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Ralf Stoecker

Action and Responsibility – a second look at ascriptivism

Ascriptivism is an offspring of the so-called linguistic turn in philosophy, applied to the central question of action theory namely: What are actions? It was put forward by H.L.A. Hart in his classic article “The Ascription of Responsibility and Rights”.
 

According to Hart it is not surprising that the philosophers didn’t succeed in finding a satisfactory answer to the question what actions are, since the whole question is due to a misunderstanding of the logic of agency ascriptions. As with other problems in philosophy, a too simple model of the functioning of language creates Scheinprobleme (as Wittgenstein had argued with respect to many philosophical questions of the form “What is X?”). With regard to action theory according to ascriptivism the mistake lies in the implicit assumption that action sentences like “He did it” are descriptive sentences, while in fact they are what Hart calls ascriptive sentences, sentences ascribing responsibility to a person. 

From the premise

(1)
It is essential for action sentences that they ascribe responsibility to agents,

ascriptivists infer the following statements:



(2)
One should better not regard action sentences as descriptive.



(3) 
Action sentences don’t describe actions,



(4) 
It is pointless to ask what actions are.

Ascriptivism never became very popular, though. The Philosopher’s Index gives fewer than a dozen entries, mostly from the sixties and seventies, and even Hart himself wrote his monumental Causation in Law (together with Tony Honoré) without mentioning ascriptivism at all. And there are indeed a number of excellent reasons to be sceptical about ascriptivism. In my contribution I shall first list some of these objections against ascriptivism and then argue that in spite of these difficulties ascriptivism might be basically true.

11 Objections against ascriptivism

The first group of objections is directed against the semantic thesis that action sentences are non-descriptive (2). 

(I) As Peter Geach has emphasized, reading action sentences as non-descriptive creates problems for an adequate understanding of their role in logically complex sentences, e.g. in conditionals.
 Prima facie the sentence 

“If the gardener killed the king, then he also killed the queen.” 
has a truth value which depends on the truth values of the antecedent and the consequent. Yet if these two, being action sentences, are non-descriptive, they don’t have truth values. Hence the whole sentence couldn’t be truth-functional in the familiar way, nor could it be an ascriptive sentence itself (since as it stands it doesn’t ascribe any responsibility to the gardener). Its semantic status remains mysterious.

(II) Normally, when we talk about people’s actions what we have in mind isn’t responsibility ascription at all but simply the description of what happens. 
 
“The waiter seated me near the entrance, and then I waited for you.” 
Seating someone is an action, but it seems absurd to deny that the sentence provides a description of a particular scene in a restaurant. 

(III) The claim that action sentences aren’t descriptive is particularly odd in explanatory contexts:
 
“Because he felt ill, Peter took a pill which immediately put him to sleep.”
We certainly work on the assumption that our actions are part of the world’s history, triggered by things that happen to us and in turn exerting influence on future events. 

The objections of the next group concern the ascriptivist’s claim (1), i.e. that there is a tight connection between action and responsibility.

(IV) Ascriptivism seems to take for granted that responsibility is a unique relationship, while in fact there are different kinds of responsibility, as for instance moral, legal and causal responsibility, which aren’t even coextensional. As we all know, a politician could be morally responsible for the death of many people without being legally responsible. On the other hand there may be legal systems (perhaps ours is one of them) which hold people legally responsible for things they aren’t morally responsible for. Causal responsibility, finally, has a much larger extension and also allows far more things to be responsible than moral or legal responsibility do. (The tsunami was causally responsible for excessive destruction without even being capable of being morally or legally responsible.) Hence, if action sentences ascribe responsibility, as ascriptivists believe, one would like to know which kind of responsibility they ascribe.

(V) In any case, not everything we are responsible for is an action. Lee Oswald was responsible for J.F. Kennedy’s death; Christo and Jeanne-Claude were responsible for the recent appearance of New York’s Central Park; in the German government Joschka Fischer is responsible for foreign affairs; a school teacher is responsible for his pupils. Neither deaths or appearances nor foreign affairs or children are actions, though. One may therefore wonder what the difference is between those responsibility ascriptions that constitute agency and others that don’t.

(VI) While there are many things we are responsible for that aren’t actions, there also seem to be actions for which we aren’t responsible. At least prima facie, no one is always and some people are never responsible for what they do. A driver who suddenly and unexpectedly suffers a heart attack and drives her car into the window of a shop is not responsible for breaking the window; still it was her who smashed it. Small children are notoriously irresponsible for what they do, but they certainly aren’t inactive. Therefore, it seems, responsibility could not be a necessary condition for agency, and so not all action sentences could be construed as responsibility ascriptions. 

(VII) It is tempting to argue, in response to objection (VI), that doings like driving into a window or the activities of children aren’t really actions, that they are only behaviour of some sort, while real actions are always something the agent is responsible for. Since it is often assumed as almost a triviality that actions are what we are responsible for, it is worth noting that this is not the way we usually talk about actions.
 Lee Oswald killed Kennedy but nobody would say that Oswald was responsible for his killing of Kennedy; what he was responsible for was Kennedy’s death (which isn’t an action). Given our ordinary way of speaking, our own actions are almost the only things in the world we are never responsible for. So why should we assume that action sentences are in fact ascriptions of responsibility?

The last objection is directed against Hart’s claim (4) that ascriptivism could account for the failure of philosophical attempts to answer the question what actions are 

(VIII) On the one hand it is not obvious that providing necessary and sufficient conditions is in general the only or even the best way for answering the question what something is. After all, there haven’t been many successful attempts in philosophy to give such an answer to a What-question. (Compare the analogous difficulties of giving necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge in epistemology.) Hence, the whole enterprise of elucidating central philosophical concepts by way of specifying necessary and sufficient conditions could be ill-advised from the beginning, irrespective of whether these concepts are descriptive or not. On the other hand it is not clear to what extent Hart’s ascriptivism really could spare us the question what actions are. In the passage where he introduces the term “ascriptive” he writes that the principal function of action sentences is “to ascribe responsibility for actions” (p. 145, my emphasis). But then, one may wonder what these actions are the agent is responsible for, i.e. what actions are at all. The central problem of action theory would then return.

In view of these difficulties is not surprising that ascriptivism didn’t flourish. So why bother about an obsolete theory?

21 Hopes conjoined with ascriptivism

The main reason for reconsidering ascriptivism is that it might solve a number of obstinate problems that accompany the standard conception of actions. According to the standard view, actions are events (usually bodily movements) which are set off by mental phenomena (propositional attitudes, acts of will, decisions) that also reveal those events as being reasonable (to a certain degree). 

There are several notorious problems for the standard view, including the following ones:

A. difficulties of action individuation (choosing between fine-grained and coarse-grained conceptions, the time-of-a-killing-problem, a satisfactory account of “by”-sentences), 

B. difficulties of giving an adequate account of omissions and commissions,

C. the problem of wayward causal chains

D. problems of mental causation 

These and other problems have been tackled by defenders of the standard conception in numerous ways, leading to various brands of the standard view. What I want to suggest, though, is that they are evidence for some fundamental flaws in the standard conception and that actions should be understood rather along the lines proposed by ascriptivism. In the remainder of this paper I wish to develop this suggestion.

31 What is right and what is wrong with ascriptivism?

What is wrong with ascriptivism is the claim that action sentences are not descriptive (2). To be sure, we employ action sentences for different purposes, and one of these purposes is to praise or blame an agent for what she has done. Yet we do this by pointing out something about the agent that may be true or false. A boy who tells his mother that his sister has eaten all the cookies may thereby express admiration or outrage, but in any case he describes something concerning his sister. Objections (I) and (II) are sound. What is special about action sentences is not their mode but their content.

In fact not only action sentences are descriptive; the same holds for the ascription of responsibility, too. The statement that Oswald was responsible for Kennedy’s death is true or false, no matter if anybody blamed him for his deed. His responsibility is a fact belonging to American history. But given that responsibility ascriptions are also descriptive, one can reject the idea that action sentences aren’t descriptive and still stick to claim (1) that action sentences attribute responsibility to the agent. Such a new, semantically conservative ascriptivism would retain the close relationship between action and responsibility and build it into an account of agency.

The easiest way to do this would be to say: It is essential to action sentences that they ascribe responsibility to agents because an action is just the behaviour an agent is responsible for. But such a claim would still be confronted with the other objections listed earlier. It must therefore be amended. 

The key for a more promising ascriptivism is objection (VII), the surprising observation that we rarely if ever speak of an agent’s being responsible for his action. Oswald wasn’t responsible for his killing of Kennedy; he was only responsible for Kennedy’s death. Why then is it so intuitively plausible that actions are at the core of what we are responsible for, although we don’t attribute responsibility for them? – A first, provisional answer is that by describing an agent as being responsible for some non-action we attribute agency to him. Actions aren’t what the agent is responsible for; they are his being responsible for things other than actions, like states or events. 

This could not be quite correct though, since strictly speaking there aren’t any ‘being-responsibles’. An agent’s being responsible is nothing in the world. This leads to a second respect in which ascriptivism was on the right track (besides the insistence on responsibility): The persistent question what actions are is based on a misunderstanding of the logical form of action sentences. Ordinary action sentences (like “Oswald pulled the trigger and killed Kennedy”) don’t talk about actions – they don’t refer to actions –, they only talk about people (Oswald, Kennedy) things (the trigger) and events (a death) and perhaps also to states, conditions, facts.; and they attribute agency to some of the people (Oswald). What makes them action sentences is not what they talk about but what they say about it: They describe the agent as being responsible. Objection (VII), that we never hold agents responsible for actions, and objection (V), that we hold them responsible for various other things, turn out to be two sides of the same coin. Holding people responsible for things is attributing agency to them. (In fact, this claim is much too strong and will be modified soon.)

In addition to objections (VII) and (V) the proposal also meets objection (VIII), since it rejects the ontological presumption that actions are entities of a special kind, without leaving any room for worries about what kind that is. (Strictly speaking, i.e. ontologically strictly speaking, the answer to the question what actions are is: there aren’t any. Actions don’t belong to the entities that make up the world.)

Perhaps the most serious challenge to ascriptivism is objection (III). As it was stated earlier, objection (III) was only directed against the thesis that action sentences are non-descriptive: If action sentences could function as explananda or explanantia, how could one ever doubt that they are descriptive? As soon as it is agreed that action sentences are descriptive the problem is solved. But the explanatory role of action sentences isn’t just one of many roles they play. It is commonly agreed that in some sense or other it is essential for actions to be explainable in certain ways. Actions are due to agents. No construal of agency is adequate if it doesn’t account for actions as a kind of product of agents. 

Moreover, action explanations frequently refer to the agent’s reasons, intentions or mental states, which function seems to be essential for actions as well: Actions usually are performed because of how things appeared to the agent. An adequate explanation of agency has to take this in account, too. 

The standard view can accommodate these aspects since it regards actions as being caused by the agents’ reasons. (Although some defenders of agent causality doubt that such a relationship between actions and reasons already captures the essence of actions as being brought about by agents.) But for ascriptivism the situation looks worse, since responsibility seems to be independent of any kind of production or causation. (This is obvious in cases where people are responsible for other people, as e.g. the teacher is for his pupils.) So how could one maintain that actions essentially are due to agents and at the same time hold that what is special to actions is that the agent is responsible for them?

In response to these worries one could be inclined to fall back on the distinction between different sorts of responsibility. A teacher may be morally and legally responsible for his pupils but certainly he isn’t causally responsible for them. One could therefore assume that ascriptivism has to be read as the thesis that action consists in an agent’s causal responsibility for something. Oswald killed Kennedy since he was causally responsible for Kennedy’s death. Such a reading would preserve the idea that action is to be construed relationally, as a relation between an agent and what von Wright has called the result of the action, but it would reduce the responsibility component of ascriptivism to a terminologically extravagant twin of the causal condition of the standard view. Instead of demanding that agents or their intentions should cause the actions, one would require them to be causally responsible for the actions, which wouldn’t be of any advantage. Moreover, if one were to confine ascriptivism to causal responsibility one would forego any hopes to specify what is peculiar to actions in contrast with other doings.

But there is a better ascriptivistic answer to the objection that it is essential for actions to be in some sense elicited or generated by the agent, an answer which in a sense turns matters upside down. The ascriptivist should maintain that in cases of agency the result of the action is explainable with recourse to the agent in so far as the agent was responsible for it. To ascribe an action to a person is not simply to say that the person is responsible for something (the result of the action), it is to state that the result can be explained from the fact that the person was responsible for it. Oswald killed Kennedy since he was responsible for Kennedy’s death and his being responsible explained Kennedy’s death. 

But how can we explain something with recourse to an agent’s responsibility for it? To see what I have in mind it is necessary to step back and start at the very core of responsibility, investigate its explanatory role for actions, and then try to develop the account from the inside out. 

41 The role of responsibility ascriptions in action explanations

The core of responsibility, etymologically and historically, is the request for a ‘response’, more particularly the request for a justification of what one has done. A person is asked to account for her doings by giving reasons that speak in favour of them. Responsibility in this sense is a particular role in a social or communicative practice. The responsible person has to defend what she has done to fend off the threat of being found guilty and blameworthy or to earn praise and reward. 

It is quite easy to see how the fact that a person is responsible in this sense (i.e. in the sense of being called to account) for having done something could also explain what the person has done: To avoid being blamed and scolded by the others or to be praised and rewarded by them the agent takes care only to do such things she could successfully defend afterwards. As everybody knows being examined may be an unpleasant event if one couldn’t give satisfactory answers. Hence, the thread to be confronted with such a situation together with the positive expectation of reward may easily explain the appropriate behaviour.

So far responsibility only accounts for a small minority of actions. Only very few of our actions are performed in the expectation of a consecutive critical examination. But this used to be different. When we were small children, a lot of what we did was accompanied by a running commentary of others, usually our parents. With their praise and encouragement as well as with their complaints and perhaps even punishment parents establish responsibility relations. They ascribe some of the things that happen (usually bodily events) to the child as his or her act. (These aren’t always the typical examples for bodily movements we know from modern action theory, but also acts like belching, filling the diapers etc.) 

To that extent the parents’ linguistic reactions are on a par with other positive and negative reinforcements and lead to similar conditioning effects. But soon (the sooner the better) these bold evaluations of the very early responsibility ascriptions broaden into an evaluative discourse; parents add reasons for their judgements, they weigh practical arguments and draw conclusions from them. The children learn that part of what happens is subject to a form of discourse that is centred on agents: “You should have eaten breakfast, then you wouldn’t be hungry now”, “Why did you beat your sister?” Moreover, the adults themselves accompany what they do by explicit reasoning. “I better give you the warm coat, it is chilly outside”, “I was sure that you would like spaghetti more than potatoes”. And the children experience such dialogues also between adult people (“You should have given her a warm cap, too, she just had an inflammation of the middle ear”). Moreover, as soon as the children learn to talk they learn to participate in such communications (“She ate all the cookies!”), and then they tirelessly practice them in role playing with other children and with dolls and puppets. 

But the point of these exercises isn’t merely to enable the children to take part in communication with their parents or with other people; the point is to enable them to act in accordance with the demands of such a communication (if it were to take place). And the way they achieve this aim is by accompanying whatever they do by such a running commentary. A two-year old toddler for example who does something shady typically would accompany her doing by mumbling the words she would expect her mother to utter in the situation. The children feign to be in a constant dialogue while they act, and thereby they adjust their behaviour to the standards of such a dialogue. They slowly start to act responsibly.

The habit of mumbling practical dialogues to oneself in order to act better isn’t confined to children, though. It is what we always do when we deliberate about our actions, although we are much better now in doing it silently (and it is usually more difficult to identify our mother’s voice in it). Thinking, in particular practical thinking, is first and foremost talking, sometimes in combination with other devices that help us in real discussions too, e.g. drawing schemas, pacing up and down, staring into the air. Our established habit of performing a kind of Loya Jirga in our heads allows for the explanation of far more action results then the prospect of being taken to account afterwards: Since we are disposed to act on the judgements of the advisory hearing we play through in our thoughts, the results of our actions can often be explained with recourse to these dispositions. The results obtain because we are responsible for them and because our habit of reasoning disposes us to act responsibly. 

Still, the vast majority of our actions aren’t deliberate in this sense, nor could or should they be. Talking with others as well as feigning such a discussion in our hearts are slow, unstable procedures that could never direct us through our multifarious active lives. This is as true for small children as it is for elderly philosophers. While the children learn how to act in accordance with the practical deliberations of the authorities, they simultaneously learn many other things too, they learn how to handle building bricks and spoons, how to keep one’s distance to fires and knives, and perhaps even how to treat their baby sister. They know a lot about correct behaviour which they normally need not reconsider. When they get older, they increase both capabilities, acting according to practical considerations and doing the right things without consideration, until finally they achieve the level of competence we have, which is characterized by two skills: first to act frequently as if we had deliberated about what to do, without actually haven done so, and secondly, to engage in real, practical deliberations, when the first skill threatens to fail. 

These two capacities constitute the very core of human agency. With respect to our domain of responsibility we take care that things accord with our practical deliberations, sometimes by actually performing such a deliberation (our silent Loya Jirga), but mostly because we are disposed to behave as if we had performed it. These capacities allow for a unique explanatory strategy with respect to agents: One may explain things from the fact that the agent is responsible for them. Her being responsible for them makes them an apt object of her practical deliberation, which in turn allows us to explain them by referring to aspects that would speak in favour of them in her deliberation. To say that an agent acts is to point out that a certain event or fact is in this way explainable – explainable because she is responsible for it.

51 Discussion of the neo-ascriptivistic account

Let me close by a short and sketchy discussion of the neo-ascriptivistic account I have advocated. 

It is one of the advantages of this modified ascriptivism that it may easily embrace so called negative actions, omissions and commissions. (This was difficulty B for the standard account, mentioned earlier.) A large part of what we do consists in non interfering, in letting things happen, which to my mind entails that we are responsible for these occurrences and moreover have them under control. They continue, because they meet our plans and demands. 

Unfortunately, though, we aren’t always perfectly reasonable agents. Sometimes we loose control and things happen in our domain of responsibility which don’t agree with our practical deliberations (whether explicit or potential). They may still constitute actions, but in this case the actions aren’t intentional. If, at breakfast table, I reach for my newspaper and knock over my wife’s coffee mug, reaching for the paper is an intentional action of mine, since the arm movement is an expression of my skill to behave according to my practical reasoning (potential practical reasoning, because I certainly wouldn’t waist a thought on groping for the paper). Knocking over the mug on the other hand is not intentional, since the mug doesn’t topple because practical reason recommends spilling coffee. Nonetheless it is an action of mine, an unintentional action, it can be explained by referring to my disposition to act according to practical reason: I have done it by doing something else intentionally (namely reaching for the paper). 

As is well known, agency constitutes so called “action trees”, built up by the words “by” or “thereby”. Most things we do we do by doing something else. Now the coffee example makes vivid that “by” relates explanations, or better: statements of explainability – which is just what action ascriptions are. I was reaching for the newspaper and thereby knocked over the coffee mug. This is true because first my arm movement was explainable by referring to me, and secondly because the fact that my arm movement was explainable by referring to me justifies the claim that the toppling of the mug was explainable by referring to me, too. In this way the neo-ascriptivist proposal of construing action ascriptions as statements of explainability based on responsibility can account for the peculiarities of action trees that are so tricky for the standard theory (difficulty A).

As I said, I am confident that the proposal that I have barely sketched here can also cope with the other problems for the standard account listed above.
 But instead of taking up these points I shall close my paper with some remarks on those problems for ascriptivism, I haven’t tackled yet. 

Objection (VI) points out that we sometimes say that an agent has done something but isn’t responsible for it. Children in particular are very active although we seem to exempt them from responsibility. Even if this isn’t quite true, since, as I have said earlier, it is a core part of children’s learning history that they are involved in practical discourse that ascribes responsibility to them, it points to the fact that our usage of “doing” and “acting” is much looser than I have described it. A few weeks ago a tsunami killed thousands of people in Asia. Tsunamis can’t think. What the tsunami did wasn’t an action. But there is a striking parallel between saying that a tsunami killed people and that Oswald killed Kennedy. As with Oswald, saying that the tsunami killed people entails that one can explain the death of these people by the tsunami. To say that someone or something does something is to state that one may find an explanation in the doer. What is special to actions is only the kind of explanation in question. It seems to me that this parallel may be a heritage from animistic science, where waves and other natural phenomena literally were blamed for what they did. Evidence for this presumption is our use of the expression “causal responsibility”. Causal responsibility is what things or persons doing something have  

This leads to objection (IV), the question what sort of responsibility is at issue in ascriptivism. According to neo-ascriptivism agency is based on the communicative practice of taking agents to account. Yet, there is no communicative practice of taking someone to account causally. If it is essential for agency that the so called result of the action is explainable by reference to the agent’s responsibility, “responsibility” has to be read in a stronger sense than causal responsibility. This observation still leaves the choice between moral and legal responsibility. In contrast with causal responsibility one can easily be held morally as well as legally responsible for something. In fact, it would be better to say: One can be held responsible for moral grounds as well as for legal grounds. Morality and law don’t establish different kinds of responsibility, they only provide two sources for establishing what people are responsible for. And both sources may equally justify the assumption that an agent will behave responsible. Hence, ascriptivism need not distinguish, whether it is moral or legal responsibility that allows for the explanation of the result of the agent’s action.  

61 Résumé

It was my intention to dispel the worries that let traditional ascriptivism look so unattractive, so that my basic claim could gain at least some initial plausibility, the claim that to say that an agent acts is to say that something (the result of what she does) is explainable by reference to the agent’s responsibility for it. 
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