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Abstract

The critical aim of this paper is to show the effectiveness of the aristotelian model of practical syllogism for the analysis of human action, and also to underline its limits of logical nature. For this purpose, I used the Anscombe’s argument (1957) for a non-causalist theory of intentional action, which is based on the model of practical reasoning. And, on the other hand, I utilized the Davidson’s criticism (1963, 1970) of practical syllogism, intended as a model of description for a general theory of practical rationality. Particularly, I pointed out some logical questions which characterized the practical syllogism, and I tried to suggest a solution, connected to the necessity of specifying the context of the occurrence of action.

Introduction

Practical reasoning is a kind of reasoning directed towards an action, it is an inference which allows us planning the actions we intend to do, and making a choice about what we want, or not want, to do. 

The premises of a practical reasoning can express beliefs, desires, intentions and they can also present some ends to pursue. It has been maintained that the conclusion of a practical reasoning is an action, or a suggestion or request for an action.

This kind of reasoning has a “vague” and “unclear” nature and because of this vagueness it has been a central subject for the study of action in contemporary philosophy, in particular in analytic philosophy.

Practical reasoning expresses our intentions of doing something, even when it doesn’t follow an affective action, or when the effective action is opposite to the intention formulated. This is the case of akratic action, which is standardly conceived as uncompelled, intentional action that conflicts with the agent’s better judgment
. 

Akrasia, strictly speaking, is not a type of action but a trait of character. It is a lack of, or deficiency in, certain kind of power or strength (kratos), namely, the power of self-control
: in fact it is also called “weakness of will”. Aristotle tell us that self-control and incontinence (akrasia) “are concerned with that which is in excess of the state characteristic of most men; for the continent man abides by his resolutions more and the incontinent man less than most men can” (Nichomachean Ethics, VII, 1152a25-27). According to Aristotle, the akratic action is possible, and, even if it is an impediment to the achievement of certain of our goals, to the execution of certain of our projects and intentions, it is a case of intentional action
. We can have, indeed, a kind of practical syllogism to describe akratic action: trhe difference between akratic action and intentional action would be in the premisses of practical syllogism, which refer to a different knowledge.

Aristotle writes: “Since we use the word ‘know’ in two senses (for both the man who has knowledge but is not using it and he who is using it are said to know), it will make a difference whether, when a man does what he should not, he has knowledge but is not exercising it, or is exercising it; for the latter seems strange, but not the former”
. 

And he continues by saying that, since there are two kinds of premisses, there is nothing to prevent a man’s having both premisses and acting against his knowledge, provided that he is using only the universal premiss and not the particular; for it is particular acts that have to be done. The mistake is in the particular premiss: the akratic subject doesn’t use the particular premiss.

There are actions which are “weakly” irrational: for example, to decide to stop smoking or to decide to lose weight. In these cases people know that smoking is dangerous and that a diet with more vitamin and fiber and less calories would be a correct way to lose weight – and the right choice for a psycho-physical balance –, but, nonetheless, they keep smoking and eating hamburger and chips. These kind of actions, despite their being “weakly” irrational, are “rational” actions because the agent is aware of the contradiction of his acting.

In this paper I intend to analyze the role of practical syllogism in the explanation of intentional action and to underline its limits of logical nature. For this purpose, I will use the Anscombe’s argument (1957) for a non-causalist theory of intentional action, which is based on the model of practical reasoning. And, on the other hand, I’ll use the Davidson’s criticism (1963, 1970) of practical syllogism, as a model of description for a general theory of practical rationality. 

Anscombe thinks that PS is a valid form for a description of an action; Davidson underlines the logical limits of PS, connected to the question of the “logical conclusion” of PS. From these two visions emerge two different ontological thesis:

1. Anscombe’s vision, for a non-causal theory of action, according to which mental states and human actions cannot be reduced to physical events.

 2. Davidson’s vision for an ontological reductionism according to which mental states are reducible to physical events, even though there can be no strict psychophysical laws to describe them (Anomalous monism).

Considering these two different positions, I point out some logical questions characterizing practical syllogism, and I will try to suggest a solution, connected to the necessity of specifying the context of the occurrence of action. To avoid the problem of the logical conclusion, the PS must be restricted to a specific context of the action.

1. Practical syllogism

Practical reasoning was first analyzed by Aristotle in the form of practical syllogism (PS). The general notion of syllogism is introduced in the Topics: “(…) a talk (or a reasoning) where, given some facts, the result will be something different, exactly because they have been stated” (Top. I, 1; 100 a 25-27). 

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle also individualized forms of syllogistic reasoning in the field of human action, as I mentioned above, talking about akratic action. 

The aim of Aristotle was to discover a logical explanation of action, but he was aware that human actions are a vague and fluctuating subject: “We must be content, – he wrote – then, in speaking of such subjects and with such premises to indicate the truth roughly and in outline, and in speaking about things which are only for the most part true, and with premises of the same kind, to reach conclusion that are no better”, Nicomachean Ethics, I, 1094 b, 20-25. For this reason, he considered a particular form of syllogism, which is the practical syllogism (sylloghismós tôn praktôn, Nic. Eth. VI, 1144 a, 30-35). 

Aristotle explains action as follows: an agent is aware of a positive value in a certain state of things, which is the end – or the conclusion– of the action. The agent believes, or knows, or perceives, that the action will realize the valued state of things; it acts on the basis of its evaluation or desire, and belief.

The conclusion of a practical syllogism (PS), according to Aristotle, is an action. 

PS develops as follows:

- the major premise which specifies the goal;

- the minor premise which specifies the best, or a better, means to reach that goal;

- the conclusion, which will be an action.

But here we have a crucial question: the necessity clause between the premises and the conclusion does not guarantee the execution of the action.

Anscombe’s inquiry (1957, §33) considers that, in much reasoning, the conclusion is not an action, or a prescription for an action, but rather is just an assertive proposition. She shows this with the following example of PS, developed from Aristotle:

Dry food suits any human

Such-and-such food is dry

I am human

This is a bit of such-and-such food

Conclusion

This food suits me

This “syllogism” describes the reasoning of a subject who believes in the premises, and properly draws to the conclusion. Nonetheless, the conclusion does not describe or prescribe an action, and it is not an action itself. To reach a conclusion, which is a prescription for an action, we must have a premise with an imperative form. Let’s consider the following:

Do everything that is conductive to not having a car crash.

Such-and-such will be conductive to not having a car crash.

Ergo: Do such-and-such.

In this case to accept the premises seems to lead to accepting the conclusion and the execution of the action, but is there a consistency between the premises and the conclusion? There are different ways to avoid a car crash, and these ways could be the result of courses of action inconsistent with each others, and for all of these cases the agent cannot relate indifferently premises with conclusions. 

According to Anscombe, Aristotle himself is responsible for this confusion: he maintains that the conclusion of a PS is an action, but despite of this, he gives examples where the conclusion is just a proposition. The cause of this confusion is an inadequate distinction between practical reasoning and theoretical, or scientific reasoning. According to Aristotle, scientific, or demonstrative reasoning is a type of reasoning that concerns with what is necessary and invariable. Practical reasoning is essentially concerned with “what is capable of turning out variously”. In Anscombe’s interpretation, Aristotle distinguished three different types of syllogisms. With respect to the theoretical syllogism (1) and the “idle” practical syllogism (2) the conclusion is not a real action. “But – she writes – what Aristotle meant by practical reasoning certainly included reasoning that lead to action”
. This means that, with respect to practical syllogism proper (3), the conclusion is an action whose point is shown by the premises, which are now “on active service” (Anscombe, 1957, § 33). According to Aristotle, if the premises are correct, and we don’t have any obstacles, there necessarily results an action; and this is possible, in Anscombe’s interpretation, because the premises are “on active service”.
2. The Logical Conclusion of PS

We could say that the action can be carried on with a proposition, but, according to Aristotle, if the premises are correct, and we don’t have any obstacles, there necessarily results an action. This is the question of the “logical conclusion” of practical syllogism which has engendered several objections, in particular by Elizabeth Anscombe (1957), Georg H. von Wright (1963, 1971), Donald Davidson, and, recently, by John Searle (2001) and Pascal Engel (1996, 2002). 

Anscombe and von Wright contest the aristotelian conclusion of PS, the idea that it “necessarily” ends with an action. They work out an inquiry which underlines that there are many cases where the conclusion of a PS is not an effective action.

Anscombe’s vision, as I showed above, elaborates one of Aristotle’s examples presented in Nicomachean Ethics, where the conclusion is not an explicit action.

Dry food suits any human

Such-and-such food is dry

I am human

This is a bit of such-and-such food

Conclusion

This food suits me

The scheme ends with a necessary conclusion, “This food suits me”, but, in Anscombe’s interpretation, this is just an assertive proposition, not an action.

According to von Wright not all practical syllogisms have a logical conclusion
. He shows this point by changing the aristotelian scheme of PS and with an extension of the investigation to Deontic logic. We need to consider the differences between descriptive propositions and normative propositions, and the different cases in which the form of PS is in the third person (A wants to obtain x; if A doesn’t do y, she shall not obtain x; therefore A has to do y) or in the first person (I want to obtain x; if I don’t do y, I shall not obtain x; therefore I have to do y).

Von Wright intended to identify some specific forms of practical inference with a logical conclusion, rather than to formulate the conditions for the description of the intentional action.  According to the first von Wright (1963) a primary form of practical inference would be the following:

(1)  Someone wants to obtain x
If y is not done, x is not obtained

Therefore y must be done

The inference in this case is a reasoning where the conclusion is a prescription for doing what is necessary to reach the end. This kind of inference has for Anscombe inadequate premises, and it presents a problem which von Wright recognizes: it violates Hume’s law which denies the possibility to go through a set of descriptive propositions to a normative proposition. 

To solve this problem, von Wright noticed that the inference (1) has an impersonal form, but we can have inferences in the third person (2) and in the first person (3):

(2)  A wants to obtain x
If A doesn’t do y, she shall not obtain x
Therefore A has to do y

(3)  I want to obtain x
If I don’t do y, I shall not obtain x
Therefore I have to do y
According to von Wright (2) and (3) would be practical syllogism with a logical conclusion. 

In case (2) “Therefore A has to do y” would be a short form for “Therefore there is something that A wants, but she will not have it if she doesn’t do y”, and so the conclusion would be not a real action, but the objective verification for the necessity of action. 

In case (3) the necessity of the action has a subjective recognition and this is sufficient to have a logical implication for the action. 

Later, von Wright (1971) comes to a different thesis, maintaining that what is entailed in the conclusion is not an action but a commitment to an action.

But, for Aristotle, the theory of practical syllogism is an attempt to provide a model (and this means a generic explanation) for the adequate explanation of animal, and human, activity and to show us that an explanation of a certain type is adequate, by invoking a parallel with the two-premise structure of the theoretical syllogism. Unlike Anscombe and von Wright, Aristotle insists that the conclusion in entailed by the premises, that action follows “of necessity”. Whether we elicit the explanation from the agent, or provide it ourselves as scientists, it must have this strong form.

Let us, with von Wright, imagine an agent who wants to kill a tyrant. He has figured out that to attain this end (which we assume to be important member of his system of ends, and in conflict with no other important end) he must shoot the tyrant at t.

“He stands in front of the beast, aiming at him with his loaded revolver. But nothing happens. Must we say that he is ‘paralyzed’? He is subjected to medical examination and nothing is found which would indicate that he was physically prevented from carrying his intention into effect. Must we say that he gave up his intention or that he revised the requirements of the situation? He refuses to admit either alternative. Must we say that he is lying? These questions aim at constructing a case in which to say that he was prevented, or forgot about the time, or gave up his intention, or reassessed the requirements of the situation, would have no other foundation than the mere fact that he did not set himself to action in accordance with the premises.”

Von Wright insists that a claim that the validity of PS should be a standard for interpreting the situation is sheer “dogmatism”. But, it should be clear that, for Aristotle, the best explanation of the action even of a human agent will often differ considerably from the content of that agent’s actual deliberation. And he will claim as well that a part of being a fully rational agent is having a system of desires and being able at least to justify actions with reference to that system, whether or not one has explicitly gone through all the deliberative steps. Thus the PS serves a dual function: as a model of explanation generally (and this is the function contested by Davidson, 1963), and, in the case of human rational agents, as a schema for the justification of action, often also for conscious deliberation.

In the analysis of PS, Aristotle insists repeatedly that the explanation of action is in some sense conclusive. That is, if the agent really has desires and beliefs, he must of necessity act. 

And this means that, while insisting that the necessity of his teleological pattern is to be distinguished from theoretical necessity, Aristotle claims that the practical examples are logically conclusive in their own way. But, the point is: what sort of necessity is this, and what is its logical status? Aristotle was evidently puzzled about this, and yet felt called upon to produce some account of this practical necessity that would make the force of his claim clear. He worked out a further analysis of the question of practical necessity in De motu animalium, using specific examples of practical reasoning ending with an action. 

3. The “necessity clause” 

For an extension of the analysis of the logical conclusion of PS, and of the necessity clause, it is worthy to note that the examples of PS quoted by Anscombe, von Wright, and Davidson, usually refer to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, but we find the effective examples of PS – the “proper” PS, where the conclusion is an action – in De motu animalium
.

I will analyze one of the effective examples giving by Aristotle in De motu, the “cloak example”
 (the other examples are “building a house” and “take walks”), trying to reach two objectives: 

(1) showing that the conclusion of practical syllogism, in the aristotelian vision, is an action;

(2) to accept that the conclusion of PS is necessarily an action, we have to indicate the limits of PS, which are given by the context of the occurrence of action. To avoid the problem of the logical conclusion, the PS must be restricted to a specific context of the action.

In De motu, Aristotle clearly distinguishes the conclusion of a piece of theoretical reasoning from its practical counterpart:

But in that case the end is a speculative position (for when one thinks the two premises, one thinks and puts together the conclusion), whereas here the conclusion that results from the two premises is the action. (De motu, 701a 10-13)

He repeats this claim below at 701a 22-23: “Now that the conclusion is the action is obvious”. The so-called conclusion is, in the practical case, not a proposition at all (as Anscombe maintains), but an action. That is the factors that Aristotle will call premises lead to action, not just verbalizing or thinking: action is the explanandum; speech is no substitute. Aristotle’s statements make good sense and do important work in establishing his picture of practical necessity. Of course a human agent might verbalize his conclusion: he might express his desires and his beliefs in words as well. But this will not in any important respect alter our account of his behavior. If he says, “I must build a house”, but does not himself to do it, we cannot admit that neither verbalizes nor acts, have to question the sincerity of his want and/or belief or look for a preventing factor. The theoretical syllogism is essentially linguistic; to the theory of the practical syllogism language is of minor importance. As von Wright observes:

It is of the essence of propositions that they are expressed by sentences (…) Wants, states of knowing or believing, and acts have no analogous connection with language.

But, indicating that literal verbalization is not a central feature of the scheme of PS, doesn’t give an answer to the question of the necessity clause between the premises and the conclusion of the PS. We must ask just what Aristotle has been saying about the relationship between conclusion and premises.

Do they really somehow entail the conclusion, or is the relationship slightly weaker one: the truth of the premises does not exactly entail the conclusion, but simply makes its failure to occur inexplicable? That is, if action does not follow, must we conclude that the premises were false (the agent did not have the desire and/or belief we thought), or is there still room grant their truth, but to conclude that the failure to act is mysterious, incomprehensible? Aristotle’s treatment nowhere suggests the second alternative; in fact, he repeatedly stresses that the relationship is one of entailment.

The relationship between premises and conclusion is a conceptual and logical one: the aim of the discussion is to elucidate the logical relationship among the concepts of desires, belief and action. It is part of what it means to want an end that one takes action towards it in certain circumstances. 

And this is our crucial point: to accept, eventually, the Aristotle’s suggestion, we need to specify the circumstances, the context of the occurrence of action. This means that the logical validity of PS, the necessity clause between the premises and the conclusion of the PS, is not an absolute validity, but it is a relativistic validity. The logical validity of PS is limited by the context of the action.

Now, I look briefly at the De motu’s example of the “cloak”. Here is the example
:

I need covering; a cloak is a covering. I need a cloak.

What I need, I have to make; I need a cloak; I have to make a cloak.

In this syllogism, the conclusion, that is making a cloak, is an action. And the action is based on a principle: if it is a cloak, I need this and this, and I act to make it.

What is important, to Aristotle, it is not the object, the means, but it is the end, the action; that is, the main thing is the accomplishment of the action, and the means we use to this purpose – to realize the action ​– has to be sufficient, and not necessary. The cloak fulfils my need of covering, but the relationship between the cloak and the satisfaction of my need of covering is not a relationship of necessity. I could fulfil my need of covering using another object; a coat, a sweater, an umbrella, a wind-cheater jacket or an anorak, etc. The cloak fulfils my need, but not in the sense of a logical necessity: the cloak is the sufficient reason, not the necessary reason, for my action.

From a logical point of view, there can be some problems: in the first premise of PS (of the kind presented in De motu) we point out a certain set of objects, but it doesn’t entail that we point out one specific subset. In the case of the cloak, we point out the need of covering, but from this need it doesn’t follow (necessarily) that this need of covering has to be satisfy by a cloak. It could be fulfilled by a coat, or and sweater, and so forth.

I need a or b or c or d
a is one of a or of b or of c or of d
-----------------------------------------------

I need a

that is, in the case of the covering P and of the cloak C:

Some P  is something I need

Every C  is a P
-----------------------------------------------

Some P is a thing I need

In this case, the conclusion would be unsound.

The unsound conclusion of the inferential form:

I need an A
Every B  is an A
-----------------------------------

I need a B
is making clear by the following example:

I need a car
Every Limousine is a car
-----------------------------------

I need a Limousine
In this example, it is obvious that to need a car doesn’t entail necessarily to need a Limousine. Instead of a Limousine I could need a small car or a jeep because I’m planning to go up to the mountain.

Nonetheless, we can affirm that the first premise doesn’t mean “I need an A”, but it means “I need some A whatever it could be”. In this case it is not so obvious to maintain that the syllogism is unsound.

If the statement “I need a covering” means that I need whatever covering it could be, the conclusion doesn’t follow. But if we assume that in that particular context the only covering available is a cloak (and we indicate the specific context) the inference is sound. 

If we formalize the inference as follows:

 (1) 
x (P(x)  B(a, x)),  x(P(x) (C(x)) ˜x (C(x)  B(a, x))

where P(x) means “x is a covering”, B(a, x) means “a needs x”, and C(x) means “x is a cloak”, the inference is unsound.

We need to add a contextual clause to specify that the only covering available is a cloak. It is raining, and the only covering we can use is this particular cloak.

If we assume that the opponent is:
(2)
x (P(x)   B(a, x)),  x(P(x) (C(x)) ˜ x (C(x)  B(a, x))

the inference is sound, and it turns out to be formally valid. 

The solution seems to be that one suggested by Aristotle himself: practical syllogism is valid when it is possible to specify the context where the action occurs. Practical syllogism is not valid in an absolute sense, like theoretical syllogism, but it shows the same kind of deductive pattern: both of them, theoretical and practical syllogism, presents a logical clause which connect the premises to the conclusion. For this reason, PS seems to be an effective model for the description of rational action.

A more sophisticated analysis of the logical problems connected to the aristotelian practical syllogism would require a specific investigation – and this not the aim of my work – but the brief remark here exposed might clarify the vision of Anscombe and von Wright. They don’t underline, explicitly, the limits of PS, connected to the context of the action, because they insist on the question of the necessity clause. My argument, based on the analysis of Aristotle’s practical syllogism – specifically on the examples presented in the De motu animalium (701a, 7-20) – tried to show that PS could be an acceptable model for the description of human action. But, to accept PS as a model for the analysis of action, we have to point out the logical limits of PS, which are basically connected to the necessity of specifying the context of the occurrence of action. This means that the logical validity of PS, the “necessity” clause between the premises and the conclusion, is not an absolute validity, but it is a relativistic validity. 

We can now better understand the positions of Anscombe and von Wright – their defense of practical syllogism. As Anscombe observed: “The true character of practical syllogism has been obscured (…) Nonetheless, it was one of Aristotle’s best discoveries”.

To accept the logical validity of practical syllogism, and the fact that it could be an acceptable model for the analysis of action, we might think to an enlargement of logic, as von Wright suggested:

We must, I think, accept that practical syllogism are logically valid pieces of argumentation in their own right. Accepting them means in fact an enlargement of logic. We cannot reduce the practical syllogism to other patterns of valid inference.

And even Davidson’s criticism of practical syllogism – based on his refusal of a non-causalist view of action – accept that, “in absence of a satisfactory alternative, the best argument for a scheme like Aristotle’s is that it alone promise to give an account of the ‘mysterious connection’ between reasons and actions”.

To underline the logical limits of PS, I will briefly analyze the Davidson’s causalist theory of action and his criticism to the “generic” model of practical syllogism. According to Davidson, indeed, PS is a valid instrument to explain the connection between reasons and actions, but it fails to explain the general issue of practical reasoning.

4. Davidson’s criticism of practical syllogism
Davidson
 believes that practical syllogism would make clear how an action would be part of a specific reason (desire + belief): the major premise expresses a desire or a positive attitude towards an end, the minor premise expresses a belief about the means to satisfy the desire; in the conclusion the desire for a certain end is extended to the means and it leads to the effective action. If PS can show how the action can be “rationalized”, we still have the problem of logical conclusion: when we have a desire and a corresponding belief the result will be the transmission of the desire from the end to the means. But this conclusion does not necessarily lead to an action.

From Davidson’s perspective the individuation of a primary reason, as the sum of a positive attitude towards a certain object, and a belief in specific properties of what we desire, is also the cause of the action. According to Davidson, what follows from a primary reason is not an action, but the transmission of the desire from the end to the means.

To believe in certain premises seems to lead to the action, but the action is not always necessarily fulfilled. Desires, reasons, and contrasting beliefs could be in conflict with each other and preventing the execution of the action (Searle, 2001). Davidson noticed that reasons can “rationalize” the action, but they are not able to explain the real process that leads the agent to the action. Reasons can give the conditions under which an action can be desirable, but not in a complete sense. 

In Davidson’s view, motivations, reasons, obligations, values that push us to the action can be inconsistent: practical reasoning can only presents favorable or opposite reasons for an action, but it cannot show what we have to do, or state the decision we have to take. After having considered different reasons we still have to choose a certain course of action: everything considered, the agent holds some course of action to be the best, or the right, one, or the thing he ought to do, and yet he does something else (akrasia). 

The question of akrasia, or weakness of will – which refers, as I mentioned at the beginning of this writing, to the possibility of the akratic action, usually conceived as uncompelled, intentional action that conflicts with the agent’s better judgment – is a central issue in Davidson’s criticism of practical syllogism. In Davidson’s view, indeed, the akratic action shows the weakness of the model of PS: it fails to describe the conflict between reasons and action, that is to say that it fails to describe human action.

The akratic subject (akratés, Davidson 1970, or logical akratic agent, Engel, 2002) decides on the basis of what reason shall be effective and this decision cannot be the conclusion of a deductive reasoning. An akratic inference has the following form (Davidson, Engel):

(A)
P

(B)
If P then Q

(Z)
Q

The akratic subject accepts the premises of the inference but refuses, intentionally, to draw the conclusion (Z) although he/she is ready to add as many premises of the form:

(c)      If A and B are true, then Z must be true

he/she has all good logical reasons to recognize the validity of the inference from A and B to Z, yet he/she does not perform it.
Aristotle’s theory of action says that once a person has the desire and believes some actions will satisfy it, straightway he acts. Since there is no distinguishing the conditions under which an agent is in a position to infer that an action he is free to perform is desirable from the conditions under which he acts, Aristotle apparently identifies drawing the inference and acting: he says “the conclusion is an action”
. But, for Davidson
, this account of intentional action and practical reasoning contradicts the assumption that there are incontinent, or akratic, actions, and so Aristotle’s theory can offer no satisfactory analysis of incontinent action.
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