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ACTING FROM THOUGHT ABOUT ACTION

Committee: Christine Korsgaard, Ned Hall, Richard Moran, and Matthew Boyle

Human action is unique. It is metaphysically unique because we can act self-consciously. It
is normatively unique because we are subject to prudential, moral, and rational standards in
action, whereas other agents are not. What is the relationship between these aspects of our
action? I argue that familiar views of practical reason and action are incompatible with the
normative uniqueness of our action because they are incompatible with its metaphysical
uniqueness. I then argue that a constitutivist account of practical reason shows that the
metaphysical uniqueness of our action explains its normative uniqueness.
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Long Dissertation Abstract

‘How am I TO ACT?’ As far as we know, only human beings can ask this question and act from our answers
to it. The other animals can act in ways that are good or bad for themselves or others. I can act in some
way, though, because I understand so acting to be good for myself or others. I am practically rational.
Likewise, we are distinctively subject to certain normative standards in action such as moral, prudential,
and rational requirements because we can guide ourselves by them in action. I argue that the only way to
explain these features of our action is to endorse a kind of constitutivism that says that the capacities of
living beings are the source of all normativity. Within this metaphysics, I argue that practical reason is the
form that the will takes in a self-conscious being and thus differs from theoretical reason formally.

Whereas I argue that there is a distinctively practical form of reason, most philosophers think
that reason plays only a theoretical role in our agency. Instrumentalists think that it just forms means-
ends beliefs and to evaluate ends in light of other ends. A non-rational capacity gives the ends. It works
out consequences from them. Intellectualists, in contrast, think that reason supplies ends for our action.
These exercises of reason are theoretical, though, distinguished from others by their objects: reasons to
act. On both views, then, all exercises of reason are theoretical in nature.

I argue that neither view can account for our action. Against intellectualism, I argue that if
practical reason is a species of theoretical reason, practical judgments cannot have authority over the will.
Without that authority, though, I cannot act from my representation of a reason to act. I then argue that if
I cannot act from those representations, those reasons and a species of theoretical reason about them
cannot exist. Against instrumentalism, I argue that its claims about how to decide are ambiguous
between descriptive claims and normative claims. Neither disambiguation does the needed explanatory
work. Instrumentalists should endorse the reduction of agency prominent in action theory under the
name the causal theory of action in order to try to avoid this problem. However, I argue that the causal
theory cannot meet its explanatory burdens. Every account of action must invoke a means-end belief,
which is a belief about what I can self-consciously do in order to achieve my end. A reduction of action
cannot invoke the idea of what I can self-consciously do, though, since that is what it means to explain.

Practical reason thereby must be a basic capacity of ours. I offer a general metaphysics of
capacities and a specific account of practical reason in order to explain this idea. A capacity is such that a
single principle describes its nature and is thereby normative for its development and exercises. I argue
that this view is the only way to explain the possibility of internal normative standards, and I show how it
partitions normative standards into various distinct kinds. I then turn specifically to our capacity to act
self-consciously or from thought about action. It is our capacity of practical reason. I derive an
instrumental requirement and a prudential requirement from the idea of acting self-consciously. Most
philosophers assume that this kind of view must say that we are subject to moral requirements only if we
can also derive them from the idea of acting self-consciously. I argue, though, that this kind of derivation
is unnecessary and does not fit with the idea that our capacity to act is the capacity of a living being just
like any other. Just as the genus of a capacity for digestion can have different species whose bearers are
subject to different normative standards in their exercises of those capacities as such, so the genus of a
capacity to self-consciously act can have different species whose bearers are subject to different
normative standards in their exercises of those capacities as such. Just as we cannot derive all the
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substantive normative standards that govern our digestion from the idea of digestion, so we cannot
derive all the substantive normative standards that govern our action from the mere idea of acting self-
consciously. Practical reason is thus a genus with different species, and beings with different species are
subject to different normative standards. I explain why this fact should not worry us when we wonder
whether we are moral beings—that is, whether we are subject to moral requirements in action as such.



