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1 Introduction

The other day, I got a glass of water to drink, but I only took a few sips before pouring

the rest down the drain. Later, I filled my glass with some juice, but as I was holding

it, my hand flinched and I accidentally dropped it into the sink. My body moved

when I poured out the water and when I dropped the juice, but the former was an

action that I performed intentionally, while the latter was an accident. What divides

bodily movements that count as intentional actions from those that are accidents?

An attractive idea is that actions can be distinguished from accidents by the

agent’s evaluation. We could say that dropping the juice was an accident because I

didn’t see anything good about getting rid of it – I wasn’t done drinking. On the

other hand, pouring the water out was an action partly because I was done drinking.

I saw a reason to get rid of the water. 1

I say that this idea is attractive because the actions we are most familiar with

incorporate a favorable outlook to their end. When I break for lunch or call a friend,

I do so because food seems good or I want to hear from my buddy. Even actions that

don’t hold the prospect of immediate enjoyment like getting out of bed in the morning

register as something worth doing, even if only grudgingly. The vast majority of cases

thus confirm the basic insight that an agent’s evaluations are essential to action. 2

However, this simple theory appears to be falsified by two types of what I will call

defective actions. For example, an agent can be weak-willed and so judge in favor of

eating something healthy, like salad, but then eat chips anyway, for the reason that

they are tasty. In this case, the agent acts for a reason but acts contrary to her best

judgment, i.e., she acts in a way she does not take to be justified. 3 Kieran Setiya

1I say “partly” here because action involves more than just evaluation. The possibility of deviant

causal chains shows that action requires a special type of control, among other things. These issues

are not discussed.
2I’m trying to speak intuitively here, but be aware, there are some qualifications coming. In a

few paragraphs, I get more technical and defend the qualified claim that actions for a reason are

necessarily evaluative, not necessarily all action.
3Stocker (1979) claims that weakness of the will threatens the view that action is done with

an attraction to its end. There is also an independent interest among philosophers about how to

theorize weakness of the will. That literature starts with Davidson (1980, 21-42). Some recent

literature includes Henden (2004) and Kennett (2001).
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offers examples that are stronger still, as when a philosopher asks a derisive question

in order to humiliate a guest speaker, despite seeing nothing good about humiliating

people. In this case, the agent does not necessarily act against her judgment about

what to do (though she likely does that as well), but acts for a reason she takes to be

a bad one. 4 Taken at face value, these examples – acting for a reason against one’s

best judgment and acting for a reason one takes to not be justificatory – show that

acting for a reason does not require the agent to see her reason as justificatory. And

if action for a reason need not be justified in the eyes of the agent, then other, less

rationally responsive types of actions need not be either.

Despite these types of examples, I think the thesis that action necessarily involves

evaluation can be maintained. To defend it, I focus on the type of action involved in

the examples above: actions done for a reason. I first look at Setiya’s non-evaluative

account of acting for a reason and argue that the account is flawed in its specifics, and

that the flaw suggests a general reason to treat action done for a reason as involving

the agent’s positive evaluation.

I then turn to weakness of the will and the defective actions Setiya describes.

To deal with weakly acting for a reason, I introduce a difference between practical

reasoning and theoretical reasoning, viz., a theoretical judgment in favor of believing

x entails the defeat of all the reasons that favored ¬x whereas a practical judgment

to do x only entails that all of the reasons for doing ¬x have been outweighed. Since

practical judgments are, in this way, weaker than theoretical judgments, an agent

can judge in favor of x but still take herself to have reason to y. The result is that

even weak-willed action involves the agent’s evaluation. For the stronger types of

defective actions Setiya brings up, my strategy is re-explanation. I claim that if an

agent does x for reason r, then she takes r to justify x, and that Setiya’s putative

counterexamples to this conditional are not instances of action done for a reason,

but cases of merely intentional action. If my re-explanations are convincing, then

his cases are not counterexamples because they do not satisfy the antecedent of the

conditional I’m defending.

4(2007, 36-38)
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2 Action Without Evaluation?

I want to start by introducing three types of action that we are familiar with as agents:

non-actions, merely intentional actions, and actions done for a reason. I spend most

of this paper discussing the last category, but I mention all three types for context. 5

First, there are non-actions. These include things like idly curling one’s hair or

obliviously tapping one’s feet. These are bodily movements that can begin without an

agent’s knowledge or control, but can become intentional when the agent recognizes

what she is doing. After looking down at my feet and seeing them nervously tapping,

I can bring the movement to a stop, or decide to allow the tapping to continue, but

if I allow the tapping to continue, I am intentionally tapping.

(Merely) intentional actions are those actions that agents do purposefully or vol-

untarily, but not for a reason. 6 There are two main examples, expressive actions

and arbitrary actions.

Punching the wall out of anger is an example of an expressive action. Someone

may punch the wall intentionally out of anger, but not have a reason for doing so.

The punch is just a expression of the agent’s emotional state. 7

Arbitrary actions are similar. They are done intentionally but do not come with

an accompanying justification. In these actions, the experience is unique but hard

to characterize. One is drawn, almost zombie-like, toward some behavior. There is

the experience that something as silly as pulling up pieces of grass or scratching out

every ‘t’ on a page is worth doing, but once the action is complete, its arbitrariness

becomes clear and one realizes there was no reason for it. Two good examples of

this type of action are grabbing at leaves above one’s head while walking or trying

to match one’s strides to the cracks in the sidewalk. In the second example, one can

get caught up in walking on the cracks, but then realize that there is no reason to

5As we’ll see later, there are two main traditions for thinking about how these types of action are

related. Davidson (1980, 6) thought that acting intentionally was sufficient for acting for a reason,

whereas Anscombe (1963, 25) thought that the acting for a reason entailed acting intentionally, but

not vice versa. In this paper, I side with Anscombe, and this is part of how I re-explain Setiya’s

examples in section two. For a summary of this disagreement, see Knobe and Kelly (2009, 169-170).
6I frequently use the term “merely intentional action” below because action for a reason entails

acting intentionally.
7See Hursthouse (1991).
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be trying to land on them. If someone were to ask an agent why she was trying to

land on the cracks, she would likely say something like, “I just felt like it,” “I don’t

know,” or “no reason.” 8

Stronger than merely intentional action is acting for a reason. At a basic level,

actions done for a reason are those that the agent can cite a reason for performing.

This is most easily acknowledged when planning is involved, as when I say to myself

“I’m going to go over there to give him a piece of my mind.” My reason for walking

over to the person is to complain. But one can act for a reason without planning.

I may get up spontaneously for some food for the reason that I’m hungry, or I may

pass to my teammate because he’s open. My reasons for various actions might include

aspects of the situation, my feelings, my wants, my past decisions, or even my previous

actions. The point here is broad. Acting for a reason is a relationship which requires

the agent to take her action to be related in some way to her reason (whatever reasons

turn out to be). The nature of this relationship however, is controversial, and is the

subject of this paper.

Kieran Setiya claims that the relationship between an agent’s action and her

reason is explanatory and not justificatory or evaluative. The argument he gives for

this claim consists of a set of cases like the ones I mentioned in the introduction.

Specifically, Setiya presents the following examples. 9

(1) A man who is estranged from sexual inclinations can still act on a desire for sex

without regarding his reason for acting as good. Similarly, a philosopher might

direct spiteful questions at a visiting speaker in order to embarrass her, but see

no justification for that behavior.

(2) Someone may decide to smoke an entire pack of cigarettes in one night because

she’ll be quitting at midnight, all the while knowing that her imminent quitting-

deadline does not justify her smoking.

(3) Someone with a brute inclination to turn radios on can turn on a radio inten-

tionally without seeing anything good about doing so. Furthermore, she can

8See Setiya (2003, 341-342).
9(2007, 36-38).
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plug a radio in for the reason that she must do so in order to turn it on, without

seeing anything good about this reason.

I discuss the details of these cases at the end of the paper. For now, it’s enough

to say that Setiya uses these cases to draw the conclusion that a reason must be

understood as evaluatively neutral.

We can act for a reason without seeing the reason as being a good one or one that

justifies action. So, acting for a reason must not involve evaluation or justification.

Acting for a reason, whatever it is, must be possible when the agent does not take

there to be any justificatory relationship between her action and her reason.

Still though, there is something special about acting for a reason. What does it

consist in? Setiya claims that the “for a reason” relationship is an explanatory one

in which the agent correctly believes that one of her beliefs caused her action. More

simply, he thinks acting for a reason is a special type of belief about how action is

caused.

Here is Setiya’s specific view on the matter. He claims that I count as acting for

a reason p (where p is a putative fact like “it’s a nice day”) when I believe that my

action is caused in a self-referential way by my belief that p. More precisely, he takes

the following to be necessary and sufficient for an agent to φ for a reason p. 10

1. A desire-like, self-referential belief B causes the agent’s belief that p to cause

her to φ. (the desire-like belief B causes the belief in p to in turn cause action)
11

2. B has the following content: that B causes a belief in p to cause φ-ing.

(1) outlines a three part causal chain (B causes belief in p to in turn cause action)

and (2) is the content of a belief that mirrors that chain. So, when an agent acts for

a reason, B causes her action and she believes that B causes her action. Her belief B

is self-fulfillingly true. Put another way, the agent, in having B, believes that B will

cause her belief that p to cause action in a three part causal chain. If this causal chain

takes place, then B is rendered true and the agent’s action counts as for a reason.

10(2007, 44-45).
11Setiya makes a point of claiming that B is like a desire and like a belief, and so I included his

wording here. I do not discuss B’s “desire-like” quality in this paper.

5
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Specifically, the resulting action counts as done for p because it’s partially caused by

the agent’s belief that p would cause it.

Setiya’s account can be summarized as having the following features. First, it is

causal in that it makes use of causality in the analysis. Second, it is a psychological

account of acting for a reason because an agent counts as acting for p in virtue of the

inclusion of a psychological item: the belief that p. Third, it is non-evaluative because

action does not require the agent to evaluate p or to take there to be a relationship

between φ-ing and p other than a causal one.

The literature has criticized all of these aspects of Setiya’s view, and I think the

broad objections to the features just listed are strong. First, Setiya’s reliance on

causality makes his account vulnerable to the problem of deviant causal chains. 12

Second, I think criticisms of psychologism have merit because facts or propositions,

not beliefs (conceived as psychological objects), are reasons. What typically justifies

me in doing something is not my belief, but the thing believed. The belief that a bear

is behind me doesn’t justify playing dead; rather, the fact that the bear is behind

me is what justifies playing dead. 13 Third, I think Joseph Raz is right that action

done for reasons is constrained by more than just causal relations between cognitive

items. On Setiya’s analysis, any one of my beliefs, as long as it causes my action in

the right way, could count as my reason. But not just any consideration can count

as a reason. To use his example: the fact that I like Sophocles cannot be a reason for

me to drink coffee, even if that belief is the cause of my drinking. 14

None of these objections will receive additional attention below. The first is well-

known and often discussed, the second is too far from the goals of this paper, and the

third is question begging without further elaboration.

Instead, I will argue a hybrid of the second and third point; that Setiya’s analysis

of acting for a reason fails because an agent could believe in the causal efficacy of

a belief under many descriptions, some of which cannot be the basis of a reason for

12See Davidson (1980, 79) and White (2007, 22-23). Setiya answers this objection by distinguishing

action that is causally provoked by the relevant mental items and action that is causally sustained. I

don’t make an argument in this paper, but my suspicion is that action could be deviantly sustained

just as much as it could be deviantly caused.
13For this argument and the outlines of a disjunctive approach to defending it from counterexam-

ples involving the agent’s false beliefs, see Stout (2009).
14See Raz (1997, 8).
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action. 15

Setiya’s analysis claims that I φ for p when I correctly believe that my belief that

p is causally responsible for me φ-ing. The problem is that I may know my belief

that p under many different descriptions. Since all that matters for Setiya’s analysis

is that I take my belief that p to cause my action, it should not matter how I conceive

of the belief, but it turns out to matter a great deal.

The claim I need to start my objection is what I’ll call the content constraint

on reasons. According to this constraint, an agent cannot act on a reason without

knowing its content, and Setiya’s account allows for its violation.

Let me explain and motivate the content constraint. Pretend my friends are

gathered inside my favorite restaurant to surprise me. I don’t know they are inside

and I am about to walk in, but at the last second I decide that I’m not hungry and so

ask the valet to bring my car back around so that I can leave. The valet responds by

cryptically telling me that there’s a really good reason for me to go inside (he knows

about the party my friends are throwing). When pressed for more details, he only

repeats his honest advice that there is a good reason for me to enter.

If I knew my friends were inside, I would of course go in to the restaurant for that

reason. But, in my present state of ignorance, can I go inside for the reason that my

friends are waiting for me? I say no. I could go in with my reason being “a friendly

valet recommended that I go in,” but I cannot enter with my reason being “that my

friends are inside.” I can refer to the latter reason under the description “the content

of the valet’s reason for me to enter” but I do not know the content of the reason and

so cannot act on it. I cannot make something my reason unless I know its content

explicitly.

The problem for Setiya is that his account would allow an agent to violate the

content constraint and still count as acting for a reason. The valet example has

to be changed slightly to allow for Setiya’s claim that an agent can only act for a

consideration in which she believes, but the same result can be achieved. An agent

could, on his view, be acting for a reason without having any access to the content

of the reason.

Here is an example. Imagine that I decide to take a walk for the reason that “it’s a

15I think Raz makes a similar argument in his (2010, 127).
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beautiful day.” Weeks later, I think to myself how beautiful the day is and I consider

going for a walk again. In line with Setiya’s conception of acting for a reason, I form

the self-referential belief B, the content of which is: B will cause my belief that p to

cause me to walk. However, rather than identifying my belief that p by its content

(that it’s a beautiful day) I identify it with the description, “whatever belief I have

that has the same content as the belief that I took to justify my walking weeks ago.”

Since I don’t remember the reason for which I went for a walk weeks ago, I have no

access to the content of the belief that I’ve identified, but I have succeeded in picking

out a belief that I do have.

Suppose then, to finish with Setiya’s model, that my belief B causes my belief

that “it’s a beautiful day” (known to me under the more bizarre description above)

to cause me to take a walk. According to his analysis, I am now walking for the

reason that it is a beautiful day.

However, if someone were to ask me, “why are you walking?” I would reply “for

the same reason I took a walk last week, but don’t ask me what that was.” This

exchange shows that I cannot be taking a walk for the reason that it is a beautiful

day, because I don’t have access to that reason. 16 My belief that it is a beautiful

day, may, as a psychological state, be responsible for my taking a walk, but this fact

is not available to me as an agent.

It helps if I make the parallel to the valet case explicit. There, I claimed I couldn’t

enter the restaurant for the reason that my friends were inside, even though I could

identify that fact with a vacuous description like “whatever the valet knows that

justifies me going in to the restaurant.” In the walk example, the same situation

arises. Even though I believe that the day is beautiful, and even though that belief

causes me to walk, I cannot be walking for that reason because the description I use

to refer to that belief does not make its content available to me. I could easily walk

for the reason that the day is beautiful, but to do that I must “take” that fact to be

my reason, which means seeing a relationship between the content “it is a beautiful

day” and my walking. Setiya’s account does not require that I see such a relationship.

To summarize, Setiya’s model allows for any belief to count as a reason for action,

16The case would be like the inkstand example from Velleman (2001, 2-3) discussed by Setiya as

an example of not acting for a reason. See Setiya (2007, 33-34).

8
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as long as it fits within a proper causal chain and the agent takes it to fit within that

chain. But an agent can correctly take a belief to fit within a causal chain using many

descriptions, some of which do not make use of the belief’s content and so cannot

serve as reasons (the content constraint). Setiya claims that B’s ability to causally

activate a certain belief which then causes action is a good interpretation of an agent

“taking” something to be her reason. Her very act of taking something as a reason (by

forming the desire-like belief B) is what in fact unleashes causal power toward action.

However, if my counterexample is right, then we can see that an agent could “take”

a belief as her reason for acting – causally activate it by believing it to cause action –

without knowing its content. Thus, “taking” something to be a reason requires more

than just correctly believing that a certain psychological item is causally responsible

for one’s bodily movements.

This objection may not seem very damaging. Can’t Setiya just require that the

agent know the content of the belief that serves as her reason? 17 Yes, but what is

the reason for this stipulation? This added requirement is ad hoc if motivated purely

by my walking example. If reason explanations for action were, as he claims, purely

explanatory, then my bizarre response to the question of why I took a walk should

be satisfactory – after all, it is a perfectly good explanation – but it is not.

As I see it, the reason that the agent must know her reason’s content is that

reasons must justify in her eyes, a task which can’t be accomplished by descriptions

that merely pick out the right belief. This is analogous to theoretical reason. To

judge an argument to be valid, I must know the contents of the premises.

Thus, the most natural explanation for why it’s impossible to act on a reason

without knowing its content is that acting for a reason is a justificatory notion. A

reason for action is not just a meta-belief about the causal powers of some other

belief; it has pretensions to justify the action in the eyes of the agent.

I do not say that my argument against Setiya is decisive, but I do think it provides

motivation for my attempt to explain defective actions in a way that preserves the

role of evaluation in action undertaken for a reason.

17Indeed, in personal conversation, Prof. Setiya stresses that his analysis should be read as

requiring the identification of the belief that p in de dicto and not de re, fashion.

9
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3 Addressing Two Types of Defective Actions

In the previous section, I argued that one cannot act for a reason without knowing

its content, which suggested that reasons stand in a relationship to action that is not

purely explanatory. If that’s true, then the puzzling aspect of weak-willed actions –

that they involve acting in a way that the agent does not take to be justified – cannot

be explained by claiming, as Setiya does, that the reasons for which we act are not

justificatory. Weak-willed actions and other defective actions must be understood as

involving the agent taking her reasons as good ones, or as justificatory. How can that

position be properly elaborated?

In this section, I show that an agent evaluates her reasons as justificatory even

when taking defective actions.

For weakness of the will, my argument is that practical judgments are weaker

than theoretical judgments and so allow for weakness. The theory I sketch below

is attractive because it explains weak-willed action done for a reason but also why

theoretical reason has no analogue to such behavior.

Remember, weakness of the will threatens the claim that acting for a reason is

evaluative because if an agent can ignore her judgment about what she is justified

in doing, but nonetheless be acting for a reason, then acting for a reason cannot be

understood as having justificatory import for the agent.

However, this argument gets its plausibility from a flawed, implicit analogy to

theoretical reason; it assumes that a judgment in favor of doing x means the agent

no longer takes there to be any reason to do y. This sort of normative structure does

characterize theoretical reason, but not practical reason. To establish this contrast, I

start with theoretical reason.

If I’m asked whether my roommate is home, I will respond by thinking about his

schedule and what I’ve heard about his plans in the last few days, in order to come

to a judgment. Say I weigh the reasons for thinking that he’s at home against the

reasons for thinking that he’s not and conclude that he is, in fact, at home. My final

judgment – that he is at home – entails that all the reasons I entertained for thinking

he was not at home are, in my eyes, defeated. Another way to put the point is that

a theoretical judgment is zero sum. To believe x, I must take myself to have dealt

conclusively with all the reasons for thinking ¬x.

10
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To see that this is true, pretend that it’s Tuesday and I believe that my roommate

is home on Tuesdays. Pretend also that I got a message from him telling me that

he is not home. I cannot judge that he is at home but still believe that his message

counts as evidence for him not being home. I cannot say to myself “I believe he’s

home, but his message is evidence that he’s not.” I must somehow defeat the putative

reason (the message) that he is not home. I could do this in a variety of ways, like

judging his message to be a lie or a joke, or by discovering that the message was

written by someone else. What I cannot do, however, is think that his message is

simply outweighed by other evidence because reasons for belief are not stronger or

weaker; they support or do not support the proposition under consideration as a

group. Judgments about what to believe must honor that fact by eliminating reasons

that stand in their way. To judge that my friend is home I must take there to be no

undefeated reason for him not to be home.

Crucially, if I am stuck with two theoretical reasons that point in opposite direc-

tions and I cannot defeat one or the other, then I will not form a belief. I will say “I

don’t know whether my roommate is home or not. He’s always there on Tuesdays,

but he sent me a message saying he’s not.” I’m at a stalemate because I have no way

of discounting either piece of evidence.

Practical reasoning has a much different structure. It is not all or nothing. If I’m

trying to decide whether to meet my friends for dinner or stay in and work, then my

judgment in favor of going out need not entail that I have judged myself to have no

reason to stay in and work. I can get away with judging that there is more reason

or a stronger reason to go out and see my friends. I can go on to make the stronger

judgment that I have no reason to stay in and work (if I in fact think that), but

I don’t need to completely undermine competing reasons to reach a final judgment

on what to do. The difference I’m pointing to between outweighing and defeating

is an active distinction in ordinary moral thought. There is a big difference in our

moral assessments of someone who thinks that she has no reason to hurt people for

fun and someone else who thinks there is reason to hurt people for fun, but that it’s

outweighed by other considerations.

This distinction allows us to see why weakness of belief is impossible and how

11
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weakness of the will is still evaluational. 18

A judgment in favor of believing x entails a judgment that the reasons that one

took to support ¬x are defeated. Thus, once one judges that x is true, one cannot

judge there to be any undefeated reason to believe ¬x. Since beliefs respond only

to justification or evidence, one cannot believe ¬x. Weakness of belief is therefore

impossible.

By contrast, acting for a reason against one’s better judgment is possible because

a practical judgment in favor of x need not entail that all the reasons in favor of y

have been defeated. I could judge that my reason to stay in and work was outweighed

by my reason to see my friends and then still stay in and work for the reason that I

need to get my paper done. Of course, this scenario would raise the question of how I

can act against the set of reasons that I think are strongest, but I don’t address that

issue in this paper. The point I’m making here is about what the agent takes to be

justified at all, not what she takes to be most justified: practical reason distinguishes

between something being justified and being most justified while theoretical reason

does not. My judgment in favor of going out to see friends does not entail that there

is no reason to work on my paper, only that the reasons in favor of going out are

decisive.

I now turn to Setiya’s stronger examples of defective action. Instead of relying

on examples in which an agent judges in favor of x and then does y for a reason, he

introduces examples in which the agent does y for a reason while judging that the

very reason she is acting for does not support what she’s doing. 19

Are these types of examples, as Setiya has described them, possible? I don’t think

so. The notion of acting on a reason is ambiguous between there being a justification

for action and there being an explanation, and I think Setiya’s examples trade on

this ambiguity. Of course, the burden is on me to show that the reason locutions

in Setiya’s examples are of that type. To show that, I want to argue first that we

frequently act merely intentionally, but rationalize or explain what we did in a way

that is different than when we act for a reason. In these cases, an agent is acting

18See Scanlon (1998, 35-36) for the view that weakness is not a phenomenon that is unique to

practical reason. By contrast, Velleman argues in his famous (2000, 118) that beliefs cannot be

perverse, which I think would entail that weakness of belief is impossible.
19Remember, I described these examples in section 2 above.
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merely intentionally and not for a reason, but is able to give an explanation as if she

were. 20

For example, sometimes we seem to act for a reason, but question our true moti-

vations. A young man may sign up for the military thinking that he’s going to serve

his country, while secretly worrying that he may have joined to provoke concern from

his normally distant parents. Such a person may sense that patriotism is a rational-

ization for action which is in fact caused by a consideration that he does not take to

be a reason. This is a case in which the agent doubts he is truly acting for a reason

because a mere cause can masquerade as a reason.

More importantly for my purposes are instances not of rationalization but of

explanation. I may see an old acquaintance and act rudely to him. As I’m walking

away I may wonder to myself why I was rude and then, after thinking a little longer,

realize that I used to nurse a secret jealousy of him. I can then suspect that my

reason for acting rudely was the continuing effect of my jealousy. I now know the

cause of my rudeness, but I didn’t act for the reason that I was jealous; I acted for

no reason at all and only later dug up an explanation for my action. When we act

merely intentionally, we don’t automatically know what caused our action (as we do

when we act for reasons), but we can find out through introspection or realization.

Sometimes though, the reason why we do something is so obvious that is seems

like we know it just as if it were our reason for acting. When I’m walking down

the street jumping on sidewalk cracks, I don’t do it for any reason, and I also can’t

easily hypothesize a psychological explanation, because there is no obvious cause of

my jumping (maybe whimsy on a beautiful day).

In other cases though, an agent can immediately know an explanatory reason for

her action even if she did not act for that reason. Basic urges are good examples.

If I judge that the delicious taste of a piece of cake is not a reason for me to eat

it and then go on to eat it anyway, then I have an obvious explanatory reason for

eating it: the deliciousness compelled me to ignore my judgment about the reasons

20This develops a point made by Alvarez (2009, 209). She claims that if an agent does something

just because she wants to (merely intentionally), then the explanatory reason for her action is

that she wanted to. My claim is that when someone does something just because she wants to, the

explanatory reason for the action that is available to the agent may vary depending on circumstances.

The examples below make this clearer.
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I had. However, the fact that I ignore my judgment does not make my action done

for a reason that does not justify; it makes it not done for a reason at all. The cake’s

deliciousness is what I was struggling to ignore all along, and so though I didn’t act

for that reason, I know that the cake’s tastiness was the likely cause of my eating it.

If someone asks why I ate the cake, I may say something like “it looked so delicious,”

but that does not take back my judgment that its deliciousness was not a reason for

me to eat it.

Following this example, it seems impossible for someone to sincerely judge that

some consideration is not a reason to act and then turn around and act for that reason.

In the cake example, if I sincerely judge that the deliciousness of the cake is not a

reason to eat it, and if that judgment remains in force, then it seems that I cannot

eat it for the reason that it is delicious. I can throw my reasons to the wind and eat

the cake because I “feel like it,” but again, this is similar to what someone says when

they take arbitrary actions like swatting at leaves or jumping on sidewalk cracks. The

only difference is that in the case of the cake, I know why, in an explanatory sense, I

don’t stick to my reasons, and this explanation masquerades as a reason.

In this respect, I think that action is similar to theoretical reason. I can’t judge

that an argument is invalid and then believe the conclusion on the basis of the ar-

gument. Similarly, I can’t judge that I have no reason to do something and then do

that thing for a reason.

I now want to deal with Setiya’s examples on their own terms. My main strategy

is to claim that they are better characterized as merely intentional actions in which

the explanatory reason for their performance is obvious to the agent.

First, the person who is alienated from his sexual desire and the angry philosopher

(1). Setiya claims that the former intentionally engages in sex “to satisfy his sexual

urge,” but if that’s true, then it sounds like a case in which a justification is taken to

be present, albeit indirectly. The man does not see a reason to have sex, but rather,

sees a reason to rid himself of the urge to have sex. Actually having sex is just one

means to that end. This is similar to a clean-freak who knows there is no reason

for her to get rid of the lint on the back of the person sitting in front of her, but

eventually removes the lint so that she can stop obsessing about it and concentrate
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on the lecture she’s listening to. 21

If, contrary to the way I just interpreted the example, this man sincerely wants

to have sex for the sex itself and not just to extinguish a distracting sexual desire,

then we need to hear more. Has he made a judgment that he should not have sex in

this case? If so, he might have been hasty and not judged that the pleasure of sex

was not a reason to have it (and then we would have an ordinary case of weakness).

However, if he sincerely judged that nothing about sex justifies having it, then I don’t

see how he can have sex for a reason. It seems that if asked why he had sex, he would

ashamedly answer by saying that he gave into temptation or couldn’t help it. There

would be no reason for him to cite, thus making his action merely intentional.

For the insulting philosopher, my arguments are similar. If he sincerely believes

that humiliating speakers is not a reason to direct difficult questions at them, then I

don’t see how he can act for that reason. Setiya writes that insulting people is “just

what he [the philosopher] feels like doing.” I agree, that’s why his action is not for a

reason, but merely intentional. It’s as subjectively arbitrary as jumping on sidewalk

cracks.

Second, the person who smokes for the reason that she will be quitting at midnight

(2). I claim that such a person is not acting for a reason but rationalizing. She is

compelled to smoke the cigarettes (as a consequence of her addiction), and wants to

generate a reason for doing so.

Alternatively, this example could be explained in a way that is similar to the man

who wanted to get rid his sexual desire. He did not want to have sex, but wanted to

rid himself of his strong sexual desire. The smoker could be understood as doing the

same thing. She may not want to smoke the cigarettes for the experience of smoking

them, but only to make sure there are no cigarettes in the house when midnight

comes. She would know why she is acting, but would not be acting for that reason.

Last, the radio example (3). Setiya says the following.

. . . once we admit the possibility of acting intentionally for no particular

reason, we have to admit the possibility of acting for a reason one does not

see as good. Suppose, for instance, that I plug in my office radio because

I am going to turn it on. Here I do something for a reason, but since I see

21See Alvarez (2009, 210) for a similar argument.
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nothing good or worthwhile in turning the radio on – I am acting from

a brute inclination I can hardly see the fact that I am doing as a good

reason to take the necessary means. 22

I admit the possibility of acting merely intentionally (and so affirm the antecedent

of Setiya’s conditional), but I don’t see how the possibility of such actions entail the

existence of actions done for a reason that the agent does not take to be justified. If

I turn on radios for “no reason” – in the same way that I jump on sidewalk cracks

– then anything I do as a means to that end is done for no reason as well. I may

know that my intention to turn radios on is what is behind my plugging them in, but

I don’t plug the radio in in order to turn it on. My reason for plugging in the radio

– that I’m going to turn it on – is an explanation for my action just as the cake’s

deliciousness was. It’s not a reason I’m acting for. Also, someone could take there to

be something worthwhile about indulging the pull to act merely intentionally. If I feel

compelled to jump on the sidewalk cracks, I might back up after missing the first few

in order to step on them all, but I don’t have to see anything valuable about stepping

on sidewalk cracks to see something valuable about stepping on sidewalk cracks with

gusto when the mood comes over me.

4 Conclusion

I’ll briefly summarize what I have argued so that I can end by flagging what I did

not address

Kieran Setiya and others argue that action for a reason cannot involve an evalua-

tion because agents can act for a reason against their best judgment and can also act

for a reason that they do not find justificatory. Thus, action done for a reason should

be understood in purely explanatory terms.

I argued against all of these claims. First, I claimed that Setiya’s proposal for a

non-evaluative action theory is flawed and that there is general reason to think that

action for a reason is action that is somehow justified to the agent. I then showed

how it’s possible for an agent to act on a reason against her best judgment. Last, in

response to Setiya’s more troubling examples, I denied that it’s possible for an agent

22(2007, 38).
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to act on a reason she judges to be bad. Cases that seem to instantiate that pattern

are better understood as merely intentional action in which the agent has a ready

explanation for her intentional action or makes one up in an effort at rationalization.

I left two questions unanswered. First, I did not take a position on whether merely

intentional action is evaluative; I was content to claim only that action for a reason

was. So, rather than establishing that all action is evaluative, I only fended off an

argument that tried to establish that no type of action was necessarily evaluative.

Second, I did not address an urgent question about weakness of the will, which is,

how can an agent’s action diverge from what she judges to be most justified?

These are questions for another time, but I think the answers to both will come

from an analysis of the will. This concept is out of fashion, but it can be profitably

resuscitated. For example, an agent can still act even when judging the reasons for

two competing courses of action to be equal. This is in sharp contrast to theoretical

reason, in which equally compelling reasons to believe p and ¬p result in a stalemate:

the agent forms no belief. If the will is a type of valuation that is different than

judgment, then we can see how merely intentional actions could still count as justified

in a sense, even though such actions are not for a reason.

Further exploration is needed, but paying attention to the special features of action

as compared to belief might show how it is a thoroughly rational affair in its own way.
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