s of Social Theory and philosophy
ploitative domination, are oriented to

the distribution of scarce resources is not made F:lear.

Fourth, Habermas’s appeal to psychoanalySIS as an exemplar
of theory and practice for the social sciences as a whole has a
definite attractiveness, because it seems to embody each of the
features to which he draws attention: the mediation of ‘inter-
pretation’ by ‘explanation’, involving the aim Of furthering
the rational autonomy of the analysand through dialogue with
the analyst. Yet there are obvious difficulties with this, which
Habermas has acknowledged.® Psychoanalysis seems a rather
poor model for critical theory, since the relation between analyst
and patient is after all a markedly skewed and even authoritarian
one; once more, however, Habermas uses only an ‘idealized’
version of it. More relevant here is that psychoanalytic therapy is
an encounter between individual persons, entered into volun-
tarily, in which hermeneutic and nomological analysis appear
only in the form of uncovering hidden motives. Important as
this may be, it give us little clue as to how to connect the explic-
ation of human action with the structural properties of social

institutions.

76 Some School

in which struggles, or €X

I do not want to claim that the discussion offered in the preced-
ing .sections is exhaustive: I wish to use it only as a backdrop
against which to develop the format of the rest of this
st.udy. Among the important issues raised by the various tra-
ditions or schools of thought I have examined, but not ade-
quately resolved by any one of them, are the following:
problems of. agency and the characterization of action; problerr;é
of communlcation and hermeneutic analysis; problems of the
explanation of action within the framework of sociological
method. The remainder of the book is concerned with %heeilr

further explication.



2

Agency, Act-identifications
and Communicative Intent

A great deal of writing by British ang American philosophers
often strongly influenced by the work of the later Wittgenstein’
even where critical of it, has been concerned with the ‘philo-
sophy of action’. In spite of the Voluminous character of this
literature, its yield has been‘rather slight. As treated by Anglo-
American authors, the ‘philosophy of action’ mostly shares
the limitations of post-Wittgensteinjan philosophy as a whole,
even where the writers in question are not close disciples of
Wittgenstein and substantially diverge from at least certain of his
views: in particular a lack of concern with social structure, with
institutional development and change. This gap is more than a
legitimate division of labour between philosophers and social
scientists; it is a weakness that rifts deep into philosophical
analyses of the character of human agency. A more immediate
reason, however, for the confusing nature of the recent literature
in the philosophy of action is a failure to separate out various
issues which need clearly to be distinguished from one another.
These are: the formulation of the concepr of action or agency; the
connections between the concept of action and that of intention
or purpose; the characterization (identification) of types of act;
the significance of reasons and motives in relation to agency; and
the nature of communicative acts.
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Problems of agency

It is clear that laypeople, in the course of their day-to-day lives,
constantly refer to, or make use of, notions of agency in some
way or another — although it is important to emphasize that only
in certain instances or contexts (for example, in courts of law)
are they likely to be able to give, or be interested in giving,
accounts of why or how they do so in abstract terms. Peo_ple
regularly decide about ‘responsibility’ for outcomes, and monitor
their conduct accordingly, as well as basing their responses upon
accounts/justifications/excuses offered by others. A different
assessment of, and reaction to, a person’s conduct is deemed
appropriate where someone ‘couldn’t help’ what happened from
where he or she ‘could help’ it. A person who falls ill, for ex-
ample, may successfully make claims upon others for unusual
solicitude, and take time off from ordinary duties. Ealllng ill 1s
recognized as something which cannot be helped (_'m Western
culture at least, although not universally). But dlfferent‘re-
sponses are appropriate if the individual is adjudged to Pe not
really ill’, or merely ‘feigning’ illness in order to receive 'the
sympathy of others or to escape from rightful respon§1b111t1es.
That the boundary line between these is not clear—(fu'[ is shown
by the ambiguous character of hypochondria, which may be
regarded by some as something a person can help, and by others
as something for which she or he is not to be held responsible. In
S0 far as they regard ‘hypochondria’ as a medical syndrome,
doctors may of course draw different dividing 1ines from those
accepted by others. Such ambiguities or bIUrrnNEs between
conduct for which agents are deemed responsible, and hence as
potentially open to being asked for justifications, and that
recognized as ‘out of their hands’ sustain various forms of
rr(lanoieuvre or deceit whereby people either seek to escape
ifiﬁctlons upon what they do, or conversely claim a particular
Ilc':\olr:gea;lst l?n accomplishment of their own. et o
act, even th(;(l) rtb:’ @ person may be treated as s he or she
was doing or mg' that individual did not realize what b
a0 el I€an to contravene any law. The person is regardec
pable if it is adjudged that he or she ‘should have known’,



Agency, Act-identifications, Communicative Intent 79

as a citizen, that what he or she did was illegal. Of course, it may
happen that the perso

. n’s ignorance allows him or her to escape
sanction altogether, o procures a reduction in the individual
punishment (where, for instance, he or she is held not to be A
4 Position to know ‘what any competent person should know
~1f he or ghe is diagnosed as ‘mentally ill’, or, rather more
ancertainly, is a visitor to the country, and cannot be expected to
be familjar with itg laws). In this respect, legal theory represenFS
a formalization of everyday practice, where avowals that one 18
1gnorant of a given consequence of one’s doings will not neces-
sarily allow €Scape from moral sanction: there are certain thlngs
that €veryone ig ‘expected to know’, or that everyone in a certain
category of persong i ‘expected to know’. One may be blamed
for Something ope did Unintentionally. In day-to'day,h.f s ,we
‘ OW the equation: ‘agency’ = ‘moral responsibility’ =
context of mora Justification’. Tt is easy to see, therefore, why
o Philosophers have supposed that the concept of agency

must be defineq in terms of that of moral justification, and S
of mora] norms alonpe,

a
ore¢ commonly, however, philosophers have appealed to
more embracing not

i ion of convention or rule, in seeking to dis-
tinguish ‘actiong’ from ‘movements’. Peters, for example, qu(f)teli
the‘ case of signing 5 contract. This, he says, is an instance 0 aS'
action because jt Presupposes the existence of social nczlrrtl;lé
there js logical gulf between such statements as ‘she sea}e ince
bargain’| anq ‘her hand closed about the hand of another’, Slrlm
the first, describing an action, is framed in relation . & nolr:mi
}Vhereas the second is not.! Biit this is not at all Convmcmg'ably
In endeavouring t, specify what agency is, we are Presllr;:a r in
Interested ip differentiating not only statements which red the
Some way to the actualization of a norm, like ‘She’ s1gn:1 ones
contract’, but algq ones like ‘she wrote with the ,pen g
like ‘her hand made movements across the pEPS » ‘movements’
A theme of many philosophical writings 15 thzt of their con-
can, under certain circumstances — usuall)ll th<1$ ‘count’ or be
nection _to particular conventions or ruies ny action can be
‘redescribed’ ag actions; and, vice versa, that any ts (save per-
Tedescribed” as a movement or series of movemeflrlaining)- This
haps for actions which have the character of re
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ive modes or languages of
implies that there arc; t»}\llo halttheer T;Ztlm"ee Cglnduct el %’ 5% ;ig?r{:ﬁ
scription i whic , g ¢ over
?: S%leprttl?:l ISC;ZT:QSOOf Wittgenstein’s -w?;ag L:ISJ iZadily sanctify
3 aIE T and his arm go1 : 0 i¢ 4 bkt 10
tW_een i tr ZI‘IS;IL%H(;S:S l;lr:lit IS an erroneous VIZW éfolrtrect, modes
gll:;;ogle?t :l;)ere are t'wo alternative, and 6(1(::aasya ‘movement’ is
of describing behaviour. For to refer to artlhil t “happens to"somf‘;
to imply that it is mechanical, somethl‘rlljg a piece of behaviour1
one; and it is simply mistaken to descri ‘emakes happen’, or dotfli
this way if it is something that someone ould do well to drop £
One can see from this, I think, that we w altogether: the propn
contrast between actions and movements has to be the perfsoe,
unit of reference for an analysis of actioil related to this. It l::lt
the acting self. There is a further m,at e tend to SUppose o
use the terminology of ‘movements’ we resent an observ;: .
descriptions couched in such a.form reli) tions’ do not. Tha s
language in a way in which ‘action deS;{lep movements can I
o say, we tend to presume that, s lt'onS of actions 1Mvo 1e
directly observed and described, descrip ltation’ (for exalggre’
further processes, inference or ‘mt?rﬁtreof a rule’). Butbserve
‘interpreting the movement in the light . We surely 0 o
really is no basis for such a preSUmpt‘Obs'erVe (“inv-Oh'lnt k}(]an
actions just as immediately as 'we o tation’, if this 18 ahed
movements; each equally involves ‘interpre d have to be couc
to mean that descriptions of what 15 Observ:) theoretical terms.u _
in expressiong Which presuppose ( d]vergenhilosophers have s g)n
An extraordinarily large number. of p Gally centred }Jp ‘
posed that the concept of action is ess‘eI:1 ot behaw?t]he:
,that of intention: that it must refer to P (1) in regard 0 4
Such a Presumption appears in two guises: rd of the chara
concept of action generically; (2) in regd ithstands scrutiny.
terization of 1ypeg of act. But neither view W oint out that the
KS far as (1) is concerned, it is enough to p 5. and therefore
notion of intention logically implies that of acthir’lstance of the
PTeSupposes it, rather than vice versa. {\5 = can say that
phenomenologica] theme of intentionahty,. Orled to do some-
an actor cannot ‘intend’; she or he has to lr}t?nthere are many
thing. Moreover, of course, as everybody admlts’t through their
things that People do, that are brought abou



o : R
gency, Act-identifications, Communicative Intent 81

agency, which
s 1 ot o o o Inentiernilly, ' gasce oF PA%
shll just categorically assert here (i detail subsequently, and I
action-types is no m y aSS(f,rt here that the characterizaéion of
the notion of acti()r(: " k?glcally derivable from intention than is)
separate the questi as such. However, we must be careful tok
that of the charact 5 O_f the general character of agency from
Schutz, but is ignof rijz ation of types of act; this is pointed out b
sophy of action. Aect'm most Anglo-Saxon writings in the philo)i
experience’; its cat 108 15 8 continuous flow of ‘lived-through
depends upon areﬂzg(-)rlzatlon into discrete sectors or ‘pieces’
regard of another K;Ve process of attention of the actor, or the
have not bothered-t though in the first part of this chapter I
shall refer to identPﬁ foll?w a strict differentiation, henceforth 1
acts, distinguishin tlhed elements’ or ‘segments’ of actions as
use to refer generg ese from ‘action’ or ‘agency’, which I shall
conduct. The idealcgllly to the lived-through process of everyday
n v_arious forms in that tl}ere are ‘basic actions’, which crops up
derives from not ob N phllosophical literature, is a mistake which
To talk of raisin Ser‘fmg a distinction between action and acts.
act as to talk of ¢ ge (;ne S'arm’ is as much a categorization of an
due of the mislea%'r orming a blessing’; here we se€ another resi-
[ shall defipe ;ng opposition of action with ‘movement’.?
contemplated cqy ‘Ctlo‘n or agency as the stream of actual or
ongoing process sal interventions of corporeal beings in the
connects direct] of events-in-the-world. The notion of agency
of regularized ty with the concept of Praxis, and when speaking
an ongoing serigfes ?f act I shall talk of human practices, as
concept of agenc ‘of ‘practical activities'. It is analytical to the
and (2) that they. (1) that a person ‘could have acted otherwise’
process indepen dWOrld as constituted by a stream of events-in-
determined futur ent of the agent does not hold out a pre-
manifestly difﬁe' ;Fhe sense of ‘could have done otherwise’ 18
will be eXploredCl-l t an(.l controv.erswl one, and aspects Qf }t
evidently not on In_various sections of 'thIS study. But {t is
etc., and theref a par with the ugual locgtlons, | ha;l no ch01ce",
gation’. A man Orﬁ “{lth Durkhelm’s soqal ‘cons}ramt’ or_‘obll—
stay in his off who is obliged by thﬁ: duties of his occupgtnoq to
B A ce on a sunny day is not in the same situation
o is obliged to stay in his home by having broken both

/

[
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his legs. The same goes for forbearance, which involve‘s thp
contemplation of a possible course of action — that whlch_1s
refrained from. But there is one significant difference. While
an ongoing stream of activity may, and very freque'ntly df)e's,
involve reflexive anticipation of future courses of action, this is
not necessary to the concept of action itself. Forl?earance does,
however, presuppose cognitive awareness of poss;ble courses of
action: it is not the same as simply ‘not doing’ things one could
have done.

Intentions and projects

I'shall use ‘intention’ and ‘purpose’ as equivalent terms, althﬁugh
everyday English usage recognizes distinctions betWeeln t tem—'
“Purpose” in such usage, unlike ‘intention’, is not a wholly 1n e(?n
tional term in the phenomenological sense: W€ Spe?k " pf rSbe
acting ‘with purpose’, or ‘purposefully’. ‘P e e
related to ‘resolve’ or ‘determination’ in a way in W fer to
is not, implying that we tend to use the former word to re 6;
longer-term ambitions, while intention is more Conf:mec,l - ?t{}"
to-day practices.’ I shall, however, use the term ‘project’ to Teiet
to such ambitions (for example, that of writing a book). o
It is mistaken to presume, as some philosophers have l(:' h
that only those types of act can be called pRIpaE o wc;écl
actors themselves tend to ask for explanations m-thelr evzry };
lives. Thus it has sometimes been claimed that since We ¢o nlo
usually ask someone to say what her intention was i e)-(ampbe’
i1 Putting salt on her dinner, such behaviour cannot sl B
Intentional. Yet we might very well be inclined to make su?h ag
enquiry were she sprinkling her meal with talcum‘powder’,gn
someone from another culture. where the custom 1S unf_amlhar,
might ask what the purpose of’putting salt on the meal is. If we
are not inclined to ask about it, this is certainly not because it
makes no sense to pose such a q’uestion, but because we already
know,' Or assume that we know, what her purpqse in."ThS MmOsk
mundd_ne forms of day-to-day conduct can quite properly b.e
called intentional, It i important to stress this, since otherwise 1t
might be tempting to suppose that routine or habitual conduct

hich intention
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ither
owever, ne
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intentiong oy Projects should be equated w

must be
— as if an actor
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aware of ap , -
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: ent as such.
happening, not through the interveptl()ﬂ of thfoasgocial st
Talllrt):psecon:i, however, is of great _Slgmﬁcancsts, may take vari-
£ B S o T TR o ST eance is not achieved,
ous forms. One is where the intended occgrrCes T
and instead the behaviour of the actor pr_Oh llr because the ‘know-
o COIEK, TAEh gy s bBut Sit eirrelevant to the out-
ledge’ applied as a ‘means’ is erroneous Or's mistaken about tl}e
come that is sought, or because he or shehl use of that ‘means’.
circumstances which are taken to call for t 1(: ¢ was intended also
Another is where the achievement of W ies A person who
brings about a range of other consequen pérhapS also alefts
switches on the light to illuminate.the rootl;:ing the person d_zd,
a prowler> Alerting the prowler is some The examples which
although not something she intended to do. f what has also been
predominate in the philosophical htc?rature o ¢ this simple kmc}.
called the ‘accordion effect’ of action are O appears an ar'bl,-
Notice that, first, the ‘conclusion’ of the Ch?}ll?ng the actor ‘did’,
trary one (if ‘alerting the prowler’ was Somehing she ‘did’?), and
Wwas ‘causing the prowler to flee’ also somet to illuminate those
that, second, such examples do not help elevance to social
aspects of unintended consequences of most 1r ter call the repro-
theory, that is, thoge involved in what I shall la
duction of Structure. e as what might
The ‘accordion effec’ of action is not the Sarlnmean the inter-
be called the hierarchy of purposes, by which rojects. An af:t
locking or interweaving of different purposes -Oiﬁhe actor has In
may be relevant to a number of intentions whic of intentional
undertaking it; 5 Project embodies a whole rangesheet of paper
modes of activity, The writing of a sentence on a

. Of Writing a
1S an act which relates also directly to the project
book.

The identiﬁcation of acts

It is generall
such condu
which occu
formulatio
natural wo

ct that
Y accepted by most students of.huma"n ,C:n: li;yay in
ct has ‘Mmeanings’, or is ‘meaningful’, ;3 t a crude
TTences in the natural world are not. ut that the
n of this sort will not suffice. For it is eVIdeI;s ects of
rld is meaningfu] to yus — and not just those asp
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nWature which have been materially transformed and ‘humanized’.
‘in(:elsl?gikb,le?qﬂ tnormally manage, to render‘the nat}lral world
sl fhe .lr(S) az we dQ thp s.‘.ocm]. world — indeed, in Western
the ‘inanimagte’ur; ing of this intelligibility res.ts precisely upon
e character of nature, as determined by the oper-
some Yind P rsona_l forces. It is often suppos.ed that there is

_ of radical break between what is demanded in
g;estéops V\{thh ask fpr a clarification of the intelligibility of a
explrzmmtng and what is required in questions which ask for an
Af‘l)d oab ory, particularly a causal, account of that happening.
. v1ous'1y there are differences. But they are not as clear-
cUt as one might be led to believe. To answer a question such as
What was that sudden flash of light?” with the ‘meaning’ of the
pl}eqomenon - ‘sheet lightning’ — is at the same time to locate it
within a scheme of likely aetiological accounts. The identification
of the event as ‘the occurrence of sheet lightning’ takes for
granted at least a rudimentary understanding of a relevant causal
backdrop — one of a different sort to that presupposed by an
answer like ‘A message from the Great Spirit’. The frames of
fneanl_ng whereby we make sense of events are never purely
descriptive’, but are closely interwoven with more thorough-
going explanatory schemes, and the one cannot be cleanly prised
loose from the other: the intelligibility of such descriptions
depends upon these assumed links. The intelligibility of nature
and natural events is accomplished by the construction and
sustaining of frames of meaning from which the interpretative
schemes whereby everyday experience is assimilated and
‘handled’ are derived. This is true of both laypeople and
scientists; although in each case it would be a serious error to
exaggerate the internal unity of such frames (cf. below, pp.
1491f). The understanding of descriptions generated within diver-
gent frames of meaning — their mediation - in regard to the natu-
ral world is already a hermeneutic problem. _

The difference between the social and natural world 18 that the
latter does not constitute itself as ‘meaningful’: the meanings it
has are produced by human beings in the course of their prac-
tical life, and as a consequence of their endeavours to under-
stand or explain it for themselves. Social life — of which these

endeavours are a part — on the other hand, is produced by its
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component actors precisely in terms of their active constitutiion
and reconstitution of frames of meaning whereby they organize
their experience.® The conceptual schemes of the social scienfzes
therefore express a double hermeneutic, relating both to entering
and grasping the frames of meaning involved in the produgtlo_n
of social life by lay actors, and to reconstituting these within
the new frames of meaning involved in technical concepFual
schemes. I shall deal with some of the complicated issues rals'ed
by this at various later points in the book. But it 1s wo'rthwhlle
pointing out at this juncture that the double hermeneutic of the
social sciences places them in a quite different position to that_of
natural science in one basic respect. The concepts and theories
produced in the natural sciences quite regularly filter into lay
discourse and become appropriated as elements of everyday
frames of reference. But this is of no relevance, of course, to 'the
world of nature itself, whereas the appropriation of technical
concepts and theories invented by social scientists can turn them
Into constituting elements of that very ‘subject-matter’ they were
comned to characterize, and by that token alter the context of
their application. This relation of reciprocity between common
sense and technical theory is a peculiar, but eminently interest-
Ing, feature of socja] investigation. :
The problem of the characterization of action-types immedi-
ately comes up against the difficulties posed by the double her-
meneutic, and hence 1 shall first of all concentrate mainly upon
the }dentiﬁcation of acts within everyday conceptual frames,
turning later (in the last chapter) to the relation between these
and the.technical concepts of social science.
~ Queries which prompt identifications of the meaning of events
In nature, whether among lay observers or among scientists, are
not of a unitary kind: that which is being asked for in the ques-
tion “What is happening?’ is relative to, first, the interests that
stimulate the enquiry, and, second the’level or type of know-
ledge already possessed by the er;quirer (cf. Wittgenstein on
ostensive definitions). The object or event exists or happens;
but the characterization of it demanded in a query (it is not
important here whether this is a question asked of another or
of oneself) is dependent upon the above two considerations.
The called-for answer to the question ‘What have you got there?’
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may be, in some circumstances, ‘A book’; in another context it
may be “The new book by X’; or ‘An object of a certain and
deﬁnlte mass’. All might be true characterizations, but there is
no single one which is simply correct, the others being mistaken:
it all depends upon the circumstances in which the query comes
about,

_The same thing holds in regard to queries oriented to iden-
tlﬁpations of human acts rather than of natural occurrences or
objects. No end of trouble has been brought about by the tend-
ency of philosophers to presume that the question ‘What is X
do1‘ng?’ has a unitary answer; or that all answers to it must have
asimilar logical form. (In this respect it is definitely not the same
as the question ‘What is X intending to do?’) For it soon
becomes apparent that there are many possible responses to such
a question: someone may be said to be ‘bringing down a metal
mplement on wood’, ‘chopping logs’, ‘doing his job’, ‘having
fun’, ete. Since all of these are act-identifications, the philo-
sopher then either looks for what they all have in common, or
§eeks to show that only some are ‘correct’ or ‘valid’ act-
identifications and the others are not’ Yet all of these
characterizations can be quite correct descriptions of what is
going on — although, depending upon the context in whicn th’e
query is formulated, only certain of them will be ‘approprlate .
Picking up which is precisely one of the subtle skills Whl'Ch l_aly
actors master as a routine characteristic of their participation in,
and active production of, everyday interaction (and which they
are able to manipulate to produce humour, irony, f:tc.).

It is evident that assumptions about purposiveness are as
deeply intertwined with our characterizations of acts as beliefs
about the causal features of impersonal forces are with our
characterizations of natural events. Nevertheless, only a fairly
restricted class of act-identifications logically presupposes that
the type of doing must be intentional — such as ‘suicide’. Most
acts do not have this feature, that they cannot be done
unintentionally. Of course, enquiries into an ag_ent’s conduct
which seek not merely to characterize it intelligibly, but to
penetrate to the individual’s ‘reasons’ or ‘motives’ for what he or
she does, certainly have to involve deciding what he or she was
intending to do.
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The rationalization of action

%ﬁi??gﬂf%ﬁm 113?‘86 Eends to. elid§ distinctions .between
— eithery‘qwugmo-ns ; One'mlght, in the appropriate con-
sky? or “What was yhdld that light suddgnly flash across the:
as equivalent son: tf at su§iden flash of light across the gky?
ning’ could be anol enquiry; the answer ‘It was sheet light-
act-identifications oftd cceptable one in either case. Similarly,
questions referring t e}? e R i onses‘t.o W}.ly'
British military pri cod uman c_onduct. A person uqumlhgr with
to his forehead, mj ; ure, seeing a soldier stiffly raising his han'd
he doing that? toi t‘aSk either ‘What is he doing?’ or ‘Wh}f is
in the British apmo . 1ormed that this is the mode of saluting
to say, supposingytllln ight be enough to clarify the puzzle - that is
what ‘armies’ ‘soldxe ﬁ)erso“ were already familiar enough with
Distinctions e iers’, cj,tc., are.

also fuzzy in eVerwg?n purposes’, ‘reasons’ and ‘motfves’ are
interchangeable. ‘V)\;hdy discourse; these terms are quite often
equivalent to ‘What at was her purpose in doing that?’ can be
was her motive for dWas her reason for doing that?’ or ‘What
on the philosophy ofomg. that?” Most of those who have written
differentiations betweaCtlon are interested in arriving at clear_er
eVf’ryday use; but thee:;' th_eSC.COncepts than those recognized in
coincide. None the | ”’S““Ctlons they have made by no means
those I propose to €8s, some such distinctions are necessary,
tion or purpose wi?thout here develop the definition of inten-
conduct involyes the: I h?"e already established. Purposive
a particular outcome PpllcleIOH of ‘knowledge’ so as to produce
knowledge which g Or series of outcomes. To be sure, this is
agent’s doings are in(tlpplfed' But specification of which of an
what the parameters efmlonal necessarily involves establishing
are. Anscombe eXpre;)s the _knOWledge which she or he applies
‘under one description,e-s, this _by saying that what is intentional
may know, for examp] 1S not intentional under another. A man
he is sawing Smith’spf’ tht he is sawing a plank, but not that
of an intended act th};tdrtlh' Since it is analytical to the concept
cannot in this circumst: e agent ‘knows’ what he is doing, he

mstance be said intentionally to have sawn
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Smith’s plank, even though he definitely did saw the plank on
purpose and the plank was indeed Smith’s. This is so even if the
actor had temporarily forgotten the plank belonged to Smith at
the time he was sawing it, and remembered afterwards. Human
beings can provide us, directly or inadvertently, through what
they say, with more or less clear-cut boundaries between which
of their doings may be correctly called purposive, and which not;
it is much more difficult to know where to draw such boundaries
in the case of animal behaviour, where what ‘knowledge’ the
animal applies has to be inferred.

The terms ‘intention’ and ‘purpose’ as such are rather mislead-
ing, or can easily become so, since they imply that the flux of
the actor’s life-activity can be clearly cut up into strings of
intended outcomes, Only in rare circumstances does a person
have a clear-cut ‘end’ in mind which organizes the energies un-
equivocally in one direction — for example, when the individua}l
is set on winning a competitive game which, while he or she is
playing it, completely absorbs the attention. In this sense the
adjectives ‘intentional’ and ‘purposive’ are more accurate than
their noun-forms. The purposive content of everyday action
consists in the continual successful ‘monitoring’ by the actor
of her or his own activity; it is indicative of a casual mastery of
the course of day-to-day events that actors normally take for
granted. To enquire into an actor’s purposes for what he or she
does is to enquire into in what ways, or from what aspects, the
person is monitoring his or her involvement in the course of
events in question. One’s life-activity does not consist of a
strung-out series of discrete purposes and projects, but of a
continuing stream of purposive activity in interaction w1tb others
and with the world of nature; a ‘purposive act’, like act-
identifications more generally, is only grasped reﬂexw_el}_' by thC
actor, or isolated conceptually by another agent. It i these:
terms that what I have referred to as the ‘hierarchy of purposes
has to be understgod; human agents are able to .momtor their
activities as various concurrent flows, most of which (aS'SChutZ
says) are ‘held in stasis’ at any point in time, but which the
actor is ‘aware’ of, in the sense that he or she can recall them to
mind as relevant to a particular event or situation that crops up.

What holds for ‘intentions’ and ‘purposes’ also applies to
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‘reasons’; that is, it is really appropriate to speak of the’
rationalization of action against the background of the agents
reflexive monitoring of their conduct. To ask for Fhe reason for
an act is to cut conceptually into the flow of action, V’Vthh no
more involves a strung-out series of discrete ‘reasons thaq it
does such a series of ‘intentions’. I have argued that pu‘rposwe
conduct may be usefully thought of as the application of knowl—
edge’ to secure certain outcomes, events or qualities. To enquire
into the rationalization of such conduct, I shall say, is to enquire
into (1) the logical connection between various forms Of purposive
act, or projects, and (2) the ‘technical grounding’ of the k"?W'
ledge that is applied as ‘means’ in purposive acts to secure partic-
lar outcome:

In spite of the overlap between the notions of ‘purpose apd
‘reason” in everyday usage, it is useful to separate out, 1 SOCI0-
logical analysis, various layers of enquiry which lay actors ‘m e
into each other’s activities. Where an actor’s behaviour, what
he is doing’, is puzzling, another will first of all seek to make
his  behaviour intelligible by characterizing it meaningfully.
However, she may be satisfied that she knows what the other is
doing, and wish to ask what his purpose was in doing it, or if he
did what he did intentionally at all (which may alter her initial
characterization of the act, particulaﬂy where she 1s conc’erned
4 n of moral responsibility: then ‘killing” may
become murder’). But she may wish to penetrate st 1 ke
deeply than this, to the ‘grounding’ of what the actor did, v\./h'lch
means asking about the logical integration and the emp ik
CO"ltent of his monitoring of his activities.

Reason§’ may hence be defined as grounded principles of
ilCthl'l,- which agents ‘keep in touch with’ as a routine element
of their reflexive monitoring of their behaviour. Let me offer
an example from Schyty (cf. above, pp. 34-5): ‘putting up an
umbrt;llzl’ is a characterizatiop of an’ act'. a person’s intention in
50 doing might be expressed as ‘to keép dry’; and the reason
sives for so doing as the awareness that a suitably shaped
()bject_held above the head wij] keep the rain off. A ‘principle
of acuop’ thus constitutes an explanation of why a particular
‘means’ is the ‘correct’, ‘Proper’ or ‘appropriate’ one to achieve a
given outcome, as specified by a particular act-identification.
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Expectation of the rationalization of ‘technical effectiveness’ in
the reflexive monitoring of conduct is complemented by the
expectation of logical consistency within what I have previously
referred to as ‘hierarchies of purpose’: this is an integral feature
of the rationality of action, because what is an ‘end’ (purpose) in
relation to one act-identification may also be a ‘means’ within a
broader project. In everyday life, agents’ reasons, whether prof-
fered directly or inferred by others, are clearly adjudged as
‘adequate’ in relation to the accepted parameters of common
sense — of what is conventionally accepted in particular defined
contexts of action.

Are reasons causes? This is one of the most hotly debated
issues in the philosophy of action. Those who say reasons are not
causes argue that the relation between reason and agency is a
‘conceptual’ one. There is no way, they claim, of describing “{hat
reasons are without referring to the conduct which they ration-
alize; since there are not two independent sets of events or
states — that is, ‘reasons’ and ‘actions’ — there cannot be any
question of the existence of any sort of causal relation
connecting them. Authors, on the other hand, who have
wished to make a case for the causal potency of reasons have
looked for some way to establish their separation, as events,
from the behaviour to which they relate. The matter obv1<?usly
depends in some substantial part upon the notion of gausallty; I
think it would be true to say that most of the contributions to the
debate have been made, explicitly or otherwise, within a frqme-
work of Humean causality. A detailed discussion of the lf)glC of
causal analysis is impossible to undertake within the confines of
this study, and here I shall dogmatically assert the nee_d for an
account of agent causality, according to which causah?y does
not presuppose ‘laws’ of invariant connection (if anything, t_he
reverse is the case), but rather (1) the necessary connection
between cause and effect, and (2) the idea of cau§al et‘fIC.aCy-
That action is caused by an agent’s reflexive monitoring of his or
her intentions in relation to both wants and appreciation
of the demands of the ‘outer’ world, supplies a sufficient ex-
plication of freedom of conduct for the needs of this study; I
do not therefore oppose freedom to causality, but rather ‘agent
causality’ to ‘event causality’. ‘Determinism’, in the social
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;iifri;f Sz;cttill()enn rfflers to any theore.tica(l scheme which reduces
I have ar uesc(i) tehy v even‘t causality’.” ; .
the ratiOHal%Zati atftalk of ‘reasons’ can be misleading, and that
itAsicfo the 01;10 ‘conduct is basic feature of the monitoring
beltiss, Now inret ;xwe behav1opr qf human actors as purposive
T Bawe desalana] e conce.ptuallzapon of the.se Fnattefs whlgh
the phe HOmen(l))le » purposiveness is nece§sar11y }ntentlonal,.m
tions of ‘pur pos'oglcal sense - that is, ‘loglca!ly’ tied to dgscrlp—
since thig refergvf acts’ — l?ut.the ratlonallgatlon of action 1s not,
rationalization of0 the principled grounding of such acts. The
agency in tyin conduct expresses the causal fmchor.mg' of
within the ong(g,if u;?OSe_S to the conditions of their reallz.atlon
saying reasons areg raxis of day-to-day life. Rather than simply
that rationalizatio i or may be, causes, it is more accurate Fo say
the purpoSiveneSSn }5 the causal' expression of the groyndmg of
edge of the socigl (zmzihe agent in self-knou'/ledge and 1n kn.owl—
meInt ;)f the acting self material worlds which are the environ-
shall use ¢ e
action, Thgsf(mr:gz;yatlon’ to 'refer to the wants which prompt
personality is direl otn of motivation to the affective elements of
motives often haVeC‘ one, and is recognized in everyday usage;
these are at the sam names’ — fear, jealousy, vanity, etc. — and
emotions, EVerythine time commonly regarded as the ‘names’ of
the awareness of 1 g I have dealt with so far is ‘accessible’ to
formulate theoretic'el]aCtOr: not in the sense that she or he can
but in the sense thfl Y how she or he does what she or he does,
her or his testimon N ,glve“ that she or he is not dissimulating,
conduct is the mgsta $ to the purpose and reasons for her or_his
source of evidence abl)mp(_)rtant,' if not necessarily conclusive,
motivation. Ag | shall ut it. This does not hold in the case of
where actors are | el .. the term, it covers both instances
behaviour s aware of their wants, and also those where their
onsci influenced : ; .
consciousness; since F y sources not accessible to their
hood that the reyeg; reud, we have to reckon with the likeli-
by the agent. The( nlg? - the?‘e sources may be actively resisted
that of motive; ‘intereg:(‘)»n of interest stands in close relation to
or events that faCilitat;n, Sthcan l.)e simply defined as any outcomes
no 1nterests without Wam(i fumm_ent of agents’ wants. There are
s: but since people are not necessarily
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aware of their motives for acting in a particular way, they are not
necessarily aware of what, in any given situation, their interests
are either. Neither, of course, do individuals inevitably act in
accordance with their interests. Further, it would be wrong to
suppose that intentions are always convergent with wants: a
person may intend to do, and do, things which he or she does not
want to do; and may want things that he or she does not intend
to instigate any course of action to attain.!?

Meaning and communicative intent

So far, I have been concerned only with problems of the ‘mean-
ing’ of doings. When, in ordinary English usage, we refer to
purposiveness we often talk about what a person ‘means to do’;
just as, in reference to utterances, we talk about what he or she
‘means to say’. From this it would seem to be but a short step
to the proposition, or the assumption, that to ‘mean something’
in doing is the same as to ‘mean something’ in saying. Here
Austin’s notions of illocutionary acts and illocutionary forces
have done perhaps as much harm as good. Austin was struck by
the fact that to say something is not always simply to state some-
thing. The utterance, ‘With this ring I thee wed’, is not a descrlp—
tion of an action, but the very action (of marrying) itself. If, in
such instances, to mean something in saying is ipso facto_ to mean
something in doing, it would seem as though there is a single 'é{nd
sovereign form of meaning which does not necessitate making
any differentiation between doing something and saying some-
thing. But this is not so. For virtually all utterances, with the
exception of involuntary exclamations, cries of pain or ecstasy,
have a communicative character. Some sorts of verb?l com-
munication, including ritual utterances such as ‘With this ring I
thee wed’, are proclamatory in form, but this does pot aftecf
the point. In such cases the utterance is both a ‘meamry‘:’,ﬁ{1 act
in itself, and is at the same time a mode of commumcatmg a
message or a meaning to others: the meaning in this case being
perhaps something of the order ‘the union of marriage is h'ereby
sealed and made binding’, as understood by the marital pair and
others present on the scene.
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convergence between recent work in the philosophy of language
and the ideas developed by Chomsky and his followers on
transformational grammars. Both see language-use as a skilled
and creative performance. But in some philosophical writings the
reaction against the assumption that all utterances have some
form of propositional content has led to an equally exaggerated
emphasis in which ‘meaning’ comes to be regarded as exhausted
by communicative intent.

In concluding this section, I want now to show that the work
of the authors mentioned at the beginning of the previous para-
graph leads us back to considerations given great prominence
by Schutz and Garfinkel: the role of ‘common-sense under-
standings’, or what I shall later refer to as taken-for-granted
mutual knowledge, in human social interaction. The most
influential analysis of meaning as communicative intent (‘non-
natural meaning’) is that given by Grice. In his original formu-
lation, Grice put forward the view that the statement that an
actor S ‘meant so-and-so by X’ is usually expressible as ‘S
intended the utterance X to produce an effect upon another or
others by means of their recognizing this to be his intention’. But
this will not do as it stands, he later pointed out, because it may
include cases which would not be examples of (non-natural)
meaning. A person may discover that whenever he or she makes
a certain sort of exclamation another collapses in agony, and
once having made the discovery, intentionally repeats the effect;
if, however, when the first person makes the exclamation_, th.e
other collapses, having recognized the exclamation, and with it
the intention, we should not want to say that the exclamation
‘meant’ something. Thus Grice reaches the conclusion thi_lt tf_le
effect which S intends to produce ‘must be something V\_/thh n
some sense is within the control of the audience, or that.m some
sense of “reason” the recognition of the intention behind X 1s
for the audience a reason and not merely a cause’.'! e

Various ambiguities and difficulties have been exposed in this
account by critics. One of these is that it seems to lead to an
infinite regress, in which what S, intends to produce as an effect
upon S, depends upon S, intending S, to recognize his or her
intention to get S, to recognize his or her intention to get §2't0
recognize his or her intention ... In his later discussion, Grice
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claims that the possibility of such a regress creates no particular
problems, since in any actual situation the refusal, or incapacity,
of an actor to proceed very far along the line of regressive
knowledge of intentions will impose practical limits.‘Z' But thl_s is
not very satisfactory, since the problem of regress is a l'oglcal
one; the regress can only be escaped, I think, by intrquCIH.g e
element that does not directly figure in Grice’s own discussions.
This element is precisely that of the ‘common-sense 1.mder—
standings’ possessed by actors within shared cultural milieux —
or, to adopt a different terminology, what one philosopher VB
called ‘mutual knowledge’. (He says in fact that the phenomenon
has no accepted name, and that hence he has to coin one.)?
There are many things that an actor will assume or take for
granted that any other competent agent will know when he
addresses an utterance to her, and he will also take for granted
that the other knows that he assumes this. This does not, I
believe, introduce another infinite regress of ‘knowing that the
f)t}}e.r knows that one knows that the other knows.... The
Infinite regress of ‘knowing that the other knows one knows .. Y
‘threat-ens only in strategic circumstances, such as a poker game,
in which the people involyeq are trying {0 out-manoeuvre or out-
guess one another: apg here it is a practical problem for the
actors, rather than a Jogjcy| one to puzzle the philosopher or
social scientist. The ‘common-sense understanding’ or mutual
knowltx{ge relevant to the theory of communicative intent in-
VOIV.GS’ hfSt’ ‘What any competent actor can be expected to know
(believe) about the properties of competent actors, including
bOth. hers:elf or himself anq others, and sicond that the particu-
lar situation in which the actor is ;n a given tir;le, and the other
M an utterance is addressed, together comprise
oerill*nhc tfype of circumstance to which the attribu-
o s $ of compete ta appropriate.
T'he view 'has'been strongllay u?gceedls tt)l;egrfi(ir: :gg oglers, that
communicative Intent is the fundaméntal form of ‘meaning’, in
the sense that giving a satisfactory account of it will allow us to
understand the (conventional) meanings of utterance types. In
other words, ‘S-meaning’ (whg; an actor means in making
an utterance) is the key to explicating ‘X-meaning’ (what a
specific mark or symbo] means).!4 | want to deny that this is
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$0. ‘X-meaning’ is both sociologically and logically prior to ‘S-
mea“{“_g’. Sociologically prior, because the framework of symbolic
capacities necessary to the very existence of most human pur-
poses, as these are acted upon by any individual person, pre-
supposes the existence of a linguistic structure which mediates
gultur?l forms. Logically prior, because any account which begins
rom ‘S-meaning’ cannot explain the origin of ‘common-sense
upderstandings, or mutual knowledge, but must assume them as
givens. This can be made clear by looking at certain philo-
sophical writings that mesh fairly closely with and have similar
shortcomings to, Grice’s theory of meaning.'
. One sugh account, trimmed to its essentials, runs as follows.
he meaning of a word in a linguistic community depends upon
the norms or conventions which prevail in that community, to
t}}e effect that ‘the word is conventionally accepted to mean
p. A convention can be understood as a resolution of a co-
Ordination problem, as the latter is defined in game-theory. In
a co-ordination problem, two or more people have a shared end
that they wish to bring about, to do which each has to select
from a series of alternative, mutually exclusive means. The
Means selected have no significance in themselves, save that,
combined with those chosen by the other or others, they serve to
bring about what is mutually desired; the mutual responses of
the actors are in equilibrium when there is an equivalence of
Outcomes, regardless of what means are used. Thus suppose
tWo groups of individuals, one of whom is used to driving on the
left, the other of whom is accustomed to driving on the right,
come together to form a community in a new territory. The co-
ordination problem is that of achieving the outcome that every-
one drives on the same side of the road. There are two sets of
equilibria that represent successful outcomes: where everyone
drives on the right-hand side of the road, and where everyone
drives on the left, and in terms of the initial problem as a prob-
lem of the co-ordination of actions, each is equally ‘successful’.
The significance of this is that it seems tO indicate how com-
Municative intent might be tied in with convention. For the
actors involved in a co-ordination problem — at least, in so far as
they conduct themselves ‘rationally’ — will all act in a way that
they expect the others will expect that they will act.
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But this view, while having a certain formal symmetry that 'is
not unattractive, is misleading as an account of convention in
general and as a theory of conventional aspects of meaning in
particular. It is sociologically lacking, and I think logically unten-
able — in the latter respect in so far, at least, as it is focused on
meaning conventions. In the first place, it seems evident that
some sorts of norm or convention do not involve co-ordination
problems at all. It is conventional in our culture, for example, fqr
women to wear skirts and for men not to do so; but co-ordi-
nation problems are only associated with conventional styles of
dress with regard to such matters in so far as, say, the fact that
WOIET B0 increasingly wear trousers rather than skirts creates
a difficulty in telling the sexes apart, so that the achievement
of mutually desired outcomes in sexual relationships may s
compromised! More important, even in those conventions which
might b§ said to involve CO'Oljdination problems, the aims and
expectatlgns of those who are party to the conventions are
:‘l}ll’ara§;erlstica11y defined by acceptance of the convention, rather
or?l?niltfogonventlon being reached as an outcome of them. Co-
social-scienIt)irfOblemS’ as problems for actors (rather than for B
ordination oflctl(l) bserv.er attempting to understand how the: co-
arise only in th © actions of members is concretely realized),
are trying eitheer :lrcumstances I have already noted: when people
do, having at th O guess or to out-guess what others are going to
trying to do the :-lr disposal the information that e L
in most circumst,d m‘e With regard to their own likely actions. But
have to do this i:r;;es " social life, actors do not (’Cor-lscmudy%
o rull in’term:ge part precisely because of the existence o
g e granted'Of Which ‘appropriate’ modes of respon.fﬁ
particular force gy o th1§ applies to norms as a whole, but »‘w ‘
something to anotp Meaning conventions. When a person says
ordinating her o }(:r Person, her or his aim is not that of co-
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significance of ‘reasons’ in human conduct can best be under-
stood as the ‘theoretical aspect’ of the reflexive monitoring of
conduct which lay actors expect each other to sustain, so
that if asked why he or she acted as he or she did, an actor is
able to offer a principled explanation of the act; third, that the
communication of meaning in interaction poses problems in
some part separable from those concerning the identification of
meaning in non-communicative acts.

In the following two chapters I shall be concerned to use and
build upon the conclusions I have reached in this, which offer
a preparatory basis for a reconstruction of the logic of social-
scientific method. It is only preparatory because, as it stands,
what I have said so far does not begin to deal with what, in my
preceding critical discussion, I have isolated as some of the basic
difficulties of ‘interpretative sociology’ — the failure to cope with
problems of institutional organization, power and struggle as
integral features of social life. In the next chapter, then, I sha.ll
attempt to integrate some of the contributions made by the vari-
ous schools of thought previously discussed within the outlines
of a theoretical scheme that is able satisfactorily to encompass
these problems. A necessary preliminary to this, however, 18 a
brief examination of why such a reconciliation is not already_ to
be found in those established traditions of social theory which
place issues of institutional analysis in the forefront: the ‘ortho-
dox academic sociology’ of Durkheim and Parsons, and the
counter-tradition originating in the writings of Marx. To this
question I shall now turn.




