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;[~TION & PRACTICAL REASONING 

B.S. Jardine 

"Our discussion will be adequate if it has as 

much clearness as the subject-matter admits of, for 

precision is not to be sought for alike in all 

discussions, any more than in all the products of Lhe 

crafts •.•••• We must be content, 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 for the most part true 

and with premises of the same kind to reach concluaions 

that are no better. In the same spirit, therefore, 

should each type of statement be received," 

Aristotle. 



This thesis is my own original work, except 
as indicated in the footnotes. 

B.S. Jardine. 
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Introdu£1j£g - problems of interpreting ordinary 

language. Anscombe and Aristotle. 
I. iliNTENTION & PRACTIQAL REASONING 

!Qat is he doing?: In any given case there are many 
possible answers to this question. There are many 

possible descriptions of any action and none is 
"the" simple or obvious answer. 

Did he do ii_intenti2nal~? The answer to this 

i 

question will depend on vrhich description is substituted 

for x. Someone may intentionally do something which 

is something else, and yet not do that other thing 
intentionally (though it is something does). 

External indications may help us answer the question 

in practice but do not explain why the answer should 
be what it is. There must be something which can 

tell us not only whether an action is intentional, 

but also under what description it is so. 

~nowing what one i~oing: Knowledge seems likely 

to be involved in what performs this role. 
Bractica1 Reasoning: Practical reasoning is not a 
special argument form but a particular use of 

reasoning - to make the world conform to a 
11nicture 11 rather than the reverse. 
" 
~actical Reasoning and Intention: Action done as a 

result ~f practical reasoning is intentional, 
practical reasoning meets the requirement formulated 

above. Objections to saying all intentional actions 

are done as a result of practical reas ning are based 

on two narrow a viewpoint O>f reasoning or an 

oversimplified view of certain types .lf action. 

~mitations of this account: This account does not 
attempt to solve problems concerning :responsibility 

or "freewill". 



II. REASON & PASSION 

~he Intentionali~_Qf_ReasQa: Some reasonings are 

intentional in the usual sense. From other points 

of view reasonings are not intentional, but not for 
the same reason as accidental or reflex actions. 
M!l!tives: A "dispositional" account is not really 
about motives but character traits and is quite 

inconsistent with the role for which motive words 
are used. 

~i!Q~: Feelings (disturbances) may be the cause 
or the occasion of people doing things. the 

former case these are not intentional actions, in 

ii 

the latter the fe~lings have no special role. 

Disturbances are part of what w:e refer to by emotion 

terms but an essential element is a certain construction 

of the situation in which the person finds himself. 
~ason and Passion: Hume provides several arguments 

against his views on this subject, the basic weakness 

being a too limited view of passion. r•lany of his 
criticisms of the rationalist accounts of action 
are w:ellfounded - their view: of reason was narrow 
and unrealistic, 

III WANTINGot.._QQJ'iQ.LUDING & \'fiLLING 

Any theory of intention must account for the failure 

to carry out intentions. 

Th~.J[jJ,];: Common expressions such as "weak-willed" 
are nat evidence for this doctrine. It is unnecessary 

unless we fail to account for unfulfilled intentiom. 

(In a loose sense it might be usable in ethical 

discussions). 

The~lements of ~tical R~~ing: There are three 

elements - wanting, belief~ about means and conclusion. 
This last may be an action or an expression of 
intention (decision). 

!§gting: Strictly speaking one wants some proposition 



to be true, rather than ;vants some object. It is 

possible to want unattainable objects. 

~~£ting_£onclusions1 In both theoretical and 
oractical reasoning it is impossible to see how 

someone can reject the conclusion 

if it is aonsidered in isolation. 

of their reasoning 

Once other factors 
are admitted it is easy. There are senses in which 
a person may have incompatible wants - it depends on 
how wide is the field of consideration referred to.L 
There are concrete and abstract uses of "want" 
the former is that in practical reasoning and in.· 

this someone cannot want incompatible things 

simultaneously. 

When a person's viewpoint is widened or narrowed, 
e.g. by a conflict between his wants, what he wants 

or some other element in practical reasoning llLtst 

change. In one sense this means that in each case 

of unfulfilled intention the person changes his 

mind, but in an important sense this is not true. 

~si~: Aristotle's solution compared 1vi th that 
given here. 
Conclusion: "The end of an action is rels..tive to 
the occasion"; "it is pa"·ticular acts that have 
to be done." 

i:ii 



iii 

In setting out to examine what it is to act 
intentionally I begin from the distinctions, classification~ 

and relations mads common usage. While I believe 

that the ultimate test of the value of the account 
I put forward is the light it throws on those features 
of the world which concern us in ordinary discussion 

of human action the usages of such discussion cannot 

strictly dictate the limits of the accou Ordinary 
usage may be inconsistent or confused, failing to 

distinguish bet1veen different but similar things or 

using a varist;)r of ~:J~:}lressions for the same type of 

phenomena. There is a special difficulty in relation 

to several subjects which arise in the course of this 
enquiry - the once-technical usages of moral, political, 
philosophical, theological and juristic theories 
have often become embedded in the language by way 

of popular writings on these subjects, the pulpit and 
the courts. 

We may find that some theory once grouped together 

a number of phenomena and gave a common explanation 
of them. After the theoretical context of the explanation 

has lost popularity or been forgotten the terms used 

in the explanution may survive as a convenient phrase 

under which to classify those phenomena. 

Other problems of method arise in relation to the 

writings of some of the philosophers whose views I 
discuss. In the case of r'liss Anscombe much of her 
writing is elliptical and suggestive and sometimes 
simply obscure. In the case of Aristotle the difficulties 

are numerous, not the least being that of translation. 
Obviously to present an accurate picture of his arguments 

it is necessary not only to have a'Hmguistic ability 

but a grasp of his philosophy. Although my highschool 



iv 

Greek scarcely qualifies me to speak on this matter 

I cannot help feeling that most translators have 

tended to interpret Aristotle very much in the light 
of their own views. I know that I have done this too, 

because I began to see whcc.t I think are the points 
of several passages only after I had begun to formulate 

opinions on the subjects dealt with or related ones, 

I may well have misunderstood these authors, but 
I do not claim that the views I attribute to them 

are necessarily correct interpretations, but only 

that they are the points which their writings 

suggested to me and which seemed fruitful or 
interesting, 




