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Abstract
Donald Davidson established causalism, i.e. the view that reasons are causes and that 
action explanation is causal explanation, as the dominant view within contemporary 
action theory. According to his “master argument”, we must distinguish between rea-
sons the agent merely has and reasons she has and which actually explain what she 
did, and the only, or at any rate the best, way to make the distinction is by saying that 
the reasons for which an agent acts are causes of her action. “Davidson's challenge” to 
non-causalists is to come up with an alternative, more convincing, way of drawing the 
distinction. In this paper, I argue that G.E.M. Anscombe and G.H. von Wright offer 
such an alternative. Moreover, I argue that Davidson's own account of interpretation 
makes no use of his causalist claim.

I  |   I NTRODUCTION

From the 1950s through the 1970s, there was a lively debate about action expla-
nation and how it is related to causal explanation. “Causalists” held that rea-
sons are causes, and/or that action explanation is a species of causal explanation, 
whereas “intentionalists” denied both claims. While intentionalism was popu-
lar in the late 1950s and early 1960s, it was more or less displaced over the 1960s 
and 1970s, and causalism has come to dominate the mainstream philosophy of 
action. This change is largely due to the influence of Donald Davidson's semi-
nal paper “Actions, Reasons, and Causes”, published in the Journal of Philosophy 
in 1963, and a series of further papers in which he extended and refined his 
position. Since Davidson, the “standard story of action” has been causal.1 To 

 1Cf. Smith (2004; and 2012).
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be sure, there are still dissenting voices: for example, Jonathan Dancy devel-
oped a radically non-psychological account of reasons for action,2 Scott R. 
Sehon revived the teleological view,3 and since the re-publication of her book 
Intention in 2000, G.E.M. Anscombe's work has become influential with a new 
generation of philosophers. By and large, however, the dominant view has been 
that the debate between causalists and intentionalists came out in favour of 
causalism.

In his 1963 paper, Davidson offers a “master argument” for his causalist 
claim.4 It starts with the observation that agents typically have more reasons 
that are logically capable of explaining a given action than reasons that actu-
ally explain it. We must thus distinguish between reasons the agent merely has 
and reasons she has and which actually explain what she did. In other words, 
we must give an account of the “because” that occurs in explanations of ac-
tions. Davidson thinks that the only, or at any rate the best, way to give such an 
account is to say that the reasons for which an agent acts are causes of her ac-
tion. “Davidson's challenge” to non-causalists is thus to come up with an alter-
native, more convincing, way of drawing the distinction.

In this paper, I propose to examine this master argument. On close inspec-
tion, it will turn out to be wanting. I argue that alternative, and better, ways of 
meeting Davidson's challenge are available in the work of G.E.M. Anscombe 
and G.H. von Wright, and that somewhat surprisingly, Davidson's own account 
of interpreting the reasons for which intentional agents act does not rely on his 
causalist thesis.

II  |   DAV I DSON ON ACTION EX PLA NATION

Davidson claims that action explanation through reasons is a species of causal 
explanation. In such explanations, we say of someone that “she did A intention-
ally because …”, whereby the gap is filled by a statement of her reason, i.e. the 
reason why she did A. For Davidson, such statements have the canonical form 
of what he calls a “primary reason”:

C1. R is a primary reason why an agent performed the action A 
under the description d only if R consists of a pro attitude of the 
agent towards actions with a certain property, and a belief of the 
agent that A, under the description d, has that property.5

 2See Dancy (2000: 161–163) for a discussion and rejection of Davidson's argument for the causal character of 
action explanation.

 3Sehon (2005).

 4Dancy (2000: 161).
 5Davidson (1980a: 5).
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In short, we explain an intentional action under some description d by iden-
tifying a pro-attitude and a belief of the agent such that the agent wanted 
to achieve some aim and believed that her action, under description d, was 
conducive to that end. Note that for Davidson, action explanations are ca-
nonically teleological in form. They explain intentional actions by revealing 
how they promote one of the agent's ends. Note also, however, that Davidson 
interprets such explanations in a particular manner. He thinks that their ex-
planatory power derives, at least in part, from the attitudes of having an end 
and thinking some action promotes that end. Thus, he thinks that a primary 
reason consists of attitudes, namely of a pro attitude and a belief, and not, as 
more recent authors claim, of the contents of such attitudes.

Many intentionalists can, I think, go along with Davidson's C1.6 They would 
stop here, however, for they think that this much suffices for characterising action 
explanation. Davidson disagrees. He thinks that the mere fact that we can ascribe 
suitable attitudes to an agent, i.e. attitudes that have the right contents to ra-
tionalise the agent's action under some description, and thus construct a primary 
reason along the lines of C1, does not yet suffice for explaining the action. For 
Davidson, we have still not captured the force of the explanatory “because” that 
we use in action explanations. In “Actions, Reasons, and Causes”, he makes this 
point against A.I. Melden:

If, as Melden claims, causal explanations are “wholly irrelevant to 
the understanding we seek” of human action (184) then we are 
without an analysis of the “because” in “He did it because …”, 
where we go on to name a reason.7

Davidson picks up on an observation he had made earlier in the paper, when he 
drew attention to the difference between merely having a reason and having a rea-
son while also acting on it:

[A] person can have a reason for an action, and perform the ac-
tion, and yet this reason not be the reason why he did it. Central 
to the relation between a reason and an action it explains is the 
idea that the agent performed the action because he had the 
reason.8

 6Many others disagree, however, with the psychologism of Davidson's specification of a primary reason, i.e. 
with his claim that such a reason consists in psychological items, a belief and a desire, and not in, say, a fact. 
For this sort of criticism, see, for example, Dancy (2000) and Alvarez (2010). For the purposes of this paper, I 
will put this line of thought aside and assume, with Davidson, that primary reasons are beliefs and desires.

 7Davidson (1980a: 11).

 8Davidson (1980a: 9).
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Thus, recognising that someone had a reason for something she did does not as 
such license the conclusion that she did it for that reason. An additional premise 
is needed. Davidson concludes that this additional premise is the assumption that 
her reason also caused her action:

In order to turn the first “and” to “because” in “He exercised and 
he wanted to reduce and thought exercise would do it”, we must, as 
the basic move, augment condition C1 with C2. A primary reason 
for an action is its cause.9

For Davidson, “because” implies “cause”. He thinks the “because” of action 
explanation is a causal “because”. His argument for this claim is an inference 
to the best explanation. We must distinguish between primary reasons that 
an agent merely has and primary reasons that actually explain her action. 
And the only, or at any rate the best, way to account for this distinction is 
to think of primary reasons that are explanatory as causes of the action. 
Davidson's argument is thus really no more than a challenge – “Davidson's 
challenge”, as it has been called. It is a challenge for rival accounts to identify 
an alternative and more convincing way to distinguish between reasons an 
agent has and reasons for which she acts. Davidson's key claim is that there 
is no such alternative.

For Davidson, (primary) reasons are causes.10 But what exactly does he mean 
by this slogan? The word “cause” is ambiguous: it can denote a causal relation, but 
it can also indicate a causal explanation.11 Causal relations hold between events, 
irrespective of how they are described. According to Davidson, events are a cate-
gory of particulars that can be described in multiple ways.12 That a causal relation 
holds between events means that there are true descriptions of the events that in-
stantiate a strict causal law.13 Davidson explains the notion of a strict law in the 
following way:

Laws must be true universally quantified statements. They also must 
be lawlike: they must support counterfactuals, and be confirmed by 
their instances (these conditions are not independent). To qualify as 
strictly lawlike, they should contain no singular terms referring to 
particular objects, locations or times (strictly lawlike statements are 
symmetric with respect to time and location). Strictly lawlike 

 9Davidson (1980a: 11–12). See also Davidson (1980g: 232).

 10Cf. Davidson (1980h: 264).

 11Cf. Davidson (1993: 312).

 12Cf. Davidson (1980c; and 1980e).

 13Cf. Davidson (1980d).
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statements do not contain open-ended phrases like “other things 
being equal”, or “under normal conditions”.14

Causal relations are thus extensional relations among events, which they 
bear in virtue of instantiating a strict causal law under suitable descriptions, 
but which nevertheless hold irrespective of how the events that enter into 
them are described.

Causal explanations, by contrast, are intensional relations which do not 
require as their relata items from a narrow ontological category. They are 
explanations that invoke explanatorily pregnant general statements that are 
not strict causal laws. Among them are explanations invoking causal disposi-
tions. For example, to say that a sugar cube dissolved because it was soluble 
and was placed in a cup of coffee is to give a causal explanation of the event 
of the cube's dissolution. Such explanations do not appeal to strict laws, and 
more often than not such laws are not even known. In the case at hand, in-
stead of appealing to a strict law the explanation relies on the rough explana-
tory generalisation that is associated with the ascription of the disposition of 
solubility in water. According to Davidson, action explanation is of the same 
type as such causal explanations through dispositions. A pro attitude is for 
him a causal disposition that characterises a specific particular, and thus akin 
to the solubility of a piece of sugar or the brittleness of a glass window. 
Together with a suitable event, such as the onslaught of a relevant belief, a pro 
attitude can be invoked to give a causal explanation of the agent's behaviour.15 
However, for Davidson, there exists an indirect conceptual link between 
causal explanations and causal relations. That some factor A causally explains 
event e  entails that there is another event e* associated with A, such that a 
causal relation holds between e* and e.16 In other words, by giving a causal 
explanation of e through A, we commit ourselves to the claim that there is an 
event e* associated with A, so that there are true descriptions of e* and e 
under which they are covered by a strict causal law. Even though we may not 
know the law, and we may not even be able to pinpoint the event e*, we never-
theless implicitly claim that they exist when we give a causal explanation.

Davidson's slogan that reasons are causes is, I think, best understood as a 
claim about the causal character of reasons explanations. This is the official 
thesis which he intends to defend in “Actions, Reasons, and Causes”. The word 
“cause” in Davidson's claim C2 is thus best interpreted as referring to causal 
explanations rather than to causal relations. Davidson intends to convince us 
that reasons causally explain actions.

 14Davidson (2005: 203–204).

 15Cf. Davidson (1980a: 14–15 and 1980h: 274).

 16Cf. Davidson (1980a: 12–13).
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According to my interpretation, Davidson's slogan does not claim that a pri-
mary reason is causally related to an action. His claim is not that there is a strict 
causal law connecting the two under the descriptions which appear in a ratio-
nalisation. Moreover, he does not think that the reason itself is an event. He only 
claims that it is somehow associated with one (such as “the onset of a belief” or 
the like…). Nor does he commit himself to the thesis that primary reasons and 
actions fall under strict laws when they appear in the guise of the descriptions 
we use in giving action explanations. Rather, what Davidson claims in C2 is 
that action explanations through primary reasons are causal explanations, and 
that the “because” in action explanations is the same “because” we are familiar 
with from other causal explanations, and in particular from explanations that 
invoke causal dispositions.

The ingenuity of Davidson's proposal lies in part in avoiding many of the 
standard arguments against the idea that actions are causes, or that action ex-
planations are causal explanations, and in part in conceding many of the points 
of anti-causalists while still maintaining that reasons are causes. As to the first 
point, Davidson seems to show, against the consensus at the time, that it is pos-
sible to claim that reasons are causes. He does not postulate, for example, mental 
acts such as volitions as causes, nor does he claim that reasons and actions fall 
under covering laws under those descriptions that figure in rationalising expla-
nations. Moreover, he raises convincing objections to arguments that purport to 
show that reasons cannot be causes. For instance, against Melden's “logical con-
nection argument” he makes the valid point that actions as well as reasons (or at 
least the events associated with reasons) have many descriptions, and only some 
of them reveal them as falling under causal laws, whereas others reveal them as 
standing in relations of rationalisation. As to the second point I made at the be-
ginning of this paragraph, Davidson's account seems to give the intentionalists, 
or anti-causalists, all they can reasonably want, while nevertheless retaining a 
recognisably causalist thesis. For example, Davidson emphasises the difference 
between mental and physical predicates, and the irreducibility of the former to 
the latter. This entails that explanations couched in mental terms cannot be re-
duced to explanations couched in physical terms. Davidson thus emphatically 
agrees with the intentionalists' claim that action explanation is intrinsically ra-
tional explanation that essentially invokes standards of rationality. For the in-
tentionalist and for Davidson, rational explanations are explanations sui generis.

These features make Davidson's account attractive and no doubt go a long 
way towards explaining why it became so influential. But they are “strategic” 
considerations in favour of his version of the causalist thesis which will weigh 
only with those who already have leanings towards causalism, and moreover 
remain mainly implicit in his work. The explicit argument Davidson offers 
in support of his version of the claim that reason explanations are causal ex-
planations is that causalism is the only or best response to Davidson's chal-
lenge. The question whether his causalist claim is correct thus largely hinges 
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on its merits. Moreover, there is actually no independent reason to believe in 
Davidson's claim that for every action explanation there must be some event 
e* standing in a causal relation to the action to be explained, and suitably 
related to, associated with, or implied by the reason, i.e. the attitudes that 
figure in a C1-type rationalisation. The only reason to believe in its existence 
is acceptance of Davidson's analysis of causal explanation and his claim C2. 
And C2 in turn depends on the inevitability of giving a causalist answer to 
Davidson's challenge. Thus, much seems to depend on the cogency of the 
argument from Davidson's challenge. But, as I am going to show in the rest 
of this paper, this argument is far from conclusive.

In the following two sections, I will consider two alternative proposals for 
meeting Davidson's challenge that can be recovered from the work of G.E.M. 
Anscombe and G.H. von Wright. In my view, these proposals are best seen as 
complementary. The first proposal, which I will consider in section 3, claims 
that the explanatory reason is the reason the agent knows practically as her rea-
son.17 According to the second proposal, which I will discuss in section 4, the 
explanatory reason is the reason that not only agrees with the agent's self-
understanding, but also fits best with the character and biography of the 
agent.18 Finally, in section 5, I will suggest that Davidson's own account of rad-
ical interpretation does not, in fact, make use of his causalism. A radical inter-
preter of an agent's reasons tries to find the best possible fit of a given action 
with the situation and background knowledge of the agent in order to come up 
with an interpretation of what the agent is doing and why. Uncovering causes 
or giving causal explanations does not play any role in this process.

III  |  MEETING DAVIDSON'S CHALLENGE, PART 1: 
PRACTICAL KNOWLEDGE

The concept of practical knowledge is central to G.E.M. Anscombe's account 
of intentional action. She introduces it as the immediate, i.e. epistemically un-
mediated, knowledge of what one is doing intentionally, and why one is doing it. 
Anscombe claims for such knowledge a series of properties that distinguish it 
from “speculative”, i.e. theoretical knowledge19:

a.	 Practical knowledge is epistemically unmediated: “[I]t is not by observation 
that one knows one is doing Z; or in so far as one is observing, inferring 
etc. that Z is actually taking place, one's knowledge is not the knowledge 
that a man has of his intentional actions.”20

 17Anscombe (1957). See also (Von Wright, 1971: 114–115).

 18Von Wright (1979, 1980, 1994a, and 1994b).

 19Compare Müller (1991).

 20Anscombe (1957: 50).
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b.	 Practical knowledge is the cause of its object: “[It] is ‘the cause of what it un-
derstands’, unlike ‘speculative’ knowledge, which ‘is derived from the ob-
jects known’.”21

c.	 Practical knowledge is contradicted not by factual statements, but by contra-
dictory practical acts: “[I]f a person says ‘I am going to bed at midnight’ the 
contradiction of this is not: ‘You won't, for you never keep such resolutions’ 
but ‘You won't, for I am going to stop you’.”22

d.	Practical knowledge is conceptually tied to practical reasoning: “The notion of 
‘practical knowledge’ can only be understood if we first understand ‘practi-
cal reasoning’.”23

e.	 Practical knowledge is identical to practical capacity: “A man has practical 
knowledge who knows how to do things; … When we ordinarily speak of 
practical knowledge we have in mind a certain sort of general capacity in a 
particular field.”24

f.	 When there is a mismatch between what the agent thinks she is doing and 
what she is doing, the error is in the performance and not in the thought: “In 
some cases the facts are, so to speak, impugned for not being in accord-
ance with the words, rather than vice versa. This is sometimes so when I 
change my mind; but another case of it occurs when e.g. I write some-
thing other than I think I am writing: as Theophrastus says (Magna 
Moralia, 1189b22), the mistake here is one of performance, not of 
judgment.”25

All of these properties raise puzzles – or have, at any rate, puzzled philoso-
phers. Some of these puzzles have been discussed extensively in the literature: for 
example, whether there can be epistemically unmediated knowledge of what hap-
pens26; whether and, if so, how perceptual knowledge is presupposed in practical 
knowledge27; or in what sense practical knowledge is the cause of what it under-
stands.28 Moreover, the question has been raised whether these different charac-
terisations are in tension with one another.29 For the purposes of this paper, 
however, I will lay these controversies aside and simply adopt Anscombe's notion 
of practical knowledge as we find it in her work.

 21Anscombe (1957: 87).

 22Anscombe (1957: 55).

 23Anscombe (1957: 57).

 24Anscombe (1957: 88).

 25Anscombe (1957: 4f).

 26Moran (2004), Grünbaum (2009), and Schwenkler (2015).

 27McDowell (2013) and Schwenkler (2011).

 28Velleman (1989), Setiya (2007), Hursthouse (2000), and Moran (2004).

 29Müller (1991: 545–546).
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According to Anscombe, practical knowledge primarily captures the teleo-
logical means-end structure of intentional action.30 It thus has the same struc-
ture as practical reasoning, in the sense of reasoning from an end towards an 
action that serves as a means for realising that end. For Anscombe, practical 
knowledge and the action it is about are often established together through 
practical reasoning. Notably, Anscombe characterises practical knowledge, 
loosely following St. Thomas Aquinas, as “the cause of what it understands”.31 
However, “cause” here means, at least primarily, “formal cause”: the agent's 
practical knowledge gives an intentional action its form, both in the sense of its 
character as an intentional action and in the sense of its nature as exemplifying 
specific action types.32

The notion of practical knowledge allows us to give a straightforward an-
swer to Davidson's challenge: the reason for which the agent acts is the reason 
that figures in her practical knowledge, whereas reasons she merely has are not 
known practically by her.

Due to the intimate connection between practical knowledge and practi-
cal reasoning, this proposal may seem to be identical with the idea that the 
reason for which an agent acts is the reason that figures in the agent's practi-
cal reasoning that underlies her action. Whether or not this is true depends 
on how we understand practical reasoning. If what we mean by it is an epi-
sode of thinking in which an agent seeks to identify a course of action to be 
carried out, the proposals are different. For there are immediate, unpremed-
itated but nevertheless intentional actions, and for them, the proposal, so 
understood, will not work. Of course, as has often been remarked, even in 
such cases, the agent's reasons are such that she could have entertained them 
in a piece of practical reasoning.33 But “could have” is not strong enough to 
explain the difference we are after, since reasons that the agent merely has 
are also such that the agent could have entertained them in a piece of practi-
cal reasoning. In recent literature, “practical reasoning” has also sometimes 
been understood as a practical cousin of the basing relation that obtains 
between a belief and the reasons for which one holds it.34 If we subscribe to 
this less episodic understanding, which makes practical reasoning more like 

 30I say “primarily” because Anscombe also acknowledges backward-looking and interpretative motives 
besides forward-looking (i.e. teleological) ones.

 31Anscombe (1957: 87).

 32Compare Moran (2004). It is a contested question whether practical knowledge also has some sort of efficient 
causal role to play in intentional action. Some authors, such as Velleman (1989), Setiya (2007: 47–48 and 56–57), 
Schwenkler (2015: 8–10), and Boyle (2009: 138–140), claim that it does. Others, such as Frost (2019: 334–335), are 
sceptical. Anscombe herself contrasted mental causes with genuine motives (1957: 15–18) and argued against 
the idea that action explanation is causal explanation (2005).

 33See, for example, Smith (1994: 131–132), McDowell (1979: 66, footnote 22), and Davidson (1980b: 85f).

 34See, for example, Rödl (2007).
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knowledge or a standing belief, then the reasoning proposal and the knowl-
edge proposal do indeed come to the same thing.

Davidson famously rejected Anscombe's notion of practical knowledge, by 
giving a counterexample which, at least for a while, more or less killed off that 
notion within analytic philosophy of action:

[I]n writing heavily on this page I may be intending to produce ten 
legible carbon copies. I do not know, or believe with any confi-
dence, that I am succeeding. But if I am producing ten legible car-
bon copies, I am certainly doing it intentionally.35

Note that Davidson does not reject the thought that intentional action 
often or even usually comes with some knowledge or beliefs about what one is 
doing. Rather, what he rejects is the idea that intentional action is invariably 
practically known by the agent, and thus the thought that practical knowl-
edge is a necessary ingredient in intentional action. Yet, even in this weak 
form, Davidson's scepticism may be beside the point. At least, his counterex-
ample does not decide the issue. For one thing, the case he is imagining is one 
of successfully trying to do something under uncertainty about the reliability 
of the available means, and one could argue that this is not a paradigm, but 
rather a marginal case, and that action theory should proceed from the centre 
to the margins and not the other way around. Moreover, as Michael Thompson 
has argued, practical knowledge is about doing something, i.e. about an ac-
tion in progress. Expressions of practical knowledge employ progressive 
forms of the verb, and one of the peculiarities of the progressive is that state-
ments using it remain true even if one is not currently engaged in the action, 
for example, because one is taking a break. Similarly, Thompson argues, such 
statements remain true in the face of failure to pull off the deed as long as one 
can improve on one's performance, or try again. Thus, the case is problematic 
only when just a single attempt is possible. But once more, cases where you 
have only one chance to succeed seem to be marginal, and it would be odd to 
use them as the basis for one's account of intentional action.36

I do not mean to pretend that these remarks settle the matter. But I think they 
at least indicate that Davidson's carbon copier does not undermine Anscombe's 
notion of practical knowledge once and for all. And once we accept Anscombe's 

 35Davidson (1980b: 92). Compare Bratman (1987: 37f): “[T]here seem to be cases in which there is intention in 
the face of agnosticism about whether one will succeed when one tries. Perhaps I intend to carry out a rescue 
operation, one that requires a series of difficult steps. I am confident that at each stage I will try my best. But 
if I were to reflect on the matter, I would have my doubts about success. I do not have other plans or beliefs 
which are inconsistent with such success; I do not actually believe I will fail. But neither do I believe I will 
succeed.” The notion of practical knowledge was forcefully revived by Velleman  (1989), and has recently 
attracted much attention through the Anscombe renaissance that is currently under way.

 36Compare Thompson (2011) and Falvey (2000).
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notion, it offers a promising way to meet Davidson's challenge without invoking 
efficient causation.

But before we can accept this proposal, we must address another worry. For 
there are cases where practical knowledge and acting for a reason come apart. One 
set of such cases concerns self-deceived action. Consider an example: Adrian gives 
some money to Betty, who is in financial trouble, and thinks he does so in order 
to help his friend. However, Adrian deceives himself. His true motive is to appear 
generous to himself and others. But he cannot admit this motive to himself, and 
prefers to think of his action as an attempt to relieve a dear friend’s financial dis-
tress. On our Anscombean proposal, we would have to say that the reason for 
which Adrian acts is the reason that figures in his practical knowledge – that is, to 
help out a friend. However, we feel that the real reason for which he acts is another 
one, namely, his desire to appear generous. The reason that Adrian “knows” prac-
tically is one thing; the reason for which he acts is quite another.

Notice that Davidson's causalism offers an attractive response to such cases. 
Davidson postulates that self-deceivers have a divided mind, with contradictory 
beliefs and desires residing in different parts, and that the parts are held apart 
from one another, such that they do not come into conscious contact. Self-deceived 
action can then be described as action in which beliefs and desires from one part 
of the mind merely rationalise the action, whereas beliefs and desires from another 
part cause (as well as rationalise) it.37

Anscombe does not discuss such cases. But Georg Henrik von Wright does. 
The practical knowledge proposal that I laid out in this section was endorsed 
by him when he wrote Explanation and Understanding:

My immediate knowledge of my own intentions is not based on re-
flection about myself (my inner states), but is the intentionality of my 
behavior, its association with an intention to achieve something. … 
Am I saying then that my intention (right now) to ring the bell and my 
thinking the pressing of the button necessary for this end is the same 
as the fact that I now press the button? To this should be answered: It 
is not the same as the sequence of bodily movements and events in the 
external world which terminates in my finger's pressing against the 
button and the button's sinking into the hole. But it is this sequence 
meant by me (or understood by others) as an act of ringing the bell.38

In his later work, by contrast, von Wright became suspicious of the notion of an 
agent's (or, for that matter, anyone's) knowledge with respect to the reasons for 
which she acts, and concentrated more on the notion of understanding that an 
interpreter has of an agent, and the criteria of adequacy for such understanding. 

 37See Davidson (2004b, 2004c, and 2004d).

 38Von Wright (1971: 114–115).
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He developed a distinctive answer to Davidson's challenge out of these consider-
ations, to which I will turn in the following section. In my view, it complements 
rather than supplants Anscombe's practical knowledge account. For although von 
Wright concentrates on the criteria of understanding the actions of another per-
son, he still accords the agent's self-understanding a central place among them.

IV  |  MEETING DAVIDSON'S CHALLENGE, PART 2: 
UNDERSTANDING WHY SOMEONE ACTS

From roughly the mid-1970s onwards, von Wright thought that, of the reasons 
that an agent has, the reason for which she acts is the reason which has the 
best overall fit with a description of the situation and a wider story about her. 
In this section, I will explain this idea. Moreover, through a closer reading of 
Davidson's account of interpretation, which I will undertake in section  5, it 
will emerge that something like von Wright's answer to Davidson's challenge is 
actually all Davidson himself can offer. Any appeal on Davidson's part to rea-
sons as causes remains somewhat vacuous, in the sense that it does not play any 
serious role in his account of how we come to understand an agent’s reasons.

Before I come to von Wright's response to Davidson, I would like to briefly 
consider his objection to the claim that reasons are causes. Von Wright pre-
supposes an understanding of causation according to which causal explana-
tion depends on a nomic connection between explanans and explanandum. 
Both are connected by a causal law that reveals the explanans as both neces-
sary and sufficient for the occurrence of the explanandum. He denies that 
reasons for action are causes, because he thinks that action explanations 
work differently from causal explanations. They exemplify a logically differ-
ent sort of explanatory schema. Explaining an action with a reason is not to 
give a necessary and sufficient causal condition of its occurrence, but to re-
veal its teleological meaning, as captured by a practical syllogism. Von 
Wright and Davidson differ in their analysis of causation: for the former, 
causes are necessary and sufficient conditions, and causal relations hold be-
tween facts or states of affairs; for the latter, causal relations hold between 
events that are backed by laws of a certain kind. This disagreement notwith-
standing, it should nonetheless be clear that Davidson actually agrees with 
von Wright on his main point, namely, the deep logical difference between 
the kinds of explanations we find in advanced natural sciences on the one 
hand, and the explanations of actions in everyday life and in writing history 
or in the social sciences, on the other.39

For this reason, I think that von Wright's strongest argument against 
Davidson is not so much that the latter overlooks the peculiarities of action 
explanation. Davidson is very much aware of them, and he explicitly highlights 

 39See, for example, Davidson (1980f and 1980h).
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the special status of rationalising explanations. In my view, von Wright's stron-
gest argument is that Davidson's appeal to reasons as causes is superfluous in 
an account of action explanation, because whether or not the reason also plays 
a causal role is not among our criteria when we decide for what reasons some-
one acted. In order to see this, let us take a closer look at what an “understand-
ing explanation of action” entails for von Wright:

In an explanation of actions of the kind which I have termed 
“understanding”, one sees the commission or the omission of an 
action in the light of its reason, thus seeing the action against the 
background of its motivation. This assumes that the action has 
been correctly identified and that the reasons given actually 
exist.40

Von Wright presupposes that we have already identified a set of reasons the 
agent has. In Explanation and Understanding and related work, von Wright 
analyses the structure of such reasons in great detail.41 There he claims, first, 
that the reason consists in an intention and a belief, second, that their logical 
connection with the action can be displayed in a practical syllogism, and third, 
that this syllogism is valid, i.e. that there is a relation of logical consequence or 
truth-preservation between its premises and conclusion, if the premises are 
hedged in several ways. In later work (roughly in the writings in which he re-
sponds to Davidson's challenge), von Wright back-tracks on the first of these 
claims. In addition to teleological explanations, he introduces action explana-
tions through “challenges” that derive from certain institutions:

Other actions – perhaps the majority – are done in response to a 
(symbolic) challenge. Two sub-types of challenge may be distin-
guished. One consists of challenges presented in what may be called 
communicative action patterns. Examples are orders, requests, 
questions. Traffic lights and (many) other signals also belong here. 
The other type consists of (prescriptive) rules or norms, and of 
norm-like things such as customs, fashions, or traditions within a 
community. Example: Why did you stop your car? Because the 
traffic light turned red. Why do you stop in front of the red light? 
Because there is a rule prohibiting one to drive against this signal. 
Such answers give reasons for action.42

 40Von Wright (1997: 11).

 41The related works I have in mind are two papers on practical reasoning: von Wright (1963 and 1972).

 42Von Wright (1981: 128). See also Von Wright (1976, 1979, and 1980). Anscombe also allows for motives other 
than “forward-looking” (i.e. teleological) ones, namely “backward-looking motives” and “motives-in-general” 
(or “interpretative motives”); cf. Anscombe (1957: 20–21).
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This change of mind does not touch, however, his main point about the con-
nection between reasons as displayed in a practical syllogism and action expla-
nations – that is, that the practical syllogism can, when read retrospectively, be 
used to explain the action appearing in its conclusion. In other words, it can be 
used to connect an action under a given action description which is true of the 
explanandum (i.e., the agent's behaviour), with the explanans, which is either an 
intention and a belief that the agent in fact had, or else a challenge he believed 
himself to be confronted with. The explanatory import of this connection lies 
in the fact that, given the fact that the agent had this intention and this belief, 
or that he believed he was faced with the challenge, it follows logically that what 
she did falls under the action description. The action must be seen in this light 
if the describer (or explainer) is to remain consistent in his description of the 
agent and her behaviour. I take this to be the core of von Wright's version of the 
“logical connection argument”.

This sort of logical connection between reasons and action is true of all reasons 
the agent has when she acts. So far, von Wright has not responded to Davidson's 
challenge. In his early work, von Wright explicitly set aside the crucial question 
that occupied Davidson:

A problem which we have not considered here is which of alterna-
tive sets of premises should be accepted for a given conclusion. 
This is the problem of testing the correctness (truth) of the “mate-
rial,” as distinct from “formal,” validity of a proposed teleological 
explanation of action. It will not be discussed in the present work.43

Von Wright makes good on this omission only in his later work. I will here 
chiefly consider an important paper that was first published in German 
(1994a) and later in English translation as “Explanation and Understanding 
of Actions”:

What is it that will guarantee the correctness (or truth) of a given 
understanding explanation for an action? To begin with, there is 
a purely “formal” answer which can be given to this question: 
The explanation is correct if the reasons indicated in the expla-
nation were not only present but also effectual in such a manner 
that one can say: “He committed (or omitted) this action for 
these reasons (or because he had these reasons, or by virtue of 
these reasons).” Our question as to the accuracy (or, alterna-
tively, the truth) of the explanation is then identical with the 
question: “How can one know whether an existing reason is also 

 43Von Wright (1971: 117–118)



       |  15
ANSCOMBE'S AND VON WRIGHT'S NON-CAUSALIST RE-
SPONSE TO DAVIDSON'S CHALLENGE

an efficacious one, which therefore actually influenced the 
action?”44

In this passage, von Wright introduces the very question that inspired Davidson 
to postulate the causal character of action explanations. However, von Wright 
denies the consequence Davidson draws from it. He does not think that the dis-
tinction between reasons we merely have and reasons for which we act lies in the 
fact that only the latter are suitably connected with a causal relation between some 
event and the action.

Von Wright's alternative answer is the following:

I will now answer this new form of our original question as follows: 
Efficacious reasons are precisely those in whose light we under-
stand the action. In other words, I submit that the understanding 
explanation for an action presents no basis for [determining] truth 
(no criterion for [determining] accuracy) beyond the connection 
formed in the act of understanding between the action and its rea-
sons. If we were to exaggerate, we might say that an understanding 
explanation for an action is neither true nor false; it lies outside the 
categories of truth and falsehood.45

I think von Wright's point is that the criteria we employ in distinguishing between 
reasons that are present and reasons that are effective lie exclusively in the activity 
of interpretation itself. In interpreting people's actions, we do not invoke some 
truth-ground that is independent and prior to that activity, such as a causal con-
nection between reasons and causes that holds independently of the interpreta-
tion. The effective reason simply is the reason which the best available interpretation 
of the behaviour identifies.46

With this move, von Wright shifts the criteria of the correctness of understand-
ing action explanations from some independently ascertainable facts – such as the 
existence of causal relations – to whatever criteria we use in order to arrive at a 
good interpretation of what someone did and why. For von Wright, the ultimate 
criterion for a good interpretation is that a consensus be reached between inter-
preters and the agent interpreted. He offers the following explanation for why the 
latter is in the picture:

 44Von Wright (1997: 11).
 45Von Wright (1997: 11–12).

 46In his disputation with Georg Meggle, von Wright elaborates on his perhaps somewhat misleading claim that 
the explanation of action has no independent truth grounds and therefore cannot be knowledge. See Von 
Wright (1994b).
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It is obvious that the self-understanding of an agent plays a key 
role in the correct explanation of an action. Normally, the agent 
knows what he has done – that is to say, he knows in what way his 
behaviour has been intentional. He likewise also knows what his 
reasons were for and against carrying out the act and which rea-
sons actually moved him to carry out the act. If we as outsiders 
wish to know why he acted as he did, the simplest way to find out 
is to ask him. … If he (for some reason) had reflected on his ac-
tions, or if someone had asked him (for some reason), he could 
have given an immediate answer which no one would have reason 
to doubt. Implicit here is, admittedly, an agreement of opinions, 
and, as already has been intimated, this consensual agreement 
guarantees the truth of the explanation, should one be 
necessary.47

Agents are normally able to tell what they did and why they did it. And nor-
mally the best way to understand an action, and reach a consensus on what 
type of action it was and why it took place, is to ask the agent and accept her 
answer.

This holds only normally, however, because there are cases – necessarily mar-
ginal ones, as von Wright observes – in which we are tempted to contradict the 
agent's own information about his action. We think the agent is not telling us the 
truth. Perhaps he is lying. A consensus could be reached by getting the agent to 
admit that he lied and to voice his own true understanding of the action. However, 
he may also have deceived himself. What he tells us may be an honest disclosure 
of his self-understanding, and yet not what he, somehow subconsciously, really 
thinks. This is the kind of case I introduced above as posing a problem for an 
Anscombean response to Davidson's challenge. The case is also a problem for von 
Wright, because here it is more difficult to reach a consensus. Perhaps it takes a 
long and elaborate discussion to convince the agent of our interpretation. Perhaps 
only a therapy can get him to see through his self-deception. And perhaps we 
never reach an agreement with him. In these cases, our own understanding de-
viates from the agent's self-understanding. And this raises the question on what 
grounds we may want to contradict the agent's story about himself and what he 
did:

By what right, though, could the outsider assert that he knew the 
motives of the agent better than the agent himself? Perhaps he will 
cite knowledge, based on earlier experience, of the agent's charac-
ter. … This outsider knowledge sees this particular case, the deed 
which has been done, against the broad background of facts from 

 47Von Wright (1997: 12–13).
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the life of the agent. His explanation agrees more with that which 
we know about the agent than with the explanation we hear from 
the agent; besides that, the explanation of the outsider is more com-
patible with the agent's doings and his character.48

We contradict the agent because we feel that a different story is more coher-
ent with the rest we know about him, his character, his opinions, and other 
actions.49

From these considerations, two criteria for a valid understanding of an 
action emerge. On the one hand, it should fit the agent's own immediate 
understanding of her action. This is the Anscombean criterion I introduced 
in the previous section. On the other hand, however, it should also fit within 
a larger story about the agent, her character, opinions, and actions. As we 
have seen, these two criteria may on (rare) occasions, such as in cases of self-
deception, pull in different directions. In these cases, a consensus may or 
may not be reached.

Consider now the case in which we can convince the agent of our interpreta-
tion. Von Wright insists that, in the agent's revised understanding of the action, 
he does not come closer to an independent truth-ground in the form of a causal 
connection that exists independently of any interpretation. Rather, when the 
agent revises his self-understanding, he “creates” a new connection between his 
reasons and his action:

I say that in the case of what we are calling a “conversion,” the 
agent connects his actions with their motivational background in a 
new way in his self-understanding. He understands himself and his 
action in a different way – not because new facts have come to his 
attention, but because he assembles already present facts into a 
new image. If we say that this new image is “more true” or that it 
bears a greater similarity to reality than the old one, that merely 
means that it better matches a more comprehensive assortment of 
facts concerning his life and character – facts in whose light the 
external judge of these events had [already] seen the action of the 
agent.50

In other words, the efficacious reasons of an agent, as opposed to those he 
merely has, are those on which there is consensus that they are the best fit 

 48Von Wright (1997: 14).

 49Compare Von Wright  (1979: 426–427): “Ob A x getan habe, weil es ihm befohlen wurde, oder wegen 
irgendeiner anderen Ursache, hängt davon ab, wie gut oder schlecht – und ich drücke mich hier absichtlich 
etwas vage aus – diese Weil-Aussage mit anderem, was A getan hat und tun wird und über seine eigenen 
Absichten berichtet und was wir sonst von ihm wissen, zusammenpaßt.”

 50Von Wright (1997: 17).
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within a wider story about the agent – a consensus which the agent herself 
can accept.

Von Wright offers a radically anti-causalist answer to Davidson's challenge. 
He points out that the criteria we employ in interpreting agents are fundamen-
tally different from those we employ in finding out about causes or causal fac-
tors. Reaching a rationally coherent story about the agent and the best possible 
fit of the action within that story is an altogether different undertaking from 
finding out about the causal interdependence of factors in controlled experi-
ments, or through statistical analysis. We do not need to invoke causes at all in 
order to construct a story of the first type. Causation is simply not among the 
criteria for reaching a valid interpretation of an action. When we decide whether 
an agent acted for one reason or another, we are not interested in causes and in 
figuring out which one actually caused the action, as we are when we try to 
determine which candidate factors were actually responsible for, say, the col-
lapse of a bridge. In particular, when we give an action explanation, it is not 
important whether or not there was an event that caused the action and was 
suitably related to the reason we give for it. The occurrence of such an event is 
simply not among the criteria for ascribing reasons for someone's action. And 
as Wittgenstein once said in a different context: “a wheel that can be turned 
though nothing else moves with it, is not part of the mechanism”.51 We can 
safely remove it without damaging the machine. Rather, what we do when we 
explain someone's action is that we try to construct a maximally coherent true 
story about the agent into which we can meaningfully fit the action to be ex-
plained and which the agent herself can endorse.52

But must there not be a truth ground in virtue of which an action explana-
tion is true, something that is independent of and stands behind the consensus 
between agent and interpreter? And is this truth ground not some causal rela-
tion associated with the true action explanation? Von Wright has an attractive 
response to this objection. He distinguishes between two different connections 
that are at play when someone acts for a reason. There is, on the one hand, the 
nexus of understanding between the action and its reasons, and there is, on the 
other hand, the explanatory connection of the bodily movement with its causal 
antecedents. Both relations hold between different kinds of things, and operate 
on different conceptual levels of description: the mental or rational level, and 
the neural or physiological level. Bodily movements have causes, in the neural 
system and beyond it in the outside world, and these causes explain why the 

 51Wittgenstein (1953: §271).

 52Frederick Stoutland, who is otherwise known as a staunch defender of intentionalism against causalism, has 
claimed, in a late paper of his, that the difference between Davidson and intentionalists like himself or von 
Wright is marginal and mainly verbal (cf. 1999.) I think this is wrong. Despite their agreement on many issues, 
Davidson and von Wright have very different views on what makes an action explanation true – the existence 
of a causal relation for Davidson, and the agreement of agent and interpreter on how the action fits into a 
coherent story about the agent for von Wright.
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bodily movement occurs. But does this mean that, because the bodily move-
ment is identical with the action, the causal antecedents of the former are the 
truth ground of the understanding that connects the action with its motivating 
reasons?

In response to this challenge, we can, following von Wright, make three 
points. First, there is actually not much reason to assume that action and 
movement are identical rather than two separate but intimately connected 
events. To be sure, it is quite natural to think that a (bodily) action consists 
in some bodily movement, and that the movement constitutes the action. But 
these relations of consisting in and constitution need not be identity rela-
tions. Rather, we can say that a bodily action is correlated with a bodily 
movement, without assuming that the two are identical. After all, bodily 
movements and actions are picked out by means of vocabulary that operates 
on quite different levels of description. It is therefore to be expected that 
what we thus pick out is shaped by these different vocabularies and the dif-
ferent purposes and interests they serve. So we should expect that the items 
that have been picked out have different boundaries and shapes, and cannot 
easily be identified with one another. Second, the why-question which is ap-
propriate for actions, the one that asks after reasons, is quite different from 
the why-question which is appropriate for bodily behaviour, i.e. the one that 
asks after (neural or physiological) causes. Each question corresponds to a 
quite different line of inquiry, which issues in quite different kinds of an-
swer.53 And third, the causal line of inquiry actually presupposes the ratio-
nal one, because we must have identified actions and attitudes with our 
mental or rational vocabulary before we can wonder what their neural or 
physiological correlates are.

Because of this third point, von Wright thinks, a causal connection on the 
neural or physiological level cannot be made the truth ground for a reasons 
explanation on the mental or rational level of description:

The causal hypothesis which explains the bodily movement rests 
on acceptance of the rational explanation of this movement when 
seen as the performance of an action. Therefore one cannot make 
the (assumed) causal connection between neural processes and 
muscular movement the warrant of truth of the rational 
explanation.54

According to the objection we are considering, the causal connection is con-
ceptually more basic than the rational-explanatory one. But now it turns out 
that it is actually the other way around. Any hypothesis about the causes of 

 53Cf. Anscombe (2005).

 54Von Wright (1998: 149).
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the bodily movement in fact rests on a rational explanation of the action. 
The rational-explanatory connection is thus conceptually more basic than 
the causal one.

I will end this paper by pointing out that Davidson himself, in his account 
of interpretation, offers a story about understanding which is, in its salient 
features, very much like von Wright's. And just like von Wright's account, 
causality is conspicuously absent from Davidson's story. Somewhat surpris-
ingly, in both accounts of interpretation of actions, causal hypotheses play 
no role.

V  |  DAVIDSON ON RADICAL INTERPRETATION

Let us briefly recapitulate some salient features of Davidson's theory of inter-
pretation. His starting point is the observation that people's beliefs and desires, 
and the meanings of their words, are mutually interdependent.55 We can assign 
different meanings to their words if we make suitable adjustments to the beliefs 
and desires we take them to hold, and vice versa. Interpretation must therefore 
in principle break into this holistic web without assuming any of the items 
within it. Davidson's method of “radical interpretation” is designed to achieve 
this. However, as Davidson describes it, radical interpretation is doubly hypo-
thetical.56 First, the formal structure or theory it postulates – roughly, a 
Tarskian theory of truth combined with Richard Jeffrey's version of decision 
theory57 – is such that someone could know what people mean, believe and de-
sire on the basis of that structure, which is not to say that actual interpreters 
ever actually know these things on its basis. And second, the method is such 
that interpreters following it could come to know a theory of this kind on the 
basis of certain evidence; but again, this is not to say that they ever employ the 
method. Despite the artificiality of theory and method, Davidson thinks that 
his construction reveals something essential about belief, desire and meaning 
as we actually find it, and about how we understand people's words and psy-
chology in real life.

The evidential basis for radical interpretation is the attitude of preferring 
sentences to be true, as revealed by the agent's utterances and behaviour.58 
Davidson takes it to be relatively unproblematic to identify this attitude in peo-
ple's behaviour. From knowledge of which sentences the agent prefers to be 
true, and knowledge about the agent's circumstances, Davidson proposes to fill 
in, all at once, the content of the formal structure he takes to capture meaning, 
belief and desire. In constructing the contents of the formal structure, it is 

 55Cf. Davidson (1984b).
 56Davidson (1984a: 125).
 57Cf. Davidson (2004a).

 58See Davidson (2004a).
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imperative to follow a Principle of Charity: we must assume that the agent is 
largely correct and largely rational – by our own lights. In other words, we must 
assume that there is a large measure of agreement on rational structures, beliefs 
and values between ourselves and the agent we are interpreting. Factual or log-
ical errors occur only in the margins. We thus try to come up with a holistic 
account of the agent's beliefs, desires and meanings that are at once the best 
possible fit with her behaviour, as it reveals which propositions she prefers to be 
true, and with our own assumptions about the world, our own values, and 
above all our own standards of rationality.59 Trade-offs between simplicity and 
agreement are, of course, possible. Moreover, Davidson thinks that, in princi-
ple, the evidence will not determine a unique account.60 An important back-
ground assumption in radical interpretation is that the agent knows her own 
mind, i.e. her own meanings, beliefs and desires.61 She need not interpret 
herself.

The reason I rehearse these claims is the following. In my view, all a 
Davidsonian radical interpreter makes use of in constructing a unified theory 
of belief, desire and meaning for a given agent at a given time are the kinds of 
criteria we encountered in Anscombe and von Wright. All the interpreter does 
is try to come up with a coherent rational story about the agent into which a 
given piece of behaviour fits optimally well. And causation plays no role in the 
story because, as radical interpreters, we only care about rational or justifica-
tory relations and not about whether causal relations obtain as well. Here is 
how Geert Keil puts the point:

The next thing we can expect the causal theorist to do is to specify 
[the] effective reason, or to tell us how it can be identified. But, 
Davidson disappoints us here. He does not take any further steps 
to specify the effective reason. Among the reasons the agent had, 
he picks out the one which yields the most plausible explanation, 
but instead of specifying its position in the causal network of the 
physical world, he just calls it the cause, which is not particularly 
informative. The only principle Davidson employs here is the rule 
of thumb best reason = strongest cause.62

As Keil points out, the identification of the motivating reason with a cause 
is just an afterthought. The causal hypothesis plays no role in determining 
which reason is the one that actually explains the action. Only after hav-
ing determined the most plausible explanation by coming up with a maxi-
mally coherent story about the action and its context, in which a belief-desire 

 59Cf. Davidson (1984a: 135–136).
 60Cf. Davidson (1984c).
 61Cf. Davidson (2001).
 62Keil (2007: 79).
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pair plays the role of motivating reason, can we say that there must be some 
causal relation in the background, and thus a cause that is somehow asso-
ciated with the belief-desire pair that we have identified as the reason. The 
only reason for making this identification is the abstract philosophical claim 
that reasons are causes.

I conclude that Davidson's own account of interpretation actually gives us no 
reason to believe in his causalist claim. On the contrary, the causalist claim is 
needed in order to make particular claims about particular reasons, namely, that 
they are also causes of actions.63
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