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1. 

How many possible answers are there to the problem 

of the individuation of actions? In this dissertation 

I shall confine myself to but two answers. I will not 

state categorically that there are no other lines of 

approach to the problem. I am, however, reasonably 

confident that no other line is at all feasible and 

that no one has formulated one. There is the possi-

bility of blending the two answers with which I shall 

deal, but such a blending would at best be mere 

temporising. It should become obvious that the two 

answers are mutually antagonistic and that no such 

blending could be convincingly defended. 

John moved his finger; he pressed a button; he 

triggered a firing mechanism; he fired a missile; he 

started a nuclear war. What have we here? The two 

answers which can be given are the two answers to the 

problem on the individuation of actions. Either there 

are many different actions or there is but one action. 

If we say but one action then we adopt an Identity 

theory of action. This is the thesis which I shall 

attempt to defend. I share this endeavour with Donald 

Davidson,1 • G.E.M. Anscombe, 2• Eric D'Arcy3• and others. 

They differ among themselves on certain points and I 

disagree with some of their views. Despite such 

1. D. Davidson 'Individuation of Events' 
2. G.E •• Anscombe 'Intention' 
3. Eric D'Arcy 'Human Acts' Ch.l. 



2. 

disagreements we all hold the basic thesis of Identity 

in common. 

The opposing view is that in the above example 

there are many actions. I disagree with, and shall 

attempt to prove untenable, this view. This puts me 

into conflict with A. Goldman1 ·in particular who defends 

this Many-action thesis and mounts a many-pronged attack 

upon the Identity thesis. Arthur Danto2• is among 

those philosophers who, without directly applying 

themselves to the problem of the individuation of action, 

does put forward conceptions of action which entail 

acceptance of the any-act thesis and opposition to the 

Identity thesis, thus requiring me to attempt to under­

mine them. 

What I propose to defend then is an Identity theory. 

This does not mean however that I am going to critically 

analyse the concept of Identity in general or try to 

solve its problems. I shall assume that Identity is a 

workable concept, that it can be usefully applied in 

statements about the world, that every competent language 

user can utilise identity statements without difficulty 

in all but inevitable, obtuse, borderline cases which 

bedevil most, if not all, concepts which we employ. 

The concrete test of this is that in all (or nearly all) 

1. A. Goldman 'A Theory of Human ction•. 
2. A. Danto 'The Nature of Human ction•. 



meaningful cases where Identity is postulated, anyone 

given the relevant facts could make a negative or 

affirmative judgement in agreement with his fellows 

(who also have the relevant facts). I shall also 

assume that the critics of the Identity thesis of action 

accept these conditions without reservation. None of 

them ever give any indication to the contrary, indeed 

the arch-critic, Goldman, bases most of his opposing 

argumentation on the very fact that the concept of 

Action Identity lacks features which normal Identity 

(which is largely object identity, though it is extended 

to event identity in common usage) has. In my own 

investigations I shall, for the most part, be satisfied 

if I can show that any problem of Action Identity is 

equally a problem - or that there is a corresponding 

problem - for normal Identity. If I can do this then 

because it is already accepted that normal Identity is 

an unobjectionable concept, it follows that Action 

Identity is acceptable also. In following this 

procedure I am also required to show that a problem of 

normal Identity is a problem for Action Identity too, 

unless I can show good cause why it should be otherwise. 

Occasionally I shall make comments on problems of 

Identity in general. It may be that consideration of 

a problem in the context of Action Identity elucidates, 

and can be carried over into, any branch of Identity 
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theory; however this would be of secondary importance 

and I shall attempt to minimise, if not eliminate, such 

discussions. 

The problems of normal Identity and its basic 

characteristics will of necessity be mentioned during 

this dissertation. On the whole these too will be 

assumed to be acceptable to anyone embarking on the 

consideration of Action Identity and will not usually 

be defended by supporting argument. This may be 

considered a drawback, but I feel justified in taking 

this line. Any such arguments, except in special 

circumstances, would constitute a lengthy and unjustified 

digression from the central issue of this dissertation. 

Before pressing on with a critical assessment of 

Action Identity there are a number of preliminary points 

which must be dealt with. 

It must be made quite clear at the outset that we 

are by no means dealing with an empirical dispute when 

considering the problem of the individuation of actions. 

When it is asked whether John's moving his finger is the 

same or a different action from his pressing the button, 

it is accepted without question that what happens, be 

it one action or two, happens at the same time. We 

cannot look to the world and see two obviously distinct 

actions as would be the case if the dispute were over 

John's raising his arm and John's lowering his arm. 





































































































































70. 

rejected, there will be a time, after the man's death, 

when we are much more certain of having killed than we 

ever are that we have performed one of the borderline 

actions. Anyway we are doubting in a different way. 

We have no doubt that the killing is an action, we are 

only doubtful as to whether we have performed it (if we 

are any- ct theorists), in a borderline case we know 

when whatever happened happened, but we are not sure 

whether or not it was an action. 

Thus if the Identity thesis is rejected (while the 

normal definition of an action is accepted) we have the 

contradiction of having performed an action and not 

knowing that we have done so. This is much more than 

mere oddness. The Identity thesis allows us to avoid 

this contradiction and to explain away any oddness, thus 

proving that it is much superior to the any-Act thesis. 

To deny the Identity thesis in this case is to fall into 

contradiction, unless a different characterisation of 

action is produced - a task which Goldman and Co. do not 

attempt, and a task which I am sure would end in failure. 

If we return to the case of X checkmating Y and X 

scaring the fly and amend it a little we strike a new 

problem. What if X knew that the fly was on the chess 

board and wanted to scare it away. He also saw the 

opening for his queen and wanted to checkmate Y. Being a 
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lazy fellow he calculates that he could achieve both 

these purposes by moving his queen to kings-knight 

three. He makes the move and proves his calculations 

correct. He both scares away the fly and checkmates Y. 

Both the departure of the fly and Y's admission of 

defeat were forseen consequences of something X did. 

Both were intended. Did X perform two actions or only 

one? This is a very important question because if he 

has performed two actions then we have a case of two 

actions corresponding to but one bodily movement, one 

event. If this could be upheld then the Identity thesis 

would be seriously undermined, because it is basic to my 

conception of the Identity thesis (I think any conception 

of it) that an action be merely a type of bodily move­

ment, that every action should be a distinct event in its 

own right. If it can be shown that there can be two 

actions performed where only one event occurred, then it 

can no longer be said that an action is an event - a 

bodily movement of a special sort. ost of my argumenta­

tion in defence of the Identity thesis would collapse 

because it is based on, and depends for its soundness on, 

the supposition that actions are a species of event. 

One cannot argue that there are two events to account 

for the two actions by subdividing the movement which X 

made into two parts. He need not have raised the queen 

and waved it at the fly before moving it to its new 
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location on the board, or made any such gesture with the 

piece. We will assume that he made a smooth and 

uninterrupted movement with his hand, just as he always 

does when moving a chess piece, and that it was the whole 

movement which alarmed the fly and caused it to fly away. 

This leaves no possibility that the first half of the 

movement scared the fly and the second half repositioned 

the queen so that it trapped Y' s king (a poor argument in 

any event). Even if, taking advantage of the afore­

mentioned property of events which allows one to count 

them in different ways with different results, we 

artificially divide the hand movement into a number of 

events (saying for instance that the queen's passing over 

each square of the board is a separate event) it will not 

avoid the consequence of there being more actions than 

events because each of these events would have its share 

of responsibility for the scaring of the fly and the 

checkmating of the king, thus being in the same predica­

ment . 

If we look to common usage we will often encounter 

the claim "I killed two birds with one stone." Can we 

not similarly say that one can accomplish two purposes 

with the same action? Sir Gawain kill ed the villain and 

won the heart of a fair lady with one stroke of his sword. 

Surely a chronicler of the scene would say that with one 

mighty action Sir Gawain accomplished both his intenti ons? 
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With our definition of an action as a type of bodily 

movement we can "stick to our guns" and claim that this 

is just what should always be said and that there is 

nothing wrong with fulfilling two intentions with one 

action. Surely most actions which we perform do have 

more than one purpose? X moved his queen so that he 

would defeat Y, whom he disliked, and so humiliate him, 

and also so that he could collect the prize money, which 

he needed to pay for his new yacht. similar duality 

exists for most actions. 

The fact is emerging that the dispute between the 

view that each action is a separate event (under at 

least one legitimate method of counting events) and the 

view that there need be no one - one correspondence 

between events and actions (i.e. that actions are not a 

species of event) is to some extent a dispute over rival 

conventions, with neither side absolutely correct. If 

one chooses one convention one maintains that one action 

can have more than one purpose; if one adopts the other 

convention one maintains that there can be only one 

purpose for each action but that there can be a number 

of actions corresponding (somehow) to one event and hence 

that actions are not a species of event. 

When one deals with other disputes over conventions 

which arise in philosophical discussion, it is notable 

that the adoption of either of the rival conventions 
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leads to no repercussions. Either of the two would fit 

comfortably into our present conceptual framework (with 

the exception of the concept which fails to accommodate 

either convention in its original form, but it can be 

slightly amended in one way or the other to accommodate 

one or other of the conventions). This does not apply 

with the dispute we are considering here . The convention 

of one act having many purposes rests on the prior 

assumption of the Identity thesis . The convention that 

one act can have only one purpose assumes the any-Act 

thesis. Our investigations have shown us that the any-

ct thesis is incompatible with our world view - and the 

conceptual framework which supports it - in a number of 

ways. On the other hand, the Identity thesis has 

presented no such problems. It is perfectly compatible 

with all our other concepts and the world picture which 

these enable us to construct. Thus the convention which 

presupposes the Identity thesis is a convention which 

fits the requirements for it to be a candidate for 

inclusion into our conceptual schema. The rival conven­

tion, based on the any- ct thesis, cannot meet such 

requirements. Its acceptance would entail at least a 

major overhaul of some of our most cherished concepts 

(perhaps even the discarding of them) and there is no 

guarantee that any such overhaul would or could result 

in a coherent and self-consistent conceptual schema to 
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rival the one which we have now. Hence, in the accepted 

philosophical sense (outlined above) of a clash of con­

ventions, the case we are dealing with here cannot be 

construed as a dispute between rival conventions. 

One action can have many purposes. This is the 

conclusion which the above discussion leads us to come 

to. We can have confidence in the soundness of this 

conclusion, though it is not necessarily the only correct 

one. There still, I suppose, remains the very remote 

possibility (though we may be highly sceptical of this) 

that a rival world picture of comparable explanatory 

power and lucidity could be constructed which would 

accommodate the any-Act thesis, and consequently the 

restriction that one act can have but one purpose. 

This though would be to reverse the obvious rational 

procedure (even in the very unlikely event that it did 

prove possible) - one might say that it constitutes 

setting a mackerel to catch a sprat. 

The overhaul of our whole conceptual framework (which 

must follow from the radical alterations entailed by the 

any- ct thesis) thus presents Goldman, and anyone else 

who denies the Identity thesis, with the means for a very 

extreme and far-fetched last-ditch defence. However, no 

such defence has been offered. All the philosophers -

whose arguments touching this dispute I have encountered 

- who dir ectly or indirectly oppose the Identity thesis, 



have chosen to come to the enemy as it were. They all 

accept without question our present world picture. 

They are all convinced that their any- ct thesis is 

compatible with this world picture while the Identity 

thesis is not, and all their arguments are designed to 

show this. We have discovered that in fact, quite the 

contrary is the actual state of affairs. 

In considering all the problems which were said to 

confront the Identity thesis it was found that they 

actually presented no insurmountable difficulties. On 

the other hand, it soon became obvious that many such 

difficulties beset the any- ct thesis - which is the 

only logical alternative to the Identity thesis. 

The inescapable conclusion of our investigations is 

that the ·any- ct thesis is incompatible with the body 

of concepts with which we operate, and that the only 

viable solution to the problem of the individuation of 

actions, within the limits accepted by both sides of 

the dispute, is to accept the Identity thesis. 

UNI ERSIT O W IK,-,TO 
LI BkAR 'I' 
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