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Lucy O’Brien (UCL) 

“[…] I manifest self-conscious thought […] not in knowing which object to act upon, but in acting. (I do not move myself; I myself move.)” (G. Evans, Varieties of Reference, p. 207)

I aim, in this chapter, to take on very directly the question that motivates this volume. The question, I take it, is ‘what connection is there between our answer to the question of what we are, and the question, what our actions are?’ I will suggest that there is a very direct connection between the answers to those two questions, and that the connection becomes obvious when we think about what – at their most abstract – actions are. I will suggest that actions, in their most basic characterisation, are reflexive changes of agents. If that suggestion is right, then the nature of an action will be determined by the nature of the agent. An action of mine will be a reflexive change of me, and what I am will fix the nature of those changes. 

Making the claim about the reflexive nature of action explicit will, as I hope to show, will help us identify some false moves that are made in contemporary action theory. It will, thereby, clarify where we should start our theorising as action theorists: we need to give an account of reflexive change. To do so, however, will involve moving away from trying to do action theory by trying to characterise the relation between an agent and the changes that are the results her actions – we rather need to characterize a particular kind of relation between the agent and herself. To that extent the paper will constitute a ground clearing exercise:  if I am right about the connection between the answer to the ‘who are we that act’ question, and the answer to the ‘what are our actions’ question, we will be able to come to see more clearly where one should start in trying to understand what actions are. We will not finish – but we will be able to ascertain what kind of account needs to be given, and rule out certain accounts of as not having the right structure to succeed. 

Having set up the suggestion that actions are reflexive changes of agents, I will identify a burden that any account of what we are faces if it does not take us to be human animals. We may not have any philosophical theory ready to hand, but most of us think we, very often, know an action when we see one. When we see a fellow human walk into a room, sit at a table, and pick up a glass, we take ourselves to come to know that someone, walked, sat and picked up a glass. But what we see in such a case are movements of the human animal. I will argue that anyone who denies that we are human animals – who takes us to be Cartesian, Humean, Lockean brain based, or other non-human, selves – will face the burden of explaining away such common-sense identifications of actions, or will have to deny that actions are reflexive changes. 

Following an examination of how the Cartesian, Humean, or brain-based Lockeans, might meet that burden, we will note a striking parallel between the kind of manoeuvres that suggest themselves, and recent offerings in action theory from theorists not in any way officially committed to denying that we are human animals. This raises the question of whether such accounts eschew a metaphysics of the self in their discussions of personal identity, which is nevertheless retained in the structure of their theories of action. I will argue that it is not primarily a commitment to a problematic metaphysics of the self that causes the problem. It is rather a problematic form of causal relationalism – concomitant with such a metaphysics, and perhaps encouraging such a metaphysics – on which action is construed as a causal relation between a subject and her bodily movements. We should instead, I argue, take the action to be the animal movement, and take the animal movement to constitute a reflexive relation in which the animal stands in a relation to herself. This suggests that our strategy as actions theorists should be a ‘vertical’ one rather than a ‘horizontal’ one. We should not be looking at actions and asking how an agent needs to relate to them in order for them to count as actions, we should be looking at agents, and asking how the way they are organised allows them to relate to themselves in a way that enables them reflexively to change. 

1. The Reflexivity Claim 

What must be true if there are actions? Well, one thing that seems indisputable is that there must be agents. (I call this is the ‘Agent Claim’ in O’Brien 2017). Any action of mine, or anyone else’s, could not have occurred without my, or them, existing: there are, and could not be, ‘unowned actions’. 

But why is it indisputable that there cannot be actions without there being agents? What makes it so plain that I must exist for what happens when I act to happen, that there are no ‘unowned actions’ to be found or to conceived? Of course, we can contemplate the possibility that there are no actions – that they are part of the illusory face of a manifest image in which no such psychologia exist. Perhaps, there are only fundamental particles organised over time more or less action-wise. But if we think that there really are actions, then we are committed to thinking that there are agents. There is no stable view on which actions are part of our inventory, while agents are not so, even if there are inventories on which there are neither. Why? One kind of answer would be that actions are caused by agents, and that the existence of an agent is a necessary causal condition on the existence of actions. However, if we take causation to involve a relation between distinct existences then while you would not normally (even necessarily normally) get action without agent, it would not obviously be inconceivable. Perhaps it would be inconceivable that there be a world in which there were only actions and no agents, but it might be conceivable that the thing that happens, and that is the action could have occurred without its occurrence being caused by an agent – it is possible that an action could be caused, caused through some abnormality, by something other than the agent. Of course, it might be that we only call that thing that happens when there is an action an ‘action’ if there is an agent – but that would not rule out the occurrence that is the action occurring without an agent. A better, and simpler, answer lies in the thought that actions just are conditions of agents: ways an agent can be. Taking actions to be changes by the agent to herself implies straightway that the agent must exist for the action to exist: that which changes must exist for the change to exist. 

It might be objected that seeing actions in this way leaves out the primary purpose and importance of actions, and that is that they involve interactions with the world. We do not just, ourselves, change in acting; we change the objects and the environment around us. We move the kettle to the stove, the sandwich to our lips, and the note to our friend. It is true that many of our actions are transactions – they involve changing objects that are distinct from the agent. However, none of our actions are only transactions. They are also self-changes, or due to self-changes. We change objects distinct from ourselves only by changing ourselves. I move the kettle to the stove, the sandwich to my lips, the note to my friend, by, myself, moving. My power to change things distinct from me rests entirely on my power to change myself when I act. I can only change what we might call the ‘non-me world’ – those things and stuffs distinct from me – by reflexively changing. So, even if some non-me changes are actions, they also are, or depend on – depending on how we individuate changes – self-changes. 

This way of viewing the nature of action makes the problem of action fall in alongside other ‘reflexivity problems’. The difficulty of explaining the particular ways in which a subject reflexively relates to herself in consciousness, reference, knowledge, or concern, constitutes the heart of some of our most intractable, and seductive, philosophical problems. These problems are most simply characterised in relation to what we can call ‘reflexivity questions’:

The problem of self-consciousness – what is the nature of a subject’s reflexive consciousness?
The problem of first person reference – what is the nature of reflexive referring by a subject? 
The problem of self-knowledge – what is the nature of a subject’s reflexive knowledge?
The problem of self-concern or self-love – what is the nature of a subject’s reflexive concern or love?  

The problem of action is the problem addressed by answering the reflexivity question: what is the nature of reflexive changing by a subject? These reflexivity problems have a common property – for any particular subject who is reflexively conscious, who reflexively knows, refers, cares, changes, there is no further question as to who the subject is reflexively conscious of, knows of, refers to, or cares about. The object of any one of these reflexive phenomena is their subject, because they are reflexive. As Tom Lehrer might put it, a reflexive attitude is ‘like a sewer: what you get out of it depends on what you put into it’. This, of course, means that discussion of these problems has co-existed with many competing and incompatible accounts of the nature of the subject ‘you put into it’. This might make it seem as though these problems are neutral with respect to different accounts of the nature of the self-conscious subject, self-referrer, self-carer, self-changer, but they are not. How we think about what we are will need to be tempered by the fact that we are subjects that are capable of being reflexively conscious, of reflexive referring, of reflexive caring, and reflexive changing.  And, more importantly, for what I want to explore in this piece, how we understand the phenomena in question, and the resources we have to answer the question they pose, will be significantly affected by how we understand the nature of the subject in question. Suppose, for example, that we accept the proposal made that all my actions are at least self-changes. Then, to know what my actions are, I need to know what a self-change is, and to know that – since a self-change is a reflexive changing by me – I need to know what I am. If I am an ‘S sort of a thing’, and if S sorts of things change in S sorts of ways, then an action will be an ‘S sort of a change’. 

To see what the consequences of thinking about things in this way are, consider the following three claims, and the relation between them. 

The Reflexivity Claim: Whenever an agent acts, she reflexively changes and the agent’s actions are those reflexive changes. 

The Animal Changes Claim: This animal (the one sitting on this chair as I type) changes when I act, and these animal changes are my actions. 

The Animal Identity Claim: I am this animal. 

I have tried to give some reasons to accept the reflexivity claim. Accepting the claim makes sense of the why it is inconceivable for an act to exist without its agent, and is consonant with the thought that any action the subject carries out will involve some change to the subject carrying it out: we do not change the behaviour of objects distinct from ourselves at distance, we also have to be involved, by changing. 

The animal changes claim is a claim based on taking our ordinary practice of action perception and identification at face value. We take ourselves to know roughly what actions we, and others, carry out: we take there to be walkings, sittings, pickings up of glasses, passings of notes and so on. Moreover, we ordinarily think of these as movements of human animals, and as movements determined by the nature and constitution of human animals. If the human animal, or the animal we associate ourselves with, had had four legs, or no arms, our walkings would be quite unlike our walkings, and there may be no passings of notes. 

It is obvious that the animal changes claim, and the reflexivity claim, can constitute premises in an argument for the animal identity claim, the claim that ‘I am an animal’. (See Geddes 2016 for related ways of arguing). If the animal movements that occur when I act are both my actions and my actions are reflexive changes, then I must be the animal whose changes are those movements. If we do not think that that conclusion is true we face, I think, the choice of either denying that my actions are those animal movements we usually identify as my actions, or denying that my actions are properly thought of as reflexive changes to the things that I am. 

I want now to consider what strategies might be adopted by someone who denies that I am an animal but wants to hold on to the reflexivity claim. If someone holds that the agent who acts is not the animal whose movements we ordinarily take to be the actions of an agent, how should they think about the actions of that agent? 

2. Cartesian self-changes and animal change

Suppose that we assume that the thing that I am is a Cartesian non-extended mental substance. And suppose we accept the reflexivity claim, and so that in acting I self-change and that those self-changes are my actions. It then follows that in acting I change the Cartesian mental substance that I am. 

But now we face a puzzle: The Cartesian non-extended mental substance that self-changes, is distinct from this animal. This animal changes when I act, and ordinarily we call these animal changes my actions. We go on as if the animal changes claim is true, but it cannot be if I am a non-extended Cartesian substance and the Reflexivity claim is true. So, what are we to say of the animal changes that we ordinarily take to be my actions? 

This puzzle is of course not news and there are a number of strategies of which the Cartesian can avail to try to meet it. Let me set out three types of solution:

Solution 1: Actions are mental self-changes that are causes of animal change: The changes to this animal are not my actions; they are rather only the effects of my actions. Speaking loosely, we call the animal changes the action, but strictly speaking they are not. Only the changes in the Cartesian mental substance – cogitations that are acts of will – are strictly speaking my actions. 

Solution 2: Actions are either mental self-changes or are the effects of mental self-changes: The changes to this animal are my actions – because actions come in two kinds: those that are mental self-changes and those that are the effects of mental self-changes. The animal changes are my actions but only in virtue of being caused by self-changes that are non-derivatively my actions. 

Solution 3: Actions are either reflexive causings of change to the mental substance or causings of animal changes by the mental substance. The mental substance has the power to cause: the action is an execution of that power and is not the change, but is rather the causing of the change. My actions are the causings either of reflexive changes or the causings of animal change.

How exactly the solution works differs in each case, but the broad strategy is the same. There is a mental act which we can see as a reflexive change (or the bringing about of a reflexive) change and there are animal changes that stand in one kind of causal relation or another to the mental act there either derivatively count as actions, or are not actions but are – speaking loosely – called actions. 

3. Humean self-changes and animal change

Suppose that we assume that the thing that I am is a Humean bundle of psychological phenomena. And suppose we accept that in acting I self-change. It then follows that in acting I change the Humean bundle of psychological phenomena that I am. 

But now again we face a puzzle: the Humean bundle, that self-changes, is distinct from this animal. This animal changes when I act, and ordinarily we call these animal changes my actions. So, what are we to say of the animal changes that we ordinarily take to be my actions? Let me again set out three types of solution the Humean bundle theorist would be likely to appeal to. 

Solution 1: Actions are mental self-changes that are causes of animal change: The changes to this animal are not my actions; they are rather only the effects of my actions. Speaking loosely, we can the animal changes the action, but strictly speaking they are not. Only the changes to the Humean bundle are strictly speaking my actions. 

Solution 2: Actions are either mental self-changes or are the effects of mental self-changes: The changes to this animal are my actions, because actions come in two kinds: those that are mental self-changes and those that are the effects of mental self-changes. The animal changes are my actions but only in virtue of being caused by self-changes that are non-derivatively my actions. 

Solution 3: Actions are either reflexive causings of change to the Humean bundle or causings of animal changes by the causings of the Humean bundle. The Humean bundle is able to cause: the action is an execution of that power and is not the change, but is rather the causing of the change. My actions are the causings either of reflexive changes or the causings of animal change.

In fact things may be yet more complicated in this case: there is a kind of Heraclitan puzzle that faces the Humean under some accounts of what the bundle is. If, as we have assumed, in acting I self-change, then in acting I change the bundle of psychological phenomena that I am. The only way to change the bundle is to add or take away from the set of psychological phenomena that constitute it; in acting a new set of psychological phenomena come to constitute the bundle. However, if the identity and character of a bundle is given only by the psychological events that constitute it – as the identity of a set is given by the identity of its members – then there is no possibility of the bundle changing itself: it can only change into another bundle, and so another self. On this conception of the identity of the bundle, if actions are psychological self-changes, then the action, which is the changing, cannot be a constituent of the bundle. Call A the self-changing act at t. Suppose B at t is the set of psychological phenomena (P1, P2, P3…PN). If A is one of P1, P2...PN then B does not change, so A is not a self-changing act. If A is not one of P1, P2...PN, then A is not part of the bundle, so is not a self-changing act by the bundle. 

4. Brain self-changes and whole animal change

The problems identified above affect not just the Humean, but most non-materialist versions of Lockeanism. The very notion of a self-change is problematic for any constructive or non-substantial view of the self, at least in so far as the change is taken to change the identity of the self that is supposed to be self-changing. Perhaps, less expected, we also see parallel problems arise for more contemporary materialist conceptions of the self. This is notably true of what are might call ‘brain based’ Lockean views of the self. There is a widespread tendency across contemporary philosophy, psychology and neuroscience to talk as though the self – what I am – is identical with or constituted by my brain. So, the self-change thesis about action has the consequence that actions are changes my brain makes to itself. There are no doubt reflexive changes in the brain when I act, but saying only that leaves us with the puzzle about animal movements we have been looking at. The brain that self-changes is, at least normally distinct from this animal that changes as a whole, and whose changes we usually call my actions. The brain-based view of what I am can of course, when faced with this puzzle, revert to the strategies we have considered. In particular, they can lift pretty much wholesale the strategies we offered to the Cartesian, replacing only the notion of a Cartesian self with the notion of a human brain. Thus, they offer on the following solutions: 

Solution 1: Actions are brain self-changes that are causes of macro animal change: The macro changes to this animal are not my actions; they are rather only the effects of my actions. Speaking loosely, we call the animal changes the action, but strictly speaking they are not. Only the changes in the brain are strictly speaking my actions. 

Solution 2: Actions are either brain self-changes or are the effects of brain self-changes: The macro changes to this animal are my actions – because actions come in two kinds. Those that are brain self-changes and those that are the effects of brain self-changes. The macro animal changes are my actions but only in virtue of being caused by self-changes that are non-derivatively my actions. 

Solution 3: Actions are either reflexive causings of change to the brain or causings of animal changes by the brain. The brain has the power to cause changes to itself, and thereby to the whole animal. The action is an execution of that power and is not the change, but is rather the causing of the change. My actions are the causings either of reflexive changes or the causings of animal change.

5. Animal self-changes

It should by now be obvious that we may avoid the puzzle that arises from our taking actions to be animal changes if we take ourselves to be identical with the animal whose animal changes we are taking to be actions. If we assume that I am a human animal, and that in acting I self-change, then in acting, I change the human animal that I am. There is no parallel action problem here. The human animal that self-changes is identical to this animal. This animal changes when I act; we call these changes my actions. 

There might seem to be a remaining challenge that this natural solution faces, and that ought to be acknowledged before moving to adopt it. Consider the following question: are those candidate actions – the changes we have called animal changes – actually animal changes, or are they rather bodily changes? The distinction between the human animal and the human body, familiar from philosophical discussions of personal identity, is one on which the latter is usually held to have some kind of constitution relation to the former, and to change through the course of a single human animal’s life. (See Snowdon 2014 for discussion of this distinction and its implications.) This distinction then allows for the thought that while I am this human animal, I am not this human body. We then face the related task of figuring out the relation between animal changes and bodily changes, and determining what, in our story of the way they relate one to the other, we are to count as the action. 

There are two ways we might accept the distinction between human animal and human body and yet set try to aside this puzzle about animal changes. First, we might accept that there is a distinction between animal change and bodily change, but deny that human actions either are bodily changes, or are the causes or causings of bodily changes. We might, rather, stick to the view that since I am this animal, and since actions are reflexive changes, my actions must be those animal changes. If there is a relation between those animal changes, which are my actions, and distinct bodily changes, the relation will not be one of identity or cause - but rather one of realisation. The animal changes that are my actions may be realised by bodily changes, in the way that the animal I am may constituted by this distinct body. 

The second way, we might accept a distinction between animal changes and bodily changes, but try to set aside the puzzle of animal changes, it to weaken the reflexivity claim. We may allow that my actions can include changes not only that that I am identical with, but also changes to that thing which constitutes me.  We may accept something like:

The Reflexivity and Constitution Claim: Whenever an agent acts, she reflexively changes, and that which constitutes her changes in concord. The agent’s actions will be those reflexive changes, and those changes, to that thing she is constituted by. 

I do not intend, here, to get into the metaphysical complexities of how to individuate changes, or how to understand the relation between changes to that which is constituted and that which constitutes it. But we can note that when the relation proposed is constitution – as it is between the human body and the human animal – rather than containment, or causation, it is more natural to identify changes to the constituted with changes to the constituting. Identifying the shrinking of the statue with the shrinking of the material that constitutes, but is non-identical to it, seems in order in way that identifying the shrinking of the statue with shrinking of part of it, or the shrinking of the cause of its shrinking, is not. Identifying the human animal movements, that we ordinarily take to be actions, with the human bodily movements of a human body purportedly constituting the human animal, seems plausible in a way that identifying human animal movements with movements of its brain, or with changes which causes them, does not.  Of course, as the modally and historically sensitive properties of an entity, and that which constitutes it, are different, and as the human body and the human animal are distinct on this account an explanation will have to be provided of what allows a change to A to be the same change as a change to a distinct B. If we distinguish between the human animal and human body, and are also sceptical of the prospects of a story allowing an identification of animal and bodily changes, we seem to face a choice between either (i) taking both the human animal changes, and the human body changes, to be actions – and so allow that we in some sense act twice, or (ii) identifying the action with either one of the human animal change or the human body change. If we choose option (ii) and identify the action only with the human animal change we are back to the first position canvassed above. If we choose (ii) and identify the action also with the human body change we face a version of the version of the animal changes puzzle.  

Of course, if we accept, as many do, that the human body just is the human animal – if neither can be said to survive or change without the other surviving or changing in the same way – then there is no vestige of an animal changes puzzle that needs solving. If there is not distinction between human animal and human body then our problem disappears. 

6. A solution without a puzzle?

We now get to the second puzzle that I am concerned to explore in this chapter.  It is very widely agreed amoung contemporary action theorists that each of us is in fact a human animal, rather than a Cartesian, Humean or Lockean brain-based self. Those human animals that we describe as perambulating their way around the world, speaking at conferences on actions, sitting on chairs, eating sandwiches and the rest, for the most part believe that they are human animals. There are few Cartesians, Humeans, and perhaps only Parfit thought that he was his brain. (Peacocke, see for example his 2019, p. 115, also seems to be committed to a related move of making the self the material basis of cognitive operations: the referent of ‘I’ for him is ‘the material integration apparatus’ where the integrating apparatus is the apparatus that integrates the subject’s perceptions and actions.) 

Indeed, to be true to our animal natures has been an avowed aim of some the most important action theorists we have. Helen Steward is, for example, emphatic about seeking to give an account of animal agency and “to insist that human beings are the authors of their actions” (Steward 2012, p. 21). 

This then is our second puzzle: why do we see the three forms of solution to the animal changes puzzle reflected in so much contemporary action theory? We have seen the development of views of the relation between an agent and action that appear to be the cost of distinguishing the self from the animal. Why, then, is that cost also being undertaken by those who do not distinguish themselves from individual human animals? What is the need?

I think the explanation starts with the following sort of thinking. What is it for someone to act? Well, it is for them to make themselves move? (See Steward 2012, p.15) What do they move? Well, they move themselves, or parts of themselves. How then should we understand the idea that human beings move themselves? 

Suppose we start with a general form of a claim to the effect that A moves B, and then think about the case in which an agent moves themselves, perhaps, we will make some progress.

Now, what is the form of a claim to the effect that A moves B?  It is natural to take it to involve talk of two things standing in a causal relation. It would also be standard to take it to involve two movings: the moving by A which brings about, or results in the moving by B. 

Consider a toy example. Suppose a big rock, that we can call Big Rock, rolls down a slope into a little rock, that we can call Little Rock, causing the Little Rock to move. We have in such a situation a case of the form ‘A moves B’, where there are two objects and two movements such that the movement of Big Rock caused or brought about the movement of Little Rock. 

In turn, this kind of familiar tale about objects bumping in to one another, where a movement in one object causes a movement in another object has been taken to correspond to two kinds of movement: transitive and intransitive movement. These labels are taken from a corresponding grammatical distinction between transitive and intransitive uses of the verb to move. Big Rock transitively moves Little Rock, and Little Rock intransitively moves as a result. Big Rock in the agent of movement in this situation, and Little Rock the patient. Agents move transitively and patients move intransitively as a result. 

It is worth stopping at this point to emphasize that the transitive/intransitive distinction is originally and primarily a grammatical one, not a metaphysical one. We have two kinds of description of movement sensitive, in this case, to a causal relation between two non-overlapping distinct objects Big Rock and Little Rock. 

Consider the movement of Big Rock before it has hit anything. We said nothing about what caused Big Rock to start rolling. Suppose that Big Rock moved because it was hit by Even Bigger Rock. If this had been the case the movement of Big Rock would both have been a transitive movement – it caused the moving of Little Rock – but it would also have been an intransitive movement – the moving of Even Bigger Rock caused it. Should we think of this as involving two movements by Big Rock? We would need a very good reason to avoid answering in the negative. The straightforward thing to say is that there was one movement – one rolling – which we take to be a intransitive movement, because it was the result of a movement by another object (Even Bigger Rock), and which we also take to be an transitive movement, because it was the cause of a movement by another object (Little Rock). Moreover we can happily say that Big Rock’s moving (transitive) Little Rock was because Big Rock moved (intransitive) without thinking that there is a causal relation between two distinct movements. 

This distinction between transitive and intransitive bodily movements – corresponding to the grammatical distinction between intransitive and transitive uses of verbs – has, since Hornsby’s seminal discussion in her book Actions, played a significant role in structuring the contemporary discussion of what an action is.  It has been used as the basis of an argument for the claim that what happens when we say that a body moves is a distinct occurrence – in number and in kind - from that which occurs when we say that an agent moves their body. The former is characterised as a transitive bodily movement – a BMi, and the latter as a transitive bodily movement – BMt. Moreover, when we ask about the relation between these distinct occurrences of different kinds we are invited to take intransitive bodily movements to be somehow the result of transitive bodily movements: BMts are the causes, or causings, of BMis. I am going to argue, following Adrian Haddock (2005) and Doug Lavin (2015), that the grammatical facts do not imply a causal distinction of this kind. 

Let us return to the case where an agent acts, which we described as an agent moving themselves, or a part of themselves.  Suppose, we take as an example, the case of A raising her arm. Following the model, we have set out it we might think that this case is also to be analysed as if it involved two distinct objects involved in two distinct movements – one transitive and one intransitive. We have on the one hand A and A’s raising of her arm, and on the other A’s arm, and A’s arm rising. Moreover, the earlier model suggested that we think of the relation here as a causal one. A causes her arm to rise. She does so by raising her arm, which is the cause of her arm rising, or the causing of her arm to rise. This way of setting things up is evident at various points in Hornsby, Steward, and Hyman and Alvarez. (See Hinshelwood 2017). For them, to say that a self-changing animal is an animal that can make itself move involves: 

(i) A distinction between an animal that moves and the body that moves – a self-moving animal, capable of agency, has a body, rather than is a body – and the latter moves when the former moves it. 
(ii) A claim that the animal’s action (in its moving its body, or in causing its body to move) and the movement of its body are distinct.
(iii) A claim that there is a causal relation between the animal’s action and the movement of its body: the animal’s movement is the transitive movement that is the cause of the intransitive movement of its body (Hornsby), or the animal’s action is the causing of the intransitive movement of its body (Steward, Hyman and Alvarez). 

I want to suggest that it may be a mistake to suppose that we can develop a satisfactory account of self-change – reflexive change – by starting with a model that involves a causal relation between distinct individuals: an animal and its body. What is critical to the kind of change that actions are is that they are changes involving one individual animal, and its relation to itself, and we will not solve the puzzle of agency unless we keep this firmly in view. If that is so then we need to explore the idea that when we say things like ‘I can make my arm rise, by raising it’ or, as Wittgenstein put it “Let us not forget this: when ‘I raise my arm’, my arm goes up.” (PI, 621) the structures that makes true our claim are very different from the structures that make it true that Big Rock’s movement was the cause, or causing, of Little Rock’s movement. Similarly, the structures that make it true that I moved the chair, and that my movement was the cause, or causing, of the movement of the chair are going to be different from the structures that make it true that I moved myself: I am distinct from the chair but not from myself. If we agree that agency is self-change, and that changes to objects distinct from the agent will be dependent on such self-changes, then we should not be surprised if progress is difficult when we starting our enquires using models on which A moves B is understood as involving a distinct kind of transitive movement by A which stands in a causal relation to a distinct intransitive movement by B. 

As Doug Lavin, has put it, the way of proceeding makes “the causality involved in action [take] on the appearance of a relation joining particulars, and thus as belonging to the same category as ‘is as large as’ and ‘hates’…it presupposes that the causal element introduced by the transitive verbs employed in ordinary representation of action is a real relation between distinct, fully determinate particulars – some factor x and a mere happening (p.612, Lavin 2015) 

However, as Lavin emphasises, nothing in remembering that “when ‘I raise my arm’ my arm goes up”, nor in the ordinary English statements to the effect that a subject can make her arm rise by raising, necessitates the position that there are two individuals and two movements standing in a causal relation involved. To think that there are, is what encourages the enquiry into which of the elements involved is A’s action: is it the rising of the arm, and or the raising of it? Is it BMt or BMi. Or is it, rather, relation between the two – the causing of BMi by BMi?
The point that there is no implication from truths such as ‘my body moved because I moved it’ or ‘I cause my body to move by moving it’ (expressed by employing, transitive and intransitive uses of the verb ‘to move’, for example) to a commitment to distinct movements of distinct particulars, has also been made by Adrian Haddock, as part of his defence of a view of human actions as identical with bodily movements: 
On [Hornsby’s] interpretation, ‘Jane causes her body to moveI’ means that the event of Jane’s movingT her body causes the event of Jane’s body’s movingI….Hornsby’s interpretation tries to display the linguistic truth as forcing upon us a picture of two separate events, the first of which causes the second. But I think we can interpret the linguistic truth in a way that would free us from this picture. (Haddock, 2005, p. 166) 

Suppose one said that the air in a balloon reduces when it shrinks, or that one can reduce the air in a balloon by shrinking it, or “Let us not forget this: when ‘the balloon shrinks’, the air goes out.” All this might be true without it giving one a reason to think that the shrinking of the balloon and the reduction of air in it are distinct occurrences standing in a causal relation. Perhaps the shrinking of a blown-up balloon and the air loss are just the same occurrence – one described in relation to the changing size of the balloon and the other described in terms of the reduction of air. Or suppose one said that the cells in a plant replicate and expand when it grows, or that one can replicate and expand the cells in the plant by growing it. This need not mean that there is an occurrence of the plant growing that is distinct, but causally related to, the occurrence of the cells replicating and expanding: we are free to give an analysis, or constitutive account, of plant growth in terms of cell replication and expansion. 

The trouble here, I want to suggest, comes from failing to keep track of the very different nature of the relations involved in reflexive-changes involving one individual and its parts – when A reflexively changes, and the relations involved in non-reflexive changes involving two individuals – when, A changes B.  When faced with the latter we will make the following reasonable assumptions: 

The causal relation assumption: to explain what A has done – to explain A’s causal agency – is to explain the relation between A, and the changes caused to a distinct B. 

The distinctness of act and result assumption: given that A and B are distinct the changes caused to B will not be identical to the act of changing B: that will be a distinct changing by A. 

If we accept these assumptions when we turn to the case in which A moves herself, we are going to be led to introduce something distinct from A which she acts, and in relation to which the following assumptions hold: 

The casual relational assumption: to explain what A has done – to explain A’s agency – is to explain the relation between A and the changes caused to the position of something distinct from A – her body, or some part of it. 

The distinctness of act and result assumption: the changes caused to A’s body (the bodily movements) cannot be the same occurrence as the act of A changing herself (A moving her body): that must be a distinct changing by A. 

This has the result that the bodily movements, that occur when an animal acts, cannot be treated as acts of agency in themselves. The acts of agency, if they are to be found at all, are to be found in the causes, or causings, of these bodily movements. If the bodily movements – the arm rises, and foot falls – are to amount to actions at all they can only do so in virtue if their relations to other things the agent does. 

The explanation for why contemporary theorists, who agree that we are animals, are prepared to bear the costs that we saw being born by the Cartesian, the Humean and the brain-based Lockean, in relation to the animal changes puzzle, is that they take action to be a causal relation for which the causal relational, and the distinctness of act and result, assumptions hold. They hold that the power to be a self-changing agent (or ‘self-moving’ agent, in Steward’s terms) is not fundamentally different to the power to be a non-reflexive changer: it depends upon having a body as a distinct thing that one is able to transact with and make move. It depends on a kind of causal ‘animal/body’ dualism. As Steward puts it:

It is only of some sorts of entity that it makes sense to say that they ‘have’ bodies, thereby separating what is moved (a body or a body part) from what is doing the moving (an animal). It is these entities that are potentially sufficiently complex to sustain an owner/body distinction which I will call ‘agents’, and the power of self-movement in question is [their] agency…What sorts of entities may be said to have ‘bodies’ to be potentially distinct from them in a way which makes sense of this second stronger conception of self-movement?...Only a creature which can have a mind – i.e. to which certain mental predicates to be applied – can really ‘have’ (own) a body and vice versa. There is no point in the distinction between an entity and its body, without the correlative idea of the entity as an initiator, director and discretionary controller of the movements of its body. (Steward, 2012, p. 17) 

Now we should note two things about Steward’s kind of ‘animal/body dualism’. First, it is not any kind of Cartesian dualism – requiring the animal to be a ‘bipartite construction out of distinct entities’ (op. cit. Ch. 1, fn 37). What kind of dualism it is, is less clear. Second, it is not unmotivated. Steward takes the distinction between self-movers which are capable of agency and have bodies, and self-movers (like paramecia) that do not stand in such a ‘having’ relation to their bodies, and lack agency, as allowing us to make sense of the distinction between cases when self-movements are up to the animal – cases in which the animal makes itself move – and cases where they merely ‘move by themselves’ without ‘making themselves move’ (op. cit. p.17). The commitment is part of an attempt to make sense of the difference between those reflexive changings that are actions by an agent, and those reflexive changings that are not. This is indeed a task that needs to be undertaken, however this way of approaching it, should I think be resisted.  It should be resisted for two reasons: first because it gets the phenomenon to be explained wrong, and second because it does not solve the problem.  

It gets the phenomena to be explained wrong, partly because it suggests that our relation to our bodies is instrumental in a way that it seems not to be, and it gives us no sharp way of distinguishing between actions and transactions, even when we think that actions are self-changes, and that there a sharp distinction between agent and non-agent. Moreover, it means we do not get the simple solution to the animal changes puzzle that looks so available and attractive: we cannot say that the animal changes we identify as actions just are the reflexive changes of the animal – they are changes by the animal to a body she has. At best we face something like the position of the constitutivist about human animals discussed in section 5 above. 

All this might be worth it if allowed us finally to shelve the problem of how to model agential self-change. But it does not. The act of changing her body by A – the causing by A of bodily change – if it is not to be identical to the bodily change that it is a causing of, must still be a change to A. If A, as ‘initiator, director and discretionary controller’ initiates, directs or discretionarily controls, a movement of her body then A has changed herself – assuming her initiating and directing are changes to her mind, and changes to her mind are changes to herself. We have no reason, unless we are dualists, for thinking that it will be any easier to explain the self-changes that come with initiations and directions than with arm risings. In neither case does the agent take herself to be an object the nature of which she needs to change. In both the agent, herself changes. Whether our explanda are arm risings, or initiatings of arm risings, we are going to have to face the problem of agential self-change square on.  We only move, and complicate, our problem by taking the latter, and not the former, as our focus. 

At the beginning of this piece I declared an aim to do some ground clearing, and identify where we should start our theorising as action theorists. My suggestion is that we need work on trying to give an account of self-change that does not involve the assumption that self-changes are to be understood in terms of a causal relation between an agent and the changes she brings about, in something distinct from her, by acts of changing it. To do so will distort the phenomenon, and will leave us without an account of those acts of changing.  Whether those are supposed to be acts of initiation, direction, tryings, or movings and raisings, which are not intransitive movements and rises, they cannot be explained as acts of self-change in the same way as the bodily acts that we started with without a further bifurcation between agent and patient, and without further bifurcation between the agentive changing and the distinct change brought about. To solve the problem of self-change we need to work on making sense of how in acting an agent relates to herself, as something that both changes herself, and in so doing changes. And actions need to be understood as occurrences that can both be the changing to the self, and the change that is at the same time brought about. To that extent we do not need to deny the starting idea that in acting an agent (transitively) changes herself, and thereby (intransitively) changes. We just need to resist the idea that that the changing and the change are distinct existences of distinct objects standing in causal relations. (Thanks to Tom Smith on this point.) 

How to make sense of such change is a job for another occasion. I end, however, with the observation that, in fact, few action theorists baulk, or indeed pause, at the idea that in what they consider to be agential thinking – trying, deciding, directing, calculating – what we have is a single occurrence that that is both the thinking by the agent, and the thought brought about by the agent. I have suggested that we have no reason to think that explaining the possibility of self-change is any easier – or indeed more difficult – in these ‘mental action’ cases than in the more familiar cases we have been concerned with. (See also O’Brien 2012). And, what seems manifest – however we solve our problem – is that trying to make progress in the mental action case by making a distinction between an agent, and something distinct that her actions change, say, the mind she ‘has’ and stands in a causal directorial relation to, will not get us far. It will duplicate our problem and distort the phenomena. I have suggested what is manifest in the mental action case is true of the ‘bodily action’ case, that for any kind of agency we need to understand reflexive change in such a way that we cleave to the fact that agency involves a relation between an agent and herself: in changing myself, I, myself, change. 
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