Ijust feel 
like it." However, he might have said, "I just feel like strolling; I'm 
not avoiding you." Thus, just feeling like it-roughly, wanting it 
for its own sake-can be offered as a reason. Tom might also have 
said, "No particular reason, I just want to." Here just wanting to is 
given as a reason, though not a "particular" one. Perhaps the key 
contrast is not between intentional actions that are, and those that 
are not, for a reason, but between those for a further reason and 
those that are intrinsically motivated, for example performed be- 
cause one just wants to. If this is so, then Tom's "No reason" may 
be a denial of a further reason for strolling. Since further reasons 
are far more common-and much more often the kind we have in 
mind in asking someone's reason for an action-there can easily be 
a point to Tom's saying this even if he is aware of acting for an 
intrinsic reason. 

There is, then, some ground for taking intrinsically motivated 
intentional actions to be actions for a reason. But what is the con- 
necting belief? S surely does not believe her A-ing is a means of 
realizing r, for example that her strolling is a means of strolling. 
Perhaps she believes strolling to have some desirable characteristic, 
such as being enjoyable. This view might explain the 'for' in 'for its 
own sake': one does want it for something, but not something 
extrinsic to it. Note, too, that there is a corresponding kind of 
practical argument: from premises expressing one's wanting to 
stroll for some intrinsic property of it, and one's believing strolling 
would have that property, to a conclusion that favors strolling. The 

20This question has received too little attention considering how often 
intentional actions have been conceived as actions for reasons. See, for 
example, G. E. M. Anscombe, Intention, second ed. (Ithaca: Cornell Uni- 
versity Press, 1963), p. 9; Donald Davidson, "How is Weakness of the Will 
Possible?" in Joel Feinberg, ed., Moral Concepts (London and New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1969), esp. p. 110; and Goldman's A Theory of 
Human Action, pp. 76-79. 
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connecting belief, despite noninstrumental content, would function 
like an instrumental belief. But must there be connecting beliefs for 
intrinsically motivated actions? If we distinguish strolling inten- 
tionally from doing so merely voluntarily, as where one just me- 
anders along, it is arguable that the strolling is intentional only if 
guided by a belief connecting it to a motivating want. Believing the 
strolling to be enjoyable can guide S, even if she does not conceive 
the action as a means to enjoyment. It would seem, in fact, that 
wanting to stroll for its own sake would cease to sustain strolling 
unless S took the strolling to be, for example, pleasurable. 

This problem is important in part because, if intrinsically moti- 
vated actions are actions for reasons, then intentional action is 
equivalent to action for a reason. If it is, our account of acting for a 
reason should serve as an account of intentional action. I am not 
quite prepared to affirm the equivalence. But except possibly in 
cases of intrinsic motivation the account apparently applies as well 
to intentional action as to action for a reason. Granted, if intrin- 
sically motivated actions are actions for a reason yet do not require 
a connecting belief, the account must be qualified. It is not clear, 
however, that the account does not apply to intrinsically motivated 
actions; and if it does, it applies to all intentional actions. This in 
itself would be an important result. But it might also lead to an 
account of action in general. Perhaps (as some philosophers hold) 
action may be viewed as behavior, in the sense of what one does, that 
is intentional under some description. This is not obvious; but if it 
is so, we may well be able to understand action in general as behav- 
ior which, under some description, is acting for a reason. 

We can now better understand the relation of action for a reason 
and action performed on the basis of practical reasoning. If our 
account is correct, then apparently an action for a reason need not 
arise from, or be preceded or accompanied by, practical reasoning. 
For except on an implausibly weak account of practical reason- 
ing, S could A for a reason, yet not have engaged in such reasoning 
about A-ing. This point is best seen by distinguishing action for a 
reason from reasoned action. The former does not entail the latter. 
Reasoned actions, however, are all actions for a reason, and actions 
based on practical reasoning are all in a sense reasoned. If so, we 
can clarify the relation between a piece of practical reasoning and 
an action based on it. Minimally, it is an action for one or more 
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reasons that figure in the premises. Thus, given the motivating 
want and connecting belief(s) expressed in the premises, the ac- 
count can partially explicate how the action is based on the reason- 
ing. It will before the reason(s) expressed in the major premise.2' It 
should be noted that similar points may hold for the relation of 
actions for a reason to actions arising from volition. For instance, an 
action arising from a volition might be performed for a reason 
underlying (or in some other way closely associated with) the voli- 
tion, as where wanting to greet Tom may generate, when S sees 
him, her volition to raise her arm. Our account allows that at least a 
great many actions for a reason arise from volition, though it also 
allows that an action for a reason need not stem from a volition 
conceived as, say, a phenomenal event of trying. However, every 
action for a reason is such that a volition could produce it and S 
could be aware of the relevant mental event. 

An action for a reason is one that is, in a special way, under the 
control of reason. It is a response to, not a mere effect of, a reason. 
It is nonaccidentally produced or sustained by a motivating want 
and a connecting belief. It is guided by these, and thereby discrimi- 
native; it is explainable by appeal to them, associated with a nonin- 
ferential disposition to attribute the action to them, and, in a cer- 
tain way, voluntary. In the light of this conception, actions for a 
reason, though they need not arise from a process of practical 
reasoning, may be viewed as realizations of practical arguments. 
Actions for a reason are intentional, and the converse holds except 
possibly for intrinsically motivated actions. Thus, our account of 
acting for a reason constitutes at least a partial account of inten- 
tional action, and it applies unrestrictedly to most of its varieties. 
The account unifies and, in some cases, explains, many of the 
distinctive features of action for a reason; it helps us to explicate 
the sense in which an action may be based on practical reasoning; 
and it clarifies both acting for multiple reasons and a number of 

211 have discussed how the major and minor premises are to be con- 
strued, and examined a number of relevant works on practical reasoning, 
in "A Theory of Practical Reasoning," cited in note 3. A full account of an 
action's being based on practical reasoning must anchor A-ing to the rea- 
soning process of S's from which it suitably arises. Only some of the crucial 
materials for such an account are provided in this paper. 
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ways in which reasons for which one acts may be more or less 
important for understanding the action. Some of the concepts we 

have used to explicate acting for a reason need further clarifica- 
tion, but we have at least laid out what appear to be the major 
constituents of acting for a reason. If these need further explica- 
tion, they are nonetheless conceptual materials well worth the 
effort of scrutiny. They are both intrinsically interesting and 
important for a number of topics in the philosophy of mind. If the 
account of acting for a reason is at points incomplete, it at least 
provides a structure within which further inquiry might 
progress.22 

University of Nebraska, Lincoln 

22This paper was originally written for presentation at the University of 
Helsinki, and I am grateful for that occasion and for a National Endow- 
ment for the Humanities Fellowship which supported part of my work. 
For detailed and very helpful comments, I thank William P. Alston, John 
G. Bennett, Michael Bratman, Hugh J. McCann, and readers for The 
Philosophical Review. I have also benefited from comments by Malcolm 
Acock, Albert Casullo, David Alan Johnson, John L. Longeway, Alfred R. 
Mele, Allison Nespor, John Tienson, Mark C. Timmons, Raimo Tuomela, 
and Michael Zimmerman. Earlier versions were given to a number of 
audiences and in an NEH Summer Seminar which I directed in 1981, and 
I profited from all of those discussions. 
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